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If you want to know about body armor 
costs, you’ve come to the right place.

Whether you are a soldier, police officer, first responder, executive protection 
specialist or concerned citizen—if you’re considering the purchase of body 
armor for yourself or your agency, department, unit, squad or office, this guide 
will give you the information you need to make the best decision.
 

In this guide, you’ll discover what goes into the cost of body armor:
 

 » Why does one body armor plate cost $65 and another $400 or more?

 » Why does “less protection” sometimes cost more?

 » What, beyond “price,” should be considered when determining 
“lifetime costs?’

 » How will warranty length and coverage impact the lifetime costs  
of body armor?

 
At ShotStop® we believe that educated, fully informed customers will make 
the right decision—which ultimately, can help to save the lives of all who 
serve. There is so much more to the costs associated with body armor beyond 
the initial purchase price. After you’ve gone through this guide, we hope you 
will be better armed to make the right decision.
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When evaluating the cost of body armor, you must 
evaluate what other factors will drive your lifetime costs 
higher and potentially impact readiness, availability and 
warranty maintenance. Beyond the up-front purchase 
price, you also need to consider:

 » Threat-Level Protection

 » Weight

 » Wearability

 » Longevity

Threat-Level Protection
Unfortunately, long gone are the days when handguns 
were the only threat for those providing protective 
services to civilians. Rifle threats are becoming more 
and more prevalent. That makes securing advanced 
threat-level protection of body armor in the field more 
important than ever. Yet most people would think that 
higher protection equals higher cost. Although this seems 
intuitive, it is often not the case and it is important to 
understand why.

Steel body armor is effective at protecting against high 
threats. But because it’s made of steel—an inexpensive, 
readily available material—it is typically the cheapest 
of all body armor solutions. The reality, however, is that 
steel’s weight makes it an impractical solution as users 
are reluctant to wear it routinely. Level IV equals ZERO 
PROTECTION if it is not being worn!

Body armor panels made of strong, but lighter, material 
solutions—such as Duritium®, which is NIJ-compliant 
up to Level IV—cost more than steel, but stop equal or 
even greater threats. For many, the advanced rifle-rated 
protection, combined with significantly lighter weight, is 
worth it. 

Additionally, you may consider an In Conjunction With 
(ICW) body armor solution, which can instantly upscale 
your existing soft body armor to rifle-rated protection 
more affordably than a standalone plate. The latest 
Duritium® rifle-rated ICW plates are so thin that they can 
now slide into the same pocket that holds your soft armor 
insert for rifle protection, without having to utilize an 
overt carrier.

Weight
Traditionally, when increasing the threat-level protection 
of your body armor plates, you also face an increase in the 
weight and bulkiness of the product. Those who regularly 
wear body armor know “pounds equal pain.” That makes 
choosing a body armor plate with advanced threat-level 
protection at the lightest weight and thinnest profile 
absolutely critical. Your choice affects the wearer’s 
comfort over long periods of time, their maneuverability 
and endurance in the field.

The difference in weight and profile is largely determined 
by the material used to create a plate. The two most 
common materials are ceramic and polyethylene. Ceramics 
are popular as they work well, but they do have some major 
drawbacks with respect to their construction, particularly 
when it comes to weight and their limited hit capacity. The 
general nature of Polyethylene combined with advanced 
high-pressure treatment processes helps to increase 
multi-hit performance while decreasing weight.

How much of a difference does weight really make?

Studies show that U.S. ground troops today carry an 
average of 27 pounds of personal protective gear (body 
armor and helmet). This is in addition to the other weight 
from weapons, ammunition, water, batteries, and other 

Value: Evaluating Actual Cost vs. Lifetime Cost
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gear, totaling somewhere between 90 to 140 pounds in 
combat. This can have considerable effect on the health of 
personnel.

In its Super Soldiers series, the Center for New American 
Security reported that “soldiers as young as 25 have 
retired due to degenerative arthritis from heavy loads. 
Almost one-third of medical evacuations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan from 2004 to 2007 were due to spinal, 
connective tissue, or musculoskeletal injuries, twice the 
rate of ballistic injuries.”

Police officers suffer too when it comes to body armor 
weight. A 2016 study published by the U.S. National 
Institutes of Health’s National Library of Medicine 
stated, “The additional external load associated with this 
equipment has been associated with increased rates of 
injury.” 

Short-term injury and long-term health risks associated 

with body armor impact the readiness of our soldiers and 
law enforcement officers, AND increase medical costs, 
insurance rates, early retirements, and disability costs.

Wearability
No matter what level of protection body armor is rated to 
provide, it provides zero protection if operators neglect 
to wear it because of discomfort from high weight, thick/
bulky solutions and uncomfortable curvatures—making 
wearability an essential factor when choosing a solution.
Studies across various platforms and throughout 
countless publications indicate a relationship between 
bodily comfort and cognitive performance. One such 
study, conducted in 2003 using heavy wool clothing, found 
that accuracy and reaction time diminished in conditions 
of extreme discomfort. 

If you’ve worn body armor in the field, you’re likely not 
surprised that similar observations have been made in 
law enforcement. A 2009 study on police comfort, for 
instance, reported that the fit and properties of a vest 
were most essential to the overall comfort of participants.
Bottom line? Comfort affects performance—meaning the 
wearability of the body armor you choose for your team 
should be of critical importance.

Longevity
When you think about the last time your agency or 
department went through the process of purchasing body 
armor, what comes to mind? A fast, efficient process, or a 
cumbersome, time-consuming bureaucratic ordeal.

While we cannot guarantee the actual procurement 
process will be more efficient, we can tell you that a 
15-year warranty means you only have to go through that 
process once every fifteen years instead of every five.

For example, to maintain the warranty of traditional 
ceramic plates, most manufacturers require periodic 
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Upper Back (0.9/0)

Lower Back (6.6/0.5)

Knees  (10.4/1.4)

Distribution of injuries by body part. 
Numbers refer to percentage of injuries 
at each part. The first number represents 
musculoskeletal injuries, the second 
number represents other injuries.

Source: https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a268689.pdf

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a268689.pdf
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X-ray or MRI image inspections for hairline cracks. It is 
also highly recommended to conduct additional image 
inspections if a ceramic plate is ever dropped from a 
height of three feet or more. There are costs—money and 
time—associated with X-ray/MRI imaging and the lost 
readiness while the plate is not available for use. 

Warranties imply recommended “product life 
expectations” for body armor. The average warranty for 
body armor is five years. We strongly suggest looking 
closely at the warranty, as it may not only address the 
effectiveness of the body armor plate, but it can also 
affect your overall investment by 20, 30 or even 50 percent 
when there is a longer warranty.

FOR EXAMPLE: 
If the warranty of a polyethylene plate is three times that 
of a ceramic plate, ultimately, you may pay more for the 
“less expensive” ceramic as you will have to replace it 
every five years. 

Warranty should be heavily considered when purchasing 
body armor plates. Not all plates are created equally, and 
the same is true for warranties. What initially seems like a 
cheaper price actually turns out to be more expensive than 
a plate that lasts two or three times as long. In addition 
to the warranty period, we recommend looking for any 
special terms and conditions which may be listed in the 
fine-print.

Another factor to consider: It has been found that 
warranties are from the time of manufactured date.  
Often times, rifle plates will sit at a manufacturing facility 
for months or even years before it makes its way to the 
field—thus rendering the warranty period while in actual 
use far less ‘live’ time.

DID YOU KNOW? 

For the average price of 
1 cup of coffee a month 
you can be protected 
by the world’s most 
advanced body armor.
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As discussed, the type of materials used greatly impacts 
the cost of body armor—both upfront, and over the 
lifetime in terms of threat-level protection, weight, 
wearability and longevity. Each has their pros and cons, 
and which is most suitable depends on your needs.

For example, heavier materials, like steel and ceramic, are 
typically cheaper to produce; lightweight polyethylene and 
advanced carbide alloys costs more to manufacture and 
the price is generally higher. Yet the latter is far superior in 
terms of weight and wearability than the former.

Steel  Body
Steel body armor is cost 
effective but extremely heavy 
and uncomfortable. If you 
don’t wear armor often, this 
option can be a good, budget-
conscious solution—but at the 
significant cost of mobility, 
agility, and endurance in active 
threat situations. Risks often 
associated with steel armor 
include spalling, ricochet deflection, and fragmentation 
issues. Although the warranty is five years on average, 
steel plates can last up to 20 years or more with proper 
care.

Ceramic Body Armor
Ceramic body armor reduces weight when compared with 
steel; however, the risks of spalling and ricocheting remain 
present, along with ceramic’s relative susceptibility to 
cracks under routine operational conditions. Furthermore, 
ceramic body armor is less effective against multiple 
impacts due to micro fractures which spread across the 
strike face.

Newer, higher-priced, ceramic 
plate designs use a “tiled” or 
“matrix” approach that separates 
the ceramic face into individual 
blocks to help reduce the ‘glass 
crack’ effect. Reviews have been 
mixed on the effectiveness 
of this design. Although it can 
stop fractures from spreading, 
the seams between tiles are weak points on their own: if 
a bullet strikes above or below a tile seam, more of the 
bullet’s energy is concentrated on a smaller area, thereby 
increasing the likelihood of complete penetration.

For these reasons individuals using ceramic body armor 
plates must be extra diligent not to drop them or place 
heavy objects on them. Most manufacturers require 
periodic X-ray or MRI image inspections for warranty 
compliance, and recommend additional image inspections 
if a ceramic plate is ever dropped.

Ultra High Molecular Weight 
Polyethylene (UHMWPE) or 
Polyethylene Body Armor
UHMWPE is one of the latest, proven advancements in 
body armor. Polyethylene technology offers excellent, 
multi-shot protection with significantly lower weight, a 
thinner profile, and increased product life expectancy 
over traditional armor. That increased performance 
and lifespan can come at a higher initial purchase price; 
however, this price differentiation is decreasing as the 
technology and manufacturing process matures

Composite Carbide+UHMWPE  
Body Armor
The use of “special threat” ammunition has become 
a more common issue in recent years. Some 

Materials and How They Relate to Body Armor Cost
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manufacturers have developed body armor 
plates to specifically address these special 
threats, including the M855/SS109 “green 
tip” round. Because these rounds typically 
penetrate Level III armor, they require a unique 
combination of composite materials yet 
significantly lighter than a Level IV plate.

Duritium® Body Armor
The newest body armor material to hit the 
market, ShotStop’s revolutionary Duritium® is a next-
generation polyethylene that has an unusually high 
tensile strength. Along with a portfolio of proprietary 
technologies, Duritium® is combined and used to 

manufacture body armor plates and other 
ballistics solutions that provide NIJ-Compliant 
Level III and Level IV protection with unusual, 
multi-hit capability. Ultimately, it allows for 
highly-durable, multi-hit plates that are up 
to 45 percent thinner and up to half or even 
a third of the weight of other plates on the 
global market at the same protection levels.

All of ShotStop’s Duritium® body armor 
plates providing up to Level III rifle-rated 

protection come backed by a 15-year warranty, including 
its In Conjunction With (ICW) plate, while it’s Level IV plate 
is warrantied up to 10 years.
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Call 800-986-0795 to learn more about our ballistics solutions or visit  www.shotstop.com
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ABOUT SHOTSTOP

U.S.-based ShotStop Ballistics is developing the lightest, thinnest, and strongest advanced 
armor technologies in the world. From body armor plates and armored vehicle protection 
to its innovative BallisticBoard® material and custom armor solutions, ShotStop Ballistics 
is leading the way in improving the protection of our police, military, special forces, S.W.A.T., 
security personnel, and more. With technical expertise that spans the last 35+ years, the 
ShotStop team brings together engineers, Ph.D.’s, chemists, product developers, and ballistic 
specialists to create ballistic technology that saves lives, reduces restriction, and maximizes 
performance. ShotStop consistently uses independent and federally accredited ballistic labs, 
including the Department of Defense and National Institute of Justice, to ensure ShotStop 
armor positions our servicemen and women with the best possible protection.

ver 09/11/20 ©2011 – 2019 SHOTSTOP BALLISTICS LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.
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Need help?

Contact our body armor experts to help determine the best body 
armor solution for your unique needs.

Call 800-986-0795 or visit www.shotstop.com. 

CONTACT US

Making a Final Body Armor Purchase Decision

Questions to ask yourself when evaluating these factors:

 » How often do you wear your armor?

 » How many hours a day do you wear your armor?

 » What threats do you face regularly?

 » How important is mobility when wearing armor? (And 
how does this affect compliance to procedure and 
wear-rates with your field operators?)

Determine your particular needs and then compare price 
and lifetime costs based on the various options that 
meet those needs—ideally providing your team with the 
highest protection possible, at the lowest bulk and weight 
possible.

Buyers must consider the threat environment they expect, the operational tempo, as well as budget constraints in order 
to weigh the importance of each factor that goes into a purchase decision–upfront price, threat-level protection, weight, 
wearability and longevity. 

https://www.shotstop.net/contact-us

