Witness Briefing Guide for Buddy Statements
Buddy statements are powerful evidence in VA claims. This guide walks through how to brief witnesses ethically and effectively without coaching.
What to Tell Witnesses
Purpose of the Statement
Explain in plain language:
1. VA needs statements from people who know the veteran and can describe their military service and current condition
1. Statements help VA understand impact of service-connected conditions
1. VA values perspective from people who observed the veteran before and after service
What VA Values in Statements
1. Personal knowledge: what witness directly observed or experienced
1. Specific incidents: particular events that showed impact of condition
1. Behavioral changes: differences in the veteran pre- and post-service
1. Functional impact: how condition affects work, relationships, daily activities
1. Timeline: when changes occurred relative to service or service-connected event
Specific Incidents to Address
Guide witness to think about specific examples:
1. Service-connected PTSD: "Can you think of specific times when his service experience affected his behavior? For example, loud noises, reactions to certain situations?"
1. TBI/cognitive symptoms: "Have you noticed difficulty with memory or concentration? Specific examples?"
1. Mental health: "Have you observed mood changes, anxiety, or social withdrawal?"
1. Occupational impact: "Have you observed job loss or job changes due to his condition?"
What NOT to Do
Avoid Coaching
Do NOT tell witness what to write or suggest specific language:
1. WRONG: "You should say that his PTSD causes angry outbursts"
1. RIGHT: "Have you observed changes in his temperament? What have you noticed?"
1. WRONG: "Emphasize how much his anxiety affects his ability to work"
1. RIGHT: "Have you noticed changes in his work situation since service?"
Avoid Exaggeration
Do not ask witness to overstate or fabricate:
1. WRONG: "Tell them his condition is completely disabling"
1. RIGHT: "Tell them what you have actually observed about his limitations"
1. Truthful understatement is worse than exaggeration (can overcome understatement; lying undermines credibility)
Avoid Contamination
1. Do not show witness other statements (creates unconscious mimicry)
1. Do not discuss your version of events in detail (witness should describe own observations)
1. Do not suggest specific diagnoses or VA rating language
Ethical Boundaries
VA Credibility Standards
VA checks credibility of statements. If VA believes witness was coached or statement is exaggerated:
1. Statement given minimal weight
1. Can harm overall claim credibility
1. Multiple questionable statements can trigger credibility review of entire claim
Your Responsibility
1. Witness must write statement in own words and handwriting if possible
1. Witness must be truthful
1. You should not dictate or edit witness statement beyond basic grammar/clarity
How to Provide Reference Materials Without Coaching
What IS Appropriate
1. Provide VA Form 21-10210 (Buddy Statement form) with instructions
1. Explain form requirements: name, relationship, contact, signature, perjury acknowledgment
1. Provide copy of disability or service-connected condition name (not diagnosis details)
1. Explain: VA wants to know what witness personally observed
What IS NOT Appropriate
1. Providing example statements (creates template copying)
1. Suggesting specific incidents witness should address
1. Discussing in detail what you believe impact is (contaminates witness perspective)
Witness Preparation Meeting Template
Meeting Agenda (30 minutes)
1. Purpose Explanation (5 min)
1. VA is reviewing service-connected condition claim
1. Need statements from people who know veteran and can describe observations
2. What VA Values (10 min)
1. Personal knowledge: what you directly observed or experienced
1. Specific examples: particular incidents or patterns you witnessed
1. Functional impact: how condition affects his/her life
1. Timeline: when changes occurred
3. Form Explanation (5 min)
1. VA Form 21-10210 or personal letter format both acceptable
1. Must include: full name, relationship to veteran, contact information, signature, date
1. Perjury acknowledgment: statement will be reviewed under penalty of perjury
4. Open Dialogue (10 min)
1. Ask: What have you observed about how service affected this person?
1. Let witness talk without interjecting
1. Ask follow-up questions only if needed for clarity
Follow-Up Process
1. Send witness copy of form or letter template
1. Provide deadline (typically 2-3 weeks)
1. Follow up: "Did you have a chance to write the statement?"
1. When received, briefly review for completeness (signature, date, legible)
1. Do not edit for content; minor grammar correction acceptable
Red Flags for Coaching
1. Witness statements use identical language (copying)
1. Statements focus on VA rating criteria language (coaching)
