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The United States Air Force (USAF) operates as one of the most complex organizational structures in the modern 

world. Central to its operational efficiency is a highly refined system of personnel classification. This system 

ensures that every individual, from an entry-level Airman to a senior ranking officer, is matched with a role that 

aligns with their aptitude, training, and the strategic needs of the Department of the Air Force (DAF). Two primary 

documents serve as the foundation for this architecture: the Air Force Enlisted Classification Directory (AFECD) 

and the Air Force Officer Classification Directory (AFOCD). These directories are not merely lists of job

descriptions; they are comprehensive technical manuals that define the very fabric of military occupational specialty

management.

The Structural Framework of Air Force Specialty Codes (AFSC)

To understand the AFECD, one must first understand the Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC). The AFSC is an

alphanumeric string that designates a specific career field and the individual's level of expertise within that field.

This classification system allows for precise personnel management across the Total Force, including Active Duty,

Air National Guard, and Air Force Reserve Command.

The Anatomy of an Enlisted AFSC

An enlisted AFSC typically consists of five characters. Each character provides a specific layer of information

regarding the individual's role and capabilities:

•  First Character (Career Group): Defines the broad functional area (e.g., 1 - Operations, 2 - Logistics/

Maintenance, 3 - Support, 4 - Medical).

•  Second Character (Career Field): Further narrows the specialization (e.g., 2A - Aerospace Maintenance).

•  Third Character (Career Field Subdivision): Identifies specific technical focuses within a field.

•  Fourth Character (Skill Level): A crucial indicator of proficiency, typically 1, 3, 5, 7, or 9.

•  Fifth Character (Specific AFSC): The final designation of the specific job.

As noted in various iterations of the AFECD, such as the 31 October 2017 and 31 October 2023 updates, these 

codes are dynamic. They evolve in response to technological advancements, such as the integration of advanced 

computer usage in Bioenvironmental Engineering or the shifting demands of Special Warfare operations.

Technical Analysis of the AFECD and AFOCD

The AFECD serves as the official directory for all enlisted occupational standards. It provides the necessary criteria 

for recruiting, selecting, and classifying personnel. Conversely, the AFOCD establishes the occupational structure 

for the officer force, implementing Air Force Policy Directive (AFPD) 36-21, Utilization and Classification of Air

Force Military Personnel.

Core Components of the Directories

Each entry in the AFECD or AFOCD contains several mandatory technical sections:



1.  Specialty Summary: A high-level overview of the AFSC’s purpose. For example, in AFSC 2A773 (Craftsman), 

the summary involves designing and repairing critical aerospace components.

2.  Duties and Responsibilities: A granular breakdown of what the member is expected to perform. This often 

includes technical workflows, leadership requirements, and safety protocols.

3.  Specialty Qualifications: These are the prerequisites for entry into the field. They include Armed Services 

Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) scores, physical standards (PULHES), security clearance requirements, and 

educational backgrounds in subjects like applied mathematics, chemistry, and physics.

4.  Specialty Shredouts: Sub-specialties that focus on specific airframes or weapon systems.

Skill Level Progression Matrix

The progression of an Airman is measured by their skill level, which dictates their level of responsibility and 

technical autonomy. The following table illustrates the standard progression as defined in DAFMAN 36-2689(Total

Force Development and Management):



Skill Level Designation Primary Focus Training Requirement

1 Helper Initial Entry / BMT Graduate Awaiting technical school.

3 Apprentice Technical Application Completion of initial AFSC 
technical training.

5 Journeyman Proficiency & Self-
Sufficiency

On-the-job training (OJT) 
and CDC completion.

7 Craftsman Supervision & Advanced 
Technical

Attainment of SSgt rank 
and advanced training.

9 Superintendent Management & Strategy Attainment of SMSgt rank 
and leadership courses.

Case Study: Bioenvironmental Engineering and Technical Requirements

As specified in the technical study data from 20 July 2022, certain AFSCs require a high degree of scientific 

literacy. Bioenvironmental Engineeringis a prime example of an AFSC where knowledge is mandatory across

multiple disciplines. Personnel in this field must master:

•  Applied Mathematics: Used for calculating radiation dosages, chemical concentrations, and ventilation flow 

rates.

•  Physics and Chemistry: Essential for identifying hazardous materials and understanding the mechanics of 

industrial hygiene.

•  Occupational and Environmental Health: Implementation of health standards to protect personnel from 

physical, biological, and chemical hazards.

This role illustrates why the AFECD must be updated frequently (e.g., the 31 October 2020update). As industrial

technologies change, the mathematical models used by Bioenvironmental Engineers to protect the force must also

be updated to reflect current scientific standards.

The Role of AFMAN and AFI in Personnel Operations

The classification directories do not exist in a vacuum. They are supported by Air Force Manuals (AFMAN) and 

Air Force Instructions (AFI) that provide the procedural "how-to" for daily operations.

DAFMAN 36-2689: Force Development

This manual implements DAFPD 36-26and focuses on the long-range planning of personnel development. It

ensures that the classification system supports the growth of Airmen through various tiers of education and

operational experience. It emphasizes that "Total Force Development" includes not just technical skills, but the

cultivation of leadership and institutional values.

AFI 13-213: Airfield Driving and Operational Safety

While the AFECD classifies the person, AFI 13-213 (and its specific supplements like the JB Charleston 

Supplement) defines the procedures for operating in specific environments. This instruction defines the

responsibilities for operating vehicles on the airfield—a task that spans multiple AFSCs but requires centralized

procedural control to ensure safety and prevent runway incursions. It is a critical example of how occupational



classification (who can drive) meets operational procedure (how to drive).

The Reclassification Process: Mechanics and Trends

Reclassification occurs when an Airman is moved from one AFSC to another. This may be due to the needs of the 

Air Force, medical disqualification, or failure to maintain specialty standards. According to studies by S. Robson 

(2022), spikes in reclassifications occurred in 2009 and 2017.

Factors Driving Reclassification

1.  Technical Failure: If an Airman cannot meet the rigorous academic requirements of a tech school (e.g., failing 

the mandatory chemistry components in Bioenvironmental Engineering).

2.  Medical Disqualification: Changes in physical status that prevent a member from performing duties, 

particularly in Special Warfare (AFMAN 36-2108 Attachment 10).

3.  Force Shaping: The Air Force may over-recruit in one area and have a deficit in another, necessitating a 

strategic shift of personnel.

The Minimum Score Requirement

Classification is heavily dependent on ASVABscores. For many technical roles, a minimum score (often around 31

for general entry, but significantly higher for technical or mechanical fields) is required. The 2022 study indicates

that a steady rise in reclassification between FY 2013–2017 was linked to the tightening of these standards to

ensure higher technical competency in the force.

Special Warfare and Elite Classification Standards

The classification standards for Air Force Special Warfare (AFSPECWAR) are among the most stringent in the 

military. As detailed in Attachment 7 and Attachment 10of AFMAN 36-2108, candidates must meet extreme

physical and psychological benchmarks.

•  Static-Line Airborne Course: Successful completion of the U.S. Army Basic Airborne Course is a mandatory 

technical requirement for specific Special Warfare AFSCs.

•  Initial Skills Training (IST): Candidates undergo a high-attrition pipeline designed to test resilience, which is a 

key classification metric for these roles.

Comparative Analysis: Officer vs. Enlisted Classification

The following table summarizes the key differences in how the Air Force approaches the classification of its enlisted

versus its officer force.



Feature Enlisted (AFECD) Officer (AFOCD)

Code Structure 5-digit Alphanumeric (AFSC) 4-digit Alphanumeric (AFSC)

Primary Directive AFMAN 36-2108 AFPD 36-21

Selection Basis ASVAB Scores / High School Diploma Degree Major / AFOQT Scores

Skill Level Focus Technical execution to supervision Leadership, management, and 
command

Update Cycle Semi-annual (April/October) Annual or as needed

Procedural Implementation: Interpreting the Directories

For Commanders and Personnel Chiefs, interpreting the AFECD requires a deep understanding of Career Field 

Education and Training Plans (CFETP) . The CFETP3F4X1.pdf, for example, outlines the entire life-cycle of a

career field, including the "core tasks" that must be mastered to advance. 

Steps for Effective Classification Management:

1.  Review the Specialty Summary: Ensure the Airman’s current duties align with the AFECD description.

2.  Validate Qualifications: Check that the Airman meets mandatory requirements (e.g., security clearance, 

vision standards, or specific coursework).

3.  Monitor Skill Level Progression: Use the Training Business Area (TBA) or similar digital systems to track the 

completion of tasks defined in the CFETP.

4.  Address Reclassification Early: If an Airman is not meeting the standards defined in the 31 October 2023 

AFECD, personnel actions must be initiated according to AFMAN 36-2100.

Conclusion: The Strategic Imperative of Classification

The precision of the Air Force classification system is a significant force multiplier. By utilizing directories like the 

AFECD and AFOCD, the Air Force ensures that its personnel are not just "filling slots" but are technically proficient 

and strategically placed. Whether it is ensuring a Special Warfare candidate has the requisite airborne training or 

confirming that a Bioenvironmental Engineerpossesses the mathematical foundation to protect a base from

chemical hazards, these directories provide the blueprint for mission success. As the geopolitical landscape shifts

and technology evolves, the continuous updates to these documents (as seen in the 2017, 2020, and 2023

revisions) will remain a cornerstone of the Department of the Air Force's ability to project power globally. The

integration of technical manuals, policy directives, and specific career field education plans creates a robust

ecosystem that transforms individual recruits into a cohesive, specialized, and lethal aerial force.
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