Evidence Building Kit: Fundamentals for First-Time Filers
Building a strong evidence package is the foundation of successful VA claims. This guide covers the three types of evidence VA accepts and how to gather each.
Three Types of Evidence VA Accepts
1. Service Records (Certificates of Service)
1. Proof of active duty service
1. DD Form 214 (Discharge Papers)
1. Records from National Personnel Records Center (NPRC)
1. Military medical records
1. Service connection requires: documented service AND condition began during or within VA's presumption period
2. Medical Records (Documentation of Condition)
1. VA medical records: treatment for condition at VA facilities
1. Private medical records: diagnosis, treatment, ongoing management
1. Nexus opinion: linking condition to service
1. Rating depends heavily on medical documentation of current severity
3. Lay Evidence (Your Statement About Your Experience)
1. Personal statement: veteran's account of symptoms and impact
1. Buddy statements: witnesses' observations of veteran's condition
1. Family statements: impact of condition on relationships and household
1. VA accepts lay evidence on: presence of symptom, service connection, occupational impact
1. VA does NOT accept lay evidence on: medical diagnosis, causation mechanism (requires physician)
How to Request Service Records
SF-180 Form (Request Pertinent Military Records)
1. Request from National Personnel Records Center
1. Available: https://www.archives.gov/veterans/military-service-records
1. Include: full name, date of birth, Social Security number, service dates, branch
1. Specify: "All service records including medical records"
1. Processing time: 4-8 weeks for typical requests
What to Request
1. DD Form 214 (Discharge Papers)
1. Medical records during service
1. Service record jacket
1. Unit history and deployment records
Request broadly at first; VA can help locate specific documents.
Getting VA Medical Records
Blue Button Download
1. Log into MyVA: https://www.myhealth.va.gov
1. Navigate to "Medical Records"
1. Download and save full medical record
1. Includes: all VA treatment, diagnoses, test results
1. Fast and complete if veteran treated at VA
Records on File
1. VA should have full medical record in claim file
1. If claim denied and you believe records missing:
1. Request VA: "Provide copy of all medical records in claim file"
1. May discover missing records that explain denial
Getting Private Medical Records
Veteran Pays or Authorizes Release
1. VA Form 21-4142 (Authorization for Release of Medical Records)
1. Authorizes private providers to release records to VA
1. No cost to veteran; provider may charge small copying fee
1. Send signed form directly to physician
1. Provider mails records to VA regional office
1. Process takes 2-4 weeks typically
What to Request
1. All treatment records for service-connected condition
1. Diagnostic test results (imaging, labs)
1. Provider assessment of severity and functional impact
1. Any treatment plans or prognosis
What Makes Evidence "Competent and Credible"
Criteria VA Uses
1. Evidence from credible source (medical provider, documented witness)
1. Evidence consistent with other evidence in file
1. Evidence internally coherent (no glaring contradictions)
1. Evidence relevant to claimed condition
What Makes Evidence WEAK
1. Lay statement claiming medical diagnosis
1. Statement contradicted by other evidence
1. Vague statement without specific examples
1. Statement from person without personal knowledge
Buddy Statement Basics
What to Include
1. Who is witness: name, relationship, how long knew veteran
1. What observed: specific symptoms, behavioral changes, functional limitations
1. When observed: timeframe relative to service
1. How observed: what witness directly saw or experienced
How to Get Statements
1. Contact military buddies from unit
1. Family members with knowledge of condition
1. Former employers or coworkers
1. Any person with direct knowledge of impact
Personal Statement Essentials
1. Your account of condition: symptoms, frequency, severity
1. Service connection: when symptoms began relative to service
1. Impact: occupational, social, relationship effects
1. Treatment: what you have done to manage condition
1. Current status: how condition affects you now
Personal Statement Best Practices
1. Be specific: "I have nightmares 4-5 nights weekly" not "frequent nightmares"
1. Be truthful: VA can verify treatment records
1. Focus on impact: VA rates conditions by functional limitation
1. Connect to service: explain how service caused condition
Evidence Hierarchy: What VA Weighs Most
VA weighs different evidence types differently:
1. 1. Medical records with physician nexus opinion: STRONGEST
1. 2. VA treatment records documenting condition: STRONG
1. 3. Personal statement with buddy support: MODERATE
1. 4. Lay statements alone: WEAKEST
Build evidence package with strongest evidence types.
