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Getting Promoted in the Military: Enlisted
Advancement

How the Six Armed Services Reward Performance, Experience, and Leadership
Climbing the Enlisted Ranks

One of the attractions of military service is the opportunity for advancement. A young recruit
may enter the Armed Forces with little experience and, through training, hard work, and
demonstrated leadership, rise to a position of considerable responsibility. Promotion brings
increased pay, greater authority, and new career opportunities, but military advancement is not
simply a reward for spending enough time in uniform. Each service must determine whether an
individual is qualified for additional responsibility and whether positions are available at the next
higher grade.

All six branches of the Armed Forces use time in service, performance, qualifications, and
professional development in making advancement decisions. Their methods, however, differ
considerably. Some rely on written examinations and numerical scores, while others emphasize
performance evaluations, command recommendations, and selection boards. Understanding
these differences can help prospective recruits choose a service and help those already serving
plan their careers.

Army: Promotion Points and Merit

The Army's enlisted advancement system combines eligibility requirements, command
recommendations, professional development, and competition. Promotion through the junior



enlisted grades generally depends on satisfactory performance, required time in service and
grade, and command approval. Advancement to sergeant (E-5) and staft sergeant (E-6), however,
becomes more competitive.

Soldiers earn promotion points for accomplishments such as military education, civilian
education, weapons qualification, physical fitness, and other recognized achievements.
Command recommendations and promotion-board procedures help establish eligibility for
advancement. Promotion opportunities also depend on the Army's requirements within each
military occupational specialty, meaning that a soldier with an excellent record may advance
quickly in one specialty while another faces stronger competition.

For promotion to sergeant first class (E-7) and higher grades, centralized evaluation boards
review soldiers' records and establish an Order of Merit List. This list helps determine promotion
priority, professional military education opportunities, and certain assignments. The Army
therefore emphasizes measurable achievements at the middle enlisted grades and sustained
performance and leadership potential at senior levels.

Navy: Examinations, Evaluations, and Selection Boards

The Navy has traditionally relied heavily on advancement examinations, performance
evaluations, and competition within occupational ratings. For many sailors competing for petty
officer grades, Navy-wide advancement examinations measure professional knowledge.
Examination results, performance evaluations, and other qualifying factors contribute to a Final
Multiple Score used to rank eligible candidates.

Advancement opportunities vary by rating. A sailor with strong evaluations and examination
results may still face limited opportunities if the rating has relatively few vacancies at the next
higher grade. The Navy has also expanded its Billet-Based Advancement system. In participating
ratings, sailors compete for authorized positions at higher pay grades, with advancement tied
more directly to assignment. Consequently, the traditional examination process no longer applies
uniformly across every rating.

Advancement to chief petty officer (E-7), senior chief petty officer (E-8), and master chief petty
officer (E-9) relies heavily on selection boards that examine professional records, leadership,
performance, and potential. The Navy's chief petty officer community occupies a particularly
important leadership position. Advancement to chief represents more than another pay grade; it
carries substantial responsibility for training, mentoring, discipline, and operational readiness.

Marine Corps: Performance and Leadership

The Marine Corps places considerable emphasis on physical readiness, professional competence,
leadership, and demonstrated performance. Its Junior Enlisted Performance Evaluation System
(JEPES) provides a structured method of evaluating junior Marines and supporting competitive
promotion to corporal (E-4) and sergeant (E-5).



The system considers physical fitness, combat fitness, marksmanship, military education, and
command assessments of leadership, character, and mission accomplishment. Eligible Marines
compete within their military occupational specialties, and the Marine Corps establishes cutting
scores based on available promotion opportunities. Candidates must satisfy applicable eligibility
requirements as well as meet the necessary score.

Promotion to staff sergeant (E-6) and higher staff noncommissioned officer grades involves
selection boards. These boards review performance records, professional education, leadership
experience, and demonstrated potential. The Marine Corps system reflects its emphasis on
developing leaders who combine technical competence, physical readiness, and personal
responsibility.

Air Force: The Weighted Promotion System

The Air Force uses time requirements, performance evaluations, competitive examinations, and
selection boards to determine enlisted advancement. Promotion through the junior enlisted
grades generally depends on satisfactory service and eligibility, although selected airmen may
qualify for accelerated advancement through programs such as Below-the-Zone promotion.

For promotion to staff sergeant (E-5) and technical sergeant (E-6), the Air Force uses the
Weighted Airman Promotion System (WAPS). It combines examination results with applicable
performance-related factors to rank candidates. Testing may include professional military
knowledge and specialty knowledge, while the number of available promotions determines how
many eligible candidates are selected during each promotion cycle.

For promotion to master sergeant (E-7), senior master sergeant (E-8), and chief master sergeant
(E-9), the Air Force relies on records-based selection boards rather than the same examination
process used at the middle enlisted grades. The Air Force therefore places greater emphasis on
examination performance earlier in the competitive advancement process and documented
leadership accomplishments at senior levels.

Coast Guard: Examinations and Available Positions

The Coast Guard's enlisted advancement system resembles the Navy's in several respects,
although it operates under its own regulations. Personnel must satisfy requirements involving
time in service, time in grade, occupational qualifications, performance evaluations, and
command recommendations.

For many petty officer grades, eligible members compete through Servicewide Examinations.
Examination results and other qualifying factors contribute to a Final Multiple Score, which
determines placement on advancement eligibility lists. The Coast Guard authorizes advancement
according to personnel requirements and available opportunities, although some specialties or
advancement programs use authorized alternatives to the regular examination process.

Because the Coast Guard is relatively small, the availability of positions within a particular
rating can significantly influence advancement opportunities. Professional competence is



essential, but advancement also depends on the service's need for personnel at the next higher
grade.

Space Force: A Developing Promotion System

As the newest military branch, the Space Force continues to develop personnel policies suited to
its specialized technical missions. Many of its original promotion procedures reflected Air Force
practices, but the service has increasingly explored approaches that place greater emphasis on
demonstrated qualifications and readiness for leadership.

One development involves a fully qualified promotion model for certain enlisted grades. Rather
than relying exclusively on ranking candidates against a fixed number of available promotions,
this approach evaluates whether individual Guardians meet established standards for greater
responsibility. The Space Force has begun applying this concept to promotion to sergeant (E-5),
giving commanders an important role in evaluating professional readiness.

Senior enlisted promotions continue to involve competitive selection processes, with attention to
performance, technical expertise, leadership, and the service's personnel requirements. Because
Space Force promotion policies are evolving, Guardians should consult current official guidance
before making career decisions.

Comparing the Six Services

Service Principal competitive advancement methods
Army Promotion points, command recommendations, boards, and merit lists
Advancement examinations, evaluations, billet-based advancement, and selection
Navy
boards
Marine

Corps JEPES scores, cutting scores, and staff NCO selection boards

Air Force ~ Weighted examination scores and senior NCO selection boards
Coast
Guard
Space
Force

Servicewide examinations, eligibility lists, and available vacancies

Qualifications, performance assessments, and evolving selection procedures

Why Good People Sometimes Do Not Get Promoted

One of the realities of military advancement is that deserving people are not always selected.
Every service must balance individual qualifications against the number of positions available at
each grade. Some occupational specialties offer faster advancement because of personnel
shortages, while others become highly competitive because relatively few positions are available.

A Navy sailor may earn an excellent examination score but face limited opportunities within a
rating. An Army soldier may accumulate substantial promotion points without reaching the



required cutoff, while a Marine may meet every eligibility requirement but fall below the
applicable cutting score. These outcomes do not necessarily indicate poor performance. They
reflect the military's responsibility to maintain an appropriate distribution of personnel across
grades and specialties.

Preparing Yourself for Advancement

Regardless of service, several habits can improve a military member's prospects for promotion.
Professional competence comes first. Learn your specialty, complete required qualifications, and
demonstrate that you can be trusted with increasingly difficult assignments. Take advantage of
military and civilian education opportunities, maintain required physical and professional
standards, and keep your personnel records accurate.

As you advance, leadership becomes increasingly important. Senior enlisted personnel are
expected not merely to perform their own duties but to train, supervise, and develop others. It is
equally important to understand the promotion requirements for your particular service,
specialty, and grade. Missing an examination deadline, failing to complete a required course, or
overlooking an administrative requirement can delay an otherwise promising career.

The Meaning of Advancement

Promotion is one of the most satisfying accomplishments in military life. Each new stripe or
chevron represents recognition of experience, competence, and professional achievement. But
advancement also carries increased responsibility. A newly promoted petty officer, sergeant, or
staff noncommissioned officer is expected to exercise judgment, maintain standards, and look
after the people entrusted to that leader's care.

The methods of selecting those leaders differ among the six services, but the underlying purpose
remains the same: to place qualified people in positions where they can best contribute to the
mission. The objective is not simply to earn another stripe. It is to become worthy of the
responsibilities that accompany it.

Editor's Note: This article provides a general overview of active-duty enlisted advancement
systems. Promotion requirements and procedures change periodically. Reserve and National
Guard components may follow different rules. Consult current service regulations and personnel
offices for specific eligibility requirements.



