Evaluation of the VA Burial
Benefits Program

FINAL REPORT

August 2008

ICF International




Evaluation of the VA Burial
Benefits Program

FINAL REPORT

August 2008

ICF International
SAG Corporation

VA Office of Policy and Planning



Acknowledgements

This report could not have been completed without the contributions of numerous persons. We
want to thank the many individuals and organizations that were consulted for their expertise,
guidance and inputs. Although it is not possible to mention everyone, a number are mentioned
here for their special contributions.

The following individuals and organizations made significant inputs into the project: OPP
leadership (Pat Dunne, Karen Pane), VBA leadership, NCA leadership and staff (Ron Walters,
Dave Schettler, Steve Muro, Scott Gebhardtsbauer, Bill Jayne, Lindee Lenox, Dennis Menor and
Theresa Fleming), Laura Duke (OMB), Marian Oster (ChoicePoint), Bruce Ripley (VA), the
Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America, the Veterans of Foreign Wars of
the U.S., the Vietham Veterans of America, the VA’s Advisory Committee on Cemeteries and
Memorials, the National Association of State Directors of Veterans Affairs, the Directors of State
Veterans Cemeteries for the states of (New York, Kansas, Kentucky, lowa, Missouri, and New
Jersey) and the International Cemetery, Cremation, and Funeral Association.

We would like to extend a sincere thank you to all core members of the VA team:

VA Core Team: George Fitzelle (COTR), Paige Lowther, Jeffrey Potts, Ronald Cheich,
Thomas Whitworth and Brad Flohr.

The core VA team provided invaluable support and guidance throughout the project and showed
a high level of commitment to this project from start to finish. We would also like to thank
Marcelle Habibion for her direction and support, Edgardo Caparas, Alexandra Wile, Jeannie
Viveiros, Lynn Howell, and Valerie Gilles for their early contributions to the project, and Clarissa
Rodriquez-Coehlo for her work as COTR in the early stages of this evaluation. We acknowledge
the advice of several other important VA employees that included Joe Salvatore, Kathy Tomczak,
Dat Tran, and Mark Bologna.

There were many on the contractor team that need to be mentioned:

The following individuals served as primary authors, editors and analysts for the report:
Chris Spera, John Kunz, Bradford Booth, Ronald Szoc, Steven Baker, Conrad Hertzler,
Federico Garcia, Kevin Wright, Kojo Assasie, Joyce Berg, Kimberly Darling, Abhishek
Saurav, Laura Leach, Boris Rachev, Alejandra Matamala, as well as Pat Mackin and Doug

Christman from SAG.

Special thanks to the individuals who recruited focus group participants and answered veteran
guestions on the telephone:

Jessica Deares, Katherine Giuca, Scott Cassidy, Lisa Mallory-Hodge, Diana Parra, Abhishek
Saurav, and Tjinta May.

Finally, we wish to thank all of the 16,717 veterans who took the time to complete the survey and
the 37 next of kin and 29 funeral directors who participated in the focus groups for their valuable
input. The information they provided was vital to this program evaluation.

John Kunz, Deputy Project Director

Chris Spera, Project Director



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
EXEQCULIVE SUIMMIAIY ...ttt e e e e s e e e e e e e e s a b e e e e eeeas Xii
W [0 To [8 ox 1o o P PPPPR PRI Xii
2 S (1 [0 |V [ 0 1= Xiii
C. StUY MethOdS. ... Xiii
D. STUAY FINAINGS ....eeeiiiieeiiiiiie et e e e e e e e e e e e e s bbb e e e e e e e e e e e e Xiv
E. RECOMMENUALIONS. ...ttt e e e e e e s e e e e e e s nbbeee s XXiii
(OF =T o1 €= o A 1Y o o Yo [0 Yo f o o 1
A .The VA Burial BENEfitS PrOgram ..........oouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiice et 1
B. The Objectives of the EVAlUALION .............ueuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 3
C. Overview of the Evaluation DeSIgN..........coiiiiiiiiiiie e et is s e e e e e e s e e e e e e eeerr e e e e eeeeeenns 4
D. Overview of Data Sources, Methods, and Analytical Techniques .............cccccvvveviiieeeninnnns 9
E. REPOIM OVEIVIEW ..ottt e e e st e e e e e e s e et e e e e e e e 12
Chapter 2: Program MeEASUTEMIENT .........uuuuuiieeiieerieerrrestesstranrrrssrrrrrrrrrrrrrr—————————————. 15
A, SEAtULOry INTENE - GOAIS......coeiiiii i e e e e e e e e e 15
B. Program OutcOmMes and MEASUIES ........oeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeieeeeeeeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeseeneees 24
C. Measurement Of OQULCOMIES .....ccoiiii it 26
Chapter 3: Ensuring Burial Needs Are MEt .........ovvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeieeeeeeeseesseeeseeeseeeseesneeeees 29
A. Adequacy and Reasonableness of the 75-mile Service Area Standard.................ccc....... 29
B. Cremation Only as an Acceptable Burial Option ...........coooiiiiiiiiiiieeiiiieeee e 75
C. Factors Influencing Burial ChOICE.........uuuuuii s 81
D. Methods by which Veterans and their Families Access Information on VA Burial
2T T 15 92
Chapter 4: Memorialization of Veteran Service to Our Nation..........ccccvevvvvvuneinninnninnnn. 101
A. ldentify and Evaluate Challenges in Meeting National Shrine Mandate.......................... 101
B. Adequacy and Impact of Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance ...............c.ccccoennne 120
C. Impact of Presidential Memorial CertifiCates ............cocuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 124
Chapter 5: Monetary Burial BENeFitS ........cooiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 127
A. Feasibility of Cash Payment ...........coooviiiiiiii e e 127
B. Impact of a Financial Means Test on Eligibility for Burial Allowance............ccccccccceeue..... 136
C. Assessment of Burial AlIOWANCE ........ccooeeiiiie i 152
Chapter 6: Conclusions and Recommendations .............uuuuvviiiviiriiiniuiiiirerern... 163
A. Chapter 3: Ensuring Burial Needs are Met ... 163
B. Chapter 4: Memoralization of Veteran Service to our Nation ..............ccccvvvvvvevvieeninnninnnn. 170
C. Chapter 5: Monetary Burial BEnefits ..., 172




TABLE OF CONTENTS

YA o] o] @SNV AT= LA T 0] o £
LT TS 1Y 2P

BIDIOGIAPNY .o e e




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Appendix I: Sampling and NON-Response ANalYSiS......cciciiiiiiiiiiieiiiii e [-i
1. Identification of the Survey Sampling Frame ............oooociiiiiiiiieiiiec e I-1

2. Description of Data Collection Procedures for SUIVeY ..........ccvvvvvveeiieiiieeiieeiieeeeeeeee -7

3. SUNVEY YiICI ..o [-17

4. NON-RESPONSE ANBIYSIS ....eeeiiiiiieiiiiiiiiee ittt e e e e e e e e e e ane [-23

5. RESUIS Of ANAIYSIS....coiiiiiiiiiii ettt aeeeeeenenees I-25
Appendix II: Technical Appendices to Chapters 3-5.......coooiiii l-i
[I-A. Technical Appendix t0 ChAPLEr 3 .........uuviiiiiiriiiiiiieiieeeierrrreer . -1

1. Adequacy and Reasonableness of the 75-Mile Service Area Standard..................... -1

2. Cremation Only as an Acceptable Burial Option..........ccooevvvieiieeiiiiiiieeiieeieeeeeeeeeeeee 11-26

[I-B. Technical AppendiX t0 ChaPLEr 4 .........oooi i 11-563

1. Multivariate ANalySiS ........coooeiiiiiie 11-53

2. Description of Analysis CoNAUCEEd ............uuuiiiiiiiii i 11-53

3. Additional Tables on Factor ANalySiS ...........covviiiiiiiiiiiii e [1-54

[I-C. Technical AppendiX t0 ChapLer 5 .......oooi e [1-55

1. Economic/Cost-Benefit ANAIYSIS .......cvviiiiiiiiieiiiee e [1-55

2. Feasibility of Cash Payment.............cccciiiiiiiiiii e [1-58
Appendix Ill: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits SUIVeY ... [l-i
2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey QUESLIONS .......ccooeeiiiiiiii e, -1
2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Paper SUIVEY .........coviiieiiiieiiiiis et 111-36
2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Information Page ... l-44
2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Webh SUIVEY ... 1-45
Qualitative Analysis of General COmMMENtS............cooeeviiiii e -72
Appendix IV: Survey Tabulation ... IV-i
Service Period Data TabUIAtiONS. .........oiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e V-1
Memorial Service Network (MSN) TabulationS ...........coooiiiiiiiiiiieeie e IV-83
Appendix V: FOCUS Group MaterialS .......cooieiuiiiiiii et e e e anannas V-i
V.1 Purpose for Conducting Focus Groups with Next of Kin and Funeral Directors........... V-1
V.2 Procedure for Selecting PartiCipants ............ccccccvviiiiiiiiieieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e V-1
V.3 Recruitment Of PartiCIPanTS.......ccoicciiiieiiiiei et e e e e e e e e e aeans V-3
V.4 Strategies Used to Increase Participation................cccoi V-8
V.5 Protocol and Informed CONSENt...........covivviiiiiiiiie ettt V-9
V.6 QUAlITALIVE ANAIYSIS. .. ... ettt e e ee e re e eae e e bbb V-17
Appendix VI: Additional Study Data.............coooeeiiii i VI-i
Conjoint Analysis on Additional Symbolic EXPresSions. ......cccoooveeeiieiiiii e, VI-1
Chapter 5 — Income Threshold TeStNG.........coiiiiiiiiii e VI-6
Burial Benefits Summary of ENgIDIlity .........cccouviiiiiii e VI-7
§3.1600 Payment of Burial Expenses of Deceased Veterans ..........ccccccvvevveeeiiiiiieeieenneen. VI-9
(012 0 g 1] (=] o A @ o] o [ g F= L PP VI-13

Vi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Appendix VI ADDreviations ... e VIl-i
APPENdiX VI GIOSSAIY ..ccoi e VIII-i
AppendixX IX: BiblOGraphy ..o IX-i

Vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Exhibit 1-1.
Exhibit 2-1.
Exhibit 2-2.
Exhibit 2-3.
Exhibit 2-4.
Exhibit 2-5.
Exhibit 2-6.
Exhibit 3-1.
Exhibit 3-2.
Exhibit 3-3.
Exhibit 3-4.
Exhibit 3-5.
Exhibit 3-6.

Exhibit 3-7.

Exhibit 3-8.

Exhibit 3-9.

Exhibit 3-10.
Exhibit 3-11.
Exhibit 3-12.

Exhibit 3-13.
Exhibit 3-14.

Exhibit 3-15.

Exhibit 3-16.
Exhibit 3-17.

Exhibit 3-18.

Exhibit 3-19.

Exhibit 3-20.

Exhibit 3-21.

Exhibit 3-22.

Primary Research QUESTIONS...........uuiviiiiiiiiieiieeeieeeeeeeveeeseeeeeeeeaeeseeseseesseesseeseeeeeees
Congressional Acts, Public Laws, and Executive Orders Affecting Veterans ...
First National Veterans Cemeteries. ... ....ouuvriiiiiiiiieiieiieiiiieeieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e
Objectives for Strategic Goal 3: Honoring, Serving, and Memorializing

V=] (== PP
Objectives for Strategic Goal 4: Contributing to the Nation's Well-Being............
VA Strategic Plan Performance MeasUreS...........ccovvvveviiiiiiiieeeeeeiiiiee e
Study Results to IMprove OULCOMES.........cccoiiiiiiiiiiiee e,
lllustration of Overlapping Nature of the 75-mile Service Areas around

National and State Veteran Cemeteries ............uuuuuuiiiieeiieeiiiiiiieiiieeieeeeeeeeeeeneeennee.
Approaches to Estimating Percent of Veterans Served by a VA Burial

(@110 o PP PP PP PO PPPPPPP
lllustration of Application of Thiessen Polygons to Make Each Service Area
MULUAIY EXCIUSIVE ...c.cvviiiii ettt e e e e ae s
Spouses’ Linear Distance to Actual Burial Location Descriptive Statistics for
AMAS and BOSS
Distance From Veteran Decedent Home to Veteran Burial Location in

PrVALE COMEIEIIES ....iiiiiie ettt e e e e e e e e e e anne
Distance From Veteran Decedent Home to Veteran Burial Location in
National/State Cemeteries
For Those who Selected a Private Cemetery: Distance From Veteran
Decedent Home to Nearest National or State Veterans Cemetery AMAS
o 0] 0 £
For Those who Selected VA Cemetery Burial: Distance From Veteran
Decedent Home to Nearest National or State Veterans Cemetery: BOSS
o0 0 £
Choice of Burial Location by Distance to Nearest National or State

Veterans Cemetery
Logistic Regression Model: All MSNS.........uiiiiiiiiiieee e
Logistic Regression Model: MSN1 (Philadelphia only)..........ccccovviiiiiiiiiiinninnnnen.
Predicted Probability of Choosing Burial in a National or State Veterans
Cemetery by Distance: All MSN's and MSN 1 (Philadelphia)...........ccccccceeeinnnnns
Drive Time Descriptive Statistics from AMAS and BOSS Sampled Records......
Drive Time From Veteran Decedent Home to Veteran Burial Location in
PrVALE COMEIEIIES ....iiiiiie ettt e e e e e e e e e e aannes
Drive Time From Veteran Decedent Home to Veteran Burial Location in
National or State Veterans CemMELErES .......cuuuviieiiiiiiiiiieieie e
Correlation Between Distance and Drive Time in the AMAS/BOSS File.............
Sampled Veterans Cemeteries Serving Urban Areas: Average Driving
DIy r= T Lot L= g o B T 0 T
Sampled Veterans Cemeteries Serving Suburban Areas: Average Driving
DS = L g Te =T =T Lo I I 1
Sampled Veterans Cemeteries in Rural Areas: Average Driving Distances

AN TIMES e
Served and Unserved Areas In and Around Cocoa, Florida: 75-Mile Service
Area StaNArd .........oovuiiii e
Served and Unserved Areas In and Around Cocoa, Florida: 65-Mile Service
Area Standard
Served and Unserved Areas In and Around Cocoa, Florida: 55-Mile Service

Y == TS = 1o = T o P

viii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Exhibit 3-23.

Exhibit 3-24.

Exhibit 3-25.

Exhibit 3-26.

Exhibit 3-27.

Exhibit 3-28.

Exhibit 3-29.

Exhibit 3-30.

Exhibit 3-31.

Exhibit 3-32.

Exhibit 3-33.

Exhibit 3-34.

Exhibit 3-35.
Exhibit 3-36.

Exhibit 3-37.
Exhibit 3-38.
Exhibit 3-39.
Exhibit 3-40.

Exhibit 3-41.
Exhibit 3-42.
Exhibit 3-43.
Exhibit 3-44.
Exhibit 3-45.
Exhibit 3-46.
Exhibit 3-47.
Exhibit 3-48.
Exhibit 3-49.
Exhibit 3-50.
Exhibit 3-51.
Exhibit 3-52.
Exhibit 3-53.
Exhibit 3-54.

Exhibit 3-55.

Exhibit 3-56.
Exhibit 3-57.

Number and Percent of Veterans Served Under a 75-Mile Linear Distance

Standard: 2010 and 2015 ... 62
Number and Percent of Veterans Served Under a 65-Mile Linear Distance
Standard: 2010 and 2015.........ooouiiiiiiiie e 62
Number and Percent of Veterans Served Under a 55-Mile Linear Distance
Standard: 2010 and 2015 ... 62
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 75-Mile Standard................................ 64
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 75-Mile Standard..............ccccccceeeenee. 65
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 65-Mile Standard................................ 66
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 65-Mile Standard..............ccccccceeeeneeee. 67
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 55-Mile Standard................................. 68
Top 10 Locations in 2010 With the Largest Concentration of Veterans Not

Served by an Existing VA Burial Option: 55-Mile Standard................................ 69
Number of Veterans in the Top 5 Unserved Locations in 2010 Who Would be
Served Under 3 Drive Time Standards.............oooooiiiiii 71
Areas Unserved in 2010 Meeting a Population Threshold of 110,000 Within a

75 Mile RAiUS.....cccoe i 72
Areas Unserved in 2010 Meeting a Population Threshold of 90,000 Within a

T5 Mile RAIUS.....coo o 73
Veterans Indicating Burial in Cremation Only Cemetery is Acceptable............... 76
Key Demographic Variables in Explaining Acceptance of Cremation Only

= LU= LI @0 o o 77
Impact of Religion on Acceptance of Cremation Only Burial Option ................... 78
Impact of Region (MSN) on Acceptance of Cremation Only Burial Option ......... 78

Impact of Period of Service on Acceptance of Cremation Only Burial Option.....79
Multivariate Logistic Regression Results: Top Predictors of Acceptance of

Cremation Only Burial OptioN............eeeiiiieiiiiiiiiiieeeee e 80
Veteran Burial Preferences ... 82
Impact of Demographic Variables on Burial Choice.............cccccviiiiiiiierceieiiinnn. 83
Impact of Religion on Burial ChOICE ..............uvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiiiiviiesiiveveeeeeeeeenn, 83
Impact of Region (MSN) on Burial ChOICe............ooiiiiiiiiiiiie e 84
Impact of Career Years on Burial ChoiCe...........ccovvvviiiiiiii e, 84
Influencers of Burial Choice for Those Who Prefer Casket Burial....................... 85
Influencers of Burial Choice for Those Who Prefer Cremation...........ccccccevveeee.... 85
Multivariate Logistic Regression Results: Preference for Cremation .................. 86
Veteran Burial Location Preferences...........ccccoovviiiiiieeeeeeeeeee 87
Impact of Demographic Variables on Burial Location...............ccccviviviieieininnnnee. 88
Impact of Period of Service on Burial Location...............coevvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiieiieeeeee. 88
Impact of Age on Burial LOCAtION...........ccuuuiiiiiiieiiceece e 89
Impact of Career Years on Burial LOCatioN.............ccovvvvvveiviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiieeeeeeeeeee, 89
Multivariate Logistic Regression Results: Likelihood of Choosing Burial in
National/State Veterans CeMELEIY ..........ouuuiiiieiiiieiiieiiiieieeeieeeeeeeeeeenreeeeeeneeennnennee 90
Sources of Burial Benefits Information Used by Veterans for Burial Benefits

in Descending Frequency Of SEleCtioN ............uviviiiiiiiiiii e 93
Sources of Burial Benefits Information by Period of Service.....................oooo. 95
Sources of Burial Benefits Information by Veteran Disability Rating.................... 96




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Exhibit 3-58.

Exhibit 4-1.
Exhibit 4-2.
Exhibit 4-3.
Exhibit 4-4.
Exhibit 4-5.

Exhibit 4-6.
Exhibit 4-7.

Exhibit 4-8.

Exhibit 4-9.

Exhibit 4-10.

Exhibit 4-11.

Exhibit 4-12.

Exhibit 4-13.
Exhibit 4-14.
Exhibit 4-15.
Exhibit 4-16.

Exhibit 4-17.
Exhibit 4-18.
Exhibit 4-19.
Exhibit 4-20.

Exhibit 5-1.

Exhibit 5-2.

Exhibit 5-3.

Exhibit 5-4.

Exhibit 5-5.

Exhibit 5-6.

Exhibit 5-7.

Exhibit 5-8.

Information Sources by Knowledge of Specific Benefits Before This Survey...... 98

National Shrine Mandate Performance MeasUures...........cc.uuvvvvevereireenniennennnennne 102
Appearance Ratings Correlation MatriX...............euueeruemeuimemieriiieiiieeiiineeeenenn. 104
National Cemetery Appearance RatiNgS ............uuvvrruuriiiiiiiniiiiiiiiiienii.. 104
Recommend Cemetery to Veteran FamiliesMultivariate Regression

ST U £ 107
Recommend Cemetery to Veteran Families Multivariate Regression Results

by MSN: Standardized Coefficients ([3) ........uuruueimiiiiiceeeie e, 107
Performance Summary of High and Low Performing Cemeteries..................... 108
Multivariate Regression Results: Recommend Cemetery to Veteran

Families (Highest and Lowest Performing Cemeteries) ..........uuvvvvvvvvvvvvvnvvinnnnnns 110
Selected National Cemetery Administration (NCA) Performance

IMIBASUIES ...ttt ettt e e e e et e ettt e e e e e e e ee bbb e e e e e e e eenbennas 112
Historical and Projected Interments in National Cemeteries (Veterans and

Family Members) — 2003 through 2030.........cceiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 113
Historical and Projected Cumulative Gravesites in National Cemeteries —

2003 through 2030 ......ceveeiieeeeeeieeiieeee e e e e e e e s s e e e e e e e s s reeaaeens 114
Annual Number of Interments in National Cemeteries by Type of Burial —

2003 through 2030 ......ceveeiiiiieeeiai e e 115
Annual Change in the Number of Gravesites in National Cemeteries by

Type of Burial — 2003 through 2030 ..., 116
2T U LTI O o o o = 117
Population Projections by Region Population 65 Years or Older ...................... 118
Population Projections by VA MSN Population 65 Years or Older.................... 118
Projects at National Cemeteries Required to Maintain National Shrine

SEALUS — 2002 ..oeeiieeee ettt e e e e e e e ra e e e e e e araaaeas 119
Importance of Various Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance....................... 121
Feelings of Veterans About Headstones and Markers............cccccvvvvvvvvviivinnnnnns 122
Importance of Various Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance....................... 123
Feelings of Veterans About the Presidential Memorial Certificate .................... 125

Acceptance of Private Cemetery (in Lieu of a National or State Cemetery)

if Family Could Receive Help to Defray Additional Cost: Gross

= 0 0T Y o 0] T 128
Acceptance of Private Cemetery (in Lieu of a National or State Cemetery)

if Family Could Receive Help to Defray Additional Cost: Choice

OF CRIMEBTLETY ...t e e e e e e e s e s 129
Acceptance of Private Cemetery (in Lieu of a National or State Cemetery)

if Family Could Receive Help to Defray Additional Cost (by Burial

PrEfEIEINCE) ...t 129
Acceptance of a National or State Veterans Cemetery if Cremation Was the

Only Burial Option Available.............couuiiiiiiiice e 130
Number of Veterans Eligible for Cash Payment Program - 2008

through 2030 ... 132
Potential Financial Obligation for Cash Payment Program - 2010

through 2030 ... 133

Comparison of the Cost to Construct One New National Cemetery with the
Cost of the Cash Payments Made in Lieu of Construction of New National
CRIMELETIES ..ttt e e s e e 135
Disability Pension Rate Table as of December 1, 2007 .........coovvvvvvvvvvvvvvreennnene. 137




TABLE OF CONTENTS

Exhibit 5-9.

Exhibit 5-10.
Exhibit 5-11.
Exhibit 5-12.
Exhibit 5-13.
Exhibit 5-14.
Exhibit 5-15.
Exhibit 5-16.
Exhibit 5-17.
Exhibit 5-18.
Exhibit 5-19.
Exhibit 5-20.
Exhibit 5-21.
Exhibit 5-22.
Exhibit 5-23.
Exhibit 5-24.
Exhibit 5-25.
Exhibit 5-26.

Exhibit 5-27.

Exhibit 5-28.

Exhibit 5-29.

Exhibit 5-30.
Exhibit 5-31.

Exhibit 5-32.

Exhibit 5-33.

Exhibit 5-34.

Exhibit 5-35.

Exhibit 5-36.

Death Pension MAPR Table as of December 1, 2007 ...........cccccuviieeeeeeenninnnnne. 138
VA Medical Care Means Test Thresholds, 2008..........cccoooeeviieiiieieieiiieeie e, 139
Veteran-Reported Eligible Family IncOme ..o 141
Eligibility Rates by INCOME LEVEIS ..........evviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieviveiieevvveeveevvren e 142
Number of Eligible Veterans by Year and Income Threshold...............ccccvvvvnne. 143
Number of Families that Lose Eligibility by Income Threshold, 2008 — 2017 .... 143
Number of Burial Benefits by Year and TYpe ........ooovviiiiiiiiiiiiieiccin e, 144
Adjusted Total Expected Claims, 2008 — 2017..........cccccevvvvveiiiiiiiiiiieeieeeeeee, 145
VBA Income Eligibility Determination COSIS.........cuuviiiiiieeiiiiiiiiiieeee e 145
Number of Additional Administrative Staff..............ccccveeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiens 145
Total Expected VA Administrative Costs, 2008 — 2017 ............cceeeeeeeeieeeeeeeen. 146
Actual Claims as a Percent of Projected Deaths............ccccoovviiiiiiiiiiiiniiiiiien, 146
Total Expected Claims Paid if Median ($40,000) Threshold Adopted............... 147
Total Expected Claims Paid if Mean ($51,059) Threshold Adopted.................. 147
Total Expected Claims Paid if 75" Percentile ($65,000) Threshold Adopted.... 148
Total Expected Claims Paid If No Threshold is Adopted.............ccccevviii. 148
Additional Total Cost to Families of Applying, 2008 — 2017 .........ccccvceeiieeenennns 149
Expected Total Costs by Threshold Levels, 2008 — 2017 (Current Dollars
Adjusted for INFIAtIoN) ..........ueiiiiee e 149
Expected Cost Savings by Threshold Level, 2008 — 2017 (Current Dollars
Adjusted for INFIAtiON) .........oovviiiiiiiiie e ——————————— 150
Service-Connected Death Burial Benefits as a Percentage of Total Burial
2T T 1S 151
Annual Percent Change in Consumer Price Index for Funeral Expenses and

All Items: 1973 through 1977 and 1987 through 2007 .............cvvveevvvvvvievinnnnnnn. 154
Median Funeral Costs at Private Cemeteries by Item...........ccccccvviiiiiiiiiiiiinnnnns 155
Service-Connected Burial Allowance, Average Funeral Cost, and Adjusted

Burial Allowance to Original Percent of Average Funeral COStS ..........cccvvvvvnns 156
Non-Service Connected Burial Allowance, Average Funeral Cost, and

Adjusted Burial Allowance to Original Percent of Average Funeral Costs ........ 157
Plot Allowance, Average Cost of Burial Plot, and Adjusted Allowance to

Original Percent of Average Funeral COStS..........ouuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 157
Actual and Projected Burial and Plot Obligations Applying Adjusted

Allowances — Scenario 1 (Allowances Not Adjusted for Inflation) ..................... 158
Actual and Projected Burial and Plot Obligations Applying Adjusted

Allowances — Scenario 2 (Allowances Adjusted for Inflation)............ccccoecvvnenee. 158
Average Funeral Cost at Private and National/State Cemeteries ..................... 159

Xi



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A. Introduction

The mission of the VA Burial Benefits Program—administered by the National Cemetery
Administration (NCA) and the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA)—is to honor veterans and
their families with burial benefits that commemorate their service to our nation. The VA Burial
Benefits Program accomplishes this mission by:

A Interring eligible veterans and their family members in national cemeteries and
maintaining the cemeteries as National Shrines

A Providing headstones and markers to veterans anywhere they are interred (e.g.,
national, state, public, and private cemeteries)

A Providing Presidential Memorial Certificates to families and friends of deceased, eligible
veterans.

Supporting the burial options of veterans through the State Cemetery Grants Program

Offering burial and plot allowances to veterans that meet eligibility requirements.

NCA oversees the operations, improvement, and planning for 125 national cemeteries and 33
other cemetery properties across the country. NCA is committed to providing timely and
compassionate services to veterans and their families by meeting their burial needs and by
offering symbolic expressions of remembrance. Toward that end, NCA operates the Memorial
Programs Service, which oversees both the administration and processing of government
headstones/markers and Presidential Memorial Certificates (PMCs). VBA administers cash
payments to families of eligible veterans for burial (burial and plot allowances), furnishes U.S.
flags to next of kin, and disseminates information to the veteran community on burial benefits.

Currently, VA manages 2.8 million gravesites at its 158 properties. Veterans of every war and
conflict in America’s history, from the Revolutionary War to the Global War on Terror, are
interred in VA’s national cemeteries.

The current set of burial benefits includes a gravesite in one of 125 national veteran cemeteries,
opening and closing of the grave, perpetual care, a Government headstone or marker, a U.S.
flag, and a PMC. A Government headstone or marker is also provided to veterans that choose
burial in a state or private cemetery or other appropriate burial location. These benefits are
available at no cost to the family. In addition, VA funds the establishment, improvement, and
expansion of state veteran cemeteries operated and maintained by states. VA also provides a
burial allowance and the reimbursement of certain burial expenses for veterans who meet
eligibility requirements.

Burial benefits are available for spouses and dependents buried in national and state veteran
cemeteries. These include burial with the veteran, perpetual care, and the spouse or
dependent’s name and date of birth and death inscribed on the veteran’s headstone, at no cost
to the family.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

B. Study Purpose

The purpose of the program evaluation study is to conduct an objective third-party evaluation of
the VA Burial Benefits Program to provide empirically sound and statistically valid data to
address two overarching goals:

A The first goal of the program evaluation is to determine whether the program is achieving
its expected outcomes (e.g., meeting the burial needs of veterans and their family
members; maintaining national cemeteries as national shrines).

A The second goal of the program evaluation is to identify the program’s impact on
veterans and their families (e.g., providing veterans with adequate information on burial
benefits; providing meaningful symbolic expressions of remembrance).

VA'’s Office of Policy and Planning contracted with ICF International, the prime contractor for the
study, with support from SAG Corporation as a subcontractor to: (1) Assess the adequacy and
effectiveness of the current policies and procedures that comprise the VA Burial Benefits
Program; (2) Estimate the type and extent of burial needs for the future; (3) Assess the need for
or interest in new symbolic expressions of remembrance and/or modify the current symbolic
expressions available; and (4) Assess the need for additional performance measures that can
be used to measure results with targets put in place by VA.

The ten research questions are organized by report chapters as shown below in Exhibit i-1. The
evaluation provides results and recommendations associated with each of these research
guestions.

Exhibit i-1.
Primary Research Questions

Research Questions

Chapter 3 — Ensuring Burial Needs Are Met
Adequacy and reasonableness of the 75-mile Service Area Standard
Cremation only as an acceptable burial option
Factors influencing burial choice
Methods by which veterans and their families access information on VA Burial Benefits

Chapter 4 — Memorialization of Veteran Service to Our Nation
Identify and evaluate challenges in meeting national shrine mandate
Adeguacy and impact of symbolic expressions of remembrance
Examine impact of Presidential Memorial Certificate
Chapter 5 — Monetary Burial Benefits

Feasibility of cash payment
Impact of a financial means test on eligibility for burial allowance
Assessment of burial allowance

C. Study Methods

To address the study objectives, the evaluation used a multi-method approach to collect and
analyze a wide array of data. This included conducting the 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits
Survey, which yielded data from 16,717 veterans. In addition, focus groups and structured
interviews with family members and funeral directors were conducted at five locations across
the country. The evaluation used a variety of data analysis techniques such as geographic
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information systems analysis (GIS), regression, and secondary data analysis to provide
answers to each of the research questions.

D. Study Findings
|. Adequacy and Reasonableness of the 75-mile Service Area Standard

The current VA policy is to establish new national cemeteries in areas where the unserved
veteran population is at least 170,000 within a 75-mile radius to ensure adequate veteran and
family access. The current study examined the adequacy and reasonableness of the current 75
mile standard and evaluated several potential alternatives for how VA'’s ability to serve veterans’
burial needs might be changed. Specifically, the evaluation examined the following alternatives:

Changing the linear distance from 75 miles to another distance standard

Replacing the linear distance standard with a drive time standard

Changing the veteran population threshold needed to establish a new national cemetery
from 170,000 to another threshold standard.

Considering all alternatives, the evaluation sought to recommend an “ideal” service area
standard in terms of a time and/or distance criterion and a population threshold. The findings
are summarized below by key area.

Measuring the percent served

A Based on current Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, the program
evaluation concluded that VA’s current methodology of measuring the percent served by
a VA burial option needs to be enhanced in the following ways, which were employed for
the program evaluation:

- The first refinement is that Census tracts rather than counties are employed as
the fundamental geographic identifier in the enhanced approach. Census tracts
are “small, relatively permanent statistical subdivisions of a county” that average
about 4,000 inhabitants. As a building block of Census geography, Census
tracts allow more detailed analysis of population data than counties, but also
have the advantage of precise aggregation to the county level. Unlike zip-codes,
Census tracts never overlap county boundaries; the sum of the veterans
estimated to live within in a county’s nested Census tracts is equal to the county-
level veteran population. The advantage of using Census tracts as the main
geographic identifier is that this method allows for a much larger number of
potential locations to be tested during the process of judging where to place a
new cemetery so that it will serve the largest number of veterans.

- A second refinement relates to the method used to avoid double counting
veterans who live within the 75-mile service area of two or more cemeteries. The
enhanced method adds additional clarity through the creation of Thiessen
polygons around each of the cemeteries, allowing each service area to remain
mutually exclusive for counting purposes. Thiessen polygons are generated from
a set of sample points. Each Thiessen polygon defines an area of influence
around its sample point, such that any location inside the polygon is closer to that
point than any of the other sample points.

Xiv



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

- The third major refinement for estimating the percent served relates to the criteria
used to determine how many veterans should be considered served who live in a
Census tract that is only partially contained within the service area of an existing
cemetery. The enhanced approach to estimating the percent served within each
75 mile service area—proportional overlay—replaces the current “rule of thumb”
approach used by VA with a more systematic methodology for counting veterans.
Proportional overlay capitalizes on modern GIS techniques that allow only
veterans living inside the service area to be counted, while excluding those living
beyond 75 miles of the cemetery.

The relationship of distance to veterans’ choice of burial location

A The analyses conducted indicated that distance is a major factor in making burial
choices. Most veterans are buried quite close to their surviving spouses; 92 percent of
veterans buried in private cemeteries and 51 percent of veterans buried in national or
state veteran cemeteries are buried within 20 miles of the spouse.

A The analyses conducted indicated that those buried in national or state veteran
cemeteries are buried significantly further (19.2 miles) from the residence of their spouse
than those buried in a private cemetery (3.8 miles).

A Regression analysis revealed that there is a strong propensity to take advantage of a VA
burial option among those living close (i.e., within 20 miles) to a national or state
veterans cemetery, and a low usage rate for those who live beyond the current service
area standard (i.e., 75 miles). Among the sample, propensity declines steadily with
every increase of about 5 miles, until about the 35 mile range, then drops more rapidly.

A Regression analysis indicated that veterans’ distance to the nearest national or state
veterans cemetery matters a great deal in all MSNs, but its impact on veteran’s choice of
burial location is strongest for those in the northeastern U.S. (MSN 1). Whereas an
increase of about five miles from the nearest national or state veterans cemetery is
associated with a 5 percent decline in propensity to select burial in a national or state
veterans cemetery for all MSNs, in MSN 1 (Philadelphia region), the same increase in
distance is associated with a decline of 7 percentage points.

Relationship of distance, drive time, and choice of burial location

A GIS analysis indicated that 95 percent of families choosing a private cemetery live within
a 45-minute drive of the cemetery in comparison to only 67 percent of families choosing
a VA burial option.

A Correlation analysis indicated that drive time is so closely related to linear distance that
one could serve as a proxy for the other for nearly any measurement purpose
(correlation, r =.92). While in theory drive time would seem to promise a fairer metric on
which to base the service standard, in practice, this high correlation means that drive
time provides VA very little information that is not already captured by linear distance.

A Analysis of next of kin drive times to the nearest national or state veterans cemetery in a
sample of three different communities (urban, suburban, and rural) indicated that within
two hours, next of kin from all three types of communities can travel to a national
cemetery within 75 miles of their residence. Should VA consider a drive time standard, a
two hour standard would be a good candidate because it is the closest approximation to
the current 75-mile distance standard. However, there are several shortcomings with a
drive time standard, which include:
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- Adrive time standard will naturally lead many veterans and next of kin to
consider whether it has been calculated correctly by VA.

- No matter what data source is used, the personal experience of some veterans
will differ from the calculated drive time. They are likely to question, with merit,
that their personal experience of bad roads, traffic conditions, etc. has not been
considered by VA.

- Currently there is no national data source that accurately captures the real-time,
frequently changing driving conditions that impact an individual’s actual drive
time. Current data sources and methods provide only averages based on road
speeds, and can become quickly outdated without frequent updates requiring
substantial resources including personnel, technology, and time. A drive time
standard does not meet the need for reliability, and would be highly resource
intensive to continuously update and maintain.

Current service area: 75-mile service area standard

A The five largest concentrations of veterans in 2010 not served by a VA burial option
under the current 75-mile standard are centered in and around Charleston, WV,
Schuyler, NE, Tallahassee, FL, La Crosse, WA, and Houghton Lake, MI.

A None of the above locations currently meet the population threshold for the
establishment of a new national cemetery because they do not meet the veteran
population threshold of 170,000.

A No location in the U.S. will meet the criteria for the establishment of a new national
cemetery under the current service area standard (i.e., 75 miles, 170,000 veterans) until
2015, at which time only one community, the St. Louis, MO metropolitan area, will reach
the population threshold of 170,000, due to the closing of Jefferson Barracks National
Cemetery (scheduled to close in or around 2017). Our GIS analysis revealed that the
optimal Census tract to host a new cemetery for this region (if the current cemetery is
not expanded) is at or near Crystal City, MO.

Alternative service area standards (65 and 55 miles)

A A 65- or 55-mile service area standard will reduce the percent of veterans served by a
VA burial option nationally. A linear distance standard of 65 miles will reduce the
percent served to 82.4 percent in 2010, and a 55-mile standard will reduce the percent
served to 74.1 percent in 2010.

A The five largest concentrations of veterans in 2010 not served by a VA burial option
under a 65-mile alternative standard are centered in and around Hamden, OH, Ventura,
CA, Cocoa, FL, Jones, OK, and Scribner, NE. However, none of these communities
meet the current 170,000 population threshold.

A The five largest concentrations of veterans in 2010 not served by a VA burial option
under a 55-mile alternative standard are centered in and around Moorpark, CA (near Los
Angeles), Logan, OH (outside Columbus and midway between Cincinnati and
Cleveland), Attica, NY, Lake Huntington, NY, and Orlando, FL. Two of these areas
would immediately meet the criteria for the establishment of a new national cemetery
under a population threshold of 170,000: Moorpark, CA and Logan, OH.
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Alternative population thresholds

A Very few areas will meet the criteria for a new national cemetery between 2010 and
2030 regardless of whether a 75-, 65-, or 55-mile standard is in effect, because they will
not meet the 170,000 veteran population threshold.

A Several areas with relatively large numbers of veterans (i.e., more than 110,000) will
remain unserved by a VA burial option if the veteran population threshold is not reduced.

A Lowering the population threshold to 110,000 would allow several areas to “qualify” for a
new national cemetery under any of the three distance alternatives.

A Revising the population standard will not rollback progress VA has made over the last
decade in gradually increasing the percent of veterans served. By contrast, reducing the
linear distance standard would substantially reduce the percent served nationally, as
would switching to a drive time standard any lower than 2.5 hours.

A Adjusting the population threshold downward from 170,000 would link VA policy to
current and future demographic changes in the veteran community (e.g., migration,
death rates, military discharges) more effectively than adjusting the area component of
the service standard. That is, as the veteran population begins to decline, so should the
threshold.

Il. Whether Cremated Remains Only is an Acceptable Burial Option

VA'’s service area standard is currently measured and defined as the percentage of veterans
living within a 75-mile radius of an open national or state veterans cemetery, including national
cemeteries which accept only cremated remains. The proportion of cremation-only cemeteries
may increase in future years as the inventory of casket gravesites at existing national
cemeteries declines, and some cemeteries close to new casketed interments. This trend,
however, is balanced by the likelihood that VA will continue to build new national cemeteries to
maximize the percentage of veterans served, expand existing cemeteries by acquiring adjacent
land, and introduce new burial options for veterans as appropriate. However, the service
standard leaves open the issue of whether cremation-only cemeteries are “serving” the veteran
community in cases where the veteran may not prefer cremation.

Based on this policy issue, the following research questions were addressed: 1) what
percentage of veterans would consider themselves served and unserved if cremation was their
only burial option at a national or state veterans cemetery?; 2) what are the demographic
profiles of veterans who would consider themselves served and unserved by a cremation-only
burial option?

The primary findings for the sub-group of interest (i.e., veterans preferring burial in a
national/state veterans cemetery) were:

A Approximately 68 percent would accept cremation if it was the only burial option
available at the nearest national/state veterans cemetery.

A The demographic and social factors most related to acceptance of a cremation-only
burial included: religion, Memorial Service Network (region), and service period. More
specifically, among veterans preferring burial in a national/state veterans cemetery,
veterans with no declared religion are approximately 3 times as likely to accept burial in
a national or state veterans cemetery that provides cremation as the only burial option
than veterans with a declared religion. Among veterans preferring burial in a
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national/state veterans cemetery, veterans in Memorial Service Network (MSN) 5
(Oakland) and veterans that served in the Navy are each approximately 1.5 times as
likely to accept burial in a national or state veterans cemetery that provides only
cremation, compared to other veterans.

lll. Factors Influencing Burial Choice

VA provides both casket and cremation burial options for veterans. To plan for providing
sufficient burial options, VA must stay current with the burial preferences of veterans, and the
factors that influence them (e.g., region of the country).

Based on this policy issue, the program evaluation set out to answer the following questions: 1)
what is the role of religion, culture, familial practices, generational differences, and geographic
location on veterans’ burial choices?; 2) what would be the impact on VA if new services were
implemented to address veteran preferences not currently served?

The primary findings are:

A The nationally representative survey conducted for this evaluation found that VA meets
the burial choices of almost all veterans, as approximately 85 percent of veterans plan to
select casket or cremation at their time of need. Of the remaining veterans, 12 percent
either do not know what they plan for burial or skipped answering the question on the
survey, leaving only 3 percent of veterans indicating mausoleum.

A An analysis on the sub-group of veterans who prefer either casket or cremation indicated
that veterans with no declared religion are approximately 4.3 times as likely to prefer
cremation, veterans from MSN 5 (Oakland Memorial Service Network) are 1.9 times as
likely to prefer cremation, and female veterans are 1.8 times as likely to prefer
cremation, compared to their respective counterparts. In terms of attitudinal factors,
veterans who indicated that cost was influential in their decision around burial choice
were 2.5 times as likely to select cremation as compared to veterans who said cost was
not influential.

A Approximately 43 percent of all veterans said they were likely to choose burial in a
national/state veterans cemetery, with the largest demographic factors being service
period, age, and career years. Specifically, younger veterans are more likely to prefer
burial in a national/state veterans cemetery (52 percent of 20-39 year olds), as
compared to older veterans (34 percent of veterans 80+ years in age).

A The regression analysis on survey respondent data indicated that non-demographic
factors (e.g., cost, preferences of family) play a much larger role in the selection of burial
location than do demographic factors. A significant finding from this analysis is that
veterans with a strong connection to or affiliation with the military are 7 times as likely to
prefer burial in a national or state veterans cemetery, compared to other veterans.

IV. Methods by which Veterans and their Families Access Information on VA
Burial Benefits

The Improvement of Veterans Outreach Programs enacted December 27, 2001 (Public Law
107-103) sought to increase the type and level of outreach programs provided by VA.
Additionally, the Veterans' Housing Opportunity and Benefits Improvement Act of 2006
mandates that VA conduct outreach efforts so that no veterans are denied awareness of the
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benefits for which they may be eligible. This situation presents a challenge to VA in both
assessing and developing optimal communications for burial benefits. The program evaluation
identified the primary sources veterans, families, and funeral directors use to get information on
VA burial benefits, the demographic factors related to accessing sources of information, and
most importantly, the ways to best reach various veteran subpopulations.

The research questions included: 1) what are the primary sources veterans, families, and
funeral directors use to get information on VA burial benefits?; 2) what are the demographic
factors related to accessing sources of information on VA burial benefits?; 3) what are the
barriers and enablers of accessing sources of information on VA burial benefits by demographic
variables and 4) what are the various outreach methods used by VA to provide information and
increase awareness of the VA benefits for veterans and their families?

The primary findings are:

A Almost half of the veteran survey respondents indicated they would use VA'’s toll-free
number and over two out five veteran survey respondents indicated they would try
looking for burial benefits information on VA’s Web site.

A Almost one of every ten veteran survey respondents indicated not knowing where to go
for burial benefits information. Given the current veteran population, this suggests that
about 2.5 million veterans do not know where to go for burial benefits information.

A While only one out of six World War Il veterans selected VA’'s Web site as a preferred
source of information about burial benefits, over three out of four Gulf War veterans
selected the Web as a preferred choice.

A In focus groups, the majority of veteran family members indicated that much of the
information they obtained, on items such as the burial allowance, burial flag,
headstones, and the PMC, came from the funeral director or the funeral home.

A In focus groups, when asked to identify the most useful information that they received on
burial benefits, veteran family members mentioned two: (1) the amount of money that VA
would pay for the burial allowance, and (2) the importance of DoD form DD214 for
processing requests for burial benefits.

V. Identify and Evaluate Challenges in Meeting the National Shrine Mandate

There is a legislative mandate that “all national and other veterans’ cemeteries under control of
the National Cemetery Administration be considered national shrines (Title 38, Part Il, Chapter

24, Section 2403).” In accordance with the Government Performance Results Act (1993), NCA
has established a set of performance measures for the National Shrine mandate to monitor and
report its results for all of its national cemeteries.

Through the evaluation, there were two primary research questions that were addressed: 1) is
the current set of performance measures adequate in terms of their validity (i.e., measure the
concepts as intended), completeness (i.e., measure all areas of performance that relate to the
mandate), and quality?; 2) what are the challenges inherent in meeting and maintaining the
National Shrine mandate (e.g., increasing interments, aging infrastructure)?
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The primary findings are:

A The six existing performance measures address the key components outlined in the
national shrine definition, covering both the tangible and intangible aspects of the
definition. These performance measures are supplemented by the national cemetery
operational standards and measures that currently guide cemetery directors and staff on
necessary maintenance and care.

A The number of interments in columbaria at national cemeteries is expected to quadruple
by 2030. As a result, a separate performance measure for columbaria is needed.

A NCA's annual survey of next of kin and funeral directors has two limitations. The first is
that data are collected from next of kin who interred a loved one in a national cemetery
in the past year. Opinions of next of kin who return to the cemetery more than one year
after the interment are not captured and their perceptions of the cemetery may be
different. Data collected from next of kin at different time periods would provide better
information on which to base policy changes. A second limitation is that data on the
annual survey are not collected for cemeteries with low interment activity.

A Several factors will affect NCA'’s ability to meet the National Shrine mandate in the
future. Increasing interments, gravesites, and an aging infrastructure will pose
considerable challenges in maintaining the national cemeteries as national shrines.

VI. Adequacy and Impact of Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance

VA provides a number of symbolic expressions of remembrance for veterans and their families,
including headstones, markers, and PMCs, as well as coordination with the Department of
Defense (DoD) or local veteran volunteers to provide military funeral honors.

The research questions included: 1) what is the adequacy and impact of the current set of
symbolic expressions of remembrance?; 2) what would be the impact of policy changes to
provide additional symbolic expressions of remembrance?

The primary findings are:

A All four symbolic expressions of remembrance (i.e., U.S. Flag, headstone or marker,
PMC, and military honors) were rated either important or very important by at least three
out of four veterans on the survey. A greater percentage of veterans rated the U.S. flag
and the headstone/marker benefit as important, compared to the PMC and military
honors.

A When veteran survey respondents were asked for headstone or marker options that are
desirable but are not currently available, veterans indicated it would be important to
expand the option to place military symbols on the markers (54 percent of the
respondents indicated it was important or very important) and to increase the area for
personal inscription (47 percent of the respondents indicated it was important or very
important).

VII. Impact of Presidential Memorial Certificates
A Presidential Memorial Certificate is an engraved paper certificate, bearing a likeness of the

current President’s signature, to honor the memory of honorably discharged deceased veterans.
Eligible recipients include the deceased veteran’s next of kin and loved ones. The PMC was
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started by President Kennedy in March of 1962. Since that time, 11.9 million PMCs have been
distributed.

The research questions include: 1) what is the impact of the current PMC on the perceptions of
veterans and their loved ones?; 2) what would be the impact of introducing new processes to
increase the accuracy of information provided on PMCs?

The primary findings are:

A On the survey, 80 percent of veterans indicated that the concept of the PMC benefit
makes them feel that the country appreciates the service of veterans to our nation.

A In focus groups, of the 37 next of kin participants, only one knew about the PMC benefit.
In the focus groups with funeral directors, only 2 out of 29 knew about the PMC benefit.

A The error rate for PMCs is very low at only 100 for every 400,000 PMCs issued.
VIII. Feasibility of Cash Payment in Lieu of Burial in a National Cemetery

The National Cemetery Expansion Act of 2003 authorized VA to open six new national
cemeteries within four years after enactment to serve veterans in areas of the U.S where the
greatest number of veterans did not have access. The cost to construct the six new cemeteries
is approximately $156 million as well as an additional $25 million per year in operating costs.
As an alternative policy, VA could consider compensating veterans and their families by
implementing a cash payment program made on behalf of veterans not residing within 75 miles
of a national or state veterans cemetery at the time of their death. This policy, if supported by
VA, would require legislative changes.

The research questions to explore findings of alternative policy include: 1) what burial services
could VA provide if it opened no new national cemeteries and did not fund state cemeteries?;
and, 2) what is the feasibility of offering a cash payment in lieu of burial in a national or state
veterans cemetery where they are not available?

The primary findings are:

A High acceptance (72 percent) of cash payments among veterans whose perceptions
were measured in the survey.

A Under the current standard VA would need to construct and maintain one new national
cemetery in 2015 at a NPV cost of $77,998,000. The fiscal cost for one cemetery was far
exceeded by the cost of the cash payment program under three of four different cash
payment benefit scenarios. It was determined that the point at which the cost of new
cemetery construction and the cost of the cash payment program are equal assumes
only 5 percent of those eligible for the program would participate. This level of
participation is not realistic.

IX. Impact of a Financial Means Test on Eligibility for Burial Allowance
VA burial allowances are partial reimbursements of eligible veterans’ burial and funeral costs.

Currently, there is no financial means testing for burial allowance eligibility taking into
consideration either the income or assets of veterans.
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The feasibility of instituting a financial means test was examined for eligibility of this benefit.

Three income level thresholds were tested and information on two are presented below. The
research questions included: 1) what would be the results of implementing a financial means
test?; 2) what is the number of people affected at each of the three income level thresholds?

The primary findings are:

A Significantly lower administrative costs for conducting means tests for burial benefits
than the pension program using a means test similar to pension (i.e., an explicit income
level threshold and a “reasonableness” net worth test), .

A Tests at different income levels revealed that, as expected, the greatest savings to the
government would be realized if the level below which benefits were provided was set at
the lowest proposed income, $50,081 in 2008 dollars. At this income level, the
government would save over 34.5 million dollars per year if the claims paid rate stayed
constant. At the highest income level ($81,382), the government would save almost
13.7 million dollars per year. However, the loss in benefits to veterans’ families per year
would be $38.2 million and $19.1 million, respectively, at these two income levels.

X. Assessment of Burial Allowance

VA burial allowances are partial reimbursements for an eligible veteran’s burial and funeral
costs. The amount of the allowance depends on whether the cause of death is due to a service-
connected (SC) condition. For a service-connected death, VA will pay an allowance up to
$2,000 toward burial expenses. If the veteran is buried in a national cemetery, some or all of
the cost of transporting the deceased may be reimbursed. For a non-service-connected (NSC)
death, VA may pay up to $300 toward burial and funeral expenses, and a $300 plot-interment
allowance. If the death occurred while the veteran was in a VA hospital or under VA-contracted
nursing home care, some or all of the costs for transporting the deceased’s remains may be
reimbursed.

The main research questions include: 1) what is the comparison of the VA burial allowance to
legislative intent?; 2) How does VA'’s current burial allowance compare to the average cost of
burial in the private sector?; 3) Is the current policy adequate and reasonable for the future, and
if not, what are the alternatives.

The primary findings are:

A Since 1990, funeral costs have increased at a rate higher than the average of all other
prices. Adjustments to the burial and plot allowances have occurred infrequently since
legislative enactment in 1973 and have not kept pace with inflation.

A In 1973, the SC burial allowance covered 72 percent of funeral costs, the NSC burial
allowance covered 22 percent of funeral costs, and the plot allowance covered 54
percent of burial plot costs.

A By 2007, the value of these allowances has decreased significantly and now represents
only 23 percent of funeral costs for the SC burial allowance, 4 percent of funeral costs
for the NSC burial allowance, and 14 percent of burial plot costs for the burial allowance.

A Significant increases in the allowances are necessary to restore the value of these
important benefits to original levels. H.R. 3249 in 2007 proposed to address the erosion
of these benefits. Nevertheless, a policy that establishes a basis for assessing the value
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of allowances and a schedule for the periodic assessment of the allowances is
necessary to prevent further erosion of these benefits.

E. Recommendations

The following recommendations are based on the data collected and analyzed for this program
evaluation, are consistent with the legislative purpose of the program, and are designed to
improve program outcomes in service to America’s veterans and their families.

|. Adequacy and reasonableness of the 75-mile Service Area Standard

Key Finding: Very few areas will meet the criteria for a new national cemetery between 2010
and 2030 regardless of whether a 75-, 65-, or 55-mile standard is in effect, because areas will
not meet the 170,000 veteran population threshold.

Key Finding: Several areas with relatively large numbers of veterans (i.e., more than 110,000)
will remain unserved by a VA burial option if the veteran population threshold is not reduced.

Key Finding: Lowering the population threshold to 110,000 would allow several areas to
“qualify” for a new national cemetery under any of the three distance alternatives.

A Recommendation #1: Retain the 75-mile service area standard for the construction of
new national cemeteries, but reduce the population threshold to 110,000 to allow more
unserved communities to qualify.

Key Finding: The five largest concentrations of veterans in 2010 not served by a VA burial
option under the current 75-mile standard are centered in and around Charleston, WV,
Schuyler, NE, Tallahassee, FL, La Crosse, WA, and Houghton Lake, MI.

A Recommendation #2: Between 2010 and 2015, construct new national cemeteries, or
assist states in constructing their own state veteran cemeteries at or near the following
locations, all of which meet a criterion of 110,000 unserved veterans within a 75-mile
radius: Charleston, West Virginia and Schuyler, Nebraska.

Key Finding: No location in the U.S. will meet the criteria for the establishment of a new
national cemetery under the current service area standard (i.e., 75 miles, 170,000 veterans)
until 2015, at which time only one community, the St. Louis, MO metropolitan area, will reach
the population threshold of 170,000, due to the closing of Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery
(scheduled to close in or around 2017). GIS analysis revealed that the optimal Census tract to
host a new cemetery for this region (if the current cemetery is not expanded) is at or near
Crystal City, MO.

A Recommendation #3: Between 2015 and 2020, construct a new national cemetery, or
assist the state with construction of a state veterans cemetery at or near Crystal City,
Missouri to replace Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery scheduled to close in or about
2017.

Key Finding: Based on current Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, the program
evaluation concluded that VA’s current methodology of measuring the percent served by a VA
burial option needs to be enhanced in several ways.
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A Recommendation #4: Revise the method used by NCA to calculate the annual
performance measure of percent of veterans served by a VA burial option to a method
similar to that used for this evaluation. The revised methodology will integrate new
capabilities offered by 21 century GIS technology to provide needed improvements in
measurement precision. Specifically:

A Use Census tracts, rather than counties, as the primary geographic unit to test and
identify potential locations for new national cemeteries and to count the percent
served.

A Use the Thessien polygon approach to deal with the issue of overlapping service
areas, ensuring veterans are never double-counted when calculating NCA'’s
performance measure.

A Replace ‘decision rules’ for counting/not counting veterans in counties bisected by a
service area with a proportional overlay method.

Il. Cremation only as an acceptable burial option

Key Finding: For those preferring burial in a national/state veterans cemetery, about 68 percent
would accept cremation if it was the only burial option available at the nearest national/state
veterans cemetery.

A Recommendation #5A (option 1): Adjust the formula for calculating percent served
by a VA burial option by classifying two-thirds of veterans living exclusively within 75
miles of a cremation-only national/state veterans cemetery as served and one-third
as unserved.

A Recommendation #5B (option 2): Track and set targets for two performance
measures related to percent of veterans served by a VA burial option: 1) percent of
veterans within 75 miles of a national or state veterans cemetery offering both a
casketed and cremation burial option and, 2) percent of veterans within 75 miles of a
national or state veterans cemetery offering only a cremation burial option.

lll. Factors influencing burial choice

Key Finding: The nationally representative survey conducted for the current evaluation found
that VA meets the burial choices of almost all veterans, as approximately 85 percent of veterans
plan to select casket or cremation at their time of need. Of the remaining veterans, 12 percent
either do not know their burial plans or skipped answering the question on the survey, leaving
only 3 percent of veterans indicating mausoleum as a burial choice.

A Recommendation #6: Maintain current information on veteran burial preferences
by conducting recurrent surveys of a representative sample of the veteran population
at the MSN and national level every three to five years.
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IV. Methods by which veterans and their families access information on VA Burial
Benefits

Key Finding: While only one out of six World War Il veterans selected VA’'s Web site as a
preferred source of information about burial benefits, over three out of four Gulf War veterans
selected the Web as a preferred choice.

A Recommendation #7: Develop an interactive web-based tool targeting outreach to
younger veterans and their family members, so that potential beneficiaries could
enter information, and then get an explanation of the burial benefits to which they are
eligible, including ones currently unknown to many.

V. Identify and evaluate challenges in meeting the National Shrine mandate

Key Finding: The number of interments in columbaria at national cemeteries is expected to
quadruple by 2030. As a result, a separate performance measure for columbaria is needed.

Key Finding: The six existing performance measures address the key components outlined in
the national shrine definition, covering both the tangible and intangible aspects. These
performance measures are supplemented by the national cemetery operational standards and
measures that currently guide cemetery directors and staff on necessary maintenance and care.

Key Finding: NCA’s annual survey of next of kin and funeral directors has two limitations. The
first is that data are collected from next of kin who interred a loved one in a national cemetery in
the past year. Opinions of next of kin who return to the cemetery more than one year after the
interment are not captured and their perceptions of the cemetery may be different. Data
collected from next of kin at different time periods would provide better information on which to
base policy changes. A second limitation of the annual survey is that data are not collected for
closed cemeteries with low interment activity.

A Recommendation #8: Develop a new performance measure to assess satisfaction
with columbaria and measure it on the National Cemetery Satisfaction Survey. The
specific measure is: “Increase the percent of respondents rating the quality of the
columbaria as excellent.”

A Recommendation #9: Review strategic targets of 100% to reset these targets as
these performance levels are not achievable.

A Recommendation #10: Expand the annual Survey of Satisfaction with National
Cemeteries as described in Recommendations 10A and 10B below.

A Recommendation #10A: Expand the sample of the Survey to include next
of kin who interred a veteran or family member in a national cemetery within
the past 5 years.

A Recommendation #10B: Conduct annual intercept surveys of visitors at
closed cemeteries to collect data from these visitors. Enumerators would
administer a short survey (approximately 10 questions) to a random sample
of visitors. Depending on the expected number of visitors, the data collection
period could range from one day to one week.
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VI. Adequacy and Impact of symbolic expressions of remembrance

Key Finding: All four symbolic expressions of remembrance (i.e., U.S. Flag, headstone or
marker, PMC, and military honors) were rated either important or very important by at least
three out of four veterans on the survey. A greater percentage of veterans rated the U.S. flag
and the headstone/marker benefit as important, compared to the PMC and military honors.

Key Finding: When veteran survey respondents were asked for aspects of the headstone or
marker that are desirable but are not currently available, veterans indicated it would be
important to expand the option to place military symbols on the markers (54 percent of the
respondents indicated it was important or very important) and to increase the area for personal
inscription (47 percent of the respondents indicated it was important or very important).

Key Finding: Focus group participants including both funeral directors and next of kin mentioned
the high symbolic value that empty shell casings have for the families of veterans.

A Recommendation #11: Provide two additional memorialization benefits that
veterans asked for in the survey, that include: 1) room for military insignia on the
headstone or marker, and 2) additional room for appropriate personal inscriptions on
the headstone or marker.

A Recommendation #12: Officially request that DoD offer empty shell casings
following the military honors ceremony to next of kin as a standard protocol.

A Recommendation #13: Conduct a conjoint analysis study (i.e., decision-making
task) with a large sample on the value of new symbolic expressions that may be
offered, to further build on the pilot data gathered via conjoint analysis for this study™.

VII. Examine impact of Presidential Memorial Certificate

Key Finding: On the survey, 80 percent of veterans indicated that the concept of the PMC
benefit makes them feel that the country appreciates the service of veterans to our nation.

Key Finding: In focus groups, only one next of kin out of the 37 participants knew about the
PMC benefit. In the focus groups with funeral directors, only 2 out of 29 knew about the
PMC benefit.

A Recommendation #14: Conduct an outreach campaign to better promote the PMC
among veterans, veteran family members, and funeral directors.

A Recommendation #15: Develop an Internet Web-based tool so that next of kin and
friends can apply on-line for a PMC, which would raise the visibility and value of the
PMC.

! see appendix for the pilot data gathered via conjoint analysis.
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VIII. Feasibility of Cash Payment in Lieu of Burial in National Cemetery

Key Finding: Data show that under the current standard VA would need to construct and
maintain one new national cemetery in 2015 at a NPV cost of $77,998,000. The fiscal cost for
one cemetery was far exceeded by the total cost of the cash payment program under three of
four different cash payment benefit scenarios. It was determined that the point at which the cost
of new cemetery construction and the cost of the cash payment program are equal assumes
only 5 percent of those eligible for the program would participate. This level of participation is
not realistic. In conclusion, after examining cash payment alternatives, the economic analysis
shows that VA should continue to build and maintain national cemeteries as well as fund state
veteran cemeteries.

A Recommendation #16: Continue to build and maintain national cemeteries and fund
state veteran cemeteries rather than adopt an alternative benefit using cash
payments.

IX. Impact of a Financial Means Test on Eligibility for Burial Allowance

Key Finding: Tests at different income thresholds revealed that, as expected, the greatest
savings to the government would be realized if the threshold (below which benefits would be
provided) was set at the lowest proposed income level, $50,081 in 2008 dollars. At this income
level, the government would save over 34.5 million dollars per year if the claims paid rate stayed
constant. At the highest threshold income level ($81,382), the government would save almost
13.7 million dollars per year. However, the loss in benefits to veterans’ families per year would
be $38.2 million and $19.1 million, respectively, at these two income levels.

A Recommendation #17: Do not implement a financial means test at the current time,
since existing data do not support VA moving forward with implementation.

X. Assessment of Burial Allowance

Key Finding: Since 1990, funeral costs have increased at a rate higher than the average of all
other prices. Adjustments to the burial and plot allowances have occurred infrequently since
legislative enactment in 1973 and have not kept pace with inflation.

Key Finding: In 1973, the SC burial allowance, NSC burial allowance and plot allowance paid for
on average 72 percent of funeral costs, 22 percent of funeral costs and 54 percent of burial plot
costs, respectively.

Key Finding By 2007, the value of these allowances has decreased significantly and now
represent 23 percent of funeral costs for the SC burial allowance, 4 percent of funeral costs for
the NSC burial allowance, and 14 percent for burial plot cost.

A Recommendation #18: Establish a basis for each allowance, which should be a
percentage of the average cost of a funeral, burial, and burial plot. As outlined
above, these percentages were estimated to be the following in 1973:

A SC allowance — 72 percent of funeral costs
A NSC allowance — 22 percent of funeral costs

A Plot allowance — 54 percent of burial plot costs.
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The adjusted allowances proposed H.R. 3249 provide another set of percentages:

A SC allowance — 48 percent of funeral costs
A NSC allowance — 15 percent of funeral costs
A Plot allowance — 35 percent of burial plot costs.
A Recommendation #19: Develop an annual schedule for review and adjustment of

the allowances for funeral, burial, and burial plot costs using the Consumer Price
Index for funeral expenses maintained by the Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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whether each national cemetery, each Memorial Service Network (MSN), and NCA-overall
meets the National Shrine mandate. Exhibit 4-1 presents each performance measure related to
the Mandate, along with the source of data and strategic performance target (2008) for each
measure.

Exhibit 4-1.
National Shrine Mandate Performance Measures
Strategic
Performance Measure Data Source Performance Target
1. Percent of respondents who rate National Survey of
national cemetery appearance as Satisfaction with National 100%
excellent Cemeteries
2. Percent of respondents who would National Survey of
recommend the national cemetery Satisfaction with National 100%
o . . . . (o]
to veteran families during their time | Cemeteries
of need
3. Percent of headstones and/or Semi-Annual cemetery
markers in national cemeteries that | assessments 90%
are at the proper height and
alignment
4. Percent of headstones, markers Semi Annual cemetery
and niche covers that are clean and | assessments o
free of debris or objectionable 90%
J
accumulations
5. Percent of gravesites that have Semi Annual cemetery
grades that are level and blend with | assessments 95%
adjacent grade levels
6. Percent of national cemetery Annual cemetery
buildings and structures that are assessments
. 90%
assessed as acceptable according
to National Shrine Standards

Source: 2008 National Cemetery Administration Scorecard

Measure 1 provides an overall assessment of cemetery appearance, and measures 3, 4, 5, and
6 assess specific aspects of cemetery appearance. In addition, measure 2 assesses both
tangible (cemetery appearance, service, and operations) and intangible factors.

In this section, each of the current National Shrine performance measures is examined with
respect to their validity, completeness, and quality. In addition, measures are also reviewed
based on available data.

1. Performance Measure One — Percent of respondents who rate national cemetery
appearance as excellent

A key performance measure of the National Shrine mandate is the percent of respondents who
rate the appearance of national cemeteries as excellent in the annual Survey of Satisfaction
with National Cemeteries. Ratings are provided by next of kin that interred a loved one at a
national cemetery in the past 12 months. A favorable rating is one where the survey respondent
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agrees (either strongly agrees or agrees) that the overall appearance of the national cemetery is
excellent. The strategic target for this measure is 100 percent.

Based on a review of this measure, the following two observations can be made:

(1) Measure One Serves as Adequate Composite Measure or Overall Impression of
Appearance. An individual’s perception about whether a cemetery is a “national shrine” is
largely related to their overall impression when visiting the cemetery. Closely aligning with the
Mandate, the performance measure assesses overall appearance of the cemetery, which is
based on several aspects of the cemetery that includes items such as grounds and alignment of
headstones. As a result, the advantage of this measure is that it is a good composite
representation for appearance, which is a core value for the National Shrine mandate.

(2) Further Clarity is Needed to Determine What Factors Influence Ratings of Cemetery
Appearance. Since performance measure one examines overall appearance, it is unclear what
individual factors influence ratings of cemetery appearance. It is important to validate the
measure by determining the factors that influence ratings of overall appearance. This analysis
will allow national cemeteries that have lower ratings on overall appearance to identify
evidenced-based “levers” to focus on in an effort to maximize ratings on this overall appearance
measure.

Data from the annual NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries (hereafter called the
Survey) was used to determine the specific aspects of appearance that are closely associated
with respondents’ rating of overall appearance. Specific measures of appearance collected on
the Survey include the following aspects of a national cemetery: grounds maintenance,
landscaping features, committal shelter, headstone/marker/columbaria niche upkeep, and
gravesite appearance. The correlations among each of these measures, including the measure
of overall appearance were computed to provide data to determine how strongly the aspects of
appearance are related.

The correlation matrix of these items is presented in Exhibit 4-2. All measures of appearance
are highly correlated (correlation coefficient > .5) with each other and with performance
measure one. The strongest correlation with overall appearance occurs with ratings of
maintenance of cemetery grounds and maintenance of landscape features. These data,
provided by next of kin, indicate that the overall measure of appearance is effective in
representing specific appearance measures. It also suggests that cemetery grounds and
landscape features are most closely related to overall cemetery appearance and have specific
utility when attempting to determine and implement improvements to increase overall
appearance ratings.
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Exhibit 4-2.
Appearance Ratings Correlation Matrix*

Survey Question

a b C d m p
1.00
0.71 1 1.00

0.75 | 0.68 | 1.00

0.54 | 0.55 | 0.57 | 1.00

0.62 | 0.65 | 0.61 | 0.52 | 1.00

o |3 |a|o|o|o

0.69 ] 0.60 | 0.69 | 0.52 | 0.63 1.00

a — Maintenance of cemetery grounds are excellent

b — Upkeep of the headstones, markers and columbarium
niche covers is excellent

¢ — Maintenance of other landscape features is excellent

d — Committal shelter used for the service was clean, free of
safety hazards, and private

m — Appearance of loved one’s gravesite/columbaria niche is
excellent

p — Overall appearance of the national cemetery is excellent

*All correlation coefficients presented are significant at the a=

0.001 level.

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National

Cemeteries

Exhibit 4-3 presents the percent of respondents to the 2007 Survey who highly rated the
various appearance measures (strongly agree or agree). These results provide support
to the approach of improving landscape features and individual gravesites to improve the
overall appearance rating.

Exhibit 4-3.
National Cemetery Appearance Ratings

(Percent of Respondents who Strongly Agree or Agree)

Performance Measure 2007
Overall appearance of the national
: 97%
cemetery is excellent
Maintenance of the cemetery grounds is o
97%
excellent
Upkeep of the headstones, markers, or 96%
columbarium niche covers is excellent °
Maintenance of other landscape features (e.g., 959
flowers, trees, shrubs) is excellent °
Committal shelter used for the service was 96%
clean, free of safety hazards and private °
The appearance of my loved one’s 94%

gravesite/columbaria is excellent

*Sample size for analysis, n=11,253-12,239.

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries
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2. Performance Measure Two — Percent of respondents who would recommend the VA
national cemetery system to veteran families during their time of need

A second key performance measure of the National Shrine mandate assesses the willingness of
next of kin to recommend the VA national cemetery system to other veteran families during their
time of need. These ratings are collected annually on the Annual Survey of Satisfaction with
National Cemeteries. Ratings are provided by next of kin who interred a loved one at a national
cemetery in the past 12 months. A favorable rating is one where the respondent either strongly
agrees or agrees that they would recommend the cemetery to veteran families during their time
of need. The strategic target for this measure is 100 percent.

Based on a review of this performance measure, the following observation can be made:

(1) Further Clarity is Needed to Determine what Factors Influence Individuals’
Willingness to Recommend National Cemeteries. To validate this measure, it is important to
dissect it by determining what factors influence individuals’ willingness to recommend national
cemeteries. These may include the intangible aspects of the National Shrine definition, such as
a “place of honor and memory”, and “place of serenity, historical significance and nobility of
purpose”. Data from the Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries were used to
determine which aspects of the cemetery have the greatest impact on the willingness to
recommend.

In all, ratings on more than twenty aspects of national cemeteries are available from the
Survey. The ratings appear to fall into three categories, which were confirmed based on the
results of an exploratory factor analysis (note: the results of the factor analysis can be found in
Appendix IlI). The factors can be labeled as follows:

A Appearance — This includes aspects addressing cemetery appearance on domains such
as cemetery grounds, headstones, markers, columbarium niche covers, landscape
features, committal shelter, and gravesite.

A Operations — This includes aspects addressing visitor accommodations and cemetery
operations such as handicap accessibility, availability of restrooms, signage, parking,
hours of operation, roadways and intersections, and information kiosks.

A Intangible and overall measures — These are “intangible” aspects as well as non-
appearance and non-operational aspects that offer overall ratings of the national
cemetery that address cemetery honors for veterans, quality of service, promoting a
sense of patriotism and heritage, and respondents’ overall satisfaction and expectations.

A composite of each of these factors was used in the analysis drawn from the survey data and
used in the following regression model.

A regression model was developed to determine which aspects of national cemetery
performance influence cemetery recommendation among next of kin. The likelihood that next of
kin will recommend a cemetery can be predicted by appearance, quality of service, operations,
sense of patriotism and heritage, and honor using the following composite factors, where:
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A Appearance = composite mean of measures of appearance
(Survey questions a, b, ¢, d, m, p)

A Quality of service = rating of quality of service received from cemetery staff
(Survey question k)

A Cemetery operations = composite mean of individual measures of cemetery operations
(Survey questions g, f, h, i, j, |, n)

A Sense of patriotism and heritage = public ceremonies and events at the cemetery
promote a sense of patriotism and heritage
(Survey question o)

A Honor veterans = the cemetery honors all veterans and their service to our nation
(Survey question g).

Exhibit 4-4 presents the results of the regression analysis for NCA overall. Each independent
variable listed above is statistically significant and the model explains over 50 percent (R? =
0.555) of the variation in the dependent variable, the recommendation of a national cemetery.
As shown in the relative magnitude by order, appearance is most predictive of the likelihood to
recommend, followed by quality of service, sense of patriotism, perception that the cemetery
honors veterans, and cemetery operations. Importantly, this analysis demonstrates that this
performance measure captures some of the “intangible” aspects of the National Shrine
definition.

These findings vary somewhat by MSN. While cemetery appearance is the most predictive
variable among all MSNs, the rankings of other independent variables were not the same for
each MSN. Exhibit 4-5 shows the relative differences among factors for each independent
variable by MSN. Quality of service ranked behind cemetery appearance for MSNs 1 and 5.
Public ceremonies ranked behind cemetery appearance for MSNs 2 and 3. Cemetery honors
ranked behind cemetery appearance for MSN 4.
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Exhibit 4-4.
Recommend Cemetery to Veteran Families***
Multivariate Regression Results

Standardized
Significant Predictors Coefficient (3) *****
Overall (All MSN’s) (Adjusted R*** = 0.555)

Cemetery appearance*** 0.345

The quality of service received from cemetery staff is excellent. 0.201
Public ceremonies and events at the cemetery promote a sense of

o . 0.192
patriotism and heritage.
The cemetery honors all veterans and their service to our nation. 0.145
Cemetery operations**** 0.028

*The following control variables were included in the model: Veteran/Service Member yes/no; Relationship to
deceased; Number of times visited national cemetery since the committal service; Distance live from national
cemetery; Burial option chosen for loved one.

**Demographic data were not available to control for other factors, such as age and socioeconomic status.
***This variable is a composite mean of several individual measures (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.901).

****This variable is a composite mean of several individual measures (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.871).

****All presented predictors are statistically significant (a=0.05).

*****Sample size for analysis, n=9,504..

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries

Exhibit 4-5.
Recommend Cemetery to Veteran Families
Multivariate Regression Results by MSN:
Standardized Coefficients ()"~

Significant Predictors MSN1 | MSN2 | MSN3 | MSN4 | MSN 5 Mélllls
Cemetery appearance*** 0.311 0.406 0.363 0.306 0.326 0.345
The quality of service received from | 4 544 | 148 | 0.148 | 0.203 | 0272 | 0.201
cemetery staff is excellent.

Public ceremonies and events at the

cemetery promote a sense of 0.162 0.195 0.251 0.171 0.180 0.192
patriotism and heritage.

The cemetery honors all veterans | 4 439 | goeg | 0.136 | 0.220 | 0.144 | 0.145
and their service to our nation.

Cemetery operations**** 0.061 | 0.078 - - 0.028
(Adjusted R***) 0.556 0.544 0.560 0.544 0.578 0.555

*The following control variables were included in the model: Veteran/Service Member or not; Relationship to deceased;
Number of times visited national cemetery since the committal service; Distance live from national cemetery; Burial
option chosen for loved one.

**Demographic data were not available to control for other factors, such as age and socioeconomic status.

***This variable is a composite mean of several individual measures (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.901).

****This variable is a composite mean of several individual measures (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.871).

*****This variable is not a significant predictor (p value > .05)

*exxSample size for analysis, n=1,469 - 2,113.

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries

The regression model developed above with 2007 annual survey data were also used to
compare high and low performing cemeteries to actually test through statistical analysis whether

107




CHAPTER 4. MEMORIALIZATION OF VETERAN SERVICE TO OUR
NATION

some cemetery ratings are more important than others in explaining differences between
cemeteries. An important finding is that the largest differences between high and low
performing cemeteries are in areas related to appearance. To determine high and low
performing cemeteries, a composite average was computed on three key indicators collected on
NCA'’s annual satisfaction survey'for each cemetery. High performing cemeteries were defined
as those with the highest composite average (n=4) and the low performing cemeteries as those
with the lowest composite average (n=4). The means of all 21 indicators for each group of
cemeteries (high and low performing), from the annual survey are presented in Exhibit 4-6. (It is
important to note that even the lowest performing cemeteries achieved average ratings below 2,

with one exception, indicating “somewhat satisfied”.)

Exhibit 4-6.
Performance Summary of High and Low Performing Cemeteries”
Lowest Highest
Performing | Performing
Cemeteries | Cemeteries
(n=4) (n=4)
. - - Difference
Indicator Mean Mean in Means*+*
c) The maintenance of other landscape features (e.g.,
flowers, trees, shrubs) is excellent 1.87 1.19 0.69
p) The overall appearance of the national cemetery is
excellent 1.80 0.68
a) The maintenance of the cemetery grounds is excellent 1.72 0.58
f) The availability of restrooms is suitable to
accommodate visitors on busy days 2.13 1.57 0.56
h) There are sufficient signs within the cemetery to assist
visitors 1.93 1.38 0.55
e) There is adequate handicap accessibility for visitors
who need it 1.89 1.34 0.54
m) The appearance of my loved ones gravesite is
excellent 1.76 1.26 0.50
u) My experiences with the national cemetery exceeded
my expectations 1.83 1.34 0.49
b) The upkeep of the headstones, markers, or
columbarium niche covers is excellent 1.65 1.18 0.47
k) The quality of service received from cemetery staff is
excellent 1.65 1.21 0.44
g) Overall, | am satisfied with my experiences at the
national cemetery 1.60 1.16 0.44
n) The information kiosks are helpful to me 1.88 45 0.43
j) The cemetery's roadways and intersections are safe
and easily navigated 1.80 1.38 0.42
I) The national cemetery hours of operation meet my
needs 1.69 1.29 0.40

' The key indicators included in the composite average are quality of service (Survey question k), overall appearance
(p) and recommendation of the national cemetery (r). Note this composite average is different from the composite
averages used in the regression model discussed early in this chapter.
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Exhibit 4-6.
Performance Summary of High and Low Performing Cemeteries”
Lowest Highest
Performing | Performing
Cemeteries | Cemeteries
(n=4) (n=4)
. x x Difference
Indicator Mean Mean in Means*+*

d) The committal shelter used for the service was clean,
free of safety hazards, and private 1.53 1.15 0.37
g) The cemetery honors all veterans and their service to
our nation 1.51 1.14 0.37
0) Public ceremonies and events at the cemetery
promote a sense of patriotism and heritage 1.62 1.26 0.36
r) | would recommend the cemetery to veteran families
during their time of need 1.47 1.14 0.33
s) | am willing to rely on VA and the National Cemetery
Administration to meet the burial needs of veterans in the
future 1.53 1.21 0.31
t) 1 am willing to rely on VA and the National Cemetery
Administration to maintain national cemeteries as national
shrines in the future 1.49 1.20 0.30
i) Parking at the cemetery is adequate to accommodate
visitors on most days 1.81 1.52 0.30

*High and low performing cemeteries are the top and bottom 5% ranked cemeteries based on a composite of k, p, and r.
**Ratings are on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 very satisfied to 5 very dissatisfied.

***All differences are statistically significant at the 0.001 a-level.

****Sample size for analysis, lowest performing cemeteries, n=624-846.
***** Sample size for analysis, highest performing cemeteries, n=270-344.

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries

A second way to examine the differences between high and low performing cemeteries is to
compare the results using the regression model (Exhibit 4-4) that determined the factors that
influence the National Cemetery recommendation. Exhibit 4-7 presents the results from the
testing of this model using the factors identified. While the same predictors are significant for
high and low performing cemeteries (p<.05), appearance is a stronger predictor for low than
high performing cemeteries. This finding also confirms the importance of appearance as a
factor distinguishing high and low performing cemeteries.
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Exhibit 4-7.
Multivariate Regression Results: Recommend Cemetery to Veteran Families (Highest
and Lowest Performing Cemeteries)””
Significant Predictors™** | Standardized Coefficient ([3) ****
Four Highest Performing Cemeteries (Adjusted R** = 0.497)
The quality of service received from

: 0.351
cemetery staff is excellent.
Cemetery appearance™*** 0.230
Public ceremonies and events at
the cemetery promote a sense of 0.222
patriotism and heritage.
The cemetery honors all veterans 0.195

and their service to our nation.
Four Lowest Performing Cemeteries (Adjusted R** = 0.601)
Cemetery appearance**** 0.365
The quality of service received from 0.251
cemetery staff is excellent. '
Public ceremonies and events at
the cemetery promote a sense of 0.214
patriotism and heritage.

The cemetery honors all veterans
and their service to our nation. 0.133

*The following control variables were included in the model: Veteran/Service Member or not; Relationship to
deceased; Number of times visited national cemetery since the committal service; Distance live from national
cemetery; Burial option chosen for loved one.

**Demographic data were not available to control for other factors, such as age and socioeconomic status.
***A variable measuring cemetery operations was included in the regression models, but was not found to be a
statistically significant predictor of the outcome measure for the best and worst performing cemeteries.
****This variable is a composite mean of several individual measures (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.901).

***All presented predictors are statistically significant (a=0.05).

»exxSample size for analysis, lowest performing cemeteries, n=632.

ek Sample size for analysis, highest performing cemeteries, n=268.

Source: 2007 NCA Survey of Satisfaction with National Cemeteries

3. Performance Measures Three through Six — Headstones, markers, niche covers,
gravesites, and cemetery buildings and structures

The remaining performance measures assess physical attributes of three major components of
national cemeteries; headstones/markers/niche covers, gravesites, and buildings and
structures.

Based on a review of these measures, the following three observations can be made about
these performance measures:

(1) Performance Measures Address Tangibles of National Shrine Definition. These
measures address cleanliness of headstones/markers/niche covers, height and alignment of
headstones/markers, grades at gravesites and appearance and maintenance of cemetery
buildings. As a result, they address the tangible aspects of the National Shrine definition,
specifically the beauty of the grounds, gravesites and environs.
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(2) Measures have been Validated Based on Research. These measures are similar to
some of the appearance standards included in LMI’s study of cemetery operations®. The
standards proposed in that study were based on a comprehensive study of many of the best
cemeteries in the world, and focused primarily on appearance aspects. Many more of LMI’'s
standards are included in NCA’s Operational Standards and Measures, used to guide the
maintenance and care efforts of cemetery directors and staff at national cemeteries. The
measures themselves appear to be based on a solid foundation and have been in use for
several years.

(3) Further Clarity Is Needed to Determine the Relative Importance of these Measures.
The determination of the set of measures that need to be included as key NCA performance
measures should be based on those that are most representative or predictive of National
Shrine status. The analyses conducted above support the importance of appearance and as a
predictor of a family member’s willingness to recommend a national cemetery to other families
of veterans. The headstones/markers/niche covers, gravesites, and buildings and structures
are representative of important aspects of the National Shrine mandate and are likely to be
predictive of a cemetery’s ability to meet the Mandate. Some data were provided to determine
the relative importance of each of the measures in predicting high and low performing
cemeteries. However, a specific cemetery level analysis, which was outside the scope of this
study, would require an analysis focused on cemetery-level data.

Despite the fact that there is research support showing that the performance measures used by
NCA are the most predictive for desired outcomes based on their adoption from the LMI study,
and as shown from the analysis conducted in this report, the statement of the measures still
needs to be assessed. Terms used in the measures include “proper height and alignment”,
“objectionable accumulations”, “grades....blend with adjacent grade levels” and “acceptable
according to National Shrine Standards”. Without further operational definition, use of these
subjective terms may lead to inconsistencies across cemeteries. However, NCA’s Operational
Standards and Measures manual does provide appropriate definitions for these terms. For
example, regarding the “proper height” of headstone, the manual provides the following
definition “uniform in (24”-26” above ground)”. For flat markers the definition is “no more than 1”
above grade”.®> The guidance provided by the manual and further detailed in a Facilities
Maintenance Checklist provides operational definitions to support these performance measures.

For each of these performance measures, NCA was between 12 and 21 percentage points
below the strategic targets in 2007 (See Exhibit 4-8). Since 2004, NCA has made some
progress towards meeting their strategic targets. Achieving the targets will likely take several
years and require additional resources. In addition, a number of factors exist that will present
significant challenges to NCA in meeting the targets in the future. These are outlined in the next
section.

2 Logistics Management Institute, Review of National Cemetery Operations Volume 3: Cemetery Standards of

Appearance. October 2001.

National Cemetery Administration. National Shrine Commitment: Operational Standard and Measures. P. 23.
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Exhibit 4-8.
Selected National Cemetery Administration (NCA) Performance Measures
Performance Measure 2004 | 2005 | 2006 | 2007 | Strategic Target
Percent of headstones and/or markers in
national cemeteries that are at the proper 64% | 70% | 67% | 69% 90%

height and alignment

Percent of headstones, markers and niche
covers that are clean and free of debris or 76% | 72% | 77% | 75% 90%
objectionable accumulations

Percent of gravesites that have grades that

are level and blend with adjacent grade 79% | 84% | 86% | 83% 95%
levels

Percent of national cemetery buildings and

structures that are assessed as acceptable N/A | N/A | N/A | N/A 90%

according to National Shrine Standards

Source: 2008 NCA Scorecard Presented in the 2009 Budget Document

b. Research Question Two — What are the Challenges Inherent in Meeting and
Maintaining the National Shrine Mandate that Include Increasing Interments,
Aging Infrastructure and Developing New Cemeteries

The number of interments, changing burial preferences, population migration, and aging
infrastructure are factors that will impact NCA'’s ability to meet the National Shrine mandate.
Each of these trends is examined in this section to determine how they might affect NCA’s
ability to meet the National Shrine mandate and whether changes to the National Shrine
performance measures are necessary to counter the trends. Not discussed is the backlog of
one-time repair projects identified in LMI’'s Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries,
which in 2002 totaled 928 projects, estimated to cost $280 million. NCA has steadily been
making these repairs and in its FY2009 budget submission to Congress, requested $28 million
to address gravesite renovation projects.

Interments. In 2007, interments (veteran and family members) in national cemeteries totaled
100,185. Exhibit 4-9 presents estimated number of interments through 2030. VA estimates
interments will exceed 100,000 annually from 2008 through 2017. After reaching a peak in
2009, the number of interments is projected to taper off for the next twenty years to just over
71,000 in 2030. Nevertheless, during this 27-year period the number of interments in national
cemeteries is expected to increase by 2.1 million. Interments involve opening and closing
gravesites and represent a major workload measure at national cemeteries.

The number of gravesites in national cemeteries will increase significantly. The number of
gravesites is a measure of the inventory that must be maintained by national cemeteries to
ensure National Shrine standards. VA estimates the number of gravesites will increase by 1.4
million by 2030. This is a 50 percent increase from 2008. The number of gravesites at national
cemeteries is provided in Exhibit 4-10. Providing service to these increasing numbers of
gravesites will require greater resources.

These findings do not suggest the need for changes or additions to the existing performance
measures or their metrics, other than needed changes in performance based budgeting
allocations. These findings do suggest that additional financial resources at existing national
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cemeteries will be needed. In addition, new staffing resources will be required for cemeteries

currently under construction, to ensure that performance targets can be reached with the
desired result of meeting the Mandate . In the absence of increased resources, it may be

necessary to reassess and adjust downward performance measurement targets.

Exhibit 4-9.
Historical and Projected Interments in National Cemeteries
(Veterans and Family Members) — 2003 through 2030
Change from Previous Year
Year Total Number | Percent
Actual

2003 89,753

2004 93,033 3,280 4%
2005 93,246 213 0%
2006 96,797 3,551 4%
2007 100,185 3,388 4%

Projected
2008 102,419 2,234 2%
2009 109,341 6,922 7%
2010 109,301 -40 0%
2011 108,853 -448 0%
2012 108,972 119 0%
2013 108,911 -61 0%
2014 107,941 -970 -1%
2015 106,390 -1,551 -1%
2016 104,358 -2,032 -2%
2017 100,765 -3,593 -3%
2018 96,209 -4,556 -5%
2019 91,655 -4,554 -5%
2020 87,760 -3,895 -4%
2021 85,649 -2,111 -2%
2022 83,673 -1,976 -2%
2023 81,706 -1,967 -2%
2024 79,759 -1,947 -2%
2025 78,266 -1,493 -2%
2026 76,251 -2,015 -3%
2027 74,799 -1,452 -2%
2028 73,568 -1,231 -2%
2029 72,419 -1,149 -2%
2030 71,212 -1,207 -2%
2008-2030 2,120,177

Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, NCA Projections, 2003-2030, FY 2007
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Exhibit 4-10.
Historical and Projected Cumulative Gravesites in
National Cemeteries — 2003 through 2030
Increase
Year Total Number \ Percent
Actual
2003 2,574,489
2004 2,640,925 66,436 3%
2005 2,706,054 65,129 2%
2006 2,774,634 68,580 3%
2007 2,842,684 68,050 2%
Projected
2008 2,914,453 71,769 3%
2009 2,994,163 79,710 3%
2010 3,072,602 78,438 3%
2011 3,150,102 77,500 3%
2012 3,227,302 77,200 2%
2013 3,303,913 76,611 2%
2014 3,381,908 77,995 2%
2015 3,455,570 73,662 2%
2016 3,627,708 72,138 2%
2017 3,595,177 67,469 2%
2018 3,659,271 64,093 2%
2019 3,721,292 62,022 2%
2020 3,777,901 56,608 2%
2021 3,832,919 55,018 1%
2022 3,886,719 53,800 1%
2023 3,939,390 52,672 1%
2024 3,990,989 51,599 1%
2025 4,041,577 50,588 1%
2026 4,090,213 48,635 1%
2027 4,137,937 47,725 1%
2028 4,184,814 46,876 1%
2029 4,230,579 45,765 1%
2030 4,274,895 44,316 1%
2008-2030 - 1,432,211 50%

Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, NCA Projections,
2003-2030, FY 2007

Burial Choice. In 2007, 58 percent of the interments at national cemeteries were for full
caskets, 27 percent were for in-ground cremations, and 15 percent were for columbaria niches.
Changes in burial preferences are expected to impact the demand for each type of burial in the
future. Exhibit 4-11 provides VA'’s projections of the number of interments (veterans and family
members) by burial type through 2030 and reflects expected changes in burial preferences.
While the percentage of in-ground full casket interments is not expected to change, the
percentage or interments in columbaria niches is expected to increase over the next 20 years.
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Exhibit 4-11.
Annual Number of Interments in National Cemeteries
by Type of Burial — 2003 through 2030
Total % In-Ground % Columbaria %
Year Interments | Full Casket | total | Cremations | total Niches total
Actual
2003 89,753 56,515 63% 23,311 26% 9,927 11%
2004 93,033 57,479 62% 23,818 26% 11,736 13%
2005 93,246 57,201 61% 24,680 26% 11,365 12%
2006 96,797 57,620 60% 26,108 27% 13,069 14%
2007 100,185 57,845 58% 27,088 27% 15,252 15%
Projected
2008 102,419 58,559 57% 27,694 27% 16,165 16%
2009 109,341 61,625 56% 28,770 26% 18,946 17%
2010 109,301 62,648 57% 28,573 26% 18,080 17%
2011 108,853 62,502 57% 27,293 25% 19,057 18%
2012 108,972 62,430 57% 26,632 24% 19,911 18%
2013 108,911 62,389 57% 26,314 24% 20,209 19%
2014 107,941 61,895 57% 25,989 24% 20,058 19%
2015 106,390 60,992 57% 25,493 24% 19,906 19%
2016 104,358 59,974 57% 24,848 24% 19,536 19%
2017 100,765 57,981 58% 23,716 24% 19,068 19%
2018 96,209 54,876 57% 22,950 24% 18,383 19%
2019 91,655 52,246 57% 21,545 24% 17,864 19%
2020 87,760 49,976 57% 20,053 23% 17,730 20%
2021 85,649 48,610 57% 19,671 23% 17,369 20%
2022 83,673 47,387 57% 19,259 23% 17,027 20%
2023 81,706 46,171 57% 18,150 22% 17,384 21%
2024 79,759 44,959 56% 17,597 22% 17,203 22%
2025 78,266 44,133 56% 17,237 22% 16,896 22%
2026 76,251 42,618 56% 16,818 22% 16,815 22%
2027 74,799 41,887 56% 16,380 22% 16,532 22%
2028 73,568 41,190 56% 16,123 22% 16,255 22%
2029 72,419 40,531 56% 15,875 22% 16,013 22%
2030 71,212 39,831 56% 15,634 22% 15,747 22%
Increase 2008-2030
Number | 2,120,177 | 1,205410 | 57% | 502,614 | 24% | 412,154 | 19%

Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, NCA Projections, 2003-2030, FY 2007

Exhibit 4-12 provides VA'’s projections of the number of gravesites at national cemeteries by
burial type through 2030. By 2030, VA estimates it will maintain 4.3 million gravesites. While
the number of full casket burials is expected to increase by 33 percent, the number of in-ground
cremations is expected to double (97 percent) and the number of columbaria niches is expected
to quadruple (319 percent) between 2007 and 2030. By 2030, it is estimated that national
cemeteries will maintain nearly 450,000 columbaria niches. As more veterans and family
members are buried in columbaria niches, the appearance and maintenance of these structures
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will have a greater impact on family members’ and veterans’ assessments of overall cemetery
appearance.

Exhibit 4-12.

Annual Change in the Number of Gravesites in National Cemeteries

by Type of Burial — 2003 through 2030
Annual Change
in Total Full % In-Ground % Columbaria %
Year Interments Casket total | Cremations | total Niches total
Actual
2004 66,436 42,297 63% 14,826 22% 9,677 14%
2005 65,129 40,770 62% 15,197 23% 9469 14%
2006 68,580 41,424 60% 16,905 24% 10,670 15%
2007 68,050 40,674 58% 17,154 24% 12,583 19%
Projected
2008 71,769 41,282 58% 17,746 25% 12,741 18%
2009 79,710 45,359 57% 19,269 24% 15,082 19%
2010 78,438 44,621 57% 18,707 24% 15,111 19%
2011 77,500 44,348 57% 16,933 22% 16,219 21%
2012 77,200 43,912 57% 16,595 21% 16,693 22%
2013 76,611 43,419 57% 16,370 21% 16,821 22%
2014 77,995 46,067 59% 15,311 20% 16,618 21%
2015 73,662 41,265 56% 15,984 22% 16,412 22%
2016 72,138 40,319 56% 15,649 22% 16,170 22%
2017 67,469 37,235 55% 14,682 22% 15,553 23%
2018 64,093 35,597 56% 13,781 22% 14,715 23%
2019 62,022 34,241 55% 13,363 22% 14,418 23%
2020 56,608 31,644 56% 10,602 19% 14,363 25%
2021 55,018 30,049 55% 10,572 19% 14,396 26%
2022 53,800 29,345 55% 10,332 19% 14,122 26%
2023 52,672 28,676 54% 10,136 19% 13,860 26%
2024 51,599 28,040 54% 9,948 19% 13,611 26%
2025 50,588 27,441 54% 9,772 19% 13,376 26%
2026 48,635 26,393 54% 8,638 18% 13,604 28%
2027 47,725 25,847 54% 8,495 18% 13,382 28%
2028 46,876 25,355 54% 8,358 18% 13,163 28%
2029 45,765 24,726 54% 8,039 18% 13,000 28%
2030 44,316 23,857 54% 7,770 18% 12,689 29%
Increase 2008-2030
Number 1,432,211 799,037 297,054 336,120
Percent 50% 33% 97% 319%
Total Gravesites by 2030
| 4274895 | 3,229.419 | | 602,226 | | 443250 |

Source: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, NCA Projections, 2003-2030, FY 2007
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Results from the 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey confirm a change in burial preference
from what was once predominantly full casket burial. Exhibit 4-13 presents the survey findings
and with the exception of columbarium preferences, the proportions are similar to those used by
the VA (Exhibit 4-12).

Exhibit 4-13.
Burial Choice
Burial Type Percent

In-ground casket burial 54.0%
Cre_matlon, in-ground 20.2%
burial
Cremation columbarium 9.2%
Mausoleum 3.2%
Something else 7.3%
Don’t know 6.1%
Total 100%
*Sample size for analysis, n=15,692.

Source: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Study

Given the expected increased importance of columbaria at national cemeteries, the inclusion of
a separate performance measure for columbaria is recommended. Satisfaction with key
aspects of columbaria is such a measure. The National Cemetery Satisfaction Survey collects
ratings from next of kin on their satisfaction with the quality and design of the columbaria
(survey question 27). The specific measure is:

A “Percent of respondents whose loved one was interred in a columbarium and who rate
the quality and design of the columbaria as excellent.”

An appropriate strategic target, one that is consistent with similar performance measures, is
slightly less than 100 percent.

Population Migration. Over the past several years, the United States has experienced
disproportionate population increases among regions, with increases in the South and West
outpacing growth in the Northeast and Midwest. The same trend is true of the population 65
years old or older. Exhibit 4-14 presents population estimates for 2030 by region. These
projections indicate that the current demographic trend is expected to continue with increases in
the over 65 population projected to be greatest in the South and West, where the population 65
years old and older is expected to more than double by 2030.

Exhibit 4-15 presents population estimates for 2030 by VA MSN. As expected the MSNs in the
West and South will experience greater increases in population 65 years old and older that in
the East and Midwest. Planning models need to take into consideration the variation in
projected growth among the MSN. National cemeteries in high growth MSNs will likely be under
greater pressure to maintain the cemeteries to the National Shrine standards. This finding does
not necessarily support establishing different performance measures by MSN, but does indicate
the importance of closely monitoring the performance measures of each MSN. Ensuring
cemeteries have the proper resources, particularly in high growth MSNs is important.
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Exhibit 4-14.
Population Projections by Region
Population 65 Years or Older
Geographic Increase
Area July 2005 July 2030 Population Percent
Northeast 7,471,709 12,171,269 4,699,560 62.9%
Midwest 8,391,915 13,858,370 5,466,455 65.1%
South 13,281,938 28,325,849 15,043,911 113.3%
West 7,550,342 17,097,983 9,547,641 126.4%
TOTAL 36,695,904 71,453,471 34,757,567 94.7%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, Interim State Population Projections, 2005

Exhibit 4-15.

Population Projections by VA MSN
Population 65 Years or Older

Increase

MSN July 2005 July 2030 Population | Percent
MSN 1 (Philadelphia Network Office) 9,434,872 15,973,456 6,538,584 69.3%
MSN 2 (Atlanta Network Office) 8,065,982 17,676,474 9,610,492 119.1%
MSN 3 (Indianapolis Network Office) 8,117,159 13,455,496 5,338,337 65.8%
MSN 4 (Denver Network Office) 4,415,405 9,169,668 4,754,263 107.7%
MSN 5 (Oakland Network Office) 6,662,486 15,178,377 8,515,891 127.8%
TOTAL 36,695,904 71,453,471 34,757,567 94.7%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division, Interim State Population Projections, 2005

Aging Infrastructure. Of the current 125 national cemeteries, nearly two-thirds opened before
1900, many around the time of the Civil War. As a result, the average age of national
cemeteries exceeds 100 years making them the oldest facilities in the VA infrastructure. Only in
MSN 5 (Oakland) is the average cemetery age less than 100 years.

As noted earlier, LMI’s Study on the Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries assessed the
condition of various key aspects of each national cemetery. The study identified more than 900
projects that require attention in maintaining the National Shrine mandate. The number of
projects distributed by MSN is presented in Exhibit 4-16

MSN 1 and MSN 2 maintain the largest number of cemeteries, along with some of the oldest
cemeteries, so these findings are not surprising. However, when comparing the dollar value of
the projects, the projects in MSN 5 capture 36 percent of the total. One likely reason for this
disparity is greater burial activity, due to population trends. This shows that regional veteran
population age is a considerable factor that affects the ability of a MSN and its cemeteries to
meet the National Shrine standards.
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Exhibit 4-16
Projects at National Cemeteries Required to Maintain National Shrine Status -
2002
Required Projects Cost
Memorial Service Network Percent Percent
Number Cost
of Total of Total
g/lfSﬁl;le; (Philadelphia Network 233 259, $71.660,056 26%
MSN 2 (Atlanta Network Office) 250 27% $30,145,757 11%
?)"fsﬁ';‘e? (Indianapolis Network 121 13% $39,929,084 |  14%
MSN 4 (Denver Network Office) 174 19% $38,101,807 14%
'\O"fsﬁ';'e? (Oakland Network 150 16% | $100,009,368 |  36%
TOTAL 928 100% $279,846,072 100%

Source: Logistics Management Institute, Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries, Volume 2:
National Shrine Commitment, 2002, p. iv.

Facility age, however, does have a significant impact. It is probable that the age of the
cemetery and the age of the cemetery’s infrastructure (roadways, buildings, other structures,
etc.) are directly related. Older cemeteries are likely to have older infrastructure and as this
infrastructure continues to age, it will become more difficult and costly to maintain to National
Shrine Standards. The recent addition of an operational performance measure that assesses
cemetery buildings and structures will help NCA monitor its cemetery infrastructure. This
performance measure provides an overall assessment (like the cemetery appearance
performance measure) and can be used to identify general issues.

National cemetery directors use a Facility Condition Assessment to identify potential
infrastructure issues and allow MSN and NCA staff to plan resource allocation for cemetery
improvements. The Assessment requires directors to rate the condition of each cemetery
facility/structure as well as other infrastructure aspects (roads, parking, fencing, walks, etc.) of
their cemetery. The condition of each facility is assessed (using a letter grade, A-F) on a
number of areas. These areas relate to the structural and functional condition of the facility as
well as its appearance and provide a comprehensive assessment.

Findings and Recommendations

This program evaluation examined the performance measures designed to assess NCA'’s ability
to meet the National Shrine mandate. The National Shrine definition provided guidance on what
should be measured, in regards to both tangible and intangible aspects of the cemetery.
Overall, data analysis findings show that the six existing performance measures address the
key components of outlined in the National Shrine definition. These performance measures are
supplemented by the national cemetery operational standards and measures that currently
guide cemetery directors and staff on necessary maintenance and care.

NCA'’s annual survey of next of kin and funeral directors has two limitations. The first is that
data are collected from next of kin who interred a loved one in a national cemetery in the past
year. Opinions of next of kin who return to the cemetery more than one year after the interment
are not captured and their perceptions of the cemetery may be different. Data collected from
next of kin at different time periods would provide better information on which to base policy
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changes. A second limitation is that data on the annual survey are not collected for cemeteries
that have been closed to new internments.

The following are recommendations to enhance the performance measures:

A Recommendation #8: Develop a new performance measure to assess satisfaction with
columbaria and measure it on the National Cemetery Satisfaction Survey. The specific
measure is: “Increase the percent of respondents rating the quality of the columbaria as
excellent.”

A Recommendation #9: Review strategic targets of 100% to reset these targets as these
performance levels are not achievable.

A Recommendation #10: Expand the annual Survey of Satisfaction with National
Cemeteries* as described in Recommendations 10A and 10B below.

A Recommendation #10A: Expand the sample of the Survey to include next of kin
who interred a veteran or family member in a national cemetery within the past 5
years.

A Recommendation #10B: Conduct annual intercept surveys of visitors at closed
cemeteries to collect data from these visitors. Enumerators would administer a short
survey (approximately 10 questions) to a random sample of visitors. Depending on
the expected number of visitors, the data collection period could range from one day
to one week.

This chapter also identified several factors that will affect NCA’s ability to meet the National
Shrine mandate in the future. Increasing interments, gravesites and an aging infrastructure will
pose considerable challenges in maintaining the national cemeteries as national shrines.

B. Adequacy and Impact of Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance

Congress has authorized a number of different symbolic expressions of remembrance for
veterans that include:

A A U.S. Flag that is draped over the coffin during the funeral/burial ceremony and is
presented to the next of kin at the end of the ceremony (United States Code, Title 38,
Section 2301).

A A Headstone or marker for the gravesite. The Army General Quartermaster was
charged with providing headstones made of wood during the Civil War to Union soldiers
who died in battle. The current headstone and marker benefit is governed by the
provisions of Title 38 of the United States Code, Section 2306).

4 The Survey provides data at the NCA, MSN, and individual cemetery levels for two of the six National Shrine
performance measures. As applied to NCA'’s performance measures, the current Survey data have two
limitations. The first is that data are collected from next of kin who interred a loved one in a national cemetery in
the past year. Opinions of next of kin who return to the cemetery more than one year after the interment are not
captured and their perceptions of the cemetery may be different. Data collected from next of kin at different time
periods would provide better information on which to base policy changes. A second limitation is that data on the
Survey are not collected for closed cemeteries.
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A A Presidential Memorial Certificate. Statutory authority for this program is given by
United States Code, Title 38, Section 112 in March, 1962.

A Military Honors at veterans’ funerals have been held ever since service members have
been killed while on active duty, even going back to the Revolutionary War period. In
2000 the Department of Defense was required (via Public Law 106-65) to provide a
military honors funeral ceremony if an eligible veteran’s family member requests one.
Although the Department of Defense (DoD) is responsible for providing the military
honors, VA staffers can assist in arranging for one.

Of these four benefits, the survey results and focus group participants have indicated that three
of these (U.S. flag, Headstone or marker, and military honors) are among the benefits most
widely known by veterans and their family members.

a. What is the Adequacy and Impact of the Current Set of Symbolic Expressions
of Remembrance?

Veterans were asked in the survey (survey question 33): “how important are each of these
burial benefits to you as recognition of your Service?” Exhibit 4-17 below shows the results. All
four of the benefits were rated either important or very important by at least three out of four
veterans. The U.S. flag and the headstone/marker benefit were rated higher than the PMC and
military honors, possibly because the first two benefits are better known among veterans®.

Exhibit 4-17.
Importance of Various Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance

Very Important/ | Not Very Important/ Do Not
Burial Benefits Important Not at All Important Know Total
U.S. Flag 89.0% 8.1% 2.9% 100.0%
Headstone or marker 85.6% 11.1% 3.3% 100.0%
oS e 73.3% 21.7% 5.0% 100.0%
Military Honors 73.6% 21.5% 4.9% 100.0%

*Sample size, n=14,232 - 14,974.

Source: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey

Veterans were also asked the following in survey question 31: “a headstone or marker is a
burial benefit available to all eligible veterans, regardless of where they are buried. Please
indicate your level of agreement with the following statements.” Exhibit 4-18 shows the results.
At least four out of five veterans agreed or agreed strongly with the two sentiments that the
country appreciates the service of veterans during wartime and peacetime. A much smaller
portion (though still the majority) agreed with the sentiment that they personally will be
remembered. This is a striking finding in that it shows the collective identity and support that
veterans feel for each other, rather than just thinking about their own place in history or the
affection by the nation.

® See Appendix I, pages 111-29 and 111-30, to review data on the extent to which veterans indicate their knowledge of
these and other benefits.
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Exhibit 4-18.
Feelings of Veterans About Headstones and Markers
Strongly Disagree/
The headstone or marker Agree/ Strongly Do not
benefit makes me feel... Agree Neither | Disagree know Total
That the country appreciates the | = g7 50/ | 50, 3.1% 3.4% | 100.0%
service of veterans to our nation
That the country appreciates all
veterans, including those who 84.2% 7.9% 4.7% 3.2% 100.0%
served during peacetime
That | will be remembered 72.8% 16.6% 6.1% 4.5% 100.0%
That the country understands
that veterans have earned these 80.2% 9.3% 6.7% 3.8% 100.0%
benefits
*Sample size for analysis, n=13,174 - 14,249.

Source: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey
b. What Additional Symbolic Expressions can VA Provide?

The most practical method for answering the question of additional symbolic expressions was to
ask for volunteers to participate in a conjoint analysis task and rate a set of alternative additional
symbolic expressions. Conjoint analysis is a statistical technique that was developed by Paul
Green at the Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania beginning in the 1970s.° The
motivation in developing it stemmed from the realization that individuals rarely if ever make
decisions about events or objects by considering only one characteristic or attribute about that
object or event. More often individuals make judgments involving a set of trade-offs. For
example, a typical trade-off choice in selecting lunch may involve three dimensions: calories,
cost, and personal taste. Conjoint analysis permits the estimation of the relative importance of
the various dimensions (price, healthfulness, personal preference in the example above) and
the characteristics or attributes within each dimension.

The application of this analytical technique was a “proof of concept” exercise in this evaluation,
limited to fewer than 10 participants, to see whether such a method could yield results useful to
VA as well as to develop pilot data on additional symbolic expressions. The data and discussion
are provided in the appendix volume.

With eight participants involved in the task, inferences and conclusions cannot be made.
However, the concept of using conjoint analysis in analyzing the various trade-offs involved in
refining, modifying, or adding to the VABBP was supported. Application of a more rigorous
sampling methodology, with larger demographically representative samples in support of
conjoint analysis is something to be actively explored in future studies.

® This brief discussion draws on: Curry, Joseph. (1996). Understanding Conjoint Analysis in 15 Minutes, Quirks
Marketing Review, 1996, and SPSS Version 16 Algorithms, SPSS Inc, 2008.
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c. What is the Impact of Policy Changes to Provide Additional Symbolic
Expressions of Remembrance?

Veterans were asked (survey question 34): “how important are each of the following aspects of
the headstone or marker that are not currently available?” Exhibit 4-19 below displays the
results. The most important change indicated by veterans would be to expand the option to
place military symbols on the markers, as 54 percent of the respondents indicated that it was
“important” or “very important”. The second most important change requested (by 47% of all
respondents) was to increase the area for a personal inscription. Based on these results, VA
needs to consider supplying these two additional features to headstones and markers.

Exhibit 4-19.
Importance of Various Symbolic Expressions of Remembrance
Very Not Very

Aspects of Headstones Important/ Important/Not at Do Not
and Markers Important All Important Know Total
Different shaped headstones 36.1% 49.6% 14.3% 100.0%
Different materials 35.4% 50.7% 13.9% 100.0%
Larger area for personal 46.8% 40.9% 12.3% | 100.0%
inscription
Option to place military 54.1% 35.2% 10.7% | 100.0%
symbols on the marker
Option to place additional 38.9% 47.8% 133% | 100.0%
symbols on the marker
*Sample size for analysis, n=13,180 - 13,641.

Source: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey

As the data collection for this evaluation was being made ready, Congress passed Public Law
110-157, signed on December 26, 2007, which allows VA to

“furnish, upon request, a medallion or other device of a design determined by the
Secretary to signify the deceased’s status as a veteran, to be attached to a
headstone or marker furnished at private expense.”

This benefit will be available in lieu of a Government furnished headstone or marker, for
veterans in privately marked graves who died on or after Nov. 1, 1990.

VA states that the medallion will be ready in 2009.
d. Findings and Recommendations

This section examined the adequacy and impact of various symbolic expressions of
remembrance. The symbolic expressions, especially those connected most directly to the
concept of “Country”, such as the U.S. flag, or the Armed Forces, such as military honors, are
very important to veterans and should be maintained. Any changes desired by veterans or their
family members are small.
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The following recommendations are based on the findings described above. They are consistent
with the legislative intent of the VABBP, and are designed to improve program outcomes in
service to veterans and their families.

A Recommendation #11: Provide two additional memorialization benefits that veterans
asked for in the survey, that include: 1) room for military insignia on the headstone or
marker, and 2) additional room for appropriate personal inscriptions on the headstone or
marker.

E Recommendation #12: Officially request that DoD offer empty shell casings following
the military honors ceremony to next of kin as a standard protocol. Next of kin
participating in focus group sessions at several sites nationally voiced this request as a
symbol of remembrance.

E Recommendation #13: Conduct a conjoint analysis study (i.e., decision-making task)
with a large sample on the value of new symbolic expressions that may be offered to
further build on the pilot data gathered via conjoint analysis for this study’..

C. Impact of Presidential Memorial Certificates

A PMC is an engraved paper certificate, bearing the current President’s signature, to honor the
memory of honorably discharged deceased veterans. Eligible recipients include the deceased
veteran’s next of kin and other loved ones. The PMC was started by President Kennedy in
March of 1962. Since that time, 11.9 million PMCs have been distributed.

a. What is the Impact of the Current Presidential Memorial Certificate on
Perceptions of Veterans and their Loved Ones?

Veterans were asked the following question on the survey (Question 32):

“A Presidential Memorial Certificate is a burial benefit available to families of veterans,
regardless or where they are buried. Please indicate your level of agreement with the following
statements.”

Exhibit 4-20 below displays the results. As shown in the exhibit, 80 percent of veterans
indicated that the PMC benefit makes them feel that the country appreciates the service of
veterans to our nation. Since many did not know about the PMC before taking the survey, it is
probable that the veterans were responding to the “idea” of the PMC benefit as described in the
question, and less to the actual knowledge about the benefit itself.

In addition, the focus group and interview data reveal:

A Of the 37 veteran next of kin participants, only one knew about the Presidential Memorial
Certificate benefit.
A Of 29 funeral directors, only two knew about the PMC benefit.

A Five out of every six veterans had never heard of the PMC.

" See appendix for the pilot data gathered via conjoint analysis.
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Exhibit 4-20.
Feelings of Veterans About the Presidential Memorial Certificate
Strongly Disagree/
The Presidential Memorial Agree/ Strongly Do not
Certificate benefit makes me feel ... | Agree Neither | Disagree know Total
That the country appreciates the 80.0% | 10.2% 3.9% 59% | 100.00%
service of veterans to our nation
That the country appreciates all
veterans, including those who served 77.6% 11.6% 5.2% 5.6% 100.00%
during peacetime
That | will be remembered 67.0% 19.4% 71% 6.5% 100.00%
That the country understands that 75.3% | 12.2% 6.6% 59% | 100.00%

veterans have earned these benefits

*Sample size for analysis, n=13,014-14,086.

Source: 2008 Veterans Burial Benefits Survey

b. What is the Current System of Generating Presidential Memorial Certificates?

When the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) receives a notification of the death of a
veteran (typically from the funeral home conducting burial services), VBA will automatically
issue the request for the PMC and have it sent to the person who is making the arrangements

with the funeral home.

c. New System of Generating Presidential Memorial Certificates: Is It Necessary?

There are several possible reasons for changing the system of generating PMCs:

A If the current system is error-prone, a new system can be designed in order to minimize
the number of PMCs issued with errors. Data show that the current system does not
generate PMCs with mistakes often. For example of the 400,000 PMCs issued recently

on an annual basis, the number of those with errors is less than 100. This is an

acceptable level of performance.

A A new system could offer additional functionality that the current system does not offer.
For example, because the constraints on PMCs are fewer and less stringent than for
other benefits, creating a “self-service” version of the PMC application might result in
more efficient service and in faster deliver of PMCs.

d. What Would be the Impact of Introducing New Processes to Increase the
Accuracy of Information Provided on Presidential Memorial Certificates?

Given the extremely low error rate currently evidenced in the PMC program, the introduction of

new processes targeting increased accuracy of information is not required.
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e. What is the Impact of Policy Changes to Provide Additional Symbolic
Expressions?

The impact of policy changes to provide additional symbolic expressions described in the
preceding sections include:

A Changes would be required in two areas: the forms requesting headstones and markers
would have to be modified to include options for the additional symbolic expressions
such as space for military insignia, and space for a personal inscription.

A Assuming that the customization of headstones and markers is at least partially
automated, the incremental cost for personal inscriptions and/or military insignia is
minimal, after the automation is reconfigured to support the new benefits.

A Results from a conjoint analysis (see Appendix 7) in this evaluation revealed
preferences for a bronze letter “V”, and an attractive storage case in which to store the
flag. Individual retail prices for storage cases range from $50 to $300 or higher,
depending on the type of wood and features. Providing an attractive storage case for
every flag issued would cost in the range of about $20/per case®. This would increase
the cost by $2,000,000 for every 100,000 flags issued. A bronze letter “V” would cost in
the same range®, about $26. This would increase the cost at a rate of $2,600,000 for
every 100,000 bronze letters issued.

f. Findings and Recommendations

This section examined the adequacy and impact of the PMC benefit and the cost implications of
supplying two additional symbolic expressions of appreciation to veteran family members.
Relative to the size of VA annual budget (about $84 billion), the additional cost of slightly more
that $5.5 million represents an increase of less than 1/100th of one percent.

Based on the findings, the following recommendations are made:

A Recommendation #14: Conduct an outreach campaign to better promote the PMC
among veterans, veteran family members, and funeral directors.

A Recommendation #15: Develop an Internet Web-based tool so that next of kin and
friends can apply on-line for a PMC, which would raise the visibility and value of the
PMC. Creating this application is an investment for the future, as the demographics of
the veteran population changes to comprise more of those who are comfortable with the
Web.

The next chapter, Chapter 5, examines several monetary burial benefits (e.g., burial allowances,
feasibility of offering veterans a cash payment in lieu of burial in a national cemetery).

8 The cost of such cases was pulled from the World Wide Web on 9 May 2008 from
http://www.trophycentral.com/displaycases2.html. The Web site displays retail prices for individuals. Assuming a
standard retail markup of 60%, and the reduced cost that VA could obtain from volume discounts, suggests the figure
of $20.

® The retail cost of one 6 inch bronze letter “V” one-fourth of one inch thick is $65 (See http://www.cut-metal-
letters.com/B1-8-Price-SAT%20BRONZE-R.pdf pulled on 9 May 2009). Using a similar retail markup figure as in
the example of the flag display cases, the wholesale cost would be $26 / letter.
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