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Executive Summary

The 2010 National Survey of Veterans (NSV) is the sixth in a series of comprehensive nationwide
surveys designed to help the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) plan its future programs and
services for Veterans. The information gathered through these surveys will help VA to identify the

needs of Veterans and then allocate resources in ways that will ensure these needs can be met.

While past NSVs have been conducted under the general authorization of U.S. Code Title 38,
Section 527 which requires the VA Secretary to gather data for the purposes of planning and
evaluating VA programs, the 2010 NSV also included the requirement, at the direction of P.L.. 108-
454, Section 805, to assess beneficiary awareness of VA benefits and services. The Public Law also
expanded the survey populations in the 2010 NSV to include in addition to Veterans, other
beneficiary groups: Active Duty Service members; demobilized National Guard and Reserve
members; Family members and Surviving spouses. Westat, under contract to VA, conducted the
2010 NSV.

Study Objectives

The NSV was conducted to obtain information VA may use in planning and allocating resources for
programs and services for Veterans. It also provides a snapshot profile of the Veteran population.
Data collected through the NSV enables VA to: follow changing trends in the Veteran population;
compare characteristics of Veterans who use VA benefits and services with those of Veterans who
do not; study VA’s role in the delivery of all benefits and services that Veterans receive; and update

information about Veterans to help the Department develop its policies.

In addition, and because understanding Veteran awareness of benefits and services has always been
an important VA goal, a major objective of the sixth NSV was to assess awareness of benefits and

services and understanding among Veterans and other stakeholder groups.
Survey Design

The scope of the 2010 NSV was expanded to cover additional target populations, as described by
P.L. 108-454, Section 805. In addition, the 2010 surveys focused more sharply on awareness of
Veteran benefits and services, communication preferences (to improve outreach to VA

beneficiaries), and future plans for use of benefits and services. There were a total of six surveys,
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each matching a particular population of interest: Veterans; Active Duty Service members; Active
Duty spouses; demobilized National Guard and Reserve members; Veteran spouses; and Surviving
spouses. Overall, survey items were developed for 19 questionnaire sections covering such areas as
military background, socio-demographic information, and the awareness and use of various VA
benefits and services. While a general goal was to maintain survey item consistency across the six
surveys, not all sections pertain to all survey populations and the number of questions within a
section varied across the survey populations. Finally, the wording in some of the questions was
adapted to fit the needs of the particular target population better (for example, questions of a spouse

may have been worded differently from those posed to a Veteran).

Study Methodology

The 2010 NSV was conducted using a mailed, self-administered questionnaire. There were two
sampling approaches: address-based sampling (ABS) and list-based sampling. Veterans, Veteran
spouses and Surviving spouses were sampled using the ABS approach. The rationale is that there are
no complete sampling frames available for these populations at VA or at the Department of
Defense (DoD). The Active Duty Service members, Active Duty spouses, and demobilized National
Guard and Reserve members were sampled using lists provided by the DoD Defense Manpower
Data Center (DMDC).

Data collection began October 16, 2009, and ended March 19, 2010. We used two data collection
methods or approaches, one for the address-based sample group and one for the list-based sample
group, to collect the 2010 NSV data. Procedures for the address frame included two phases of data
collection. First, after sending pre-notification letters, a short (screening) survey was sent to each
sampled address. Information collected on the screener was used to sample or subsample
households at the second phase and to identify which of the eligible sample members would be in
the mail or web survey populations. Veteran households were not subsampled. Members of other
segments were subsampled and only members of the subsample received an extended survey.
Because names and addresses were received for the list-based sample members, they were
approached through a series of personally addressed contact letters and reminders. All contacted
respondents, both address-based and list-based, were offered the option to complete the survey via

the web.

A total of 10,972 surveys were completed across the various survey populations of interest. There
were 8,710 completed surveys received from Veterans. The response rate for the household

screening survey was 32.3 percent; the response rate for the Veteran Survey was 60.7 percent, for an
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overall response rate of 21.5 percent. The response rate describes how households that both contain
and do not contain a Veteran responded to the survey. The effective coverage rate (ECR) is an
estimate of the percentage of Veterans who responded to the survey; the estimated ECR for the

Veterans Survey was 38.8 percent.

Survey data were weighted to represent the entire non-institutionalized Veteran population. Weights
incorporated the probability of selection, survey nonresponse, and were post-stratified to known

population totals.

Study Findings

Selected highlights from the report are provided below by survey population and topic. The intent
of this section is to provide a quick assessment of the 2010 NSV data for those who do not intend

to review the full report.
Survey of Veterans
Demographics
e Most Veterans are 55 years of age or older (63.9%).
e Veterans are generally non-Hispanic (94.9%), White-only (84.7%) males (91.9%).
e Most report that they own their homes (75.5%).
e Veterans are generally married (69.7%) and most do not have dependent children (69.2%).
e In terms of military experience, about one-third (33.9%) report having served in combat or a
war zone and a similar percentage (33.9%) report having been exposed to dead, dying, or
wounded.
e These military experiences vary by gender and race/ethnicity. For example, 19.4 percent of
females reported serving in a combat or war zone compared with 33.9 percent of Veterans
overall. Also, while 33.5 percent of those describing their race as White-only reported

serving in a combat or war zone, 48.3 percent of American Indians/Alaska Natives and 43.4

petrcent of Asian/Pacific Islanders reported such setvice.
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e Based on a comparison of the 2001 NSV and the 2010 NSV, income has increased over
time, while the proportion in the workforce has decreased. For example, 48.5 percent
reported incomes of $50,000 or more in the 2010 NSV while only 34.7 percent reported this
income level in 2001. Also, in the 2010 NSV 45.0 percent reported working compared with
54.9 percent in the 2001 NSV.

e In terms of demographic trends, Veterans have greater educational attainment; the
proportion of Veterans with a bachelor’s degree or higher increased by about 6 percentage

points compared to the 2001 NSV.

Awareness and Outreach

e The initial awareness question asks Veterans whether they understand the “Veterans benefits
available to [them]”. This general question garnered the largest proportion of positive
responses among the awareness questions: 41.0 percent of Veterans indicated that they
understood their general benefits “A lot” or “Some.” As the survey became more specific,
the percentage declined (20.0 percent of Veterans reporting they understood the “Veterans

life insurance benefits” to which they are entitled).

e Lack of knowledge varied within a benefit area. For example, a relatively large percentage of
Veterans said they had “heard about” the ability to be buried at a VA cemetery (41.5%) but
as the benefits became more specific, the awareness level generally dropped (e.g., 7.3 percent

were aware of cash plot allowances and 10.6 percent were aware of cash burial allowances).

e Based on the 2010 NSV results, enrollees are considerably more informed than non-
enrollees of health benefits and services. For example, among WWII Veterans, almost 73
percent of enrollees reported that they understood their health care benefits “A lot” or

“Some,” compared with only 25.6 percent of non-enrollees.

e More recent Veteran cohorts generally report greater understanding of benefits and services
and have more awareness of the various benefits and services. For example, those serving
September 2001 or later reported the highest level of understanding (60.5%) while 44.6
percent of WWII Veterans reported that they understand the Veterans benefits available to

them “A lot” or “Some.”
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e Regarding outreach about Veterans’ Group Life Insurance (VGLI), 80.5 percent of Veterans

preferred that VA communicate with them via direct mail.

e Veterans expressed willingness to use the Internet to obtain information about VA benefits
and services (68.8%) or to apply for VA benefits (65.6%).

e Few Veterans (3.2%) reported using the “MyHealtheVet” website.

e Almost 20 percent of Veterans (19.8%) indicated that they had sought information on
eligibility for VA health care in the past year. A total of 17.7 percent reported searching for
VA health care facility locations, and 14.9 percent sought information about VA prescription

benefits.

e Veterans from more recent cohorts (namely August 1990-August 2001 /Persian Gulf War era
and those serving September 2001 or later) were more likely to report seeking information
on VA benefits and services in the past year than older cohorts (that is, cohorts that served
before 1990). For example, 74.2 percent of those serving September 2001 or later reported
seeking information in the past 12 months compared with 35.6 percent of those serving
during WWII.

e The majority of Veterans access the Internet (72.3%) and, of those who use it, most access it
at least once a day (68.4%) or at least once a week but not every day (23.5%). The location of
use is generally the home or workplace. Most Veterans reported sending or receiving email

(70.6%), also from the home or workplace.

e Younger Veterans (those age 18-30) reported more use of the Internet (98.7%) than
Veterans overall (72.3%). Almost all young Veterans (95.9%) and those serving September
2001 or later (96.1%) use the Internet at least weekly, if not daily. Older cohorts, such as
WWII Veterans, reported less use of the Internet (33.5%), although those who do use it are

frequent users (with close to 85 percent reporting use at least weekly).

e Young Veterans, those serving September 2001 or later, and Veterans serving from August
1990 to August 2001 (including the Persian Gulf War) reported much greater willingness to
use the Internet for various activities than older Veteran cohorts. For example, 93.2 percent
of those serving September 2001 or later reported willingness to use the Internet to carry out

research on services compared with 35.3 percent of WWII Veterans.

Westat’ xii  National Survey of Veterans — Final Report



Transition Assistance

e The overall percent of Veterans reporting attendance at a Transition Assistance Program

(TAP) workshop was 12.8 percent.

o The TAP workshop is not mandatory. It is a joint Department of Defense,
Department of Veterans Affairs, Department of Labor, and Department of

Homeland Security workshop for separating military personnel.

o Because TAP workshops were not established until 1990, later cohorts reported
greater workshop attendance than Veterans overall. Apparent differences in TAP
attendance between all Veterans and females, African Americans and Hispanics may

be driven by differences in age'.
e Of those attending, most reported that the TAP was useful in providing information about

VA benefits and services (55.7%), and that the VA benefits portion of the briefing was
beneficial (85.1%) and the presenter knowledgeable on the subject (91.6%).

Disability and Vocational Rehabilitation

e Somewhat more than 21 percent of Veterans reported that they have applied for disability
compensation benefits and (of these), 73.4 percent indicated that they have received a
disability rating. Of those with a service connected disability, 32.1 percent reported that at
some point it has interfered with getting or holding a job. Of those receiving service-
connected disability compensation payments from VA, the majority (77.7%) indicated that
their VA disability benefits are “Extremely important” or “Very important” in helping them

meet their financial needs.

e Those who indicated they had not applied for disability benefits were asked why they had
not applied. The majority (66.2%) indicated that they did not have a service-connected
disability. However, 17.1 percent indicated that they were not aware of the VA service-

connected disability program.

!'The average age of respondent Veterans was 63, while the average age of responding female, Black/African American, and Hispanic Veterans was 51,
56 and 55, respectively.
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e Compared with the 2001 NSV (62.4%), more Veterans who received disability compensation
responding to the 2010 NSV (77.7%) indicated that their VA disability compensation
payments were “Extremely important” or “Very important” in helping them meet financial

needs.

e Close to 15 percent of Veterans who have applied for disability compensation reported using
VA vocational rehabilitation services. Of those who used vocational rehabilitation, a majority
(60.6%) reported that the services were “Extremely important” or “Very important” in

helping them meet employment goals or get a job.

Health Status

e Most Veterans reported that they were in good or better health (72.3%) and that they could
perform activities of daily living (ADL) without assistance.
o Older females (age 65 and older) reported needing more assistance than older males.

o Whites and Asians indicated fewer assistance needs than other race groups.

e Most Veterans indicated that they were smokers at some point in their lives (64%). Of these,

69.5 percent no longer smoke.

Health Care

e Somewhat more than 28 percent of Veterans reported using VA health care services at some

point.

e More than 42 percent of Veterans who have never used VA health care indicated they were
not aware of VA health care benefits. Also, over 26 percent indicated they did not know

how to apply for benefits.

e More than 60 percent of Veterans reported that they would use VA health care more if the
cost of health care increases. About 58 percent indicated that they would only use VA health
care if they did not have access to any other source of health care. However, close to 86

percent indicated they might use VA if they needed long-term nursing home care.
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Health Insurance

e About 13 percent of Veterans reported that they did not have health insurance’.

e Veterans younger than 65 were considerably more likely to report a lack of health insurance

(21.2%) than those 65 and older (3.0%), when most qualify for Medicare coverage.

e About 11 percent of Veterans overall reported being covered by VA health care, while 9.3

percent indicated they have some form of TRICARE or other military health care.

e Somewhat more than 49 percent of Veterans agree that they have a health insurance plan

that provides adequate coverage for them and their family.
Education and Training

e Slightly more than 73 percent of Veterans who used VA education benefits indicated that
the benefits were “Extremely important” or “Very important” in helping them meet

educational goals and preparing them to get a better job.

e Those Veterans who had not used VA education benefits were asked why they had not used
them. More than 36 percent indicated that they were unaware of VA education and training

benefits.

e The level of use has declined slightly over time (about 37 percent reported use in 2010 while
40 percent reported use in the 2001 NSV). Also, the »way in which the benefit has been used
has evolved over time. Use of the VA education or training benefit for business, technical or
vocational school use has decreased since 2001 (23.5 percent reported use in 2010 while 37.5
percent reported use in the 2001 NSV); apprenticeship and on the job training has also
experienced a decrease (7.5 percent reported use in 2010 while 15.3 percent reported use in
the 2001 NSV).

2 The question about health insurance coverage asked respondents to mark all response options that applied to them. Thirteen percent of Veterans
selected the response option “no health insurance.” However, some of these respondents also selected other response options, such as TRICARE.
Please refer to more details in the text accompanying Table 4.1.7-A.
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Military Service and Current Employment

e Slightly more than 41 percent of Veterans indicated that their military experience applied “A
lot” or “Some” to their most recent civilian job. A similar percent reported that they were
“Very well” or “Well” prepared to enter the civilian job market when they separated from

the military.

e Regarding application of military experience to civilian jobs, the most recent cohort (those
serving September 2001 or later) reported higher levels of application than the average
Veteran: 60.6 percent of those serving after September 2001 indicated that their military
experience applied “A lot” or “Some” to their most recent civilian job (compared with 41.1

percent for Veterans overall).

e About 31 percent of Veterans “Strongly agreed” or “Agreed” that their chain of command
was supportive when they began transition processing. This level of agreement was highest
among those serving September 2001 or later; 43.5 percent “Strongly agreed” or “Agreed”

that their chain of command was supportive when they began transition processing.

Life Insurance

e Almost two-thirds (65.8%) of Veterans who do not have VA life insurance reported that
they were unaware of this benefit. More than a quarter indicated that they did not know how

to apply for these benefits (27.4%).

e Vietnam Veterans indicated the lowest amount of VA life insurance coverage (4.0%), but

reported the highest level of coverage from another source (71.2%).

e Young Veterans (31.7%) and those serving September 2001 or later (52.5%) had the lowest
percentage of life insurance from another source, but each group had the highest average
coverage ($100,000 to $199,999).

Home Loans

e More than 66 percent of Veterans who ever had a home loan reported that they had used

the VA home loan guaranty program.
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Burial

Veterans who had not reported a VA home loan were asked for the reasons they had not

obtained one. More than 33 percent indicated that they did not know about the program.

Only 13.4 percent of Veterans reported that they plan to be buried in a VA National or State
cemetery. These respondents were asked why they plan to be buried in a VA National or
State cemetery. The most cited reason was a connection with the military and their past

service to the country (50.4%).

Those who reported not planning to be buried in a VA National or State cemetery were
asked for the reason why they planned to be buried elsewhere. The most common responses
included that they had made other arrangements (43.5%) and that they wanted to be near
family members (35.9%).

In terms of burial preferences, slightly more than 50 percent reported a preference for a

traditional, in-ground, casket burial.

Survey of Demobilized National Guard and Reserve Members

Demographics

Most demobilized National Guard and Reserve members are between 25 and 54 years of age
(83.9%).

Most demobilized National Guard and Reserve members are married (61.3%), White
(80.3%) males (82.7%) with dependent children (56.9%).

Demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported an average of 1.6 activations

since joining the National Guard/Reserve.

The majority of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members indicated that they have

served in combat or a war zone (76.7%).

The vast majority have served September 2001 or later (93.8%).
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Awareness and Outreach

A majority of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members indicated that they

understand their VA benefits and services “A lot” or “Some” (61.4%).

Somewhat more than 18 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members

agreed that they know what is available to them through their VA health coverage.

Most demobilized National Guard and Reserve members are aware that the VA has a home

loan guaranty program for eligible Veterans (69.9%).

The vast majority of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members use the Internet
and send/receive emails on a regular basis and most indicated that they would like to receive

VA information through the Internet (80.2%0).

Transition Assistance

Of those attending a TAP/DTAP workshop, close to 46 petcent reported that the TAP was

useful in providing information about VA benefits and services.

Most reported that the VA benefits portion of the briefing was beneficial (94.8%) and the
presenter knowledgeable on the subject (98.1%).

Somewhat more than 47 percent of the demobilized National Guard and Reserve members
reported a thorough understanding of what the Uniformed Services Employment and Reemployment
Rights Act (USERRA) provides.

Only 3.5 percent indicated that they enrolled in a Service-sponsored transition program

upon returning from activation.

Disability and Vocational Rehabilitation

Slightly more than 26 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members
reported that they have applied for disability benefits, and (of these), more than 74 percent
indicated that they have received a disability rating. Of those with a service-connected

disability, 19.4 percent reported that at some point it has interfered with getting or holding a

Westat xviii  National Survey of Veterans — Final Report



job. Of those who received service-connected disability payments from VA, the majority
(78.8%) indicated that their VA disability benefits are very important in helping them meet

their financial needs.

Those who indicated they had not applied for disability benefits were asked why they had
not applied. More than 47 percent indicated that they did not have a service-connected
disability and 13.6 percent indicated that they did not believe their disability was severe
enough to warrant applying for benefits. Only 12.6 percent indicated that they were unaware

of the VA service-connected disability program.

Reasons given for not applying varied somewhat by gender. More males than females
reported that they did not know how to apply (17.8 percent compared with 2.1 percent), that
applying was too much trouble (12.2 percent compared with 1.9 percent), they had simply
never thought of applying (21.6 percent compared with 11.6 percent), and they were

unaware of the program (14.3 percent compared with 6.0 percent).

Health Status

Most demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported that they were in good or
better health (87.0%) and that they could perform activities of daily living (ADL) without

assistance. For example, only 1 percent reported that they required assistance with bathing.

More than 37 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members indicated that
they were smokers at some point in their lives; 51.2 percent of these respondents indicated

they currently smoke.

Health Care

More than 39 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported using

VA health care services at some point.

Almost 33 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members who had not used
VA health care indicated they were not aware of VA health care benefits. Also, 25.8 percent

indicated they did not know how to apply for benefits.
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e About 57 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported that they
would use VA health care more if the cost of health care increases. More than 54 percent
indicated that they would only use VA health care if they did not have access to any other
source of health care. However, 93.5 percent indicated they might use the VA if they needed

long-term nursing home care.

Health Insurance

e Close to 15 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported that they

did not have health insurance.’

e More than 10 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members overall
reported being covered by VA health care, while 23.8 percent indicated they have some form
of TRICARE or other form of military health care.

e Approximately 55 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members agreed that

they have a health insurance plan that provides adequate coverage for them and their family.

Education and Training

e A large majority (90.6%) of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members who used
VA education benefits indicated that the benefits were “Extremely important” or “Very

important” in helping them meet educational goals and preparing them to get a better job.
e Those demobilized National Guard and Reserve members who had not used VA education
benefits were asked why they had not used them. Forty percent indicated that they were

unaware of VA education and training benefits.

Military Service and Current Employment

e The majority of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members indicated that their

military experience applied “A lot” or “Some” to their most recent civilian job (60.7%).

3 The question about health insurance coverage asked respondents to mark all response options that applied to them. About 15 percent of
Demobilized Veterans selected the response option “no health insurance.” However, a small number of these respondents also selected other
response options.
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The majority reported being employed when they were called up to active duty (81.7%).

The majority reported that, upon demobilization, they returned to their same job, at the

same employer (61.4%).

Of all demobilized National Guard and Reserve members, about 5 percent reported ever
filing a USERRA complaint.

Life Insurance

More than 77 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported

coverage through Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance (SGLI).

Home Loans

Burial

About 66 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members who had ever had a

home loan reported that they had used the VA home loan guaranty program.

Demobilized National Guard and Reserve members who had not reported a VA home loan
were asked why they had not obtained one. Slightly more than 36 percent reported that a
conventional FHA mortgage was easier or less expensive for them to obtain. About 22

percent indicated that they were not aware of the program.

Slightly over 21 percent of demobilized National Guard and Reserve members reported that
they plan to be buried in a VA National or State cemetery. These respondents were asked
why they plan to be buried in a VA National or State cemetery. The most cited reason for
planning to be buried in a VA National or State cemetery was the Veteran’s connection to
the military and past service to the country (56.4%). This was followed closely by the honor
of being buried in a VA National shrine (44.2%).
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e Those who reported not planning to be buried in a VA National or State cemetery cited a
wish to be close to other family members as the reason they planned to be buried elsewhere
(55.4%).

e A total of 49.8 percent reported a plan for a traditional, in-ground, casket burial.

Survey of Active Duty Service Members

Demographics and Military Service Experience

e FHighty-six percent of Active Duty Service members reported they were male and the

majority were younger than age 45 (92.2%)).

e Close to 83 percent of Active Duty Service members reported that they were not Hispanic;
75 percent reported that they were White; and slightly more than 15 percent reported being
Black/African American (the remaining respondents reported some other race or selected

multiple race categories).
e The majority reported that they have had exposure to dead, dying or wounded (54.3%), and
many believe that they may have been exposed to environmental hazards in the course of

their service (36.8%).

Awareness and Outreach

e Somewhat more than 75 percent of Active Duty Service members reported that they were
aware that the VA has a home loan guaranty program for eligible Active Duty Service

members.

e Close to 42 percent of Active Duty Service members indicated that they were aware that

they could convert their SGLI to VGLI after they are discharged from the service.

e Very few Active Duty Service members indicated that they were dissatisfied with their ability

to obtain accurate information about burial benefits (5.9%).

e The vast majority of Active Duty Service members use the Internet (99.1%) and email
technology (99.0%).
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Active Duty Service members were asked to identify the information source that was the
easiest to use and also the most difficult to use. The VA web site was most commonly cited
as the easiest to use (58.2 percent of respondents rated it easiest). However, other
respondents felt that the web site was difficult to use (39.8 percent of respondents reported

that the web site was the most difficult to use of the various data sources listed).

Active Duty Service members were asked to identify their most preferred modes of
communication for getting answers to VA questions. Face-to-face (31.2%), Internet site
(26.8%), and email (21.8%) were the most cited responses in terms of the most preferred
method of communication. Active Duty Service members were also asked to identify their
least preferred modes: telephone (44.6%) and mail (35.0%) were reported as the least

preferred methods.

Most Active Duty Service members reported they would like to receive VA information
through the Internet (81.6%). They also agreed they would be willing to use the Internet to
obtain information about VA benefits (86.7%) and to apply for VA benefits (87.1%).

Health Status

More than 60 percent of all Active Duty Service members indicated that they plan to use VA

health care after separation.

Almost half (48.7%) of Active Duty Service members indicated that they plan to use VA
health care as their primary source of health care. Females were more likely to indicate
planned use (55.1%) than males (47.7%).

More than 17 percent of males and 16.3 percent of females who do not plan to use VA
health care reported that they would only use VA health care as a safety net if they lost other

sources of care.

Education and Training

More than half of Active Duty Service members reported that they have ever used Tuition
Assistance (52.4%).

National Survey of Veterans — Final Report xxiii Westat’



Most Active Duty Service members who reported using VA education or training benefits
indicated they used them to take college or university coursework leading to a bachelor or
graduate degree (68.4%). The majority indicated that these benefits were “Extremely

important” or “Very important” in helping them meet their educational goals or preparing to
get a better job (85.8%).

More than 34 percent of those who had not reported using VA education or training
benefits indicated that they plan to use the benefit after they separate from active-duty
service. Close to 27 percent reported that they were not aware of VA education or training

benefits.

Life Insurance

Almost all Active Duty Service members reported coverage through SGLI (94.4%), and 29.4

percent reported coverage from another source.

Home Loans

Burial

More than 81 percent of Active Duty Service members who ever had a home loan reported

that they had used the VA Home Loan Guaranty Program.

Close to 35 percent of Active Duty Service members who had not reported a VA home loan

indicated that a conventional FHA mortgage was easier or less expensive for them to obtain.

Somewhat more than 19 percent of Active Duty Service members reported that they plan to
be buried in a VA National or State cemetery. When asked why, the most cited reason was
the Active Duty Service member’s connection to the military and past service to the country
(49.4%). This response was followed closely by the honor of being buried in a VA National
shrine (43.4%).

Active Duty Service members who reported not planning to be buried in a VA National or

State cemetery most often said that they wished to be close to other family members
(46.4%).
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e In terms of burial preferences, 55.2 percent of Active Duty Service members reported a

preference for a traditional, in-ground, casket burial.

Surveys of Veteran Spouses, Active Duty Spouses, and Surviving Spouses

Demographics

e Active Duty spouses and Veteran spouses are most likely to be non-Hispanic (94.8 percent
of Veteran spouses, 75.7 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 95.8 percent of Surviving

spouses).

e Active Duty spouses and Veteran spouses are most likely to be White (87.9 percent of
Veteran spouses, 81.2 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 90.3 percent of Surviving

spouses).

e Active Duty spouses and Veteran spouses are most likely to be female (95.0 percent of
Veteran spouses, 92.9 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 99.2 percent of Surviving

spouses).

e Active Duty spouses are generally younger than Veteran spouses or Surviving spouses (64.7
percent of Active Duty spouses are younger than 45 compared with 13.6 percent of Veteran

spouses and 1.5 percent of Surviving spouses).

e Active Duty spouses are more likely to have dependent children than Veteran spouses or
Surviving spouses (80.6 percent of Active Duty spouses have dependent children compared

with 29.5 percent of Veteran spouses and 6.5 percent of Surviving spouses).
e The majority of Surviving spouses are not in the labor force (84.1%). Veteran spouses and
Active Duty spouses are more likely to report that they are working (46.0% and 48.5%,

respectively).

Awareness and Outreach

e More than 28 percent of Active Duty spouses reported receiving information about VA
benefits and services in the past year, as compared with 16.7 percent of Veteran spouses and

17.7 percent of Surviving spouses.
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e Slightly more than 24 percent of Active Duty spouses reported seeking information about

VA education and training in the past year.

e Internet use is much more prevalent among Active Duty spouses (100.0%) and Veteran
spouses (78.0%) than among Surviving spouses (40.3%). These populations are also more
willing to use the Internet to obtain information about VA than Surviving spouses (63.7
percent of Veteran spouses, 88.3 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 37.4 percent of

Surviving spouses).
Disability
e Slightly more than 30 percent of Veteran spouses and 30.8 percent of Surviving spouses
reported their spouse’s service-connected disability had, at some point, prevented their

Veteran spouse from getting or holding a job.

Health Status and Insurance

e More Active Duty spouses reported that their health was good or better (91.4%) than that of

Veteran spouses (84.3%) or Surviving spouses (63.4%).

e Few respondents reported that they lacked insurance (5.2 percent of Veteran spouses

reported that they did not have health insurance, as did 3.8 percent of Surviving spouses).

e Most Active Duty spouses indicated that they are covered by TRICARE or other military
health care (91.2%).

Education and Training

e Approximately 5 percent of Veteran spouses and less than 2 percent of Surviving spouses

reported that they had used VA education or training benefits.

e More than half of Veteran spouses who used the benefits reported that they were
“Extremely important” or “Very important” in helping them meet their educational goals or

preparing them to get a better job (56.1%).
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When asked why Veteran spouses and Surviving spouses had not used the benefit, many
indicated that they were unaware of VA education or training benefits (47.9 percent of

Veteran spouses and 40.9 percent of Surviving spouses).

Home Loans

Burial

Among those spouses reporting ever having a home loan, a higher percentage of Active
Duty spouses (78.9%) reported using the VA Home Loan Guaranty Program than Veteran
spouses (56.7%) or Surviving spouses (51.3%).

The most cited reasons in choosing a VA home loan were no down payment was required
(49.8 percent of Veteran spouses and 36.5 percent of Surviving spouses) and there was a
favorable interest rate (28.1 percent of Veteran spouses and 35.3 percent of Surviving

spouses).

Spouses who reported ever having had a home loan, but not a VA loan, were asked the main
reason they had not used the VA Home Loan program. The most common response from
Veteran and Surviving spouses was that they did not know about the program (40.5 percent

of Veteran spouses and 46.3 percent of Surviving spouses).

The vast majority of respondents believe all features of VA National cemeteries are very
important or important. Almost every feature that was asked about was rated as “Important”

or “Very important” by more than 90 percent of respondents.

Traditional, in-ground, casket burial was most frequently cited as the plan by all three spouse
groups (44.3 percent of Veteran spouses, 46.2 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 54.5

percent of Surviving spouses).

About 12-13 percent of respondents reported plans to be buried in a VA cemetery. The
most common reasons for planning to be buried in a VA cemetery were that their spouses
planned to be (or were) buried there (37.1 percent of Veteran spouses, 54.1 percent of
Active Duty spouses, and 77.4 percent of Surviving spouses), as well as the spouses’
connections to the military and past service to the country (38.6 percent of Veteran spouses,

37.8 percent of Active Duty spouses, and 38.7 percent of Surviving spouses).
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e Those who reported that they did not have plans to be buried in a VA cemetery were asked

for their reasons. The most common reasons included that their spouses had not planned to
be (or were not) buried there (48.4 percent of Veteran spouses and 78.5 percent of Surviving
spouses), and also that the respondent had made other arrangements (34.1 percent of

Veteran spouses and 41.5 percent of Surviving spouses).
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Introduction 1

11 The National Survey of Veterans

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is responsible for providing an array of benefits and
services to more than 20 million Veterans. The goal of these comprehensive benefits and services is
to improve the health and well-being of America’s Veteran population. In order to fulfill this
mission, VA must collect information with which to monitor the state of America’s Veterans. Under
Section 527, Title 38 U.S. Code, the VA Secretary is required to gather data for the purposes of
planning and evaluating programs. In order to assess the status of all Veterans, the National Survey
of Veterans (NSV) was designed to be a comprehensive, nationwide survey to help VA plan its

future programs and services for Veterans.

The first NSV studies were conducted in the late 1970s, and subsequent NSVs were conducted in
1987, 1993, 2001, and (most recently) in 2010. The content of the survey questionnaires has evolved
over time, with content focused on meeting the contemporary needs of VA and other policy makers.
The survey underwent a major reorganization in 2001 to reflect VA’s evolving needs. Another major
evolution occurred recently in terms of the scope of the NSV. In the most recent survey, the
population of inference was expanded beyond Veterans to include other beneficiary groups,
including Active Duty Service members, demobilized National Guard and Reserve members,

Spouses and Surviving spouses.

In addition to changes in content and scope, the survey has evolved methodologically to reflect
changes in technology and society’s acceptance of it. For example, in 1977 the survey was conducted
as a mail-based, self-administered survey with a sampling frame based on an Area Probability sample
(from prior Current Population Survey samples). The 1977 survey (along with the 1979 and 1987
surveys) was administered by the Census Bureau on behalf of VA. In 1993, with the maturation of
Random-Digit-Dial (RDD) sampling and Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI), the
data collection methodology of the NSV shifted to telephone administration. In both 1993 and again
in 2001, the survey was based on sampling using a dual frame approach, with benefit enrollees

selected from VA’s administrative records and non-enrollees selected from households with landline
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telephones. The survey was then administered over the telephone by a trained interviewer. In the
most recent survey implementation in 2010, this approach was no longer seen as acceptable since
such a large portion of U.S. households have cell phones only and no longer own landline
telephones. Those that do have landlines often use caller-ID technology to avoid all but personal
calls. In 2010 the NSV utilized the emerging Address-Based Sampling (ABS) approach (using the
U.S. Postal Service (USPS) list of all residential addresses). Respondents were sent paper surveys
and, to reflect changing times, the 2010 NSV also included an option for respondents to complete

the survey via the web.

The authors expect that the NSV sampling frame and mode of data collection will continue to
evolve over time, as a direct reflection of the changing relationship between Americans and

technology.

1.2 The 2010 National Survey of Veterans

The 2010 NSV is the sixth in this series of nationwide surveys. A major goal of the sixth NSV was
to assess benefit awareness and understanding among Veterans and other stakeholder groups.
Understanding Veteran awareness of benefits always has been an important VA goal. In late 2004,
Congtress also recognized its importance by enacting P.L.. 108-454, Section 805, which requires VA
to assess beneficiary awareness of VA benefits and services. The Public Law instructed the Secretary
to submit a report to Congress on the current level of awareness not only for Veterans, but also for
Active Duty Service members, their families, and survivors. The 2010 NSV was tasked with
measuring awareness among six populations: (1) Veterans, (2) Active Duty Service members, (3)
demobilized National Guard and Reserve members previously activated under Title 10, (4) Veteran
spouses, (5) Active Duty spouses and (6) Surviving spouses. This enhanced scope of the 2010 NSV
is a major departure from the first five implementations of the NSV. The new direction is an
exciting one for VA. As Secretary Shinseki has been quoted: “By hearing directly from 1 eterans and their

Jamily members, we gain valuable information to help us serve them better.””*

The 2010 NSV was conducted using a mailed, self-administered questionnaire. This, as
aforementioned, was a departure from the recent NSV administrations, which were completed by
telephone using interviewer administration. There were two sampling approaches: address-based

sampling (ABS) and list-based sampling (LBS). Veterans, Veteran spouses and Surviving spouses

4 From a December 3, 2009 VA Press Release. Accessed from the following URL in Summer 2010:
http://www1.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=1827.
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were sampled using the ABS approach. The rationale is that there are no complete sampling frames
available for these populations at the VA or at the Department of Defense (DoD). The Active Duty
Service members, Active Duty spouses, and demobilized National Guard and Reserve component

members were sampled using lists provided by the DoD Defense Manpower Data Center (DMDC).
NSV 2010 Populations of Inference

The VA not only serves Veterans, but also those who are currently serving, their family members
and survivors as well. As such, the VA and Congtress decided to expand the survey populations in

the 2010 NSV. A brief description of the six populations is provided below.

e Veterans. The population of inference includes Veterans living in residential households in
the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Institutionalized Veterans, homeless Veterans,
and Veterans residing outside the U.S. were not covered by the 2010 NSV. The 2010 NSV
Veteran survey data were post-stratified to projected counts from VA’s VetPop 2007°.
VetPop2007 is based on several sources, including the 2000 Decennial Census and

administrative data from the VA, DoD, and the Social Security Administration.

¢ Demobilized National Guard and Reserve Members. The population of inference
includes all National Guard and Reserve members who had been activated to active duty
service but have since returned to a National Guard or Reserve Component. This would
include anyone who fit this category as of August 2009 (the timeframe that DMDC provided

from its databases).

e Active Duty Service Members. The population of inference includes all individuals serving
on active duty. This would include those on active duty as of August 2009 (the timeframe
that DMDC provided from its databases).

e Veteran Spouses. The population of inference includes Veteran spouses living in residential
households in the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Spouses who were

institutionalized, homeless, or residing outside the U.S. were not covered by the 2010 NSV.

5 Information about the latest VetPop model is available at the following URL: http://www]1.va.gov/vetdata.
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e Active Duty Spouses. The population of inference includes all individuals identified as
being a spouse of an Active Duty Service member. This would include those identified as

spouses as of August 2009 (the timeframe that DMDC provided from its databases).

e Surviving Spouses. The population of inference includes Surviving spouses living in
residential households in the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Spouses who were
institutionalized, homeless, or residing outside the U.S. were not covered by the 2010 NSV.
The 2010 NSV Surviving Spouse survey data were post-stratified by using counts from VA
databases on the number of Surviving spouses receiving Dependency and Indemnity

Compensation.

1.3 Use of This Report

This report is descriptive in nature. The estimates presented here are based on the univariate
distribution of answers to individual survey items, with select bivariate estimates for certain domains
of interest. The goal of the current report is to document the descriptive results from each of the six

surveys that made up the 2010 NSV.

When comparing these results with the non-Veteran and non-military populations, the reader is
cautioned to take socio-demographic differences into account prior to making comparisons with the

general, civilian population.

1.4 Organization of the Report

The remainder of this report presents results from the six 2010 NSV questionnaires. The content of

these sections is as follows:

e Section 2 describes the study methodology including the questionnaire development, sample
design, data collection operations, and data weighting procedures. Chapter 2 concludes with

a section on potential future lines of inquiry for the VA and stakeholder groups.

e Section 3 includes a description of the analysis, data editing procedures, and instructions on

reading report tables.
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e Section 4 presents the results from the six surveys that made up the 2010 NSV.

o Section 4.1 presents results from the Veteran Survey. This section is organized by
survey topic area. Section 4.1 is divided into 12 sections covering: demographics and
military service experience; awareness and outreach; transition assistance; disability
and vocational rehabilitation; health status; health care; health insurance; education
and training; military service and current employment; life insurance; home loans;

and burial.

o Section 4.2 presents results from the Demobilized National Guard and Reserve
Member Survey. This section is organized the same as section 4.1, covering the same

12 topics as the Veteran Survey.

o Section 4.3 presents results from the Active Duty Service Member Survey. This
section is also organized by survey topic, but in this case there are only seven topic
areas: demographics and military service experience; awareness and outreach; health

status; education and training; life insurance; home loans; and burial.

o Section 4.4 presents results for each of the three Spouse Surveys (the Veteran Spouse
Survey, the Active Duty Spouse Survey, and the Surviving Spouse Survey). The three
populations are presented separately within the various tables and discussion. This
section, organized by survey topic, presents seven topic areas: demographics and
military service experience; awareness and outreach; disability of Veteran; health

status and insurance; education and training; home loans; and burial.

o Section 4.5 includes select comparisons for all six survey populations. These

comparisons focus on benefit awareness and understanding.

e The appendices to the report include copies of the survey instruments, details on the
weighting procedures, caveats on comparing the 2010 NSV to other data sources, and the
detailed tables.
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Study Methodology E

Section 2 describes the general design and methodology of the 2010 NSV. Specifically we
summarize the questionnaire design, sampling, data collection operations and weighting procedures.
Section 2 concludes with recommendations for future VA investigation. Readers wanting more

details than provided by this summary are referred to the appendices.

2.1 Questionnaire Design

The scope of the 2010 NSV was expanded to cover additional target populations, as described by
P.L. 108-454, Section 805. In addition, the 2010 surveys focused more sharply on awareness of
Veteran benefits, communication preferences (to improve outreach to VA beneficiaries), and future
plans for use of benefits. Overall, survey items were developed for 19 questionnaire sections. Not all
sections pertain to all survey populations; the number of sections in the questionnaires ranged from
9 (for the Active Duty Spouse Survey) to 15 (for the Veteran and Demobilized National Guard and
Reserve Member Survey). Since some questions developed for a section did not pertain to all target
populations, the number of questions in a particular section also varied across the six surveys.
Finally, the wording in some of the questions was adapted to fit the needs of the particular target
population better (for example, questions of a spouse may have been worded differently from those

posed to a Veteran).

The survey questions were developed by first looking to existing survey instruments and reports that
covered similar populations. Seven reports were reviewed in an effort to understand VA’s data needs
and to inform and assist in the development of topics and items to include in the next NSV. Reports

that were reviewed include:

e 1992 National Survey of Veterans Ultilization Study (Westat, 1999)

e The Ideal Dataset Inventory (Abt, June 2000)

e Needs Assessment Report for VetPop, National Survey of Veterans, Service Members, and
Family Members (Altarum, December 2007)

e Employment Histories Report (Abt, March 2008)
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e Human Resources Strategic Assessment Program: Introduction to USD (P&R) Surveys
(DMDC, March 2008)

e Department of Veterans Affairs Advisory Committee on Women Veterans Report (August
2000)

e Report on Service Members’ and Veterans’ Awareness of Benefits and Services Available
Under Laws Administered by the Secretary of Veterans Affairs: Interim Report on Outreach
Activities (VA, December 2006)

The goal of this review was to better understand the data needs of policy makers and analysts. In
addition to this review, VA formed a Liaison Committee to provide suggestions on questions that
should be asked in the 2010 NSV. Individuals representing the Veterans Health Administration
(VHA), the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), the National Cemetery Administration (NCA),
the Center for Women Veterans, the Center for Minority Veterans, the VA Office of Policy and
Planning, the Defense Management Data Center (DMDC), and the Office of Management and

Budget (OMB), submitted comments and questions (survey items).

The results from the various needs assessment sources (both reports and the Liaison Committee
recommendations) indicated several common themes. Foremost among this was the need for
information on benefit awareness as well as preferred methods for VA outreach activities. In
addition, there was consistent mention about the importance of measuring health care needs specific
to women. VA decided to continue its data collection on the reasons why some Veterans are not
enrolled in VA benefits and to understand the barriers that may dissuade them from enrollment.
Finally, there was a need for policy makers to have more data on the transition from active duty to

civilian status.

Based on the needs assessment, Westat then reviewed 15 survey instruments with which to build a
database of potential survey items for the 2010 NSV. Content was reviewed from select surveys
conducted by VA, by the Defense Manpower Data Center (IDMDC) and by other Federal agencies.
The goal was to review the extant survey tools to identify items for possible use in the 2010 NSV.

The surveys reviewed included:

e VA Surveys
o 2001 National Survey of Veterans
o 2007 Employment Histories Survey

o Veterans Burial Benefits Survey
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o The Veterans Rand 12 Item Health Survey
o Survey of Veteran Enrollees and Their Reliance Upon the VA
e DMDC Surveys
o Survey of Active-Duty Spouses
o Survey of Reserves Component Spouses
o Status of Forces Survey of Active-Duty Members Survey Instrument
o Survey of Retired Military
o TRICARE Marketing Survey
e Other Federal Surveys
o American Community Survey
Current Population Survey
The Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey

The Medical Expenditure Panel Survey

o O O O

Health Information National Trends Survey

The biggest challenge VA faced was prioritizing the general topics that the 2010 NSV would cover.
VA recognized that it needed to limit respondent burden, and so the NSV would not be able to
meet all the data needs of VA and its stakeholders. The most important priority for the 2010 NSV
was responding to the Public Law, so questions about benefit awareness and understanding were
afforded a prominent place in the surveys. Compared to the 2001 version of the NSV, the 2010
survey instrument had a sharper focus on non-users, unmet needs, and Veterans’ future plans for
benefit use