
SURVIVOR EXPERIENCE SERVICE BLUEPRINT

PHASE PRIOR TO THE DEATH DEATH OF A VETERAN COPING WITH LOSS 
WHILE NAVIGATING VA APPLYING FOR BENEFITS ADJUSTING TO THE NEW NORMAL

MOMENT Preparing for End of Life Veteran Passes Away Notifying VA of  
Death of Veteran

Looking for Support and 
Navigating Resources Preparing to Apply Completing the 

Application
Waiting for 

Claims Decision
Notification of Claims 

Approval or Denial Receiving Benefits Monitoring Benefits

SURVIVOR ACTION Families may participate in:
•	 advance care planning
•	 financial planning
•	 end of life preparation
•	 family counseling support
•	 Survivor healthcare planning 

Survivor may apply for:
•	 Caregiver Support program
•	 NCA’s pre-need eligibility determination

Survivor expects and wants the VA to guide them 
during the period of extreme grief to:
•	 manage family affairs
•	 seek bereavement counseling
•	 navigate the post-death processes
•	 take care of them respectfully and honor their 

Veteran

Survivor notifies VA of Veteran’s death.
 
Survivor begins engagement with Funeral Home 
for memorial and burial benefits.
 
Survivor learns about VA Survivor benefits from VA 
and/or from funeral home.

SURVIVORS NOT CONNECTED TO VSO
Survivor and/or personal advocates look for 
support and resources to learn about VA 
Survivor benefits.

Survivor learns about Survivor benefits application 
requirements and gathers relevant documents.

Survivor completes applications for Survivor 
benefits and submits to VA.

Survivor searches for VA point of contact to get 
application status. May be unsuccessful.

Survivor receives notification of approval or denial 
of Survivor benefits. 

Survivor may apply for additional Survivor benefits 
(CHAMPVA, education). Survivor may appeal 
decision if denied. 

Eligible Survivors, including children, receive 
Survivor benefits.
 
Survivor keeps VA notified of relevant life changes, 
including contact information or change in marital 
or change in enrollment, if receiving educational 
benefits.
 
Eligible Survivors, including children, may apply for 
education benefits.

Survivor learns what is required to maintain 
benefits. 
 
Survivor may re-engage with VSO as Survivor 
benefits change and/or eligibility for new benefits 
arises (i.e., PACT Act.)

Qualifying children of Survivors may be eligible for 
benefits as they age.

SURVIVORS CONNECTED TO VSO
Survivor connects with VSO to learn about VA 
Survivor benefits.

Survivor gathers documents and completes 
applications for eligible Survivor benefits with the 
assistance of a VSO.

Survivor works with VSO to complete applications 
for eligible Survivor benefits and submits to VA.

Survivor relies on VSO for status updates on 
benefits applications.

VHA BENEFITS

Other benefits and services not 
depicted:
•	 Chaplain Services
•	 Vet Centers

VA MEDICAL 
SERVICES

VAMC may provide advance 
care planning.

SAMS or Decedent Affairs engaged with Survivors 
to assist with post-death processes.

VHA physician completes death certificate, if death 
occurs in a VAMC.

SAMS assists in connecting Survivor to additional 
resources and services following Veteran’s death.

COUNSELING
Chaplains and Vet Centers 
may provide counseling 
service.

Support for families and limited grief counseling.

CAREGIVER 
SUPPORT

VA approves enrollment in 
PCAFC, if eligible.

90 day benefits continue after the Veteran’s death, if enrolled in PCAFC (stipend, virtual psychotherapy, 
financial, and legal services). VA discontinues stipend after 90 days.

CHAMPVA benefits continue if Survivor is already 
enrolled. CHAMPVA VA receives application for 

processing, if found eligible for DIC. VA processes new CHAMPVA application. Provides Survivor notification of approval or denial 
of application. VA enrolls Survivor in CHAMPVA benefits.

VBA BENEFITS

Other benefits not depicted:
•	 Aid and Attendance
•	 Burial Flag
•	 Home Loan
•	 Life Insurance

COMMUNICATIONS
Shares information about 
all Survivor benefits by 
sending out Legacy Packet.

Regional Offices (RO) provide Survivor benefits 
information to Survivors seeking assistance at the 
RO Public Contact office.

VA continues ongoing communication with Survivors 
to determine continued eligibility for benefits.

VA sends letter to the estate upon Survivor’s death 
terminating Survivor benefits.

MONTH 
OF DEATH

Discontinues Veterans 
Compensation pay. Sends Survivor 
month of death monetary benefit.

ACCRUED 
BENEFIT Accrued benefit may have been applied for prior to the Veteran’s death. The benefit is still able to be processed and Survivor may still receive benefit.

 DEPENDENCY AND INDEMNITY 
COMPENSATION (DIC) AND SURVIVOR’S 
PENSION

Claim received by VA. Claim entered into VBMS. VSR 
receives application and begins processing.

VSR identifies and requests missing information, 
updates Survivor and/or VSO, and determines 
eligibility for benefits.

VA notifies Survivor about approval or denial of all 
eligible benefits. VA may receive note of appeal if 
benefits denied.

VBA provides eligible benefits to Survivor. VA continues to provide benefits until the death of 
the Survivor.

EDUCATION VA processes education benefit 
application.

Provides Survivor notification of approval or denial 
of application. VBA provides educational benefits to Survivors and children, if eligible.

NCA BENEFITS

BURIAL BENEFITS
NCA receives pre-need 
application and determines 
eligibility.

NCA notifies Survivor of eligibility for burial and 
memorial benefits.

NCA assists Survivor in navigating benefits 
application process.

NCA enters Survivor’s information into VBMS. 
Funeral home may provide information to 
Survivor about VA benefits.

NCA conducts document search for evidence of 
eligibility of Veteran. NCA processes benefits application. NCA determines eligibility. Survivor notified of qualified benefits. NCA provides benefits requested by the Survivor.

MEMORIAL 
BENEFITS

NCA receives request for 
memorial benefits. NCA determines eligibility.

Notify Survivor of eligibility and additional benefits 
offered. NCA creates Veterans Legacy Memorial 
web page, if eligible.

Distribute memorial benefits, which may include: 
Presidential Certificate, headstone marker, 
medallion, plaque, urn, and Veterans Legacy 
Memorial web page.

SUPPORTING SERVICES

Numerous organizations are  
available to support Survivors; 
the ones mentioned represent 
only a small sample.

Elizabeth Dole Foundation’s (EDF) Hidden Hero’s Program: May provide caregiver support services.

Social Security Administration (SSA): Sends out monthly master death list.

Tragedy Assistance Program (TAPS): Provides Survivor assistance.

Veteran Service Officers: VSO engages with and assists Survivor.

Funeral homes: May connect Survivor to VA.

IMPACT ON 
SURVIVORS

Family may be in period of anticipatory grief. If no 
pre-death planning, may face a need for support 
from VA as they prepare to navigate life without 
their Veteran.

Survivors expect the VA to support them while 
navigating a complex system designed 
for Veterans.

Survivors feel abandoned and a lack of 
acknowledgment for the role they played 
supporting their Veteran. 

Survivor must inform multiple offices at and 
outside of VA about death. This duplicative task 
causes distress.

Untethered Survivors may be unaware of and 
miss out on benefits.

Survivors may have to navigate complex 
information without support.

Funeral homes are not required to provide 
information on VA benefits, leading to 
unnecessary expenses for Survivors. 

Survivors waste time and experience 
disappointment applying for ineligible benefits 
across the three administrations due to the 
nonstandard and complex nature of the 
applications processes. 

Survivors are frustrated that, during a time 
of grief, the application process is outdated, 
time consuming, and complex, which requires 
unnecessary effort and makes them prone to 
mistakes.

Survivors are concerned when asked to provide  
sensitive documents by mail.

Survivors must wait and wonder what the status 
of their application is, due to inconsistent and 
lengthy claims process, without a way to check 
the status independently.

Survivors feel either relieved or disappointed at 
their claim outcome. If denied, they may choose 
to appeal, causing additional burden.

Survivors may feel a lack of respect for their years 
of supporting the Veteran, if denied benefits. 

Survivors face emotional burden and potential 
loss of benefits when the death certificate needs 
to be corrected.

Survivors feel acknowledged and honored when  
granted benefits, as well as an increased  
financial security and trust in the VA.

Survivors are less likely to have a success applying 
for benefits when not working with a VSO.

Survivor is likely to miss out on new or existing 
benefits if not monitoring eligibility of all 
Survivors (including children).

IMPACT ON THE VA Without pre-death planning, VA is unable to 
expedite claims, reducing the ability to care for 
the Survivor.

The VA is not able to fully support the Survivor 
in their time of need due to the system being 
designed for Veterans.

Cannot fully support Survivor in need without 
comprehensive counseling.

Death notifications to other VA Administrations 
are unable to be seen causing continuation of 
benefits after Veterans passing. 

Call center staff struggle to provide guidance 
to Survivors on benefits due to lack of specific 
training.

Survivors are not effectively supported due to the 
Office of Survivor Assistance not being properly 
resourced and aligned within the organization.
 
Staff are required to spend additional time 
educating Survivors and VSOs on benefits due 
to VAs lack of adequate marketing of Survivor 
benefit information.

Ineligible submissions create additional demand 
on VA staff due to the lack of VA support to 
Survivors completing complex applications.

VA required to spend time re-working 
applications not completed with a VSO due to 
errors or omissions.
 
VA is duplicating efforts to authenticate and 
verify eligibility of Survivors across three 
administrations.

VA staff spend additional time on Survivors 
inquires due to the lengthy claims 
processing times.

VA staff are not trained in Survivor benefits are 
not able to answer questions regarding benefits 
across three administrations.

VA staff incur additional work causing delays 
due to inappropriate denials when the death 
certificate does not support the service-
connected disability or is not signed by a 
physician.

VA staff spend time on processing appeals, when 
a Survivor is denied.
  
Additional demand for claims processing due to 
the legislative changes such as the PACT Act.

VA develops a lifelong partnership recognizing 
the role Survivors play. 

Staff feel fulfilled in supporting Veteran’s Survivors.

Administrations lack a consistent practice for  
updating Survivors about benefits.
 
Need to remain connected with Survivor.

HOW MIGHT WE... ...Support Survivors earlier so 
they are more prepared when 
their Veteran passes?

...Provide timely and  
compassionate support to lessen 
the administrative burden?

...Simplify the notification 
process to be more respectful of 
the Survivor’s well-being during 
this intense period of grief.

...Ensure all Survivors are given  
equal access to support?

....Guide all Survivors towards 
benefits for which they are 
eligible? 

...Leverage a platform that can 
allow for cross-administration 
collaboration and information 
sharing?

...Ensure that Survivors are 
informed of the status of their 
applications at any given time?

...Maintain trust and confidence 
with Survivors when claims 
are denied?

...Streamline timeliness in the 
delivery of benefits and services?

...Support Survivors’  
continued access to benefits?

ACRONYMS
VA
VBA
VHA
NCA
VAMC
VBMS
VSR
VSO
PCAFC
SAMS

Department of Veterans Affairs
Veterans Benefits Administration
Veterans Health Administration
National Cemetery Administration
Veterans Affairs Medical Center
Veterans Benefits Management System
Veterans Service Representative 
Veteran’s Service Officer
Program of Comprehensive Assistance for Family Caregivers
Survivor Assistance and Memorial Support

KEY

A Survivor is defined as an eligible surviving spouse, child or parent.

Learning burden

Compliance burden

Psychological burden

Lack of resources/staff

Lack of cross-VA sharing

Lack of holistic support

Benefit in place or ramping 
up to full delivery

Benefit is approved and 
ongoing

Sense of support


