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Stressor Development

A stressor is a stimulus that causes stress.  Therefore, a traumatic stressor is a stimulus of such proportions that one might suffer significant alterations in one’s mental or physical life.

There are three types of Stressors for PTSD claims:

· Combat

· Non-Combat

· Personal Assault (to include sexual trauma)

Each type of claimed stressor requires specific development and special consideration when weighing evidence, especially when establishing that a stressful event did occur.

Credible supporting evidence must support the assertion that the event occurred.  The evidence does not have to PROVE the stressor, but the preponderance of evidence must SUPPORT the conclusion that it occurred. 
If a stressor cannot be proven or conceded based on the evidence or record, development must be undertaken by the VA and the veteran will be provided with a PTSD development letter and questionnaire for completion.  There are specific and separate letters designated for PTSD secondary to combat and PTSD secondary to personal assault.
Researching a claimed stressor is like putting a puzzle together:  The first “piece” of the puzzle is the veteran’s stressor statement.  The stressor statement must contain information pertaining to the, who, what, when, where and how of the stressful event.  The second “piece” of the puzzle is the veteran’s Military Personnel Records.  These records will confirm the unit of assignment and dates of service to support the veteran’s details of the stressful event.  Both the veteran’s specific stressor statement and military personnel records must be of record before any research can be attempted.  For personal assault claims, the personnel records may include personnel changes or actions near the time of the claimed incident to support the veteran’s statement.  For combat and non-combat stressors, other than personal assault, the next step in the research is to verify the veteran’s unit location and find supporting information to support a corroboration of the veteran’s claimed stressor.  

Local Stressor Research for Combat and Non-Combat, Other Than Personal Assault  

The best and most common, place to begin local research to support a claimed stressor is the Stressor Verification Database, located on the C&P Website.  A Chicago VA Regional Office employee compiled the database over a number of years.  They contain official military documents that were collected from publicly available sources through extensive research efforts.  Some information was obtained from the Vietnam Archive at Texas Tech University, which is a storehouse of declassified Department of Defense documents and information. 

Texas Tech University Database Includes:


WWII – Global War on Terror with majority of resources being from Vietnam era

Military Assistance Command (MACV) report 


Contain information given as news releases during the Vietnam War.  Details on base camp attacks, unit attacks, convoy attacks, aircraft crashes, etc.  The MACV reports also describe events that happened in the four military corps of Vietnam, with information broken down by dates and provinces.  The database includes unit histories (Army and Navy) Combat After Action Reports, Army Operational Reports-Lessons Learned covering 1941 to 2004, US Navy monthly summaries from Vietnam, attacks on Air Force Bases, etc.  

The database includes over 2000 PDF files, with many of them containing multiple individual documents.  The documents are organized by branch of service.  Within each service branch folder, there is a subfolder of general information and subfolder for the different war or conflict periods.  Within each war or conflict period subfolder, there are subfolders for specific military units or naval vessels, wand within the subfolders of military units or naval vessels, art h actual descriptive documents that are arranged by date.  The majority of the documents are from the Army during the Vietnam era and these are further broken down into infantry unity, artillery units, aviation units, etc. 

Virtual VA


May be able to corroborate anything dealing with Marines in the Vietnam or Korea.  

http://virtalva.vba.va.gov/

Board of Veterans Appeals 


In many cases, CURR/JSRRS has already found evidence supporting an incident involving the same stressor and BVA has granted the benefit based on the CURR/JSRRC finding.

http://www.va.gov/vbs/bva/index.htm

PTSD Rating Job Aids


This includes a link to the Air Force Historical Research Agency website where documentation of Air Force base attacks can be found.

http://vbaw.vba.va.gov//bl/21/rating.rat06f.htm

Military resources can also be helpful to obtain evidence that will corroborate a veteran’s claimed stressor.

Transportation Histories from Fort Eustis:  This website can corroborate attacks on convoys, and provide information regarding Transportation Units in WWII, Germany, Cuban Missile Crisis, Vietnam, Panama, Desert Shield/Storm, Somalia, Haiti, and Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF).

United States Air Force Class A Aerospace Mishaps:  This site provides verification of accidents involving the Air Force.

US Navy Seabee Museum:  The historian can provide copies of After Action Reports, Unit Histories, and other documents in their possession.

Dictionary of American Fighting Ships:  This website includes evidence of incidents involving entire US Nay Ships.

Gulf Link:  Several resources can be found here, including information on Iraqi Scud Attacks

Defense Link:  This site contains information on deaths of OEF/OIF soldiers.
Caution must be exercised when corroboration a claimed stressor and data should not be accepted or information obtained from “unofficial” websites as fact, without confirmation from an accepted source.  In general, C&P Service will endorse information from any website that is a military (.mil) or government (.gov) site.

Other websites also have value, primarily as a means to find “official” information.  For example, most military units and vessels that served in the Vietnam War have a “quasi-official” site with photos and histories.  These can provide information that will direct you to official sources or may provide PDF files of official declassified documents.  
How Much Evidence is Needed to Corroborate a Claimed Stressor?

If the veteran claims his base camp was attacked, remember that is unlikely for evidence to exist that exactly places the veteran at the attack location.  If the base camp was small, it is likely that the veteran experience the attack.  If the base camp was large, you should look for evidence that the veteran’s specific unit experience the attack.

It is important to keep in mind that you do not have to verify a stressful event in the sense of “proving” that it happened.  The word “verify” does not occur in any regulation, court case, or the M21-MR.  You are looking for “credible supporting evidence” to corroborate the occurrence of the claimed stressor.

If all requested evidence has been received, and all possible research as been conducted and veteran’s claim stressor still cannot be corroborated, the claim must be referred to JSRRC.  In some cases, corroboration will simply not be possible at the local level because VA does no hold all available unit records. 

Joint Services Records Research Center (JSRRC) 

JSRRC researches Army, Navy, Air Force, and Coast Guard records containing historical information on individual units within these branches of service, as well as some personnel records related to stressful events described by the veteran.  Marine Corps records must be requested from the Marine Corps Archives.

JSRRC will provide a summary of its findings but does not evaluate evidence, render opinions, make conclusions, or decide the merits of a claim.  These functions are the responsibility of VA decision makers.

Note:  Not every event that occurs during the course of an individual’s service is recorded, and service records rarely chronicle the specific experience of individual service members.  

Most of the records JSRRC researches are not stored electronically and must be searched manually.

Some stressors are clearly impossible to verify and should not be referred to JSRRC.  For example, if a veteran claim that his/her stressor is that the/she drove over a land mine, but I didn’t explode, that could not be verified through records research.  JSRRC would not be able to verify it.  Another example is a claimed stressor that, “The barber who cut my hair at the local barber shop was later fount to be an enemy sniper.”

Examples of claimed stressors that are extremely difficult, if not impossible, to verify are shown below:


Events that “almost happened”


Events that involving civilians


Mistreatment of enemy prisoners


Sniper attacks


Events occurring while traveling in a convoy


Duty as a door gunner

JSRRC can verify no-combat stressful events, such as plane crashes, explosions, etc.

Scenario

The veteran filed an initial claim for entitlement to service connected compensation for PTSD on 8/17/90.  His DD 214 was of record and showed the following:


Active Duty Service 6/3/68 to 2/16/70


Military Occupational Specialty (MOS)–1833 Amphibian Tractor Crewman

Last Duty Assignment – Company B, 3rd Amphibian Tractor Battalion, 1st Marine Division

No Evidence of Combat Medals

VA and private medical records were negative for treatment, or diagnosis, of a mental health disability.  The claim was denied on 1.21.91 based on the absence of a diagnosis of PTSD.  The veteran filed a notice of disagreement on 1/19/92.  A Statement of the Case was issued, but the veteran did not formalize his appeal within the appropriate time-period.

On 6/24/93, the veteran filed a claim to reopen the issue of entitlement to service connected compensation for PTSD.  No additional evidence was submitted or identified by the veteran.  Subsequent development was appropriate and a PTSD questionnaire was sent to the veteran.  The veteran failed to submit the question.  The claim was denied on 9/11/03 based on new and material evidence not being submitted to warrant the claim being reopened.

The veteran filed another claim to reopen the issue of service connection for PTSD on 10/05/05.  Appropriate development was again completed and a PTSD questionnaire was sent to the veteran.  VA treatment records identified by the veteran included treatment for, and a diagnosis of PTSD.  A PIES 019 request resulted in the receipt of the veteran’s DA 20 documents from his Military Personnel Records Jacket.  The DA 20 information showed the veteran arrived in Da Nang in February 1969 and “participated in operations against the insurgent communist (Viet Cong) forces in the Republic of Vietnam” on 2/21/69.  Subsequently, the veteran submitted the PTSD questionnaire, claiming his stressor was a result of involvement in combat operation in the Republic of Vietnam.  He specifically described a few of those combat events.  The veteran stated he arrived in Da Nang on 3/27/69.  Official Marine Corps records printed from Virtual VA showed the 1sy Marine Division of the 3rd Amphibian Tractor Battalion received incoming artillery on 2.27.69.  2 KIAs and 10 WIAs resulted.  The claim was considered reopened based on the submission of new and material evidence, but was denied on 3/21/06 based on now evidence of a stressor.

On 2/7/07, the veteran again filed a claim to reopen the issue of service connection for PTSD.  Another PTSD questionnaire was sent to the veteran.  He submitted the PTSD questionnaire on 7/31/07, stating he was involved in numerous incidents of combat activity, specifically receiving incoming fire in April 1969 while on guard duty.  He stated he assisted Medivac activity.  Virtual VA records printed in conjunction with current claim showed repeated combat activity against and from the 3rd Amphibian Tractor Battalion during March and April 1969.  A subsequent letter was sent to the veteran on 2/13/08 requesting more information from the PTSD questionnaire for submission to JSRRC.  VA examination completed showed a diagnosis of PTSD directly related of combat activities in Vietnam.  JSRRC Coordinator memos dated 4/17/08 and 6/19.08 documented the information obtained from Virtual VA.  Deferred Rating Decision dated 7/10/08 request submission to JSRRC for stressor corroboration.

Please answer the following questions regarding the scenario above.

1. Is the current evidence of record sufficient to corroborate the veteran’s claimed stressor?

2. If the current evidence is sufficient to corroborate the claimed stressor, at what point was the evidence sufficient?  Why is the evidence sufficient?

3. Have all actions taken with the veteran’s claim been correct?  If not, what actions were in error and what would you do differently?
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