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Poll #1: About you – research role 

• What is your role in research and/or quality 

improvement? 


▫ Research investigator 

▫ Data manager/analyst 

▫ Project coordinator 

▫ Other – please describe via the Q&A function 
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Poll #2: About you – data experience
 

How many years of experience do you have working 
with VA data? 

▫ Less than 1 

▫ 1-2 

▫ 3-6 

▫ 7+ 
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VA Information Resource Center (VIReC) 

Mission 

To advance VA capacity to use data effectively for 
research and quality improvement and to foster 

communication between research data users and 
the VA healthcare community. 
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What VIReC Does 

•	 Develops knowledge about VA data 

•	 Shares knowledge with VA researchers 

▫	 Intranet website 

▫	 VHA Data Portal (collaboration with NDS, VINCI 
and Data Quality) 

▫	 Cyberseminars (hosted by CIDER/HSR&D) 

▫	 Guides, documentation, and tutorials 

▫	 HelpDesk (virec@va.gov) 
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www.virec.research.va.gov
 

http://www.virec.research.va.gov/
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vaww.virec.research.va.gov (VA Intranet only)
 

http://www.virec.research.va.gov/
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Database & Methods Series Objectives
 

• Introduce VA data sources and information systems
 

• Illustrate research and measurement approaches 

using VA data sources
 

• Provide resources for data users 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data 

• Highlights of most commonly used VA data sources 
in Research and Quality Improvement (QI) projects 

• Introduction to data processing platforms and EHR 
(read-only) access portals 

• Where to go for more help 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data 

• Highlights of most commonly used VA data sources 
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Administrative / 
Operations Data 

Clinical Care / 
Patient Records 

Data 

Non-VA Data 

Veteran 
Population 

Surveys 

Financial 
Recordkeeping 

Performance 
Measurement 

Data 

Common Sources of VA and VHA Data
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• Corporate (national) level 

Levels of Data
 

• Local facility data
 

• VISN level data
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Getting Oriented to VA Data 

• A few resources that will help you get an overview of 
VA data and how to use it… 
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Toolkit for New Users of VA Data 
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The VHA Data Portal…
 

•	 Data source 
descriptions 

•	 Data access 
instructions 

•	 Tools & 
platforms 

•	 Resources for 
using data 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data 

• Highlights of most commonly used VA data 
sources in Research and QI 

• Introduction to data processing platforms and EHR 
(read-only) access portals 

• Where to go for more help 
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VA Inpatient and 
Outpatient Data 

(MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data for 
Research 

VA MCA National 
Clinical Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 

VA Databases and Data Sources
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MedSAS Inpatient, Overview
 

PTF data 

Patient Treatment File (PTF)
 
Austin Information Technology Center (AITC)
 
National Data Systems (NDS)
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MedSAS Inpatient Data
 

•	 Data element examples 

▫	 Patient demographics 

▫	 ICD-9 diagnosis codes 

▫	 ICD-9 procedure/ 

surgery codes
 

•	 Data steward: 

▫	 National Data Systems (NDS) 

• More information: MedSAS Research User Guide on 
the VIReC Intranet 
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MedSAS Outpatient, Overview
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MedSAS Outpatient Data
 

• Data element examples:
 

▫ Patient demographics
 

▫ ICD-9 diagnosis codes
 

▫ CPT-4 procedure codes 

• Data steward: 

▫ National Data Systems (NDS) 

• More information: MedSAS Research User Guide on 
the VIReC Intranet 
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Impact of ICD-10* Transition on VA Data 

• Affects diagnostic and procedural codes in patient 
records and other new data 

• Transition to ICD-10 in effect October 1, 2015 

• Previously generated data will retain ICD-9 codes
 

• Projects using diagnosis and procedure codes in 
projects spanning the compliance date will need to 
use both ICD-9 and ICD-10 codes. 

* International Classification of Diseases, 10th Revision
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VA Inpatient and 
Outpatient Data 

(MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data for 
Research 

VA MCA National 
Clinical Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 
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LAR 

PHA 

RAD 
List of 
NDEs 

VA Managerial Cost Accounting System 

National Data Extracts (MCA NDEs) 
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VA MCA National Clinical Data 


• Data Element Examples: 

▫ Date 

▫ Test results 

▫ Ordering provider 

▫ Costs 

• Data Steward: 

▫ VHA Managerial Cost Accounting Office (MCAO) 

• More information: Research User Guide: VHA 
Decision Support System Clinical Data Extracts, 2nd 

Edition (VIReC Intranet) 
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al 
N 

LAB 

(lab test & 
costs) 

LAR 

(lab test 
results) 

PHA 

(pharmacy 
prescriptions) 

RAD 

(radiology) 

VA MCA NDEs for Clinical Data
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VA Inpatient and 
Outpatient Data 

(MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data for 
Research 

VA MCA National 
Clinical Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 29 

VA Pharmacy Data 

Medications dispensed from 
VA pharmacies 

Three Sources
 

▫	 VHA Managerial Cost 
Accounting (MCA) NDE 

▫	 Pharmacy Benefits 
Management (PBM) 

▫	 CDW Bar Code 
Medication 
Administration (BCMA) 
/Outpatient Pharmacy 
Domains 
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VA Pharmacy Data 

•	 Data element examples: 

▫	 Generic drug name, days supply, VA drug class, Cost 
etc. 

•	 Data Steward 

▫	 MCA PHA NDE: Managerial Cost Accounting Service 

▫	 PBM: Fran Cunningham 

▫	 CDW BCMA: National Data Systems 

• More information: VIReC Research User Guide: 

VHA Pharmacy Prescription Data, 2nd Edition
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VA Inpatient and 
Outpatient Data 

(MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data for 
Research 

VA MCA National 
Clinical Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 
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VA Vital Status File 

• Uses multiple sources of mortality information
 

▫ VA Workload Data 

▫ BIRLS Death File 

▫ Medicare Vital Status File 

▫ SSA Death Master File 

• Two files: Master and Mini 
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▫ Date of death (variables from the different sources 

VA Vital Status File 

• Data element examples:
 

and value selected as “best”) 

▫ Last healthcare utilization date 

• Data Steward: 

▫ National Data Systems 

• More information: “Vital Status Overview” page 
on VIReC Intranet 
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• Large, relational (SQL) 
database organized into 
data domains 

• Data available from 
1999 to present 

Corporate Data Warehouse (CDW)
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Region 1 
Data 

Warehouse 

Region 2 
Data 

Warehouse 

Region 3 
Data 

Warehouse 

Region 4 
Data 

Warehouse 

CDW 

Patient 
Allergy 

Inpatient 
Outpatient 

Inpatient Rx 
Outpatient Rx 
Lab Chemistry 

Lab Microbiology 
Vital Signs 

Nightly updates to architected 
Minute by minute 
transactions added – 

>150 VistA 
Systems 

CDW Origin & Content
 

no changes database - no change to content
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Corporate Data Warehouse Data
 

• CDW Domain 
Examples 

▫	 Patient 

▫	 Staff 

▫	 Vital Signs 

▫	 Allergies 

▫	 Inpatient 

▫	 Outpatient 

▫	 Lab Chemistry 

▫	 Pharmacy Outpatient 

•	 Data Steward:
 

▫	 National Data Systems 


• For more 
information: 

▫	 VIReC Intranet 

▫	 CDW SharePoint 

▫	 VINCI data 
descriptions 

10/2015
 



 

 

 

 

 

  

 
 

37 

VIReC Resources around CDW
 
1. CDW Structure and Content 

3. Researcher’s Notebooks 

2. Domain Factbooks 

http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov 
/CDW/Documentation.htm 
(VA Intranet only) 
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VA Inpatient and 
Outpatient Data 

(MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data for 
Research 

VA MCA National 
Clinical Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 
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Medicare enrollment and claims data 

Medicaid enrollment and claims data 

Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey (MCBS) 

Patient Assessment Data 

United States Renal Data System (USRDS) 

Medicare Advantage HEDIS 

VA/Center for Medicare and Medicaid 

Services (CMS) Data 
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VA/Center for Medicare and Medicaid 

Services (CMS) Data 

• Data element
 
examples:
 

▫	 Medicare and Medicaid 
enrollment 

▫	 ICD-9 diagnosis codes 

▫	 ICD-9 and CPT4 
procedure codes 

▫	 Charges and payments 

•	 Data steward:
 

▫ VIReC’s VA/CMS Data
 
for Research Project
 

•	 For more information
 

▫	 VIReC Intranet-
VA/CMS Data for 
Research Home Page 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data 

• Highlights of most commonly used VA data sources 
in Research and QI 

• Introduction to data processing platforms 

and EHR (read-only) access portals 


• Where to go for more help 
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VA Informatics and Computing 

Infrastructure (VINCI) 

• Secure data environment 

• High-speed processing platform 

• Free data management and analytic tools
 

• For more information: VINCI Central site
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Austin Information Technology Center 

Mainframe (AITC) 

• Centralized computer processing center 

• Available data 

▫ MedSAS datasets 

▫ VA Vital Status file 

• For more information: VIReC Intranet or VHA Data 
Portal 
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VistAWebCAPRI Both 

Requires special 
software and 

access/verify codes 

Data viewed from 
one healthcare site 

at a time 

Includes search 
function 

Direct access to 
VistAWeb 

Read-only access to 
EHR one patient at a 

time 

Require real SSN 

Approval for one, 
many, or all VA sites 

Submit requests to 
DART 

VA Intranet web 
portal accessed 

through local VistA 

Data consolidated 
from all sites in 

single chronological 
view 

VistA Imaging 
available 

EHR Data Portals – Compensation & Pension 
Data Interchange (CAPRI) & VistAWeb 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data 

• Highlights of most commonly used VA data sources 
in Research and QI 

• Introduction to data processing platforms and EHR 
(read-only) access portals 

• Where to go for more help 
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Where can I find information about 

VA data sources? 

VA Information Resource Center 

Health Economics Resource Center  

VHA Data Portal 

VINCI Central 

10/2015
 



 

 

   

 

 

 

 47 

HSRData-L Listserv 

• Join at VIReC’s Intranet Web site 

• Exchange of current information, ideas, questions, 
and answers about data and information systems 
issues affecting VA research 

• Discussion among > 1,000 VA-only researchers, 

operations, data stewards, managers, and other 

users
 

• Searchable archive of past discussions 
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Obtaining Help from VIReC 

• VIReC Intranet site 

▫ Research User Guides (RUGs) 

 Variable-level information 

▫ Technical Reports 

▫ Web-site “Toolkit for New Users of VA Data” 

▫ Monthly Data Issue Briefs 

• HelpDesk 

▫ virec@va.gov 

▫ (708) 202-2413 
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Take-aways 

• VA has many data sources that are linkable  

• Using big data requires informed and careful choices
  

• Use the resources VIReC  and others offer to help 
you navigate  the data sources and to connect  you 
with peers, experts & additional info  
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FY16 Database & Methods- Planned Topics
 

•	 Requesting Access to VA Data 

•	 Assessing Inpatient and 
Outpatient VA Health Care 
Use 

•	 Measuring Veterans’ Health 
Services Use in VA and 
Medicare 

•	 Examining Veterans’ 
Pharmacy Data Use 

•	 Assessing Race and Ethnicity 

•	 Measuring Laboratory Use and 
Results 

•	 Applying Comorbidity 
Measures Using VA and 
Medicare Data 

•	 Improving Mortality 
Ascertainment 

•	 Extracting Data from the EHR 
Using CAPRI and VistAWeb 

•	 Using Data in the CDW 
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Contact Information 

Denise Hynes, PhD, MPH, RN 

VA Information Resource Center 

Hines VA Hospital
 

virec@va.gov 

708-202-2413 
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Questions?
 



  

  
   

 

   

  

 
    

   

 

 

Useful Links (VA Intranet Only) 

• VIREC website 
http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/ 

• HERC website 

http://vaww.herc.research.va.gov/ 

• VHA Data Portal 
http://vaww.vhadataportal.med.va.gov/ 

• VINCI 
http://vaww.vinci.med.va.gov/vincicentral/ 

• ICD-10 transition info 
http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/ICD-10/Overview.htm 

http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/
http://www.herc.research.va.gov/
http://vaww.vhadataportal.med.va.gov/
http://vaww.vinci.med.va.gov/vincicentral/
http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/ICD-10/Overview.htm
http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/ICD-10/Overview.htm
http://vaww.virec.research.va.gov/ICD-10/Overview.htm


 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  

Next session: 

November 2, 2015 

VIReC Database & Methods Cyberseminar Series 

Requesting Access to VA Data for 

Research and Quality 


Improvement
 

Linda Kok, MA
 




