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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING THE ARMY DRESS BLUE UNIFORM

The Army Dress Blue uniform is one of the most iconic and respected uniforms in the United States
Armed Forces. Often seen at formal military ceremonies, weddings, official dinners, and change-of-
command events,  the dress  blues  represent  tradition,  professionalism,  and national  pride.  For
soldiers, wearing the dress blue uniform is a point of honor, and for civilians, it is a symbol of service
and sacrifice. This Dress Blues Army Uniform Guide will walk you through everything you need to
know—from its history and components to proper wear, maintenance, and common pitfalls. Whether
you are a new soldier preparing for your first formal event, a family member helping a loved one, or
simply curious about military attire, this guide provides thorough, easy-to-follow information.

1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ARMY DRESS BLUE UNIFORM

Origins and Evolution
The lineage of the Army dress blue uniform stretches back to the Continental Army of the 18th
century.  Blue  coats  were  chosen  by  General  George  Washington  and  the  first  Congress  as  the
standard color for the American military, partly due to the availability of indigo dye and a desire to
distinguish American troops from the red-coated British. Over the centuries, the uniform evolved
through the Civil War, World Wars, and the modern era. In 2017, the Army introduced a new version
of the Army Service Uniform (ASU) in dark blue, effectively replacing the older green service uniform
for all soldiers. Today, the Army blue uniform (often called "dress blues") is the standard dress attire
for formal and ceremonial occasions.

Significance of the Blue Color
The deep navy blue of  the modern dress uniform is not just a historical  nod—it also conveys
authority and dignity. It is a color that commands respect and is easily recognizable across services.
The uniform includes various insignia, ribbons, badges, and accessories that tell  the story of a
soldier's career, training, and accomplishments.

2. COMPONENTS OF THE ARMY DRESS BLUE UNIFORM

The  complete  Army  Dress  Blue  uniform  consists  of  several  distinct  parts,  each  with  specific
regulations.  Below  is  a  breakdown  of  every  key  component.

2.1 Coat (Jacket)
The blue coat is the centerpiece of the uniform. It features a four-button front (with the bottom
button left undone for a classic look, though regulations now permit all buttons to be fastened). The
coat has shoulder loops for wearing epaulets (or shoulder boards for officers), a standing collar, and
sleeve braid that indicates rank for officers. Enlisted soldiers wear rank insignia on the sleeves. The
coat is tailored for a sharp, military appearance and must fit comfortably but not loosely.

2.2 Trousers
The trousers are also dark blue, with a stripe of gold or silver braid down the outside seam for
officers  and  senior  noncommissioned  officers  (NCOs).  Enlisted  soldiers  typically  wear  trousers
without a stripe, though some uniform variants include a stripe for ceremonial units. The trousers
are worn with a black belt (except when suspenders are used) and must break properly over the
shoes.

2.3 Shirt and Necktie
Under the coat, male soldiers wear a white dress shirt with a black four-in-hand necktie (or a clip-on
bow tie for certain ceremonial roles). Female soldiers may wear a white blouse with a black neck tab
or a bow tie, depending on the uniform variant. The shirt must be long-sleeved and properly tucked
in. It is important that the collar sits flat under the coat and the tie is centered and even.

2.4 Headgear
The standard headgear for the dress blue uniform is the Army blue service cap (often called the
"dress  cap"  or  "overseas  cap")  for  officers,  and  the  enlisted  garrison  cap  (the  "piss  cutter")  for
enlisted  personnel.  In  cooler  weather,  a  black  beret  or  the  Army green  service  cap  may  be
authorized. For very formal events like dining-ins or change of command ceremonies, the Army
service cap with a visor (the "bus driver" cap) is often worn by officers and senior NCOs. Headgear
must be worn outdoors, but is generally removed indoors unless in formation or under arms.
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2.5 Footwear and Accessories
Black oxford shoes or low-quarter shoes (males) or black pumps (females) are required. They must
be polished to  a  high shine.  Black socks (no-show for  females,  mid-calf  for  males)  are  worn.
Accessories  include  the  belt  (black  with  a  brass  buckle  for  enlisted,  silver  or  gold  for  officers
depending on branch), nameplate, unit patches, and any authorized awards. Women may wear
earrings (small, gold or silver, single studs) and a wristwatch, but other jewelry is restricted. Also
important: the Army service cap may have a branch insignia disk and a regimental insignia disk.

2.6 Ribbons, Badges, and Insignia
This is where the uniform becomes deeply personal. The dress blue uniform allows for a large rack of
ribbons  (award  ribbons)  on  the  left  chest,  above  the  pocket.  Badges  such  as  the  Combat
Infantryman Badge, Parachutist Badge, and Marksmanship badges are worn above the ribbons or on
the left or right pocket area, respectively. Name tapes and unit patches (if authorized) are worn on
the  sleeves.  Officer  rank  is  displayed  on  shoulder  loops  or  epaulets,  while  enlisted  rank  is  on  the
sleeves. Branch insignia (e.g.,  infantry,  armor, quartermaster) is worn on both collar lapels for
enlisted soldiers,  while officers wear their  branch insignia differently.  The system can be complex,
but Army Regulation 670-1 provides detailed diagrams and rules.

3. WHEN TO WEAR THE ARMY DRESS BLUE UNIFORM

3.1 Formal Ceremonies and Events
The dress blue uniform is the standard attire for formal military ceremonies such as change of
command, retirement ceremonies, award presentations, and military balls. It is also worn for official
visits, formal dinners, and events calling for "Service Uniform" or "Class A" dress. Soldiers are often
directed to wear dress blues for holiday parades, Memorial Day and Veterans Day events, and
funerals (when serving as honor guard or as mourners).

3.2 Social and Personal Occasions
Soldiers are permitted to wear the dress blue uniform to civilian formal events such as weddings,
galas, or even as a personal choice for family portraits—provided the occasion is dignified and the
uniform is correctly worn. However, it is generally discouraged to wear the uniform for political
rallies or any event that could bring discredit upon the military. Always consult the local command
policy if unsure.

3.3 Travel and Routine
While the dress blue uniform is not typically worn for daily duty (soldiers wear the Army Combat
Uniform or the Army Service Uniform in garrison), it may be required for certain administrative
actions  like  formal  photos,  official  board  appearances,  or  when  reporting  to  a  new  unit  in  a
"reporting"  status.  Some  units  also  require  dress  blues  for  promotions  or  reenlistments.

4. PROPER WEAR AND MAINTENANCE OF THE DRESS BLUES

4.1 Dressing for Success
To wear  the dress  blue uniform correctly,  start  with  clean,  pressed garments.  Ensure the coat  fits
well—shoulder seams align with the shoulders, the collar sits flat, and the sleeves end at the wrist
bone (allowing about 1/4 to 1/2 inch of shirt cuff to show). Trouser length should have a slight break
on the shoe top, without pooling on the floor. The belt should be centered and the buckle polished.
Ribbons should  be aligned,  centered,  and free of  fraying or  fading.  Badges must  be properly
attached with no loose posts. Soldiers are also expected to be clean-shaven (unless a medical or
religious exemption exists), with hair neatly groomed and not touching the ears or collar for men,
while women's hair should be styled away from the face.

4.2 Cleaning and Pressing
Dry clean the coat and trousers only when necessary—frequent dry cleaning can damage the
fabric's luster. For minor wrinkles, use a steam iron on a low setting with a pressing cloth to avoid
shiny marks on the wool or poly-wool blend. Never iron directly on ribbons or badges; instead, place
a towel over them. Shoes should be polished with black wax polish to a mirror shine. The belt should
be wiped clean and polished if it becomes scuffed.

4.3 Storage
Store the dress blue uniform on a sturdy hanger with a garment bag to protect from dust and
insects. Keep the coat buttoned and the trousers hung by the waist (using a hanger with clips) to
maintain their crease. Avoid folding the uniform for long periods, as creases can become permanent.
Ribbons and badges are best kept in a separate case or box when the uniform is not being worn to
prevent damage from pressure or moisture.

5. COMMON MISTAKES AND HOW TO AVOID THEM

Even experienced soldiers can make errors when assembling the dress blue uniform. Here are some
frequent pitfalls and how to correct them:
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Mismatched Shades of Blue: Over time, the coat and trousers may fade differently if dry-
cleaned separately or one piece is replaced. Always have a matching set, and if issued new
trousers, consider replacing the coat as well.
Incorrect Ribbon Order: The Army's ribbon order of precedence is detailed in
regulations—often soldiers mix up unit awards or foreign awards. Use a ribbon rack guide or
consult a senior NCO.
Badge Positioning Errors: For example, the Combat Action Badge should be centered
above the ribbons, not below. Marksmanship badges are worn on the upper right side of the
coat, while regimental distinctive insignia (DUI) is worn on the shoulder loops.
Wrong Tie or Tie Clip: The necktie should be black, plain, or with a subtle pattern authorized
by unit standard. A tie chain or clip must be plain silver/gold, and placed between the third
and fourth buttons.
Unpolished Shoes or Belt: Shoes must be shined, not just clean. Use a quality wax polish
and a polishing cloth. The belt buckle also requires a high shine.
Inappropriate Civilian Items: Wear non-military items such as lapel pins, wristbands, or
visible tattoos (if against policy) can lead to disciplinary action. Check AR 670-1 and unit policy
regarding tattoos and appearance.

6. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ENLISTED AND OFFICER DRESS BLUES

Rank Insignia and Sleeve Braid

The  most  visible  difference  is  how  rank  is  displayed.  Enlisted  soldiers  (E-1  through  E-9)  wear
chevrons  and  rockers  on  the  sleeves  of  the  blue  coat.  Officers  (O-1  through  O-10)  wear  shoulder
boards (epaulets) with gold or silver rank insignia. Warrant officers use similar shoulder boards but
with a different stylized insignia.  Additionally,  officers and senior NCOs (E-7 to E-9) have a gold or
silver braid on the sleeve cuff of the coat and on the trousers stripe. Junior enlisted and NCOs (E-6
and below) do not have sleeve braid.

Headgear Variations
Officers  and senior  NCOs often  wear  the  "service  cap"  with  a  visor,  while  junior  enlisted  wear  the
garrison cap. Female soldiers may wear a service cap with a visor or a beret depending on the
uniform variant. The beret is also authorized for all soldiers under certain circumstances, but the
standard is cap with visor for more formal settings.

Branch Insignia
Enlisted soldiers wear branch insignia on both coat lapels (discs). Officers wear their branch insignia
on  one  side  (usually  right  collar)  and  the  U.S.  insignia  on  the  left.  Regulations  differ  slightly  for
female  and  male  uniforms  due  to  different  collar  shapes,  but  the  basic  principle  remains  the
same—branch  identifies  the  soldier's  occupational  specialty  (e.g.,  infantry,  medical,  engineer).

Uniform for Women


