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Executive Summary

When we put the Veteran experience first, we can tackle 
VA’s most complex issues. 

For VA to successfully address our greatest challenges, we need to understand how 
Veterans and their families perceive and interact with VA. The Veterans Experience team 
is using human-centered design (HCD) at VA to orient services toward Veterans and 
their families. By working to understand what Veterans want and deliberately designing 
service experiences to meet those needs, VA can improve the Veteran experience. 
This leads to service experiences that deliver on all our constituents’ needs: Veterans, 
business lines within VA, Congress, VSOs and the American taxpayers.

We spent the last 18 months on a journey to research and understand the needs of 
Veterans and their families. We’ve also sought to understand the needs of our VA 
employees who deliver those services every day.

To improve Veterans’ experience with VA, we mapped key journeys through service lines 
at VA from a Veteran’s perspective and identified the moments that matter most to 
Veterans. We then designed interventions to prevent VA from falling short during these 
crucial moments. We worked to improve and replicate service areas that are bright spots 
and to help Veterans more holistically understand all that VA offers.

We have also undertaken a series of service design improvement efforts that better 
enable and support our employees in delivering great customer experience. Through 
our research, we’ve learned that organizations with strong customer service empower 
employees to do the right thing for the customer in every interaction, as opposed to 
emphasizing rules, trainings, and supervision. As a result, we’ve taken steps to foster 
strong customer service by empowering our employees.

As we make changes to better meet the needs of Veterans and their families, continued 
measurement and review are needed to ensure that we’re hitting the mark. That said, 
we have an enormous opportunity, if we stay focused on this path, to achieve Secretary 
Bob McDonald’s aspiration to make VA the #1 customer service agency in the Federal 
Government. Our nation’s Veterans and their families deserve nothing less.
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PROCESS

Veterans Experience Office (VEO)
Insight Process
All of our work is organized around the Veteran’s journey. For each 
journey phase, we carry out an ongoing loop of learning, co-creation, 
and sharing out. Each activity generates tools, materials, and services 
that we catalog and share. 

CARRY OUT ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH

yy Research notes & multimedia
yy Visualizations of findings

HOLD EXPLORATORY WORKSHOPS

yy Workshop tools & stimuli
yy Workshop finding visualizations

CAPTURE CURRENT & FUTURE SERVICES

yy Journey mapping tools
yy Service blueprint tools

DEVELOP & TEST PROTOTYPES

yy Service & material prototypes
yy Testing plans

COLLECT FEEDBACK

yy VA feedback & iteration tools
yy Public feedback tools

COMMUNICATE OUTCOMES

yy Internal design results & materials
yy Public-facing results & materials
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Testing prototypes of Veterans’ tools at Castle Point VA 
in upstate New York.
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

Our work is grounded in hundred of hours of 
in-person research and testing with Veterans 
and VA staff.

Over the past several years, VA has engaged in a series of  successful 
research efforts to understand how Veterans and their communities 
engage with VA. Building on the insights and themes cultivated through 
these research efforts, the Veterans Experience Office embarked on a 
new project in September 2015 founded on the question: “How might 
we improve the experience of Veterans and their support networks 
through life transitions in a manner that anticipates and is responsive 
to their well-being?”

RESEARCH PROCESS
As part of the Veteran Experience Office’s commitment to keep 
Veterans at the center of every VA initiative, the team utilized a Human-
Centered Design process to begin improving Veterans’ experience. 
Beginning with qualitative research—interviews, stimuli activities, and 
environmental observations—the team generated a comprehensive 
perspective of the life and needs of Veterans across multiple 
geographies, life stages, and areas of service. Ethnographic field 
research on Veterans and their support networks provided the team 
with a detailed perspective of Veterans: who they are, what they need 
and hope for, and how they behave.  
 
The resulting qualitative data, coupled with expert and stakeholder 
interview data, provided us with Veteran-centered insights, 
empowering the Veterans Experience Office to develop actionable 
Veterans experience tools and make insightful recommendations 
related to the design of new or enhanced products, services, and 
offerings for Veterans and VA.
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

RESEARCH GOALS
This research effort explored behaviors, attitudes, and perceptions 
of Veterans and their support networks through the lens of “life 
transitions” to achieve the following goals: 

 

RESEARCH PLAN AND OUTCOMES 
To achieve our goals and generate a comprehensive understanding 
of Veterans’ experience, the research team curated a research sample 
of over 150 Veterans from around the country, and conducted a new 
round of in-depth ethnographic interviews with 39 participants. Out 
of the field research, the team developed a collection of Veterans 
experience tools (Journeys of Veterans Map and VA Customer Persona 
Ideation Cards) as a first step towards creating or enhancing new 
products or services to benefit Veterans. 

1 DEEPEN OUR UNDERSTANDING OF VETERANS’ LIFE 
GOALS AND NEEDS THROUGHOUT THEIR LIVES

UNDERSTAND KEY “MOMENTS THAT MATTER” IN 
VETERANS’ INTERACTIONS WITH VA

DESIGN AND PROTOTYPE INTERVENTIONS TO 
COLLECTIVELY WORK TOWARD SYSTEMIC CHANGE

2
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

JOURNEY TOOLS
Our discovery findings allowed us to build 
multiple new tools that capture common 
experiences during Veterans’ life journeys. 
These journey tools can be used as a  starting 
point for designing or refining products and 
services. 

The Challenge  Not all Veterans are the same, yet they often 
experience a broad set of shared needs and goals as they move 
through their lives. To serve Veterans better, VA must understand 
this series of needs and goals, so VA can fit into Veterans’ lives at 
appropriate points along their journeys, during the moments that 
matter most. 

Our  Approach  By sorting and synthesizing the stories of Veterans  
we spoke with during our research process, we developed a model  
for the common phases and stages of Veterans’ life experience. 

Design Solution  We created three tools to better define and explore 
Veterans’ journeys: a comprehensive research report, an overview map 
for a Veteran life journey, and ‘deep dive’ journey maps for specific 
aspects of Veteran experience.

Future Impact  We are engaging the organization at both agency 
and administrative levels in collaborative working sessions to share 
the technique of journey mapping. These tools can be used to drive 
strategic planning and decision-making across the Veteran ecosystem, 
foster empathy with employees, build a shared language between 
Veterans and VA, and ultimately help change the way we do business   
in a way that better meets Veterans’ needs. 

HOW TO USE JOURNEY TOOLS:

Use the three Journeys of        
Veterans tools to:

•	 Develop a shared        
understanding  of Veterans’ 
experiences across VA  

•	 Identify VA customer service       
gaps or bright spots along  
Veterans’ journeys  

•	 Recognize where multiple VA 
services might touch Veterans 
simultaneously along their  
journeys  

•	 Focus on “moments that 
matter” as junctures during 
which  VA should design                                           
excellent  customer service 
experiences  and outreach 
opportunities

•	 Reference life moments as     
starting points for generating      
new products or services  

The journey map is the 
best thing I have ever 
seen come from VA. 

LES BEAVERS
Executive Director (Former),
NASDVA

“
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

JOURNEYS  
OF VETERANS

VETERANS EXPERIENCE TOOLS
MAY 2016

1 8 1 9

WHAT WE HEARD
 » Many servicemembers enlist in the military after high school. As a 

result, they “grow up” in a highly structured, insular environment, which 
enhances certain skill sets and potentially mutes others, like managing 
finances or planning for the future.

 » The spectrum of motivation for joining the military is broad—from 
looking for a sense of purpose to tangible returns (e.g. a paycheck or 
educational benefits).

 » Some servicemembers join the military to escape negative life 
conditions (e.g. abuse or alcoholism); however, often these conditions 
do not go away and may continue to impact them even after 
separation.

 » Many Veterans have a vague idea of the VA benefits available to them 
(GI Bill and Health Care being the most familiar), but expect a full set of 
VA benefits and services upon separation.

Managing military 
and family 
obligations

Finding a 
place to live

Doing well 
by my unit

Understanding
future prospects

Preparing for
military service

Fulfilling my
military obligation

Completing my 
paperwork

Understanding
the process of 
separating

Engaging VA to 
access benefits 
and services

Adapting to 
military culture

Embracing 
military culture

Leaving 
home

Being motivated 
by the mission

Maintaining 
my health

Managing primary 
care and chronic 
health issues 

Recognizing 
and addressing 
mental health 
needs

Seeking support 
for an acute 
health event

Saving for 
my retirement

Taking care of 
my family

Connecting with and 
serving my community

Starting, growing, or 
maintaining my family

Revisiting housing

Maintaining my
financial, social,
and emotional health

Engaging VA to 
access benefits 
and services

Acquiring the 
appropriate education, 
new skills, and credentials

Building my 
professional reputation

Finding the right job

Finding 
something 
to do

Balancing 
finances

Re-establishing 
and creating 
relationships

Attending to 
health needs

Getting 
out

Starting 
upJoining Serving

Reinventing
Myself

Putting 
down 
roots

Taking 
care of 
myself

LEAVING HOME
Military recruits often want to change their current life path, gain 
independence, or get away from their living environments. This may be 
a moment of anxiety and excitement.

EMBRACING MILITARY CULTURE
Recruits are often eager for the opportunity to leave their home towns, 
travel across the world, and do something different with their lives. They 
feel enthusiastic and optimistic.

BEING MOTIVATED BY THE MISSION
Some recruits feel it is their duty to serve their country and their 
purpose is to protect their fellow citizens. By joining the military and 
making a sacrifice for a greater good, these recruits hope to earn 
respect and honor. 

PREPARING FOR MILITARY SERVICE 
New recruits prepare to abandon their comfort zones and join bootcamp, 
an overwhelming and exhilarating moment where the idea of military 
service becomes a reality. Recruits might talk with other people who are 
planning to serve or have already served in the military, seeking strategies 
for how best to adapt to their new lifestyle during this transition.

SERVING YOUR 
COUNTRY WAS     
REAL BIG. IT WAS   
AN HONOR.

D A N ,  T E X A S 

SERVING IN AND SEPARATING FROM THE MILITARY

JOINING

People join the military for a number of reasons, although 
approximately 78% of active duty members enlist immediately 
after high school. In addition to the pride of serving their country 
and fellow citizens, new recruits see the military as an employment 
opportunity, a pathway into future educational opportunities, and a 
way to jump-start their adult lives. Some servicemembers also join 
to get away from difficult environments or improve their chances of 
having a better future.

PAIN POINTS
Lack of transparency around how Veterans earn benefits  
(e.g. contractual requirements).

VETERANS MAY BE THINKING...
“I'll be able to afford school.”

“I'll be able to build a career in 
the military if I want to.”

“The military offers great 
benefits and will help me 
achieve my goals.”

VA OPPORTUNITIES
VA can inform servicemembers 
and shape the perception of 
VA services at the onset of their 
military career. Focusing on 
how and what is communicated 
about education and health 
care benefits, among others, 
powerfully shapes the 
expectations of future Veterans.

VA SERVICES
GI Bill (Future)

VA Health Care (Future)

Moment that Matters 

UNDERSTANDING FUTURE PROSPECTS
The promise of future VA benefits and services is often used during 
recruitment as a tool to help potential servicemembers envision their 
future prospects. This may be the first time servicemembers are 

“introduced” to VA.

“I’m giving up my 
independence for a 
few years and I’m not 
completely sure if it will  
be worth it.”

“I’ve heard bad things 
about VA.”

I WAS  
EXPECTING TO 
GO INTO CRASH 
FIRE RESCUE SO 
I COULD GET OUT 
AND BECOME A 
FIREFIGHTER.

TED,  FL 

The Journeys of Veterans research report captures 
an aggregated view of Veterans’ life journeys from 
pre-service through death. The report describes the 
three phases of our journey model—Serving in and 
Separating from the Military, Living Civilian Life, and 
Retiring and Aging—which together cover 10 major 
life stages and associated VA services, including 

various moments and “moments that matter,” i.e., 
significant moments in Veterans’ lives during which 
VA can and should play a role. This information 
serves as a foundation on which to build a common 
understanding of Veterans’ experiences and can 
be used as a starting point for designing or refining 
products and services.

Journeys Research Report
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Journeys of Veterans Map

This map, based on our discovery 
findings, covers life stages 
Veterans may encounter, from 
pre-service to end of life. 

These life stages are organized in three phases in 
which Veterans’ goals and aspirations are distinctly 
different. Each life stage lists out moments Veterans 
typically experience and the associated VA services, 
and calls out key “moments that matter” which may 
have significant impact on Veterans’ experiences.   

“Moments that matter” are explicitly called out 
across the 10 life stages. Two metrics were used to 
identify these “moments that matter”: 1) Veterans 
cited these points as major moments in their lives 
with long-term implications for their well-being, and 
2) VA can and should play a significant or enhanced 
role during these moments. While “moments that 
matter” have heightened significance for Veterans, 
each moment along the map is important to 
Veterans’ overall well-being. 

Life events impact individual goals and change 
priorities. Events like marriage, divorce, widowhood, 
birth of a child, obtaining a new degree, loss of 
housing, empty nesting, major illness, and so on 
have profound effects on people’s priorities and 
how they approach their lives—as well as how they 
interact and perceive services. These events are 
unpredictable and may happen at any point across 
this journey.

Transition Assistance 
Program (TAP)

Pre-discharge Program 
(Disability Compensation)

GI Bill
Home Loan

GI Bill
Career Center
VetSuccess on Campus

VA Home Loan

Compensation & 
Pension Exam 

Vet Center

Vet Center
Welcome Home Events
Post-Deployment Clinic

VA Health Care
MyHealthe Vet

Mental Health Care
PTS Services
Psychosocial Rehabilitation
& Recovery Services
Veteran Crisis Line
MST Counseling
Social work

VA Health Care
Disability Compensation
Prescription Services
Inpatient Care
Choice Act

VA Health Care
Prescription Services
Emergency Care
Specialized Care

Preventative Care
Pharmacy

Veteran’s Pension
Disability Compensation

GI Bill
Life Insurance

VA Home Loan

Vet Center

VA Refinancing

VA Mental Health Center
Social work

myVA Communities
VSOs

GI Bill
VetSuccess on Campus
Educational & Vocational Counseling

Skills Translator
Career Center
Resume Builder

Career Center
Veterans Job Bank
Resume Builder

VA Health Care
MyHealtheVet
Pharmacy
Disability Health 
Condition

Finding a 
place to live

Finding 
something 
to do

Completing my 
paperwork

Understanding
the process of 
separating

Engaging VA to 
access benefits 
and services

Balancing 
finances

Re-establishing 
and creating 
relationships

Maintaining 
my health

Managing my  
chronic health 
issues

Recognizing 
and addressing 
mental health 
needs

Seeking support 
for an acute 
health event

Saving for 
my retirement

Taking care of 
my family

Connecting with and 
serving my community

Starting, growing, or 
maintaining my family

Revisiting housing

Maintaining my
financial, social,
and emotional health

Translating my 
military skills

Building my network

Acquiring the 
appropriate new 
skills and credentials

Building my 
professional reputation

Finding the right job

Attending to 
health needs

Getting 
out

Starting 
Up

Building
my career

Putting 
down 
roots

Taking 
care of 
myself

Life insurance

GI Bill
VA Home Loan

Managing military 
and family 
obligations

Doing well 
by my unit

Fulfilling my
military service

Adapting to 
military culture

Serving
RETIRE

PRE-SERVICE LIFE

SERVING AND SEPARATING FROM THE MILITARY LIVING POST-MILITARY LIFE RETIREMENT AND DEALING WITH AGING

SEPARATE

T R

ENLIST

Understanding
future prospects

Preparing for
military service

Embracing 
military culture

Leaving 
home

Being motivated 
by the mission

Joining

VA Veteran’s Pension
Disability Compensation

Audiology
Blind & Vision Rehab
Specialized Care

VA Health Care

Vet Center

Finding additional 
sources of income

Taking care 
of my health

Participating in 
meaningful activities

Retiring 

VA Health Care
Geriatric & Extended Care
Home Health Care
Caregiver Services

Caregiver Services
Home Health Care
Geriatric & Extended Health

PACT teams
Holistic end of life planning

Managing my 
declining health

Maintaining social 
and community 
connections

Adapting my 
support network 
to my new needs

Coming to terms 
with changing ability

Aging 

Burial Benefits
Burial Allowance
Survivor’s Benefits

Burial Benefits
Burial Allowance
Survivor’s Benefits

Deciding how and 
where to get buried

Scheduling and 
planning a funeral 
service

Dying
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Moment
that 
matters

Life Stage

Understanding 
future prospects

Preparing for 
military service

Moment

Joining

LEGEND

Transition Assistance 
Program (TAP)

Pre-discharge Program 
(Disability Compensation)

GI Bill
Home Loan

GI Bill
Career Center
VetSuccess on Campus

VA Home Loan

Compensation & 
Pension Exam 

Vet Center

Vet Center
Welcome Home Events
Post-Deployment Clinic

VA Health Care
MyHealthe Vet

Mental Health Care
PTS Services
Psychosocial Rehabilitation
& Recovery Services
Veteran Crisis Line
MST Counseling
Social work

VA Health Care
Disability Compensation
Prescription Services
Inpatient Care
Choice Act

VA Health Care
Prescription Services
Emergency Care
Specialized Care

Preventative Care
Pharmacy

Veteran’s Pension
Disability Compensation

GI Bill
Life Insurance

VA Home Loan

Vet Center

VA Refinancing

VA Mental Health Center
Social work

myVA Communities
VSOs

GI Bill
VetSuccess on Campus
Educational & Vocational Counseling

Skills Translator
Career Center
Resume Builder

Career Center
Veterans Job Bank
Resume Builder

VA Health Care
MyHealtheVet
Pharmacy
Disability Health 
Condition

Finding a 
place to live

Finding 
something 
to do

Completing my 
paperwork

Understanding
the process of 
separating

Engaging VA to 
access benefits 
and services

Balancing 
finances

Re-establishing 
and creating 
relationships

Maintaining 
my health

Managing my  
chronic health 
issues

Recognizing 
and addressing 
mental health 
needs

Seeking support 
for an acute 
health event

Saving for 
my retirement

Taking care of 
my family

Connecting with and 
serving my community

Starting, growing, or 
maintaining my family

Revisiting housing

Maintaining my
financial, social,
and emotional health

Translating my 
military skills

Building my network

Acquiring the 
appropriate new 
skills and credentials

Building my 
professional reputation

Finding the right job

Attending to 
health needs

Getting 
out

Starting 
Up

Building
my career

Putting 
down 
roots

Taking 
care of 
myself

Life insurance

GI Bill
VA Home Loan

Managing military 
and family 
obligations

Doing well 
by my unit

Fulfilling my
military service

Adapting to 
military culture

Serving
RETIRE

PRE-SERVICE LIFE

SERVING AND SEPARATING FROM THE MILITARY LIVING POST-MILITARY LIFE RETIREMENT AND DEALING WITH AGING

SEPARATE

T R

ENLIST

Understanding
future prospects

Preparing for
military service

Embracing 
military culture

Leaving 
home

Being motivated 
by the mission

Joining

VA Veteran’s Pension
Disability Compensation

Audiology
Blind & Vision Rehab
Specialized Care

VA Health Care

Vet Center

Finding additional 
sources of income

Taking care 
of my health

Participating in 
meaningful activities

Retiring 

VA Health Care
Geriatric & Extended Care
Home Health Care
Caregiver Services

Caregiver Services
Home Health Care
Geriatric & Extended Health

PACT teams
Holistic end of life planning

Managing my 
declining health

Maintaining social 
and community 
connections

Adapting my 
support network 
to my new needs

Coming to terms 
with changing ability

Aging 

Burial Benefits
Burial Allowance
Survivor’s Benefits

Burial Benefits
Burial Allowance
Survivor’s Benefits

Deciding how and 
where to get buried

Scheduling and 
planning a funeral 
service

Dying
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Deep-Dive Journey Maps

The deep-dive maps expand each stage of the 
Veterans’ journey, further illuminating the 
varied experiences in a Veteran’s engagement 
with VA. 

We created the deep-dive maps in collaborative journey-mapping 
sessions with Veterans and participants from across all VA 
administrations and relevant staff offices. Together, we focused on 
making sure we had the “doing” steps right, discussing what Veterans 
are thinking and feeling at these steps, the role VA currently plays,      
and opportunities for future research or improvements.

LOW-FIDELITY MAP
We generated spreadsheet versions of the deep-dive maps for ongoing 
use and revision by VA. These ‘lo-fi’ maps will allow for different key 
personnel or offices to input revisions in key steps, Veterans’ feelings 
and thoughts at these steps, VA onstage activities, and potential 
opportunities. There will be one VA owner for each of these maps, who 
will be responsible for compiling updates and integrating new insights 
into existing workflows.

DEEP-DIVE MAPS CREATED 
TO-DATE

•	 Enrolling in Healthcare

•	 Accessing Primary & Specialty Care

•	 Accessing Mental Health Services

•	 Looking for a Job

•	 Looking for Housing

•	 Furthering Education

•	 Filing for Disability Insurance

•	 The Compensation & Pension 
Examination (part of Disability 
Insurance)

•	 Appealing Disability Insurance 
Rating

•	 Vocational Rehabilitation

•	 Burying a Family Member
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OPPORTUNITIES
FOR VA

Educate Veterans and their families on NCA 
benefits at earlier stage in life.

Encourage Veterans to share NCA benefit 
information with their families while they are 
healthy. 

Create tool–possibly a lightweight reminder–for 
funeral home to identify if deceased is a Veteran 
and retreive DD214/5 if previously registered 
with VA.

Create user-friendly checklist of burial/memorial 
options.

Create online tool to replace multiple paper 
forms and reduce the number of forms necessary 
to memorialize a Veteran; integrate into Vets.gov.     

Offer clear description of "Final Farewell" as part 
of information regarding commital services.

Reduce wait time for headstone claim 
processing. Create online claim checker; 
integrate into Vets.gov.

Offer standard follow-up process to ensure 
headstone information is accurate.

Process

In Person

Email/Written

Phone

Online

RESPONSIBLE PARTY

1-14 DAYSTIMELINE

CURRENT
FAMILY
EXPERIENCE

FAMILY
ACTION

30-60 DAYS 30 DAYS - 1 YEAR

Veteran’s Proxy

Dept. of 
Veterans Affairs

Third Party

VA

Veteran Dies

Most Veterans die outside VA facilities, and their 
familiy members or next of kin have to figure out 
how to engage with VA services, with which they 
are likely unfamiliar.

Some Veterans die in VA facilities, where staff 
(such as the ombudsperson) may be able to 
assist in understanding NCA burial benefits. In 
addition, VHA provides the death certificate and 
transfers the Veteran's body to the family's 
chosen funeral home.

When military service members die in combat, 
their remains are transferred through Dover, DE 
to a funeral home of the family's choice. 

NOTE: This map does not address burial at 
Arlington National Cemetery or other DOD sites.

VA

VA

Attend Funeral and/or 
Burial Services

Family may arrange for services at the funeral 
home, a religious institution, or other site prior 
to the committal of the Veteran's remains at a 
cemetery.

If family has chosen to have Veteran buried or 
interred at a private cemetery, they may 
arrange for a gravesite service, including 
Military Funeral Honors, at the cemetery.

If family has chosen to have Veteran buried or 
interred at a national or state Veteran's 
cemetery, gravesite services are not offered. 
Rather, family may have a "Final Farewell" 
service, including Military Funeral Honors, at a 
Committal Shelter on cemetery grounds. 

Select Burial / 
Interment Type

Check Status of 
Headstone

NCA will typically ship headstones, markers,   
or medallions to the cemetery between 30   
and 60 days of the Form 40-1330 being filed. 
Family can check status by calling NCA's  
Applicant Assistance Unit.

NCA staff will call family if they notice any 
potential discrepancies or errors on the 
headstone, marker, or medallion documents.

VA

VA

Mark Grave

Family who chose to bury, inter, or memorialize 
their Veteran at a private cememtery must 
arrange for placement of the headstone, marker, 
or medallion at their expense. 

National and state Veterans' cemeteries will 
place the Veteran's headstone or marker at no or 
nominal cost.

In some religious traditions, marking of the grave 
may not occur for one year after death; national 
Veterans' cemeteries can honor this tradition by 
covering the headstone prior to the one-year 
gravesite service.

VA

VA

1 DAY 1-3 DAYS

Contact Funeral Home

During funeral planning, the Veteran's family 
may mention the deceased's Veteran status, 
or the funeral home may ask about Veteran 
status, either of which may prompt   a 
discussion of NCA benefits.

If family indicates to the funeral home that 
they’re interested in using NCA benefits, 
typically the funeral home will request a copy 
of the Veteran's DD-214/5, which the funeral 
home faxes to NCA to ascertain the Veteran's 
eligibility for benefits.

NOTE: Neither the funeral home nor the 
family may think to discuss the deceased's 
Veteran status at the time of funeral 
planning, in which case NCA benefits may    
go unused until a later date. 

Request Headstone, 
Burial Allowance, and/or 
Memorial Honors

POSSIBLE 
FAMILY
FEELINGS

Grieving,
Overwhelmed

“What do I do now? I can't 
deal with anything after 
this loss.”

Touched,
Comforted

“The service was 
beautiful – it honored my 
family member's service 
to his/her country.”

Grateful “I had no idea there were 
this many benefits.”

Uncertain “I'm not sure how my 
family member would 
want to be buried.”

Overwhelmed “Will I be responsible for 
paying for this? What does 
the burial allowance cover?”

Uncertain “They told me they'd send 
the headstone within a month 
or so – did it ever arrive?”

Pleased, ThankfulAppreciative “Everyone has been 
supportive.”

“The funeral home knew 
exactly what I needed 
to do.”

Confused “Where/how do I get the 
DD214?”

“Why doesn't VA already 
have the DD214?”

Apprehensive “I hope my family member 
qualifies for benefits. ”

“The funeral director 
made all the burial 
arrangements so I didn't 
need to think about it.”

Appreciative

Confused “What are all these forms 
I have to compete? Who do 
I contact?” 

To request a headstone, marker, or 
medallion, the family or the funeral home 
file Form 40-1330 with NCA.

To request payment of a burial allowance, 
family files Form 21P-530–Request for Burial 
Benefits–which is processed by VBA.

Family or the funeral home may request a 
Presidential Memorial Certificate (PMC) via 
NCA by filing Form 40-0247.

Family, the funeral home, VA cemetery staff, 
or Veteran Service Organizations may 
contact the DOD to request Military Funeral 
Honors, including a burial flag; burial flags 
may also be independently requested from 
NCA by filing Form 27-2008.

VA

1+ DAYS

If Veteran has been deemed eligible for benefits, 
family must decide how and where their 
Veteran's remains will be buried or interred.    
The choice of a private cemetery vs. selection     
of a state or national Veterans' cemetery vs. a 
decision not to bury or inter will affect the    
burial benefits that are available.

If family selects a private cememtery (~80%), 
then they may request:

Headstone/Marker/Medallion OR Burial 
Allowance
Transport from VA facility to funeral home
Presidential Memorial Certificate

If family selects a national or state Veterans' 
cemetery (~20%), then they may request the 
benefits above, plus: 

A gravesite at no cost
Opening and closing of the gravesite
Lowering of the casket
Ordering and setting of a headstone
Perpetual care of the gravesite
Same services provided to Veteran's spouse(s)

If family chooses cremation without      
cemetery interment, they may request a burial 
allowance to address cremation costs; family 
may also request a memorial headstone or 
marker for placement in a recognized cemetery.

If family selects medical school donation,     
they may request burial allowance for transfer 
costs, then cemetery and memorial benefits 
after the medical school's use of the remains    
is complete.

-

-
-

-
-
-
-
-
-

VERSION 0.5  LAST EDITED 06.16.16

SCHEDULING A BURIAL & MEMORIAL
This journey map documents the possible experience of a Veteran’s next-of-kin as they make 
arrangements to bury and memorialize a Veteran. Research and interviews revealed these key insights: 
most of the responsibility for postmortem arrangements falls on Veteran’s next of kin; the funeral home 
often acts as VA’s informational proxy; and the . 

JOURNEYS OF VETERANS

HIGH-FIDELITY MAP 
The ‘hi-fi’ maps are professionally designed versions of the ‘lo-fi’ map 
content. These visualizations of the deep-dive journeys are intended for 
use as tools in collaborative settings, for example when teams gather to 
consider opportunities to improve aspects of service around a portion of 
the journey. Updates to the hi-fi maps can be coordinated with VE team.



18

VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

PERSONA TOOLS
We generated two new tools about 10 types 
of common VA users—aggregate characters 
known in the private sector as ‘personas.’

The Challenge  Veterans’ varied backgrounds and experiences 
effect how they interact with VA, so VA needs to understand different 
expectations, requirements, and attitudes of Veterans in order to 
design and deliver better products and services.

Our Approach  Building on our discovery research and prior VA 
human-centered design efforts, we developed personas: fictitious 
characters combining qualities from many different real people 
who represent VA’s actual customers. Personas are not the same as 
market segments. Instead, personas capture attitudes, needs, and 
expectations of potential users of VA’s services.

Design Solution  We created two persona tools that explore how 
Veterans’ military and personal experiences shape their needs of 
and attitudes toward VA: a comprehensive research report with a 
set of 10 updated personas, and a deck of ‘ideation’ cards to allow 
service designers, product owners, and others to generate new ideas 
for responding to the needs of Veterans with different worldviews, 
personal qualities, military experiences, and life needs.

Future Impact  We are using persona tools in conjunction with the 
journey tools throughout the organization to build an understanding 
of a range of Veterans’ perspectives. These tools can be used to 
focus products and services on addressing particular Veteran needs 
and expectations, refine offerings to address a broader spectrum of 
Veterans, and ultimately create a better experience for each unique 
Veteran we serve.

HOW TO USE PERSONA TOOLS:

•	 Understand the diverse needs 
and attitudes of VA’s primary set 
of customers  

•	 Develop fluency in describing 
Veterans’ experiences and  a 
shared understanding of 
Veterans’ needs across the 
spectrum  

•	 Recognize where VA services 
do a great job at or fall short 
of meeting different Veterans’ 
expectations and needs  

•	 Identify which services have  a 
broad impact on multiple 
personas and which services are 
more targeted  

•	 Reference personas as starting 
points for generating new 
products or services  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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

Ideation Cards

VETERANS EXPERIENCE TOOLS
MAY 2016

VA CUSTOMER PERSONAS

The ideation cards are a translation of VA’s customer personas 
into user-friendly ideation or playing cards. 

The ideation card deck contains four suits, including Veteran    
personas, life stages, military experiences, and personal qualities. 
The cards will be most immediately useful for people throughout  
VA who are in the process of designing better products, services and 
experiences for Veterans. Whenever possible, experienced human-
centered designers should facilitate use of the cards with teams who 
have limited day-to-day experience with creative ideation. 

The cards’ primary use is to help designers ask idea-provoking 
questions and generate innovative solutions. People should use the 
deck to: imagine and invent new possible tools and services; 
identify gaps  in current tools and services; and think of new ways 
to evaluate the utility of tools and services for different types of 
Veterans. For example, product owners could potentially re-design                          
VA benefit handbooks, personalizing them according to different 
Veteran personas, or service owners could design less-burdensome 
enrollment processes to align with particular Veterans’ needs. 

FORGING AHEAD

P E R S O N A S

A resilient, self-sufficient Veteran who has 
life-planning and health needs related to 
mental, physical, and/or sexual trauma. 

L I F E  S TA G E S

Joining

SERVING IN  
THE MILITARY

SERVICE ERA

M I L I TA R Y 
E X P E R I E N C E

Veterans’ eras and locales of service  
may shape their experiences and  

expectations of VA.

GENDER

P E R S O N A L  Q U A L I T I E S

A Veteran’s gender may shape experiences 
and expectations of VA – and influence 
providers’ expectations of the Veteran.

Personas Research Report
The VA Customer Personas research report describes 10 common VA 
personas. These personas are derived from hundreds of ethnographic 
interviews with Veterans, their families, and their service providers. 
This research included visits to their homes and places of work, as 
well as rich discussions about their lives. Qualitative research of this 
kind provided incredibly detailed data about not just what Veterans 
do or want, but why and how they live their lives and try to achieve 
their goals. This information serves as a foundation on which to build 
a more detailed understanding of how Veterans’ experiences are 
variable; these personas can be used as a starting point for designing 
or refining products and services. 
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

VA AGENCY LEVEL
VA can use the journey maps and personas to         
assist VA Strategic Planning and Programming, OEI/
OPP. These materials provide a Veteran-centric 
framework to orient decision-making toward a 
cohesive portfolio of administration activities. The 
journey map can also be used as a living document 
to track new programs and initiatives against the 
Veteran experience.

VA ADMINISTRATION LEVEL
Journey maps and personas can be used by 
administration and program leaders to shape 
efforts with the Veteran perspective in mind. 
These materials can provide a basis for prioritizing        
needs and aligning services based on Veteran 
experience. The journey map can also help identify 
VA customer service gaps or bright spots along 
Veteran journeys and measure improvement     
against “moments that matter.”

Veteran personas and journey maps can be used to drive strategic 
planning and decision-making across the Veteran ecosystem.
We envision VA will leverage these materials in the following ways:

Future Evolutions
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VETERANS’ EXPERIENCE TOOLS

FRONTLINE EMPLOYEE TRAINING
VA can educate VA employees across all 
administrations about the Veteran experience       
with journey maps and personas, highlighting 
“front stage” experiences and “back stage” services. 
These materials can empower employees to deeply 
understand how their work affect Veteran experience, 
and provide a common language for employees to 
discuss Veteran-centric customer service.

ORGANIZATIONS SERVING VETERANS
Journey maps and personas can be shared across 
the ecosystem of organizations that help Veterans, 
enabling a common perspective and understanding 
of Veterans. These materials can provide a common 
language around Veteran experience, facilitate 
discussion and collaboration across the ecosystem, 
and help identify “moments that matter” where 
organizations could effectively partner.



VA stakeholders immerse themselves in qualitative 
research and brainstorm possible ways to improve 
Veterans’ experiences.
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DESIGN SPRINTS 
WITH VA STAFF
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VA stakeholders test persona ideation card prototypes 
during the “co-design” phase of the rapid-cycle design 
sprint. 
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We both succeeded 
and failed at times, but 
we always got what we 
needed at the end of the 
day. It was an incredible 
but quick journey. 

THOMAS PASAKARNIS 
Program Manager, 
Veterans Experience

“

By co-designing, we can make a significant 
impact on Veterans and VA employees in just 
one month. 

All across VA, our employees are embarking on ambitious projects and 
doing impactful work. To amplify those efforts, our team identified 
some already “in-flight” opportunities, and applied a rigorous but rapid 
human centered design methodology to help move the work along. We 
were able to fold both Veteran and VA employee voices into the creation 
of new products, processes, and services. 

OVERALL APPROACH 
Our team ran three rapid-cycle design sprints that resulted in three 
processes: Hire Right, Hire Fast; VA Feedback Tool; and Human 
Resources. For each of these efforts, we applied a similar human 
centered methodology to drive meaningful impact. Our process looked 
like this:

Week 1: Discovery Research 
Conducting qualitative field research to diagnose pain points, locate bright 
spots, and generate important insights 

Weeks 2-3: Prototype Co-Design   
Designing low-fidelity “testable” solution prototypes with VA Stakeholders 
and Veterans

Weeks 4-5: Testing & Handoff
Testing prototypes in the field, integrating findings into new prototype 
iterations, and handing the prototypes off to VA stakeholders 

OVERALL OUTCOMES
Our team introduced a capability and supported a mindset shift in VA 
stakeholders interested in designing relevant products and services for 
Veterans and VA employees. In addition to the prototypes, we provided 
implementation considerations and success factors, and created warm 
handoffs between the design team and VA stakeholders ultimately 
responsible for the work. 

DESIGN SPRINTS WITH VA STAFF
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HIRE RIGHT HIRE FAST
A modification of VA’s current hiring 
processes enables faster onboarding of Medical 
Support Assistants.

The Challenge  It currently takes 80 to 175 days to recruit, hire, and 
start Medical Support Assistants (MSAs) at VA Medical Centers (VAMCs). 
 
Our Approach  We aimed to communicate a new process to hire and 
fill MSA vacancies faster and with the right person, and engage the 
appropriate stakeholders along the way to implement the program 
successfully. Our team traveled to VA Puget Sound for a week of 
discovery research. We heard from HR staff, current MSAs, medical 
center directors, service line chiefs, and Veterans. Based on our research, 
we co-designed communication and implementation materials. We 
learned that having all the stakeholders in the room at the same time 
to work through ideas led to a better solution for all. Towards the end, 
we tested our materials with HR staff and hospital directors, integrating 
their feedback into the final handoff product.  

Design Solution  In the new process, HR creates a pool of pre-vetted 
candidates prior to an MSA job vacancy to fill the slot within 30 days of 
vacancy. This shift leads to faster hiring of well-qualified candidates. A 
Hire Right Hire Fast Primer and Implementation Roadmap were created 
to aid VA Medical Centers as they implement the new program. These 
materials walk stakeholders through the new hiring process and help VA 
Medical Centers consider implementation barriers. 

Future Impact  Five VAMC’s are successfully piloting the Hire Right Hire 
Fast program using the communication and implementation materials 
created during the design sprint. 

DESIGN SPRINTS WITH VA STAFF

Going through the 
process of Hire Right                 
Hire Fast created a 
mindset that barriers   
can be overcome.  

RALPH GIGLIOTTI
Network Director VISN 19, 
Rocky Mountain Network

“
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Hire Right Hire Fast Success Factors

Readiness is sometimes hard 

to judge, but Success Factors 

are a great way to determine 

whether or not your VAMC is 

prepared for Hire Right Hire 

Fast. As a crucial first step, 

checking these boxes helps 

your organization move 

toward successful 

implementation.

It might be helpful to frame 

the success factors as “Can 

I?” questions. For example, 

“Can I confirm hiring freezes 

are lifted?” or “Can I 

centralize recruitment and 

hiring across service lines?”

A “yes” to each is a good sign 

you’re ready to implement 

Hire Right Hire Fast.

3

Confirm hiring freezes are lifted

Ensure HR is sufficiently staffed

Identify and form a Hire Right Hire Fast Tiger Team 
responsible for implementing Hire Right Hire Fast, 
including an “HR Medical Support Assistant Coordinator”

Centralize recruitment and hiring across service lines

Standardize functional statements and recruitment 
package with an emphasis on customer service

Notify union of the plan to implement Hire Right 
Hire Fast

Commit to change, rapid iteration, and design

Revise and approve organization charts and budgets

Develop accurate roster of current Medical Support 
Assistants and turnover rates

Secure blanket approval to hire and fill Medical Support 
Assistant vacancies, over-hiring for attrition

Develop sustainability plans or “stay conditions”

What is readiness?
SUCCESS FACTORS

HIRE RIGHT HIRE FAST IMPLEMENTATION PRIMER VERSION 1.0

Assessing the readiness of your VAMC is a critical component in 
implementing Hire Right Hire Fast. Success Factors are the first step in 
getting the organization ready to go. To set your medical center up for 
success, it is recommended you take the following steps:

DESIGN WITH VA STAFF

PROCESS OVERVIEW
The Hire Right Hire Fast primer provides a process 
overview and steps to implement the new hiring 
process to VA facilities.

SUCCESS FACTORS
The implementation materials highlight  
key success factors to assess the readiness  
of VAMCs to implement the new program. 

Human Resources will be responsible to 
create a pre-vetted pool of well qualified 
Medical Support Assistant candidates.

PREPARE

RECRUIT    repeat as needed throughout the year

HIRE

required for initial set-up with recalibration every two years

repeat as needed upon a Medical Support Assistant vacancy

HIRE RIGHT HIRE FAST RESPONSIBILITIES: HUMAN RESOURCES

11

Reference: 
Interview Guide for 
Medical Support 
Assistants

IDENTIFY 
STAFFING 
RATIOS

Some VAMCs will be able to allocate multiple HR staff 
to the effort while others will have limited resources –
this is OK. As long as the service line managers know 
who to contact with questions as a central point-of-
contact, Hire Right Hire Fast should run smoothly.

There are currently no national staffing ratios for 
Medical Support Assistants. HR at local VAMCs 
should feel empowered to work with service line 
managers to identify staffing ratios for their 
organizations and then hire against them.

1 UPDATE 
ORGANIZATION 
CHART

2 DRAFT CURRENT 
ROSTER AND 
TURNOVER RATE

3 ALLOCATE STAFF 
TO HIRE RIGHT 
HIRE FAST

4 SELECT HR MEDICAL 
SUPPORT ASSISTANT 
COORDINATOR

5

POST AND 
ADVERTISE 
EXTERNAL 
JOB POSTING 

6 MANAGE OPEN 
AND 
CONTINUOUS 
INTERNAL 
POSTING

7 SCREEN 
APPLICANTS 
FOR “WELL 
QUALIFIED” 
CANDIDATES

8 ISSUE INTERNAL 
AND EXTERNAL 
CERTS TO SERVICE 
LINES

9 HOLD GROUP 
INTERVIEWS

10 SUBMIT TOP 
CANDIDATES TO 
PROFESSIONAL 
STANDARDS 
BOARD AND 
FACILITATE 
BACKGROUND 
CHECKS

11 CREATE AND 
MAINTAIN POOL 
OR PRE-VETTED 
WELL QUALIFIED 
CANDIDATES

12

If all pre-vetted candidates have found jobs or are no 
longer interested while waiting for the position, increase 
the frequency of batch recruiting (i.e. increase from 2x 
per year to 3x or 4x).

EXTEND TENTATIVE 
OFFER TO TOP 
CANDIDATE

13 FACILITATE 
PHYSICAL

14 EXTEND FINAL 
OFFER

15 PLACE MEDICAL 
SUPPORT 
ASSISTANT IN 
SERVICE LINE 
UPON VACANCY 
NOTIFICATION

15

HIRE RIGHT HIRE FAST IMPLEMENTATION PRIMER VERSION 1.0
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The VA Feedback Tool provides a real-time 
and direct communication path to address 
both Veteran and employee needs. 

The Challenge  Veterans are confused about how to provide feedback 
to VA, and employees use multiple systems to track feedback—making 
it difficult to document and respond to feedback in a timely manner. 
Our challenge was to create a tool to route Veterans’ feedback to the 
right employees so they can respond quickly and effectively. 

Our Approach  Our team conducted research at the VA Medical Center 
in Baltimore to identify the current state of feedback collection and 
response. Collaborating with VA employees and Veterans helped us 
identify common issues and which employees could best address that 
feedback.  We conducted interview sessions to gather Veterans’ and 
employees’ reactions to initial designs of the feedback tool and made 
improvements based on these reactions. 

Design Solution  A user-friendly digital tool was designed to address 
Veterans’ most pressing needs and the issues they encounter when 
interacting with VA. The tool can be accessed through a website link 
using a computer, tablet, or a smart-phone—either directly after their 
encounter with VA or on their own time.  A back-end routing structure 
was created to address both Veteran and employee needs by bringing 
feedback directly to the appropriate party.

Future Impact  The feedback tool will help Veterans feel that their 
voices are heard and ensure that any issues or concerns they have are 
resolved appropriately.

VA FEEDBACK TOOL

DESIGN SPRINTS WITH VA STAFF

The feedback needs to go 
to the right people. When 
it’s not specific, it’s not 
actionable.

PRIMARY CARE EMPLOYEE,     
Baltimore

“
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A MULTITUDE OF OPTIONS FOR SUBMITTING AND 
COLLECTING FEEDBACK EXIST 
There is no unified place for Veterans to submit feedback 
and they are often not confident a follow-up will occur. 
For VA, feedback is collected in so many places it is 
difficult to respond effectively.

THERE IS NO CONSISTENT PROCESS FOR DIRECTING FEED-
BACK TO THE APPROPRIATE PARTY
Receiving a follow-up and/or resolution to an issue can be 
a lengthy process with feedback passing through many 
hands. Patient Advocates are often required to act as the 
middlemen when issues need to be routed elsewhere. 

 
THERE IS NO UNIFIED WAY TO DOCUMENT OR RESPOND 
TO VETERANS’ FEEDBACK OVER TIME 
Feedback collection and documentation occurs in a 
variety of places. Feedback is distributed at different 
intervals and is not accessed as a whole, allowing issues 
to re-occur and frustrate Veterans. 

A UNIFIED CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE REDUCES BARRIERS 
AND COMPLEXITY FOR VETERANS
Rather than having to guess where they should go to get 
their questions answered, Veterans will have a reliable 
tool right at their fingertips connecting them directly to 
VA facilities and services. 

SMART BACK-END ROUTING ENGAGES (THE RIGHT) EM-
PLOYEES
Back-end routing directs feedback to the appropriate 
party within VA, simplifying the response to Veteran 
feedback. This allows employees to spend less time 
entering and routing feedback and instead spend more 
time meeting and responding to Veterans’ needs.

DATA COLLECTION AND RESPONSE IS ENABLED OVER TIME
This feedback tool will provide an easier and more 
integrated way to gather, analyze, and respond to 
Veterans’ feedback over the long term.

FEEDBACK EXPERIENCE TODAY... FEEDBACK EXPERIENCE TOMORROW...
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DESIGN SPRINTS WITH VA STAFF

HUMAN RESOURCES TOOLS
We identified opportunities to streamline       and 
simplify VA HR’s organizational processes and 
practices.

The Challenge  As VA contemplates its enterprise HR transformation, HR @ 
VA wanted to understand what organizational orthodoxies may be getting in 
the way of progress and which key moments in the employee experience are 
ripe for disrupting to ensure there isn’t a return to today’s norms.

Our Approach  Coming out of  a workshop with numerous stakeholders 
to scope the central issues at hand, we embedded with a combined HR 
and business partner team undergoing a real-time challenge for real-time 
observation and research—conducting over 20 interviews with Subject 
Matter Experts from both sides to gain deeper insight. Through our research 
we identified key unwritten rules that inhibit HR’s efficacy within VA and 
procedural assumptions that unintentionally reinforced these rules. 

Design Solution  Our goal was to develop scalable tools that will lower 
the barriers to behavior change. Specifically, we honed in on building 
a Strategic Conversations Toolkit to facilitate productive, structured 
conversations around alignment and expectations between HR and their 
business partners at the beginning and throughout the hiring process—to 
offer HR’s business partners tools to effectively start an engagement with 
HR and change the dynamic of initial conversations (and beyond).
 
Future Impact  The intended outcomes include enabling HR to act as 
strategic thought partners, dissolving the current dynamic that obstructs 
real collaboration, and guiding business partners to engage with HR in a 
way that will ultimately achieve their own goals and outcomes. 

This initiative is the best 
work I’ve been involved 
with at VA.  

MEGHAN FLANZ
Assistant Secretary, 
Human Resources and
Administration

“
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Public Policy Lab conducts prototype testing with 
Veterans at the Veterans Benefits Administration 
building in Manhattan.
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IN-DEPTH 
DESIGN WITH 

VETERANS
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Co-designing onboarding materials with Veterans.
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IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS

We created print and digital materials to help Veterans 
navigate the potentially confusing landscape of post-
military life.

The Challenge 
Currently Veterans receive information about VA in a fragmented way, which creates a 
confusing and disjointed experience when first trying to understand and access VA services. 
VA has the opportunity to foster more positive and effective interactions throughout 
Veterans’ journeys by improving Veterans’ “onboarding” experience to VA.

We identified two opportunities to complement existing efforts and address gaps in the 
current onboarding experience: 

INTRODUCING VETERANS TO VA
To help Veterans answer the question “What can VA do for me?,” we explored new ways 
to orient both recently-separated and long-time Veterans to VA benefits and services. We 
tested components including a welcome letter and other communication materials that 
give Veterans a broad overview of when and how VA might be useful in their lives. We 
included resources and contact information for each service to help Veterans get their 
questions   answered online, over the phone, and in person.

HELPING VETERANS GET STARTED
To help Veterans answer the question “How can I get help for specific needs?” we explored 
ways to help Veterans take immediate steps to access specific services such as obtaining 
primary health care or applying for disability compensation. This objective builds on 
the first effort by providing in-depth and actionable information about how to access VA 
services. We tested step-by-step checklists to access a benefit or service, as well as other 
key pieces of information about eligibility and related programs.

ONBOARDING TOOLS

35



36

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS

EXPLORATORY RESEARCH
We began our process by interviewing,  
co-designing, and testing the value proposition  
of potential tools. Over two weeks, we conducted  
a mix of in-depth and intercept interviews with 
Veterans in Denver and New York City . During 
interviews, we asked Veterans to briefly tell us        
their story, invited them to participate in a card-
sorting activity, and tested the value proposition of    
a low-fidelity prototype.

KEY FINDINGS
•	 Provide a manageable, yet broad, view of what 

VA offers so Veterans can identify programs and 
services that might apply to them both now and in 
the future

•	 Provide the first steps for a Veteran to take towards 
receiving access to a prioritized list of care, 
programs, services or benefits

•	 Be extremely clear about what to expect in the 
process, how long it will take, and what documents 
are required

Our Approach
Through an iterative testing and design process, we created over 10 
version of the prototypes, incorporating feedback throughout the 
process from over 150 Veterans. 

V1 V2 V3 V4 V5



EVALUATIVE TESTING & ITERATION
To test and refine our initial concepts, we  
followed an iterative testing and design process. 
We conducted testing cycles in California, Colorado, 
Michigan, Texas, and Oklahoma. During the testing, 
we presented in-progress prototypes to a mix of 
recently separated Veterans, currently separating 
service members, long-time Veterans,  
and re-engaging Veterans. In between rounds of 
testing we incorporated feedback into revised 
versions of the prototypes.

KEY FINDINGS
•	 Allow Veterans to quickly grasp what VA offers  

and see how VA can help throughout their lives

•	 Use simple, direct, and actionable language for 
ease of comprehension

•	 Engage Veterans with a friendly and welcoming 
tone and accessible design 

•	 Present information in clear and digestible 
amounts, making it easy to quickly get to the  
most relevant information

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS

V6 V7 V8 V9 V10
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IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS

Housing
VA can help you secure a 
home for yourself and your 
loved ones.

Sincerely,

Secretary Bob McDonald 
Department of Veterans Affairs

Welcome to VA.

I would like to welcome you to the Department of Veterans Affairs. 
We’re here to meet the needs of you and your loved ones.

VA can help as you plan to support your family, attend to your health 
needs, begin a new career, continue your education, buy a home, or 
plan for retirement. Our goal is to be there for you whenever you need 
us throughout your life. Use your VA Welcome Guide to figure out how 
and when VA can best serve you.

WHAT DO YOU NEED?

Health Care
VA can help you meet 
your health care needs.

Finances
VA can help support 
you financially.

Employment
VA can help you develop 
your career.

More Support
Organizations outside of 
VA can help you find the 
support you need.

Education
VA can help you reach 
your educational goals.

 □ Look through your VA Welcome Guide and learn how VA can help
 □ Go to vets.gov to learn more about VA and your benefit options
 □ Go to www.eBenefits.va.gov and create a profile to access your 

benefits and services
 □ Request additional copies of the VA Welcome Guide from vets.gov 

and give them to other Veterans you know

WHAT CAN YOU DO?

VISIT US ONLINE
Visit us online for information about VA 
benefits and services, to ask us a question, 
or find any VA locations.

vets.gov (more information) 
ebenefits.va.gov (apply)

GIVE US A CALL
Give us a call to get help or more 
information about VA.

(800) 827-1000

SEE US IN PERSON
Visit us in person for help with health care, VA 
benefits, or any questions you might have.  

va.gov/directory (find a facility)

GET IMMEDIATE HELP
If you need immediate help, we 
are  here for you right now.

Veterans Crisis Line
(800) 273-8255 (press 1)
veteranscrisisline.net (chat)

National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline 
(800) 273-8255
suicidepreventionlifeline.org (chat) 

National Call Center 
for Homeless Vets
(877) 424-3838
veteranscrisisline.net (chat)

WELCOME LETTER
A one-page letter, signed by Secretary Bob, 
welcomes Veterans into VA and lets them  
know someone cares.

WELCOME GUIDE
A lightweight booklet introducing Veterans to 
what VA has to offer, where and when VA can 
help throughout their lives, and the first few 
steps to take to get started with VA.

A

A

B

B

Design Solution
The result is a set of communication materials introducing VA to 
Veterans and their supporters. 

1

Welcome to VA.
Let’s get started. 

HELLO.

VA WELCOME GUIDE

GETTING OUT

Some ways VA can help 
you while you’re...

8 9

WHAT DO YOU NEED?

WHAT IS 
YOUR GOAL? 

WHAT CAN 
YOU DO?

WHAT SERVICES CAN 
VA PROVIDE?

VISIT US 
ONLINE

GIVE US 
A CALL

SEE US IN 
PERSON

GETTING OUT

Employment Education More SupportHealth care Finances Housing

Your Regional 
Benefits Office

Your Regional 
Benefits Office

Your Regional 
Benefits Office or 
through your local 
Veteran Service 
Organization 
(VSO)

Your local VA 
Medical Center

Your local VA 
Medical Center

Access tools 
online at: 
vets.gov/
employment/
job-seekers/

vets.gov/
education/gi-bill

(Quick Start 
Guide download)

benefits.va.gov/
homeloans

vets.gov/
disability-
benefits

(Quick Start 
Guide download)

benefits.va.gov/
insurance

vets.gov/
healthcare

(Quick Start 
Guide download)

archives.gov/
veterans/

Education 
Center: 
(888) 442-4551 

Regional Loan 
Office: 
(877) 827-3702

VA Benefits Line:  
(800) 827-1000

Life Insurance 
Line: 
(800) 419-1473 

Health Care Line: 
(877) 222-8387 
(press 2)

National 
Personnel 
Records Center: 
(314) 801-0800

Engage VA to 
�access�benefits�
and services

Complete 
your paperwork

Apply for 
health care

Prepare to 
find�a�job

VA Health Care
Inpatient and outpatient health 
services at VA Medical Centers 
and clinics

Careers and 
Employment
Job search database, skills 
translator, and resume builder

Plan for 
your family’s 
financial�future

VA Life Insurance
Life insurance for Veterans and 
their families 

Continue your 
education

GI Bill 
Helps pay for education for 
Veterans or their dependents

Become a 
homeowner

Apply for 
a disability 
rating

VA Home Loan 
Home loan benefits for Veterans

Disability 
Compensation
Compensation paid to Veterans 
for a disability that occurred 
during service 

Request your 
service records 
and discharge 
papers

National Archives 
Service
Receive copies of your discharge 
papers online, by mail, or fax 

Your Regional 
Benefits Office

benefits.va.gov/
pension/vetpen.
asp

VA Benefits Line: 
(800) 827-1000Apply for 

supplemental 
income

Veterans Pension
Supplemental income available 
to low-income wartime Veterans

Find out more: 
vets.gov

Ask us a question: 
(800)-827-1000

Locate facilities: 
vets.gov/facility-locator/
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Quick Start Guides (QSGs) are one page (front and back) resources designed 
to give Veterans clear, digestible instructions and supporting information on 
how to access certain VA benefits. A good QSG provides enough information 
for Veterans to know next steps, where to go for help if they get stuck, and 
what questions to ask at each point in the process.

Create a Quick Start Guide

2

3

A checklist to help you create a Quick Start Guide:

CONTACT THE VE OFFICE EMAIL US  sarah.brooks@va.gov SEE US IN PERSON  1800 G Street, Suite 880, Washington, DC

1

 □ Keep information at a high level, but direct Veterans to 
resources where they can find the details

 □ Give Veterans a step-by-step overview of the whole process
 □ Set expectations, especially around timelines and eligibility, 

without providing “false precision”
 □ Provide action items and resources at each relevant step
 □ Answer common questions, correct misconceptions, and 

promote transparency 
 □ Never tell a Veteran to do something without telling them 

how to do it, where to do it, or where to go for help

 □ Use plain language to meet basic literary levels
 □ Start each checklist item with a verb; each item should be 

something a Veteran can “check off
 □ Speak directly to the Veteran
 □ Use reflexive questions to provide answers to  

questions Veterans should be asking

 □ Make sure QSGs are always one-page, front and back
 □ Use the accent color that matches the need category of the QSG
 □ Highlight external resources in the accent color
 □ Use 0.5pt lines to connect items in the checklist to their 

corresponding callout on the right hand side of the front page
 □ Bold action items and important words defined on the right

CONTENT GUIDELINES

NARRATIVE GUIDELINES

DESIGN GUIDELINES

Bad: Find out if you’re eligible

Better: Work with VA to find out 
if you’re eligible

Best: Contact your Regional 
Benefits Office to find out if 
you’re eligible

Use → when recommending 
that Veterans take an action 
that leads them somewhere

Use a checkbox when giving 
Veterans an action item to 
complete

Use a bullet when listing 
information

“This guide will help you apply…”

“Am I eligible for _____?”

 If it’s necessary to use a VA term, 
explain the term in clear language 
at first reference

This guide will help you apply for VA Education Benefits, which include 
the Post-9/11 GI Bill, the Montgomery GI Bill, other educational assistance 
programs, on-the-job training, and career counseling.

Note: Work with VA to find out if you are eligible for Education Benefits.

CONTACT US VISIT US ONLINE  vets.gov GIVE US A CALL  (888) 442-4551 SEE US IN PERSON  your Regional Benefits Office

Apply for Education Benefits

A checklist to help you apply for 
VA Education Benefits:

1

2

3

4

 □ Decide which type of education benefit you want to use (see back)
 □ Learn about schools that offer VA-approved programs by using the 

GI Bill Comparison Tool to:

 → Determine your out-of-pocket costs for each school
 → Compare school statistics (i.e., graduation and loan 

repayment rates)

 □ Apply by submitting all documents in one of these ways:

 → Submit your application online using eBenefits
 → Complete an application in person at a VA Regional Office
 → Work with your school’s VA certifying official (this person is usually 

in the Registrar or Financial Aid office at the school of your choice)
 → Mail your application to your VA regional claims processing office

 □ Apply to the program or programs that are best for you
 □ Collect the following information

 → Discharge papers (DD214 member-4 or equivalent) OR Notice of 
Basic Eligibility (DD2384) if activated from the Guard or Reserves

 → Orders, if activated from the Guard or the Reserves

 □ Visit us online at www.eBenefits.va.gov to track the status of your claim
 □ Meet with a representative from your school to understand your benefits

RESEARCH

PREPARATION

APPLICATION

REVIEW AND DECISION

HOW DO I DECIDE 
WHAT IS BEST FOR ME?
VA offers tools and  
counseling programs to  
help you make the most of  
your options. Visit vets.gov/
gi-bill-comparison-tool/  
to research schools.

WHEN SHOULD I APPLY 
TO SCHOOLS?
Application for VA educational 
benefits and colleges are 
separate processes. You may 
apply for the school(s) you 
choose before you apply for 
benefits. Your school may be 
able to help you with your 
application.

WHERE CAN I FIND MY 
DISCHARGE PAPERS?
Visit archives.gov to request 
your DD214. Get your DD2384 
through your reserve unit.

This guide will help you apply for VA Health Care, which includes regular 
checkups, prescriptions, and access to specialists, such as cardiologists, 
gynecologists, and mental health providers.

Note: Work with VA to find out if you are eligible for VA Health Care.

Apply for VA Health Care

1

 □ Collect the following information:

 □ Discharge papers (DD214 member-4 or equivalent)
 □  Your most recent tax return
 □ Social security numbers for yourself and your dependents
 □ Account numbers for insurance programs you are enrolled in

 □ Apply by completing the healthcare application form in one 
of these ways:

 → Visit us online at vets.gov and click on “Health Care”
 → Give us a call at (877) 222-8387 (press 2); M–F, 8am–8pm ET
 → See us in person at a VA Medical Center
 → Print out and mail the completed form to the Health Eligibility 

Center (2957 Clairmont Road, Suite 200, Atlanta, GA 30329)

 □ Call (877)-222-8387 (press 2) if you haven’t heard back from 
VA more than one week after you’ve submitted your application

If approved, take steps to access the benefits you are eligible for:
 □ Review priority group assignment and personalized benefits 

handbook mailed by VA after enrollment
 □ Contact your local VA Medical Center to set up an appointment
 □ Make an appointment to obtain your VHIC 

PREPARATION

APPLICATION

REVIEW AND DECISION

NEXT STEPS

2

3

4

A checklist to help you apply for VA Health Care:

WHERE CAN I FIND MY 
DISCHARGE PAPERS?
Visit archives.gov to request 
your records.

HOW WILL I FIND OUT 
ABOUT VA’S DECISION?
If accepted, you’ll receive 
a phone call from VA and 
a personalized benefits 
handbook in the mail. If 
denied, you’ll receive a letter 
indicating the reason.

WHAT ARE PRIORITY 
GROUPS?
VA offers different levels of 
health care coverage based 
on your service, disability 
status, and income. Priority 
groups determine, in part, 
how much you pay for VA 
Health Care services.

WHAT IS A VHIC?
A VHIC is a photo ID that gives 
you access to VA Health Care 
facilities. When you’re enrolled 
in VA Health Care, you can 
get a VHIC by making an 
appointment with your local 
VA Medical Center to get your 
picture taken for your VHIC.

CONTACT US VISIT US ONLINE  vets.gov SEE US IN PERSON  your local VA Medical CenterGIVE US A CALL (877) 222-8387

Apply for a disability rating
This guide will help you apply for a disability rating, which describes how 
much your service-connected disability impacts your daily life. This rating 
is between 0%-100%. Your rating gives you access to certain VA benefits, 
such as compensation and on-going health care.

Note: Work with VA to find out if you are eligible for a disability rating.

CONTACT US VISIT US ONLINE  vets.gov SEE US IN PERSON  your Regional Benefits OfficeGIVE US A CALL  (800) 827-1000

1

2

3

4

 □ Learn about different types of claims you can file (see back) 
 □ Collect the documents necessary to file a claim:

 □ Discharge papers (DD214 member-4 or equivalent)
 □ Military medical records
 □ VA medical records/hospital reports related to your disability
 □ Private medical records/hospital reports related to your disability

 □ Submit Disability Benefits Questionnaires (DBQs) if desired

 □ Apply by submitting all documents in one of these ways:

 → Submit a claim online using eBenefits
 → Mail your claim to your nearest VA Regional Office
 → Complete a claim form in person at a VA Regional Office

 □ Visit us online at www.ebenefits.va.gov to track the status of your claim
 □ Provide more information/documentation if requested by VA
 □ Attend VA medical examination(s) if requested by VA

If approved, take steps to access the benefits you are eligible for: 
 □ Review your award letter to understand your rating
 □ Review the VA benefits handbook that is sent to you

PREPARATION

APPLICATION

REVIEW AND DECISION

NEXT STEPS

HOW LONG WILL 
IT TAKE?
The length of time it takes to 
process a claim depends on:

• The type of claim filed

• How many injuries/
disabilities you claimed

• How long it takes for VA to 
gather supporting evidence

WHAT ARE DBQS?
DBQs are filled out by your 
private doctor to replace 
medical examinations that 
may be required during VA 
review. DBQs provide medical 
evidence to support your claim.

WHERE CAN I FIND MY 
DISCHARGE PAPERS?
Visit archives.gov to request 
your records.

GET HELP
You can receive free help with 
preparing your claim from an 
accredited representative 
(see back) or an employee 
at a local VA Office.

 → To find a representative 
visit va.gov/ogc/apps/
accreditation (search 
by state).

A checklist to help you file your disability 
claim and get your disability rating:

QUICK START GUIDES
Templatized, front and back one-pagers 
provide simple, actionable, and step-by-step 
information to help Veterans apply for or get 
started with specific services. 

LOCAL RESOURCES
A one-page template allows VE district  
field officers to create a comprehensive and 
personalized list of local people and places 
who can help along the way.

C

C

D

	
   	
   	
   	
  
	
  

GENERAL	
  VA	
  RESOURCES	
   VISIT	
  US	
  ONLINE	
  vets.gov	
   GIVE	
  US	
  A	
  CALL	
  1-­‐844-­‐687-­‐MYVA311	
   SEE	
  US	
  IN	
  PERSON	
  your	
  Regional	
  Benefits	
  Office	
  

	
  	
  
LOCAL	
  RESOURCES	
  

	
   
Get help near you. 
	
  

Contact	
  local	
  resources	
  in	
  [insert	
  locale	
  here]	
  to	
  get	
  help	
  with	
  VA	
  benefits	
  and	
  services.	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
HEALTHCARE	
  
	
  
The	
  following	
  clinics	
  and	
  medical	
  centers	
  
offer	
  a	
  wide	
  range	
  of	
  medical	
  care	
  and	
  
health	
  services	
  to	
  Veterans.	
  
	
  
• VA	
  Medical	
  Centers	
  
• Community	
  Based	
  Outpatient	
  Clinics	
  
• Other	
  health/specialty	
  care	
  clinics	
  
• Emergency	
  health	
  care	
  centers]	
  
• Vet	
  Centers	
  
	
  
	
  
[RESOURCE	
  NAME]	
  
[Brief	
  description	
  of	
  services	
  offered]	
  
[Physical	
  Address]	
  
[Phone	
  number]	
  
	
  
LOS	
  ANGELES	
  MEDICAL	
  CENTER	
  
VA	
  hospital	
  services	
  
11301	
  Wilshire	
  Blvd	
  
Los	
  Angeles,	
  CA	
  90073	
  
(310)	
  478-­‐3711	
  
	
  
COMMUNITY	
  BASED	
  CLINIC	
  
VA	
  outpatient	
  services	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
EMERGENCY	
  CARE	
  CLINICS	
  
VA	
  emergency	
  care	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
VET	
  CENTERS	
  
Counseling	
  for	
  combat	
  Veterans	
  &	
  families	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  

BENEFITS	
  &	
  SERVICES	
  
	
  
The	
  following	
  offices	
  offer	
  a	
  wide	
  range	
  of	
  
VA	
  benefits	
  and	
  services	
  to	
  support	
  
Veterans	
  throughout	
  their	
  lives.	
  	
  
	
  
• VA	
  locations	
  for	
  vocational	
  resources	
  
• National	
  cemeteries	
  
• VA	
  Regional	
  Benefits	
  Offices	
  
• Homeless	
  or	
  emergency	
  shelters	
  
• Educational	
  services	
  for	
  Veterans]	
  
• Substance	
  abuse	
  point	
  of	
  contact	
  
	
  
VOCATIONAL	
  REHABILITATION	
  CENTER	
  
Career	
  counseling	
  and	
  job	
  training	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
NATIONAL	
  CEMETERIES	
  
VA	
  Burial	
  Services	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
VA	
  REGIONAL	
  BENEFITS	
  OFFICE	
  
General	
  VA	
  benefits	
  and	
  services	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
HOMELESS/EMERGENCY	
  SHELTER	
  
Crisis	
  housing	
  and	
  assistance	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
EDUCATIONAL	
  SERVICES	
  
VA	
  educational	
  services	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  

ADDITIONAL	
  SUPPORT	
  
	
  
The	
  following	
  programs	
  offer	
  additional	
  
support	
  to	
  Veterans,	
  including	
  counseling,	
  
Veteran	
  networking,	
  and	
  help	
  applying	
  for	
  
VA	
  benefits	
  and	
  services.	
  
	
  
• Veteran	
  Services	
  Organizations	
  (VSOs)	
  
• myVA	
  Community	
  
• Local	
  County	
  Veteran	
  Service	
  Office(r)	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
	
  
VETERAN	
  SERVICE	
  ORGANIZATION	
  
Assistance	
  accessing	
  VA	
  benefits	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
myVA	
  COMMUNITY	
  
Network	
  for	
  Veterans	
  and	
  other	
  advocates	
  
City/Board	
  Name	
  
Phone	
  number	
  
	
  
LOCAL	
  COUNTY	
  VETERAN	
  SERVICE	
  OFFICE	
  
Assistance	
  accessing	
  VA	
  benefits	
  
[Name],	
  Veteran	
  Service	
  Officer	
  
Physical	
  Address	
  
Phone	
  Number	
  
	
  

	
  

Populate	
  this	
  section	
  with	
  local	
  health	
  
care	
  resources	
  (alphabetical	
  order)	
  

Populate	
  this	
  section	
  with	
  local	
  
vocational,	
  financial,	
  educational,	
  and	
  
housing	
  resources	
  (alphabetical	
  order)	
  	
  

Populate	
  this	
  section	
  with	
  additional	
  
support	
  services	
  (alphabetical	
  order)	
  

How	
  to	
  Fill	
  In	
  this	
  Template:	
  
1. Replace	
  all	
  [red	
  text]	
  in	
  brackets	
  with	
  

relevant	
  local	
  information	
  
2. Update	
  bulleted	
  red	
  text	
  to	
  reflect	
  

types	
  of	
  local	
  services	
  (including	
  but	
  
not	
  limited	
  to	
  current	
  examples)	
  

3. Update	
  resource	
  information	
  with	
  
local	
  contact	
  info	
  for	
  resources	
  listed	
  
above	
  (reflect	
  examples	
  in	
  red)	
  

4. Turn	
  all	
  text	
  gray	
  and	
  delete	
  example	
  
resource	
  entry	
  

5. Delete	
  these	
  instructions	
  boxes	
  (hint:	
  
they’re	
  grouped	
  together	
  so	
  they	
  can	
  
be	
  deleted	
  at	
  one	
  time)	
  

6. DO	
  NOT	
  adjust	
  template	
  header	
  or	
  
footer	
  

D
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If implemented successfully, these tools will: 

PROVIDE ACTIONABLE TOOLS
Veterans seek tools that can help them navigate a complex landscape 
of benefits and services, such as detailed checklists and specific 
actions to take to access a service 

BRIDGE THE GAP
Veterans need this information close to separation, before they may 
even know about resources like ExploreVA or Vets.gov. These new 
materials will point Veterans in the direction of these helpful resources. 

PRESENT A HOLISTIC VIEW OF VA SERVICES
Veterans want a quick, “at-a-glance” understanding of ALL VA offers 
and then be able to quickly get to the information that is most relevant 
to them and meets their individual needs

INTEGRATE MULTI PLATFORMS
Veterans expect both physical and digital tools to assist them in 
navigating VA. While many recent Veterans are digital natives, they 
also want paper-based tools to store in one place and facilitate 
conversations with VA representatives. 

I would want this to 
occur before and during 
separation. If they give 
it to you after, it would 
be like packing your 
parachute after you jump 
out of the plane.

VETERAN
NYC

“

Future Impact
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IN THE MAIL
Nick is getting ready to separate from the military 
in a few months, and is trying to plan his next steps. 
He receives a packet in the mail with a letter from 
Secretary Bob welcoming him to VA, a guide that 
gives him an overview of VA benefits, and a curated 
set of Quick Start Guides for services most relevant 
for separating Veterans. Nick reads through the 
materials and starts applying for services.

ONLINE
Chelsea is doing some research on VA benefits and 
comes across the Welcome Guide online. She clicks 
through to the section called “Starting Up” because 
she recently separated from the military and starts 
to consider applying for disability compensation. 
Then she follows the link to the “Apply for a Disability 
Rating” Quick Start Guide and finds a checklist which 
helps her get started.

We heard from Veterans that they want the materials to be available 
in many different formats and places. They want the information 
presented before transition, but also want to have access  to the 
material through other mediums. We imagine the following scenarios:

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS

Future Veteran Experience
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WITH A COUNSELOR
Kate is preparing for her separation from the military 
in a few weeks. As part of processing out, Kate meets 
with a counselor in the transition office who talks 
her through the journey map in the Welcome Guide. 
They discuss what VA services might make sense 
for Kate at this stage in her life. Kate is interested in 
the GI Bill, so the counselor gives her the Quick Start 
Guide for education benefits to help her get started 
with the application process.

AT A FACILITY
Richard is in the waiting room at his VA Regional 
Benefits Office when he notices a rack of Quick Start 
Guides. He’s curious about disability benefits, so he 
walks over and picks up one that says “Apply for a 
Disability Rating.” Richard takes the paper over to 
the receptionist to find out more, and she gives him 
a copy of the Welcome Guide and a sheet of local 
resources to help him get started.

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS
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To provide a more holistic Veteran experience, these onboarding 
materials are intended to fill gaps and augment information distribution 
in VA’s current onboarding experience.

Future Onboarding Landscape

CURRENT DISTRIBUTION 

FILL GAPS
Welcome and Quick Start Guides fill gaps in the Veteran experience during key 
“moments that matter” to present Veterans with a holistic view of VA benefits.

AUGMENT
Onboarding materials augment existing information by providing a starting point 
to orient Veterans to VA, promote and link to more detailed information sources, 
and enable warm hands-offs between services.

REPLACE
Onboarding materials will potentially replace current mailing such as the 
Welcome Home and FOLL Packets, plus locally developed resources that have 
been created in the absence of national level information.

In-person

Online

Phone

Mail

DISTRIBUTION
CHANNELS

12 months
After Joining

6 months 
Pre-Separation During Separation

DURING SERVICE WHILE GETTING OUT

TAP
Briefs separating service members on 
VA benefits and services and provides 
customized career planning

DURING SERVICE LETTERS
Notifies active service members of 
certain benefits and includes brochure 
on GI bills

SECRETARY WELCOME KIT
Provides service members preparing 
to separate an overview of VA benefits,  
and checklists for how to get started
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Shortly
After Separation

6 months
After Separation

2 weeks 
After Health Care Enrollment 

WELCOME HOME PACKET
Welcomes Veterans to VA with the VBA 
benefits handbook, and a timeline on 
how to apply for benefits

FOLL PACKET
Reminds Veterans they may be eligible 
for benefits with follow up documents

HRC CALL 
Invites Veterans 
to schedule an 
appointment

Vets.gov   
Acts as a one-stop shop for benefits information and application access

EXPLOREVA 
Presents digital information on the breadth of VA services available 

BENEFITS CALCULATOR 
An interactive tool to help Veteran determine benefits eligibility

eBENEFITS + MYHEALTHVET
Allows Veterans to apply, research, and manage benefits online 

VSO SUPPORT  
Connects Veterans to peers, mentors and VSO reps to guide them through benefits process

LOCAL FACILITY DISTRIBUTION 
Provides Veterans with local information

AFTER STARTING UP 

AVAILABLE ONGOING SUPPORT

VHA HANDBOOK
Provides 
personalized 
information
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Future Evolutions

QUICK START GUIDE MOBILE APP
Access interactive checklists, links, and 
resources from a smart phone.

INTEGRATION INTO TAP
Augment or replace current TAP materials 
with Welcome Guide and Quick Start Guides.

INTERACTIVE ONLINE FORUM
Read and share tips and feedback from 
Veterans on online versions of the tools.

REDESIGN OF VBA/VHA HANDBOOKS
Redesign VBA and VHA handbooks to reflect 
new design and taxonomy of needs.

Over time, VA can increase the impact of these onboarding tools 
by continuing to develop them and integrate them with existing VA 
materials and processes. We envision that these onboarding tools will 
evolve in the following ways:

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS
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EXTENSION OF VETS.GOV
Host interactive versions of Quick Start 
Guides on Vets.gov.

OMNICHANNEL PROMOTION
Promote onboarding tools through official 
VA channels (print, digital, social media).

OUTPUT OF BENEFITS NAVIGATOR
Include Quick Start Guides as resources 
alongside outputs of the explore VA navigator.

INTEGRATION INTO EMPLOYEE ONBOARDING
Integrate tools into HR employee training to 
facilitate strong customer service.

IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS
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Implementation Recommendations

To implement these onboarding tools successfully we recommend 
conducting small-scale pilot tests to validate their value to Veterans and 
make final necessary improvements before widely distributing. 
The goal of the tests will be to understand if the onboarding tools 
improve the Veterans experience, positively impact their perception 
of VA, and increase accessibility to VA benefits and services, leading to 
increased trust in VA.

WHAT WOULD WE TEST?
The pilots would address a number of key uncertainties and inform  
how to improve the tools and make them more useful for Veterans. 

•	 Are Veterans using the tools? How are they using them?

•	 Do the tools provide clarity and simplify Veterans understanding  
of VA benefits and services?

•	 Are the tools inspiring Veterans to seek more information  
and take action?

HOW WOULD WE TEST?
To address key uncertainties and test the value of the tools to Veterans, 
we recommend conducting two small-scale pilot tests (e.g., 50–100 
participants each). Both tests will inform how to distribute these 
materials to Veterans to maximize value, while simultaneously reaching 
all intended audiences to understand Veteran use of the tools. We 
recommend carrying out the tests over a period of time (e.g., 3–6 
months) so that Veteran behavior, adoption, and engagement with the 
tools can be observed and evaluated over time. Data-driven evaluations 
(e.g., surveys and observational interviews) will inform additional 
iterations of the tools for continuous improvement and refinement.  
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PILOT TEST 1: IN THE MAIL
To test the impact of the onboarding tools on 
Veterans during separation, we recommend 
distributing the Welcome Letter, Welcome Guide,  
and a curated set of Quick Start Guides to a small 
sample of separating Veterans and their supporters 
(n=25–100) via mail. To evaluate success, we 
recommend testing with Veterans at three, six, and 
twelve months through brief surveys and short 
interviews. Both qualitative and quantitative data 
will indicate how Veterans are using the tools, if 
they simplify their understanding of VA benefits and 
services, and how the tools are inspiring action.

PILOT TEST 2: AT LOCAL FACILITIES
To assess staff readiness to facilitate use of the 
tools as well as understand how a broader audience 
of Veterans and supporters may use the tools, we 
recommend distributing the Welcome Guide, Quick 
Start Guides and Local Resource Guides at local 
facilities (e.g., VAMCs or VSOs). To measure success, 
we recommend monitoring behavior of both staff 
and Veterans over time through observation and 
intercept interviews. Qualitative data from these 
evaluation methods will indicate how facilities 
are using the tools to facilitate engagements with 
Veterans as well as how Veterans are using the tools 
to access services. 

PREPARE

•	 Design testing plans

•	 Recruit Veterans

•	 Set up data collection systems

•	 Revise testing plans as needed

EXECUTE

•	 Distribute materials

•	 Carry out testing

•	 Begin evaluation 

EVALUATE

•	 Complete evaluation

•	 Document process, impact, 
and responses 

•	 Iterate on materials

•	 Repeat process for continuous 
evaluation

HOW DO WE GET STARTED?
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DEVELOPED BY THE VETERANS EXPERIENCE TEAM

For more information contact:

Sarah Brooks
Chief Design Officer, Veterans Experience

sarah.brooks@va.gov
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How is the Veterans’ Experience 
Office exploring new ways to 
improve Veterans’ services?
Over the course of its first year, VA’s Veterans’ Experience Office 
has used human-centered research and design approaches to 
develop a wide range of new tools and services, improving VA 
experiences for both Veterans and VA staff.

PG 5  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Read a quick overview of our process and results.

PG 9  VETERAN EXPERIENCE TOOLS
See how we used in-depth ethnographic research to develop five 
useful new tools for designing better Veteran services.

PG 23  DESIGN SPRINTS WITH VA STAFF 
Check out the three rapid design projects we conducted with 
VA staff, and see prototypes of the new tools and services we 
developed to improve VA hiring and Veteran feedback.

PG 33  IN-DEPTH DESIGN WITH VETERANS 
Learn how we carried out a collaborative design process with 
Veterans across the country to develop a set of new tools to make 
it easier to ‘onboard’ into VA services.


