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UNDERSTANDING MCO 1650 19 J:
A GUIDE TO THE MARINE CORPS
AWARDS MANUAL

Within  the  structured  hierarchy  of  the
United  States  Marine  Corps,  few
documents  carry  as  much  weight  for
individual  recognition  and  ceremonial
protocol  as  the  Marine  Corps  Order
governing awards and decorations.  For
service members,  veterans,  and family
members seeking clarity on how valor,
achievement,  and  service  are  formally
acknowledged, the document referenced
as Mco 1650 19 J Marine Corps serves
as  the  definitive  guide.  This  order,
officially  titled  the  Marine  Corps  Awards
Manual,  is  the  cornerstone  document
that establishes the policies, procedures,
and  criteria  for  awarding  decorations,
medals,  and  r ibbons  to  Marines.
Understanding its contents is not merely
a matter of administrative interest; it is
essential for appreciating the traditions,
values, and formal recognition systems
that define the Corps.
The "MCO" designation stands for Marine
Corps  Order,  a  series  of  permanent
directives  that  govern  virtually  every
aspect of Marine Corps operations and
administration.  The  number  "1650"
p laces  i t  w i th in  the  personne l
administration  series,  specifically
concerning  decorations,  awards,  and
honors.  The  "19J"  suffix  indicates  the
specific  version  or  revision  of  the  order.
In  this  case,  MCO 1650.19J  represents

the most current iteration of the Awards
Manual,  superseding  all  previous
versions  and  incorporating  the  latest
changes  in  policy,  legislation,  and
service guidance. This article will explore
the  purpose,  structure,  key  provisions,
and  practical  significance  of  MCO
1650.19J ,  providing  a  c lear  and
comprehensive  overview  for  anyone
seeking  to  navigate  the  Marine  Corps
awards system.

THE PURPOSE AND AUTHORITY
OF MCO 1650.19J

At  i ts  core ,  MCO  1650.19J  i s  an
authoritative  document  that  ensures
consistency, fairness, and adherence to
tradition in the awarding of decorations.
It translates higher-level Department of
Defense  (DoD)  policy  into  service-
specific  guidance  for  the  Marine  Corps.
Without such a manual, the process of
recognizing service members would be
arbitrary  and  inconsistent.  The  order
provides  a  standardized framework for
commanders at all levels to evaluate and
approve awards,  from the lowest  unit-
level achievement medals to the highest
awards  for  combat  valor,  such  as  the
Medal of Honor.

Who Does the
Order Affect?
The provisions of MCO 1650.19J apply to
all active-duty Marines, Reserve Marines,
and  in  certain  cases,  to  veterans  and
next  of  kin  for  posthumous awards.  It
also governs the award of decorations to
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members of other U.S. military branches
and, in limited circumstances, to foreign
military  personnel  and  civilians  who
have served in direct support of Marine
Corps  operations.  Understanding  this
order is  crucial  for  anyone involved in
the awards process, including:

Commanders and Executive
Officers: Responsible for initiating
and approving awards.
Adjutants and Administrative
Staff: Tasked with preparing
award citations and processing
paperwork.
Individual Marines: To
understand their entitlements and
the process for being
recommended.
Family Members: To understand
the significance of posthumous
and service-related awards.

KEY PROVISIONS AND
STRUCTURE OF THE AWARDS
MANUAL

MCO  1650.19J  is  a  comprehensive
document,  typically  hundreds of  pages
long,  organized  into  chapters  and
appendices that  cover every aspect  of
the awards system. While the full text is
dense with technical details, several key
areas  are  of  primary  interest  to  most
readers.

Classification of
Awards
The  manual  categorizes  awards  into
distinct groups based on the nature of
the  service  or  act  being  recognized.
Understanding  these  categories  is
fundamental:

PERSONAL DECORATIONS

These  are  awarded  to  individuals  for
specific acts of heroism, achievement, or
meritorious  service.  They  include,  in
order of precedence, the Medal of Honor,
Navy Cross, Distinguished Service Cross,
service-specific  Distinguished  Service
Medals,  Silver  Star,  Legion  of  Merit,
Distinguished Flying Cross, Bronze Star
Medal,  Purple  Heart,  and  numerous
others.  MCO  1650.19J  provides  the
specific criteria for each award, including
the  required  degree  of  heroism  (e.g.,
"conspicuous  gallantry"  vs.  "heroic  or
meritorious achievement").

UNIT AWARDS

These decorations are awarded to entire
un i ts  for  co l lect ive  hero ism  or
exceptional  service  in  combat  or
peacetime.  Examples  include  the
Presidential  Unit  Citation,  Navy  Unit
Commendation,  and  Meritorious  Unit
Commendation. The manual details how
individuals  who  were  assigned  to  the
unit  during the cited period may wear
the award.

SERVICE AND CAMPAIGN MEDALS

These  are  awarded  automatically  for
honorable  service  in  a  specific
geographic  area,  t ime  period,  or
operation. Examples include the National
Defense  Service  Medal,  Afghanistan
Campaign Medal, Iraq Campaign Medal,
a n d  G l o b a l  W a r  o n  T e r r o r i s m
Expeditionary  Medal.  MCO  1650.19J
outlines  the  specific  qualifying  criteria,
time limits, and service requirements for
each.

RIBBONS AND DEVICES

The manual also governs the wear and
ordering of ribbons, as well as the use of
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attachment  devices  such  as  "V"  for
valor, "C" for combat, and service stars
to  denote  subsequent  awards.  This
section  is  particularly  important  for
ensuring  uniform  appearance  during
formal  ceremonies.

THE PROCESS OF AWARD
RECOMMENDATION AND
APPROVAL

One of  the most  practical  functions of
MCO 1650.19J is to outline the step-by-
step  process  from recommendation  to
presentation.  The  manual  establishes
timelines,  submission  formats,  and
approval  authorities  for  different  award
levels.
Initiation:  Any  person  with  personal
knowledge  of  a  qualifying  act  may
recommend  an  award,  typical ly
submitted  through  the  chain  of
command.  The  recommendation
includes  a  detailed  narrative  of  the
action  (the  "citation")  and  supporting
statements.
Investigation  and  Endorsement:
Each  level  of  command  reviews  the
recommendation,  ensuring  the  facts
support  the  criteria  for  the  proposed
award.  The  manual  specifies  which
levels  of  command  have  approval
authority  for  different  awards.  For
example,  a  base  commander  may
approve  a  Navy  and  Marine  Corps
Achievement  Medal,  while  a  general
officer  must  approve  a  Silver  Star.
Final  Approval  and  Presentation:
The  award  i s  e i ther  approved ,
downgraded,  or  disapproved.  MCO
1650.19J also dictates the format of the
citation  certificate,  the  method  of
presentation,  and  the  official  records
entry (via the Marine Corps Total Force
System).

The manual also addresses appeals and
corrections.  If  a  Marine  or  family
member  believes  a  significant  award
was overlooked or an error was made,
the order provides a process for review.
This  ensures  the  system  remains
accountable  and  just.

SIGNIFICANT CHANGES AND
UPDATES IN MCO 1650.19J

Like  any  living  document,  the  Awards
Manual  is  updated  to  reflect  new  laws,
policy changes from the Department of
Defense,  and  lessons  learned  from
current  operations.  MCO 1650.19J  may
include updates such as:

New Campaign Medals: The
creation of new campaign medals
for ongoing operations (e.g., the
Inherent Resolve Campaign
Medal).
Clarification on Valor vs.
Combat Distinctions: Refined
guidance on when a "V" device (for
valor) versus a "C" device (for
combat) is authorized, a topic of
frequent confusion.
Streamlining of Approval
Processes: Efforts to make the
awards process faster for Marines
serving in high-tempo operational
environments.
Guidance for Digital and Data
Management: Updates to reflect
the new generation of personnel
data systems, ensuring awards are
properly recorded in electronic
service records.

I t  i s  c r i t i c a l  f o r  M a r i n e s  a n d
administrative  personnel  to  always
reference  the  current  version  of  the
order  (the  "J"  revision)  to  ensure
compliance  with  the  latest  directives.
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PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR
THE MODERN MARINE

For the individual Marine, MCO 1650.19J
is more than just a thick binder in the
admin office. It is a representation of the
Corps'  commitment  to  honor  and
integrity.  The  manual  ensures  that  a
heroism  on  a  distant  battlefield  is
recognized  with  the  same  careful
consideration  as  a  decade  of  faithful
peacetime service.
For Unit Morale: A fair and transparent
awards process, governed by clear rules,
is  essential  for  unit  morale.  When
Marines see that their achievements and
sacrifices  are  honored  according  to
establ ished  standards,  t rust  in
leadership  is  reinforced.
For Career Progression:  Awards and
decorations  form  a  significant  part  of  a
Marine's  Official  Military  Personnel  File
(OMPF).  They  are  weighed  during
promotion  boards,  assignments  to  key
billets,  and  selection  for  professional
military  education.  Understanding  the
criteria  for  awards like  the Meritorious
Service Medal or the Navy and Marine
Corps Commendation Medal can help a
Marine plan a career of service that is
both  personally  fulfilling  and
professionally  recognized.
For Family and Legacy:  For families,
especially  those  of  Marines  killed  in
action, the Awards Manual provides the
framework for  posthumous recognition.
The process for the presentation of the
Purple Heart, the Gold Star Lapel Button,
and  commemorative  certificates  is  fully
detailed. This offers families a degree of
closure  and  official  acknowledgment  of
their  loved  one's  sacrifice.

THE ROLE OF TRADITION AND

PRECEDENCE

MCO  1650.19J  is  also  steeped  in
tradition.  The  order  of  precedence  for
wearing  ribbons  is  not  arbitrary;  it
reflects  the  historical  significance  and
rarity  of  each  award.  The  manual
dictates  precisely  how  medals  are
mounted, where ribbons are placed on
the uniform, and the minutiae of formal
wear .  Th i s  a t ten t i on  to  de ta i l
underscores the Marine Corps' belief that
uniform  discipline  is  a  reflection  of  unit
discipline and personal  respect  for  the
service.
Furthermore,  the  manual  serves  as  a
historical  record.  By  examining  the
criteria for a Bronze Star with Valor from
the  Vietnam era  versus  one  from the
Global War on Terror, one can see how
the  nature  of  combat  and  the  definition
of heroism have been interpreted over
time.  The  document  itself  is  a  living
artifact of the Corps' evolving values.

HOW TO ACCESS AND USE MCO
1650.19J

The  official  version  of  MCO  1650.19J  is
available on authorized U.S. government
websites,  such  as  the  Marine  Corps
Publications Electronic Library (MCPEL).
The  manual  is  publicly  accessible,
reflecting  the  transparency  of  the
awards process. When using the manual,
it  is important to note the date of the
order and any subsequent administrative
changes or  "changes"  (Ch1,  Ch2,  etc.)
that may have been issued.
For those new to the manual, the index
and  table  of  contents  are  invaluable.
Common  search  queries  within  the
document  include:

"Criteria for the Navy and Marine
Corps Achievement Medal"
"Approval authority for the Legion
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of Merit"
"Service requirements for the
National Defense Service Medal"
"Wear of the Combat Action
Ribbon"
"Process for posthumous awards"

CONCLUSION: A DOCUMENT OF
HONOR

In  summary,  Mco 1650 19 J  Marine
Corps is far more than an administrative
formality. It is the codified expression of
the  Marine  Corps'  values  of  honor,
courage, and commitment as applied to
the recognition of its people. It provides
a fair and structured system for ensuring

that both extraordinary acts of valor and
long-term  faithful  service  are  formally
acknowledged.  Whether  you  are  a
Marine  seeking  to  understand  your
ribbons,  a  commander  approving  an
award, or a veteran submitting a long-
overdue recommendation, this manual is
the  essential  reference.  By  governing
the language, criteria, and ceremony of
recognition,  MCO  1650.19J  helps
preserve the chain of honor that binds
every Marine, past and present, to the
p r o u d  l e g a c y  o f  t h e  C o r p s .
Understanding it is an act of respect for
those who serve and a commitment to
the integrity of the recognition they have
earned.


