DBQ Walkthrough and Examiner Guide
Comprehensive guide to understanding Disability Benefits Questionnaires (DBQs) and what to expect during VA C&P examinations. The DBQ directly determines your rating.


Section 1: What is a Disability Benefits Questionnaire (DBQ)?
A DBQ is a standardized form used by VA examiners to evaluate your disability. Unlike a standard medical examination, the DBQ focuses on FUNCTIONAL IMPAIRMENT—how your condition affects your ability to work and live independently.
Key Facts About DBQs
1. Created by VA: Designed to ensure consistent evaluation across all VA C&P examiners
1. Drives Your Rating: The DBQ is the single most important document in your C&P exam. Your rating is based heavily on examiner's answers.
1. Available to You: You can obtain DBQ forms from VA.gov before your exam and review them
1. Specific Format: DBQs use specific rating criteria language (10%, 20%, 30%, 50%, etc.)
1. Examiner Discretion: Despite standardized format, examiner's interpretation and description can influence your rating
DBQ for Different Conditions
	Condition
	DBQ Form
	Key Evaluation Focus

	PTSD
	21-0960P-3
	Frequency/severity of trauma-related symptoms, occupational/social impairment, triggers

	Other Mental Disorders
	21-0960P-2
	Mood, concentration, memory, sleep, suicide risk, functional capacity

	Musculoskeletal (Joint/Spine)
	21-0960P-1
	Range of motion, pain, strength, functional limitations, ability to walk/sit/stand

	Neurological (TBI)
	21-0960P-2 + neuro
	Cognitive function, balance, coordination, memory, concentration

	Respiratory
	21-0960P-4
	Lung function, breathing capacity, limitation on exertion

	Hearing Loss
	21-0960P-5
	Hearing thresholds, speech discrimination, impact on communication




Section 2: Sample DBQ Walkthroughs
WALKTHROUGH 1: Musculoskeletal Examination (Knee)
What the examiner will do, step by step.
1. Review your medical records and your statement
1. Measure your knee's range of motion (flexion, extension) in multiple positions with a goniometer
1. Test strength through resistance (you push while examiner applies pressure)
1. Palpate (feel) your knee for swelling, warmth, tenderness
1. Perform special tests (McMurray, Lachman, varus/valgus stress)
1. Ask: 'Does moving your knee cause pain?' 'Can you walk without a limp?' 'How far can you walk?'
1. Ask about your occupational impact: 'What do you do for work? Can you perform these duties?'
1. Ask about frequency of problems: 'How often is your knee swollen/painful?'
1. Record all measurements and observations in the DBQ
1. Complete the DBQ rating section, selecting from VA rating criteria
EXAMINER WORD CHOICES MATTER: If examiner writes 'mild range of motion limitation' you may receive 10% rating. If 'moderate limitation with functional impact' you may receive 30%. Same exam, different wording = different rating.
WALKTHROUGH 2: Mental Health Examination (Depression)
1. Review your military service, psychiatric history, current medications
1. Observe your affect: Are you tearful, flat, agitated, animated?
1. Ask about mood: 'How has your mood been?' 'Do you feel hopeless?' 'Suicidal thoughts?'
1. Sleep: 'How many hours? Trouble falling asleep? Waking repeatedly?'
1. Concentration: 'Can you read an article? Watch TV? Remember conversations?'
1. Motivation: 'Do you lack energy? Disinterested in activities?'
1. Work impact: 'What's your job? Can you handle stress? Miss work?'
1. Family impact: 'Relationships affected? Do you socialize? Spend time with children?'
1. Treatment: 'Current therapy/medication? How helpful?'
1. Severity: 'On a scale of 1-10, how bad is this condition?'
1. Complete DBQ rating section
RED FLAGS: If examiner's report says 'patient reports good control on medication, able to work full-time' but fails to ask about worst days or flare-ups, this is an examiner error that may underrate you.
WALKTHROUGH 3: Hearing Loss Examination
1. Perform audiometry testing (hearing test in soundproof booth)
1. Test at different frequencies (125 Hz to 8000 Hz)
1. Measure speech discrimination (can you understand words?)
1. Ask: 'How does hearing loss affect your daily life?'
1. Ask about conversation difficulty, TV volume, workplace impact
1. Document whether you use hearing aids and their effectiveness
1. Compare to VA hearing standards (38 CFR 4.85)
1. Complete DBQ


Section 3: Examiner Word Choice Impact Chart
The words examiners choose directly correlate to ratings. This chart shows how specific language drives your rating outcome.
	Examiner's Language
	Likely Rating
	What This Means
	Your Challenge

	Mild, minimal, slight impairment
	10-20%
	Minimal functional impact; can work full-time; few symptoms
	If examiner uses these words despite your symptoms, request supplemental exam

	Moderate impairment with occasional impact
	30%
	Some occupational difficulty; occasional symptom episodes; can usually work
	If you work only part-time due to symptoms, challenge this rating

	Moderate to severe with frequent impact
	40-50%
	Frequent occupational difficulty; significant functional impact; reduced work capacity
	This is the 'sweet spot' for many conditions—specific evidence supports this

	Severe impairment; unable to perform occupational tasks consistently
	60-70%
	Cannot work full-time or standard job; high treatment burden; significant social impact
	Requires strong evidence of inability to maintain employment

	Total impairment; unable to work
	80-100%
	Cannot work at all; dependent on others; may require residential care
	Requires medical evidence and functional assessment proving total disability


EXAMPLE: Your shoulder ROM is 150° (normal 180°). Examiner could write either:
'Mild limitation in shoulder flexion' → 10% rating
OR
'Moderate limitation in shoulder ROM affecting overhead tasks, occupational capacity reduced' → 30-50% rating

Same ROM, different impact—determined by examiner's language. This is why YOUR statement and functional narrative matter.


Section 4: VHA (VA) Examiner vs. Contract Examiner Differences
Your exam may be conducted by a VA hospital examiner or a contracted examiner (LHI, VES, QTC). Understanding the difference helps you prepare.
	Factor
	VA Examiner (VHA Staff)
	Contract Examiner (LHI/VES/QTC)

	Who
	VA staff psychiatrist, physician, social worker
	Contracted private medical company

	Location
	VA medical center
	Third-party clinic

	Time allowed
	60-90 minutes typical
	30-45 minutes (time-limited)

	Medical records
	Full access to all VA records
	May see limited records

	Familiarity
	May know your treatment history
	No prior knowledge; fresh start

	Thoroughness
	Generally more detailed
	Often rushed due to time constraints

	Documentation
	Detailed notes/DBQ completion
	Standardized form, may lack detail

	Appeal rate
	Lower appeal rates
	Higher appeal rates (suggests inadequate exams)

	Our recommendation
	Request VA examination when possible
	Prepare extra detail if contract exam assigned


IMPORTANT: If you receive a contract examiner, be prepared to provide MORE detail yourself, as you'll have less time. Bring a written summary of key points.


Section 5: Contractor Contact Information
If your exam is assigned to a contractor, here's how to reach them about scheduling or questions:
	Contractor
	Phone
	Website
	What They Do

	LHI (Logistics Health Inc.)
	1-877-637-7100
	www.lhiexams.com
	C&P exams, most common contractor

	VES (Veteran Evaluation Services)
	1-877-637-8387
	www.vesexams.com
	C&P exams, nationwide

	QTC/Optum
	1-800-682-9701
	www.qmh.optum.com
	C&P exams, growing presence


When you call: Have your Social Security Number or VA claim number ready. Ask for: appointment location, time required, what to bring, examiner type (MD vs. nurse practitioner).


Section 6: Pre-Exam Checklist for Clinic Visit
One week before your C&P exam, complete this checklist:
1. ☐ Review the applicable DBQ form (download from VA.gov)
1. ☐ Identify sections that describe your symptoms and functional limitations
1. ☐ Prepare a 1-2 page written statement describing your worst typical day and occupational impact
1. ☐ Gather recent medical records/imaging (last 2-3 years)
1. ☐ Write down your treatment history (providers, dates, diagnoses)
1. ☐ List current medications with dosages
1. ☐ Document any recent hospitalizations or ER visits
1. ☐ Prepare examples: How does this condition affect your work? Relationships? Daily activities?
1. ☐ Get a ride—don't drive if exam might be emotionally exhausting
1. ☐ Arrive 15 minutes early
1. ☐ Bring ID and SSN card
1. ☐ Bring list of questions about exam process if you have concerns
What NOT to Do
1. ☐ Do NOT be cheerful/upbeat if presenting 'best day'—be honest about typical symptoms
1. ☐ Do NOT try to minimize symptoms hoping for quick exam—thoroughness supports higher rating
1. ☐ Do NOT bring a family member into exam room (though they can wait outside)
1. ☐ Do NOT contradict yourself from written statement
1. ☐ Do NOT skip questions or say 'I don't know'—be honest
Examiner Background Documentation Worksheet
Prepare this information about your examiner for your appeal file if needed:
1. Examiner name: ___
1. Examiner credentials: (MD / DO / NP / PA / LCSW / Other) ___
1. Examiner experience: (Ask about years of experience, how many exams per week)
1. Exam duration: ___ minutes
1. Exam location: ___
1. Whether exam felt thorough: (Yes / Somewhat / Rushed) ___
1. What was NOT examined/asked: ___

