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[bookmark: _Toc88572049]Purpose 
This Pre-Discovery plan is authored by the Veterans Experience Office (VEO) Human-Centered Design (HCD) team to describe the research methods suggested to assess and uncover foundational insights relating to the military-to-civilian transition experience from the perspective of Subject Matter Experts (SMEs). 

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: _Toc88572050]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 research questions for the Discovery phase of analysis.

  


Past research 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).

This research will leverage SME sessions and a review of prior studies to test current understanding and assumptions around transition principles and strategy, and map services within the transition ecosystem to better-inform areas of exploration. The HCD team will synthesize findings to determine key research and analysis opportunities for the Discovery phase.





[bookmark: _Toc88572051]Project Scope Statement 
 VEO will work in partnership with the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) to conduct a generative research effort using HCD 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: _Toc88572052]Objectives
The research team will seek to understand the following:
· Customer-guided and operationally-guided design principles relating to:
· Definition of “successful transition”

· Expectations at each stage of the transition process:
· Basic Well-Being Assessment (BWA)
· Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
· Health Evaluation (OneSHA)
· Statement of Benefits
· VA SolidStart & Post Separation Support
· Benefits Access & Utilization:
· Education
· Employment
· Health
· Finance
· Social Relationships
· Housing

· Expectations specific to moments leading up to and following separations:
· 1 year		Pre-and-Post
· 6 months	Pre-and-Post
· 3 months	Pre-and-Post
· 1 month	Pre-and-Post

· Responsiveness and identification of special needs and outliers (mental health, housing, financial or food insecurity, etc.)

· Framework / process agility and responsiveness to customer needs and feedback





[bookmark: _Toc88572053]Research Approach 
HCD best practices will be leveraged throughout customer interviews. The HCD team will design an assortment of activities described below, with a series of prompts.


[bookmark: _Toc70076598][bookmark: _Toc88572054]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


[bookmark: _Toc88572055]Subject Matter Expert (SME) Sampling Targets
	Target
	Role

	VA

	1 – 2
	Leaders of M2C framework program

	1 – 2
	Analysts / program managers of M2C framework program with a focus on Baseline Well-Being Assessment (BWA)

	2 – 4
	Veteran Service Officers (directly involved in M2C framework or space)

	1 – 2
	Compensation and Pension experts

	1 – 3
	Eligibility and Enrollment personnel (directly in involved in transition)

	1 – 3
	VA Outreach Coordinators

	1-2
	TAP briefing personnel (or Benefits Advisors)

	

	DoD

	1 – 2
	Transition Service Managers

	1
	DoD transition leader

	2 – 4
	Family member support group leads (FSGs, FRGs, etc.)

	1 – 2
	Non-traditional separation experts (DTAP, Dishonorable, Board, etc.)

	1 – 2
	Separation Health Assessment experts

	

	Other / Tertiary

	1
	Department of Labor transition leader

	1
	Small Business Administration Veteran-owned business expert

	1
	Department of Education Veteran programs expert







[bookmark: _Toc88572056]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.

· Card Sorting: A method for collecting the expectations of users and measuring their understanding of topics presented to them. This form of research can be particularly useful when developing and evaluating information architecture or prioritizing information.  
 

[bookmark: _Research_Questions][bookmark: _Toc88572057]Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc88572058]1:1 Interview
Time: 30 minutes
Ice-Breaker:
1. How would you describe your role in the Veteran transition space?
a. What is the most important or unique part of your program within the transition space?
b. Can you describe your organization – number of staff, number of facilities, locations, etc.?
c. How many servicemembers or families would you say you serve in a given year?

Customer Principles:
2. At what point(s) in the transition process are you typically engaging with customers? 
(1 year, 6 months, 3 months, 1 month – pre or post)?
a. How does the customer usually connect with you?
b. How do they learn about your services?

3. What would you say is working really well in the transition process today?
a. What is not working well?
b. How have recent policy updates affected your program?

4. What are some common problems you help to solve for transitioning customers?
a. What questions are most often asked?
b. Are there any challenges that fall outside of your services or expertise? – If so, how do you handle those?

5. How would you describe what you and the customer accomplish together?
a. How do you measure your success with that customer?

6. How would you describe your program’s responsiveness and identification of special needs and outliers – such as mental health or housing, financial or food insecurity?
a. Do you do any work with these groups? – If so, please describe that for us.

7. Do you feel like the transition process or the services offered ever change to reflect feedback you’re getting from customers? 
a. Or, if it’s something you control… Do you ever modify the approach you’re taking based on what you’re hearing? What does that look like?
Improvement:

8. What would you say you currently need out of this process -- that may come from your leadership or from Federal partners -- and isn’t happening today?

9. How about from customers? Is there anything you currently need from customers that isn’t happening today?

10. What would you do differently and why?



[bookmark: _Toc88572059]Card Sort
Time: 25 minutes 
Users will be asked to align transition priorities identified in previous research to process steps within the M2C framework.

Part One:
1. 1. What customer transition priorities do your services aim to support? 
	Priorities (Prompt List)
	Steps

	· Guidance
· Career / Employment
· Freedom / Lifestyle Choices
· Financial Security
· Family Well-Being
· Maintaining Status / Standard of Living
· Connection to Military / Networking
· Education
· Community Re-Establishment / Reintegration
· Health

	· Basic Well-Being Assessment (BWA)
· Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
· Health Evaluation (OneSHA)
· Statement of Benefits
· VA SolidStart & Post Separation Support
· Benefits Access & Utilization:
· Education
· Employment
· Health
· Finance
· Social Relationships
· Housing



2. At which stages do you support these priorities and how?

Part Two:

3. Which step(s) of this process does your work impact?
a. Do you feel like you understand what happens before a customer comes to you and who-or-what the customer’s next step should be after coming to you?
b. Is there a hand-off process?

4. How does your work impact the priorities we’ve aligned with that step?

5. Are there other priorities not listed here that your work would also be supporting?



[bookmark: _Toc88572060]Closeout  
Time: 5 minutes 
1. If VA, DoD, and other federal partners could offer any transition experience – the sky is the limit, what words would you use to describe it?

2. Is there anything else that we haven’t asked you that you’d like us to bring back to our research?


[bookmark: _Toc65164426][bookmark: _Toc88572061]Synthesis 
Qualitative data collected will be cleaned, coded, and will undergo multiple rounds of analysis.

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 digital experience. These clusters will lead to the development of areas of exploration that inform Discovery research questions.

[bookmark: _Toc65164427][bookmark: _Toc88572062]Next Steps
Upon approval of this research plan, the project team will work to conduct SME outreach.
 
· Project team members will be identified to lead and support each 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: _Toc88572063]Timeline 
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