Veterans Benefits Study
Final Report and Recommendations

September 2008

VETERANG

x> [enefits study







Table of Contents

lowa Veterans Benefit Study Task Force
Executive Summary

Issues and Background
Recommendations

Summary of Research and Outreach
Study Process and Methodology
Appendix

o b

26
37
39

Final Report

3

VETERANS

* o fenefits study



VETERANS

* % fenefits study

lowa Veterans Benefit Study Task Force

Representative Royd Chambers, lowa House of Representatives
Al Flyr, Military Order of the Purple Heart

Dan Gannon, Vietnam Veteran

Jack Hackett, Veterans Affairs Regional Office

Kent Hartwig, lowa Department of Veterans Affairs

Greg Hoenig, Veterans Affairs Regional Office

Elizabeth Ledvina, Tama County Veterans Affairs

Robert Loter, lowa Workforce Development

Brett McLain, Story County Veterans Affairs

Darlene McMartin, lowa Commission on Veterans Affairs
Steve Mulcahy, lowa Commission on Veterans Affairs
Joe O'Hern, lowa Finance Authority

Jennifer Oliver, Disabled American Veterans

Patrick Palmersheim, lowa Department of Veterans Affairs
Robert Peters, Veterans Council

Chuck Reiken, Cass County Board of Supervisors

Kirt Sickels, Veterans Affairs Medical Center

Tony Smithhart, U.S. Department of Labor

Dan Steen, lowa Veterans Home

Senator Steve Warnstadt, lowa Senate

Matt Wolf, lowa Army National Guard

4  lowa Veterans Benefits Study



Executive Summary

lowa’s veterans benefits system is a complex network of state and federal agencies
and offices, county governments, health care providers, professional associations,
non-profit organizations, and other veterans stakeholder groups. Accessing benefits
and navigating through this network of federal, state and local service providers can
be overwhelming for most veterans. A single federal benefits claim can take several
months to process, crossing the desks of multiple service providers from the local to
federal levels.

While the federal government ultimately bears responsibility for veterans affairs,
state and local governments are playing an increased role in addressing the needs of
veterans by offering new or enhanced benefits and filling gaps in available federal
benefits. The greatest role states are playing is by establishing an infrastructure, both
state and local, of trained service officers who can assist veterans in filing claims for
benefits. More than $680 million in federal benefits is distributed annually to lowa
veterans and their family members. These benefits are critical to ensure quality of
life for our veterans and free up millions of dollars in county and state government
budgets to be utilized for other essential services. Given the positive impacts on
individual veterans and at the state level, lowa must do all that is possible to increase
the number of lowa veterans receiving federal benefits, ensuring the health and well
being of those who have served our country.

The lowa veterans system, serving the state’s estimated 250,000 veterans, is
comprised of the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs (IDVA), local county veterans
affairs offices, the lowa Veterans Home, and the lowa Commission of Veterans
Affairs. Integral to the system are partners such as Veterans Service Organizations,
the lowa Association of County Commissioners of Veterans Affairs, the lowa Veterans
Council, the Governor’s Office, the State Legislature, and other state agencies and
local offices that provide services or referrals.

In 2007, the lowa General Assembly passed House File 909 calling for a study to
identify the needs of lowa’s veterans. The lowa Department of Veterans Affairs
(IDVA) contracted with State Public Policy Group (SPPG), an lowa-based nonpartisan
policy consulting firm, to engage stakeholders to complete the study and make
recommendations to improve benefits and services to veterans. A Task Force
comprised of a diverse group of stakeholders was assembled to guide the study,
which included an inventory of benefits available to veterans at the local, state, and
national levels; input from veterans, family members, and service providers through a
series of focus groups; and a comparison of lowa veterans benefits and services with
those offered in other states. The recommendations presented in this report consider
all of these findings and the consensus deliberations of the Task Force. In guiding
the research through this study and reviewing information brought forward, the Task
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Force identified issues that provide the basis for recommendations to improve benefits
and services to lowa Veterans. These issues are:

Communication- Communication was an issue that emerged strongly throughout
this study in Task Force discussions and from input gathered during focus groups.
Communication is an area that the Task Force identified for comprehensive
improvements including among those in the veterans system, with partners,
and to veterans themselves. The challenge with communication is that the
state does not have comprehensive information about veterans living in lowa.
Because of the federal role in providing benefits, IDVA and the county veterans
affairs offices do not have complete lists of their constituencies.

Lack of Information by Veterans about Available Benefits and Services — The
charge for this study was to identify deficiencies in benefits for veterans. By far,
the greatest barrier and deficiency related to veterans benefits is that veterans
lack information about benefits available to them. The first priority of the Task
Force as a result of this study is to get veterans signed up for benefits. During
focus groups, veterans overwhelmingly indicated that they were unaware of
benefits that might be available to them.

Quality and Consistency of Benefits and Services — The Task Force and focus
group participants emphasized the importance of quality and consistency
of benefits and services to veterans statewide. Focus groups revealed that
veterans, similar to many lowa constituencies, value local in-person service but
also believed strongly that veterans should have options for information and
assistance including locally, at the state level, and through veterans service
organizations.

Meeting the Unique Needs of Veterans - State and local governments are
playing an increased role in addressing the needs of veterans by offering new
or enhanced benefits and filling gaps in available federal benefits, demonstrated
in a review of states contiguous to lowa and other states identified by the Task
Force. States are working to connect veterans with benefits, seeking solutions
to meet behavioral health needs, and establishing partnerships with others at
state and local levels to provide innovative services and benefits.

Remaining Competitive to Attract and Retain Veterans - Veterans issues
sometimes become focused around the costs of providing benefits and services.
The lowa Veterans Benefits Study Task Force emphasized the need for a shift
in thinking to recognize veterans as an asset to the state of lowa. Not only
have veterans honorably served the country, they are valuable citizens and
workers. Veterans are an asset to our communities. The Task Force identified
the need to ensure that lowa remains competitive with other states in the areas
of education, employment, business, and taxes to attract new veterans and
retain current veterans.

6

lowa Veterans Benefits Study



The recommendations brought forward for consideration address these five priority
issues discussed in depth later in this report. Recommendations are presented for
efforts in communication and outreach, quality training and services, eligibility for
benefits, attracting and retaining veterans, behavioral health, and transportation.
Ultimately, the recommendations are designed to assist in achieving the following
four overarching goals.

1. Establish lowa as a national leader in accessing federal benefits and providing
state benefits that meet the changing needs of lowa veterans.

2. Ensure that all veterans receive benefits they are entitled to and provide equal
access to benefits and services statewide.

3. Create an environment that recognizes the value of veterans and their services
and offer benefits that will attract and retain veterans.

4. Improve communication and relationships within the veterans systems to
provide high quality service and maximize benefits to veterans.

Recommendations

The Task Force identified a statewide awareness campaign to educate veterans and
the pubic about access to benefits as the top priority. The second highest priority
identified by the Task Force is addressing the behavioral health needs of veterans.
The complete list of recommendations is listed below.

1. Conduct a statewide awareness campaign to educate veterans, veterans’
families and the public on how to access local, state, and federal benefits.

2. Develop a statewide, comprehensive veterans database for purposes of
communication and outreach.

3. Convene a broad stakeholder advisory group to address veterans benefits
issues, gaps in services and unmet needs.

4. Establish the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs as the communication
leader for veterans issues to actively disseminate information to veterans and
their families, veterans benefits system partners and the public.

5. Provide advocacy training and tools to county veterans service officers, county
veterans commissions, and other local veterans benefits stakeholders.

6. Create a veterans benefit quality assurance and training team to monitor
quality of federal veterans benefit claims filling services statewide.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Uphold the requirement that all state and county veterans service officers be
nationally trained and accredited.

Re-evaluate mental health parity legislation for veterans and their families.
Enhance continuing education opportunities for state and county veterans
service officers, veterans service organizations and other veterans

stakeholders.

Institute jail diversion programs and criminal sentencing mitigation for veterans
in the criminal justice system.

Establish cooperative partnerships for behavioral health services to increase
behavioral health service capacity within lowa’s veteran’s system.

Improve transportation services to veterans in lowa.

Remove war windows from eligibility criteria for state benefits.
Create on online veterans benefits screening and eligibility tool.
Offer in-state tuition at Regents institutions for all veterans.

Create educational incentives for veterans, veterans’ spouses, and veterans’
dependants in lowa.

Create employment and contracting preferences for lowa veterans seeking
employment or contract opportunities with the State of lowa.

Enhance tax incentives for all veterans in lowa.
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Issues and Background

lowa Veterans System

The lowa veterans system, serving the state’s estimated 250,000 veterans, is
comprised of the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs (IDVA), local county veterans
affairs offices, the lowa Veterans Home, and lowa Commission of Veterans Affairs,
and the lowa Association of County Commissions of Veterans Affairs. Integral to the
system are partners such as Veterans Service Organizations, the Governor’'s Office
and the State Legislature, and other state agencies and local offices that provide
services or referrals.

In 2005, the lowa Legislature provided agency status to the lowa Department of
Veterans Affairs. The Department administers state veteran programs and benefits,
employs claims counselors co-located within the Regional Federal Veterans Affairs
office who assist with filing federal benefit claims, provides training to county veterans
affairs offices, and conducts outreach and advocacy on behalf of the state’s veterans.
The lowa Commission of Veterans Affairs governs the lowa Veterans Home, approves
administrative rules for programs and benefits administered by the state department,
and serves in an advisory capacity for both entities. A majority of lowa’s 99 counties
has a veterans affairs office with individuals that provide emergency assistance and
benefits, and assistance with filing claims. Each county office is governed by a county
commission of veterans affairs appointed by the board of supervisors. Services and
benefits vary by county, but legislation passed in 2008 will create new standards
by requiring a nationally accredited service officer in every county for a minimum
of 20 hours each week. With this new legislation all counties will offer assistance
to veterans in filing for federal benefits. In addition, veterans service organizations
(VSOs) at the state level and in communities across lowa serve their members with
a cadre of additional supports such as local transportation, fundraisers for members
needing assistance and social recreation.

With the changes at the state and county levels since 2005, lowa’s veterans system
is undergoing some growing pains as IDVA, county veterans affairs offices, and the
lowa Commission of Veterans Affairs each refine their role in relationship to each
other as well as system partners. The Task Force emphasized that relationships and
communication in the system are critical to delivering and coordinating high quality
benefits and services to veterans.

While the federal government ultimately bears responsibility for veterans affairs,
states can play an important role in both connecting veterans to benefits and providing
unique state benefits. There is much to be gained by states for providing services and
benefits—not only is it the right thing to do, it also provides a considerable return on
state and local investment. By ensuring that veterans receive benefits for which they
are entitled, the state brings federal veterans affairs dollars into the state and may
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reduce expenses from state or local government such as emergency assistance from
counties or the lowa Veterans Trust Fund.

lowa Veteran Population Demographics

The following information has been compiled to provide a context for the work
and recommendations of the Veterans Benefits Study Task Force. The majority of
the veteran population demographic data is from the United States Department of
Veterans Affairs. Other data used for statewide or national comparisons are from the
United States Census Bureau.

Nationally, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) estimates there are
approximately 23.8 million living veterans in the United State and 37 million dependents
(spouses and dependent children) of living veterans and survivors of deceased veterans.
Together these groups represent 20 percent of the U.S. population. According to
2007 VA estimates, lowa’s share of these veterans is approximately 251,420 or
8.4 percent of lowa’s total population. Of lowa’s total veteran population, 14,271 or
5.7 percent were women and 10,540 or 4.2 percent were minorities. Nationally, 7.5
percent of veterans are women and 20 percent are minorities. In 2007, the median
age nationally for all living veterans was 60 years old and 39.1 percent of veterans
were age 65 or older compared with 42.1 percent of lowa veterans age 65 or older.
The following table shows all lowa veterans by age category.

lowa Veterans by Age in 2007

<20 20-29 30-39 4049 5059 6069 70-79 80-89 90 +

EREE] 88 | 9,659 | 20,439 | 31,405 | 48,675 | 57,799 | 48,280 | 31,797 | 3,277 251,420

HIEEET | 3.8 8 125 | 19.4 | 229 | 192 | 126 1.3
Total*

Data Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Veteran Population State Tables
*Due to rounding, percentages may not add to exactly 100 percent.

A majority of living veterans nationally and in lowa served during wartime. The
Vietnam Era is the largest segment of the veteran population, representing 7.9 million
veterans nationally and more than 84,000 in lowa. The following table shows lowa
veterans by wartime and peacetime.

lowa Veterans by Service Period in 2007

Wartime Veterans Peacetime Veterans

251,420

lowa Total 190,761

Percent of Total 76 24

Data Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, Veteran Population State Tables
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As of August 26, 2008, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs identified 24,926
lowa veterans receiving disability compensation and 24,432 veterans receiving
disability compensation with permanent awards with no scheduled future exam. The
table below shows the breakdown of these veterans based on combined degree of
disability and receipt of Individual Unemployability (IU) benefits. Any veteran receiving
IU is included in that category regardless of the combined degree of disability and is
not included in the counts at the combined degree level.

lowa Veterans Receiving Disability Compensation

Combined Degree of Number of Veterans With No
L Number of Veterans
Disability Future Exam

0% 113 113
10% 7,244 7,234
20% 3,738 3,721
30% 3,006 2,980
40% 2,485 2,443
50% 1,503 1,457
60% 1,569 1,501
70% 864 797
80% 539 489
90% 188 175
100% 1,896 1,764

1U% 1,781 1,758
Total 24,926 24,432

Issues

The Veterans Benefits Study included a review of existing benefits available at the
federal, state, and local levels, a comparison of benefits and services offered in other
states, input from veterans through focus groups, and thoughtful deliberations of the
Veterans Benefits Study Task Force. In guiding the research through this study and
reviewing information brought forward, the Task Force identified issues that provide
the basis for recommendations to improve benefits and services to lowa veterans.
These issues are:

e Communication

e Lack of Information by Veterans about Available Benefits and Services
¢ Quality and Consistency of Benefits and Services

e Meeting the Unique Needs of Veterans

¢ Remaining Competitive to Attract and Retain Veterans
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Communication

Communication was an issue that emerged strongly throughout this study in Task
Force discussions and from input gathered during focus groups. Communication is
an area that the Task Force identified for comprehensive improvements including
among those in the veterans system, with partners, and to veterans themselves.
Communication is not an issue due to shortcomings on the part of any organization or
entity, but because there is a growing recognition of the need for strong relationships to
provide the highest quality services and benefits to lowa’s veterans going forward.

During focus groups, participants identified communication as a primary responsibility
of the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs along with advocacy. From the perspective
of counties, IDVA may play a greater role in communicating with them as local
partners, as well as communicating with veterans statewide to ensure they are
accessing information and receiving assistance in obtaining benefits for which they
may be eligible. The state as a communication leader provides a unified, coordinated
message to veterans. This does not mean that the state receives all inquires, but
would inform veterans of resources available including county veterans affairs offices,
the state department, and Veterans Service Organizations.

The challenge with communication is that the state does not have comprehensive
information about veterans living in lowa. Because of the federal role in providing
benefits, IDVA and the county veterans affairs offices do not have complete lists
of their constituencies. This is not just an lowa issue as many states are working
on means to identify their veterans for purposes of communication. During focus
groups, veterans themselves were surprised that information on all veterans was
not available at the state level. These veterans expressed a desire to receive active
communication regarding benefits and services.

Lack of Information by Veterans about Available Benefits and Services

The charge from the lowa Legislature for this study was to identify deficiencies in
benefits for veterans. By far, the greatest barrier and deficiency related to veterans
benefits is that veterans lack information about benefits available to them. The first
priority of the Task Force as a result of this study is to get veterans signed up for
benefits.

During focus groups, veterans overwhelming indicated that they were unaware of
benefits that might be available to them. Many veterans recognized that a lack of
formal connectivity after leaving service made it difficult to stay apprised of benefits.
There is wide recognition of health care benefits, but only half of focus group
participants had utilized the VA health care system. Some veterans stated that they
were healthy when they left service, so did not sign up for benefits. Others said they
did not sign up because they thought other veterans were in greater need. Beyond
health care, the GI Bill, and property tax exemption, veterans were largely unaware
of any other benefits available.
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A majority of focus group participants were over the age of 70, retired, and served
in either the Korean Conflict or World War Il. While findings from the focus groups
are purely qualitative, they demonstrate the need to reach older veterans. Younger
veterans, particularly those from Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi
Freedom, are benefiting from improved access to information regarding benefits
through debriefings upon returning home. The Task Force did indicate that timing,
considering the amount of information, is very important for them in retaining
information and could be improved.

A surprising number of veterans participating in focus groups were unaware of the
lowa Department of Veterans Affairs or the existence of county veterans affairs
offices. Connecting veterans to state and local government services is critical to
ensuring that veterans have access to information and benefits.

Quality and Consistency of Benefits and Services

The Task Force and focus group participants emphasized the importance of quality
and consistency of benefits and services to veterans statewide. Focus groups revealed
that veterans, similar to many lowa constituencies, value local in-person service.
While many participants were not aware of their county veterans affairs office, they
believed strongly that veterans should have options for information and assistance
including locally, at the state level, and through Veterans Service Organizations.

Benefits are available to a veteran based on a number of factors including his/her
period of service, level of disability, income, geography, and available resources. A
common issue raised in this Study is whether benefits and services are and should be
available and accessible consistently across the state and to all veterans regardless
of service period. Counties set their own budgets regarding veterans benefits based
on available resources balanced with other responsibilities of county government.
County funding for veterans services varies greatly across the state as do types of
benefits offered and eligibility for benefits.

Veterans in focus groups expressed concern about lack of consistency statewide.
Legislation passed in 2008 will help address this by requiring a trained and nationally
accredited service officer in every county for a minimum of 20 hours each week.
The importance of having trained, knowledgeable service officers available to assist
veterans in navigating the system and filing for benefits provides a tremendous
return on investment both on the individual level and from a systemic perspective.
According to a 2006 Institute for Defense Analysis study on differences in disability
compensations, veterans with assistance in the claims process received an annual
award of $11,162, while veterans without assistance received an annual award of
$4,728 in federal disability compensation.
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Meeting the Unique Needs of Veterans

State and local governments are playing an increased role in addressing the needs
of veterans by offering new or enhanced benefits and filling gaps in available federal
benefits which was demonstrated in a review of states contiguous to lowa and
other states identified by the Task Force. The greatest role states are playing is by
establishing an infrastructure, both state and local, of trained service officers who
can assist veterans in filing claims for benefits. Many states, like lowa, also provide
emergency assistance at local or state levels for food, housing, and other needs.

Transportation is an area of deficiency in benefits available to veterans. Rural states
like lowa are also trying to identify coordinated solutions to provide transportation
to veterans for greater access to health care. Transportation benefits in lowa are
currently limited, with most services coordinated between the county and Disabled
Veterans of America, a Veterans Service Organization that plays a significant role
in transportation services nationwide, or by counties that have leased vans for this
purpose. Transportation is a significant investment and is an issue or barrier faced
by many other populations in lowa including low-income individuals, persons with
disabilities, and the elderly. Rather than creating individual systems, the Task Force
emphasized the need to form partnerships with others in the state such as the lowa
Department of Transportation Coordination Council and lowa Medicaid Enterprise.
The Council, of which IDVA is a member, is a cross-agency, cross-discipline group
that works to develop coordinated transportation solutions. lowa Medicaid Enterprise
is currently in the development stages of a statewide transportation brokerage
system for Medicaid members. Once operational, this system may hold promise for
the veteran population as well.

One of the most compelling findings from the focus groups is that veterans show
great concern that the needs of other veterans are met, rather than asking for benefits
themselves. Veterans were specifically concerned that the system is not meeting
the mental health needs of veterans. Through research of other state benefits and
programs, the Study revealed that mental health and counseling services are a great
concern to other states as well. States reviewed that are working to address mental
health are primarily doing this through outreach and screening. The Task Force
emphasized that outreach alone would not be sufficient for lowa veterans; rather a
solution must address outreach, referral to services, and ultimately improved capacity
of the mental health system to serve veterans.

Remaining Competitive to Attract and Retain Veterans

Veterans issues sometimes become focused around the costs of providing benefits
and services. The lowa Veterans Benefits Study Task Force emphasized the need
for a shift in thinking to recognize veterans as an asset to the state of lowa. Not
only have veterans honorably served the country, either in peacetime or in conflict,
they are valuable citizens and workers. Veterans are an asset to our communities
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and employers. The Task Force identified the need to ensure that lowa remains
competitive with other states to attract new veterans and retain current veterans.

The context surrounding this issue is very important. According to a 2008 Needs
Assessment undertaken by lowa Workforce Development, the state of lowa can expect
a significant workforce shortage in the near future as the baby boomer generation
retires and lowa businesses expand operations. Already, nearly 45 percent of lowa’s
total workforce is 45 years of age or older. These individuals will be within retiring
age within 10 years (lowa Journal 163). These data present two important issues:
lowa must create a climate that encourages retiring veterans to remain in the state,
and lowa should work to create a climate that is attractive to veterans looking for a
state to call home.

Focus group participants were asked what benefits were most likely to attract or
retain veterans. Responses largely focused on areas of taxes, employment, and
education as the best incentives. lowa, like most states reviewed during the Study,
offer some type of state level educational benefit to veterans, survivors, or dependent
children. Several states are starting to pursue education benefits as a way to attract
veterans, such as Ohio with the recent establishment of Ohio’s Gl Promise that offers
in-state tuition to veterans. Helping veterans obtain competitive employment, as well
as preference for employment in state and local government were also common
incentives. The most cited area by focus group participants for improvement was
tax incentives. States offer varying types of tax incentives including exemption on
military retirement pay and property tax exemptions. lowa’s property tax exemption
for veterans has not been updated for more than three decades, putting the state at
a disadvantage in comparison to neighboring states that might already have a greater
draw with larger metropolitan areas. Competition with neighboring states in not the
only consideration; lowa must consider losing veterans to warmer southern climates
that offer attractive benefits to veterans, such as Florida. A table illustrating tax
benefits of states reviewed is provided in the Appendix.
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Recommendations

The recommendations brought forward for consideration address the five priority
issues discussed in previous sections of this report. As called for in House File 909
passed in 2007 by the lowa General Assembly, a Task Force gathered information on
existing benefits and services provided to lowa veterans at the local, state and federal
levels, compared lowa veterans benefits and services with those offered in other
states, conducted a series of focus groups to gather input from veterans and family
members, and identified deficiencies in benefits and services. The recommendations
consider all of these findings and the consensus deliberations of the Task Force.
Recommendations are presented for efforts in communication and outreach, quality
training and services, eligibility, attracting and retaining veterans, behavioral health
and transportation. Ultimately, the recommendations are designed to achieve the four
following overarching goals.

Goals:

1. Establish lowa as a national leader in accessing federal benefits and providing
state benefits that meet the changing needs of lowa veterans.

2. Ensure that all veterans receive benefits they are entitled to and provide
equal access to benefits and services statewide.

3. Create an environment that recognizes the value of veterans and their services
and offer benefits that will attract and retain veterans.

4. Improve communication and relationships within the veterans systems to
provide high quality service and maximize benefits to veterans.

Each recommendation includes a brief narrative explanation and rationale,
as well as strategies proposed that may be effective in implementing the
recommendation.

Communication and Outreach

1. Conduct a statewide awareness campaign to educate veterans, veterans’ families
and the public on how to access local, state and federal benefits.

Rationale: The most critical issue identified by the Task Force from the focus
groups and by interviews with other veterans stakeholders is that veterans
generally lack information about benefits and services available to them, and
access to information is the most significant barrier to receiving those benefits.
A statewide awareness campaign that actively pushes information to veterans,
their families and the public is the first step to connecting veterans with the
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benefits they have earned. The campaign should include multiple means of
delivery including mail, email, web and telephone access.

Suggested strategies:

e Develop a statewide awareness campaign led by the lowa Department of
Veterans Affairs who will be responsible for message development and
dissemination in partnership with counties, veterans service organizations and
other community stakeholders.

e Utilize or build a statewide database of veterans for communication and
outreach.

Develop a statewide, comprehensive veterans database for purposes of
communication and outreach.

Rationale: Many databases and lists of veterans exist, however there is no
central point of coordination. The lowa Department of Veterans Affairs, counties,
veterans service organizations, political parties and others have all developed
their own limited databases of veterans in lowa. Some lists are county specific,
regional, identify homeowners only, or only identify specific periods of service. A
central database that is capable of integrating data from a broad base of partners
is critical to conducting effective outreach to connect veterans with benefits.

Suggested strategies:

e Create a database that is centrally managed by the lowa Department of
Veterans Affairs and explore partnerships with a broad base of organizations
such as counties, the lowa Secretary of State, the lowa Department of
Revenue, veterans service organizations, political parties and others who are
responsible and capable of collecting this information.

e Create partnerships with state agencies to provide an incentive to register
as a veteran in lowa. For example, the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs
in partnership with the lowa Department of Transportation could create a
veterans designation on lowa drivers licenses and state identification cards that
provides a small incentive to individuals that confirm their veteran status.

Convene a broad stakeholder advisory group to address veterans benefits issues,
gaps in services and unmet needs.

Rationale: lowa’s veterans system consists of a broad base of individuals and
organizations that all serve veterans. Until creation of the Veterans Benefits
Task Force, no forum or venue existed where all partners of the veterans system
could collectively identify veterans issues, service gaps and unmet needs. The
Task Force recognizes the value in convening a broad-based group of individuals
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and organizations that make up lowa’s veterans system and desires to create a
similar veterans stakeholder advisory group that can continue the work of the
Task Force. Further, some issues affecting veterans such as behavioral health
services and transportation are complex issues spanning multiple state agencies,
service providers and federal, state and local funding streams. Such complex
issues require considerable research and deliberation to appropriately develop
specific recommendations. Continued work of a stakeholder advisory group
could be an excellent venue to address additional complex veterans issues.

Suggested strategies:

e Utilize revenue from the lowa’s veteran license plate program to fund the
creation and ongoing work of a veterans stakeholder group.

e Charge the advisory group with making recommendations to the lowa
Commission of Veterans Affairs and the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs
on priority issues of the Task Force, specifically improving beahvioral health
services.

Establish the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs as the communication leader
for veterans issues to actively disseminate information to veterans and their
families, veterans benefits system partners and the public.

Rationale: The veterans benefits system is extremely complex with frequent
changes in eligibility, level of benefits provided and delivery of services. A central
point of communication is needed to ensure accurate and consistent information
is being provided to all organizations and individuals comprising lowa’s veterans
benefits system.

Suggested strategies:

e Enhance and expand existing communication tools of the Department to
include regularly scheduled dissemination of information to counties, veteran
service organizations and other veterans stakeholders identifying changes
affecting veterans benefits in lowa.

e Develop a standardized best practices educational program administered by
the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs to provide updates regarding changes
to the lowa and federal veterans benefits systems.

Provide advocacy training and tools to county veterans service officers, county
veterans commissions and other local veterans benefits stakeholders.

Rationale: Many benefits and services to veterans are provided at the local, county
level. County boards of supervisors determine the level of funding available for
operating county veterans service offices and the benefits and services available
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to veterans in their respective counties. Advocacy education and advocacy tools
are needed so county veterans commissions, county veterans service officers
and other local veterans stakeholders can effectively advocate for adequate
funding for veterans benefits and services in their counties and demonstrate the
value of investing in veterans affairs at the local level.

Suggested strategies:

e Create an advocacy training program administered by the lowa Department
of Veterans Affairs in partnership with other veterans benefits stakeholders
to prepare individuals and organizations to effectively advocate for veterans
issues.

¢ |dentify key veterans stakeholders in each county to serve as a local voice and
identity for veterans and veterans issues in their respective communities.

Quality Training and Services

6.

Create a veterans benefit quality assurance and training team to monitor quality
of federal veterans benefit claims filling services statewide.

Rationale: Many changes such as eligibility, level of services provided, and others
are frequently made to the federal veterans benefits system. Complicating the
issue, local budgets for county veterans service offices and the level of training
of state and county veterans service officers vary greatly across the state.
As a result, the operating hours of county service offices and the quality of
services provided at the local and state levels vastly differ. A federal veterans
benefit quality assurance and training team will ensure a high standard of federal
veterans benefits claims filing services are provided at the local and state level.
Counties and the state will be able to maximize federal benefits claims for lowa
veterans, lessening the financial burden on local and state governments.

Suggested strategies:

e Create a veterans benefit quality assurance and training team consisting of
representatives from the following:

= Jowa Association of County Commissioners of Veterans Affairs
= |owa Department of Veterans Affairs

= Jowa Commission of Veterans Affairs

= National Association of County Veteran Service Officers

= United States Department of Veterans Affairs Regional Office
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e Develop statewide standard operating procedures for filing federal veterans
benefit claims.

Uphold the requirement that all state and county veterans service officers be
nationally trained and accredited.

Rationale: The level of accreditation and training of state and county veterans
service officers varies greatly across counties and within the Department of
Veterans Affairs. Requiring all state and county veterans service officers to be
nationally trained and accredited will enhance and create consistency in the
levels of service provided at the county and state levels.

Suggested strategies:

e Mandate all state and county veterans service officers to be nationally trained
and accredited.

Enhance continuing education opportunities for state and county veterans service
officers, veterans service organizations and other veterans stakeholders.

Rationale: Changes to the federal, state and local veterans benefits systems
occur frequently and are initiated by many different entities within the system.
Unfortunately, sufficient opportunities for continuing education do not exist for
state and county veterans service officers, veterans service organizations or
other veterans stakeholders. Continuing education courses coordinated by the
lowa Department of Veterans Affairs would ensure consistent and accurate
information is disseminated to partners within the lowa’s veterans benefits
system, thus enhancing the quality of service provided at the state and local
levels.

Suggested strategies:

e Create continuing education courses coordinated by the lowa Department
of Veterans Affairs and the veterans benefit oversight and training team to
respond to service areas of weakness and provide updates on changes to
lowa’s veterans benefits system.

Behavioral Health

9.

Re-evaluate mental health parity legislation for veterans and their families.

Rationale: Currently, behavioral health disorders experienced by veterans,
which include mental health, substance abuse and other addiction disorders
experienced by veterans are not classified by health insurance providers as long-
term disorders requiring long-term treatments. As a result, a limit has been placed
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10.

11.

on the number of office visits a veteran may submit as a health insurance claim.
Consequently, many veterans are forced to pay for additional treatments out-of-
pocket or simply must stop receiving treatment if they are unable to pay.

Suggested strategies:

e Designate mental health/behavioral health parity legislation for veterans as a
priority in the upcoming lowa General Assembly legislative session.

Institute jail diversion programs and criminal sentencing mitigation for veterans
in the criminal justice system.

Rationale: An increasing number of veterans are returning home with behavioral
health injuries. Many of our current and returning veterans go untreated and are
more susceptible to unlawful behavior. At the same time, the behavioral health
community has made significant breakthroughs in the study and treatment of
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other behavioral health disorders.
Realizing that symptoms of untreated PTSD and other behavioral health disorders
often manifests themselves in unlawful behavior, if deemed appropriate by a
judge, mitigate sentences for veterans on the condition they cooperate with
specialized treatments designed to successfully transition veterans from war to
peace. Jail diversion programs in lowa and other states such as Nebraska and
Maine have succeeded in transitioning persons with behavioral health disorders
out of the criminal justice system and back into the community.

Suggested strategies:

e Designate criminal sentencing mitigation for veterans a priority of the veterans
stakeholder advisory group. Closely study successful criminal mitigation
programs within lowa and other states and recommend a model to be adapted
in lowa.

Establish cooperative partnerships for behavioral health services to increase
behavioral health service capacity within lowa’s veterans system.

Rationale: Behavioral health needs, including mental health disorders such as
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain injury (TBI), depression and
substance abuse were identified as priority needs by the Task Force and focus
group participant’s. Further, many of our state’s homeless veterans suffer from
behavioral health disorders and are unable to access behavioral health services.
Partnerships must be created between behavioral health service providers and
organizations serving veterans to ensure our state’s veterans, including homeless
veterans, have full and adequate access to behavioral health services in their
communities.
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Suggested strategies:

Create an active partnership with County Central Points of Coordination
(CPCs) and include veteran status on the CPC service application form.

Establish cooperative partnerships for Traumatic Brain Injury services toincrease
Brain Injury service capacity within lowa’s veterans system. This activity
should be approached in conjunction with the Governor’s Brain Injury Council
and the Brain Injury Association of lowa, and should facilitate cooperative
efforts among the VA, local government and community providers.

Work with state and local law enforcement agencies to educate law
enforcement officials about how to appropriately identify and handle persons
with PTSD and other behavioral health disorders.

Designate veterans behavioral health needs and services a priority for the
veterans stakeholder advisory group. Determine behavioral health service
needs and develop specific recommendations to enhance behavioral health
services for veterans.

Explore the role of the lowa Veterans Home in meeting the behavioral health
needs of veterans.

Transportation

12. Improve transportation services to veterans in lowa.

Rationale: Transportation to medical services was a priority issue identified
by focus group participants, the Task Force, and other veterans stakeholders.
Similar to behavioral health services, transportation is a complex issue spanning
several state agencies, hundreds of service providers and many different federal,
state, and local funding streams. To appropriately address transportation issues
and recommendations, it must be further researched and deliberated by a group
such as the veterans stakeholder advisory group.

Suggested strategies:

Designate transportation as a priority issue for the veterans stakeholder
advisory group to further research and develop appropriate recommendations
to improve transportation services to lowa veterans.

Explore opportunities for a future partnership with lowa Medicaid Enterprise
to utilize what will be a newly established statewide transportation brokerage
system.
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Eligibility for Benefits

13.

14.

Remove war windows from eligibility criteria for state benefits.

Rationale: lowa’s veterans have served in times of war, periods of conflict and
during times of peace. Regardless of the point in history that a veteran served, all
lowa's veterans deserve access to benefits that they have earned. Unfortunately,
since eligibility for benefits is based on war windows, many veterans are unable
to access benefits due to ineligibility or the perception that they will not qualify.
Moreover, for a number of veterans, needs arise after they have passed the
eligibility period to access benefits.

Suggested strategies:

e Redefine a veteran as a resident of the state who served on active federal
service, other than training, in the armed forces of the US and who was
discharged under honorable conditions or was discharged under medical
conditions due to service connected injury.

e Update eligibility criteria for benefits based on the revised definition of a
veteran and not based on the war period served.

Create on online veteran benefits screening and eligibility tool.

Rationale: A prevalent finding from the focus groups is that many veterans are
not aware of the benefits they are eligible for. Due to public transportation needs,
limited hours of some county veterans service offices and other unique individual
needs, access to information regarding a veteran’s eligibility for benefits can be
limited and prevents some veterans from accessing benefits they have earned.
An online screening and eligibility tool will inform veterans of the benefits they
are eligible for and will also encourage veterans to apply for benefits they have
earned.

Suggested strategies:

e Utilize the online screening system employed by the Texas Commission of
Veterans Affairs (www.yourtexasbenefits.com) as a model and design a
similar tool for lowa’s veterans.

e Aggressively market the online screening and eligibility tool to lowa veterans,
service members, and family members once it is created.
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Attracting and Retaining Veterans

15.

16.

17.

Offer in-state tuition at Regents institutions for all veterans.

Rationale: lowa’s Board of Regents institutions are an affordable opportunity for
a high-quality education. The cost of attending college at a Regents institution
dramatically increases for those students who are residents of other states,
creating a barrier for some veterans who choose to come to lowa for their
education. Many veterans funding opportunities for advanced education are
limited to the GI Bill, making it increasingly likely that they will seek education
in their own states or in a state that offers in-state tuition for out-of-state
veterans.

Suggested strategies:

e Work with the lowa Board of Regents to investigate offering in-state tuition to
all veterans in the nation to attract veterans to lowa.

Create educational incentives for veterans, spouses and dependants in lowa.

Rationale: For those veterans who are already residents of lowa, it is important
to look at other methods to increase available opportunities to assist veterans
with receiving their education and choosing to do so in lowa. Assistance with
a portion of tuition or fees, such as technology costs or books, is a necessary
benefit to ensure our veterans are appropriately trained and qualified for advanced
job opportunities in our state.

Suggested strategies:

e Provide $250 per semester hour or educational unit with a maximum benefit
of $4,500 per fiscal year for veterans in lowa who do not qualify to receive
educational benefits under the Federal GI-Bill.

Create preferences for lowa veterans seeking employment or contract
opportunities with the State of lowa.

Rationale: Many entities around the country recognize that veterans embody
many of the skills and behaviors that employers are seeking. Given their training,
veterans are often cited as model workers, exhibiting good work habits and
punctuality. As many veterans bring a unique set of skills and experience to
different positions, many states have recognized this and compensated by
creating a hiring preference for veterans and a state contracting preference
for veteran owned and managed businesses. The state of lowa should set the
standard for state government hiring and contracting preferences that can be
modeled in additional markets.
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18.

Suggested strategies:

e Create an employment preference for lowa veterans seeking employment with
the State of lowa, modeled after the hiring preference for Federal employment
which includes the following:

= Allowing applications after announcements close.
= Special appointing authorities for veterans.
= Positions restricted to preference eligibles.

=  Affirmative action for certain veterans under Title 38.

e Work with the Department of Administrative Services to create a selection
preference in state contracting for small businesses owned and managed by
lowa veterans.

Enhance tax incentives for all veterans in lowa.

Rationale: One of the most commonly offered incentives among states for
attraction and retention of veterans is tax incentives. These incentives can be
used to assist veterans with home ownership by providing a property tax credit.
lowa’s property tax credit for veterans was created in 1947 and has never been
updated. Additionally, many states, including the Midwestern states of Kansas,
Michigan, lllinois and Wisconsin, exempt 100 percent of military retirement pay
from state income taxes. lowa’s tax incentives for veterans are in critical need of
enhancement in order to be competitive with incentives offered in other states.

Suggested strategies:

e Update lowa’s property tax exemption as follows:

=  Total property tax exemption for 100%, total and permanent service-

connected disabled veterans and prisoners of war (POWSs).

= $5,000 property tax exemption for 10-90% service-connected disabled

veterans and POWSs reviewed and updated every five years.

= $2,500 standard property tax exemption for veterans and POWs reviewed

and updated every five years.

¢ Create a state income tax exemption for 100 percent of military retirement pay.
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Summary of Research and Outreach

State Public Policy Group (SPPG) provided assistance to the Veterans Benefits Task
Force in a comprehensive research and outreach process through which informed
recommendations could be made for strengthening lowa’s veterans benefits and
services. SPPG, on behalf of the Task Force, undertook an extensive research and
outreach effort that included three components: inventory of benefits and services
available to lowa’s veterans from federal, state, county, and private entities;
engagement of lowa veterans, family members, and service providers across the
state in a series of ten focus groups; and a comparison of lowa veterans benefits and
services programs with those offered in other states.

Each component was provided to the Task Force and discussed at meetings in order
to inform the next component of research or outreach and continued work. Each
component was critical in providing context to Task Force discussions, as well as
informing recommendations through stakeholder input, identification of gaps in
benefits and services, and sharing of best practices from other states. The following
is a summary of the research and outreach efforts undertaken by SPPG on behalf of
the Veterans Benefits Task Force to provide context for and inform recommendations
for strengthening lowa’s veterans benefits and services.

Inventory of Veterans Benefits and Services

An inventory of benefits and services available to lowa’s veterans through federal,
state, county, and private entities was compiled to provide baseline information
to the Task Force on existing veterans benefits and services in the state. Federal
and state benefit and services information had been compiled previously by various
government agencies charged with providing the benefits, but county and private
veterans benefit information was not readily available in a single document. Due to
the nature of county veterans benefits and services provision, it was necessary to
survey each county veterans service officer to compile a comprehensive inventory
of veterans benefits available through lowa county veterans commissions. Veterans
benefits provided through private entities such as Easter Seals were researched
online through internet searches and referrals publicized on veterans websites and
publications.

SPPG created a survey instrument for completion by each county veterans affairs
director. The instrument was a paper survey distributed at a spring conference of
lowa veterans service officers. A total of 92 lowa counties had completed and
returned the survey as of May 2008. A majority of the counties (65%) operated
under a part-time county veterans affairs director. Survey findings related to specific
benefits substantiated that county veterans benefits are not consistent statewide, but
rather provided often at the discretion of each county’s veterans commission. Most
counties offer some form of emergency assistance to veterans, and among the most
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commonly offered were Emergency Utility Assistance (98% of counties surveyed),
Emergency Rent Assistance (97%), and Emergency Food Assistance (94%). Also
commonly offered by counties were Burial and Transportation benefits (93% and
83%, respectively) and assistance obtaining military records (98%).

Also substantiated by survey results was the case-by-case nature of county benefit
eligibility and monetary value. Survey results showed no consistency among these
areas, and often “case-by-case” was specifically used to answer questions regardung
eligibility and award amount.

The county benefit surveys also gave the county service officers the opportunity
to provide open-ended responses as to what they felt were the greatest needs for
lowa’s veterans. In no particular order, themes developed from survey responses
to the question, “As a county veterans service officer, what do you believe is the
greatest need for veterans on the county level?” are provided below.

e Transportation for medical care

e More resources for emergency assistance

e Timely processing of claims (federal)

e Communication between all levels in veterans system

e Qutreach and marketing to make veterans aware of benefits
e Available, trained county staff

e Assistance with signing up and understanding what benefits are available

Once compiled, each federal, state, county, and private veterans benefit or service
was input into a template to create the products provided to the Task Force. The
inventory products include a comprehensive Federal, State, County, and Private Benefit
Report; a County Benefit Report with detailed information on benefits and services
by county; and a Benefits Snapshot that lists all benefits and services available at all
levels to lowa’s veterans. Full reports are provided in the Appendix.

Stakeholder Focus Groups

In June of 2008, SPPG conducted a total of ten focus groups—six with veterans and
family members, three with county veterans affairs directors, and one with veterans
service organizations. The goal of the focus groups was to gather input regarding
the experience of veterans with services and benefits, access to information,
communication, satisfaction with current services and benefits, barriers, and unmet
needs. A total of 155 individuals participated in the focus groups. SPPG asked
veterans and family members to complete a demographic questionnaire following the
focus group. While a random sample of veterans was invited, a majority of those who
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attended the focus groups were over the age of 70 (62%), retired (67 %), and served
in either the Korean Conflict or World War Il (37% and 25%, respectively).

As can be expected, the focus groups had distinct “personalities,” based on geographic
differences, population characteristics, and diverse experiences and perspectives.
However, because of the use of a consistent script across focus groups, SPPG was
able to highlight themes that emerged across all of the focus groups. Themes are
categorized by: communication and information, benefits, barriers, and services and
the role of state and local government.

The focus group findings show that veterans generally lack information about benefits
and services available to them and they do not know where to go to seek assistance.
Veterans receive little active communication regarding benefits from any source and
often learn about benefits by word of mouth. Veterans are most familiar with health
care benefits and cited those among the most valuable benefits that veterans receive.
While participants discussed enrollment timeframes and claim processing as barriers,
once enrolled, veterans shared positive experiences with the health care system and
Community Based Outpatient Clinics.

Focus group participants identified access to information as the most significant
barrier to receiving benefits, and recognized transportation and bureaucratic processes
as additional barriers. Veterans cited mental health services and family supports as
gaps in benefits and expressed a general concern that veterans receive what they are
entitled to, regardless of geography and period of service. Focus group participants
universally valued local in-person service, but discussed a need for options to
obtain information and assistance with benefits. Because the lowa Department of
Veterans Affairs is a relatively new state agency, its role was largely unknown among
participants. Many thought the state should play an active role in communication,
outreach, and advocacy on behalf of veterans.

Below each focus group theme is described in detail. Included with each description
are two or three comments heard in the focus groups that were used to identify the
specific theme. For information on focus group methodology and additional participant
comments, please reference the Focus Group Report provided in the Appendix.

Veterans lack information about the benefits and services available to them.

“l just didn’t know there were full time people to help veterans, and I've had clients
come in with the same lack of information.”

“We do advertisements in the newspaper and on the radio. | give a lot of speeches,
and | go to all the special events that come with veteran’s issues. We have to go out
and see the veterans, otherwise they will not come to see you.”

“My big complaint is | don’t know which benefits are available to me, so | don’t
access them.”
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Overwhelmingly, participants attending the veterans and families focus groups noted
that they were not aware of services available to them. Many veterans recognized that
a lack of formal connectivity after leaving service made it difficult to keep up-to-date
with the veterans system, and that veterans generally associate benefits with health
issues. Focus group participants also recognized that some veterans view benefits
as a welfare system rather than an entitlement system, causing them to elect not to
seek benefits. When county directors were asked to comment on the understanding
of the average veterans in their service area, they generally agreed that veterans
are largely not aware of benefits available, citing challenges in identifying veterans
within each county and resources for outreach to all veterans in the county. County
directors noted individual efforts to reach out to more veterans through newsletters,
newspaper articles, meetings, and local public service announcements.

Veterans generally receive information through other veterans.

“The vast of majority of people we see are coming in because they know somebody
who knows somebody. It is word of mouth. “

“Hearing aids. When one guy finds out that a guy got hearing aids in the VA, his
friends or their wives will find you.”

Participants in the focus groups representing veterans and their families commented
that most of the knowledge they had regarding services and benefits came from
other veterans. A majority of participants had never received information from county
or state organizations and did not know where to go beyond asking other veterans.
For many participants, the focus group discussion provided an opportunity to learn
about benefits and resources to seek further information. They also cited word of
mouth as one of the most common ways by which veterans learn about services and
benefits. County directors recognized that older veterans in their community were the
hardest to engage, as new and returning veterans were more aware of the options
available to them upon discharge.

Veterans seek benefits at a time in their life when they are needed.

“l didn’t access benefits until | retired from my regular job. | had benefits through my
employer and didn’t think | needed anything.”

“A specific problem, most often a medical need brings them in.”

“l haven’t had much contact with the VA since my discharge. Outside of some dental
work, | haven’t really needed them.”

Veterans and family members indicated through their answers to questions related
to available benefits and planning that most have done little in the way of research
into different types of benefits until a need is recognized. Older veterans especially
expressed an assurance that when the need presented itself, their past service would
be rewarded in an appropriate way. Naturally, most participants recognized health
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care services as the most needed and accessed benefit but noted that many veterans
do not investigate healthcare services until retirement, when their employer-based
coverage has ended or when they experience health problems. County directors
also recognized this need-based interest, asserting that this can sometimes present
problems as many veterans do not seek assistance until their needs are very acute,
and then encounter wait times for paperwork processing at the federal level or have
missed timeframes for eligibility.

Health care and education are cited among the most valuable benefits to veterans.

“People who are looking to retirement start looking to access benefits, especially
health.”

“Health care is the primary benefit. We have seen improvements. Local clinics are a
huge benefit. This includes mental health.”

“l think our medical care is vastly improved. So, we have many more people who are
living through things that used to kill them. That has created a great need for us. It
has made for a lot of holes.”

As noted earlier, benefits are typically accessed on an as-needed basis, health care
and education were mentioned as the most important benefits available to veterans.
Many veterans noted specific health care services, such prescription drug coverage,
as priority benefits. Veterans also praised the lowa Veterans Home and property tax
benefits as important lowa benefits. County directors cited access to information
about benefits as another important component of the veterans system in lowa, as
filing federal claims can be a cumbersome process for veterans.

Veterans in the system who are accessing benefits reported a positive experience.

“When | applied for my father’s benefits, | went to my county officer. That was a
tremendous benefit.”

“The county is wonderful to help you if you need [it].”

Focus group participants who have accessed local county services expressed a high
degree of satisfaction in service received at the county level. This is not surprising
considering the high importance placed upon the availability of local services. County
directors discussed their own work in making positive changes in the way that
services are delivered in their counties as ways that they are working to provide
positive experiences for those that they serve. Veterans receiving health care benefits
through medical centers and outpatient clinics reported satisfaction with benefits
and services despite challenges to become enrolled in the health care system and
transportation barriers in rural areas.
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Taxes, employment, and education were reported as the best incentives to attract
and retain veterans in the state.

“Tax benefits - reducing property taxes and income taxes for veterans.”

“l have considered moving because of the education benefits in other states. Why
would any veteran want to stay here?”

“No state tax on military retirement funds. It should be like Florida.”

Focus group participants emphasized that lowa should be a place where veterans want
to return after deployment to live and that services should be offered to attract these
returning veterans, as well as older veterans. Tax exemptions, preferred employment
for veterans, and educational options were often cited as useful models from other
states. Many veterans, however, noted that small benefits may not persuade them to
move to another location, and that quality of life is a major consideration.

The most significant barrier for veterans receiving benefits is access to information.

“If | talk to 10 veterans about services, | get 12 or 14 different answers. No one
seems to have the right answers, and it gets confusing.”

“We have a big problem with getting the word out about services and benefits. | do
a lot of outreach to veterans groups so they know where to go for assistance.”

A majority of focus group participants agreed that there is a lack of information
regarding available benefits, timelines, and other expectations as a signification
barrier for veterans. For veterans, many were not aware of benefits available to them
or resources available to help them access benefits and they, consequently, had
not investigated further. Some focus group participants did recognize the important
communication and information sharing that is made possible through county directors,
service organizations, and independent volunteers, but asserted that a comprehensive
communication structure is needed. Overwhelmingly veterans expressed a desire to
receive active communication regarding benefits and services available to them. For
county directors, this lack of access to correct information leads to difficulties in
providing services and extra time is spent on education and debunking myths and
misinformation. Other noted barriers are geography (especially in rural areas where
they are far away from VA medical centers and Community Based Outpatient Clinics),
time to process claims at the federal level, and the stigma associated with the former
veterans benefits system that mirrored the former welfare system.

Mental health services were identified as a significant gap in benefits.

“The kind of wars we have now and the types of injuries we have now are different.
I was really shocked at the conditions at Walter Reed. They need to give a really high
priority to addressing the really high suicide rates and head injuries. They need more
follow up with veterans and families.”
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“In a rural area, | am going to have to call a mental health center that is at least 30
miles away. | get caught in a situation now and then where it requires a professional
mental health counselor and those counselors are not available.”

Overwhelmingly, focus group participants noted a lack of availability statewide of
mental health services as the biggest gap in the state. A driving force behind this was
a recognition among veterans, family members, and county directors that the needs
of new veterans are vastly different than those who had served in past conflicts,
particularly in the need for mental health services. Older veterans also noted that health
care needs in general have changed, as many veterans returning with injuries that
those that served in past conflicts would not have lived through. Several individuals
also mentioned women’s health and family supports as gaps that also affect the new
demographic of younger service men and women. County directors also noted that
they do not have the skills to deal with veterans suffering from mental health issues,
and depending on geography, may be the only venue through which those veterans
can access mental health services.

There is a general concern among veterans that they receive what they are entitled
to and that their needs are being met.

“Whenever a person is eligible for benefits, they should get the best available for that
individual. Whatever they need, they should get it. Veterans deserve everything they
can get.”

“The state and the counties should treat everyone the same. It should not matter
where you live.”

Focus group participants agreed that the most important priority is that veterans
needs are being met in a meaningful and equal way around the state. Many veterans
and family members did not know that services were delivered differently and at
different levels throughout the state. Many expressed the need for consistent benefits
and services statewide. County directors understood the reason for this as home
rule governs their structure. Across the focus groups, service “war windows” were
rejected in favor of treating all veterans the same in terms of eligibility, whether they
served in a time of peace or conflict. Veterans did express the need for individualized
services.

Local, in-person service is highly valued.

“l feel it's the comfort of knowing that I've got someone in my backyard to see
one on one if | need answers. | don’t have to go to Des Moines or lowa City to see
someone in person.”

“l think having a contact to speak with and the ability to call them with a question
is important.”
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In the focus groups, participants discussed the importance of receiving high quality
customer service from all entry points into the veterans service system. Veterans
and county directors alike recognized that assistance in navigating the large veterans
benefits system is important. All focus group participants rated local, in-person
service as extremely important in providing customer service. Many participants cited
the difficulty for veterans of age or disabled veterans to travel, and the likelihood that
they will avoid accessing benefits and services if traveling is an issue. Participants
also placed high value on having the option to call an individual or organization by
phone, but not in place of local service.

State benefits and the responsibilities of the state department are largely unknown.

“l assume they have something to do with the lowa Veterans Home and VA Hospitals
and those are wonderful.”

“l had no idea there was a Department.”

“What the heck does the state do for Veterans? There is no value added in the State
Department of Veteran’s Affairs in terms of access.”

Focus group participants expressed varying knowledge about the roles and
responsibilities of the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs, with many veterans
and family members not knowing that lowa has a newly established Department
of Veterans Affairs. Many participants in the veterans and families focus groups
were also unaware of county veterans affairs offices. Participants who were aware
of the Department noted the Veterans Home, property tax benefits and the new
State Veterans Cemetery as state benefits and responsibilities. Many suggested that
the Department should serve as a communication leader making high-level policy
decisions regarding veterans services and attracting more veterans to lowa, as well
as being a key advocate for veterans throughout the state. Due to changing roles
in state leadership, the Department and Commission, there is significant tension
from veterans service organizations and county director perspectives regarding the
Department of Veterans Affairs roles and responsibilities, noting a desire to avoid
service duplication.

The primary role of the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs should be communica-
tion and advocacy.

“The state needs to launch an aggressive awareness program. There are state
benefits out there and people know about the national VA benefits but don’t even
know state benefits exist.”

“l want the state office to be there as an asset. The state office has a good position
to argue benefits and entitlements for veterans and to advocate for them.”

With many focus group participants recognizing that there is an important need for
communication about veterans services in the state as well as state level advocacy
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for veterans, many veterans and their family members, as well as county directors
noted the need for the Department of Veterans Affairs to serve in that capacity.
County directors recognized the opportunity for the Department to provide much-
needed assistance and to serve as a voice for county offices. They also discussed
the need for a formalized division of duties to assist with the provision of high quality
services for lowa’s veterans and avoid duplication of services.

State-by-State Veterans Benefits Research

The lowa Veterans Benefits Study Task Force identified states and benefits of
interest that formed the basis for a comparison of state benefits. Research was
conducted on 14 states. Information was compiled to provide a profile of each state
including a background, summary of the system structure, unique state initiatives,
and veterans benefits of interest. The 14 states profiled are: Florida, lllinois, Kansas,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, New Mexico, Ohio, South Dakota, Texas,
Utah, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. The State Research Comparison Report also
includes a summary of lowa, that was developed to serve as a baseline for Task
Force members.

The research conducted by SPPG to develop state summaries utilized a variety of
methods. Initial research began by drawing information from websites including state
departments of veterans affairs and other state agencies that provide services to
veterans in each state. SPPG staff also interviewed individuals within each state
department of veterans affairs to gather further information and data on the veterans
system in their state. Additionally, SPPG staff reviewed relevant publications and
legislation in each state to ensure that the summaries were comprehensive.

Each state profile includes four sections: a state snapshot, background and system
structure, state initiatives and veterans benefits of interest, and resources. For detailed
information on all states profiled as part of the Veterans Benefits Study, please see
the State Benefit Comparison Report provided in the Appendix.

e The state snapshot section provides the size of the veteran population in comparison
to the total state population, state and federal veterans affairs expenditures, and the
number of beds in the state veterans home(s). It should be noted that expenditures
are difficult to compare across states because of the variety of sources of funding and
the differences in responsibility for benefits, programs, and the veterans home(s).

e The background and system structure section provides an overview of the state
veteran’s affairs structure, and broadly outlines state and local responsibilities.

e The state initiatives and benefits of interest section is not meant to be an inventory
of benefits and services offered in each state, but highlights benefits and services
that are unique and might serve as models or best practices for lowa.
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e The resources section includes websites and publications reviewed for each state,
as well as contact information for the individual that provided resources for that
state.

Common Findings Across the States

The veterans systems and benefits highlighted in the multi-state study demonstrated
that while every state is different, there are certain areas of focus that many states are
beginning to address. Prominent among these focus areas was the need to connect
veterans with benefits. There is a recognition among states that ensuring veterans
receive the benefits they are entitled to is not only the right thing to do, but there
is an incredible return on investment in the form of federal Veterans Affairs dollars,
which benefits individual veterans, the state and local governments.

While states are working to strengthen their ability to connect veterans with federal
benefits, they are also creating their own benefits to address the unique needs of
their veteran population. In Michigan, a state faced with increasing unemployment
rates, the Project MOVE initiative was implemented to utilize and promote the skills
of veterans. This program connects veterans, of all skill levels, with businesses
in search of well-trained and disciplined employees. Project MOVE has been very
successful in connecting veterans with employment opportunities and has also been
able to address some of Michigan’s employments needs by supplying companies with
veteran employees who possess the skills necessary to fill high skill-level vacancies.
This initiative is helping Michigan companies view veterans as an asset to the state.

Another important element that was discovered regarding veterans and access to
benefits was the push in many states to create a ‘clearinghouse’ where veterans can
access information on benefits and services provided at the federal, state, and local
levels. Many states utilize the Internet to connect with veterans. Minnesotaveteran.
org combines information on veterans benefits and services, legislation, and other
updates to provide a one-stop location for Minnesota veterans to learn about and
become engaged in the veterans system. Texas also addressed the need for a veterans
‘clearinghouse’ by creating yourtexasbenefits.com which screens Texas veterans on
eligibility for benefits and services. These tools have helped states connect with more
veterans and in turn have helped veterans connect with more benefits and services.

A common trend throughout the states profiled was the partnerships that occurred
between veterans systems and other state government agencies to provide services
to veterans. The Veterans Advocate program is an example of the unique partnerships
being developed across the nation. The Wyoming Veterans Commission partnered
with the Wyoming Department of Health to create a system of Veterans Advocates
that act as “super-referral agents,” directing veterans and their families to services
ranging from financial assistance to counseling and car repairs. This new program
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has already served hundreds of veterans in Wyoming and promises to be successful
in helping address the traditional and non-traditional needs of veterans.

States have also begun developing programs to attract veterans to the state. These
programs have included tax exemptions, education benefits, small business assistance,
and others. The Ohio G.I. Promise was implemented in July of 2008 to provide all
veterans of the U.S. Armed Services, their spouses, and children with in-state tuition
rates at all Ohio colleges and universities. This innovative program has the potential
to draw many veterans who are newly released from service and searching for a
place to settle.

One of the greatest needs discovered in the study and echoed across each state
was a call for more mental health and counseling services for veterans and families.
Veterans affairs employees in nearly every state mentioned the unique needs of
returning veterans and the urgency of connecting these veterans with mental health
services and supports for their families. The lllinois Warrior Assistance Program has
served as lllinois’ first step in addressing the mental health needs of their veterans.
The program offers Traumatic Brain Injury screenings to all veterans in the state and
operates a 24-hour psychological help line for veterans.

The state benefits comparison demonstrates that many states view veterans as an
important asset and are developing new and innovative ways to serve them and
meet their needs. lowa has begun a process for strengthening benefits and services
provided to its veterans and can learn from the work done by other states to do the
same.
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Study Process and Methodology

In 2007, the lowa General Assembly passed House File 909 calling for a study
regarding the needs of lowa’s veterans. The lowa Department of Veterans Affairs
(IDVA) contracted with State Public Policy Group (SPPG), an lowa-based nonpartisan
policy consulting firm, to engage stakeholders to complete the study and make
recommendations to improve benefits and services to veterans. SPPG utilized the
following process and methodology to complete a comprehensive study of veterans
benefits in lowa and develope well-informed recommendations for strengthening
benefits and services to lowa’s veterans.

Task Force

The Veterans Benefits Study was guided by a Task Force of stakeholders in the
veterans system. The Task Force was made up of representatives from Veterans
Service Organizations, the veterans health care system, the lowa Commission of
Veterans Affairs, the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs, and a variety of other
veterans stakeholder groups. Many Task Force members were veterans themselves
and they informed the Study throughout the entire process, adding value to materials
and research that were developed.

Inventory of Veterans Benefits and Services

SPPG conducted an inventory of benefits and services available to veterans at the
federal, state, and county levels. County directors were asked to complete and
return a survey, which included benefit categories of emergency assistance, burial,
transportation, and assistance with obtaining military records. Multiple phone calls
and other follow-up communications were made to ensure a high response rate. In
all, 93 county directors responded to the survey. Additionally, SPPG also conducted
an inventory of benefits and services available through federal, state, and private
entities to compile a comprehensive inventory of all benefits and services available
to lowa veterans. SPPG staff utilized Internet and print resources and experts in the
veterans system to obtain comprehensive information.

Focus Groups

SPPG conducted ten focus groups across the state to gain input from veterans and
their family members, county veterans affairs directors, and officers of Veterans
Service Organizations. Veterans and family members were chosen for the focus
groups through a random sampling of a voter registration list that tracked individuals
who had identified themselves as veterans and through the list of recently discharged
veterans maintained by the lowa Department of Veterans Affairs. There were 300
people invited to each focus group. Of those 300 invitations, 250 were issued
using the voter registration list and another 50 were invited from the list of recently
discharged veterans.

Final Report 37

VETERANS

* o fenefits study



VETERANS

* % fenefits study

Every county veterans affairs director was invited to attend one of three focus
groups conducted with the directors. Additionally, invitations were sent out to each
Veterans Service Organization inviting service officers to attend a special focus group.
Invitations were sent to the selected veterans and family members, as well as county
veterans affairs directors by mail. There was an overwhelming response to attend
the focus groups aimed at veterans and their families, and a follow-up invitation was
deemed unnecessary. A follow up email was sent to all of the county veterans affairs
directors. Invitations were sent to the Veterans Service Organizations via email.

In total, 155 people participated in ten focus groups throughout the state. Focus
groups with veterans and their families were held in Dubuque, lowa City, Mason
City, Ottumwa, Red Oak, and Spencer. Focus groups with county veterans affairs
directors were held in lowa City, Johnston, and Storm Lake. For the six veterans and
families focus groups, SPPG chose six sites that spanned lowa so that veterans and
their families from across the state could attend the meetings. The sites for the three
focus groups conducted with county veterans affairs directors were strategically
chosen to enhance attendance by county directors throughout the state. The final
focus group was conducted with officers of Veterans Service Organizations and was
held in Des Moines at the Federal Building.

SPPG staff facilitated the focus groups using a script that was designed to elicit
the desired information without leading the responses of participants. The script
was comprised of a series of five premises, each followed by several questions.
The premises helped participants understand the frame of reference for the follow
up questions. SPPG also provided a note taker at each focus group to capture
verbatim participant responses to the questions. All comments were non-attributable;
responses were never associated with the individual making them. Participants, while
encouraged to respond to questions, were not required to do so. The structure of the
premises was designed to encourage participation and allow more reticent individuals
to “warm up” by responding to a couple of relatively simple questions. The facilitator
ensured that participation was easy and freely given, and that one or a few individuals
did not control the conversation.

State-by-State Research

SPPG conducted research to compare benefits and services available to veterans in
14 states. Florida, lllinois, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, New
Mexico, Ohio, South Dakota, Texas, Utah, Wisconsin, and Wyoming were profiled
and compared to lowa. Each state profile included a state snapshot, background and
system structure, state initiatives and veterans benefits of interest, and resources.
Research was conducted through review of state agency websites, interviews with
state department of veterans affairs officials, and review of relevant publications and
legislation within each state to ensure that all benefits and services were captured in
state profiles.
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IOWA VETERANS BENEFITS STUDY

Executive Summary

In 2007, the Iowa General Assembly passed legislation calling for a study regarding the needs of Iowa’s veterans.
The Iowa Department of Veterans Affairs (IDVA) contracted with State Public Policy Group (SPPG), an lowa-
based nonpartisan policy consulting firm, to engage stakeholders to complete the study and make
recommendations to improve benefits and services to veterans. SPPG assembled a Task Force comprised of a
diverse group of stakeholders to guide the study, which included an inventory of benefits available to veterans at
the local, state, and national levels; a comparison of Iowa veterans benefits and services programs with those

offered in other states; and input from veterans, family members, and service providers through a series of focus

groups.

In June of 2008, SPPG conducted a total of ten focus groups—six with veterans and family members, three with
county veterans affairs directors, and one with veterans service organizations. The goal of the focus groups was to
gather input regarding the experience of veterans with services and benefits, access to information,
communication, satisfaction with current services and benefits, barriers and unmet needs. A total of 155
individuals participated in the focus groups. SPPG asked veterans and family members to complete a demographic
questionnaire following the focus group. While a random sample of veterans was invited, a majority of those who

attended the focus groups were over the age of 70, retired, and served in either the Korean Conflict or World War
IL.

As can be expected, the focus groups had distinct “personalities,” based on geographic differences, population
characteristics, and diverse experiences and perspectives. However, because of the use of a consistent script across
focus groups, SPPG was able to highlight themes that emerged across all of the focus groups. Themes are
categorized by: communication and information, benefits, barriers, and services and the role of state and local
government. A complete presentation of themes and findings is provided in the Research Findings section of this

report.

The focus group findings show that veterans generally lack information about benefits and services available to
them and they do not know where to go to seck assistance. Veterans receive little active communication regarding
benefits from any source and often learn about benefits by word of mouth. Veterans are most familiar with health
care benefits and cited those among the most valuable benefits that veterans receive. While participants discussed
enrollment timeframes and claim processing as barriers, once enrolled, veterans shared positive experiences with

the health care system and Community Based Outpatient Clinics.

The Veterans Study Task Force has identified recruiting and retaining veterans as a priority for Iowa and focus
group participants agreed, noting tax incentives, educational assistance, and employment as the best benefits to
achieve that goal. Focus group participants identified access to information as the most significant barrier to
receiving benefits, and recognized transportation and bureaucratic processes as additional barriers. Veterans cited

mental health services and family supports as gaps in benefits and expressed a general concern that veterans
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receive what they are entitled to, regardless of geography and period of service. Focus group participants
universally valued local in-person service, but discussed a need for options to obtain information and assistance
with benefits. Because IDVA is a relatively new state agency, its role was largely unknown among participants.
Many thought the state should play an active role in communication, outreach, and advocacy on behalf of

veterans. Following is a complete report of focus group methodology and findings.

Focus Group Methodology

Task Force

The Task Force for the Iowa Veterans Benefits Study played a vital role in identifying issues and priorities
informing the content of the two focus group scripts. The Task Force was comprised of a diverse group of
stakeholders including county veterans affairs directors, a representative of the Iowa Commission of Veterans
Affairs, veterans service organizations, state legislators, and the Iowa Department of Veterans Affairs. The
important information about known attitudes, areas of interest, and variables in the system shared by the Task
Force was invaluable in preparing the focus group scripts. The Task Force reviewed the focus group findings to

inform the development of recommendations to improve services and benefits to Iowa veterans.

Meeting Structure

While the subject matter of the focus groups was targeted to the particular participants, the structure of the focus
group was consistent. SPPG staff facilitated ten focus groups using a script that was designed to elicit the desired
information without leading the responses of participants. The script was comprised of a series of five premises,
cach followed by several questions. The premises helped participants understand the frame of reference for the

follow up questions.

SPPG also provided a note taker at each focus group to capture verbatim participant responses to the questions. All
comments were non-attributable—responses were never associated with the individual making them.
Participants, while encouraged to respond to questions, were not required to do so. The structure of the premises
was designed to encourage participation and allow more reticent individuals to “warm up” by responding to a
couple of relatively simple questions. The facilitator ensured that participation was easy and freely given, and that

one or a few individuals did not control the conversation.

Selection of Sites

Focus group sites were selected based on geographic coverage of the state. For the six veterans and families focus
groups, SPPG chose six sites that spanned Iowa so that veterans and their families from across the state could
attend the meetings. The sites for the three focus groups conducted with county veterans affairs directors were
strategically chosen to enhance attendance by county directors throughout the state. The final focus group was

conducted with officers of veterans service organizations and was held in Des Moines at the Federal Building.
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Selection of Participants

The SPPG research team conducted focus groups with three different populations:
* Veterans and their families- six focus groups, located throughout the state
* County veterans affairs directors- three focus groups, located throughout the state

* Officers of veterans service organizations- one focus group

Veterans and family members were chosen for the focus groups through a random sampling of a voter registration
list that tracked individuals who had identified themselves as veterans and through the list of recently discharged
veterans maintained by the Iowa Department of Veterans Affairs. There were 300 people invited to each focus
group. Of those 300 invitations, 250 were issued using the voter registration list and another 50 were invited

from the list of recently discharged veterans.

Every county veterans affairs director was invited to attend one of three focus groups, which were conducted with
the directors. Additionally, invitations were sent out to each veterans service organization inviting service
officers to attend a special focus group. The following table contains the number of individuals who were invited

and attended each focus group by location.
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Site and Population Invited RSVPs Attendees
Dubuque- Veterans and Families 300 21 18
lowa City- Veterans and Families 300 18 11
Mason City- Veterans and Families 300 22 21
Ottumwa- Veterans and Families 300 21 21
Red Oak- Veterans and Families 300 21 19
Spencer- Veterans and Families 300 27 25
lowa City- County Veterans Affairs Directors 50 13 11
Johnston- County Veterans Affairs Directors 50 9 9
Storm Lake- County Veterans Affairs Directors 300 13 13
Did Not
Des Moines-Veterans Services Organizations 50 Request 7
RSVP
Totals 2250 165 155

Invitations were sent to the selected veterans and family members, as well as county veterans affairs directors by
mail. There was an overwhelming response to attend the focus groups aimed at veterans and their families, and a
follow-up invitation was deemed unnecessary. A follow up email was sent to all of the county veterans affairs

directors. Invitations were sent to the veterans service organizations via email.

Participant Demographics

As a supplement to the qualitative information gathered through the focus group discussions, SPPG administered
a demographic questionnaire to the veterans and family members who attended the focus groups with a total of

102 completed questionnaires. These questionnaires showed that 67% of those who attended the focus groups
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were veterans while 28% of attendees were spouses of veterans. The questionnaires also revealed that 97% of

participants were Caucasian/White while only 1% were African American/Black. Following are tables containing

some of these summary statistics: (See Appendix for the complete questionnaires with responses.)

Highest Level of Education
Completed

Complete grade school 3%
Some high school 2%
Completed high school or GED 31%
Some college/technical school 24%
Associates degree/technical 10%
certification

Bachelor’'s degree 13%
Graduate/professional degree 15%
No Response 3%
Age of Respondents

40-49 4%
50-59 12%
60-69 17%
70-79 38%
80 years or older 24%
No Response 6%
Service Time

World War Il 25%
Korean Conflict 37%
Vietnam War 27%
Persian Gulf Conflict 6%
Operation Enduring Freedom 5%
Operation Iraqi Freedom 6%
Active Duty, Peace Time 8%
National Guard 6%
Reserves 4%

Family Annual Income

$10,000 or less 2%
$10,001 to $20,000 7%
$20,001 to $40,000 27%
$40,001 to $60,000 25%
$60,001 to $100,000 26%
More than $100,000 3%
No Response 4%
Current Employment Situation
Employed full-time 16%
Employed part-time 2%
Retired 67%
Unemployed 1%
No Response 15%
Services and Benefits Accessed

Life Insurance 20%
Vocational Rehabilitation and 2%
Employment

Home Loans 15%
Health Care 55%
Education and Training 40%
Pension and Compensation 13%
Business Services 0%
Quality of Life 11%
Emergency Assistance at the 1%
County Level

Burial 3%
Other 2%

Focus groups participants were also encouraged to share the location of their residence in the demographic

questionnaire to ensure geographic representation. Not everyone did, but responses from those who did

participate indicate, in general, a geographically diverse representation. A map of participants follows:
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Veterans Benefit Study Focus Group Participants
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Research Findings

As can be expected, the focus groups had distinct “personalities,” based on geographic differences, population
characteristics, and diverse experiences and perspectives. However, because of the use of a consistent script across
focus groups (adapted slightly for the particular participants), SPPG was able to identify the following themes
that emerged across all of the focus groups. Each theme is followed by a narrative explanation and verbatim

comments from focus group participants that are representative of the theme.

Communication and Information

Veterans lack information about the henefits and services available to them.

Overwhelmingly, participants attending the veterans and families focus groups noted that they were not aware of
services available to them. Many veterans recognized that a lack of formal connectivity after leaving service made
it difficult to keep up-to-date with the veterans system, and that veterans generally associate benefits with health
issues. Focus group participants also recognized that some veterans view benefits as a welfare system rather than
an entitlement system, causing them to elect not to seck benefits. When county directors were asked to comment
on the understanding of the average veterans in their service area, they generally agreed that veterans are largely
not aware of benefits available, citing challenges in identifying veterans within each county and resources for
outreach to all veterans in the county. County directors noted individual efforts to reach out to more veterans
through newsletters, newspaper articles, meetings, and local public service announcements. The following items
represent comments from veterans and county directors regarding access to information about benefits and

services.

* I have never used any benefits. I have always been healthy. I was exposed to a lot but have never had problems.

I have no experience with the system.

Nobody tells you what benefits are available to you. The American Legion and the VFW don’t know.

* Tjust didn’t know there were full time people to help veterans, and I've had clients come in with the same lack
of information.

* I think that’s the problem. A lot of veterans don’t know what’s available.

* We do advertisements in the newspaper and on the radio. I give alot of speeches, and I go to all the special
events that come with veteran’s issues. We have to go out and see the veterans, otherwise they will not come
to see you.

* Isanyone doinganything to get information about benefits to veterans? No one knows what is available.

* Word of mouth is the best way to get your message out.

* I'was deployed twice after 9/11 for two tours. Coming back, there was very little briefing about benefits. They
didn’t know how to treat guardsmen coming back after duty (under Title X).

* My big complaint is I don’t know which benefits are available to me, so I don’t access them.

* Why wouldn’t those military branches notify the people who have served about what is available to them?
Those veterans were good enough to go when they were called.

* No spouses have benefits
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Veterans generally receive information through other veterans.

Participants in the focus groups representing veterans and their families commented that most of the knowledge
that they had amassed regarding services and benefits came from other veterans. A majority of participants had
never received information from county or state organizations and did not know where to go beyond asking other
veterans. For many participants, the focus group discussion provided an opportunity to learn about benefits and
resources to seck further information. They also cited word of mouth as one of the most common ways by which
veterans learn about services and benefits. County directors recognized that older veterans in their community
were the hardest to engage, as new and returning veterans were more aware of the options available to them upon
discharge. The following items represent comments from veterans and county directors regarding how veterans

receive information about benefits.

* I thought I was enrolled for benefits because I was in a two-year training program.

* Our neighbor told us about the services. We learned about it through our friends.

* The vast of majority of people we see are coming in because they know somebody who knows somebody. It is
word of mouth.

* You have your service organizations and outreach programs. Some counties send out newsletters, they go to
reunions, family, friends, neighbors, or they just stumble in to the county veterans affairs office and they hear
about it that way.

* Hearing aids. When one guy finds out that a guy got hearing aids in the VA, his friends or their wives will
find you.

* My husband belongs to veteran’s organizations, and he receives newsletters through them and finds out
through his friends in the American Legion.

* Word of mouth is the best way to get your message out. People don’t forget that type of stuff.
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Benefits

Veterans seek benefits at a time in their life when they are needed.

Veterans and family members indicated through their answers to questions related to available benefits that most
have done little in the way of research into different types of benefits until a need is recognized. Older veterans
especially expressed an assurance that when the need presented itself, their past service would be rewarded in an
appropriate way. Naturally, most participants recognized health care services as the most needed and accessed
benefit but noted that many veterans do not investigate healthcare services until retirement, when their
employer-based coverage has ended or when they experience health problems. County directors also recognized
this need-based interest, asserting that this can sometimes present problems as many veterans do not seck
assistance until their needs are very acute, and then encounter wait times for paperwork processin