
Every military base promotes healthy, resilient life-
styles with policies and facilities that each has 
developed independently. Now the Department 

of Defense (DoD) is assessing the better performers 
among 14 pilot installations to develop future “best 
practices” that can be shared to support the goal.

DoD’s Healthy Base Initiative (HBI) is a yearlong 
demonstration project for Operation Live Well that 
aims to increase the health and wellness of the to-
tal force, including civilians and family members. 
It involves experts evaluating the participating in-
stallations’ facilities and programs, from fitness and 
wellness to the food choices available.

“Briefly, the goal is to make healthy food choices 
the easy choice for military community members,” 
said Lt. Col. Sandra Keelin, a registered dietitian and 
program manager of the Integrated Health Education 
program at the U.S. Army Public Health Command. 
“We plan to do this through making healthy food 
more available, promoting healthy food using every 
marketing option and educating military communi-
ties about healthy choices.”

Members of the Culinary Institute of America, for 
example, will evaluate installation dining facilities, 
fast-food outlets and vending operations, as well as 
any on-base schools, and recommend whether ac-
cess to nutritious alternatives should be increased.

DoD wants to encourage having a wider selection 
of fruits and vegetables available on military instal-
lations, and then promote consumption by increas-
ing availability along with the number of locations 
serving these options, Keelin said.

Dining facilities and vending locations would fea-
ture fruits and vegetables more prominently, she 
continued, adding that dining facilities and restau-
rants are encouraged to offer healthy meal options 
and snacks, and use healthy recipes.

EDUCATION
Further, under HBI, DoD envisions dining facilities 

supporting healthy choice consumption by taking 
steps to increase knowledge in the military commu-
nity about how to make better-for-you food choices, 
and where to find these options, she said.

Improved promotion would assist service mem-
bers and the entire installation community to bet-
ter recognize healthy choices through positioning, 
providing nutritional facts in dining facilities and 

vending locations, 
and using media 
as well as military 
healthcare provid-
ers and fitness cen-
ters to educate the 
population about 
good nutr i t ion, 
Keelin said.

“Good nutrition 
is vital to unit readi-
ness and to every 
individual’s physi-
cal performance 

Fighting Fat 
with Fruits

and Veggies
DoD Program Uses Best Practices 

to Promote Healthy Choices

Airmen walk through the soup and salad line during lunch 
at the Wagon Wheel dining facility at Mountain Home Air 
Force Base, Idaho. (PHOTO COURTESY: AIRMAN 1ST CLASS MALISSA LOTT, USAF)

A fresh salad bar creation.
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and well-being,” she said. “Good nutrition also has 
a cumulative, long-term impact on health; eating 
right is the single biggest factor in the fight against 
obesity, a problem in both the military and the U.S. 
population.”

Many chronic lifestyle diseases, such as diabetes, 
high cholesterol and heart disease, can be prevented 
or controlled with good nutrition, Keelin said, add-
ing: “And if that’s not enough, good nutrition is a 
contributor to reducing healthcare costs spent on 
treatment of chronic conditions, so it’s good for our 
healthcare systems, too.”

ACCESSIBILITY
Evaluators visiting the 14 military installations 

participating in the HBI pilot assess how well healthy 
eating is supported and promoted using criteria in 
the military-Nutrition Environment Assessment Tool 
(m-NEAT).

“It enables health promotion professionals, com-
manders and other stakeholders to assess how well 
the base or installation is doing at making healthier 
options accessible,” Keelin said. “The tool provides 
a nutrition environment baseline assessment and 
identifies strengths and potential target improve-
ment areas.”

For the dining facility assessment, she said, evalu-
ators conduct site visits during two meal periods, 
either breakfast and lunch or breakfast and dinner, 
preferably on the same day and at three locations 
with the highest headcount.

Dining facilities serving permanent party per-
sonnel are assessed separately from Initial Military 
Training (IMT) locations to evaluate the different 
nutritional goals for the two populations. At each 
HBI pilot base, evaluators are required to assess six 
DFAC locations, three for permanent party service 
members and three IMT sites.

“The intent is to ensure that the DFAC meets 
specific nutrition criteria from the DoD menu stan-
dards,” she said.

M-NEAT comprises a comprehensive framework of 
criteria to better measure availability; quality; signage 
and promotions; facilitators and barriers to healthy 
eating; and pricing.

DFACS
For dining facilities, the m-NEAT 

assessment survey starts by deter-
mining the number and location of 
existing dining facilities, identifying 
the manager and collecting contact 
information for each DFAC.

Evaluation of healthy food avail-
ability in the DFAC (Training) section 
of the m-NEAT spreadsheet is based on 
responses to a series of “yes” or “no” 
questions: one for the menu; 12 for 
breakfast; nine for lunch; five for the 
grill and deli bar; nine for the salad 
bar; 12 for at every meal; seven for 
beverages; and three for promotion 
of healthy eating.

Among the breakfast questions are: availability 
of hot cereal without added fat or sugars; do cere-
als contain less than 35 percent calories from sugar 
per serving; and do four cereals have 8 grams of 
whole grains per serving. Hot-line lunch and dinner 
questions include whether entrées (including one 
non-pork) are prepared by low-fat cooking methods 
and without added fat; fish is served a minimum of 
three times per week as a main entrée with at least 
one fish high in omega-3 served weekly; are two hot 
vegetables available per meal; and if legumes/beans 
are served at least three times per week.

The DFAC (Permanent Party) section has one menu 
question regarding the menu, seven for breakfast, 
10 for lunch and dinner (hot line), six for the salad 
bar, 10 for at every meal plus three for beverages and 
three for promotion of healthy eating.

Each section of the spreadsheet is organized by a 
tab containing unique criteria for each category be-
ing assessed: dining facilities serving the permanent 
party community; dining facilities for IMT service 
members; vending machines (non-refrigerated); vend-
ing machines (refrigerated beverage and/or food); 
convenience stores/snack shops; fast-food restaurants; 
sit-down foodservice establishments; commissaries; 
worksite nutrition; fitness centers; and installation 
community centers.

Additional tabs manage final scores, feedback 
forms, local action plans and references.

“It is a set of criteria that evaluates whether or 
not healthy food options are available in a com-
munity,” said Sally Vickers, public health educator, 
Navy and Marine Corps Public Health Center. “An 
individual is assigned to complete the m-NEAT, a 
score is computed based upon the responses and the 
range of points gives the community a final score of 
Fully, Mostly, Partially or Not Supportive of having 
healthy nutrition options available.”

The m-NEAT is self-scoring. Points tally automati-
cally at the bottom of the spreadsheet as responses 
are entered for each site surveyed, including totals, 
support rating score (percentage) and an overall sup-
port rating score (percentage) of all the sites.

A report card created at conclusion of the m-
NEAT assessment survey reflects an overall Support 

Mess halls at MCAGCC Twentynine Palms, Calif., offer service 
members healthy alternatives for their nutritional intake. 

(PHOTO COURTESY: LANCE CPL. CHARLES SANTAMARIA, USMC)
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sions and Vending Operations, and other national 
nutrition standards,” she said.

Revisions followed in 2012 using several valid 
Nutrition Environment Measures Survey (NEMS) 
tools as a guide that Keelin maintains significantly 
improved the m-NEAT. “These tools (NEMS-Restaurant, 
NEMS-Stores, NEMS-Convenience Stores and NEMS-
Vending) were developed by Dr. Karen Glanz and a 
team from the Center for Health Behavior Research, 
University of Pennsylvania,” she said.

The DoD Nutrition Committee considers m-NEAT 
a valid tool and that assessing the nutrition environ-
ment is important. Each military service branch has 
recognized the tool, but is implementing it separately.

HBI
DoD announced the HBI in March 2013, and evalu-

ators began making assessments at the beginning of 
April. Some of the 14 bases participating in the pilot 
have begun implementing changes identified in the 
evaluation’s local action plan results while assessments 
continue at others.

DoD expected the HBI demonstration program 
to continue for about a year. Once concluded, DoD 
plans to analyze and assess “best practices” from 
the participating HBI demonstration installations 
to establish a baseline review of existing policies 
and facilities supporting healthy living, including 
improved nutritional choices, increased physical 

Rating (from fully supportive to not 
supportive) of the entire installation.

M-NEAT results are used to develop 
an action plan to make changes on 
the installation to increase accessibility and avail-
ability of healthier food options.

How long an assessment takes to complete varies 
depending on the installation’s size and the section 
involved, as some areas require more time than oth-
ers to measure.

“Time should be allotted for reviewing/under-
standing the criteria for each section, site visit for 
data collection, inputting the data into the score-
sheet, reviewing the results with the coalition team 
and developing a local action plan,” Keelin said. 
“In addition, it is recommended that a complete 
assessment be conducted annually as a minimum.”

M-NEAT
Military nutritionists developed the m-NEAT in 

2011 using existing DoD nutrition and menu stan-
dards, and by adapting the framework of the Michigan 
Nutrition Environment Assessment Tool along with 
other relevant and valid civilian assessment devices.

“Measurement criteria are based upon Department 
of Defense nutrition and menu standards, Health 
and Sustainability Guidelines for Federal Conces-

A goal of the Healthy Base Initiative is DoD wants to increase availability of fruits and 
vegetables on military bases, as well as promote consumption. (PHOTO COURTESY: LANCE CPL. 

CHARLES SANTAMARIA, USMC)

A dining facility at the U.S. Army Special 
Operations Command, Fort Bragg, N.C., 
participates in the Healthy Base Initiative. Signs guide service members to 

make better dietary choices.

Food in dining facilities is labeled with green, 
yellow or red tags, which list the calorie 
count as well as other nutrition information 
at Mountain Home Air Force Base, Idaho. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: (AIRMAN 1ST CLASS MALISSA LOTT, USAF)
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activity, obesity reduction and decreased tobacco use.
Outcomes of the review then help DoD to develop future 

policies that can be shared across the military and beyond 
installation gates.

“We hope to learn from some of the initiatives … at these 
installations … to determine which programs really make a 
difference in bringing down obesity, promoting living healthy 
lifestyles and increasing level of fitness,” said Charles E. Mi-
lam, DoD’s principal director for military community and 
family policy, in an American Forces Press Service release.

The assessments aim to clarify “what programs we have 
in place today, and to figure out what moves the needle and 
what levers we pull and push, and what really works and 
what doesn’t,” Milam said.

“One of the advantages of the program is that not every-
one is doing the same thing; we have 14 different sites out 
there, and they are all doing something a little bit different,” 
Milam said. “And I believe that at the end, we are going to 
be able to package the goodness in everything that we learn 
from this demonstration in a way that we can push it out 
to the Department of Defense.”

Establishing a foundation of common policies directly 
impacts readiness and resilience by promoting stronger, 
healthier and more physically and emotionally strong mili-
tary members and families, as well as DoD civilians.

The 12 HBI pilot demonstration installation participants 
are Fort Bragg, N.C.; Fort Meade, Md.; Fort Sill, Okla.; JB Pearl 
Harbor-Hickam, Hawaii; NSB New London, Conn.; Moun-
tain Home AFB, Idaho; Yokota AB, Japan; Marine Corps Air 
Ground Combat Center/Marine Air Ground Task Force Training 
Command, Twentynine Palms, Calif.; MCB Quantico, Va.; 
U.S. Coast Guard Air Station Cape Cod, Mass.; March ARB, 
Calif.; and Camp Dodge, Iowa. The other two participants are 
the Defense Logistics Agency, Fort Belvoir, Va.; and Defense 
Health Headquarters, Falls Church, Va.

HBI is part of Operation Live Well, a DoD program that 
supports the National Prevention Strategy of improving Ameri-
cans’ health and well-being through prevention, and aims 
to make healthy living the easy choice and the social norm. 
Participating in the HBI demonstration helps the Defense 
Department encourage an alternative to the national trend 
toward obesity and tobacco use.     —GFS

Teaching
Healthy Living

DoD INITIATIVE HELPS DEFENSE 
COMMUNITY TO CHOOSE AND 

COOK HEALTHY MEALS

The Healthy Base Initiative is one of two 
demonstration projects, along with the 

Army’s Performance Triad program (Eat, Sleep 
and Move), being conducted as part of Opera-
tion Live Well (Health.mil/livewell) – the De-
partment of Defense’s (DoD) long-term healthy 
living initiative.

Operation Live Well was launched in spring 
2013 as the DoD’s contribution to the U.S. Na-
tional Prevention Strategy. The initiative aims to 
educate and motivate service members and their 
families, military retirees and DoD civilians to 
adopt a prevention-based lifestyle and healthy 
living behaviors. To do this, DoD is working 
to make it easier for people to make healthy 
choices by testing and gradually introducing 
environmental changes at military installations 
and other DoD sites, making helpful tools and 
resources available on the initiative’s website, 
and providing healthy living tips and inspiration 
via social media.

Operation Live Well is helping the defense 
community cook and eat healthy meals by of-
fering a series of cookbooks featuring nutritious 
and easy-to-make recipes. The cookbooks are 
free and available for download on Operation 
Live Well’s website (http://health.mil/Military-
Health-Topics/Operation-Live-Well/Focus-Areas/
Nutrition/Cookbooks). The Operation Live Well 
team is also developing a weekly meal planner 
template with associated recipes, which will help 
individuals shop and cook in a healthy, easy and 
time-efficient manner. The goal of the meal plan-
ners will be to help minimize the number of 
visits to fast-food restaurants and the purchase 
of unhealthy processed or frozen meals.

Operation Live Well’s blogger team routinely 
blogs about healthy eating topics, and its website 
has downloadable posters, web banners and 
images related to nutrition. 

DoD wants the defense community to recog-
nize that nutrition and physical activity have a 
significant impact on force and family readiness. 
Operation Live Well serves as a call-to-action 
to members of the defense community to help 
ensure that the U.S. military is ready to meet 
the nation’s needs and to set a model of healthy 
living for the rest of the population to follow.

Lance Cpl. Benjamin Wagner, USMC, clerk, Consolidated Material Support 
Center, Headquarters Battalion, eats salad in Phelps Mess Hall at MCAGCC 

Twentynine Palms, Calif.
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