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 TRAUMATIC BRAIN INJURY 

Better DOD and VA Oversight Can Help Ensure More 
Accurate, Consistent, and Timely Decisions for the 
Traumatic Injury Insurance Program Highlights of GAO-09-108, a report to the 

Ranking Member, Committee on 
Oversight and Government Reform, 
House of Representatives 

In 2005, Congress created a 
traumatic injury insurance benefit 
program, known as TSGLI, to help 
servicemembers with traumatic 
brain injury and other serious 
injuries with the financial burdens 
that they and their families face. 
The Department of Veterans Affairs 
(VA) administers the program, in 
collaboration with the Department 
of Defense (DOD), while the 
branches of service are responsible 
for deciding servicemembers’ 
claims. GAO examined (1) the 
TSGLI approval rate for traumatic 
brain injury claimants, and whether 
DOD and VA have assurance that 
claims are processed accurately, 
consistently, and in a timely 
manner and (2) any challenges 
servicemembers with traumatic 
brain injury may have faced in 
accessing TSGLI benefits, and the 
extent to which DOD and VA have 
taken steps to address such 
challenges. GAO analyzed program 
data and interviewed DOD and VA 
officials, servicemembers, and 
medical professionals.  

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that DOD and 
VA (1) implement a quality 
assurance review process to help 
ensure that decisions are accurate 
and consistent within and across 
the services and (2) take steps to 
ensure the data required to assess 
the approval rate for traumatic 
brain injury and timeliness of the 
claims process are reliable and 
comprehensive. DOD and VA 
generally agreed with our 
recommendations.  

A
b
a
a
o
r
d
D
p
a
t
 
W
i
a
T
s
a
m
c
t
c
t
p
H
w
c
s
t
s
o
a
h
a
d
 

T

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-09-108. 
For more information, contact Daniel Bertoni 
at (202) 512-7215 or bertonid@gao.gov. 
lthough VA data show that 63 percent of servicemembers with traumatic 
rain injury were approved for TSGLI, the actual approval rate may be lower, 
nd DOD and VA lack assurance that claim decisions are accurate, consistent, 
nd timely within and across the branches of service. VA’s data show that 520 
f the 821 servicemembers who filed TSGLI claims for traumatic brain injury 
eceived benefits. However, the actual approval rate may be lower because VA 
oes not include all denials for traumatic brain injury in its data. In addition, 
OD and VA officials told us there is no systematic quality assurance review 
rocess to ensure that claim decisions are accurate and consistent within and 
cross the services. Finally, DOD and VA lack reliable data on how long it 
akes the services to make decisions on traumatic brain injury claims. 

e identified three major challenges servicemembers with traumatic brain 
njury have faced and found that DOD and VA have taken a number of steps to 
ddress these challenges and expand access to the program. First, while 
SGLI is intended as a quick benefit, servicemembers have had difficulties in 
tarting claims soon after their injuries, in part because of a lack of awareness 
bout the program. In response, DOD placed TSGLI staff in 10 of its largest 
edical treatment facilities to educate servicemembers and help them file 

laims. Second, the eligibility criteria for traumatic brain injury in place at the 
ime of our review were subjective and unclear, which created some 
hallenges for servicemembers. The criteria stated that a servicemember with 
raumatic brain injury must be completely dependent on another person to 
erform two of six activities of daily living, such as eating or getting dressed. 
owever, medical providers may have differing opinions on whether someone 
ho requires verbal instructions or reminders to perform these activities is 

onsidered completely dependent. VA has since clarified that a 
ervicemember who requires verbal assistance is eligible, but acknowledged 
hat subjectivity still exists in assessing functional ability. Third, 
ervicemembers with traumatic brain injury have faced challenges in 
btaining medical records to prove that they meet eligibility criteria. VA made 
 change to the program to allow servicemembers who can document a 15-day 
ospital stay to be eligible for a minimum benefit. DOD and VA are reviewing 
ll claims that were denied or approved for less than the maximum amount to 
etermine whether servicemembers are now eligible under these changes. 

SGLI Activities of Daily Living Eligibility Criteria for Traumatic Brain Injury 

Servicemember 
is unable to 
perform the 
activity if he or 
she

Activities 
of daily 
living

Needs 
assistance in 
bathing or 
cannot bathe

Is unable to 
manage and 
control bowel 
and bladder 
functions

Needs 
assistance 
in getting 
dressed

Needs 
assistance in 
eating or is fed 
intravenously 
or by feeding 
tube

Needs 
assistance to 
go to and from 
toilet to relieve 
bladder or bowel 
or to perform 
associated 
personal 
hygiene

Needs 
assistance to 
get in and out 
of bed or a 
chair

Bathing
Tub, sponge bath, 

or shower

Dressing Eating TransferringContinence Toileting

Sources: GAO analysis of the Department of Veterans Affairs’ TSGLI procedural guide (August 2007); Art Explosion (images).
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