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Communication 
Toolkit Raises 
Awareness of 

Exposure-Informed 
Care

Did your military service include 
inhaling exhaust, disposing of 
chemical waste, firing ammunition, 
or other things? 

Military exposure concerns 
are common and impactful. 

You matter!
To support you and address your 
military exposure concerns, VA has 
created an exposure-informed care 
(EIC) toolkit. This toolkit includes 
a landing page with resources and 
education for Veterans. You can 
access the landing page at https://
www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/
WARRELATEDILLNESS/EIC/
Veterans.asp

What is exposure-informed care?

In 2022, the PACT Act became law, 
giving more benefits and health care 
to Veterans who encountered toxic 
exposures during their service, like 
Agent Orange and burn pits. The bill 
has been called the biggest health 
care and benefits expansion in the 
history of the VA. Building on this, 
the VA is now focused on “Exposure-
Informed Care” (EIC), which means 

providing care that always considers 
how toxic exposures could affect your 
health. VA wants to provide this kind 
of care to make sure that a history 
of exposure is considered as part of 
timely diagnosis and treatment of 
Veterans’ health issues. 

How can exposure-informed care 
help me?

• Veterans can benefit from
educational resources about
health problems related to
exposures and guidance on what
to do next, including how to get
screened.

• Exposure-informed care aims to
make both health care providers
and Veterans more aware of
military exposure concerns.

• The VA is committed to giving
high-quality, exposure-informed

care. Your health care team will 
listen to you, seek to understand 
your concerns, and work with 
you to handle any health issues 
related to exposures.

What can I do?

You should always talk to your health 
care team about any concerns 
related to exposure. You can be 
confident that exposure-informed 
care is part of:

• The care you get from your VA
health care team.

• How your health care team talks
and interacts with you and your
family.

• The education and training for all
VA health care professionals.

This edition of the War Related Illness and Injury Study Center (WRIISC) Advantage Newsletter focuses 
on new tools developed to address deployment-related health concerns, a successful telehealth 
delivered exercise program of Veterans with Gulf War Illness (GWI), and much more. 

DIRECTORS' CORNER
The WRIISC team of educators, researchers, and clinicians have always been focused on providing high-quality, 
exposure-informed care to Veterans. Exposure-informed care is about creating and maintaining an environment 
of care in which toxic exposures and their potential impact on health are always kept in mind. This edition of the 
WRIISC Advantage showcases some of the latest ways we have been providing exposure-informed care to Veterans, 
including supporting the launch of a new exposure-informed care toolkit. This toolkit educates both Veterans and 
healthcare providers about exposure-informed care and shares helpful resources. The WRIISC is committed to 
continuing to raise awareness about exposure-informed care, and providing clinical and research services to best 
meet the needs of Veterans with exposure concerns. 

Wes Ashford, MD, PhD
Director, CA WRIISC

Helena Chandler, PhD
Director, NJ WRIISC

Matt Reinhard, PsyD
Director, DC WRIISC
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WRIISC Transforms 
Veteran Intake with 
Digital Innovation 
and Ongoing 
Research
The WRIISC has long been a leader in supporting 
Veterans with complex health concerns. A crucial part of 
that care begins with the WRIISC Health Questionnaire 
(the Intake Packet) —an essential tool that allows clinical 
providers and researchers to understand Veterans’ 
experiences, exposures, and health history. Over the 
years, this process has evolved, enhancing clinical 
efficiency and research outcomes.

	3 2001 to 2015: The Paper Era
From 2001 to 2015, WRIISC collected intake data through 
mailed paper packets. Returned Health Questionnaires 
were stored securely in locked rooms or cabinets. 

	3 2015 to 2025: The Digital Shift 
The digital transformation began in 2015. Data entry was 
fully manual until a later system allowed scanned forms 
to be processed as PDFs and read into databases—still 
a time-intensive and limited process.  And then, with the 
introduction of electronic forms and tools like Qualtrics 
(widespread from 2020), Veterans could securely 

complete the Health Questionnaire remotely, improving 
data accuracy and clinical access. Integration with VA’s 
Corporate Data Warehouse enabled quicker care 
coordination and better research support. WRIISC’s next 
phase is to incorporate VA’s fully digital “ eScreening” 
system  which will become standard across VA, 
integrating directly with Veterans’ electronic health 
records. This advancement offers real-time access 
to intake data for WRIISC clinicians, improving care 
responsiveness and personalization. Rural Veterans, in 
particular, benefit from the ability to provide information 
remotely as it results in reduced travel and faster 
communication.

	3 A Modern, Secure, and Veteran-Focused 
Facility

The shift from paper to digital marks more than a 
technology upgrade—it reflects VA’s commitment to 
modernization, efficiency, and data security. Digital 
intake data collection enhances not only clinical 
operations, but also our ability to study Veterans health 
and apply the learning to care broadly. WRIISC intake 
packets have contributed to key research, including 
studies on Gulf War Illness-related gastrointestinal 
issues, neurocognitive testing for Gulf War Veterans, and 
links between symptoms and military exposures. They 
have also led to valuable brain imaging studies and a 
better understanding of brain changes in Veterans. 

WRIISC data tools are now being shared for 
broader VA use, helping to facilitate Veteran data 
collection and evaluation methods nationwide.

Now Live! Deployment Related 
Respiratory Disease Toolkit for Veterans 
VA’s Airborne Hazards and Burn Pits Center of Excellence (AHBPCE), based out of the WRIISC, is pleased to announce the 
publication of the Deployment Related Respiratory Disease (DRRD) Toolkit for Veterans! The toolkit contains:

• Comprehensive information about airborne hazards

• How to identify respiratory symptoms that may be related to airborne hazard exposure

• What to expect from a VA medical appointment for DRRD

• What to know about the recommended treatment protocol for DRRD

• The latest research into airborne hazard-related conditions, symptoms, and diagnoses

• Checklists and worksheets to fill out to document any symptoms to discuss at an appointment with a health care provider

• And more!

This toolkit was created by Veterans for Veterans so it meets the unique needs of Veterans and answers many questions 
about DRRD. It has three components—a webpage, a brochure, and a poster—and is available to use in an online format and 
printed brochure on AHBPCE’s website.

AHBPCE collaborated with the WRIISC-Exposure-Related Care Transformation Center (EXPRT), the Center for Healthcare 
Organization and Implementation Research (CHOIR), and a group of about 7 Veterans to develop the toolkit. 

The toolkit also lists additional tools and resources for those seeking information about health care through the VA, including 
links to information about filing a disability claim, the Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry, Sergeant First Class Heath 
Robinson Honoring our Promise to Address Comprehensive Toxics Act or PACT Act, and other related VA health programs. 
Access the toolkit here.
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Virtual Adaptive Exercise Coaching Improves Physical 
Functioning in Gulf War Illness

Gulf War Illness (GWI) impacts many Veterans, causing chronic symptoms like fatigue, pain, sleep problems, and cognitive difficulties, which can affect 
their health for years. Regular exercise and healthy habits are essential for managing these symptoms, but Veterans with GWI often find exercise painful 
and tiring, leading to low physical activity participation and decreased fitness over time.

To address this, the WRIISC at the VA New Jersey Health Care System, alongside Wellness Solutions Group, developed a virtual multi-component 
coaching program that combines functional medicine with Whole Health approaches, including personalized exercise plans, nutrition coaching and 
targeted supplements, and mindfulness practices. It aims to help Veterans lead healthier, more active lives from home using tools like resistance bands 
and myofascial release equipment including lacrosse and orb balls as well as a trigger point foam roller. 

The six-month program included 65 Veterans, 52 of whom (80%) completed it. The program offered bi-weekly group exercise sessions, weekly health 
coaching, and personalized training. The exercise intervention included coaching on proper movement, myofascial release, posture, and safe use of 
exercise tools.

Program evaluation showed significant improvements in physical abilities and symptoms. The Functional Movement Screen (FMS) scores, which assess 
basic movement patterns, nearly doubled by the program’s end (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Functional Movement Assessment Pre and Post Program Completion (N=50) *

Functional Movement Scoring (FMS) 
Criteria: 0: Pain with movement 
pattern regardless of quality; 1: Unable 
to perform movement pattern; 2: 
Perform movement pattern with 
compensation; 3: Fully perform pattern 
with no compensation/pain. Higher 
FMS scores indicate better functional 
movement abilities. 

* Of the 52 participants that completed 
the program, 50 completed both  a 
baseline and post-intervention FMS.

Veterans who completed the Medical Symptom Questionnaire (MSQ) at the end of the program (N=39) reported overall improved health, including 
reduced severity of energy/activity, digestive, weight, mood, and mind symptoms (see Figure 2). Participants also noted less pain interfering with daily 
activities, affecting their sleep, impacting their mood, and contributing to their stress (see Figure 3).

Figure 2: Medical Symptoms Assessment Pre and Post Program Completion (N=39)

MSQ = 
Medical 
Symptom 
Questionnaire





NJ WRIISC
Airborne Hazards and Burn Pit Center of Excellence 
(AHBPCE) Oscar Auerbach Visiting Scholars

The Oscar Auerbach Visiting Scholar Program supports 
VA investigators who are motivated to understand the 
incidence and prevalence of health conditions among 
Airborne Hazards and Open Burn Pit Registry (AHOBPR) 
participants. The AHBPCE enthusiastically welcomes:

Bhavika Kaul, MD, MAS

Project: Novel Radiomics Methods for Phenotypic 
Assessment of Post-Deployment Lung Disease

Dr. Kaul is an investigator at the VA Center for Innovation 
in Quality, Effectiveness and Safety (IQuESt), staff 
physician in pulmonary and critical care medicine at the 
Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center, and Assistant 
Professor of Medicine at Baylor College of Medicine. Dr. 
Kaul’s scholarship focuses on improving timely access to 
care for post-deployment Veterans with interstitial lung 
disease (a group of disorders that cause progressive 
scarring of lung tissue). She will use “big data” generated 
from electronic health records to reduce misdiagnoses, 
develop novel care delivery models to improve access to 
subspecialty care, and provide insight about the use of 
artificial intelligence tools.

Mohamed Seedahmed, MD, MPH

Project: The Impact of Service-related Burn Pit and 
Embedded Metal Fragments Exposure on Sarcoidosis 
Incidence and Mortality

Dr. Seedahmed is an assistant professor of medicine 
in the Division of Pulmonary, Allergy, Critical Care, and 
Sleep Medicine at the University of Pittsburgh and an 
attending physician at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare 
System, with a concurrent role as a core investigator at 
the Center for Health Equity Research and Promotion 
(CHERP). He is also a faculty member at Dorothy 
P. and Richard P. Simmons Center for Interstitial Lung
Disease at UPMC and the VA deployment-related
Respiratory Disease Clinic.

He specializes in managing sarcoidosis and other 
interstitial lung diseases. His research focuses on using 
real-world data from electronic health records to study 
the impact of sarcoidosis and the role of environmental 
exposures on the natural history of the disease. Through 
his research, he aims to help advance the clinical care 
of sarcoidosis patients and support evidence-based 
practices that improve clinical outcomes.

Stay tuned for updates on AHBPCE’s Oscar 
Auerbach Visiting Scholars and their work!

DC WRIISC
Fostering Research Interest in Post-Deployment 
Health

Lily Reck and Owen Killy, research assistants (RAs) 
at the Complex Exposure Threat Center of Excellence 
(CETCE), presented the following research at the Brain, 
Behavior, and Mind Conference and the Association for 
Psychological Science Annual Convention, respectively. 
Both presentations utilized data from a longitudinal 
observational study of post-deployed Veterans who 
received tertiary care at DC WRIISC.

Ms. Reck presented a poster titled, “PTSD: A Driver 
of Suicide Ideation in Post-Deployed Veterans,” from 
a longitudinal observational study of post-deployed 
Veterans who received tertiary care at DC WRIISC 
(Principal Investigators: Michelle Costanzo and Matthew 
Reinhard). The findings revealed a correlation between 
high PTSD symptom severity and suicidal ideation (SI) 
in Veterans, while considering modifiable risk factors 
like sleep disturbance, impaired concentration, and 
emotional dysregulation. This offers insight into what 
may be important to consider in reducing thoughts of 
suicide. 

Mr. Killy’s poster presentation was titled, “Inefficient 
rest: using symptom burden or mindfulness to inform 
future treatment targets to improve sleep quality for 
post-deployed Veterans”. This work presented another 
sub-analysis of the observational study and reported 
an interaction between Veterans’ sleep and their 
mental and physical health. Mr. Killy presented how 
mindfulness may be used to lower symptom burden and 
increase sleep quality. This supports the need for robust 
interventions to enhance sleep quality among post-
deployed Veterans battling multiple chronic conditions. 
This effort contributed to Mr. Killy’s successful 
acceptance into a Clinical Psychology doctoral program 
that he will be starting in Fall 2025. 

WRIISC is committed to advancing 
research interest in post-deployment 
Veteran health among young and early 
career professionals!
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Around the WRIISC News
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Around the WRIISC News
CA WRIISC
New Research Aims to Uncover Hidden 
Heart Risks in Women Veterans

A new study led by researchers at the VA Palo Alto Health 
Care System (including WOMEN CoE researcher Maheen 
Adamson, PhD, MHL), will explore how toxic exposure to 
burn pits and airborne hazards may affect the heart and 
blood vessels of Veterans - especially women. More than 3.5 
million Veterans and active-duty Service members have been 
exposed to smoke and pollutants from open-air burn pits 
during military service. These toxic exposures can be harmful 
to the lungs, but their effects on the heart and blood vessels 
(the cardiovascular system) are not fully understood. This is 
especially true for female Veterans, who already face higher 
heart disease risk compared to civilians and are often left out 
of research.

Many Veterans with chest pain or 
other heart symptoms go through 
routine tests that don’t always 
give clear answers. That’s why this 
project focuses on using advanced 
ultrasound technology powered 
by artificial intelligence (AI) to 
find early signs of heart and blood 
vessel damage that might be 
missed by standard exams.

With the help of a new grant, the 
research team will acquire the 
Philips EPIQ CVx Ultrasound 
System, a cutting-edge imaging 
tool that can:

• Detect early changes in heart
muscle function and structure,

• Measure early artery thickening (a sign of hardening of
the arteries),

• Check for problems in how blood flows through small
blood vessels, and

• Assess stiffness in the aorta, the body’s largest artery.

This new system will be located at the VA’s Clinical 
Translational Science Center and used by a team of doctors 
and scientists from several specialized VA research centers, 
including those focused on women’s health and military 
exposures. By using this new technology, the team hopes to 
better understand how burn pit exposure may lead to heart 
disease—especially in women Veterans. Their findings could 
lead to earlier diagnoses, better treatments, and improved 
health outcomes for those who served.

This research is an important step forward in 
making sure all Veterans, especially women, get 
the care and answers they deserve.

mailto:wriiscexprtcenter@va.gov


Several resources are available at:

https://www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/WARRELATEDILLNESS/EIC/Veterans.asp
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Attention Veterans with Military Environmental Exposure Concerns
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