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Chapter 3 

GROOMING AND APPEARANCE STANDARDS 

3.1.  Personal Grooming Standards.  This chapter outlines personal grooming standards while 
wearing any Air Force uniform or civilian clothing in an official capacity.  Commander’s 
discretion will be used to determine if individual’s personal grooming is within standards of this 
instruction.  The personal grooming standards listed are minimum standards that represent 
common appearance issues and are not all-inclusive.  Although Airmen have the right, within 
established limits, to express their individuality through their appearance, the Air Force defines 
what is and what is not an acceptable, professional military image for Airmen.  Except for minor 
variations based on gender differences, all Air Force personnel must comply with the same 
personal grooming standards.  Supervisors have the responsibility to determine compliance with 
this DAFI and to correct the obvious violations regardless of whether the situation identified is 
clearly written in this DAFI. 

3.1.1.  Hair (General).  Will be conservative, clean, well-groomed, present a professional 
appearance.  Regardless of hairstyle, hair must not exceed length and bulk standard, and ensure 
proper wear of headgear, helmet, or chemical mask to conform to safety requirements.  Will 
not contain excessive amounts of grooming aids (e.g., gel, mousse, pomade, or moisturizer), 
appear lopsided, touch either eyebrow (Exception: female bangs), or end below an imaginary 
line across the forehead at the top of the eyebrows that is parallel to the ground. If applied, 
dyes, tints, bleaches, and frostings must result in natural hair colors, present a natural 
appearance and be complementary to facial hair e.g., eyebrows, lashes, beards (if authorized 
for medical or religious reasons), etc. Examples of natural hair colors are brown, blonde, 
brunette, natural red, gray, or black.  All Airmen are authorized to wear natural color hair 
regardless of their natural born hair color, but when highlighted or frosted, the colors must 
blend as to naturally. Example:  Hair colors may be displayed as a “salt-and-pepper” look as 
this presents a naturally blended hair color and is, therefore, authorized. 

3.1.1.1.  Wigs/Hairpieces/Extensions.  Are authorized and will meet the same standards 
required for natural hair, be of good quality, fit properly, and comply with safety, 
functionality, and professional military standards. If synthetic hair or extensions are added 
to hair, they will be natural hair colors, and must blend with Airmen’s hair, as to not create 
an unnatural appearance (Note: Extensions are prohibited for males).  
Wigs/Hairpieces/Extensions will not be used to cover unauthorized hair styles.  Synthetic 
hair or other materials are not authorized when prohibited by safety and mission 
requirements.  Commanders may authorize Airmen to wear plain (single color, without 
additional ornamentation, frills/ruffles, excess fabric that extends down the back) caps 
(black, navy, or tan) while indoors due to a medical condition (e.g., Alopecia, radiation 
and/or chemotherapy).  Airmen are still required to wear appropriate headgear while 
outdoors. Note: Head scarves are not authorized. 

3.1.1.2.  Hairnets.  Worn as required for health or safety reasons.  Made of natural or a 
synthetic material; must be conservative (plain and moderate, being within reasonable 
limits; not excessive or extreme), solid color similar to the member's hair color, also strong 
enough to support and control hair and contain no metal fasteners.  Hairnets are only 
authorized when performing related duties as determined by applicable commander. 
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3.1.1.3.  Unauthorized Hair Colors.  Hair will not be burgundy, purple, orange, fluorescent, 
or neon (not all inclusive). Ombre (a gradual lightening or darkening along the lengths of 
the hair) or black hair with blonde highlights and blonde hair with black are unnatural in 
appearance and not authorized for wear.  Other unauthorized examples include instances 
where hair and facial hair drastically contrast. 

3.1.1.4.  Unauthorized Styles:  Mohawk, mullet, or etched design. Other cultural or societal 
trends that reasonably appear unnatural or that display vastly different shades of natural 
colors, regardless of the universally applied name. Males only: dreadlocks, coils, braids, 
twists, designs, and/or hair extensions are not authorized; see Figure 3.1 for examples.  
Females only: Partially shaved sides and/or back of the head with long hair on the top 
(requiring the wear of a ponytail, bun, or braid) is prohibited. See Figure 3.2 for examples 
of unauthorized hairstyles. 

Figure 3.1.  Male – Unauthorized Hair Examples. 

 

Figure 3.2.  Female – Unauthorized Hair Examples. 
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3.1.2.  Hair (Male).  Tapered appearance on both sides and the back of the head, both with and 
without headgear so that when viewed from any angle the member's hair conforms to the shape 
of the head, curving inward to the natural termination point without eccentric directional flow, 
twists, or spiking. A block-cut is permitted with tapered appearance.  Hair will not exceed 2 ½ 
inches in bulk, regardless of length and 1/4-inch at natural termination point; allowing only 
closely cut or shaved hair on the back of the neck to touch the collar (see Figure 3.3.).  Hair 
will not protrude under the front band of headgear.  Cleanly shaven heads, military high-and-
tight or flattop cuts are authorized.  Airmen may have one (cut, clipped, or shaved) front to 
back, straight-line part, not slanted or curved, on either side of their head, above the temple.  
Part will not exceed 4-inches length or 1/4-inch width (See Figure 3.5.). See Figure 3.4 for 
examples of appropriate sideburns, mustache, and male hair standards. 

Figure 3.3.  How to Measure Hair Bulk. 

 

Figure 3.4.  Male Hair Standards Examples. 
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Figure 3.5.  Cut, Clipped, or Shaved Part. 

 
3.1.2.1.  Sideburns.  If worn, sideburns will be straight and even width (not flared) and will 
not extend below the bottom of the orifice of the ear opening.  Sideburns will end in a 
clean-shaven horizontal line.  See Figure 3.4. 

3.1.2.2.  Mustaches.  Male members may have mustaches; No portion of the mustache will 
extend below the lip line of the upper lip.  The mustache will not go beyond a horizontal 
line extending across the corners of the mouth and no more than 1/4-inch beyond a vertical 
line drawn from the corner of the mouth (Figure 3.4 and 3.6.).  Mustaches must present a 
natural appearance to the Airman’s hair color of the head.  Mustache handlebars, twist, 
curls, and goatee are prohibited. 

Figure 3.6.  Mustache. 

 
3.1.2.3.  Beards.  Beards are not authorized unless for medical reasons, when authorized 
by a medical official, or as authorized pursuant to a request for a religious accommodation.  
When authorized for medical reasons, members will keep all facial hair trimmed to the 
same length and it may not to exceed 1/4-inch in length. Individuals granted a shaving 
profile may shave or trim their facial hair to present a neat, clean, professional military 
image (Figure 3.7.). Members may not overly shave, shape, or taper beard to achieve 
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different styles of beard (e.g., goatees, faded beards, etc. are not authorized). Beards must 
present a natural appearance to the Airman’s hair color of the head. Beards are not 
authorized to be bleached or dyed. Beard wear authorized for religious reasons are 
governed by Chapter 11 of this instruction. 

Figure 3.7.  Shaving Waiver Example. 

 
3.1.3.  Hair (Female and Male with approved unshorn hair religious accommodations). 
No minimum hair length, to a maximum bulk of 4-inches from scalp and allows proper wear 
of headgear. Minimum hair standards must present a symmetric (around the axis of the head) 
or tapered appearance when viewed from all angles. Hair will end above the bottom edge of 
collar and will not extend below an invisible line drawn parallel to the ground, both front to 
back and side to side unless pulled back and secured or worn in an authorized ponytail or 
equivalent or long braid(s).  When hair is pulled back and secured behind the head (will not be 
gathered at the crown or worn on the top of the head), radius will not exceed 6-inches to the 
left or right from the point where the hair is gathered for a total of 12-inches in width, 6-inches 
in bulk and must allow for proper wear of headgear.  One or two braids or a single ponytail or 
equivalent may be worn down the member’s back with length not extending below a horizontal 
line running between the top of each sleeve inseam at the under arm through the shoulder 
blades.  The braid(s), ponytail or equivalent shall extend down the member’s back and cannot 
be worn over the shoulder or pulled in front of the body.  Bangs, or side-swiped hair, may 
touch eyebrows but will not touch or cover eyes.  When in doubt, assess the correct length of 
hair with the Airman standing in the position of attention.  See Figure 3.8., Figure 3.10, and 
Figure 3.11 for examples of female hair standards.  Exception:  While wearing the Physical 
Training Gear (PTG), long hair will be secured but may have loose ends and may extend below 
a horizontal line running between the top of each sleeve inseam at the under arm through the 
shoulder blades. 
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Figure 3.8.  Female Hair Examples. 

 
3.1.3.1.  Pinned-up hair should be styled in a manner that prevents loose ends from 
extending upward on the head and may not start at the crown of the head or be worn on the 
top of the head.  When hair is in a bun, the bun must be a single bun; all loose ends must 
be tucked in and secured. Hair must allow for proper wear of headgear. 

3.1.3.2.  Hair accessories. If worn, hair accessories (e.g., fabric scrunches, hairpins, combs, 
clips, headbands, elastic bands, barrettes, etc.) must be black or match hair color.  Invisible 
hairnets and hairnets that match hair color are authorized. Headbands or fabric scrunches 
will not exceed 2-inches in width. Ornaments are not authorized (i.e., ribbons, beads, 
jeweled pins).  See Figure 3.9. 

Figure 3.9.  Female Hair Accessories. 

 
3.1.3.3.  Locs, braids, twists, micro-braids, french braids, dutch braids, and cornrows are 
authorized.  A braid or twist is two or more portions of interwoven hair.  If adding 
additional hair, it must be a natural-looking color, matching the individual's hair color.  
Multiple locs, braids, twists or cornrows may come together down the back in one or two 
braids, or a single ponytail as described in paragraph 3.1.3. All locs, braids and twists, 
when worn will be of uniform dimension, no wider than one-inch, with natural spacing 
between the locs, braids, and twists and must be tightly interwoven to present a neat, 
professional, and well-groomed appearance.  When worn, multiple locs, braids, or twists 
shall be of uniform dimension, no larger than a 1/4 in diameter, show no more than 1/4-
inch of scalp between the locs, braids, or twists and must be tightly interwoven to present 
a neat appearance. 

3.1.3.4.  A braid/twist must continue to the end of the hair without design and following 
the contour of the head and may be worn loose or in a secured style within hair standards 
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in paragraph 3.1.3 above.  Exception: Micro-braids or twists are not required to continue 
to the end of the hair. See Figure 3.10 for examples of braids, twists, micro-braids. 

Figure 3.10.  Authorized Female Hair Styles Examples of Locs, Braids, and Cornrows. 

 

Figure 3.11.  Authorized Ponytails/Equivalent and Long braid(s) Hair Styles Examples. 

 

Figure 3.12.  Ponytail/Braid Length. 
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Figure 3.13.  Unauthorized Ponytails. 

 
3.1.4.  Fingernails.  Fingernails must not exceed 1/4-inch in length beyond the tip of the finger 
and must be clean and well groomed. Fingernails must not interfere with the performance of 
assigned duties or hinder proper fit of prescribed safety equipment or uniform items. Male 
Airmen are not authorized to wear nail polish. If worn by females, nail polish will be a single 
conservative color that does not detract from the uniform. Do not apply designs to nails or 
apply two-tone or multi-tone colors; Exception: white-tip French manicures are authorized.  
See Figure 3.14 for examples of authorized and unauthorized nail colors. 
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Figure 3.14.  Authorized and Unauthorized Nail Polish Colors (Not All-Inclusive). 

 
3.1.5.  Cosmetics. Male Airmen are not authorized to wear cosmetics. Female Airmen may 
wear conservatively styled cosmetics.  Eyelash extensions, if worn, will be female Airman’s 
natural eyelash color, will not exceed 14 millimeters in total length or touch the member’s 
eyebrow, and must present a natural appearance. Eyelash extensions will not hinder wear of 
protective eye wear or any type of headgear.  Lipstick, if worn by female Airmen, will be a 
conservative shade that does not detract from the uniform. Eyeliner, if worn by female Airmen, 
cannot extend past the corners of eye opening (i.e., winged liner not authorized). Cosmetics 
will not be worn during field conditions. 
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Figure 3.15.  Authorized and Unauthorized Eyelash Extension Examples. 

 
3.2.  Tattoos/Brands/Body Markings.  For purposes of this instruction, a tattoo is defined as a 
picture, design, or marking made on the skin or other areas of the body by staining it with an 
indelible dye, or by any other method, including pictures, designs, or markings only detectible or 
visible under certain conditions (such as ultraviolet or invisible ink tattoos). A brand is defined as 
a picture, design, or other marking that is burned into the skin or other areas of the body. Body 
markings are pictures, designs, or other markings as a result of using means other than burning to 
permanently scar or mark the skin. Failure to obey the mandatory provisions in paragraphs 3.2.1, 
3.2.1.1, and 3.2.2 constitutes a violation of Article 92(1), UCMJ—failure to obey lawful general 
order or regulation. Article 92(1) of the UCMJ does not apply to members while in Title 32 status 
(that is, activated for state duty under state command), but ANG members may be subject to an 
equivalent article under a state military justice code. Violations may also result in administrative 
disciplinary action without regard to otherwise applicable criminal or civil sanctions for violations 
of related laws. 

3.2.1.  Unauthorized content/locations. Tattoos/brands/body markings will not be on the head, 
face, tongue, lips, eyes, and scalp. Tattoos/brands/body markings anywhere on the body that 
are obscene, commonly associated with gangs, extremist, and/or supremacist organizations, or 
that advocate sexual, racial, ethnic, or religious discrimination are prohibited in and out of 
uniform. Indecent tattoos/brands/body markings are grossly offensive to modesty, decency, or 
propriety, or shocks the moral sense, because of its vulgar, filthy, or disgusting nature, or its 
tendency to incite lustful thought. It is indecent if it tends reasonably to corrupt morals or incite 
libidinous thoughts. It must not violate community standards. Commanders should contact 
their servicing Air Force Office of Special Investigations (AFOSI) unit for additional 
information on potential identification of gang/hate group, tattoos/brands/body markings. 
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Extremist tattoos/brands/body markings are those affiliated with, depicting, or symbolizing 
extremist philosophies, organizations, or activities. Sexually discriminative 
tattoos/brands/body markings are those that advocate a philosophy that degrades or demeans a 
person based on gender. Racially discriminative tattoos/brands/body markings are those that 
advocate a philosophy that degrades or demeans a person based on race, ethnicity, or national 
origin. Religiously discriminative tattoos/brands/body markings are those that advocate a 
philosophy that degrades or demeans a person based on religion. Tattoos/brands/body 
markings with unauthorized content that are prejudicial to good order and discipline, or the 
content is of a nature that tends to bring discredit upon the DAF are prohibited both in and out 
of uniform. Airmen and Guardians may not cover up tattoos, brands, and/or body markings 
with bandages or make-up in order to comply with unauthorized content tattoo policy. 

3.2.1.1.  Members who have or receive unauthorized content tattoos/brands/body markings 
are required to initiate tattoo/brand/body marking removal/alteration.  At the commander’s 
discretion, members may be seen, on a space and resource available basis, in a Department 
of Defense (DoD) medical treatment facility for voluntary tattoo/brand/body marking 
removal.  When DoD resources are not available, members may have the tattoo/brand 
removed/altered at their own expense outside of DoD medical treatment facilities.  
Permissive Temporary Duty is not authorized for this purpose. 

3.2.2.  Authorized content/locations.  Tattoos are authorized on the chest and back (below the 
open collar uniform), arms, legs, feet, hands, and neck.  One tattoo on the neck is authorized 
and will not exceed 1-inch in measurement in any direction. The neck tattoo will only be placed 
behind a vertical line at the opening of the ear orifice around the back to a vertical line at the 
opening of the other ear orifice and includes behind the ear (See Figure 3.16.).  Ring tattoos 
are limited to a single band on one finger of each hand, no more than 3/8-inch in width below 
the knuckle and above the finger joint (portion closest to the palm).  In addition to the ring 
tattoo, a single tattoo is authorized on each hand; the tattoo will not exceed the size of 1-inch 
measured in any direction.  Hand, arm, leg, neck, and ring tattoos can be exposed and visible 
while wearing any uniform combination(s).  Chest and back tattoos will not be visible through 
any uniform combination(s) or visible while wearing an open collar uniform. Members may 
request an exception to policy (ETP) for location or size of tattoos in accordance with 
paragraph 15.5 prior to receiving applicable tattoo.  Approved tattoo ETPs will be 
documented on the DAF Form 4428, Tattoo/Brand/Body Marking Screening/Verification.  An 
ETP request for tattoos with unauthorized content will not be considered. 
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Figure 3.16.  Neck Tattoo Approved Location. 

 
3.2.3.  Cosmetic tattooing.  Tattooing for cosmetic purposes is authorized when directed by 
licensed, qualified medical personnel to correct a medical condition, illness, or injury for both 
men and women. When not medically directed, cosmetic tattooing is permitted for women if 
done to apply permanent facial makeup (i.e., eyebrows, eyeliner) and for men if for permanent 
cosmetics for scalp only (micropigmentation) to create a natural hair appearance. The cosmetic 
tattooing must have a natural and conservative appearance. 

3.2.4.  Individuals who are initially accessed must disclose any tattoos or brands not meeting 
the above criteria and receive appropriate Air Force Component Recruiting Service review 
(AFRS, AFRCRS, ANG) to determine eligibility when questionable for enlistment or 
appointment. Complete removal or alteration of unauthorized content and/or excessive 
tattoos/brands/body markings is otherwise required prior to being accepted in the Air Force. 

3.2.4.1.  Each component’s senior waiver authority as defined by the Air Force Accessions 
and Training Division (AF/A1PT), per paragraph 3.2.4, may allow for individual 
exceptions to policy to potential Air Force applicants with hand tattoos (anywhere on the 
hand) that are no more than 25% of the hand.  The hand is defined as the end part of a 
person’s arm beyond the wrist, including the palm, fingers, and thumb.  All content tattoo 
restrictions still apply.  This authority may be further delegated at the discretion of the 
Senior Waiver Authority but no lower than Recruiting Squadron Commanders (RCS/CCs) 
(RegAF/Reserve) and Recruiting & Retention Chiefs (ANG).  This authority will only be 
used for exceptionally qualified applicants as determined by the Waiver Authority and is 
limited to undermanned critical career fields/specialties unable to fill shortages with 
applicants unless an ETP is granted to the applicant.  Exceptionally qualified applicants 
include those with critical skill sets, degrees, certifications, or experience directly related 
to the specialty for which they are being considered. 
3.2.4.2.  Approved hand tattoo ETPs will be documented on the DAF Form 4428, 
Tattoo/Brand/Body Marking Screening/Verification. 

3.2.5.  Commanders will use these provisions in determining the acceptability of tattoos, 
brands, and body markings displayed by members in uniform. 
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3.2.6.  Per paragraph 2.14.4, commanders will retain the authority to be more restrictive for 
covering tattoos, body ornaments and personal grooming based on legal, safety, sanitary, 
and/or host nation agreements. 

3.3.  Body Piercing/Ornamentation. 
3.3.1.  In civilian attire on official duty and in uniform on or off a military installation: With 
the exception of earrings as listed in paragraph 7.3.1.1, all members are prohibited from 
attaching, affixing, or displaying objects, articles, jewelry, or ornamentation to or through the 
ear, nose, tongue, eyebrows, lips, or any exposed body part (includes visible through the 
uniform). 

3.3.2.  Dental ornamentation: Teeth, whether natural, capped, or veneered, will not be 
ornamented with designs, jewels, initials, etc.  The use of yellow gold, white gold, or platinum 
caps (permanent or temporary) merely to add ornamentation to the teeth and not required by 
dental/medical necessity is prohibited.  Waivers are not required for Air Force members or 
recruits with permanent yellow gold, white gold or platinum caps that were applied as a result 
of dental/medical necessity.  Members with official documentation that they received 
permanent yellow gold, white gold, or platinum caps which were not applied as a result of 
dental/medical necessity, prior to 13 June 2011, are exempted.  No other dental ornamentation 
is exempted. 

3.4.  Alteration/Modification.  Intentional alterations and/or modifications to a member’s body 
that result in a visible, physical effect that disfigures, deforms, or otherwise detracts from a 
professional military image are prohibited.  Examples of prohibited conduct include (but are not 
limited to) tongue splitting or forking, tooth filing, acquiring visible, disfiguring skin implants, and 
gauging (piercing holes large enough to permit light to shine through).  Members who intentionally 
alter and/or modify any part of their bodies in order to achieve a visible, physical effect that 
disfigures, deforms, or otherwise detracts from a professional military image may be subject to 
disciplinary action or involuntary separation, as determined appropriate by the member’s 
commander.  Failure by RegAF members, AFR members on active duty or inactive duty for 
training, and ANG members in Title 10 status to obey the mandatory provisions in this paragraph 
constitutes a violation of Article 92 (1), UCMJ – failure to obey lawful order or regulation.  ANG 
members in Title 32 status performing full-time National Guard duty or inactive duty for training, 
who violate the mandatory provisions of this instruction, may be held accountable through similar 
provisions of their respective state military codes. 


