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For nearly 90 years, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs has been conducting medical and prosthetics research to improve the lives of men and women who have served in our nation’s armed forces. VA research has led to historic advancements such as the CT scan and the cardiac pacemaker. In 2013, it continues to play a key role in groundbreaking innovations—for example, technology that enables people with paralysis to control robotic arms with only their thoughts, or the landmark Million Veteran Program, which is building one of the world’s largest databases of health and genetic information.  
This brief overview provides some essential background on VA research. It also covers recent news highlights from the program, as well as studies and initiatives that are likely to be making news during 2013. We invite you to learn more at www.research.va.gov. 

Program overview
Since 1925, when VA (then known as the Veterans’ Bureau) conducted its first hospital-based studies, VA research has been improving the lives of Veterans and all Americans through health care discovery and innovation. The program is unique because of its focus on health issues that affect U.S. military Veterans. It is part of an integrated health care system—the nation’s largest—with a state-of-the-art electronic health record. The pioneering achievements of VA investigators—6 in 10 of whom also provide direct patient care—have resulted in three Nobel prizes, seven Lasker awards, and numerous other distinctions. While realizing the advantages of an intramural program and embracing its close ties to academic affiliates, VA Research has also fostered dynamic collaborations with other federal agencies, nonprofit organizations, and private industry—thus furthering the program’s impact on the health of Veterans and the nation.
VA supports more than 2,200 investigators nationwide through direct funding from its Office of Research and Development. All told, as many as 8,000 to 10,000 investigators—many of them clinicians—conduct health research under VA auspices and within the VA system. Their studies cover the gamut of health research, from basic science to clinical trials and health services research. VA investigators publish thousands of articles per year in medical and scientific journals, and are frequent contributors to leading journals such as the New England Journal of Medicine, the Journal of the American Medical Association, Science, and Nature. 

Recent news highlights from VA research
Among the newsworthy highlights of VA research in recent months:  
• New thinking on Alzheimer’s disease—A researcher with VA and the University of California, San Francisco, has been leading a major nationwide effort called the Alzheimer’s Disease Neuroimaging Initiative. Linked with similar projects worldwide, the study has changed the way experts think about the mind-robbing illness and is establishing new methods to detect the disease in its very earliest stages, even before any symptoms appear. www.research.va.gov/currents/mar-apr13
• Prostate cancer treatment—The latest report from a nationwide study of prostate cancer treatment confirmed that surgery and radiation both entail serious side effects. Some 3,500 men with prostate cancer took part in the National Cancer Institute-funded Prostate Cancer Outcomes Study. The study was led by a team at the Nashville VA Medical Center and Vanderbilt University. www.research.va.gov/currents/feb13/feb13-03.cfm
• Brain-computer breakthrough—Just six months after scientists with VA and Brown University showed that people with total paralysis could control a robotic arm using only their thoughts, a similar milestone was reported by a group with VA and the University of Pittsburgh. In an article published online in December 2012 in The Lancet, the Pittsburgh team described the brain-computer interface that enabled a 53-year-old woman with paralysis of all four limbs to intentionally move a robotic arm, turn and bend the device's wrist, and close its hand. Using only the robot and her mind, the woman was able to reach for and grasp objects without help from others, for the first time in nearly a decade. www.research.va.gov/currents/feb13/feb13-05.cfm
• Best fix for dangerous aorta bulges—Nearly 900 Veterans at 42 VA medical centers took part in a study comparing two ways to fix abdominal aortic aneurysms. The results, published Nov. 22, 2012, in the New England Journal of Medicine, are expected to help guide surgeons not only in the VA health system but worldwide. www.research.va.gov/currents/dec12-jan13/dec12-jan13-01.cfm
• PTSD tied to changes in brain's 'amygdala'— Recent combat veterans with posttraumatic stress disorder have less volume in an area of the brain critical that is critical in fear and anxiety responses, reported researchers with VA and Duke University. The scientists said their finding, published Nov. 1, 2012, in the Archives of General Psychiatry, was the first clear evidence that smaller amygdala volume is associated with PTSD, regardless of the severity of trauma. But there's still a chicken-or-the-egg question: Is the physiological difference caused by a traumatic event, or does PTSD develop more readily in people who naturally have smaller amygdalas? www.research.va.gov/currents/dec12-jan13/dec12-jan13-03.cfm
•  Study adds to evidence on health benefits of smoking bans—A study by VA researchers showed that bans on smoking in public do more than avoid annoyances for non-smokers: They prevent illnesses linked to secondhand smoke. The study, published in the December 2012 issue of the journal Health Affairs, was one of the most extensive looks yet at the health effects of smoking bans. www.research.va.gov/currents/dec12-jan13/dec12-jan13-05.cfm
• Nobel-winner Andrew Schally marks 50 years with VA—Dr. Andrew Schally may not yet have found the fabled "cure for cancer," but he's come about as close as any biomedical researcher. Nowadays, well into his 80s and having just marked his 50th anniversary as a VA lab researcher, the winner of the 1977 Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine is still hot on the trail of compounds he believes will revolutionize cancer treatment. And over his decades-long career, he has been credited with huge advances in a range of additional medical fields, such as gynecology, gastroenterology, and endocrinology. www.research.va.gov/currents/nov12/nov12-09.cfm
• VA, DoD join to fund $100 million in new studies on brain injury, posttraumatic stress—VA and the Department of Defense announced plans to jointly invest more than $100 million in new research to improve diagnosis and treatment of posttraumatic stress disorder and mild traumatic brain injury. The research will be conducted under the framework of two consortia—groups of investigators— that will be coordinated jointly by VA and DoD. www.research.va.gov/currents/sept-oct12/sept-oct12-01.cfm
VA-led team reports progress toward healing spinal cord injury—Researchers using stem cells bathed in growth-inducing proteins and grafted onto the injured spinal cords of rats were able to create new cell growth across the injuries and restore some movement to the animals. The scientists, with VA and the University of California, San Diego, reported the advance in the Sept. 14, 2012, issue of the journal Cell. www.research.va.gov/currents/sept-oct12/sept-oct12-03.cfm

Potentially newsworthy studies or initiatives under way in 2013
Here are just a few examples of upcoming or ongoing VA studies or initiatives likely to make news or impact the scientific or medical community during 2013: 
• Genomics research on a grand scale—Launched in 2011, MVP is a landmark research effort aimed at better understanding how genes affect health. Up to a million Veterans are expected to enroll in the VA study over the next six years. As of April 2013, more than 146,000 Veterans had enrolled in the program. Data and genetic samples collected through the study are stored securely and made available for studies by authorized researchers, with stringent safeguards in place to protect Veterans’ private health information. As of April 2013, MVP was at 46 VA medical centers nationwide, with additional VA sites expected to open for enrollment over the coming months. Learn more at www.research.va.gov/mvp.
• Early detection of colorectal cancer— Veterans at 42 VA medical centers will take part in a major new study to find out which screening method works best to curb mortality from colorectal cancer. Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer in the U.S. It is also the second leading cause of cancer deaths, behind lung cancer. VA diagnoses some 4,000 new cases of the disease each year in Veterans.  The ambitious study will be one of the largest VA studies to date. It will enroll up to 50,000 Veterans over the next two to three years and follow them for a decade to track deaths, cases of colon cancer, and other outcomes. Learn more at www.research.va.gov/currents/may12/may12-04.cfm. 
 • Meditation for PTSD—VA recently funded three new studies of meditation that will build on findings from previous work and provide more definitive evidence on the potential benefits of this noninvasive technique for those with posttraumatic stress disorder. One study will focus on the use of the “mantram” program—a simple meditation technique in which Veterans silently repeat a word or phrase with spiritual meaning for them. Two other studies will compare a program called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) to a form of group therapy commonly used in VA to treat PTSD. To learn more about VA research on PTSD, visit www.clinicaltrials.gov.  
• Neuroscience vanguard—The recently funded Center for Neurorestoration and Neurotechnology is a collaboration between the Providence (R.I.) VA Medical Center, Brown University, Butler Hospital, Lifespan, and Massachusetts General Hospital. Researchers at the center are exploring leading-edge technologies to help Veterans and others with spinal cord injury, limb loss, stroke, PTSD, pain, ALS, Parkinson’s disease, multiple sclerosis, and depression.  Among the projects is a brain-computer interface that can help people with paralysis be more independent, or help those who have lost an arm to control a high-tech robotic arm. Learn more at www.providence.va.gov/research/Research_Programs.asp. 
• Polytrauma research—One of VA’s flagship programs for research on polytrauma—severe, complex, multiple injuries—is the Polytrauma and Blast-Related Injuries Quality Enhancement  Research Initiative. With investigators based in Minneapolis, Tampa, and other VA polytrauma-care sites, the program focuses on the successful rehabilitation, psychological adjustment, and
community reintegration of Veterans with polytrauma and blast-related injuries. To learn more, visit www.queri.research.va.gov/ptbri. 



FAQs on VA Research 
Why does VA conduct research, and why is it important to Veterans? 
VA research is focused solely on issues affecting the health and health care of Veterans. The overarching goal of VA research is to improve Veterans’ lives. VA investigators conduct only those studies that promise to have a tangible impact on Veterans’ health care or their quality of life overall. 

How long has VA’s research program been around? 
The program traces back to 1925, when VA—then known as the Veterans’ Bureau—formally established a research program. The program expanded greatly in the wake of World War II, as part of the effort to help returning Veterans. 

What has VA research accomplished over the years? 
VA investigators have won three Nobel prizes, seven Lasker awards, and numerous other national and international honors over the decades. Their work has resulted in numerous advances in medicine and health care that have not only benefited Veterans but also helped all Americans and people around the globe. Innovations ranging from new ways to treat heart disease, to pioneering prosthetic devices and rehabilitation approaches, to the latest in brain-computer interfaces for people with paralysis—all can be traced to the work of VA researchers. For a comprehensive list of the program’s historic contributions, visit www.research.va.gov/about/history.cfm. 


Who conducts VA research? 
VA Research is an intramural program, in that all VA research is conducted by investigators who have a VA appointment and are affiliated with a VA medical center. The majority are physicians or other clinicians. Others are research scientists who do not provide direct patient care. The great majority of VA investigators, both clinicians and non-clinicians, are dual-affiliated: They are also on the faculty of a university that has a clinical and research agreement with VA. VA studies are led by VA investigators but often involve non-VA collaborators from academia, private industry, or other federal agencies. 

How many VA researchers are there, and where are they located?
As of April 2013, there were more than 2,200 VA investigators receiving direct funding from VA’s Office of Research and Development, or VA Research. At any given time, there may be some 6,000 to 8,000 additional VA investigators who are using or receiving indirect VA support in the form of salary, lab space, or other resources, but whose direct research support comes only from non-VA sources, such as the National Institutes of Health. 
These investigators are located at more than 100 VA medical centers nationwide. There are currently 152 VA medical centers in total—part of a nationwide system of 1,700 VA care sites—but not every VA medical center has a research program.

Who oversees VA research?
There are several layers of oversight for VA research. Studies involving people or their health information must comply with an extensive set of federal and VA regulations and guidelines. Institutional review boards at the local or VA Central Office level ensure compliance. In addition, VA human-research programs are accredited by Alion Science and Technology Corporation.  VA research programs involving laboratory animals must comply with federal and VA regulations and guidelines and be accredited by the Association for Assessment and Accreditation of Laboratory Animal Care, a private, nonprofit organization. VA’s Office of Research Oversight oversees both types of studies and advises VA leadership on these matters.  

Who pays for VA studies? 
VA research is supported by a combination of funds from VA and other sources. Every annual budget passed by Congress and signed by the president contains a specific appropriation for VA research as part of the overall appropriation for VA care and services. These funds are used by VA Research to support study proposals that are submitted by VA investigators and pass a rigorous review process. VA studies may receive indirect support through other VA sources, such as medical care dollars. 
VA researchers also compete successfully for funding from non-VA sources such as private pharmaceutical or biotechnology firms, nonprofit groups, and other federal agencies, particularly the National Institutes of Health and the Department of Defense. 

What topics does VA study?
VA investigators study a wide range of topics, covering almost every area that affects Veterans’ health and wellness or the health care they receive. In addition to studying areas related to military and wartime service—such as deployment-related physical or mental injuries and illnesses—VA investigators study chronic diseases such as arthritis, cancer, diabetes, and hypertension. As such, the results of VA research often benefit the general population, not just Veterans. 



What types of health research does VA conduct? 
VA research covers the full gamut of health research, from basic science (biomedical lab studies) to clinical trials and studies of how health care is delivered and how it can be improved. Of particular note are VA’s multisite clinical trials, run by its Cooperative Studies Program. These large clinical trials often include many thousands of patients and yield definitive evidence to help guide medical practice in VA and worldwide. They are often conducted with federal or private-sector partners, or even the health agencies of other nations, such as the United Kingdom, Canada, or Australia. 

Does Congress or the president tell VA what studies to conduct?
Generally, VA’s research agenda is determined through a strategic planning process that incorporates guidance and input from a broad and diverse array of stakeholders: scientific and medical experts, Veterans and Veteran Service Organizations, advisory groups, and others. In certain cases, congressional mandates or presidential executive orders dictate that funding be designated toward specific topics—for example, Gulf War Veterans’ illnesses, or deployment-related mental health—but even in these cases, the VA Office of Research and Development still applies a strategic process and conducts a careful and rigorous review of submitted proposals to determine which specific studies to fund. 

What role do Veterans and Veteran Service Organizations (VSOs) play in VA research? 
The individual Veterans who volunteer for VA clinical studies every year are the backbone of the program and make possible much of what it accomplishes. VSO representatives serve on VA’s National Research Advisory Council, which provides advice on research issues to VA’s secretary and under secretary for health.  VSO representatives also meet regularly with these officials, as well as with VA’s chief research and development officer, to share their views on research issues and to learn more about what VA is doing. VSO representatives also serve on the Research Advisory Committee on Gulf War Veterans’ Illnesses. Moreover, they take part in the institutional review boards that oversee studies at VA medical centers nationwide, and in VA’s Central Institutional Review Board, which provides oversight for large, multisite VA clinical trials. 

How is VA research different from research conducted by the National Institutes of Health? 
NIH funds and conducts its own intramural research, and also funds extramural research at universities and other institutions nationwide. VA investigators commonly receive NIH grants to study issues affecting Veterans, and NIH is one of the main non-VA sources of funding for VA investigators.
At the same time, VA’s research program is uniquely positioned to study health issues affecting Veterans. The research conducted by VA fills a critical gap relative to Veterans’ health and overall quality of life. 
One unique advantage of VA’s research program is its link to a diverse, nationwide patient population, millions strong. Each year, thousands of Veterans volunteer to be in VA research studies, often out of a desire to help their fellow Veterans and Americans. 
Another unique resource of VA Research is its nationwide team of investigators. Most are also clinicians in the VA system; as such, they are in touch with Veterans and their health needs, and they initiate and conduct studies that are highly relevant and responsive to those needs. Even VA investigators who are not clinicians are required to show how their studies will potentially help improve care or otherwise impact Veterans. 
A third unique benefit of VA Research is access to VA’s state-of-the-art electronic health records system. Authorized VA researchers who are given access to the data, with strict privacy safeguards in place, are able to examine the medical records of thousands or even millions of patients, many of whose records go back to the 1990s. These analyses often generate new insights to improve prevention, diagnosis, and care. 
Finally, VA’s research mission includes some areas, such as amputation care, prosthetics, and posttraumatic stress, that are generally not extensively funded by NIH. 
In short, VA does not compete with NIH; rather, the two agencies complement each other when it comes to research. They leverage each other’s resources and have enjoyed a productive partnership for decades. VA researchers compete successfully for NIH funding in areas important for Veterans’ health, and VA and NIH have collaborated on numerous landmark clinical trials. As part of its strategic planning process, VA is careful to examine NIH-funded areas of research so as to not duplicate or overlap studies, thus ensuring that American taxpayers get maximum value and impact for their research dollars. 

Does VA collaborate with the Department of Defense on research? 
While each agency has its own research program, VA and DoD do collaborate on many studies. Investigators from the two agencies regularly participate, often along with NIH colleagues, in scientific meetings to identify and coordinate research priorities. Joint research between VA and DoD is part of increasing efforts in recent years to achieve a seamless transition for Service members who are leaving active duty and transitioning from DoD to VA health care, and to share resources to help address health challenges that Service members and Veterans have in common. One sign of the increased collaboration between is the VA/DoD Collaboration Guidebook for Healthcare Research, first published in 2011 and expected to come out in a second edition by the end of 2013. 

Are Veterans who use VA care required to participate in research? 
Participation in VA research is completely voluntary, and the choice to participate or not participate in no way affects the care or benefits that a Veteran receives from VA. Veterans are enrolled in studies only after they provide consent, and they have a right to change their mind at any time without affecting their care or benefits. All Veterans who take part in research are educated about the study and its possible benefits and risks, and their privacy and health information are safeguarded throughout the course of the study and thereafter. 

Does a Veteran need to be enrolled in VA health care in order to participate in VA research? 
It depends on the type of study. Many VA studies examine VA health care, or take place within VA clinical settings, and these studies are open only to those who use VA health care. However, some VA studies reach out to the Veteran community at large—for example, through surveys, or through partnerships with Veteran Service Organizations. Some VA studies rely on Medicare or other databases, or on partnerships with non-VA health care providers, to compare health care in VA and non-VA settings. Veterans who do not use VA health care are commonly included in these types of studies. 

Is VA research open to non-Veterans? 
Under certain conditions and circumstances, non-Veteran may be recruited into VA studies. More broadly, non-Veterans typically do take part in studies in which VA investigators are collaborating with partners outside VA, such as at universities or in the Department of Defense.

How does VA Research ensure that its studies include a diverse mix of Veterans? 
Inclusion of women and minorities in VA research studies is required by VA policy (Handbook 1200.09), which mirrors National Institutes of Health guidelines in this area. Aside from a general requirement that study cohorts reflect the overall demographic make-up of the Veteran population, investigators are required to make “special efforts … to include women and members of minority groups in studies of diseases, disorders, and conditions that disproportionately affect these Veteran groups.” 
In addition, VA has initiated several programs in the past to boost the recruitment and training if minority researchers, including partnerships with Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Hispanic-Serving Institutions, and Tribal Colleges and Universities. 
Also, VA funds a number of research centers of excellence and other programs that, among other aims, seek to increase the rate of participation in VA research by minorities and other under-represented groups. Examples include the Center for Health Equity Research and Promotion, and the Center for Disease Prevention and Health Interventions for Diverse Populations. 

How does VA protect the privacy of Veterans who choose to take part in research? 
Veterans’ health and personal information is handled according to strict federal and VA-specific regulations and guidelines. Among other statutes, VA complies with the Privacy Act of 1974, the E-Government Act of 2002, and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996. Veterans’ information is kept secure and access is restricted to authorized researchers. Any use of Veterans’ information for research purposes is carefully reviewed by an Institutional Review Board. VA uses encrypted data and de-identified data, along with other information-technology safeguards, as part of its program to protect Veterans’ information and privacy.

Do researchers outside VA have access to data on VA patients?
There are very limited circumstances in which information is shared outside VA for research purposes. In cases where Veterans’ identifiable information is shared with non-VA collaborators, express written consent is obtained from the Veteran or his or her representative. 

How do Veterans or taxpayers know what studies VA is funding or conducting? 
Currently, the most comprehensive source for learning about VA studies is the National Institutes of Health “Reporter” website (http://projectreporter.nih.gov). Though VA is not part of NIH, this website includes funding information for VA and certain other federal institutions that conduct health research. VA is currently working on a public website on which Veterans and other stakeholders will be able to easily search for information on all VA research projects. 
For Veterans who want to know about clinical trials they may be eligible to participate in, the website www.clinicaltrials.gov has details on every clinical trial being conducted at a VA medical center. The website can be searched by site and topic. 

How does the public find out the results of VA research? 
VA encourages and promotes the free exchange of scientific and medical information both within and outside VA. In keeping with this policy, VA investigators are encouraged and expected to report their results at professional meetings and in scientific and medical journals. Generally, abstracts of journal articles—and in many cases, of meeting presentations—are freely available on the Web, through the National Library of Medicine’s PubMed database and other sources. Access to full-text articles, however, is restricted by many journals. The federal government has worked in recent years to increase public access to the results of federally funded scientific research. As a result of this effort, VA is preparing to implement a new policy that will seek to ensure that the results of any VA-funded research are made available to the public through PubMed Central, a National Library of Medicine database that links to full-text articles. The National Institutes of Health already has such a policy in place, requiring NIH-funded authors to submit manuscripts for inclusion in PubMed Central within one year of the original publication date. 

What does VA do with the results of its research?
The goal of all VA research is to improve the lives of Veterans. In the broadest sense, VA research contributes generally to the medical literature—particularly for conditions affecting Veterans—and helps to improve and advance care over time, for Veterans, all Americans, and people around the globe. Along with this, VA researchers often work hand in hand with clinical leaders in VA to directly translate research into practice. In fact, VA’s research program, because it is embedded in the nation’s largest integrated health care system, has been in the forefront of incorporating evidence from studies into everyday clinical care. The cornerstone of VA’s effort in this area is the Quality Enhancement Research Enhancement Initiative. QUERI was launched in 1998 as part of a system-wide transformation aimed at improving care for Veterans. Today, as QUERI investigators continue to collaborate closely with clinical and management partners throughout the VA health system, the program is recognized as a model for speeding the translation of research into practice. 

To learn more
The website of VA Research (www.research.va.gov) contains a comprehensive overview of the program, and links to publications, videos, and other resources for Veterans, the public, and the news media. For further information, or to arrange an interview with a VA researcher or program official, contact Stephen Herring, director of communications for VA Research, at 410-962-1800, x252, or Stephen.herring@va.gov. 
###
