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Requirements for Classifying Critical Characteristics

I.  Reference Definitions:

MIL-STD-1916, DoD Preferred Methods for Acceptance of Product:  Critical Characteristic  --  A characteristic that judgment and experience indicate must be met to avoid hazardous or unsafe conditions for individuals using, maintaining, or depending upon the product; or that judgment and experience indicate must be met to assure performance of the tactical function of a major item such as a ship, aircraft, tank, missile, or space vehicle.

DoD-STD-2101, Classification of Characteristics:  Characteristic, Critical  --  A critical characteristic is one that analysis indicates is likely, if defective,  to create or increase a hazard to human safety, or to result in failure of a weapon system or major system to perform a required mission.  

MIL-A-48078, General Specification for Ammunition Standard Quality Assurance Provisions (inactive for new designs):  Critical Defect –- A defect that judgment and experience indicate is likely to result in hazardous or unsafe conditions for individuals using, maintaining, or depending upon the product; or a defect that judgment and experience indicate is likely to prevent performance of the tactical function of a major end item such as an aircraft, tank, land vehicle, missile, artillery, or other major weapon system.

II.  Requirements:

The above referenced definitions provide the underlying requirements for classifying critical characteristics.  However, given unique aspects associated with armament and munitions systems it is necessary to provide supplemental instruction.  The following provides IPTs with addition requirements when classifying critical characteristics, including concepts based on MIL-STD-882, Standard Practice for System Safety:

a.  Critical characteristics are physical or functional attributes of a system, item, assembly, subassembly, component or material that, in the event of a nonconformance, may:


1)   cause death, disability, injury or occupational illness that may result in hospitalization for individuals handling, using, storing, maintaining or depending upon the product;

2) cause severe environmental damage that violates law or regulation;

3)   prevent performance of a tactical function of a system, exposing the user or allies to unacceptable levels of operational safety risk; or


4)   prevent performance of a tactical function of a weapon system or major item, where repair or replacement costs exceed $200K in FY00 dollars.

b.  Criteria 1, 2 & 3 shall be applied to all armament and munitions programs.  Criterion 4 shall be applied only when affecting DoD major weapon systems as defined by 10 USC 2302d.

c.  Criterion 3 requires a detailed understanding of all operational scenarios in which the system under evaluation might be employed and the degree to which loss of tactical function might expose the user and allies to operational safety risks.  In that regard, use of this classification shall be limited to user/customer IPT members, relying upon the expertise of other members to assess cost, schedule and other program risks of the classification. (Classifications under this criterion shall be re-visited if tactical employment conditions change.) 

d.  All characteristics meeting one or more of the criteria shall be classified as “Critical” and the corresponding technical data annotated accordingly.  In addition, IPTs shall insert background information on each critical characteristic, including rationale for the classification, into Section 6 of the applicable specification or quality assurance provision (QAP).  Such information shall include the location of the characteristic within the technical data (e.g. drawing numbers, specification/QAP paragraph, etc.) and sufficient detail to provide a full understanding of all issues associated with the characteristic and its classification. 

e.  Unlike previous practices, there shall be no further sub-classification (e.g., Level I or II). 

f.  When assessing programs against the dollar thresholds of paragraph a.4 and 10 USC 2302d, IPTs shall use current inflation guidance.

III.  Summary:

The above requirements combine the principles of the referenced definitions with the risk management requirements of MIL-STD-882, resulting in the assigning of “Critical” to characteristics that impact upon safety & health, environment, operational vulnerability, or tactical function of a major system.  To assure effective life cycle management of these characteristics, it is essential that technical data include all pertinent historical information.  
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