C&P Exam Maximizer Prep
Compensation and Pension exams determine your ratings and compensation amount.
Preparation strategy directly affects exam outcomes and final rating decisions.
This guide provides condition-specific approaches to maximize ratings during evaluations.
C&P examiners are the critical decision point between claiming and being paid.
Understanding C&P Exams
VA contracts examiners (doctors, psychologists, medical professionals) to assess conditions.
These examiners follow specific rating criteria and rating schedules from VA.
Your presentation during exam significantly impacts how examiner rates condition.
Examiners make subjective judgments within objective criteria frameworks.
Strategic preparation helps ensure examiner sees your condition at full severity.
How Examiners Think and Decide
Examiners use rating schedule as checklist for what constitutes each rating level.
Your job is to demonstrate that your symptoms and functional impact meet criteria for higher rating.
Examiners cannot rate higher than evidence supports, but they must consider all symptoms presented.
Honest, detailed description of worst-case presentation usually results in appropriate rating.
Condition-Specific Exam Tips
Back Pain: Correia Compliance and ROM
Back ratings hinge on Range of Motion (ROM) measurements and functional limitation documentation.
Correia v. Secretary established that ROM must be measured on your worst day.
1. Correia requirement: ROM measured with examiner observing you moving
1. Worst day principle: You should present yourself on day with active flare-up if possible
1. Demonstrate limited ROM during exam through functional movements
1. Describe how pain restricts bending, lifting, sitting, standing duration
1. Mention side effects of pain medications (drowsiness, cognitive impacts, addiction concerns)
Strategy: Schedule exam after physically demanding activities that trigger flare-ups.
Mention specific ROM restrictions affecting job performance and daily activities.
Mental Health: Severity Description
PTSD and mental health conditions are rated on severity of symptoms, not diagnosis alone.
Multiple veterans with same diagnosis receive different ratings based on symptom severity.
1. Describe panic attacks in detail (frequency, triggers, duration, physical symptoms)
1. Explain flashbacks: how they occur, how long they last, functional impact
1. Document social isolation, relationship strain, difficulty concentrating, occupational loss
1. Describe medications and their side effects (sexual dysfunction, weight gain, emotional blunting)
1. Mention intrusive thoughts, nightmares, hypervigilance affecting daily life
1. Explain avoidance behaviors and how they limit your activities
Strategy: Provide specific examples of how symptoms manifest in daily life and work.
Don't minimize or hide symptoms; examiners need to see full impact.
Joint Conditions: ROM on Worst Day
Knee, shoulder, and other joint ratings depend on documented ROM at worst presentation.
Similarly to back ratings, timing and presentation significantly affect outcomes.
1. Schedule exam during high-pain periods (cold weather, after exertion)
1. Examiners measure ROM with goniometer; your movement during exam is what counts
1. Describe swelling, instability, giving way, pain with movement
1. Mention functional limitations: climbing stairs, carrying, reaching overhead, walking distance
1. Explain nighttime symptoms: pain disrupting sleep, morning stiffness lasting hours
Strategy: Wear comfortable clothing allowing easy access to affected joint.
Don't try to hide pain or push through it; examiners expect you to move cautiously.
DeLuca Factors for PTSD Rating Increases
DeLuca v. Brown identifies specific factors that increase PTSD ratings.
Understanding these factors helps you address them in exam.
1. Frequency of symptoms (daily occurrence is more severe than weekly)
1. Severity of symptoms (mild vs. moderate vs. severe intensity)
1. Occupational and social impairment (isolation, job loss, relationship strain)
1. Duration of episodes (minutes, hours, days of symptoms)
1. Medication side effects (impacting function beyond symptom relief)
Strategy: Address each DeLuca factor directly during exam with specific examples.
Explain how frequency and severity of symptoms prevent employment and social interaction.
Mitchell Flare-Ups: Document Active Symptoms
Mitchell v. Veterans Claims Assistant established that examiners must rate based on worst presentation.
This means flare-ups and bad days count toward your rating, not just average days.
1. Bring documentation of recent flare-ups (medical records, urgent care visits, ER notes)
1. Describe frequency of flare-ups and what triggers them (weather, stress, activity, time)
1. Explain how flare-ups affect work and daily functioning
1. If possible, have flare-up during exam period to demonstrate severity to examiner
1. Mention patterns: flare-ups lasting hours, days, weeks
Strategy: Keep flare-up log showing dates, triggers, severity, duration, functional impact.
Bring this log to exam to show examiner pattern of symptomatic episodes.
Describing Limitations Truthfully Without Minimizing
The goal is honest assessment of your worst-case functionality, not exaggeration.
Truthfulness actually strengthens your case; examiners recognize when veterans are honest.
1. Describe what you cannot do on bad days, not average days
1. Mention activities you avoid because of your condition
1. Explain accommodations others provide (spouse does heavy lifting, works from home)
1. Be specific and concrete: not 'tired,' but 'fall asleep at 7pm and sleep 12 hours'
1. Reference treatment records documenting severity
1. Mention how symptoms interfere with job performance if employed
Strategy: Use specific measurements and timeframes (I can sit 30 minutes before needing break).
Use specific examples (I couldn't attend my daughter's graduation due to anxiety).
What Examiners Look For at Each Rating Level
Examiners use rating criteria as a checklist for approval.
Understanding what constitutes each rating helps you frame your presentation.
1. 20% Rating: Mild symptoms with minimal functional impact
1. 30% Rating: Moderate symptoms affecting daily activities somewhat
1. 40% Rating: Moderate-severe symptoms with significant functional impact
1. 50% Rating: Severe symptoms with substantial occupational/social impairment
1. 70% Rating: Very severe symptoms with major occupational/social impairment
1. 100% Rating: Completely disabling symptoms; unable to engage in any employment
If seeking 70%, demonstrate major functional impairment explicitly.
Frame symptoms within the rating criteria language used by VA.
Post-Exam Review and Rebuttal Strategy
After exam, request C&P report and review carefully for errors.
1. Identify statements that minimize or misrepresent your condition
1. Check ROM measurements against your medical records and prior exams
1. Verify examiner asked about all your symptoms and conditions
1. Note if examiner failed to address specific functional limitations
1. Prepare rebuttal evidence if exam is inaccurate or incomplete
1. Compare exam findings to your treating provider's assessments
Common C&P errors include: downplaying pain severity, failing to measure ROM properly, not assessing psychological impact, overlooking documented symptoms.
These are all challengeable through appeals and supplemental claims.
