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1. Data Analysis Plan

The data collection methodologies described in the preceding sections were presented as cutting across all evaluation goals and research questions. Since the analysis selected to be done on data depends extensively on the specific evaluation objectives and research questions, the data analysis plan is presented according to those objectives and questions. 
1.1 Evaluation of Burial Program Objective 1: Ensure Burial Needs Are Met
The burial needs of veterans comprise several elements: 

· Proximity to a national cemetery

· Choice in the type of interment desired by the veteran and/or his or her family

VA considers a veteran as being served if there is a national cemetery within 75 miles of where the veteran currently resides, and if that geographic area also has at least 170,000 veterans living there. VA currently sets a standard that 75% of veterans should be served under this definition. 
The type of interment (e.g., full-casket burial, cremation, mausoleum) is sometimes dictated by circumstances outside of VA’s direct control. For example, a cemetery may be closed to full-casket burials because only columbaria are available and the cemetery can no longer expand. The evaluation project described in this document will be able to assess the extent to which VA’s Burial Benefit Program is meeting the burial needs of veterans by providing data and analysis for all of the research questions.
By summarizing the findings for the nine research questions, Caliber/ICF will be able to provide the assessment of this objective. 
1.2 Evaluation of Burial Program Objective 2: Provide Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance
This Burial Program objective corresponds directly to research question I (i.e., examine impact of Presidential Memorial Certificate program), and will be answered by the analysis and recommendations for that question. 
1.3 Evaluation of Burial Program Objective 3: National Cemeteries as National Shrines

This Burial Program objective corresponds directly to research question B (i.e., identify and evaluate challenges in meeting national shrine mandate), and will be answered by the analysis and recommendations for that question. 

1.4 Research Question A: Examine 75-Mile Service Area Standard
Current Policy
The current VA policy is to establish new national cemeteries in areas where the un-served veteran population is at least 170,000 within a 75-mile radius. 
Research Questions
There are several important research questions to address: 

· Examine the adequacy or reasonableness of the current policy for the future.
· Identify the impact of an alternative access policy based upon scenarios considering combinations of the following circumstances and conditions. Discuss VA policy implications and the associated budgetary impacts for each alternative scenario.
a) Examine the effect of using a time criterion in lieu of the 75 mile distance criterion in implementing VA’s service area policy. There are several factors which can impact travel to a national cemetery for purposes of interment or visitation including: geographic barriers, transportation challenges in densely populated metropolitan areas, the absence of public transportation, and the lack of connecting highway systems that result in extensive driving times. Considering these factors, how adequate or reasonable is a 75 mile service area standard?
b) Examine the effect of a change in the population threshold. VA established the veteran population threshold of 170,000 to ensure that new national cemeteries would provide reasonable access to the greatest number of veterans and their families. Would the size of new national cemeteries (real property and potential burial capacity) change? If so, how?
· Considering the results, what would be the ideal service area standard in terms of time and/or distance criterion, population threshold, and size (real property and potential burial capacity) for an average cemetery in order to provide an adequate burial option?
Analysis
Step 1: Determine whether the 75 mile component of the current standard is adequate. We will calculate the distance between the residence of veterans choosing interment in a national cemetery and the nearest national cemetery using the geospatial conversions of address data. We will calculate the distance between the residence of veterans requesting a burial benefit but choosing interment in a private cemetery and the nearest national cemetery. We will calculate the distance between the zip code of veterans estimated to have died and the nearest national cemetery.  We will measure how distance impacts a veteran’s propensity to choose burial in a national cemetery. Beyond the distance where that propensity declines sharply, veterans are not served. 

Step 2: Identify an adequate time criteria. Using the same data as the above step along with drive time analysis and GIS, we will evaluate a drive time which is adequate for purposes of determining whether a veteran population is served. 

Step 3: Use GIS to apply the current standard to all currently served and unserved communities. We will create a baseline by reproducing the methodology currently used by the VA to project requirements for new national cemeteries under the current standard. The results will be expressed in a list of communities and summary statistics. The list of communities will include the year in which the community would require a new national cemetery (if any year) and the size of that cemetery. Summary statistics will include the count of new cemeteries required, the percent of veterans served by a burial option, and the total acquisition/construction costs by year. If the current standard in miles is determined to be inadequate, the same analysis and results will also be performed using the distance standard that is adequate.
Step 4: Examine the effect of a time criterion. We will use drive time analysis tools to calculate the number of veterans within the reasonable drive time of an existing or planned national or state veterans cemetery. The drive time analysis tools include estimated travel time and speed on each road segment. We will provide a qualitative discussion (not a quantitative analysis) on the variability of drive time by day of week and time of day. Since there may be some uncertainty about the exact value of a reasonable drive time, we will then evaluate at least three alternative time criteria. We propose to produce counts on veterans served and un-served using alternative drive time standards (e.g. 2 hour, 1.5 hour, and 2.5 hour) by an existing or planned national cemetery. We will then identify any areas with un-served veteran populations over 170,000 within boundaries created by each alternative standard. Any GIS spatial data that we create will have FGDC (Federal Geographic Data Committee) metadata associated with it.
Step 5: Examine the effect of a change in the veteran population threshold. A higher standard would reduce the number of areas that should be targeted for new national cemeteries. We will repeat steps 3 and 4 above using at least three alternative population thresholds selected by the VA. We will also evaluate how that standard could change the size of new national cemeteries and limit or increase expansion plans for existing cemeteries.
Expected Outcomes

Caliber/ICF will make recommendations for the elements of an “ideal” standard, as well as some reasonable alternative standards. We will develop a high-level budget requirement in current dollars for each alternative policy. We will project the expected percent of veterans served under the current and alternative policies. The VA will be able to use this information to make an informed change or augmentation of policy under expected budget constraints. 

1.5 Research Question B: The National Shrine Mandate
Current Policy
VA’s legislative mandate states that “all national and other veterans’ cemeteries under the control of the National Cemetery Administration shall be considered national shrines …” 
In 2002 VA released a study, National Shrine Commitment, providing the first independent, nationwide review of conditions at 119 VA national cemeteries. As a result of the study, independent teams of engineers and architects conducted extensive site visits to each cemetery to identify and recommend projects for improving the condition, function or appearance of the cemeteries. They assessed burial sections, roadways, buildings, historic structures and identified 928 potential improvement projects at an estimated cost of $280 million. At the same time, VA officials have stated the need for continued maintenance of cemetery grounds and facilities. 
VA’s budgets for fiscal years 2001 through 2007 include not more than $65 million planned for gravesite renovation and repair projects. This funding, as well as other expenditures and work already scheduled, accomplished only a small part of the needed improvements identified in the study. VA officials have set priorities and annual goals for completing the recommended projects. These priorities and goals are based on the nature and severity of the problems and on data from the Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries. VA has also taken further steps in this process by developing Standards for Appearance for national cemeteries.
In recent years, VA has also worked to adopt more performance measures in the area of burial claims and for the National Shrine Commitment to link performance, budget, and accountability. Recent evaluations of the burial program, however, included findings that VA needed to adopt more performance measures to address all burial benefits and the National Shrine Commitment, and to strengthen methods to link performance, budget, and accountability. 
It also concluded that the program needs to define and measure national shrine commitment needs and performance. The evaluations also pointed out that the VA Burial Program needs to establish monetary benefits to settle burial costs and grants to build State veterans’ cemeteries. So far VA addressed these findings by introducing new burial claims measures and new measures for the National Shrine Commitment over the recent fiscal years. Additionally, VA has also established the Organizational Assessment and Improvement Program for the national cemeteries, which is intended to strengthen accountability at the national cemeteries by assessing cemetery performance against industry operational standards and measures.

Research Questions
There are two important research questions to address: 

· Is the current level of care and maintenance of cemetery grounds and facilities sufficient to meet the demographic challenges of the near future (2025 and beyond) and, at the same time, comply with the standards of VA’s legislative mandate to maintain national cemeteries as national shrines? 
· Identify and evaluate the challenges inherent in meeting VA’s mandate, e.g., increasing interment rates, aging infrastructure, shifting operational requirements, new resource requirements, budgetary implications, etc.
Proposed Methodology
Analysis Steps
· Step 1: Estimate current requirement for maintenance and compare to current levels:
· Review the VA’s consolidated financial report, which provides the book value of capital including land structures and equipment. 
· Collect available activity-based cost studies for cemetery operation and maintenance that include separate unit costs. 

· Review NCA scorecards, VA CAM’s model and the Millennium Study as sources for current facility condition, age, and “sustainment rates”. Multiple data sets will be agglomerated to develop a complete picture of the requirement. Where data sets overlap, we will choose the most reliable data.
· Calculate the current dollar requirement to sustain the existing inventory of grounds, facilities, and equipment. The methodology will vary by cost element. For sustainment of capital assets, the dollar requirement is the asset replacement cost multiplied by the sustainment rate.
· Step 2: Project requirements for maintenance:
· Prioritize and project the deferred maintenance backlog. Criteria for prioritization must be provided by VA. The projection across years is independent of any expected funding constraints.
· Estimate changes to the inventory of grounds, facilities, and equipment through 2030 using information about new cemeteries to be constructed (identified under Task 4A). Where available, these are physical quantities in the construction cost estimate (e.g. LF of granite curb.) Where no detailed construction cost estimate exists, we will develop and apply a simple comparative model that uses factors such as capacity and acreage to estimate the inventory
· Calculate the incremental dollar requirement to sustain the additional inventory of grounds, facilities, and equipment. Present the dollar requirement in both real and nominal dollars. We will project nominal dollars using economic assumptions in the 2007 mid-session review of the President’s budget (i.e. the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) chained price index.)
· Step 3: Develop metrics that relate future resource levels to National Shrine (NS) ratings:
· Devise a readiness analysis plan for NCA based on similar analysis models For example, the U.S. Army has an Installation Status Report model that links performance to resource levels:

· C-1: Supports Mission

· C-2: Supports Majority of Assigned Missions

· C-3: Impairs Mission Performance

· C-4: Significantly Impairs Mission Performance 

The model allows the Army to make statement such as “a 34% increase in funding for FY07-2012 is required to move us from a C-3 to a C-2 status.”
· Determine and evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of a high-level metrics system that communicates the impact of resource level on a simple, rating scale.
· Step 4: Summarize challenges and present results. We will develop a report that will summarize the results of the study including the full cost of sustainment through 2030. The report will also document the challenges inherent in meeting the national shrine standards given increasing interment rates, aging infrastructure, shifting operational requirements, new resource requirements, budgetary implications, etc. If NS ratings are not implemented, the report will include a discussion of the best presentation of the requirements and the impact to decision-makers in the budget process.
Outcomes

The outcome of our research will be a comprehensive report that will bring the following results: 
· NCA will understand the full cost of sustainment through 2030. NCA will have documentation of the challenges inherent in meeting the national shrine standards given increasing interment rates, aging infrastructure, shifting operational requirements, and new resource requirements to support budgetary implications, etc. NCA will know how to best compete for scarce appropriated funds.
1.6 Research Question C: Factors Influencing Burial Choice
Current Policy
Under current VA policy, a veteran is considered served by a burial option if unoccupied grave space for a first interment (full casket or cremated remains, in-ground or columbaria) is available at a VA national cemetery or state veteran cemetery within 75 miles of his or her residence.
Data from NCA’s annual customer surveys show that about 80 percent of veterans interred in national cemeteries resided within 75 miles of the National cemetery at time of death. As annual interments and total gravesite use increases, cemeteries deplete their inventory of space and are no longer able to accept full-casket or cremated remains (in ground or columbaria) of first family members for interment. This reduces the burial options available to veterans. 
In the recent past, about half of the approximately 120 existing national cemeteries contained available, unassigned gravesites for the burial of both casketed and cremated remains; only one quarter accepted cremated remains and remains of family members for interment in the same gravesite as a previously deceased family member; and another quarter only performed interments of family members in the same gravesite as a previously deceased family member. A number of national cemeteries have already exhausted their current supply of available, unassigned, full casket gravesites.
In order to meet the burial needs of veterans, VA is increasing access by developing additional national cemeteries in areas that are not served, is planning to expand existing national cemeteries to continue to provide service and meet projected demand, (including the development of columbaria and the acquisition of additional land), and developing alternative burial options consistent with veterans’ expectations.
Research Questions
Our research study will answer the following research questions: 

· Does a cemetery that offers only grave space for the first interment of cremated remains (in-ground or in columbaria) provide an acceptable burial option for veterans and their families? 
· What percentages of veterans would consider themselves served versus unserved if first interment of cremated remains were their only option? What is the demographic and social profile of each group? 
· What are the implications of the answers to these questions for future VA burial program costs and activities?
Analysis

· Step 1: Establish “acceptability rate” for cremated remains as sole burial option (i.e., percent of veterans in sample who would consider themselves served under this option). This is accomplished by examining the frequency distribution of veterans’ survey responses on the variable measuring the agreement/disagreement with the statement that they would consider themselves served if VA provided first interment of cremated remain as a sole option. 
· Step 2: Provide statistical profile of “accepters” and “non-accepters” as distinct groups (i.e., those who accept this burial option and those would not). Profiles will include:
· Cross-tabulations, frequency distributions and graphs/charts to describe the social, demographic and regional characteristics of accepters vs. non-accepters (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, Service period, region, etc). 

· GIS mapping to determine the relative density of each group by regions, and their relative proximity to existing national cemeteries.
· Correlation analysis to identify the significant predictors of acceptance of cremation as a sole burial option. This is done by examining the bivariate correlation coefficients (i.e., Pearson’s r) between (1) degree of agreement or acceptance, and (2) other variables (e.g., age). A correlation coefficient with an absolute value of 1 indicates a perfect correlation; smaller absolute values indicate a weaker relationship that is subject to a significance test to determine if the variables are related. 
· Logistic regression analysis to determine the main predictors of acceptance of cremation as sole burial option, holding all key factors constant.
· Step 3: Integrate focus group findings with survey findings. Findings from both qualitative and quantitative sources will be compared and integrated to present a comprehensive answer to the research questions.
· Step 4: Develop summary report. A report will be provided summarizing key findings, implications for VA policy, and recommendations on the viability of offering internment of cremated remains as a sole burial option. The budgetary implications of this analysis for other research questions will be examined as well.
Outcomes
Based on the steps described above:
· Caliber/ICF will determine the extent to which cemeteries that offer only grave space for the first interment of cremated remains provide an acceptable burial option for veterans and their families. 
· Caliber/ICF will make a recommendation to the VA Burial Program whether the two burial options can be considered comparable based on the analysis results as well as whether eligible veterans and their families can be considered served by the option of being offered only grave space for the first interment of cremated remains. 
· Caliber/ICF will identify the outcomes, and prepare an estimate of the organizational and financial impact of the study results on the VA Burial Program, as well as recommend relevant measures to address the issue using best practices from its extensive experience conducting NCA projects. 
1.7 Research Question D: Feasibility of Cash in Lieu of Burial
Current Policy
The National Cemetery Expansion Act of 2003 authorized VA to open new national cemeteries within four years after the enactment of the Act to serve veterans in six areas of the U.S. Due to the depletion of available grave sites, some national cemeteries are unable to accommodate casket burials. 
While cremation may not be the preferred interment option for many veterans, it is important to identify veterans’ burial preferences to better manage limited cemetery resources and more efficiently meet veterans’ burial needs. According to VA, it takes about five years, on average, to establish a new national cemetery.
Research Questions

We will address these questions: 
· If VA opened no new national cemeteries nor funded new state veteran cemeteries after FY2009, what burial benefits and services could VA provide?
· Could a cash payment be offered in cases where an option for burial in a national or state veteran cemetery is not available?
Analysis Steps
· Step 1: Project the list of new cemeteries that would not be built. We will develop a baseline consisting of a list of new cemeteries that should be developed through 2030 under the current service standard. We would then develop an alternative consisting of the reduced number (maybe none) of cemeteries to be built under this proposal. We will need to determine whether this initiative would affect one or more of the 6 cemeteries authorized under the National Cemetery Expansion Act of 2003, Public Law 108-109.
· Step 2: Analyze veterans’ acceptance of a cash payment. We will ask veterans and family members through the survey about their preference for receipt of a cash payment in lieu of burial in a veterans cemetery.
· Step 3: Design the cash payment program. We will develop the eligibility requirements and dollar amounts for the proposed cash payments. We will determine whether and how this benefit would overlap with the current burial allowance. We will project the number of veterans who would accept the cash payment. This number might be different than the number who would choose burial in a national cemetery under the baseline (as noted in Step 1). 

· Step 4: Determine non-monetary benefits and “disbenefits” of the proposed cash payment program. The construction of new national cemeteries and new state veteran’s cemeteries has benefits for veterans and family members beyond those served by cash payment. There are social benefits including preserving “green space” and creating for future generations a memorial of values of service and sacrifice. We will evaluate these benefits in a qualitative narrative even though they cannot be monetized.
· Step 5: Perform a benefit/cost analysis. We will project the costs of the baseline through 2030. We will also project the costs of the alternative. We will evaluate the streams of benefits and costs in a framework compatible with OMB Circulars A-94 and A-4. 

Outcomes
The outcome of our research will be: 
· An analysis of whether a cash payment would bring the satisfaction of veterans and families to a level comparable to that of veterans with access to a nearby national or state veterans cemetery.
· A benefit cost analysis supporting a recommendation to pursue the best alternative: Either continued construction of new cemeteries or a cash payment program. 

1.8 Research Question E: Assess Current Burial Allowance
Current Policy
VA burial allowances are partial reimbursements for an eligible veterans burial and funeral costs. The amount of the allowance depends on whether the cause of death is service-related or not. For a service-related death, VA will pay an allowance up to $2,000 toward burial expenses. If the veteran is buried in a VA national cemetery, some or all of the cost of transporting the deceased may be reimbursed.

For a non-service related death, VA will pay up to $300 toward burial and funeral expenses, and a $300 plot-interment allowance. If the death occurred while the veteran was in a VA hospital or under VA contracted nursing home care, some or all of the costs for transporting the deceased’s remains may be reimbursed.
Research Questions
Caliber/ICF will address these important research questions: 

· How does VA’s current burial allowance compare to the original legislative intent? 
· How does VA’s current burial allowance compare to the average cost of burial in the private sector?
· What other governmental benefits currently exist to assist veterans and their families at the time of a veteran’s or eligible family member’s death and what is their impact on the adequacy of VA’s burial allowance in ensuring dignified and honorable burials for veterans?
· Is the current policy adequate and reasonable for the future, and if not, what is the best policy?
Analysis Steps
· Step 1: Determine average and range of costs.  We will determine the average (i.e. mean) and range of costs (i.e. sample maximum and minimum) for a burial costs reported on VA Form 21-530.  We will provide additional statistics including the standard deviation of cost in our sample data. This data will be supplemented by the analysis of industry primary data for one to three model burials that are consistent with a clearly defined standard for being dignified and honorable. 

· Step 2: Evaluate ability of families to pay. We will evaluate the ability of families to pay based on an analysis of groups segmented by socio-economic factors such as family size, assets, and household income. 
· Step 3: Evaluate the impact of the burial allowance and other government benefits. We will investigate the Social Security Death Benefit on families’ financial conditions. Alternative policies will have an impact not only on veterans and families but also on the VA’s budget requirements.  We understand that VA may provide an example “comparative federal benefit matrix approach” as a way to present this information. We will review and use this approach if it is beneficial.
· Step 4: Develop an estimated impact for each alternative policy evaluated. 
Outcomes
The outcomes of our research will be to determine the adequacy of the current burial allowance policy and define a “minimum standard” given legislative intent and average cost of burial in the private sector.
1.9 Research Question F: Factors Influencing Burial Choice
Current Policy
VA encourages families to prepare in advance by discussing burial and cemetery options, collecting the veteran’s military information including discharge papers, and by contacting the cemetery where burial is desired. Gravesites for burial in VA national cemeteries, however, cannot be reserved in advance. However, pre-planning for funeral and burial is an excellent way for family members to make well-informed decisions about the funeral, avoiding decisions that would otherwise need to be made quickly and under great emotional duress. Pre-planning allows people to designate their funeral preferences, such as the kind of funeral (burial versus cremation) and the associated costs. VA seeks information about the effects of creating a national cemetery reservation system that would allow veterans and their families to select a plot during pre-planning. 
Research Questions
 There are three important research questions to address:

· How do factors such as religious affiliation, culture, familial practices, generational differences, and geographic location lead veterans or family members to choose a burial other than a national or state veterans cemetery?
· If VA offered a pre-planning or reservation system at national cemeteries, how would this affect decisions to choose burial at a national cemetery?
· What would be the impact on VA if new services were implemented to address veteran preferences not currently served?
Analysis Steps:

· Step 1: Conduct correlation analysis. Using the extracted data, Caliber will construct a correlation matrix that shows the statistical significance and strength of relationships between burial choice options and all key independent variables in the data (e.g., age of veteran, religious affiliation, geographic region). Variables that are statistically significant will form the subset of factors used in the regression model. This will include a review of extant data
· Step 2: Estimate a baseline regression model. Using the factors identified as significant in the correlation matrix, we will estimate a baseline regression model that looks at how each explanatory variable influences the burial option, adjusting for all other factors.
· Step 3: Adjust the model. Next, we will adjust the model to include only those variables with a statistically significant effect on the burial option, and identify the best fitting model based on the proportion of variance explained. 

· Step 4: Operationalize the model as an Computerized Tool. Once the best fitting model has been identified, we will embed the model into off-the-shelf software that can be used to calculate an estimate of the likelihood that a given group will chose casket burial. Users can employ the tool to quickly compare the likely burial choices of individuals in certain demographic groups and regions, as defined by values that users enter into the spreadsheet.
The following additional steps address the effects of a pre-planning or reservation system at national cemeteries. 
· Step 5: Analyze resulting survey data and produce summary of findings. Using the survey data, we will analyze the increase in the probability of choosing a burial option at a national cemetery when pre-planning and reservation is an option. We will also analyze, for each of the explanatory variables discussed above, how they affect the probability of choosing a national cemetery in the event that a pre-planning or reservation system was available. Finally, we will analyze the expected increase in pre-planning activities when plot reservation is available.
· Step 6: Assess impact and submit recommendations. The final step will be to use the information gathered in the focus groups/interviews with stakeholders to assess the impact on VA of new services to address veteran preferences. We will estimate the cost to VA of implementing the new services to address veteran preferences, to include the reservation option and those factors shown to impact burial choice, and submit policy recommendations to VA.
Outcomes
· The outcome of our research will be a software tool that will quickly calculate the predicted probabilities that a certain individual or group will choose a specific burial option. These probabilities can then be compared and rank ordered to provide VA with strategic planning data. Users of the spreadsheet will be able to specify up front the characteristics of the group(s) for which an estimate is desired (e.g., religion, culture, family practices, generational differences, and geographic location). 
· We will also present analysis results on the impact of implementing a pre-planning or reservation system on burial in a national cemetery and on the number of veterans that would engage in pre-planning who would otherwise not plan their burial. Finally, we will present the cost to VA of the new services to address veteran preferences not currently served.
1.10 Research Question G: Impact of Financial Means Test
Current Policy
VA burial allowances are partial reimbursements of eligible veterans’ burial and funeral costs. For a service-related death, VA pays up to $2,000 toward burial expenses (or $1,500 if death occurred before September 10, 2001). Also, VA reimburses some or all of the cost of transporting the deceased for veterans buried in a VA national cemetery. For a non-service related death, VA pays up to $300 toward burial and funeral expenses and a $300 plot-interment allowance (this amount is $150 for deaths before September 10, 2001). Currently, there is no financial means testing for burial allowance eligibility, that is, the income and assets of veterans are not taken into account.
Research Questions
The key question we will address is: What would be the impact of implementing a financial means test for burial allowance eligibility? The Caliber/ICF team proposes to examine the impact on: 

· The potential number of veterans who would experience loss of eligibility or a decrease in burial allowances as a result of a means test.
· The number of eligible veterans and their families who would opt out of applying for burial benefits because of the amount of paperwork and/or the nature of information being requested. 
Analysis
· Step 1: Define baseline means test threshold. In the first step, we will define a hypothetical baseline means test threshold, that is, the annual household income and net worth that would trigger non-eligibility. 

A possible starting point is the Geographic-based Means Test (GMT) used by VA to determine VA health care eligibility. This measure combines annual gross household income and net worth, which includes Social Security, U.S. Civil Service retirement, military retirement, unemployment insurance, other retirement income, wages, interest and dividends, workers’ compensation, and any other income for the previous calendar year. Also considered are assets such as property that is not the primary residence, stocks, bonds, notes, individual retirement accounts, bank deposits, savings accounts, and cash, with consideration given to VA administrative costs for conducting a means test. 

VA uses the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) “low-income” geographic-based income limits as the thresholds for VA's GMT. These “low income” limits represent 80 percent of median income. In 2006, for example, if the income and/or assets are above $80,000, then non-eligibility would kick in. The income threshold is lowest for veterans with no dependents and increases stepwise with the number of dependents. For example, for 2006 a veteran with two dependents would lose eligibility if, in addition to his/her income and assets being greater than $80,000, his/her income alone is greater than $34,091.
· Step 2: Define two additional threshold levels. In consultation with VA, we will define two threshold levels in addition to the one defined in Step 1. We anticipate that one of the thresholds will be higher than the baseline level and the other one will be lower. The two additional threshold levels will allow us to conduct sensitivity analysis.
· Step 3: Conduct impact analysis. Using data on veterans’ income and geographic location, we will then estimate the proportion of veterans who would lose their burial allowance eligibility or have it reduced. We will do this for the baseline threshold scheme and, for comparison, for each of the two additional schemes.
· Step 4: Estimate number of eligible veterans who would opt out due to paperwork of nature or information asked. Financial means testing requires potential beneficiaries to gather documentation of income and a wide variety of assets to prove eligibility. A 2005 GAO Report
 reviewed means tested programs across the federal government and found that enrollment procedures can discourage those who qualify from applying. Using the information presented in the GAO report and other available relevant data for VA means tested programs, we will estimate the potential impact of a financial means test for burial allowance eligibility on the decision to apply for the benefit.
Outcomes The outcomes of our research will include: 
· Estimates of the number of veterans who would lose eligibility for the burial allowance or a reduction in burial allowance if a financial means test is implemented. We will provide these estimates for each scenario represented by the three different threshold levels defined above. 
· Estimates of the number of veterans eligible for burial allowance who would opt not to apply because of the additional paperwork required by a financial means test.
1.11 Research Question H: Veteran Methods for Accessing Burial Benefits Information
Current Policy
The Improvement of Veterans Outreach Programs enacted December 27, 2001, sought to increase the type and level of outreach programs provided by VA. Additionally, the Veterans' Housing Opportunity and Benefits Improvement Act of 2006 mandates that VA conduct outreach efforts so that no veterans are denied awareness of the benefits for which they may be eligible. 
By their nature, many outreach activities take place at a local level. For example, VA maintains a number of VA Healthcare outreach centers in each state. VA also maintains outreach centers based on period of service, such as centers providing counseling to Vietnam veterans, or based on gender such as outreach centers for women veterans. 

Research Questions
Our research study will answer the following research questions:

· What are the various outreach methods used by VA to provide information and increase awareness of the VA benefits for veterans and their families?

· In particular, what outreach methods does VA use to provide information and increase awareness of burial benefits available to veterans and their families?

· What is the level of usage of various methods used by veterans, family members and guardians to access information on burial benefits?

· What are the barriers and enablers for obtaining that information? 

· What demographic factors are associated with differential access of VA burial benefit information? 

· What factors affect the access of that information by special veteran populations (e.g., the homeless, the incarcerated, Native Americans)?

· How effective are the outreach efforts conducted by the VA to various veteran groups and special populations?

· Does VA have systems in place to measure that effectiveness on an on-going basis? 

· How can VA improve the outreach activities to increase the awareness of each group (whether a demographic group or a special veteran population) and do so in a cost-effective manner? 

· What constitute opportunities to improve outreach activities?

· What is the cost analysis and policy impact for recommended improvement or expansion of outreach activities?

· What VA policies need to be amended or changed in order to implement changes in the outreach activities? 
Analysis 
· Step 1: Data Analysis. The data collection efforts will provide two types of data: quantitative data from the survey, and qualitative from the focus groups and stakeholder interviews. The quantitative data will be summarized in various ways:
· Frequency distribution of responses to items.
· Cross-tabulation of items by various demographic and other independent variables of interest.
· Parametric and non-parametric measures of association such as Chi-square and Pearson’s correlation coefficient to measure magnitude of association. The specific measure will be selected for any pair of multivariate set of survey questions will depend on the questions’ response set, level of measurement (i.e., nominal, ordinal, interval, or ratio), and underlying theoretical distribution. 
·  Step 2: Multiple regression of various types (e.g., multiple regression, logistical regression, multinomial regression) to measure the association of various factors with success in outreach. Qualitative data will be two forms: qualitative summaries of the focus groups and interviews, and, where feasible, transcription of the focus group meetings and stakeholder interviews. Caliber/ICF will use an off-the-shelf software package (still to be determined) to assist in the qualitative data analysis. Typically, such software enables a researcher to identify themes occurring in text, and to structure hierarchies of themes into conceptual categories that help make sense of the data. 
Outcomes
Based on the data analysis, Caliber/ICF expects the outcomes listed below from this task, which will be included in the final report: 
· Identification and description of methods for accessing information by veterans and their families.
· Identification of barriers and enablers and the manner in which they vary by demographic variables. 
· A catalog of outreach activities, along with target populations and cost of each where possible.
· Perceptions of effectiveness on the part of special veteran populations.
· Recommendations for improving outreach activities.
· Strategies for implementing recommendations. 
1.12 Research Question I: Impact of Presidential Memorial Certificate Program
Current Policy
VA provides a number of symbolic expressions of remembrance for veterans and their families, including headstones, markers, and Presidential Memorial Certificates (PMCs). 

Research Questions
Among the research questions that Caliber/ICF will address via primary data collection and secondary data analysis are:

· What is the adequacy and impact of the current symbolic expressions of remembrance? 
· What additional symbolic expressions can VA provide?
· What is the desirability and perceived remembrance value of current and additional symbolic expressions?
· And what is the impact of policy changes to provide additional symbolic expressions?
Analysis
· Step1: Data analysis. The data collection efforts will provide two types of data: quantitative data from the survey, and qualitative from the focus groups and stakeholder interviews. The quantitative data will be summarized in various ways:
· Frequency distribution of responses to items
· Cross-tabulation of items by various demographic and other independent variables of interest
· Measures of association such as Chi-square and Pearson’s correlation coefficient to measure magnitude of association
· Multiple regression of various types (e.g., multiple regression, logistical regression, multinomial regression) to measure the association of various factors with success in outreach. 
· Step 2: Prepare qualitative summaries of the focus groups and interviews, and, where feasible, transcription of the focus group meetings and stakeholder interviews. Caliber/ICF will use an off-the-shelf software package (still to be determined) to assist in the qualitative data analysis. Typically, such software enables a researcher to identify themes occurring in text, and to structure hierarchies of themes into conceptual categories that help make sense of the data. 
· Step 3: Perform conjoint analysis. 
Outcomes
Caliber/ICF expects the outcomes listed below from this task, which will be included in the final report:

· An assessment of the adequacy and impact of current symbolic expressions of remembrance. 
· An evaluation of the impact of policy changes to provide additional symbolic expressions.

· Recommendations for changes to current workflow for issuance of Presidential Memorial [image: image1.png]
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