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Objectives

· Using the student Handout, identify the key components of a stressor with 100% accuracy.

· Using 38 CFR 3.304(f), identify the Veteran’s eligibility requirements when claiming a stressor with 100% accuracy. 

· Using the student Handout and other pertinent references, identify the references and stressors VA recognizes for service connection with 100% accuracy. 

· Using the student Handout and other pertinent references, determine the primary and secondary sources of evidence available to corroborate a stressor claim with 100% accuracy.

· Given the appropriate trainee handouts identify the webpage URL and time periods of documents available when using the Stressor Verification Database with 100% accuracy.

· Using the student handout, and appropriate regulations and references state the definition of credible supporting evidence with 100% accuracy.

· Using the student handout, and appropriate regulations and references state the degree of stressor corroboration required with 100% accuracy.

· Using the student handout and the appropriate references, state when a claim for PTSD lacks sufficient evidence and the steps required to initiate a formal finding of unavailability memorandum with 100% accuracy.

Using the student handout and the appropriate regulations and references state the evidence requirements for personal assault stressor verification with 100% accuracy.

Star Error Codes

The Systematic Technical Accuracy Review (STAR) Program reviews cases and considers them either “accurate” or “in error” for the purpose of measuring technical accuracy. The following are examples of errors called during the 2010 STAR review.

· A Rating Decision for PTSD denial fails to discuss any of the Veteran's stressor contentions noted in statements received from the Veteran, and/or in various VA treatment reports. Per M21-1 MR III.iv.6.C.11.b. Address all pertinent evidence and all of the claimant's contentions & concisely cite and evaluate all evidence that is relevant and necessary to the determination.

· The Rating Decision must discuss the pertinent evidence of a confirmed stressor of a grant for PTSD service connection.  M21-1MR III.iv.6.C.11.a & b

· PTSD was denied prior to stressor development follow-up.  A follow-up request must be made if Vet responds, but the response lacks sufficient information to conduct a meaningful search.  FL 08/08; M21-1MR IV.ii.1.D.14.f; IV.ii.1.D.15.n

· The JSRRC Coordinator must provide a "Formal finding of a Lack of Info Required to Document the Claimed Stressor" prior to the rating denying service connection for PTSD. (M21-1MR IV.ii.1.D.15.a & n)

References

· 38 CFR 3.304(f), 3.307, 3.309, 3.310, 3.344, 3.353 and 3.384

· 38 CRF 4.14, 4.128 and 4.125 through 4.130

· Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition of DSM-IV

· 38 USC 1110

· 38 USC 1702

· M21-1MR, III.iv.4.H

· M21-1MR, IV.ii.1.D

· Fast Letter 05-11, Recently Authorized Military Awards
· Fast Letter 08-08, Additional Guidance on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)

· Fast Letter 10-25, Corroborating Military Sexual Trauma (MST) Using DD Form 2910, Victim Reporting Preference Statement, or Similar Forms
· Training Letter (TL) 05-04, Military Sexual Trauma Training Material

· Training Letter 07-02   Resources for Research of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) Stressors and the TL07-02 Enclosures:
Verification of In-Service Stressors Using Available Resources and Appendix A (Identification of Basic Information PTSD Stressor Corroboration Research) 
· Training Letter 10-05   Relaxation of Evidentiary Standard for Establishing In-Service Stressors in Claims for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder - 38 CFR § 3.304(f)(3) 
· Allen v Principi, 2001

· Buchanon v Nicholson, 2006

· McClain v Nicholson, 1997

· McLendon v Nicholson, 2006

· Pentecost v. Principi, 2002

· Sizemore v. Principi, 2004 – October 2006 (Available under “Other Job Aids” on C&P Training Website)

· Clemons v Nicholson, 2009

Topic 1: Stressful Events

Topic objectives: 

· Using the student Handout, identify the key components of exposure to a traumatic event with 100% accuracy.

· Using 38 CFR 3.304(f), identify the Veteran’s eligibility requirements when claiming a stressor with 100% accuracy. 

The following topic teaching points support the topic objectives: 

· Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders

· Stressor eligibility requirements

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders

A.  The person has been exposed to a traumatic event in which both of the following were      present: 

(1) the person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others. 

(2) the person's response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror. 

B.  The traumatic event is persistently re-experienced in one (or more) of the following ways: 

(1) recurrent and intrusive distressing recollections of the event, including images, thoughts, and/or perceptions. 

(2) recurrent distressing dreams of the event. 

(3) acting or feeling as if the traumatic event were recurring (includes a sense of reliving the experience, illusions, hallucinations, and/or dissociative flashback episodes, including those that occur on awakening or when intoxicated).

(4) intense psychological distress at exposure to internal or external cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event.

(5) physiological reactivity on exposure to internal or external cues that symbolize or resemble an aspect of the traumatic event.

C.  Persistent avoidance of stimuli associated with the trauma and numbing of general responsiveness (not present before the trauma), as indicated by at least three of the following: 

(1) efforts to avoid thoughts, feelings, and/or conversations associated with the trauma 

(2) efforts to avoid activities, places, and/or people that arouse recollections of the trauma 

(3) inability to recall an important aspect of the trauma 

(4) markedly diminished interest or participation in significant activities 

(5) feeling of detachment or estrangement from others 

(6) restricted range of affect (e.g., inability to have loving feelings) 

(7) sense of a foreshortened future (e.g., does not expect to have a career, marriage, children, or a normal life span)  

D.  Persistent symptoms of increased arousal (not present before the trauma), as indicated by at least two of the following: 
(1)  difficulty falling or staying asleep 

(2)  irritability or outbursts of anger 

(3)  difficulty concentrating 

(4)  hypervigilance 

(5)  exaggerated startle response

E.  Duration of the disturbance (symptoms in Criteria B, C, and D) is more than one (1) month 

D.  The disturbance causes clinically significant distress and/or impairment in social,  occupational, and/or other important areas of functioning. 
Specifiers

The following specifiers may be used to specify onset and duration of the symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder:

Acute                    Duration of symptoms is less than three (3) months 
Chronic                Duration of symptoms is more than three (3) months 
Delayed Onset     Onset of symptoms is at least six (6) months after the incident 

Stressor Eligibility Criteria

38 CFR 3.304(f) Posttraumatic Stress Disorder; Service connection for posttraumatic stress disorder requires:

1. medical evidence diagnosing the condition in accordance with § Sec. 4.125(a) of this chapter

2. a link, established by medical evidence, between current symptoms and an in-service stressor

3. and credible supporting evidence that the claimed in-service stressor occurred.

Discussion
Events such as simple bereavement, chronic illness, business losses, or marital conflict are not outside the range of usual human experience and would not generally be considered a traumatic stressor. 

The determination as to whether an event is severe enough to be considered, as a traumatic stressor is a medical determination, not one to be made by a VSR or RVSR.  

A stressful event can be different for each person. The only determination for a VSR to make, in regard to the claimed stressor, is whether or not there is credible supporting evidence that the stressful event actually occurred.

To establish service connection for PTSD the relationship between stressor and symptoms must be:

· specifically addressed in the medical evidence, and 

· supported by documentation. 

Topic 2: Stressor Regulations and Requirements

Lesson objective: 

Using the student handout and other pertinent references, identify the references and stressors VA recognizes for service connection with 100% accuracy.

The following topic teaching points support the lesson objective: 

· 38 CFR 3.304(f)(1) PTSD diagnosed in-service

· 38 CFR 3.304(f)(2) PTSD due to combat

· 38 CFR 3.304(f)(3) PTSD due to veteran's fear of hostile military or terrorist activity

· 38 CFR 3.304(f)(4) PTSD due to Former Prisoner of War (FPOW) status

· 38 CFR 3.304(f)(5) PTSD due to personal trauma

· M21-1MR III.iv.4.H.29.g Non-Combat Stressors
38 CFR 3.304(f)(1) Diagnosis of PTSD During Service
If the evidence establishes a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder during service and the claimed stressor is related to that service, in the absence of clear and convincing evidence to the contrary, and provided that the claimed stressor is consistent with the circumstances, conditions, or hardships of the veteran's service, the veteran's lay testimony alone may establish the occurrence of the claimed in-service stressor.

Discussion

When PTSD is properly diagnosed in service, the veteran's testimony alone may establish that the claimed stressor occurred, as long as the claimed stressor is

· related to the veteran's service, and 

· consistent with the circumstances, conditions, or hardships of that service. 

Military and civilian health care providers have a heightened awareness of the symptoms of PTSD and responsiveness to service personnel participating in the Global War on Terror (GWOT).  As a result, health professionals are diagnosing and treating PTSD with greater frequency.

With an in-service initial diagnosis of PTSD, accept any reasonable in-service stressor as long as it appears consistent with the circumstances of that veteran’s particular service.

38 CFR 3.304(f)(2) Engaged in Combat

If the evidence establishes that the veteran engaged in combat with the enemy and the claimed stressor is related to that combat, in the absence of clear and convincing evidence to the contrary, and provided that the claimed stressor is consistent with the circumstances, conditions, or hardships of the veteran's service, the veteran's lay testimony alone may establish the occurrence of the claimed in-service stressor.

Discussion

Engaged in combat with the enemy is defined as: 

Personal participation in events constituting an actual fights or encounters with a military foe, or hostile unit or instrumentality of war. It includes presence during such events as a combatant or performing duty in support of combatants, such as providing medical care to the wounded.  (M21-1MR III.iv.4.H.29.b)

Stressor Verification for Combat

M21-1MR III.iv.4.H.29.a through d

The veteran's testimony alone establishes the occurrence of the claimed in-service stressor if:

the evidence of record confirms the veteran 
· engaged in combat, or 

· was a POW as defined by 
38 CFR 3.1(y)
 

· the claimed stressor is related to that episode of combat or POW experience 

· there is no clear and convincing evidence to the contrary, and 

· the claimed stressor is consistent with the circumstances, conditions, or hardships of the veteran's service. 

The following individual decorations are examples of decorations which may serve as evidence that the veteran engaged in combat:

	· Air Force Cross 

· Air Medal with "V" Device 

· Army Commendation Medal with "V" Device 

· Bronze Star Medal with "V" Device 

· Combat Action Ribbon 

· Combat Action Badge

· Combat Aircrew Insignia

· Combat Infantryman Badge

· Combat Medical Badge
	· Distinguished Flying Cross 

· Distinguished Service Cross 

· Joint Service Commendation Medal with "V" Device 

· Medal of Honor 

· Navy Commendation Medal with "V" Device 

· Navy Cross 

· Purple Heart 

· Silver Star


Consider the receipt of any of the individual decorations as evidence of personal participation in combat.

Receipt of one of the decorations cited is not the only acceptable evidence of engagement in combat.  
The Global War on Terrorism Expeditionary Medal, Global War on Terrorism Service Medal, Afghanistan Campaign Medal or Iraq Campaign Medal are sufficient proof, only if it was awarded for being engaged in combat.

38 CFR 3.304(f)(3) Veteran’s Fear of Hostile or Terrorist Activity

If a stressor claimed by a veteran is related to the Veteran's fear of hostile military or terrorist activity and a VA psychiatrist or psychologist, or a psychiatrist or psychologist with whom VA has contracted, confirms that the claimed stressor is adequate to support a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder and that the veteran's symptoms are related to the claimed stressor, in the absence of clear and convincing evidence to the contrary, and provided the claimed stressor is consistent with the places, types, and circumstances of the veteran's service, the veteran's lay testimony alone may establish the occurrence of the claimed in-service stressor. For purposes of this paragraph, "fear of hostile military or terrorist activity" means that a veteran experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or circumstance that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of the veteran or others, such as from an actual or potential improvised explosive device; vehicle-imbedded explosive device; incoming artillery, rocket, or mortar fire; grenade; small arms fire, including suspected sniper fire; or attack upon friendly military aircraft, and the veteran's response to the event or circumstance involved a psychological or psycho-physiological state of fear, helplessness, or horror.

Discussion

Training Letter 10-05   Relaxation of Evidentiary Standard for Establishing In-Service Stressors in Claims for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder dated November 15, 2010 states:

The primary result of the amendment of 38 CFR § 3.304(f) is the elimination of the requirement for corroborating evidence of the claimed in-service stressor if it is related to the Veteran’s “fear of hostile military or terrorist activity.”  The new regulation requires that:  (1) A VA psychiatrist or psychologist, or contract equivalent, must confirm that the claimed stressor is adequate to support a diagnosis of PTSD; (2) the claimed stressor is consistent with the places, types, and circumstances of the Veteran’s service; and (3) the Veteran’s symptoms are related to the claimed stressor.  

The event or circumstances include (but are not limited to) the following:

· Actual or potential improvised explosive device (IED);

· Vehicle-imbedded explosive device;

· Incoming artillery, rocket, or mortar fire;

· Small arms fire, including suspected sniper fire; or

· Attack upon friendly aircraft.

Although the impetus for revising existing regulations was the OEF/OIF conflicts, the new rule also covers other hostile environments in which Veterans operated including, but not limited to, Korean Conflict, Vietnam War, and Operations Desert Storm and Desert Shield.

38 CFR 3.304(f)(4) Prisoner-of-War

If the evidence establishes that the veteran was a prisoner-of- war under the provisions of Sec. 3.1(y) of this part and the claimed stressor is related to that prisoner-of-war experience, in the absence of clear and convincing evidence to the contrary, and provided that the claimed stressor is consistent with the circumstances, conditions, or hardships of the veteran's service, the veteran's lay testimony alone may establish the occurrence of the claimed in-service stressor.

Discussion

38 CFR 3.1(y) Former prisoner of war. The term "former prisoner of war" means a person who, while serving in the active military, naval or air service, was forcibly detained or interned in the line of duty by an enemy or foreign government, the agents of either, or a hostile force.
(1) Decisions based on service department findings. The Department of Veterans Affairs shall accept the findings of the appropriate service department that a person was a prisoner of war during a period of war unless a reasonable basis exists for questioning it. Such findings shall be accepted only when detention or internment is by an enemy government or its agents.

(2) Other decisions. In all other situations, including those in which the Department of Veterans Affairs cannot accept the service department findings, the following factors shall be used to determine prisoner of war status:

(i) Circumstances of detention or internment. To be considered a former prisoner of war, a serviceperson must have been forcibly detained or interned under circumstances comparable to those under which persons generally have been forcibly detained or interned by enemy governments during periods of war. Such circumstances include, but are not limited to, physical hardships or abuse, psychological hardships or abuse, malnutrition, and unsanitary conditions. Each individual member of a particular group of detainees or internees shall, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, be considered to have experienced the same circumstances as those experienced by the group.

(ii) Reason for detainment or internment. The reason for which a serviceperson was detained or interned is immaterial in determining POW status, except that a serviceperson who is detained or interned by a foreign government for an alleged violation of its laws is not entitled to be considered a former POW on the basis of that period of detention or internment, unless the charges are a sham intended to legitimize the period of detention or internment.

(3) Central Office approval. The Director of the Compensation and Pension Service, VA Central Office, shall approve all VA regional office determinations establishing or denying POW status, with the exception of those service department determinations accepted under paragraph (y)(1) of this section.

(4) In line of duty. The Department of Veterans Affairs shall consider that a serviceperson was forcibly detained or interned in line of duty unless the evidence of record discloses that forcible detainment or internment was the proximate result of the serviceperson's own willful misconduct.

(5) Hostile force. The term "hostile force" means any entity other than an enemy or foreign government or the agents of either whose actions are taken to further or enhance anti-American military, political or economic objectives or views or to attempt to embarrass the United States. (Authority: 38 U.S.C. 101(32))

38 CFR 3.304(f)(5) In-Service Personal Assault

If a posttraumatic stress disorder claim is based on in- service personal assault, evidence from sources other than the veteran's service records may corroborate the veteran's account of the stressor incident. Examples of such evidence include, but are not limited to: records from law enforcement authorities, rape crisis centers, mental health counseling centers, hospitals, or physicians; pregnancy tests or tests for sexually transmitted diseases; and statements from family members, roommates, fellow service members, or clergy. Evidence of behavior changes following the claimed assault is one type of relevant evidence that may be found in these sources. Examples of behavior changes that may constitute credible evidence of the stressor include, but are not limited to: a request for a transfer to another military duty assignment; deterioration in work performance; substance abuse; episodes of depression, panic attacks, or anxiety without an identifiable cause; or unexplained economic or social behavior changes. VA will not deny a posttraumatic stress disorder claim that is based on in-service personal assault without first advising the claimant that evidence from sources other than the veteran's service records or evidence of behavior changes may constitute credible supporting evidence of the stressor and allowing him or her the opportunity to furnish this type of evidence or advise VA of potential sources of such evidence. VA may submit any evidence that it receives to an appropriate medical or mental health professional for an opinion as to whether it indicates that a personal assault occurred.

Personal Assault Stressors

Personal trauma is an event of human design that threatens or inflicts harm, such as

· rape 

· physical assault and domestic battering 

· robbery and mugging 

· stalking, and 

· harassment.

Males and females may have experienced sexual or physical trauma while serving on active military duty. 

Evidence Requirements: Although some Veterans seek counseling and treatment, many have NEVER discussed the incident.  

Personal assault claims are like any other PTSD claims. There must be credible supporting evidence to support the Veteran’s assertion that the stressful event occurred. This does not mean that the claimed stressor has to be “proven”.

Development Considerations: military service members may be more reluctant than civilians to report or discuss sexual or physical trauma because:
· Occurred in a safe place (on military facility)

· Supervisor or co-worker may be the perpetrator

· Victim thinks it may affect their job

Stressors related to sexual trauma are often difficult to support since many sexually related traumatic events are not reported.  

Refer to Training Letter 05-04, Military Sexual Trauma Training Material dated November 10, 2005 for complete claims development guide for military sexual trauma claims.

M21-1MR III.iv.4.H.30

Evidence from sources other than the veteran's service records may corroborate the veteran's account of the stressor incident.

Other corroborating sources include, but are not limited to, the following: 

· Records from:

· Law enforcement authorities

· Rape crisis centers

· Mental health counseling centers

· Hospitals 

· Physicians

· Tests results

· Pregnancy tests

· Tests for sexually transmitted diseases

· Statements from:

· Family members

· Roommates

· Fellow service members

· Clergy
· Fellow service persons, and

· personal diaries or journals
Evidence of behavior changes may also constitute credible evidence of the MST.  Types of behavior changes that may constitute credible evidence of MST include, but are not limited to, the following:

· A request for a transfer to another military duty assignment

· Deterioration in work performance

· Substance abuse

· Episodes of depression

· Panic attacks

· Anxiety without an identifiable cause

· Unexplained economic or social behavior changes.

Non-Combat Stressors

Potential non-combat related stressors include, but are not limited to:

· Natural Disasters

· Fires

· Floods

· Earthquakes

· Vehicle Crashes

· Automobile Crashes

· Plane Crashes

· Ships Sinking

· Explosions

· Specific Duty Assignments:

· On a Burn Ward

· In a Graves Registration Unit

· Involving Liberation of Internment Camps

· Witnessing the death, injury, or threat to the physical being of another person not caused by the enemy

· Actual or threatened Death or Serious Injury, or other threat to one’s physical being, not caused by the enemy

Non-combat Veteran’s testimony is only one piece of evidence. There must be additional supporting evidence of the stressor. It is still possible to corroborate the claimed stressor, but additional evidence is required. The lay statement in-service stressor must be consistent with the places, types, and circumstances of the veteran's service.

A doctor who treated the Veteran many years after the claimed stressor does not corroborate the occurrence of the claimed stressor. 

A non-combat Veteran's testimony is different from a combat Veteran’s testimony in that the testimony alone does not qualify as credible supporting evidence of an in-service stressor. The in-service stressor must be consistent with the places, types, and circumstances of the veteran's service.

Case Development

Complete development must be undertaken if the stressor is non-combat related and there is not enough evidence to support it.  

The Veteran is to be given every opportunity to support the claimed stressor, but it is the Veteran’s responsibility to provide the evidence needed to conduct a search. This evidence should include names, dates (at least month and year), places, and units of assignment (to the battalion or company level).

Conceding the occurrence of a claimed stressor is made on a case-by-case basis after complete analysis of all the evidence of record, including the Veteran’s description of the event.  

Topic 3: Stressor Verification Resources 

Lesson objectives: 

· Using the student Handout and other pertinent references, determine the primary and secondary sources of evidence available to corroborate a stressor claim with 100% accuracy.

· Given the appropriate trainee handouts identify the webpage URL and time periods of documents available when using the Stressor Verification Database with 100% accuracy.
· Given the JSRRC Stressor Verification Guide, select the types of information available from the Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC) with 100% accuracy.
The following topic teaching points support the lesson objectives: 

· Primary and secondary sources and evidence available to corroborate a stressor

· Stressor Verification Database

· Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC)

Resources to Obtain Documentation to Verify In-Service Stressors

Primary Sources of Evidence Used to Corroborate a Claimed In-Service Stressor

Primary evidence, generally considered the most reliable source for verifying in-service stressors, is typically obtained from the

· U.S. Army and Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC) (formerly the U.S. Armed Services Center for Unit Records Research (CURR)) 

· National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) 

· Marine Corps Archives and Special Collections (MCASC), or 

· Compensation and Pension (C&P) Service website links.

Examples of Primary Evidence

Primary evidence may include 

· unit and organizational histories 

· daily staff journals 

· operational reports-lessons learned 

· after-action reports 

· radio logs, deck logs, and ship histories 

· muster rolls 

· command chronology and war diaries 

· monthly summary and reports 

· Information from VBA-sanctioned websites located on the 
PTSD Rating Job Aid website
. 

Note: Generally, documents written or recorded by the lowest possible unit in the chain of the command are the most probative source of information to verify a claimed stressor, because, by nature, they tend to include details of events with greater precision. Examples:

· A company commander's narrative is likely of greater relevance and specificity than a battalion commander's. 

· A Navy ship's deck log would likely yield more probative information than a fleet log. 

Minimum Information Required From the Veteran

At a minimum, the Veteran must provide the following: 

· a stressor that can be documented 

· the location where the incident took place 

· the approximate date (within a two-month period) of the incident, and 

· the unit of assignment at the time the stressful event occurred. 

Secondary Sources of Evidence That May Corroborate a Claimed In-Service Stressor

Carefully review the following secondary sources of evidence for information confirming participation in combat or to otherwise corroborate a claimed in-service stressor:

· military occupational specialty (MOS) evidence (Note: A Veteran's MOS may be specified on his/her DD Form 214, Certificate of Release or Discharge from Active Duty, or in the personnel folder.) 

· hazard pay records (Note: This information may be requested from the Department of Defense Finance and Accounting Service (DFAS).) 

· personnel folder (Note: This information may be requested via PIES.) 

· service treatment records (STRs) 

· performance reports (Note: This information may be requested via PIES.) 

· verification that the Veteran received Combat/Imminent Danger/Hostile Fire Pay (Note: This information may be requested through the Veterans Information Solution (VIS).) 

· buddy statements 

· contemporaneous letters and diaries 

· newspaper archives, and 

· information from Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA)-sanctioned websites, which may be accessed through the 
PTSD Rating Job Aid web site
. 

· All sources of evidence obtained for purposes of stressor corroboration must be fully documented in the file. Example: Print and file pages from a sanctioned website used in the determination of combat participation. 

While confirmation of receipt of Combat/Imminent Danger/Hostile Fire Pay through the VIS alone does not constitute verification of a combat-related stressor, it may, in combination with other evidence, "tip the scales" in favor of the Veteran's assertion of his/her involvement in combat.

Stressor Verification Database

The Stressor Verification Database is located on the C&P Website at http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/21/rating/stressor/general.htm. A Chicago VA Regional Office employee compiled the database over a number of years.

They contain official military documents that were collected from publicly available sources through extensive research efforts. Some information was obtained from the Vietnam Archive at Texas Tech University, which is a storehouse of declassified Department of Defense documents and information.

The database includes military documents from WW II through the Global War on Terror, with the majority of resources being from the Vietnam era.  

The database includes over 2000 PDF format files, with many of them containing multiple individual documents. This provides access to thousands of original declassified military documents.

Even though the majority of resources in the database are from the Vietnam era, emphasize that the database contains military documents from WW II through the Global War on Terror.

Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC)

Corroboration of a claimed stressor at the local level may not always be possible. If not, a request to JSRRC or the Marine Corps will be required.  

All pertinent background information must have been obtained from the Veteran, and military personnel records received, before a request to JSRRC or the Marine Corps can be made.

JSRRC researches Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard records containing historical information on individual units within these branches of service, as well as some personnel records related to stressful events described by the Veteran.  

Primary evidence from JSRRC includes:

· unit and organizational histories 

· daily staff journals 

· operational reports-lessons learned 

· after action reports 

· radio logs 

· deck logs and ship histories 

· muster rolls 

· command chronology 

· war diaries 

· monthly summary, and 

· morning reports.
However, Marine Corps records must be requested from the Marine Corps Archives.  

Emphasize that each facility will provide a summary of its findings but does not evaluate evidence, render opinions, make conclusions, or decide the merits of a claim. 

Records Storage and Search

Most JSRRC records are not stored electronically and must be searched manually. 

Military records are often incomplete. Many records are quite voluminous, which is the reason behind JSRRC’s requirement that the Veteran provide, at a minimum, the 60-day time period in which the claimed stressor occurred. 

Verification Barriers

JSRRC can verify non-combat stressful events, such as plane crashes, explosions, etc.

The following is a list of claimed stressors that are extremely difficult, if not impossible, for JSRRC to verify:

· Events that “almost happened”

· Events involving civilians

· Mistreatment of enemy prisoners

· Sniper attacks

· Events occurring while traveling in a convoy

· Duty as a door gunner
Will We Still Need JSRRC?

· VA Regional Office personnel should take every measure possible to corroborate a veteran’s claimed stressor(s).  
· There will be cases were corroboration will simply not be possible at the local level because VA does not hold all available unit records.  
· If corroboration of a claimed stressor is not possible at the local level, a request to JSRRC is required before the claim can be denied (except for personal trauma claims). 

Topic 4: Evidentiary Requirements

Topic objectives:

Using the student handout, and appropriate regulations and references state the definition of credible supporting evidence with 100% accuracy.

Using the student handout, and appropriate regulations and references state the degree of stressor corroboration required with 100% accuracy.

Using the student handout and the appropriate references, state when a claim for PTSD lacks sufficient evidence and the steps required to initiate a formal finding of unavailability memorandum with 100% accuracy.

Using the student handout and the appropriate regulations and references state the definition of markers used for personal assault stressor verification with 100% accuracy.

The following topic teaching points support the topic objectives:

· Credible Supporting Evidence

· Degree of Stressor Corroboration Required

· Lack of Sufficient Evidence

· Formal Finding of Unavailability Memorandum
· Personal Assault Markers for Stressor Verification

What Constitutes Credible Supporting Evidence?

Credible supporting evidence that an in-service stressor actually occurred includes not only evidence that specifically documents the veteran's personal participation in the event, but evidence that 

· indicates the veteran served in the immediate area and at the particular time in which the stressful event is alleged to have occurred, and 

· supports the description of the event. 

Notes: 

· Evaluate the evidence as a whole to determine whether a stressor is sufficiently corroborated. (See 
Moran v. Principi
, 17 Vet. App. 149 (2003).) 

· Corroborating evidence of a stressor is not restricted to service records, but may be obtained from other sources. (See 
Doran v. Brown
, 6 Vet. App. 283 (1994).) 

· The credible supporting evidence requirement does not necessarily demand the submission of official documentary evidence. 

The Degree of Stressor Corroboration Required
Corroboration of every detail, including the claimant's personal participation in the claimed stressful event, is not required. The evidence may be sufficient if it implies a veteran's personal exposure to the event. 

Examples: 

· When considered as a whole, evidence consisting of a morning report, radio log, and nomination for a Bronze Star may be sufficient to corroborate a veteran's account of an event, even if it does not specifically include mention of the veteran's name. (See 
Suozzi v. Brown
, 10 Vet. App. 307 (1997).) 

· Unit records documenting the veteran's presence with a specific unit at the time mortar attacks occurred may be sufficient to corroborate a veteran's statement that she/he experienced such attacks personally. (See 
Pentecost v. Principi
, 16 Vet. App. 124 (2002).) 
Lack of Sufficient Evidence

If it is obvious that corroboration of a stressor simply is not feasible, a formal finding regarding the lack of sufficient information in the claims folder to document the occurrence of, and the Veteran’s involvement in, the claimed stressful event must be completed by the JSRRC Coordinator. The claim should then be decided based on the evidence of record.
The following table provides guidance of when a Formal Finding of Unavailability Memorandum is required.

	If a Veteran ... 
	Then ... 

	fails to respond within 30 days to the request for information about a claimed stressful event
	refer the case to the JSRRC coordinator to make a formal finding that sufficient information required to corroborate the claimed stressor(s) does not exist.

Reference: For more information on action taken by the JSRRC coordinator, see

· M21-1MR, Part IV, Subpart ii, 1.D.16.a, and 

· M21-1MR, Part IV, Subpart ii, 1.D.16.b. 

	submits insufficient information in response to the initial request for information
	send a 30-day follow-up letter explaining

· what information is missing, and 

· why the information is needed. 

	· fails to respond to the follow-up letter within 30 days, or 

· submits information in response to the follow-up letter that is still insufficient. 
	refer the case to the JSRRC coordinator to make a formal finding that sufficient information required to corroborate the claimed stressor(s) does not exist.


Personal Assault Markers for Stressor Verification

Evidence to support a claim based on assault may be extremely difficult to obtain.  

Markers are defined as:

Markers are isolated events that by themselves have no specific relationship to the traumatic event. 

Markers take on meaning when viewed in the context of other facts and circumstances contemporary to the trauma or harassment. Markers are identified by changes in behavior. 

Discuss the examples of markers and how they can be used to identify that a traumatic event may have occurred. Examples of markers are listed below and can be found in M21-1 MR.III.iv.4.H.30.c.

· Visits to a medical or counseling clinic or dispensary without a specific diagnosis or specific ailment 

· Sudden requests for a change in occupational series or duty assignment without other justification 

· Increased use or abuse of leave without an apparent reason, such as family obligations or family illness 

· Changes in performance and performance evaluations 

· Episodes of depression, panic attacks, or anxiety without identifiable causes 

· Increased or decreased use of prescription medications 

· Increased use of over-the-counter medications 

· Substance abuse such as alcohol or drugs 

· Increased disregard for military or civilian authority 

· Obsessive behavior such as over-eating or under-eating 

· Unexplained economic or social behavior changes 

Breakup of a primary relationship 

Attachment A: Description of Medals and Citations

Reasonably Supportive Evidence of Stressors in Service  

Any evidence available from the service department indicating that the veteran served in the area in which the stressful event is alleged to have occurred and any evidence supporting the description of the event will be made part of the record. If the claimed stressor is related to combat and in the absence of information to the contrary, receipt of any of the following individual decorations will be considered evidence of participation in a stressful episode.

Decorations Issued to Individual Members of the Armed Forces
A. Individual Decorations Denoting Combat Participation
· Air Force Cross

· Air Medal with “V” Device

· Army Commendation with “V” Device

· Bronze Star Medal with “V” Device

· Combat Action Badge

· Combat Action Ribbon

· Combat Aircrew Insignia

· Combat Infantryman Badge

· Combat Medical Badge

· Distinguished Flying Cross

· Distinguished Service Cross

· Joint Service Commendation Medal with “V” Device

· Medal of Honor

· Navy Commendation Medal with “V” Device

· Navy Cross

· Purple Heart

· Silver Star
B. Per FL 05-11 – Other medals recently established that may be used in the verification of stressors:

Global War on Terrorism Expeditionary Medal

Service members who participated in Operation Enduring Freedom or Operation Iraqi Freedom anytime between October 24, 2001 and April 30, 2005 are eligible to receive the Global War on Terrorism Expeditionary Medal if they participated in either operation for 30 consecutive days or 60 nonconsecutive days, or meet one of the following criteria:

· Engaged in actual combat against the enemy under circumstances involving grave danger of death or serious bodily harm, regardless of time in the area of eligibility;
· Were killed, wounded, or injured requiring medical evacuation from the area of eligibility, regardless of time in the area; or
· Participated as a regularly assigned air crew member flying sorties over the area of eligibility, with each day that one or more sorties are flown counting as one day toward the 30 or 60-day requirement.

Global War on Terrorism Service Medal

Service members may be eligible for the Global War on Terrorism Service Medal if they participated in or served in support of Operations Enduring Freedom, Noble Eagle, or Iraqi Freedom for 30 consecutive days or 60 nonconsecutive days, or meet one of the following criteria: 

· Engaged in actual combat, regardless of time in the operation; or

· Were killed, wounded, or injured requiring medical evacuation from the operation.

Afghanistan Campaign Medal

Service members may be eligible for the Afghanistan Campaign Medal if they served in direct support of Operation Enduring Freedom on or after October 24, 2001 to a future date to be determined by the Secretary of Defense or the cessation of the operation. The area of eligibility encompasses all land area of the country of Afghanistan and all air space above the land area. The Department of Defense began issuing this medal on May 1, 2005.

Iraq Campaign Medal

Service members may be eligible for the Iraq Campaign Medal if they served in direct support of Operation Iraqi Freedom on or after March 19, 2003, to a future date to be determined by the Secretary of Defense or the cessation of the operation. The area of eligibility encompasses all land area of the country of Iraq, the contiguous water area out to 12 nautical miles, and all air space above the land area and contiguous water area. Service must have been assigned, attached or mobilized to units operating in these areas of eligibility for 30 consecutive days or 60 nonconsecutive days, or meet one of the following criteria:

· Engaged in combat during an armed engagement, regardless of time in the area of eligibility;

· Wounded or injured while participating in an operation or on official duties and required medical evacuation from the area of eligibility; or

· While participating as a regularly assigned air crewmember flew sorties into, out of, within or over the area of eligibility in direct support of the military operations; each day of operations counts as one day of eligibility.

The effective date for issuance of this medal is May 1, 2005. 

Upon application, any eligible service member may be awarded the Afghanistan or Iraq Campaign Medal as a replacement for a Global War on Terrorism Expeditionary Medal previously awarded. However, no service member shall be entitled to all three medals for the same act, achievement, or period of service. 

A DD Form 214 or other documents contained in the veteran’s Official Military Personnel File should confirm receipt of these medals. The Personnel Information Exchange System (PIES) may also be used to electronically confirm that a veteran received one of these medals. 
C. Appurtenances for Individual Awards
· Oak Leaf Cluster

· Bronze and Silver Stars

· Numerals

· "V" Device

· Arrowhead

· Service Stars

· Fleet Marine Force Operations Insignia

Decorations Issued to Entire Units of the Armed Forces

A. Unit Level Decorations Denoting Combat Participation
Presidential Unit Citation 

· Army

· Navy

· Air Force

· Air Force Outstanding Unit Award with "V" Device

· Air Force Organizational Excellence Award with "V" Device

· Republic of Vietnam Gallantry Cross Unit Citation Badge with Bronze Star

· Valorous Unit Award

B. Appurtenances for Unit Awards
· Oak Leaf Cluster

· Citation Star

· Commendation Star

· Arrowhead Device

Attachment B: Sample Unavailability Finding Memorandum

Department of Veterans Affairs Memorandum 

Date:

From:

RE: Private, John Q.

CSS 999 99 9999

Subj: Formal finding of a lack of information required to corroborate stressor(s) associated with a claim for service connection for PTSD.

To: File

1. We have determined that the information required to corroborate the stressful events described by the Veteran is insufficient to send to the U.S. Army and Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC) and/or insufficient to allow for meaningful research of Marine Corps or National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) records.

2. All procedures to obtain this information from the Veteran have been properly followed. Evidence of written and telephonic efforts to obtain this information is in the file. All efforts to obtain the needed information have been exhausted, and any further attempts would be futile.

3. The following efforts were made in order to obtain the information necessary to corroborate stressful events for the PTSD claim: 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Signature/Position:

Attachment C: Personal Trauma Processing Diagram
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Attachment D: Practical Exercise

SCENARIO 1:  

Veteran’s period of service found on the certified true copy of the DD-214:

EOD: December 3, 1989

RAD: February 10, 2005

MOS: Motor Transport Operator

Other information on DD-214: Service in Kuwait in 1991 assigned to the 3rd Infantry Division

Information found in the STRs:

Diagnosis and treatment for depression with symptoms of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder was found in the STRs.

Claim: Original claim for PTSD received by VA on October 16, 2006 for PTSD. The Veteran states he has received treatment at the VA Medical Center for PTSD since his discharge from the military. He provided a completed VA Form 21-0781, on which he stated he had been in fear of his life while driving in Kuwait.

Claim development: The proper VCAA letter has been completed and mailed to the Veteran. The CAPRI treatment records have been printed and filed down in the c-file.

Is there any further development needed for the claim for PTSD?

Is the claim for PTSD ready for an exam request?

If the claim is ready for an exam request, what information about the stressor must be included in the notes to they physician?

What Regulation did we apply from the 38 CFR in this claim?

SCENARIO 2:

Claim: Veteran submitted an original claim that was received by VA on January 6, 2008 for PTSD due to his service in Kuwait and driving into Iraq delivering materials. Although he was a motor transport operator for the Air Force, he was assigned to the 3rd Infantry division. He further states he was the shotgun rider and that he had several firefights during the convoys back and forth between bases and was in constant fear for his life. The Veteran does not provide any further information on the claim.

Veteran’s pertinent information on the DD-214 obtained from DPRIS:

Branch of Service: Air Force

EOD: June 11, 2002

RAD: June 12, 2006

AFSC:  Mechanic

Other information on DD-214: Global War on Terrorism, Bronze Star

DPRIS personnel records reveal he received a Bronze Star medal for his service in Kuwait while assigned to the 3rd Infantry Division. 

Post Deployment Questionnaire: Were you exposed to gunfire with the enemy? Yes. Were you exposed to IEDs? Yes. Service in Kuwait from December 2004 to July 2006.

Information in the STRs: There were not any treatment records for mental conditions. 

CAPRI is negative for treatment at a VA Facility.

Can we accept his statement and the evidence listed above to proceed with a request for an examination? If not, why? If yes, what pertinent information must be included in the examination request?

What Regulation do we apply from the 38 CFR in this claim?

SCENARIO 3:

Claim: Veteran files a claim received by VA on June 5, 2009 for PTSD stating he was “in fear of his life on September 11, 2001 while assigned at the Pentagon.

DD-214:

EOD: November 1, 1995

RAD: December 9, 2003

Branch of Service: Navy

Rank: Lieutenant

Other information on DD-214: Intelligence Officer

Service Treatment Records: There is not any mental health treatment of record.

CAPRI: The Veteran is not registered with VA Health Administration for treatment.

Is the evidence of record sufficient to request an exam? Why or why not?

If the answer above is yes, what would you include in the exam remarks to the physician?

If the answer above is no, what development is required and what evidence would make the claim sufficient to request the exam?

What regulation in 38 CFR applies to this claim?

SCENARIO 4:

A Veteran submits a claim for service connection for posttraumatic stress disorder and stated the following: ”after an air battle in World War II, my crew of 7 men and I, landed our B-25 Mitchell bomber in Russia, where we were interned.  Fourteen months after being interned, we escaped and made our way to Alaska, and were returned to new units following a short recuperation.   My WD AGO 53-55 (Discharge Certificate) noted the internment. 

Is this statement enough to base an examination request on?  If not, what else must we do before we can request an examination?

SCENARIO 5:

A Veteran claims service connection for posttraumatic stress disorder due to being robbed while leaving a sports bar following a football game.  He stated he was struck, but refused medical treatment and there is a police report.  He provides a poor copy of the report. Records noted the assault occurred 3 months prior to his Honorable discharge.

What other steps need to be taken to verify the event in service?

If the stressor can be verified, what statement must be on the exam request?

What Regulation in 38 CFR supports your decision of the verified stressor?

6. What are the key components for exposure to a traumatic event?

a. The person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others. 

b. The person's response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror.

c. The person was in combat.

d. Both a and b

7. In accordance with 38 CFR 3.304(f), what are the three requirements for service connection to PTSD?

a. Medical evidence diagnosing the condition in accordance with § Sec. 4.125(a) of this chapter

b. A link, established by medical evidence, between current symptoms and an in-service stressor

c. Credible supporting evidence that the claimed in-service stressor occurred

d. All of the above

8. Match the following to the definition:

	A. The evidence establishes that the veteran engaged in combat with the enemy and the claimed stressor is related to that combat.
	1. 38 CFR 3.304(f)(1)

	B. The evidence establishes a diagnosis of posttraumatic stress disorder during service and the claimed stressor is related to that service.
	2. 38 CFR 3.304(f)(2)

	C. Evidence establishes that the veteran was a prisoner-of- war
	3. 38 CFR 3.304(f)(3)

	D. Posttraumatic stress disorder claim is based on in- service personal assault.
	4. 38 CFR 3.304(f)(4)

	E. Stressor claimed by a veteran is related to the Veteran's fear of hostile military or terrorist activity.
	5. 38 CFR 3.304(f)(5)


A. = ______

B. = ______

C. = ______

D. = ______

E. = ______

9. True or False - Primary evidence is considered to be the most reliable source for verifying in-service stressors. 

10. Lay testimony is considered Primary evidence.

a. True

b. False

11. A Memorandum of Unavailability of Records must be completed when the stressor information cannot be confirmed or corroborated. 

a. True

b. False

12. Does every detail of the claimed stressor have to be verified?

a. Yes

b. No

13. Which one of the following defines “Markers” for stressor verification?

a. Markers are isolated events that by themselves have no specific relationship to the traumatic event. 

b. Markers take on meaning when viewed in the context of other facts and circumstances contemporary to the trauma or harassment. 

c. Markers are identified by changes in behavior. 

d. All of the above

May 2011
1

_1362912329.doc


Receive claim







Personal Trauma Development







(PTSD) 







Processing Diagram







YES







Further development may not







be needed.







Send to Rating Specialist to







review/order VA PTSD exam.







NO







Review STRs.







Contain evidence of







trauma, i.e., treatment for







rape, psychiatric records?







Step 1







Send development letter,







questionnaire, VAF 21-4138







& VAF 21-4142







Veteran responds?







Did veteran report any







alternative sources of evidence,







i.e., civilian police reports,







private doctors, rape crisis







centers?







Did veteran report the







incident to military







authorities?







Step 2







Request military personnel file







via PIES using Code 018







NO







YES







Claims file to Rating







Specialist for final







action.







NO







YES







YES







Request







investigative reports







from appropriate







agency.







Begin development







for alternative sources







of evidence.







Examiner must have







         claims file!







Once all available evidence is







     received, claim is ready for







        VA PTSD exam.












