Secondary Claims Filing
Complete Step-by-Step Checklist


Phase 1: Identification
[ ] Reviewed all current service-connected conditions and their diagnostic codes
[ ] Identified potential secondary conditions using VA secondary condition mapper
[ ] Checked PACT Act eligibility before filing secondary (presumptive is stronger if available)
[ ] Prioritized conditions by: (1) expected rating, (2) evidence availability, (3) strategic threshold impact
[ ] Created list of secondary claims to file (attach to this checklist)

Phase 2: Intent to File
[ ] Filed ITF (VA Form 21-0966) for EACH secondary condition (separate form per condition)
[ ] Filed ALL ITFs on same day to lock effective dates simultaneously
[ ] Recorded ITF dates: _________________
[ ] Recorded ITF expiration dates (12 months from filing): _________________
[ ] Set calendar reminders for 30 days before ITF expiration

Phase 3: Evidence Gathering
Condition: _________________ (Secondary)
[ ] Obtained current diagnosis from treating provider
[ ] Gathered treatment records documenting secondary condition (at least 6 months of records)
[ ] Obtained medication timeline/pharmacy records (if medication pathway)
[ ] Scheduled gait analysis if MSK secondary (contact VA physical medicine or outside orthopedics)
[ ] Obtained sleep study (polysomnography) if sleep apnea secondary
[ ] Gathered blood pressure baseline records (home logs, VA records, unmedicated baseline)
[ ] Requested all recent diagnostic imaging (X-rays, MRI, CT scans)

Phase 4: Nexus Letter
[ ] Selected qualified provider for nexus letter (MD, DO, NP, PA, DDS)
[ ] Provided provider brief (from Secondary Claims Nexus Letter Kit) explaining what VA needs
[ ] Nexus letter received and dated: _________________
Verify nexus letter includes:
[ ] Provider credentials and qualifications
[ ] Name of primary service-connected condition with diagnostic code and rating
[ ] Name of secondary condition with current diagnosis
[ ] Explanation of biological/pharmacological/psychological mechanism
[ ] Reference to medical literature or established medical knowledge
[ ] Address of temporal relationship (when secondary condition began)
[ ] Conclusion using "at least as likely as not" language
[ ] For mental health secondary claims: explicit address of pyramiding/clinical distinction



Phase 5: Filing
[ ] Completed VA Form 21-526EZ (Application for Disability Compensation and Related Compensation Benefits)
[ ] Marked claim as "secondary service connection" in appropriate section
[ ] Named primary condition AND diagnostic code in claim narrative
[ ] Compiled complete evidence package with cover letter (from PTSD Secondary Evidence Builder or MSK Secondary Evidence Builder)
[ ] Submitted claim as Fully Developed Claim (FDC) with all evidence
[ ] Obtained submission confirmation (receipt number/date)
[ ] Submission confirmation saved: _________________
[ ] Confirmed filing date is within ITF window (before 12-month expiration)

Phase 6: Post-Filing Monitoring
[ ] Received C&P (Compensation & Pension) exam scheduling notice
[ ] C&P exam scheduled for: _________________ (date and time)
[ ] Prepared evidence binder with key medical records for exam
[ ] Reviewed relevant Disability Benefits Questionnaire (DBQ) for your condition
[ ] Attended C&P exam and noted any issues in examiner's approach
[ ] Received rating decision and saved copy

Phase 7: Rating Decision Review
[ ] Verified correct diagnostic code was assigned: _________________ (expected)
[ ] Verified assigned rating percentage matches condition severity
[ ] If ED rated: Verified SMC-K benefit is listed in rating decision
[ ] If bilateral condition: Verified 10% bilateral factor was applied
[ ] If claim denied: Noted reason for denial and identified correctable issues
[ ] Recorded appeal deadline if claim denied or rating disagreed with (1 year from rating decision)
[ ] Appeal deadline: _________________

Next Steps If Denied
If your claim was denied or rated below expectations, you have options:
1. File Higher-Level Review (HLR) — asks VA to reconsider the decision (no new evidence, but written argument)
1. Supplemental Claim (SC) — file additional evidence that addresses the denial reason
1. Appeal to Board of Veterans Appeals — formal appeal with hearing option

Do not miss the 1-year deadline. Act within the appeal window even if you're gathering additional evidence.
