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SPECIAL REVIEW
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"One-VA" VISION

_____________________________________________________________

Department of Veterans Affairs

Office of Policy and Program Assistance 

I.  Executive Overview

In November 1996, the Secretary articulated a desire to have VA focus on  "One-VA" customer service and to work towards becoming a world class 5 star organization.  World class service is defined as, service comparable to the best service provided by public and private sector organizations.  A key element in obtaining this world class status, is to provide seamless service to VA’s customers.  A veteran, when approaching VA for any type of information is entitled to information without multiple referrals or handoffs.  This world class status will be achieved through the following six goals.

· Ease of Access

· Customer Satisfaction

· Courtesy

· Do it Right the First Time

· Prompt Delivery of Services and Benefits

· Effective Outreach

In the spring of 1997, VA issued a contract to Birch & Davis Associates (B & D), Inc.  This contract, Veteran-Focused Business and Information Technology Integration Program – Management and Technical, initiated an effort to establish an information technology (IT) vision to assist the Department in moving in the direction of the Secretary’s "One-VA" vision.  (See Appendix A for a list of deliverables associated with this contract.)

The Office of Information and Technology (OI&T) initiated a review to determine whether B & D had fulfilled the requirements specified in the contract and to assess the progress VA has made to implement the recommendations in the B & D report.  The review team surveyed 13 of the original 28 managers interviewed by the contractor in 1997.  Each manager was asked how they felt about the "One-VA" vision today, and if they had any additional comments. (See Appendix B - Current Comments by VA Managers on "One VA.")

The findings and recommendations contained in this report were developed from three sources: 1) the documentation provided by the contractor as deliverables during the contract; 2) the revalidation of information provided from selected interviewees; and 3) interviews with the Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative (COTR) during the contract.

II.  Architecture

B & D assessed the projects identified in the VA IT Strategic Plan for developing a veteran-centered architecture. B & D provided advice and assistance for managing and implementing the activities associated with the implementation of the "One-VA" vision.   B & D also developed a plan containing a conceptual model of an architecture, guiding principles, and targeted technology issues for congruence with the "One-VA" vision.

Since the issuance of the B & D report, VA has developed and issued a Technical Architecture report with two components: the Technical Reference Model and the VA Standards Profile.  This report is aimed at assisting IT system sponsors and managers with selecting design options and products that promote Department-wide interoperability and information sharing. 

III. Findings and Recommendations

1.  Finding: The contractor provided all specified deliverables.  B & D provided all deliverables according to the terms of the contract.  These deliverables met with the COTR’s approval.  (See Appendix A.) 

Recommendation: VA's management can use the deliverables provided by B & D as guidelines and to identify areas that best support their needs for achieving "One-VA." 

2. Finding:  Response by VA management to B & D's recommendations was slow.  Some VA managers felt that progress was being made toward achieving the "One-VA" vision.  Other managers expressed disappointment with this progress and the fact that some organizations were still pursuing their own agendas.

Recommendation: VA managers will need to accelerate the solutions for achieving the infrastructures necessary for providing this seamless service by "One-VA", and to work closely with each other to resolve the management and coordination challenges to ensure success.  

3.  Finding: The level of customer satisfaction to accomplish the "One-VA" vision has not been determined.   Some managers questioned what level of seamless access to information is really needed for VA’s customers.  Others expressed concerns about what could realistically be achieved considering the budgetary constraints, and the drain on resources from other needed projects. 

Recommendation:  VA managers can work together to determine the level of customer access required to meet the requirements of "One-VA" and then within acceptable budgetary levels, set the priorities of the IT investments needed to meet these requirements.

IV.   Conclusion

Since the Secretary directed the Department to become a more customer focused, VA organizations have identified an IT Vision, outlined in the Department's Information Technology Strategic Plan for FY 2001- FY 2005,  that focuses on making VA appear as one entity for both the customer and employee.   This vision has been expressed as a set of IT enhanced functional capabilities or concepts that fall into 4 categories:

· Customer Service Access Environment

· Internal Data Sharing and Exchange

· External Data Sharing and Exchange

· Customer Service IT Infrastructure

VA organizations are taking the lead on the current and newly planned IT projects that fall within these four categories.  When these projects are completed, they will remove the information and access bottlenecks through a coordinated application of technologies such as the Internet, interactive voice and voice response, and electronic filing and processing of application forms for benefits.  Online access to other government agency systems, paperless interfaces with VA's non-government partners and Department of Defense personnel interfaces will be built that will further enable VA to appear as one organization.

At "One-VA" conferences, attendees have identified and discussed several national and local "One-VA" ideas.  The following chart identifies the top four ideas for each category.  

National Ideas

· Create an integrated computer system for veteran data.

· Market VA.

· Plan for integrating services nationwide, to include collocations and consolidation of service delivery systems.

· Develop a "One-VA" web page that permits veterans to change personal data and submit feedback.



Local Ideas

· Give veterans access to all kinds of information on kiosks at VA facilities.

· Expand outreach through news media.

· Create local VA information teams as central points of contact.

· Collocate VHA, VBA, and NCA services for one-stop service and communications, with a goal of merging the organizations.

Currently, VA organizations are working on plans for providing access to veteran information and developing a "One-VA" employee orientation program for use at all facilities.  The plan for providing access to veteran data will include the type of architecture needed to achieve this goal, alternative approaches and the schedules and costs for each activity.  The "One-VA" employee orientation program will be used to enhance information for both the veteran and VA employee.   A guide will be developed that can be used by each employee to direct a veteran to the correct source for benefits.  A "Learning Map" is planned that will be developed to enhance the knowledge of veterans about their benefits.

Keeping "One VA" a success will require VA organizations to continue to work together, and at the "One-VA" conferences explore and discuss ideas for achieving the "One-VA" vision.  Organizations will need to develop their yearly IT business plans to fit the "One-VA" vision.  Then the information from these business plans will be incorporated into VA's Strategic IT Plan and used to show the relationship of VA's IT investments and how these relationships support the "One-VA" vision.   Only through open communications and planning by all VA organization will "One-VA" be achieved.

Appendix A  - Veteran-Focused Business and Information Technology Integration Program—Management and Technical Support

Deliverable Number
Deliverable
Received

1A
Veteran-focused IT Vision
Jan 1998

1A
Assessment of business plans and projects and make recommendations on linkage between plans and Vision
Draft - 7-2-98

Final – 9-4-98

1B
Plan to coordinate Veteran-centered Architecture, Integrated VA Customer & Business Interchange Plan, and the Vision
Replaced 

1B (new)
Detailed plan to implement the IT Vision
Draft – 6-26-98

Final – 9-11-98

1C
Continually assess the IT Strategic Plan, the plans for developing a veteran-centered IT architecture, and Integrated VA Customer & Business Interchange Plan and provide advice and guidance for implementing and managing these activities.
Replaced

1C New


Assess the projects identified in the IT Vision Implementation Plan, provide advice and assistance for managing and implementing activities associated with implementing the IT Vision, and participate as necessary in meetings and briefings.  Develop necessary briefing materials, papers, and recommendations
9-4-98 

(monthly status report)

1C (addition)
Define a logical data model for a Copy of Record database containing demographic and other pertinent veteran information to serve all VA lines of business.  Candidate systems that could provide the basis for the database will be analyzed and evaluated.
4/30/99

1D
Conduct “workgroup” sessions to obtain agreement on the IT Vision, the direction of the projects or to resolve problems.
Deleted

2A
Written review of architecture conceptual model, guiding principles and targeted technology issues developed by the cross organizational multidisciplinary team for congruence with the IT Vision and IT enable functions described in Dept. level and Admin. Business plans and recommendations for any additional technology issues that should be added.
Completed

2B
Expert technical analysis of critical technologies identified by the team with respect to alternatives, risks, initial and downstream costs, industry trends, current best practices, VA installed base and research and development activities now underway in VA.
Completed

2C


Compilation and assessment of proposed demonstration projects (received as “actionable project packages” that include approach, operational impact, benefits and costs to all participating organizations, schedules, and potential sources of supply) for subsequent VA management review and selection.
Deleted

2D
Ongoing progress reports and year end analyses to evaluate these demonstration projects for VA-wide applicability.
Deleted

3A
An inventory of functions and communication channels; the statement of proposed geographic and organizational “scope” for a demonstration model, to include a project plan and schedule.
Draft 6-9-98

Final 10-23-98

3B
A Statement of Work for a pilot project and a draft report with results, conclusions, and recommendations based on the pilot project.  After review and comment, a final report shall be prepared and briefings conducted for VA senior officials and business line managers.
Draft 6-9-98

Appendix B - Current Comments by VA Managers on "One-VA" 
· I’ve seen pockets of improvements and efforts to work … as one organization.



· Cultural changes of this dimension take considerable time and effort.



· Ideas and underlying motivations are still valid.



· If it had been done, we would have the infrastructure for things more pressing.



· An expensive undertaking…make a judgement on how much customer satisfaction is worth.



· "One-VA" has to be a multi-year effort.



· Convinced that certain "One-VA" information solutions should be embraced across the department.



· When I compare VA’s business operations and information technology landscapes back during the study with today’s circumstances, nothing much has changed.



· Assertions in the contract about what/how VA “ought” to run business operations and … are pretty much the same.



· Each entity in VA is pursuing their own interest.



· Needs to be accelerated and needs a commitment from all VA entities.



· Perspectives on OneVA for information technology remain the same, i.e., Cohesion to disconnected initiatives.



· Don’t believe my views have changed significantly, i.e., One VA presents a transparent organization to veterans.
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