
Introduction to Body Armor



BSDI Legal Disclaimer 

• The information provided does not, and is not intended to, constitute legal advice; instead, all 
information, content, and materials available are for general informational purposes only. Information 
presented may not constitute the most up-to-date legal or other information. This presentation may 
contain links and references to third party information. Such links are only for the convenience of the 
audience.

• Attendees should contact their attorney to obtain advice with respect to any particular legal 
matter. No reader, user, or browser of this information should act or refrain from acting on the basis 
of information on this site without first seeking legal advice from counsel in the relevant 
jurisdiction. Only your individual attorney can provide assurances that the information contained 
herein – and your interpretation of it – is applicable or appropriate to your particular situation. Use 
of, and access to, this information or any of the links or resources contained within the site do not 
create an attorney-client relationship between the reader, user, or browser and website authors, 
contributors, contributing law firms, or committee members and their respective employers.

• The views expressed at, or through, this presentation are those of the individual author(s) writing in 
their individual capacities only – not those of their respective employers, organization, or 
committee/task force as a whole. All liability with respect to actions taken or not taken based on the 
contents of this presentation are hereby expressly disclaimed. The content on this posting is provided 
"as is" no representations are made that the content is error-free.



Armor - Origins & History 

• Armor - protective clothing with the ability to deflect 
or absorb the impact of projectiles or other weapons 
that may be used against its wearer. 

• Until modern times, armor worn by combatants in 
warfare was laboriously fashioned and frequently 
elaborately wrought, reflecting the personal 
importance placed by the vulnerable soldier on its 
protection and also frequently the social importance 
of its wearer within the group.

• Modern technology has brought about the 
development of lighter protective materials that are 
fashioned into a variety of apparel suited to the 
hazards of modern warfare.

• With the rise of terrorism and the use of powerful 
personal weapons by criminals, armor is now 
frequently worn by police, by private nonmilitary 
security forces, and even by noncombatants who 
might be targets of attack.”



Dispelling Body Armor Myths

• If you get shot in the armor you will get hurt. 
Really hurt: broken ribs, internal bleeding, 
bruising, passing out, even a heart attack are all 
possible, even if a round is successfully defeated 
by the armor. You aren't likely getting back up 
and into the fight right away.

• Only some armor can withstand multiple hits, 
and all armor will fail at some point if repeatedly 
shot, especially in the same location.

• Not all armor is created equal. There is a huge 
variety of price ranges, features, materials and 
quality out there.

• Armor is designed to defeat specific rounds and 
calibers, it is not meant to stop everything.

• Steel plates alone are not effective. The bullets 
will shatter, sending fragments everywhere, 
likely into you as well.



Types of Body Armor

• Soft Armor is made of multiple layers of 
ballistic fibers, from woven or laminated 
aramid materials such as Kevlar or Twaron, or 
from Ultra High Molecular Weight Polyethylene 
(UHMWP) like Dyneema & Spectra. It is 
probably the type of armor you think of when 
you hear the term bulletproof vest. Some 
models can be concealed under a shirt or 
jacket, put into a backpack, or worn in a carrier. 

• Hard Armor consists of hard plates. They 
require a carrier to hold them. This is what you 
might consider military style armor. There are 
three kinds of materials Hard Armor is typically 
made from:

– Ultra-High Molecular Weight 
Polyethylene

– Ceramic
– Steel

Some armor is a blend of these materials. 
There are benefits a downsides to each.



Soft Body Armor vs. Hard Body Armor

Soft Armor Pros:

• Can be concealed under clothing
• Provides greater coverage area
• Protection from street threats like knives, clubs
• Easier for day-in day-out wear, flexible

Soft Armor Cons:

• Generally not rifle round defeating, with 
exceptions being expensive

• Hard to store properly
• Will wear out with use

There's a reason LEOs generally wear soft armor, it 
protects them from the random threats the come 
up against when dealing with arresting criminals. 
They typically aren't getting into rifle fights.

Hard Armor Pros:

• Handles projectile threats better
• Can be less expensive
• Easier to store, can last longer than soft
• More popular for civilian use

Hard Armor Cons:

• Requires a carrier
• Smaller protection area
• Bulky, not easily concealable

Military personnel wear hard armor because they are 
expecting to be shot at by rifles. They need to carry a lot of 
gear and ammo so they need the extra carry space the 
carriers provide.



NIJ – Understanding Body Armor Ratings

Understanding armor levels is crucial for choosing appropriate protective gear. As defined by the 
National Institute of Justice (NIJ), there are five distinct body armor ballistic levels: Level IIA, Level II, 
Level IIIA, Level III, and Level IV. Each level signifies the armor's capability to resist specific types of 
rounds at particular velocities:

• Level IIA: This level offers protection against lower velocity 9mm and .40 S&W ammunition.
• Level II: Provides increased protection, including higher velocity .357 Magnum and 9mm 

ammunition.
• Level IIIA: Offers even greater protection, suitable for high-velocity 9mm and .44 Magnum 

ammunition.
• Level III: Resists rifle rounds, specifically 7.62mm FMJ lead core rifle ammunition.
• Level IV: The highest NIJ body armor level, designed to withstand armor-piercing rifle rounds.

In essence, each increase in armor level offers enhanced ballistic protection, but it's crucial to consider 
factors like comfort and mobility when selecting the appropriate level for your specific needs.

The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) is the research and standardization department for the U.S. 
Department of Justice. They scientifically research crime, assess community needs, and evaluate safety 
products (body armor in this case), with the end goal of reducing crime and fortifying the justice system.



NIJ Protection Levels Continued

• The industry is currently governed by the 6th 
revision of the body armor standard 0101.06. 
You will often hear it referred to as the “.06 
Standard”. The NIJ protection levels refer to 
the type of ammunition body armor can resist 
against for different body armor levels.

• In the .06 Standard, there are five protection 
levels (IIA, II, IIIA, III, IV). The “A” in levels IIA 
and IIIA means that the body armor is more 
effective than the level below it, but doesn’t 
meet the standards of the next level. Think of 
it as a half (for example: level IIIA = 2.5). Each 
of the levels are tested with a specific round, 
at a particular distance (5 meters for level IIA, 
II, & IIIA and 15 meters for level III and IV), at a 
specific velocity.

• The bullet obviously cannot pass through the 
armor to pass the test, but it also can not 
exceed a specified amount of back force 
deformation (how far the back of the armor is 
pushed out).

• Sometimes you will see a + after IIIA or III.  
The + is not an official designation given by 
the NIJ and can mean different things from 
different manufactures.



NIJ Protection Levels Graphical Chart



Body Armor has a “Shelf Life”

• In reality, soft body armor is typically composed of multiple layers of tightly woven fibers like kevlar or 
dyneema, which are strategically designed to absorb and distribute the energy of an incoming projectile. 
When a bullet strikes the armor, these fibers catch it, slow it down, and spread the force over a larger 
surface area. This dispersion of energy minimizes the impact on the wearer’s body, reducing the risk of 
injury

• Over time, like any other garment, these fibers gradually relax and separate ever so slightly. As a result, 
the vest will become less and less effective after the end of its certified service life.

• Likewise for the plate carriers used with hard armor plates. They can deteriorate over time and with 
regular use. Note that if hard armor plates are struck by a bullet, the plate can shatter or have its surface 
deformed. Many types of armor plates, it should be noted, are capable of sustaining one hit, but not 
multiples.

• Everything from abrasion, physical stress, and UV exposure can weaken the fibers in soft armor or degrade 
the materials in hard armor, ultimately reducing their protective capabilities.

• Bear in mind, too, that extended exposure to moisture and high humidity can also weaken the fibers in 
soft armor and lead to corrosion in hard armor plates. Such deterioration compromises the structural 
integrity of the armor.

• In the same way, extreme temperatures—whether hot or cold—can also negatively affect the materials 
used in body armor. More specifically, heat can cause delamination or weaken the fibers, while extreme 
cold can make the materials brittle.

                



Body Armor Labeling Examples



Body Armor - Sizing & Cut Style

• Plates come in different sizes, so you 
need to measure them to fit. For 
width you measure between the 
nipples from the center of each. For 
the height measure from the sternal 
notch to the belly button. The plates 
will sit about 4 - 5" above the belly 
button.

• Here is the area you want to cover. 
You might be 0.5" off on size based on 
the common available sizes, but that 
should be close enough. It's also 
important to make sure the plates are 
positioned on your body in the proper 
area and sitting correctly in the carrier.



Questions?



BONUS SLIDE – Body Armor Levels Chart via Armored Republic
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