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Who qualifies as a veteran?

Eligibility

Bad Paper

Establishing Service Connection
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Who Qualifies as a 
Veteran?

“[a] person who served in active 
military, naval, air, or space service, 

and who was discharged or 
released therefrom under 

conditions other than 
dishonorable.”

38 U.S.C. § 101(2)
38 C.F.R. § 3.1(d)



Honorable

General (Under Honorable 
Conditions)

Other Than Honorable (OTH)

Bad Conduct Discharge (BCD)

Dishonorable 
Discharge/Dismissal

Entry Level Separation

Void Enlistment or Induction

Dropped from Rolls

Discharges
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Military Discharge Characterizations



Discharges
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Military Discharge Characterizations



Discharges
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Military Discharge Characterizations
Honorable: You are eligible for VA health care, disability benefits, and GI Bill education benefits.

General Under Honorable: You are eligible for VA health care & disability benefits.

Other Than Honorable: You will need to ask for a discharge upgrade (federal) or Character of 
Service determination (local VA regional office) in order to be eligible for health care & disability 
benefits. There are some exceptions if you have been diagnosed with PTSD or other mental health 
disorders due to your time in service.

Bad Conduct/Dishonorable: Not eligible for any VA benefits without a discharge upgrade.

Uncharacterized: Neither positive nor negative. Usually means service was not long enough to 
characterize the type of discharge.



Discharges



Conscientious Objector

Sentence of General Court-Martial

Officer Resigning for Good of Service

Desertion

OTH from AWOL – 180 Days

Acceptance of a discharge under other 
than honorable conditions or its 
equivalent in lieu of trial by GCM

Mutiny or Spying
Offense Involving Moral Turpitude

Willful and Persistent Misconduct

Discharges
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VA Discharge Characterizations
Regardless of military’s characterization, a statute may “bar all 
rights of such person under the laws administered by the 
Secretary…” – 38 U.S.C. § 5303(a) – even if honorable or under 
honorable conditions Congress may have barred benefits.

After determining whether any statutory bars, VA will review 
under its own regulatory criteria whether a discharge was issued 
under dishonorable conditions – 38 C.F.R. § 3.12 (dishonorable 
for VA purposes)



The VA cannot upgrade a 
discharge, but it may rule on a 
case-by-case basis that the 
circumstances surrounding the 
veteran’s service should allow a 
grant of VA benefits despite an 
“undesirable” discharge or 
discharge “under other than 
honorable conditions.” This VA 
process is called a “character of 
discharge determination.”



In July 2020, the VA proposed 
amending its regulation 
regarding COD determinations. 
VA decided to expand VA 
benefits eligibility, bring more 
consistency to adjudications of 
benefits eligibility, and ensure 
COD determinations consider all 
pertinent factors.



An honorable discharge is 
commonly regarded as 
indicating acceptable, rather 
than exemplary service – 
anything less than honorable is 
viewed as derogatory, and 
inevitably stigmatizes the 
recipient. 



Discharge
Upgrade
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Discharge Upgrade Process

23. Type of Separation - Discharge, administrative separation or other types
24. Character of Service - Types of military discharges (e.g.. honorable, 
dishonorable, etc.)
25. Separation Authority - The regulations justifying the separation.
26. Separation Code – Google “separation codes”
27. Reentry Code - Enlisted eligibility for re-entry to military service.
28. Narrative Reason for Separation - brief explanation for the reasons leaving 
military service. 



A discharge upgrade can change 
the “character of service”,  
separation authority, 
reenlistment code, and/or 
narrative reason shown on the 
veteran’s DD-214 discharge 
certificate.



A discharge upgrade can change 
the “character of service”,  
separation authority, 
reenlistment code, and/or 
narrative reason shown on the 
veteran’s DD-214 discharge 
certificate.



A discharge upgrade can change 
the “character of service”,  
separation authority, 
reenlistment code, and/or 
narrative reason shown on the 
veteran’s DD-214 discharge 
certificate.



Eligible if discharged or released under 
conditions other than dishonorable

38 U.S.C. § 101(2); 38 C.F.R. § 3.19

Disease or injury was incurred or 
aggravated in the line of duty

38 U.S.C. § 1110, 1131; 38 C.F.R. § 3.4

Not a result of own willful misconduct
38 U.S.C. § 1110, 1131; 38 C.F.R. § 3.301

Wartime Service

Low Income

Total and Permanent Disability

Benefits
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Compensation and Pension Benefits



1. VA determines whether veteran eligible to receive VA benefits. 

2. VA determines whether its statutory duty to assist a claimant in proving the claim has been triggered, 
and, if so, the VA assists the claimant in gathering the necessary evidence.

3. VA takes all action necessary to satisfy its statutory duty to assist – whether the veteran qualifies for 
disability compensation.

4. If service-connection established, VA determines the severity of the disability and assigns a percentage 
evaluation from 0 to 100 based on the schedule for rating disabilities. 

5. VA sets an effective date for the award of service-connected disability compensation. 

Adjudication
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Adjudication Process at the VA Regional Office



Disability 
Compensation – 

Service Connection

VA disability compensation offers a 
monthly tax-free payment to 

Veterans who got sick or injured 
while serving in the military and to 
Veterans whose service made an 

existing condition worse.



Diagnosis or Symptoms

Must be Current

Residuals

In-service incident

Evidence that cause of disease, 
injury, or event occurred in-

service

Not the result of willful 
misconduct

Link between current disease 
and in-service incident

Could be pre-existing

Could be secondary

Could be a result of treatment 
from the VA

Service-Connected 
Compensation
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The Caluza Elements



There must be competent 
evidence that the veteran 
currently has a particular 
disability. 



Medical or in certain 
circumstances, lay evidence of 
in-service incurrence or 
aggravation of a disease or 
injury. 



Demonstrate that there is a 
nexus between current disability 
and the precipitating disease, 
injury, or event that occurred 
during the period of miliary 
service. 
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