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Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual: A Comprehensive Guide

Introduction: Navigating the Recognition Landscape of the U.S.
Coast Guard

The United States Coast Guard, a vital branch of the armed forces, dedicates itself to maritime safety,
security, and environmental protection. Within its ranks, exceptional service, bravery, and dedication are
routinely recognized through a robust system of medals and awards. Understanding the intricacies of the
Coast Guard medals and awards manual is crucial for anyone serving, aspiring to serve, or simply interested
in the valor and achievements of these maritime protectors. This comprehensive guide delves deep into
the purpose, hierarchy, and specific types of decorations, providing a clear roadmap to the official
recognition framework. From the highest honors bestowed for acts of heroism to awards for meritorious
service and achievements, this article aims to illuminate the significance of each commendation. Discover
how the Coast Guard officially acknowledges outstanding performance and the criteria that govern these
prestigious recognitions, offering invaluable insights into the culture of appreciation within this esteemed
service. Whether you are seeking information for personal reference or a deeper understanding of military
honors, this exploration of the Coast Guard medals and awards manual will serve as your definitive

resource.

Table of Contents

Understanding the Purpose of Coast Guard Medals and Awards

The Hierarchy of Coast Guard Awards: A Structured Approach

Distinguished Service Awards

Gallantry and Heroic Achievement Awards

Meritorious Service and Achievement Awards

Service and Campaign Awards

Specialty and Skill-Based Awards



Unit and Team Awards

The Process of Nomination and Awarding

Importance of the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual

Conclusion: Honoring Service and Sacrifice

Understanding the Purpose of Coast Guard Medals and Awards

The fundamental purpose of medals and awards within the U.S. Coast Guard is to officially recognize and
commend individuals and units for extraordinary performance, exceptional valor, meritorious service, and
significant contributions to the mission and objectives of the Service. These commendations serve as
tangible symbols of appreciation and are integral to fostering a culture of excellence, encouraging continued
dedication, and motivating personnel to strive for the highest standards of conduct and professionalism.
Beyond mere recognition, these awards play a critical role in documenting achievements, enhancing career
progression, and providing a historical record of significant accomplishments within the Coast Guard. They
are a testament to the sacrifices made, the risks undertaken, and the unwavering commitment of Coast
Guard members to their duties and to the nation. The meticulous documentation and adherence to
guidelines outlined in the Coast Guard medals and awards manual ensure fairness, consistency, and the

utmost integrity in the recognition process.

Fostering a Culture of Excellence

Medals and awards are potent tools for fostering a culture of excellence within any organization, and the
Coast Guard is no exception. By highlighting exemplary performance and heroic actions, the Service sets
clear standards and inspires others to emulate these qualities. This not only elevates individual performance
but also strengthens the collective spirit and effectiveness of the entire Coast Guard. Recognizing
outstanding contributions reinforces the values of duty, honor, and courage, embedding them more deeply

into the fabric of the Service.

Documenting Achievements and Career Progression

Each award received by a Coast Guard member becomes a part of their official record, serving as a
quantifiable measure of their accomplishments and contributions. This documentation is vital for career
progression, influencing assignments, promotions, and leadership opportunities. The consistent and fair
application of the guidelines found in the Coast Guard medals and awards manual ensures that these records

accurately reflect an individual's dedication and impact.



Inspiring Future Generations

The stories behind the medals — acts of bravery during perilous rescues, dedication to critical missions, and
innovative problem-solving — serve as powerful inspiration for current and future generations of Coast
Guard personnel. These accolades are not just personal honors; they are examples that illustrate the
profound impact an individual or a team can have, encouraging others to pursue similar levels of

commitment and distinction.

The Hierarchy of Coast Guard Awards: A Structured Approach

The U.S. Coast Guard employs a structured hierarchy for its medals and awards, ensuring that
commendations are awarded based on the degree of valor, service, or achievement demonstrated. This
tiered system, meticulously detailed in the Coast Guard medals and awards manual, categorizes awards
from the highest honors for acts of extreme gallantry and distinguished service down to recognition for
specific skills and unit achievements. Understanding this hierarchy is essential for appreciating the
significance and relative prestige of each award. The placement within this hierarchy reflects the level of
risk, impact, and dedication involved in the act or service being recognized, providing a clear framework

for the formal recognition process.

Categorization of Awards

Coast Guard awards are generally categorized to reflect the nature of the achievement. These categories
typically include, but are not limited to, awards for heroism, distinguished service, meritorious service,
achievement, and longevity. Each category has specific criteria and eligibility requirements, ensuring that

awards are presented to those who have truly earned them.

Distinguishing Levels of Recognition

The hierarchical structure allows for clear differentiation between acts of supreme courage, sustained
superior performance, and significant contributions. This distinction is important for ensuring that the most
extraordinary feats receive the highest levels of recognition, while consistently excellent performance is

also appropriately acknowledged.

Distinguished Service Awards

Distinguished service awards are among the highest honors bestowed within the U.S. Coast Guard,

reserved for individuals who have demonstrated exceptional leadership, made significant contributions to



the operational effectiveness or national security of the United States, or exhibited outstanding service in a
position of great responsibility. These awards signify a profound impact and a sustained commitment to the
highest ideals of the Service. The criteria for these commendations are rigorous, demanding a level of
performance far beyond the ordinary expectations of duty. Adherence to the guidelines within the Coast
Guard medals and awards manual is paramount in ensuring these prestigious honors are awarded

appropriately to those who have truly distinguished themselves.

The Commandant's Medal for Distinguished Service

This is one of the most prestigious awards, recognizing exceptionally meritorious service in a duty of great
responsibility that has made a substantial contribution to the effectiveness or mission of the Coast Guard or

the Department of Homeland Security. It is typically awarded for leadership and strategic impact.

Legion of Merit

While awarded to members of all U.S. armed forces, the Legion of Merit is presented to members of the
Coast Guard for exceptionally meritorious conduct in the performance of outstanding services and
achievements. The degree of achievement required is substantially above that which normally warrants an

award of the Distinguished Flying Cross or the Bronze Star Medal, or their respective equivalents.

Meritorious Unit Commendation

This award recognizes consistently superior performance and outstanding achievements of a meritorious
nature in a duty of great responsibility. It is awarded to units for sustained performance during a specified

period, distinguishing them from other units performing similar missions.

Gallantry and Heroic Achievement Awards

Awards for gallantry and heroic achievement are presented to Coast Guard personnel who have
demonstrated exceptional courage and bravery in the face of extreme danger, often while performing
rescue operations or confronting hazardous situations. These commendations are a direct acknowledgment
of acts of valor that go above and beyond the call of duty, often involving significant personal risk. The
Coast Guard medals and awards manual provides detailed criteria for these life-saving and courageous acts,
ensuring that the most daring and selfless deeds are recognized. The inherent danger and selflessness

associated with these awards make them some of the most highly regarded in the Service.



The Gold Lifesaving Medal

This medal is awarded to any person who, while serving in any capacity with the United States Coast
Guard, the U.S. Life-Saving Service, or the U.S. Revenue Cutter Service, has performed an act of heroic
daring in saving or attempting to save a life from drowning in the waters of the United States, or in waters
under the jurisdiction of the United States, or in waters beyond the jurisdiction of the United States, or

who has performed any courageous act in connection with the saving of life from a shipwreck.

The Silver Lifesaving Medal

Similar to the Gold Lifesaving Medal, this award recognizes heroic actions in saving or attempting to save a
life. The distinction between the Gold and Silver Lifesaving Medal is typically based on the degree of risk
and the nature of the act performed, with the Gold medal generally reserved for acts involving greater

peril.

Coast Guard Medal

This medal is awarded to any person who distinguishes themselves by heroism not involving actual
conflict with an enemy, or by gallantry in action at the risk of life. The act must be performed in

connection with the Coast Guard, but not necessarily while in a combat zone.

Distinguished Flying Cross

Awarded to any officer or enlisted member of the Coast Guard who, while serving in any capacity with
the Coast Guard, distinguishes themselves by extraordinary achievement or exceptionally meritorious

service while participating in aerial flight. The act must be of a clearly exceptional nature.

Meritorious Service and Achievement Awards

Meritorious service and achievement awards recognize sustained superior performance and significant
contributions to the Coast Guard's mission. These awards are typically presented for accomplishments that
have a tangible positive impact on operational readiness, efficiency, or morale, but may not necessarily
involve direct acts of heroism. The Coast Guard medals and awards manual outlines the specific criteria for
these commendations, which are essential for acknowledging the consistent dedication and professional
excellence of Coast Guard members across various roles and responsibilities. These awards are vital for

reinforcing high standards of performance throughout the Service.



The Bronze Star Medal

While awarded to all U.S. armed forces, the Bronze Star Medal is presented to any member of the Coast
Guard who, while serving in any capacity with the Coast Guard, distinguishes themselves by heroic or
meritorious achievement or service, not involving participation in acts of aerial flight, while serving in

connection with military operations against an enemy of the United States.

Coast Guard Achievement Medal

This award is presented to individuals who distinguish themselves by outstanding achievement or service.
It is awarded for achievements that are significant and contribute to the overall effectiveness of the Coast

Guard, but may not reach the level of a meritorious service award.

Commendation Medal

The Commendation Medal is awarded to any member of the Coast Guard who, while serving in any
capacity with the Coast Guard, distinguishes themselves by heroic or meritorious achievement or service.

This award is generally for acts or service of a lesser degree than that required for the Achievement
Medal.

Service and Campaign Awards

Service and campaign awards recognize participation in specific military operations, campaigns, or periods
of service. These awards acknowledge an individual's contribution to national defense efforts and their
commitment to serving during significant historical events or operations. The Coast Guard medals and
awards manual details the eligibility criteria for these recognitions, ensuring that all qualifying personnel
receive appropriate acknowledgment for their participation and dedication during defined operational

periods. These awards often reflect participation in specific deployments or support of national objectives.

National Defense Service Medal

Awarded to members of the armed forces who serve honorably in the U.S. Armed Forces on active duty

during a qualifying period of hostility. This includes service during significant periods of national defense.

Coast Guard Expeditionary Medal

This medal recognizes service in a Coast Guard expeditionary force. It is awarded for participation in



operations conducted outside the continental United States, which are considered expeditionary in nature.

Special Operations Service Ribbon

Awarded to members who have served in a Coast Guard Special Operations Unit or detachment designated
by the Commandant for a specified period, demonstrating specialized skills and dedication in support of

unique missions.

Sea Service Ribbon

Recognizes a specified period of service in an operational afloat unit. The criteria for earning this ribbon are

based on cumulative time spent serving aboard Coast Guard cutters or other qualifying vessels.

Specialty and Skill-Based Awards

Beyond recognition for heroic acts or broad meritorious service, the Coast Guard also offers specialty and
skill-based awards that acknowledge proficiency, expertise, and dedication in specific occupational fields or
technical disciplines. These awards highlight individual mastery and contribute to the overall professional
development and excellence within specialized Coast Guard communities. The Coast Guard medals and
awards manual provides detailed specifications for these highly focused commendations, which are crucial

for recognizing technical excellence and specialized contributions.

Enlisted Surface Warfare Specialist (ESWS) Pin

Awarded to enlisted personnel who have demonstrated proficiency in surface warfare operations and have

met stringent qualification requirements through rigorous training and examinations.

Master Chief Petty Officer of the Coast Guard Ribbon

This ribbon recognizes exceptional service and contributions by enlisted members who have served in

leadership roles or demonstrated outstanding performance in support of the enlisted force.

Aviation Boatswain's Mate (AB) Qualification Device

Awarded to qualified Aviation Boatswain's Mates who have met the demanding requirements of their

specialty, signifying expertise in flight deck operations, aircraft handling, and safety.



Unit and Team Awards

The recognition system within the U.S. Coast Guard extends beyond individual achievements to encompass
the collective efforts and successes of units and teams. Unit awards celebrate the outstanding performance,
dedication, and achievements of entire commands, detachments, or specialized teams. These awards are
vital for fostering unit cohesion, morale, and a shared sense of accomplishment. The Coast Guard medals and
awards manual clearly defines the criteria and procedures for bestowing these prestigious unit-level
commendations, reinforcing the importance of teamwork and collective success in achieving the Service's

overarching mission.

Presidential Unit Citation

Awarded to any unit of the Coast Guard which has distinguished itself by exceptionally valorous or
outstandingly meritorious achievement or service, in support of military operations against an armed
enemy, or in the execution of a mission, during such period as would warrant such recognition. The
degree of achievement required is the same as that which would warrant the award of the Distinguished

Service Cross.

Coast Guard Unit Commmendation

Awarded to units for consistently superior performance and outstanding achievements of a meritorious
nature in a duty of great responsibility. This award recognizes sustained high levels of performance and

significant contributions over a specified period.

Coast Guard Meritorious Unit Commendation

Recognizes consistently superior performance and outstanding achievements of a meritorious nature in a

duty of great responsibility. It is awarded to units for sustained performance during a specified period.

The Process of Nomination and Awarding

The process of nominating and awarding medals and decorations within the U.S. Coast Guard is a structured
and detailed procedure designed to ensure fairness, accuracy, and adherence to established standards. Every
award begins with a nomination, typically submitted by a supervisor or peer who witnesses an act or
service that meets the criteria outlined in the Coast Guard medals and awards manual. This nomination is
then reviewed through a chain of command, with endorsements and evaluations at each level. Ultimately,

the final approval authority rests with designated officials, depending on the significance and level of the



award. This multi-step process ensures that only the most deserving individuals and units receive

recognition, upholding the integrity and prestige of the Coast Guard's award system.

Initiating a Nomination

Nominations are typically initiated by a commanding officer, officer-in-charge, or supervisor who has
direct knowledge of the individual's or unit's exceptional performance or actions. The nominator must

clearly articulate how the nominee meets the specific criteria for the award.

Chain of Command Review

Once submitted, the nomination package is reviewed by successive echelons of command. Each reviewing
authority provides an endorsement, concurring with or recommending changes to the nomination, and

assessing its merit within the broader context of the unit and the Service.

Approval and Presentation

Final approval for awards is granted by designated authorities, which can range from local commanders to
the Commandant of the Coast Guard, depending on the award's prestige. Upon approval, the award is
officially presented to the recipient, often in a formal ceremony, symbolizing the Service's recognition of

their contributions.

Importance of the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual

The Coast Guard medals and awards manual, officially known as the Coast Guard Personnel Service and
Personnel Management Manual (COMDTINST M1650.25), serves as the definitive authoritative document
for all matters pertaining to military decorations, medals, and awards within the Service. Its importance
cannot be overstated, as it provides the standardized guidelines, criteria, and procedures necessary for the
fair and consistent recognition of valor, service, and achievement. By adhering to the directives within this
manual, the Coast Guard ensures that its recognition system remains credible, equitable, and a true
reflection of the distinguished conduct and dedication of its members. This manual is indispensable for

anyone involved in the nomination, approval, or understanding of Coast Guard awards.

Standardization and Consistency

The manual ensures that all awards are presented based on consistent criteria, regardless of location or

command. This standardization is crucial for maintaining the integrity and fairness of the recognition



process across the entire Coast Guard.

Guidance for Nominators and Approvers

It provides essential guidance for those tasked with nominating individuals or units for awards, as well as
for the authorities responsible for approving these commendations. Clear definitions of eligibility and

criteria prevent misinterpretation and ensure awards are earned.

Record Keeping and Historical Significance

The manual also dictates the proper procedures for the recording and display of awards, contributing to an
individual's permanent service record. This ensures that achievements are accurately documented and
recognized throughout a member's career and beyond, contributing to the historical record of the Coast

Guard.

Conclusion: Honoring Service and Sacrifice

The US. Coast Guard's system of medals and awards, meticulously detailed within the official Coast Guard
medals and awards manual, stands as a powerful testament to the courage, dedication, and exceptional
service of its members. From the highest honors for distinguished service and acts of extraordinary heroism
to recognition for specialized skills and unit achievements, each commendation plays a vital role in
acknowledging and inspiring excellence. Understanding this comprehensive framework is essential for
appreciating the profound sacrifices and unwavering commitment of those who protect our maritime
borders and ensure the safety of our shores. The integrity of this recognition system, guided by the precise
directives of the manual, ensures that valor and service are consistently and fairly honored, reinforcing the
proud traditions and enduring legacy of the United States Coast Guard. These awards are not merely

symbols; they are enduring acknowledgments of the vital contributions made by Coast Guard personnel.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the primary categories of awards and decorations recognized by
the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual?

The manual generally categorizes awards into non-combat decorations, combat decorations, unit awards, and

posthumous awards. It also outlines criteria for personal achievement awards and special service awards.



How does the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual address the

presentation and wearing of medals and ribbons?

The manual details the proper order of precedence for wearing medals and ribbons, along with specific

guidance on the placement and display of various decorations on service uniforms.

‘What is the process for recommending an individual for a Coast Guard

award according to the manual?

The manual outlines the formal recommendation process, which typically involves a written citation

justifying the award, submission through the chain of command, and review by a selection board.

Does the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual cover awards for

heroism?

Yes, the manual includes specific criteria and guidelines for awarding medals recognizing acts of heroism,

distinguishing between levels of bravery and risk involved.

What are some of the most prestigious non-combat awards mentioned in
the manual?

Prestigious non-combat awards commonly found in the manual include the Coast Guard Distinguished

Service Medal, the Legion of Merit, and the Meritorious Service Medal.

How does the manual differentiate between awards for achievement and

awards for valor?

The manual clearly distinguishes between awards for sustained achievement, superior performance, and
exceptional service (achievement) versus awards for acts of bravery and courage in the face of danger

(valor).

Are there specific provisions in the manual for posthumous awards?

Yes, the manual addresses the eligibility and procedures for awarding medals to the next of kin of service

members who have died while in service, often recognizing valorous actions or exceptional service.

What is the role of the unit commander in the awards process as
described in the manual?

Unit commanders typically play a crucial role in initiating award recommendations, ensuring accuracy in

citations, and forwarding nominations through the proper channels as outlined in the manual.



Does the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual include information on

foreign awards and their acceptance?

Yes, the manual often contains guidelines regarding the eligibility and procedures for accepting foreign

awards and decorations, ensuring compliance with regulations and proper authorization.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the Coast Guard Medals and Awards Manual, with descriptions:

1. _The Heraldry of Courage: A History of U.S. Coast Guard Decorations_

This book delves into the rich history and evolution of the various medals and awards bestowed upon
members of the U.S. Coast Guard. It explores the origins of each commendation, tracing their development
from early maritime recognition to modern-day valor awards. Readers will gain an understanding of the

traditions and significance behind each ribbon and medal, offering context to the manual's guidelines.

2. _Service Stripes: A Comprehensive Guide to Coast Guard Awards and Recognition

This comprehensive guide serves as a detailed compendium of all official U.S. Coast Guard awards and
decorations. It meticulously outlines the criteria for each award, the design of the medals themselves, and
the proper procedures for their presentation and wear. This title is an invaluable resource for anyone

seeking to understand the intricacies of the Coast Guard's award system.

3. _Navigating Valor: Understanding Coast Guard Commendations_

This title focuses on the narrative and impact of Coast Guard commendations, going beyond the
technicalities of the manual. It presents compelling stories of heroism and service that led to the issuance of
specific awards. The book aims to foster a deeper appreciation for the sacrifices and achievements

recognized by the Coast Guard's formal award system.

4. _The Ribbon Rack: A Visual Compendium of Coast Guard Awards_

This visually driven book provides a detailed catalog of all U.S. Coast Guard ribbons and medals, presented
in a clear and organized manner. It illustrates the correct order of precedence for wearing these honors and
offers concise descriptions of what each award signifies. This title is ideal for personnel needing a quick and

accurate reference for award placement and identification.

5. _Distinguished Service: A Study of Posthumous and Lifesaving Medals in the Coast Guard_

This specialized book examines the significance of posthumous awards and the crucial category of lifesaving
medals within the U.S. Coast Guard. It highlights exceptional acts of bravery and sacrifice, often detailing
the circumstances that led to these highest forms of recognition. The work provides an in-depth look at the

commendations reserved for those who risked or gave their lives to save others.

6. _A Sailor's Honor: The Regulations and Protocols of Coast Guard Awards_

This title focuses on the formal regulations and protocols surrounding the U.S. Coast Guard's awards



program. It meticulously details the administrative processes, chain of command involved in nominations,
and the legal framework governing the issuance of medals. The book ensures a thorough understanding of

the procedural requirements for both recommending and receiving awards.

7. _The Cutlass of Commendation: Excellence in Coast Guard Performance_

This book explores the concept of excellence and the recognition it receives within the U.S. Coast Guard,
with a focus on performance-based awards. It outlines the standards of achievement and the specific
decorations given for outstanding duty, leadership, and contributions to the service. The title provides

insight into how exemplary performance is formally acknowledged and rewarded.

8. _Beyond the Bar: Awards for Meritorious Achievement in the Coast Guard_

This title specifically addresses the spectrum of awards for meritorious achievement in the U.S. Coast
Guard, distinct from awards for valor. It details the criteria for commendations earned through sustained
effort, significant contributions, and exemplary service over time. The book serves as a guide to

understanding the various levels of recognition for dedication and accomplishment.

9. _The Admiral's Citation: Leadership and Legacy in Coast Guard Awards_

This book examines the awards that recognize outstanding leadership and lasting legacies within the U.S.
Coast Guard. It explores commendations bestowed upon senior officers and those who have made profound
contributions to the service's development and mission success. The title offers insights into how leadership

qualities are formally acknowledged and honored.
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