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DELIVERING A MEMORABLE OUTGOING FIRST SERGEANT CHANGE OF
RESPONSIBILITY SPEECH

The Change of Responsibility ceremony is one of the most time-honored traditions in the military,
marking the formal transfer of authority and responsibility from one senior non-commissioned officer
to another. For an outgoing First Sergeant, this moment is both poignant and proud. The outgoing
First  Sergeant  change  of  responsibility  speeches  represent  a  unique  opportunity  to  reflect  on  a
tenure of service, acknowledge the contributions of the unit, and pass the mantle of leadership with
grace.  Crafting a speech that  strikes the right  balance between professional  respect,  personal
reflection,  and forward-looking encouragement  is  essential.  Whether  you are  an  NCO preparing  to
speak or a leader supporting a First Sergeant in this moment, understanding the components of a
powerful address can make all the difference.

The Significance of the First Sergeant
Change of Responsibility
Before  delving  into  the  specifics  of  speech  writing,  it  is  important  to  understand  the  weight  this
ceremony carries. The First Sergeant is often described as the "first soldier" of the company. They
are the primary advisor to the commander on all matters concerning the enlisted force, and they
serve as the key disciplinarian, mentor, and advocate for soldiers and their families. The outgoing
First Sergeant change of responsibility speeches therefore mark the culmination of months or years
of dedicated service inside a specific unit.  The speech is not merely a formality;  it  is  a final act of
leadership that sets the tone for the incoming leader and provides closure for the formation. The
audience—including  the  commander,  officers,  NCOs,  junior  enlisted  soldiers,  and  family
members—expects  sincerity,  humility,  and  a  touch  of  well-earned  pride.

STRUCTURE OF AN EFFECTIVE OUTGOING SPEECH

A well-organized  speech  guides  the  audience  through  the  emotions  of  the  ceremony  without
becoming  overly  sentimental  or  disjointed.  The  most  effective  outgoing  First  Sergeant  change  of
responsibility speeches follow a logical structure that includes an opening, a reflection on the unit’s
accomplishments, expressions of gratitude, advice for the incoming First Sergeant, and a closing
that  looks  to  the  future.  Each  section  should  flow  naturally  into  the  next,  maintaining  a
conversational  yet  respectful  tone.

Opening with Purpose and Presence
The opening of your speech should acknowledge the occasion and the key individuals present. Begin
by addressing the commander, the incoming First Sergeant, distinguished guests, families, and the
formation. A simple and direct opening works best. For example: "Commander, distinguished guests,
members of the unit, and families. Today marks a significant moment in the life of this company as
we transfer the weight of  responsibility from one First  Sergeant to another."  This immediately
establishes  the context  and shows respect  for  the ceremony.  It  is  also  wise  to  briefly thank those
who organized the event, as this small  gesture reflects the First Sergeant’s attention to detail  and
appreciation for the team.

Reflecting on the Unit's Journey and
Achievements
The heart of any outgoing First Sergeant change of responsibility speeches lies in the reflection on
the unit’s journey. This is not the time for a dry recitation of statistics or a laundry list of every
training  event  completed.  Instead,  focus  on  the  character  of  the  unit  and  the  collective
achievements  of  the  soldiers.  Highlight  specific  challenges  the  unit  overcame,  such  as  a  difficult
deployment,  a  successful  field  exercise,  or  a  demanding  inspection  cycle.  Use  concrete  examples
that resonate with those who served alongside you. For instance, you might say: "I will never forget
the  way  this  company  came  together  during  [specific  operation].  The  long  hours  and  difficult
conditions revealed the true grit and professionalism of every soldier in this formation." This kind of
storytelling makes the speech memorable and reinforces the bond between the leader and the led.
Avoid singling out individuals for praise unless it  is  universally acknowledged and appropriate;
instead, emphasize teamwork and shared sacrifice.

Expressing Genuine Gratitude
Gratitude  is  a  cornerstone  of  effective  outgoing  First  Sergeant  change  of  responsibility  speeches.
This section should be sincere and specific without becoming a lengthy acknowledgment list. Thank
the commander for their trust and partnership, emphasizing the unique NCO-officer relationship that
drives unit success. Thank the NCO support channel, the platoon sergeants, and the junior NCOs
who executed the mission  daily.  Acknowledge the soldiers  who make up the formation—their
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dedication,  resilience,  and  professionalism  are  the  reasons  the  First  Sergeant’s  tenure  was
successful. It is also critical to thank family members, both your own and those of the soldiers. A line
such as, "To the families who supported this unit, especially my own spouse and children, thank you
for  the  sacrifices  you  made  that  allowed  me  to  serve"  can  be  deeply  impactful.  Remember  that
gratitude,  when expressed genuinely,  elevates the entire speech and leaves a lasting positive
impression.

DELIVERING ADVICE AND PASSING THE TORCH

One of the most anticipated moments in outgoing First Sergeant change of responsibility speeches
is the passing of wisdom to the incoming leader. This should be done with humility and respect.
Avoid sounding as though you are lecturing or implying that your way is the only way. Instead,
frame your advice as observations learned through experience. For example, you might share: "First
Sergeant [Incoming Name], this unit will teach you as much as you teach it. My advice is to listen
intently, lead from the front, and always remember that your primary responsibility is the welfare
and readiness  of  these soldiers."  This  approach honors  the  incoming leader’s  capability  while
offering genuine support. It also signals to the formation that you are confident in the future under
new leadership. The passing of the torch is a symbolic moment, and your words should reinforce
continuity and trust.

Closing with Vision and Encouragement
The conclusion of your speech should look forward. While it is natural to feel a sense of nostalgia,
the outgoing First  Sergeant change of  responsibility speeches should ultimately leave the unit
feeling  motivated  and  optimistic.  Express  your  confidence  in  the  commander,  the  incoming  First
Sergeant, and every soldier in the formation. Encourage them to continue striving for excellence and
to take care of one another. A closing line such as, "This company is strong because of the people in
it. I have no doubt that you will continue to achieve great things. Thank you for the honor of serving
as  your  First  Sergeant"  provides  a  fitting  and  respectful  end.  Step  back  with  a  salute  or  a  nod  of
acknowledgment, allowing the ceremony to proceed with dignity.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID IN YOUR SPEECH

Even the most seasoned leaders can stumble when delivering outgoing First Sergeant change of
responsibility speeches.  Awareness of  common pitfalls  can help you avoid them. One frequent
mistake is making the speech too long. Ceremonies already have multiple components,  and a
speech that  drags  on will  lose  the  audience’s  attention.  Aim for  three to  five minutes  of  speaking
time. Another error is focusing too much on personal achievements rather than the unit’s collective
efforts. The ceremony is about the transfer of responsibility, not a farewell tour. Avoid inside jokes
that exclude the audience or references that only a few people understand. Similarly, steer clear of
negativity or criticism, even if disguised as humor. The outgoing speech should leave everyone
feeling respected and valued. Finally, avoid reading verbatim from a script without making eye

contact. Practice your speech enough that you can speak naturally, using notes only as a guide.

Practical Preparation Tips
Preparation  is  key  to  delivering  a  confident  and heartfelt  speech.  Start  writing  at  least  two weeks
before  the  ceremony.  This  gives  you  time  to  reflect,  revise,  and  rehearse.  Share  a  draft  with  a
trusted peer or mentor who can provide honest feedback. Pay attention to your tone—outgoing First
Sergeant change of  responsibility speeches should be professional  but warm, authoritative but
approachable.  Practice in  front  of  a  mirror  or  record yourself  to  check your  pacing and body
language. On the day of the ceremony, arrive early to acclimate to the setting. Take a few deep
breaths before speaking, and remember that the formation is on your side. They want you to
succeed. A well-prepared speech demonstrates the same attention to detail you showed throughout
your tenure.

SAMPLE OUTLINE FOR AN OUTGOING FIRST SERGEANT SPEECH

To help you visualize the structure, here is a simple outline that can be adapted to your specific unit
and experiences. This framework ensures your outgoing First Sergeant change of responsibility
speeches cover all essential elements without becoming disorganized.

Opening: Address dignitaries, commander, incoming First Sergeant, families, and the1.
formation. Thank the ceremony organizers.
Reflection on the Unit: Share one or two meaningful stories or observations that highlight2.
the unit’s character and achievements.
Expressions of Gratitude: Thank the commander, NCOs, soldiers, and families. Be specific3.
but concise.
Advice and Passing the Torch: Address the incoming First Sergeant directly with4.
encouraging and humble words of wisdom.
Closing and Forward Look: Express confidence in the unit’s future, offer final words of5.
encouragement, and formally step aside.

Adapting the Speech to Your Unique
Experience
No two tenures as First Sergeant are identical, and your speech should reflect your unique journey. If
your time in the unit included a deployment, focus on the resilience and camaraderie forged under
fire. If your tenure was primarily at home station, emphasize the daily discipline, training, and family
support that kept the unit ready. The best outgoing First Sergeant change of responsibility speeches
feel personal and authentic. Do not be afraid to show emotion—tearing up or having your voice
catch is a sign of genuine connection, not weakness. Soldiers respect a leader who cares deeply. At
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the same time, maintain composure and professionalism. The speech is a final display of the poise
that defined your leadership.

FINAL THOUGHTS ON THE CEREMONY AND YOUR LEGACY

The Change of Responsibility ceremony is a bookend on a chapter of military service. The outgoing
First Sergeant change of responsibility speeches you deliver become part of the unit’s history and
your personal legacy. Soldiers will remember how you made them feel during this moment. They will
recall whether you honored their contributions, whether you were humble, and whether you left
them with a sense of purpose. Your words have the power to inspire the next generation of leaders
and to strengthen the unit’s cohesion. Approach the speech with the same dedication you brought to

every other aspect of your role. Prepare thoroughly, speak from the heart, and trust in the bond you
built with your formation.

CONCLUSION

Delivering an outgoing First  Sergeant change of  responsibility  speech is  both an honor and a
responsibility.  By  structuring  your  address  around  reflection,  gratitude,  and  forward-looking
encouragement, you can create a moment that resonates deeply with everyone present. Avoid
common mistakes, prepare diligently, and let your genuine care for the unit shine through. When
the ceremony concludes and you step away from the formation for the last time as their First
Sergeant, you will know that you served with distinction—and your words will echo in the memories
of those who stood before you.


