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[bookmark: _Toc94173504]Purpose 
This plan is authored by the Veterans Experience Office (VEO) Experience Design team to describe the research methods suggested to assess and uncover insights relating to the military-to-civilian transition experience. 

This research plan reviews business needs and defines objectives, research questions, and activities. This document does not provide insight, but rather, the steps required to create optimal insights within the given time constraints. 


[bookmark: _Toc94173505]Overview and Background 
Human-centered design applies a rigorous approach to investigating how Veterans, servicemembers, families and staff would prefer to engage in the transition process through interviews and other methods. Research findings will inform experiential insights and subsequent strategic recommendations.

Based on learnings in Pre-Discovery, the HCD team recognized commonalities among key themes where further exploration is needed. These five areas of interest will help guide the research during the upcoming Discovery phase. 


[bookmark: _Toc94173506]Timing and Preparation 
There are time constraints or considerations aligned to certain services, which may have an impact depending on how transition timelines are perceived. There is also a change in the culture and interaction expectations when rejoining a civilian community. Job skills, prior experience, and expectations of the civilian community may not translate well, even for those with high education and rank. 

There is an opportunity to better understand how TSMs, Veterans, and their families perceive civilian culture, timing around transition and services, and the level of preparation involved in pursuing the next steps in their transition. 


[bookmark: _Toc94173507]Success and Effectiveness 
Geographic location, feedback quality, resource allocation, goal-alignment, and a lack of accountability may influence the effectiveness of services during transition. 

There is an opportunity to better understand how TSMs, Veterans, and their families define success in transition and what was viewed as effective or not in meeting those successes. 



[bookmark: _Toc94173508]Program / Service Awareness 
Programs and services constantly navigate differences in levels of collaboration, support, access, and the amount of information provided that can hinder the level of awareness for available services.  

There is an opportunity to better understand TSMs, Veterans, and their family’s levels of awareness for what exists, how they learned about what exists, and how they identify what will be the most useful during their transition. 


[bookmark: _Toc94173509]Program / Service Engagement 
There are a variety of mediums and tonalities used in the provision of services during transition that may impact the complexity and barriers of engagement. Engagement may be further impacted by the confusion behind what services should be automatic or manual, and when a warm hand-off is necessary. 

There is an opportunity to better understand how TSMs, Veterans, and their families perceive levels of responsibility for various stakeholders; and communication needs for engagement throughout transition. 


[bookmark: _Toc94173510]Shifts in Lifestyle and Identity 
There is also a distinct shift from the military to a civilian lifestyle that includes changes in structure and personal identity. Veterans who have had a successful transition may be the best equipped to assist with this change, but there may be others forms of camaraderie or community that need to be identified. 

There is an opportunity to better understand how TSMs, Veterans, and their families react to the shift from military to civilian lifestyles, the deeply personal and emotional side-effects, and who they prefer to have in their support network during this time. 



Past research also provided the following insights:
Guidance:
· Veterans often make decisions based on ‘what they know now’. (TAP Decision Tree Narrative, 2018)
· One-on-one conversations may be most effective in delivering benefits information. (TAP Decision Tree Narrative, 2018)
· A customizable approach would help TAP students navigate the benefits important to them individually. (TAP Decision Tree Narrative, 2018)
· Veterans think of VA as one of many organizations here to support them. (VA Outreach Strategy, 2019)
· Family members and other Veterans are key to encouraging Veterans to engage with VA. (VA Outreach Strategy, 2019)
· Veterans expect to find information about VA benefits and services in one intuitive place that organizes the information in a consumable way. (Brand Strategy Research Report, 2017)
· Veterans are confused by the fragmented and complex VA benefits ecosystem. (Brand Strategy Research Report, 2017)
· Veterans are largely unaware of VA while in service, and view it primarily as a “next step,” rather than a continuous entity that is there with them throughout their military lifecycle. (Member Experience, 2021)
· Guidance is among transitioning servicemembers’ highest priorities. (Military to Civilian Transition, 2019).
Employment / Career:
· Servicemembers are novices at the labor force. (Employment Journey, 2019)
· A commander or supervisor has an outsized influence on whether the servicemember is granted the time, space and acceptance to pursue their personal career transition. (Employment Journey, 2019)
· Many enlisted servicemembers are novices at managing their own budgets… which has ripple effects across career. (Employment Journey, 2019)
· Career is among transitioning servicemembers’ highest priorities. (Military to Civilian Transition, 2019).

Discovery will test current understanding and assumptions around transition principles and strategy, and uncover new insights related to customers’ desired transition experience. The HCD team will synthesize and communicate key findings and related areas of opportunity.





[bookmark: _Toc94173511]Project Scope Statement 
VEO will work in partnership with the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), Department of Defense and Department of Labor to conduct Human-Centered Design (HCD) research to better understand the physical, mental, and emotional needs of Transitioning Servicemembers (TSMs), Recently-Separated Veterans (RSVs), and their families 365 days prior to separation to 365 days post-separation.




[bookmark: _Toc94173512]Objectives
The research team will seek to understand the following:
· Customer expectations and impacts on transition based on start / stop times and rejoining civilian life
· Customer definition of transition success, and how current / future programs may or may not align with that definition
· Customer awareness and identification of resources
· Customer perceived roles / responsibilities and utilization patterns during transition
· Impacts of rejoining civilian life on customer identity, lifestyle and personal networks


[bookmark: _Toc94173513]Research Approach 
HCD best practices will be leveraged throughout customer interviews. The HCD team will design the activities described below, with a series of prompts.


[bookmark: _Toc70076598][bookmark: _Toc94173514]Recruiting
The team will conduct outreach to customers by phone and/or email to schedule interviews. Participants will also receive the following communication touch-points:
· Confirmation email containing access information and instructions
· Calendar invite containing access information and instructions
· Day-of reminder(s) via text or email




[bookmark: _Toc94173515]Sampling Targets
Sampling targets were determined through quantitative analysis of a random sample of 1602 RSVs; which revealed 3 key customer groups with defining attributes related to rank, dependent status, gender and education levels.
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[bookmark: _Toc94173516]Research Activities 
· [bookmark: _Toc61261936]1:1 Interview: A method for probing customers’ past experiences and identifying significant expectations or concerns for their future service interactions.
· Focus Groups: A method for capturing and quantifying many diverse perspectives on a product, service or subject.

 

[bookmark: _Research_Questions][bookmark: _Toc94173517]Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc94173518]1:1 Interview
Time: 60 minutes
[bookmark: _Toc94173519]Introduction [3 mins.]
Hi, my name is [INTERVIEWER], and I'm a researcher with the Veterans Experience Office.
        [IF SUPPORT IS ON CALL]
 I’m also joined today by my colleague(s)  [NAME OF SUPPORT ON CALL]. They’ll be
 listening carefully to our conversation and taking notes while we talk, and might also
jump in from time to ask questions or let me know if I’m forgetting anything.
We'd like to start by just thanking you for taking some time to speak with us today! 
May we call you  [VETERAN FIRST NAME]?
Okay, great! Thank you, [VETERAN'S PREFERRED NAME].
What we’re doing here today:
· We're conducting a study to better understand the Veteran and family experience of transitioning from military to civilian life. 
Housekeeping:
· This is a safe space to speak freely, and anything we document from this session will be completely anonymized to protect your privacy. 
· Over the next ~1 hour, we'll talk about how you experienced military-to-civilian transition. 
· We’re really interested to learn from you, but please only share what you’re comfortable with.
· In addition to typing notes along the way, we’d also like to record this session to ensure we capture what you're telling us; but again, all of our documentation will be anonymized.
· That said, we do need your verbal consent to record and take notes about this discussion. Are you okay with us proceeding?

[bookmark: _Toc94173520]Background [3 mins.]
· Can you tell us a little about yourself? 
· Probe: Specialties, background, interests, military career? 
· Probe: When are you leaving /left the military? 
 
[bookmark: _Toc94173521]Timing and Preparation [15 mins.]
· How would you describe your transition timeline? [Family] 
· Probe: What makes you view your transition experience on this timeline? 
· Probe: When do you feel it began? 
· Probe: When do you feel it ends? 
· Probe: Where are you currently? 

· How would you describe the amount of time you were provided for transition? 
· Probe: Do you feel like you were provided enough time to identify and plan/act on your goals for transition? Why/why not? 
· Probe: Where you ever restricted by time constraints from a particular service or program? 
· Probe: How supportive has your military command been of your time for transition? 

· Can you describe how timely services have been during your transition? 

· Can you describe your plans for life after the military? [Family] 
· Probe: Any plans for housing, employment, financial, school… etc 
· Probe: How did you go about establishing your plan? 

· Can you describe how your plans were supported during your separation from the military? [Family] 
· Probe: How has your plan played out so far? 
· Probe: What still isn’t clear for you, what else do you need support in? 
· Probe: Has anything about your plan changed that you wish you had support for? 
· Probe: Any successes that you would like to share? 
· Probe: Any challenges you’ve faced so far? 
· [Employment] Do you feel prepared to get a job in the civilian world? Why or why not? 
· Are you working/did you work with any programs or organizations around any specific needs like housing, employment, health, education, finances, etc. 

· What people or groups helped support your transition? 
· Probe: Are there any additional people or groups that you haven’t mentioned so far? 
· Probe: Can you tell me about which people or groups you would like to have support from but currently do not? 
· Probe: How do you feel about other Veterans helping you with this transition? 
· Probe: Did you receive any support that was unexpected? Expected?  
 
[bookmark: _Toc94173522]Success and Effectiveness [10 mins.]
· How would you define a “successful transition” from military to civilian life? [Family] 
· Probe: was there anything about your transition that was very successful? 
· Probe: was there anything about your transition that was not successful? 
· PRE: Fill in the blank, “If I can just ______, I’ll make a successful transition” 
· POST: What advice would you provide someone who is about to begin their transition out of the military? 

· What do you believe could be improved about the transition experience? 

· How would you describe your awareness for what you are responsible for versus what others were responsible for during your transition? 
· Probe: Should accountability change based on what you’re trying to accomplish? 

· Can you describe your experience with TAP? 
· Probe: Did it give you enough information?  
· Probe: What else would you have wanted to learn about? 
· Probe: What support did you get from your command to take TAP? 
· Probe: What was your main priority to learn about in TAP? 
 
[bookmark: _Toc94173523]Program / Service Awareness [5 mins.]
· What communications have you received to assist with transition out of the military? 

· Can you tell me about a time when you used a resource you learned about during transition? 
· Probe: How did you learn about that resource? 
 
[bookmark: _Toc94173524]Program / Service Engagement [10 mins.]
· Did you receive any services during transition that you would attribute to achieving a personal success (such as finding a job, securing a home, etc.)?

· Did you receive any services during transition that you feel did not help with achieving a personal success?

· Are there any services that would have been helpful to you if you had them? 
· Probe: Are there any services you expected to receive but didn’t? 

· What about your transition would you attribute to WHERE you left military service (the installation / geographic location)? 
· Probe: What did you think about when deciding where to live after separation?
· Probe: Are there any services you feel make the most sense only after a Servicemember has relocated post-separation? 



[bookmark: _Toc94173525]Shifts in Lifestyle and Identity [10 mins.]
· How do you feel about leaving the lifestyle of the military and entering civilian life? 
· POST: What were your expectations of what civilian life would be like versus what you’re experiencing now? 
· POST: What were the surprises you experienced during this shift? 
· Do you have any specific expectations about what it will be like for you? 
· Probe: Have you learned anything about transitioning to civilian life from peers? 
· Probe: What are your expectations on how life after the military impacts your personal identity? 
· Probe: What informed those expectations? 

· Can you tell me more about who you hope(d) to connect with in your civilian community? 
· Probe: How do you feel about other Veterans helping you with this transition? 
· Probe: Did you receive any support that was unexpected? Expected?  

[bookmark: _Toc94173526]Closing Questions [3 mins.]
· If you had a magic wand and could change anything about your transition experience, what would you change? 

· Is there anything we did not ask you about that you would like to share with us? 
 
 
Now, I’d like to open it up to my colleagues on the call if they have any follow up questions. 
[Allow others on the line to ask follow up questions.] 
Thank you so much for volunteering your time to speak with us. This has been very informative!  


[bookmark: _Toc94173527]Focus Groups
Time: 60 minutes

Focus groups will be used to understand family experiences, and will leverage prompts and activities rooted in the 1:1 interview questions noted above.



[bookmark: _Toc65164426][bookmark: _Toc94173528]Synthesis 
Qualitative data collected will be cleaned, coded, and will undergo multiple rounds of analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc65164427]Using online collaboration tools, including Excel and MURAL, the HCD team will analyze data through affinity mapping - grouping data points by theme, sentiment, and aspects of experience. These clusters will lead to the development of insights, opportunities and final project deliverables.

[bookmark: _Toc94173529]Next Steps

· Participants will be recruited and scheduled into the study.
· Project team members will be identified to lead and support each participant interaction. 
· Materials, as described in this plan, will be developed to support the project. 
· All project team members who attend interviews will receive training on what to expect during interviews, best practices to ensure the highest quality data is captured, and actions to take in the event that a customer is in crisis. 

[bookmark: _Toc94173530]Timeline 
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* Pre-separation customers tended to be older and more senior in rank.

*  Education benefits were used most frequently prior to separation.

* Post-separation customers tended to be mid-level professionals.

* Female servicemembers were more likely to engage VA services post-separation than their male counterparts.

* Disengaged customers tended to be younger and junior in rank.

* Single, non-degreed male servicemembers were more likely to disengage.
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50 Recently Separated Veterans (RSVs) 15 Family Members 50 Transitioning Servicemembers (TSMs)

Demographics Pre- Post- Disengaged Demographics 1-Year Prior 6 Months
Separation Separation Customers Prior
Customers Customers
78%

Male 78% Male

Female 22% (oversampling by 100%) Female 22% (oversampling by 100%)
Junior Ranks 30% 30% 40% Junior Ranks 33%
Mid-Level Ranks 30% 40% 30% Mid-Level Ranks 33%
Senior Ranks 40% 30% 30% Senior Ranks 33%
Single / No 40% 40% 60% Single / No 50%
Dependents Dependents

Marital Status / 60% 60% 40% Marital Status / 50%.
Dependents Dependents

Army 20% Army 20%
Air Force 20% Air Force 20%
Coast Guard 20% Coast Guard 20%
Marine Corps 20% Marine Corps 20%

Navy 20% Navy 20%
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Discovery | Sessions & Data Synthesis Feb 7 - May 27

Deliverables Development & Finalization _ May 2 - May 31

Deliverables Concurrence _ Junl-Jun24

VA Leadership Briefing . Jun27-Jun 30
Pre-Discovery Discovery
. Develop understanding of transition ecosystem, roles and engagements . Develop understanding of transition customer experience

. Establish evaluation methodology for Discovery . Produce insights and project deliverables





