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UNDERSTANDING THE US ARMY
AWARDS AND DECORATIONS
REGULATION: A COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE

The military is a world built on structure,
discipline, and recognition. For members
of  the United States  Army,  few things
carry as much weight and meaning as
the ribbons, medals, and badges pinned
to  a  uniform.  These  symbols  are  not
mere  accessories;  they  are  a  visual
history  of  a  Soldier’s  service,  sacrifice,
a n d  a c h i e v e m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,
understanding  how  these  honors  are
earned,  approved,  and  worn  is  not
always straightforward. This is where the
US  Army  Awards  and  Decorations
Regulation comes into play.
This regulation is the definitive guide for
all  matters concerning Army awards. It
governs everything from the criteria for
the  Medal  of  Honor  to  the  correct
placement of a unit citation. For Soldiers,
commanders, and even family members,
having a clear grasp of this regulation is
essential. It ensures that every award is
presented with  the  dignity  it  deserves
and  that  the  integrity  of  the  Army's
recognition  system  remains  intact.  In
this  article,  we  will  break  down  the
complexities  of  this  vital  document,
exploring its purpose, key components,
and  practical  applications  for  service
members.

WHAT IS THE US ARMY AWARDS
AND DECORATIONS
REGULATION?

The  official  designation  for  this
g o v e r n i n g  d o c u m e n t  i s  Army
Regulation 600-8-22 (AR 600-8-22),
titled "Military Awards." This publication
serves as the single source of truth for
the  administration  of  all  Army  awards
and decorations. It outlines the policies,
procedures ,  and  s tandards  for
requesting,  approving,  presenting,  and
wearing awards.
The regulation covers a wide spectrum
of  recognitions,  including  personal
decorations for heroism, service medals
for  campaigns,  good  conduct  medals,
and unit awards. It also provides detailed
guidance  on  the  order  of  precedence,
which is the correct sequence in which
ribbons  are  worn  on  the  uniform.
Without  this  regulation,  the  award
system  would  lack  consistency  and
fairness.

The Purpose of
AR 600-8-22
The  primary  goal  of  the  US  Army
Awards and Decorations Regulation
is to ensure that all service members are
recognized promptly and accurately for
their  contributions.  It  establishes  a
standardized process to prevent errors,
favoritism, or oversights. This regulation
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also  protects  the  historical  record  by
ensuring that every awarded decoration
is  properly  documented  in  a  Soldier's
official military personnel file.

KEY CATEGORIES OF ARMY
AWARDS

To  fully  appreciate  the  regulation,  it
helps  to  understand  the  different  types
of awards it governs. The Army breaks
down its decorations into several distinct
categories, each with its own set of rules
and criteria.

Personal
Decorations
These are awards given to an individual
for  specific  acts  of  heroism,  valor,  or
meritorious service. They range from the
highest award for valor to recognition for
exceptional  service  over  a  period  of
time.  The  regulation  meticulously
defines  the  degree  of  heroism  required
for  each  level.

Medal of Honor: The highest
award for conspicuous gallantry
and intrepidity at the risk of life
above and beyond the call of duty.
Distinguished Service Cross:
Awarded for extraordinary heroism
in combat, second only to the
Medal of Honor.
Silver Star: Awarded for gallantry
in action against an enemy of the
United States.
Legion of Merit: Awarded for
exceptionally meritorious conduct
in the performance of outstanding
services and achievements.
Bronze Star Medal: Awarded for
heroic or meritorious achievement
or service in a combat zone.

Purple Heart: Awarded to any
member of the Armed Forces who
is wounded or killed in action.

Service Medals
and Campaign
Ribbons
Unlike  personal  decorations,  service
medals  are  typically  awarded  to  all
participants  of  a  specific  operation  or
period  of  service.  The  regulation  lists
every  authorized  campaign  and  the
criteria for qualifying. Examples include
the National Defense Service Medal, the
Afghanistan  Campaign  Medal,  and  the
Global  War  on Terrorism Expeditionary
Medal. These awards signify a Soldier's
participation  in  a  significant  military
event.

Good Conduct
Medal
This award recognizes enlisted Soldiers
who  complete  a  specified  period  of
honorable  service.  The  US  Army
Awards and Decorations Regulation
clearly  defines  the  standards  for
character  and  efficiency  that  must  be
met.  It  is  a  testament  to  a  Soldier's
discipline and reliability. The Army Good
Conduct Medal is typically awarded for
three years of continuous active service,
though the period is shorter for wartime
service or first-term Soldiers.

Unit Awards
These are awarded to an entire unit for
collective  heroism  or  exceptional
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service.  When  a  Soldier  serves  as  a
member of that unit during the period of
recognition, they are authorized to wear
the  unit  award  permanently.  Common
unit awards include the Presidential Unit
Citation,  the Valorous Unit  Award,  and
the Meritorious Unit Commendation. The
regulation  specifies  how  these  citations
are annotated on a Soldier's records and
worn on the uniform.

THE ORDER OF PRECEDENCE:
WEARING AWARDS CORRECTLY

One of the most critical aspects covered
b y  t h e  US  Army  Awards  and
Decorations Regulation is the order of
precedence.  This  refers  to  the  specific
sequence in which ribbons and medals
are worn on the Army Service Uniform
(ASU)  or  the  Army  Combat  Uniform
(ACU).  Wearing  them  incorrectly  is
considered  a  breach  of  uni form
discipline.
The order of precedence is not arbitrary.
It is based on the relative importance of
the  award.  Personal  decorations  for
heroism  are  worn  before  personal
decorations for service, which are worn
before campaign medals. The regulation
provides  a  chart  that  l ists  every
authorized  ribbon  and  its  precise
position.  This  ensures  that  a  Soldier's
uniform tells a consistent and accurate
story,  allowing  anyone  familiar  with
military customs to "read" the Soldier's
career at a glance.

How to Read the
Order of

Precedence
The highest-ranking ribbon is worn at the
top left of the rack (the wearer's right).
The sequence then reads left  to right,
top to  bottom.  The regulation dictates
that no ribbon may be worn unless it is
authorized. If a Soldier is unsure about
the placement  of  a  specific  ribbon,  they
are expected to consult AR 600-8-22 for
clarity.

THE NOMINATION AND
APPROVAL PROCESS

Receiving an award is rarely automatic.
The regulation outlines a strict protocol
for initiating, processing, and approving
award recommendations. This process is
designed  to  ensure  fairness  and
accuracy.

Initiation: An award1.
recommendation usually begins at
the Soldier's immediate chain of
command. A commander or
supervisor identifies an act of
heroism or meritorious service that
warrants recognition.
Documentation: The2.
recommending party completes a
DA Form 638 (Recommendation
for Award). This form requires a
detailed description of the act,
including dates, locations, and the
specific impact of the Soldier's
actions. The regulation provides
specific language requirements for
different levels of awards.
Approval Authority: Not all3.
commanders have the authority to
approve all awards. The regulation
specifies which level of command
can approve each decoration. For
instance, a battalion commander
may approve an Army
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Commendation Medal, but a
general officer must approve a
Legion of Merit. This tiered system
ensures high-level oversight for
the most prestigious honors.
Review and Posting: Once4.
approved, the award is entered
into the Soldier's official records.
The regulation includes strict time
limits for processing awards to
prevent delays that diminish the
significance of the recognition.

COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW
TO AVOID THEM

Despite  the  clarity  of  the  US  Army
Awards and Decorations Regulation,
mistakes  happen.  Understanding
common pitfalls  can help  Soldiers  and
leaders avoid them.

Wearing
Unauthorized
Awards
A critical rule in the regulation is that a
Soldier  cannot  wear  a  decoration they
have  not  been  formally  awarded.  This
includes  state  awards,  foreign  awards,
and  unofficial  commemorative  ribbons.
The regulation  provides  a  strict  list  of
authorized  awards.  Wearing  a  ribbon
from a private company or a non-official
organization  is  a  violation  of  the
regulation  and  can  lead  to  corrective
action.

Incorrect Ribbon

Configuration
Another frequent mistake is the incorrect
stacking or  sequencing of  ribbons.  For
example, placing a service medal before
a personal decoration. The only correct
way to verify the order is to consult the
precedence chart in AR 600-8-22 or use
official  online  tools  provided  by  the
Army.

Multiple Awards
of the Same
Decoration
The regulation has specific rules for how
to  show multiple  awards  of  the  same
medal. For instance, a second award of
the  Army  Commendation  Medal  is
denoted by an oak leaf  cluster,  not  a
second medal.  The  regulation  explains
the  specific  devices  (oak  leaf  clusters,
stars,  numerals)  used  to  denote
subsequent  awards.

UPDATES AND AMENDMENTS TO
THE REGULATION

Like any living document, the US Army
Awards and Decorations Regulation
is updated periodically. New campaigns
are added,  criteria  for  existing awards
are refined, and uniform policies change.
For example, following operations in Iraq
and Afghanistan, new campaign medals
were  established  and  added  to  the
regulation. It is essential for Soldiers and
personnel  administrators  to  check  the
most current version of AR 600-8-22 to
ensure  compliance.  The  regulation  is
typically  updated  through  official
Department of the Army pamphlets and
messages.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THE
REGULATION FOR SOLDIERS AND
LEADERS

For  junior  Soldiers,  understanding  the
awards regulation is about knowing what
is possible and how to document their
own  accompl ishments.  For  non-
commissioned officers and officers, it is a
leadership  responsibility.  Leaders  who
fa i l  to  proper ly  recognize  their
Soldiers�the  Army's  most  valuable
asset�  undermine  morale.  The
regulation provides the tools needed to
advocate for deserving Soldiers.
Furthermore,  accurate  awards  are
crucial for career progression. Promotion
boards review a Soldier's record, and the
awards section tells a powerful story of
per fo rmance ,  l eadersh ip ,  and
experience.  An  incorrectly  filed  or
missing award can negatively impact a
Soldier 's  career.  Therefore,  the
regulation is not just a book of rules; it is
a  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l
development  and  fairness.

CONCLUSION

T h e  U S  A r m y  A w a r d s  a n d
Decorations Regulation (AR 600-8-22)
is far more than a bureaucratic manual.
It  is  the  cornerstone  of  the  Army's
culture  of  recognition  and  respect.  It
guarantees  that  courage,  service,  and
sacrifice are honored in a consistent and
meaningful  way.  By  providing  clear
guidelines  for  earning,  approving,  and
wearing  awards,  it  preserves  the
integrity  of  every  ribbon,  medal,  and
b a d g e .  F o r  t h o s e  w h o  s e r v e ,
understanding this regulation is an act of
professionalism.  For  the  Army,  it  is  a
commitment  to  honoring  its  heroes
properly.
Whether you are a new recruit learning
to  set  up  your  dress  uniform  or  a
seasoned commander approving a Silver
Star  recommendation,  the  regulation
exists to guide you. It ensures that every
award tells  a true and lasting story of
service to the nation.


