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VA Research: Improving Veterans’ 
Lives through Health Care 
Research

VA Research is unique because of its 
focus on health issues that affect Veter-
ans. Nested within the Veterans Health 
Administration—the nation’s largest 
health care system—VA Research is 
viewed by many experts as a model for 
rigorous, impactful research.

From developing new drugs and pros-
thetic devices to studying the delivery 
of health care, VA researchers across the 
nation address a wide range of issues 
that affects the daily lives of Veterans 
and their families. 

The groundbreaking achievements of 
VA investigators—most of whom also 
provide direct patient care to Veterans—
have resulted in three Nobel prizes, 
seven Lasker awards, and many other 
distinctions within the medical and sci-
entific communities. 

To expand its impact, VA Research 
fosters dynamic collaborations with its 
university affiliates, other federal agen-
cies, nonprofit organizations, and private 
industry—thus furthering the program’s 
impact on the health of Veterans and the 
nation. For example, VA’s landmark 
Million Veteran Program, now the world’s 
largest biorepository and genomic data-
base linked to a health care system, has 

led to partnerships with private firms 
such as IBM and federal agencies such as 
the departments of Defense and Energy. 
Such efforts promise to greatly enhance 
the benefits of the research for Veterans 
and others. 

VA Research consists of four main 
research services working together to 
address the full spectrum of Veterans’ 
health needs. The program is intramural; 
this means only investigators with VA 
appointments can receive VA research 
funding. However, VA investigators also 
compete successfully for funding from 
the National Institutes of Health and other 
public and private sources. 

Biomedical Laboratory R&D
This division conducts preclinical re-
search to understand life processes from 
the molecular, genomic, and physiologi-
cal level in regard to diseases affecting 
Veterans. It includes research on animal 
models and investigations of tissues, 
blood, or other biologic specimens from 
humans, but does not include studies 
with people.

Clinical Science R&D
This division focuses on clinical trials and 
other research involving human volun-
teers to study new treatments, compare 

existing therapies, and improve clinical 
practice and care. The Cooperative Studies 
Program within this division is respon-
sible for planning and conducting VA’s 
large multicenter clinical trials and epi-
demiological studies on health issues 
vital to our nation’s Veterans.

Health Services R&D

This division supports research to improve 
the delivery of health care to Veterans. 
Among the areas studied are quality 
and organization of care; patient access 
and outcomes; and cost-effectiveness. 
The division’s Quality Enhance -
ment Research Initiative (QUERI) is 
designed to translate research findings 
into advancements in Veterans’ care.

Rehabilitation R&D
This division conducts research to dis-

cover knowledge and create innovations 
that restore Veterans who have become 
disabled due to injury or disease to their 
greatest possible functional capacity in 
their families, communities, and work-
places.

Cross-cutting Components
Other programs are cross-cutting. The 

Program for Research Integrity Develop-
ment and Education (PRIDE),  for 
example, is responsible for policy 
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development, guidance, training, and 
education in relation to the protection 
of human research participants through-
out VA. The Technology Transfer Program 
moves discoveries and inventions into 
everyday practice—for example, by 
obtaining patents and identifying com-
mercial partners—to help ensure that 
Veterans benefit from the innovations of 
VA researchers.   

Productive Partnerships
While embracing its status as an intra-

mural program with close ties to its aca-
demic affiliates, VA Research also fosters 
and develops dynamic collaborations 
with other federal agencies, nonprofit 
organizations, and private industry. 
Such teamwork promotes the leverag-
ing of resources, speeds the translation 
of study results into clinical practice, and 
maximizes the overall impact of VA 
Research.

VA researchers study the full spectrum 
of health issues relevant to our nation’s 
Veterans. Below are examples of high-
priority topics. 

Chronic Diseases
Health promotion and chronic-disease 

management are high priorities for VA 
Research. This may include, for example, 
developing and testing innovative 
diabetes care strategies; investigating 
the biochemical pathways involving 
dopamine—a brain chemical implicated 
in Parkinson’s disease—and testing new 
Parkinson’s treatments; probing the 
genetic and lifestyle causes of cardiovas-
cular disease; and researching the bio-
logical causes of cartilage degeneration 
in arthritis.

Homelessness
For more than 20 years, VA has operat-

ed programs for Veterans who are home-
less. VA researchers have been involved 
from the outset—evaluating effective-
ness, comparing alternative strategies, 
and exploring new approaches. VA’s 
programs in this area have been studied 
more extensively than any others, and 
today make up the nation’s—and prob-
ably the world’s—largest integrated 
network of homeless treatment and as-
sistance services.

Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans
VA researchers are working on 

new ways to ease the physical and 
psychological pain of recently returned 
Veterans and to improve their access to 
health care services. Key areas of study 
include polytrauma, mental health 
disorders, vision and hearing loss, 
traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, 
amputations and prosthetics, and pain 
management.

Mental Health
Mental health—including issues such 

as substance use, posttraumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), anxiety, depression, 
and schizophrenia—is a major focus of 
VA Research. Researchers are studying 
new drug therapies, enhancing primary 
care models of mental health care, and 
improving access to mental health care 
through telehealth and other innovative 
technologies.

Pain Management
Developing powerful new approaches 

to assess, manage, and treat chronic pain 
is a high priority for VA researchers. Some 
research groups focus on promoting safer 

use of opioids. Others are examining 
changes at the cellular and molecular 
levels in hopes of finding new ways to 
prevent or treat pain and inflammation.

Precision Medicine
In conjunction with the nationwide 

Precision Medicine Initiative, VA is 
working on ways to tailor diagnosis, 
prevention, and care for Veterans based 
on genetic and other individual factors. 
A cornerstone of the effort is VA’s Million 
Veteran Program. 

Prosthetics and Amputation Care
VA researchers are designing and 

testing prosthetic devices that are lighter, 
more natural, and more functional than 
existing models. Researchers are also 
exploring new methods to improve the 
reconstruction of injured extremities and 
studying how to best match available 
prosthetic components to the needs of 
amputees.

Women’s Health
Women represent a growing seg-

ment of the VA patient population. In 
response, VA researchers have been 
focusing increasingly on their unique 
health needs and examining their use 
of VA  health care.
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