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Session Objectives 

• Introduce VIReC 
 

• Introduce the Database & Methods Cyberseminar  
Series 
 

• Provide an Overview of VA Data Sources 
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VA Information Resource Center 
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www.virec.research.va.gov 
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What VIReC Does 

• Creates a knowledge base of factual and evaluative 
information about data.  

• Shares knowledge with VA researchers. 
▫ Intranet website 
▫ VHA Data Portal (collaboration with NDS, VINCI 

and Data Quality) 
▫ Cyberseminars (hosted by CIDER/HSR&D) 
▫ Tutorials and documentation 
▫ HelpDesk (virec@va.gov) 
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Database & Methods Series Objectives 

• To provide information about: 
▫ Different types of VA data and information 

systems 
▫ Uses of VA data in past research and new 

applications 
▫ Limitations of secondary data use 
▫ Resources to support use of VA data 
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Poll Question #1: I am interested in VA data 
primarily due to my role as ___________. 
• Research investigator 
• Data manager 
• Project coordinator 
• Program specialist or analyst 
• Other (specify)  
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data sources and databases 
• Data processing platforms and EHR (read-only) 

access portals  
• Policies governing data access 
• Where to go for more help 
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Common Sources of VA and VHA Data 

Administrative / 
Operations Data 

Clinical Care / 
Patient Records   

Data 

Veteran 
Population 

Surveys 

Financial 
Recordkeeping 

 
Data from Other 

Agencies  

Performance 
Measurement  

Data 
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Overview:  Levels of Data 

• Local facility data 
 

• VISN level data 
 

• Corporate (national) level 
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Orienting 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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VHA Corporate Databases Monograph 

• Produced by Office of 
Informatics and 
Analytics (OIA), 
National Data Systems 

▫ Includes 139 
databases and 
information systems 

▫ Available via VHA 
Data Portal  

12 



VIReC  
13 



10/2014 

Toolkit for New Users of VA Data  
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The VHA Data Portal… 

• Links to multiple 
data resources 

• Information 
about how to 
apply for access 
to data 

• Pointers to data 
documentation 
pages 
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VA Databases and Data Sources 

VA Inpatient 
and Outpatient 
Data (MedSAS) 

VA CMS Data 
for Research 

VA DSS 
National Clinical 

Data 

VA Vital Status 
File 

VA Pharmacy 
Data 

VA Corporate 
Data Warehouse 

Data 
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MedSAS Inpatient, Overview 

PTF data 

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

17 



10/2014 

MedSAS Inpatient Data 

• Data element examples 
▫ Patient demographics 
▫ ICD-9 procedure/  

surgery codes 
▫ ICD-9 diagnosis codes 

• Data steward:  
▫ National Data Systems (NDS) 

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

▫ Patient demographics 
▫ CPT4 procedure codes 
▫ ICD-9 diagnosis codes 

• Data steward:  
▫ National Data Systems (NDS) 

• More information: MedSAS Research User’s Guide 
on the VIReC Intranet 
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VA Managerial Cost Accounting (MCA) System 
National Data Extracts (NDEs) 

LAR 

PHA 

RAD 

List of 
NDEs 
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VA MCA (formerly DSS) NDE - Clinical Data 

Cli
nic
al 
N

DE
s 

LAB 
(lab test & 

costs) 

LAR 
(lab test 
results) 

PHA 
(pharmacy 

prescriptions) 

RAD 
(radiology) 
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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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Three Sources 
▫ Pharmacy Benefits 

Management (PBM) 

▫ VHA Managerial Cost 
Accounting (MCA) NDE 

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

 

VA Pharmacy Data 
• Medications dispensed from  

VA pharmacies 
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VA Pharmacy Data 

• Data element examples: 
▫ Generic drug name, days supply, VA drug class, Cost 

etc. 
• Data Steward 

▫ PBM: Fran Cunningham, PharmD 
▫ MCAO:  Managerial Cost Accounting Service 
▫ NDS: National Data Systems 

• More information: VIReC Research User Guide: 
VHA Pharmacy Prescription Data, 2nd Edition 
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VA Vital Status File 

• 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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VA Vital Status File 
• Data element examples: 

▫ Date of death (variables from the different sources 
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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Corporate Data Warehouse Data 

• National repository of 
VHA administrative and 
clinical data 

 
• Relational database 

organized into data 
domains 
 

• Data available from 
1999 to present 
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Corporate Data Warehouse Data 
• CDW Domain 

Examples 
▫ Patient 
▫ Staff 
▫ Vital Signs 
▫ Allergies  
▫ Immunization 
▫ Health Factors 
▫ Lab Chemistry 
▫ Pharmacy Outpatient 

• Data Steward: 
▫ National Data Systems  
 

• For more 
information: 
▫ VIReC Intranet 
▫ CDW SharePoint 
▫ VINCI data 

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

Contain data on services received outside the VA and 
paid for by Medicare or Medicaid 

 
Medicare enrollment and claims data 

Medicaid enrollment and claims data 

Medicare Current Beneficiary Survey (MCBS) 

Long Term Care Patient Assessment Data 

United States Renal Data System (USRDS) 
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VA/Center for Medicare and Medicaid 
Services  (CMS) Data 

• Data element 
examples: 
▫ Medicare and Medicaid 

enrollment 
▫ ICD-9 and CPT4 

procedure codes 
▫ ICD-9 diagnosis 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 sources and databases  
• Data processing platforms and EHR (read- 

only) access portals  
• Policies governing data access 
• Where to go for more help 
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Processing Platforms 

• Austin Information Technology Center Mainframe 
(AITC) 
▫ Centralized computer processing center under VA 

Office of Information and Technology (OI+T) 
▫ For more information: VIReC Intranet or VHA 

Data Portal 
• VINCI 

▫ Secure computing environment for VA researchers 
▫ For more information: VINCI Central site 
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VistAWeb CAPRI 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 sources and databases  
• Data processing platforms and EHR (read-only) 

access portals  
• Policies governing data access 
• Where to go for more help 
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Poll #2: I need VA data for ______ projects. 
(select all that apply) 

• Research 
• Operations 
• Quality Improvement 
• Administrative 
• Other (specify in chat box) 
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Criteria for Use of VA Data  
in Research 
• Employment status 
• Proposed use 
• Data Steward requirements 
• Sensitivity of data 
• Physical location of data 
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Approval for Research Data Access is 
Multi-Departmental  

VHA Local 
Management 

CUPS* Point of 
Contact or ISO Data Steward 

VIReC on behalf 
of VHA ORD 
(Real SSN) 

VHA Privacy 
Office 

VHA Security 
Liaison Office 
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Data access for research 

• General requirements include submission of   
▫ Description of data needed  
▫ Access form(s) for specific data source(s) 
▫ Research approval documents 
 Protocol (or summary) 
 IRB approval letter 
 R&D approval letter 
 HIPAA and Informed Consent documents 
 Real SSN Access Request (where applicable) 

• Specific access forms vary by resource 
▫ See VHA Data Portal “Access Overview” page 
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Data access for operations – including 
quality improvement 
• Submission of description of data needed, 

justification and signature of supervisor and ISO 
• Specific access forms vary by resource, examples: 

▫ VA Form 9957 for scrambled SSN data on 
Mainframe 

▫ VHA NDS Healthcare Operations Form  
• See VHA Data Portal Operations Access page for 

details by data source. 
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Data Request Processes (VHA Data Portal) 
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Data Access Requirements are Determined 
by the Data Steward 
• On the AITC Mainframe 

▫ Local CUPS Point of Contact 
 ADUSH Enrollment 
 MedSAS  -scrambled SSN 
 MedSAS  -real SSN for local facility 
 MCA & VSSC Web Reports -scrambled SSN  

▫ National Data Systems (NDS)  
 MedSAS -real SSN for VISN  & National 
 MCA & VSSC Web Reports – real SSN 
 Vital Status File 
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Data Access Requirements (2) 

• National Data Systems (NDS) 
▫ In the Corporate Data Warehouse (CDW) 
 CDW Domain Data 
 MCA (formerly DSS)  
 Text Integrated Utility (TIU) Notes 
 Vital Status Data 

▫ Other Data Venues 
 MedSAS Files (copies in SAS) 
 BIRLS 
 CAPRI/VistAWeb 
 Homeless Registry 
 OEF/OIF Roster File 
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Data Access Requirements (3) 

• VA Information Resource Center (VIReC) 
▫ VA/CMS Data 

• Pharmacy Benefits Management (PBM) Services  
▫ PBM Data 

• Patient Care Services (PCS) 
▫ PCS Data 
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Data Source Specific Access Information 

45 



10/2014 

Access to VA Data by Non-VA Researchers 

Collaborate with a VA Researcher 

Obtain permission from  
VA Under Secretary for Health 

Obtain HIPAA authorization from Veterans 
to use their data 

Data containing Protected Health Information (PHI) 
restricted to VA researchers 

Exceptions 
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Topics for Today 

• Overview of VA data sources and databases  
• Data processing platforms and EHR (read-only) 

access portals  
• Policies governing data access 
• Where to go for more help 
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New User to VA Data? 

48 
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Toolkit for New Users of VA Data 
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Obtaining Help — 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 ≈ 950 VA-only researchers, data 
stewards, managers and other users 

• Searchable archive of past discussions 
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Obtaining Help — Online Data Resources  

• Health Economics Resource Center (HERC) 
▫ http://www.herc.research.va.gov 

• VA Informatics and Computing Infrastructure 
(VINCI) 
▫ http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/for_researchers/vinci/ 

• VIReC Cyberseminars: 
▫ http://www.virec.research.va.gov/Resources/Cyberseminars.asp 
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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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Contact Information 

Denise Hynes, PhD, MPH, RN  
VA Information Resource Center 
Hines VA Hospital 
VIReC@ va.gov   
708-202-2413 
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Planned FY15  
Database & Methods Cyberseminars 

• Requesting Access to VA Data 
for Research or Operations 

• 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 Using the VA DSS 
National Lab Data 

• 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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Questions? 



 
Next session: 
November 3, 2014 
 

Requesting Access to VA Data 
for Research & Operations  

 
Linda Kok, MS 

 

 
VIReC Database & Methods Cyberseminar Series  
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