
Since Go for Green made its debut in Army dining 
facilities, the color-coded, nutrition-education 
system has proven so effective at influencing 

soldiers to select the foods they should eat often 
that it is used in galleys and mess halls throughout 
the military.

Having succeeded in reshaping service members’ 
eating habits, the Department of Defense (DoD) now 
is turning its attention to making more food options 
available in dining facilities that promote healthy, 
resilient lifestyles.

Results learned so far from DoD’s Healthy Base 
Initiative (HBI) suggest there may be changes ahead 
in the foods dining facilities purchase to make avail-
able to service members once the final report is com-
pleted in 2015. “What we’re learning now is that 
the availability of healthier options on a military 
installation, in general, is lacking,” said Brian Borda, 
HBI program director.

HBI’s primary focus is on calories and calories per 
plate, not other metrics, such as fat, salt and choles-
terol. “For logistical purposes, to measure calories 
is what we think we can do effectively,” Borda said. 
“When you lower calories, you’re probably gener-

ally lowering cholesterol and fat.”

FINDINGS
Findings based on the military 

nutrition environment assessment 
tool (m-NEAT) and other criteria 
suggest that dining facilities have 
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Many Strategies 
Contribute to Cutting 

Calories Consumed
Airman 1st Class Reginald Phil-
lips, USAF, 366th Force Support 
Squadron service apprentice, 
checks on the food in the serv-
ing line at Mountain Home AFB, 
Idaho. Labels in Wagon Wheel 
dining facilities give nutritious 
information to help airmen 

make healthier choices. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: AIRMAN 1ST CLASS 

MALISSA LOTT, U.S. AIR FORCE)

The salad bar at the 
11th Air Defense Artil-
lery Brigade dining facil-
ity features options that 
can help soldiers to cut 
down on total calories 

consumed.
(U.S. ARMY PHOTO BY SGT. BARRY 

ST. CLAIR)

Soldiers selecting items from the 
salad bar at Area One dining facil-

ity, Fort Bliss, Texas. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: SGT. BARRY ST. CLAIR, 

U.S. ARMY)



larly, but each service branch runs dining facilities 
within its own guidance.

“It might just be a matter of trying to incorpo-
rate more healthy choices more often,” Borda said. 
“They’re already there in their menu databases. We 
don’t really think it’s a matter of changing their 
menu systems; it might just be a matter of ‘let’s get 
more healthier choices in the rotation on a more 
regular basis.’”

Food preparation methods is a second area HBI 
is evaluating, through participation of the Culinary 
Institute of America (CIA), to achieve greater avail-
ability of healthier menu items in the military. The 
healthfulness of a menu item is impacted greatly by 
the way it is prepared, whether fried, baked or broiled, 

as well as the ingredients used.
Culinary training is a third area 

being evaluated within HBI to in-
crease the availability of healthier 

items. CIA chefs visiting the in-
stallations work with the cooks 

in dining facilities, as well 
as at MWR locations, in a 

two-day review of healthy 
cooking techniques. “Our 

goal is to see if we can 
incorporate some of 
that learning into the 

way the facilities are 
run to see if that work 

will lower the calorie 
counts on the existing 

menus,” he said.
Food is one of six HBI seg-

ments, along with children, 
schools and families; health 

and wellness; physical activity 
(fitness, recreation, etc.); physical 

environment (how the installation 
is configured, e.g., can a child ride a 

bike to school); and tobacco policies.
“When we visited the installations, 

those are the areas that we were as-
sessing,” he said. “We brought some 

subject matter experts with us, the government and 
consultants, we took the Culinary Institute of America 
with us to help us assess the food environment.”

DISPLAY STRATEGY
Cornell University is the second consultant work-

ing with DoD to evaluate food under HBI. Cornell 
has the Food and Brand Lab in the Department of 
Applied Economics and Management. Dr. Brian 
Wansink, the John Dyson professor of marketing, 
is its director, and he developed the Smarter Food 
Movement, which is all about how food is displayed 
and marketed.

“He’s done a lot of research into being able to 
impact people’s food choices just by the way the 
food is displayed,” Borda said. “With Cornell, it’s 
just generally how the food is laid out.”

Wansink’s philosophy is to position highest-calorie 

the most nutritious variety of options available on 
an entire installation as compared with an MWR 
snack bar or an Exchange fast-food operation. “In 
that context, military dining facilities are already 
offering the healthiest choices on the installation at 
large,” he said. “The problem is that not everybody 
has access to dining facilities, and they are not always 
available [during hours] when people need to eat.”

Budget cuts have eliminated midnight feeding at 
some dining facilities or are causing others to close. 
“When a dining facility closes, the vacuum is basi-
cally filled by fast food, whether its MWR fast food 
or Exchange fast food, that’s really it,” he said. “The 
big lesson learned is that it’s not easy to eat healthy 
on a military installation. One of our mantras is: we 
try to make the healthy choice the 
easy choice. We’re not trying to get 
rid of fast food, we’re just trying 
to say let’s just make it easier to 
eat healthier if you’d like.”

On the MWR side, the 
HBI evaluation found fewer 
menu items that qualify 
as healthier or better for 
you. “We are doing some 
work with their actual 
menus and trying to 
incorporate more 
healthy, tasty, afford-
able items,” Borda said.

HBI is also engaging 
with the Exchanges on 
the fast-food and vending 
sides to incorporate more of 
the healthier brands. A study 
commissioned by HBI to look 
at the fast-food industry found 
a lot of development in healthy 
brands.

Based on that study, Borda said 
the focus is on the Exchange to bring 
in brands that go out of their way to 
offer healthier items as a complement 
to what’s already out there.

Vending is a big challenge. Most vending on mili-
tary bases is contracted through the Exchanges. HBI 
is working with the Exchanges to create a criteria 
for vending, details are still being worked out and 
would be phased in over time, he said.

Plans are to ask to see a percentage of healthier-
for-you items and set a standard of availability. Also, 
a color-code labeling system would identify healthier 
items in vending machines with green, but not use 
yellow and red.

DFAC MENUS
Whether military menus will change is an ex-

perimentation being looked at within the scope of 
HBI, along with other aspects of food service, such 
as presentation and position, to influence selections. 
There is some latitude within the initiative to see 
how many healthy choices are being offered regu-
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Fuel the Force food pyramid poster 
displayed in 11th Air Defense Artillery 
Brigade dining facility, Fort Bliss, Texas. 

(PHOTO COURTESY: SGT. BARRY ST. CLAIR, U.S. ARMY)



items at the end of the salad bar while the most 
healthful choices are forward on the line. “The theory 
being, you pile the plate and by the time you get to 
the end, you have less room,” according to Borda.

For example, skim milk and water are positioned 
first when entering the serving line, rather than a 
soda fountain, which is moved elsewhere. “The theory 
being, that you walk in, you see the drinks and the 
first thing you grab is a drink and it’s a healthier 
drink, generally, not always,” he said. “He does that 
for a lot of different areas in the foodservice outlet, 
that’s one of the things that we’re testing, as well.”

Wansink’s team works with DoD, evaluating how 
a dining facility or cafeteria presents food to troops 
and making revisions aimed at encouraging people 
to choose healthier options. “And then, he’ll do 
some training while he’s there, so the operators of 
the facility can understand the logic behind it and 
do it themselves going forward,” Borda said. “He 
gives them the concept. He’ll do the makeover for 
them, and then the operators of that facility can 
carry on with it if they want to expand it or make 
changes to the menu.”

The Cornell team also studies customer traffic flow 
through the dining facility, observing the natural 
pattern starting with entry and picking up a tray. 
Displays of healthier items are positioned in the 
middle of the traffic pattern.

For example, service members walking into the 
dining facility see a small table set up with a bowl 
filled with fresh fruits, apples, oranges and bananas. 
“The mere fact that table is in the way as you’re 
walking through the dining facility, people will grab 
something because it’s presented in that way.”

Another strategy to cut down on calorie consump-
tion is to reduce the size of plates used in dining 
facilities. Dining facilities sometimes provide large-
diameter, dinner-size plates at the beginning of salad 
bars. Under the HBI pilot, smaller plates and bowls 
are substituted, which results in service members 

taking smaller portions.
The same technique applies to the serving line. 

Instead of offering 12-inch dinner plates at the be-
ginning, Borda suggests substituting with a 10-inch. 
“That’s another technique they use, and then you’re 
putting less food on the plate,” he said.

Wansink has studied this strategy and documented 
that people take and consume less food through those 
techniques. “On a hot line, especially if it is a self-
serve one, it may be where you put the lower-calorie 
items up front, the vegetables, maybe leaner items, 
the fish or the leaner chicken, at the beginning and 
other choices at the end.”

Limiting access to sweets is another approach 
to control calorie consumption. Wansink and the 
Cornell team control access to desserts and candy 
through a server.

“They’ll actually put that behind the line where 
you have to ask for it, not that you can’t get it,” he 
said. “Instead of just having a big display case with 
pies and cakes, they may put them behind the line, 
and a lot of times people won’t take it. And, you re-
place that with fruit and yogurt and other things that 
people can take themselves without having to ask.”

Changes in food presentation suggested by the 
Cornell team are being accomplished in the pilot 
locations with existing furnishings and equipment. 
HBI has no budget to renovate or buy equipment. 

Dining facilities switching to smaller plates and 
bowls, for example, are simply utilizing alternatives 
that are already in inventory rather than having to 
buy something new.

“Part of his program is that these are very, very 
low-cost, if not no-cost, changes that you can make 
to affect healthy eating,” he said. “There is nothing 
to stop an installation from saying, ‘hey, through 
this initiative, we feel we need to buy this or do that 
or maybe even change the layout of the line,’ but 

How dining facilities present food can influence troops to 
choose healthier options and is one of the subjects being 

studied under the Healthy Base Initiative. 
(PHOTO COURTESY: SGT. KIMBERLY K. MENZIES, 4TH BRIGADE 

COMBAT TEAM PUBLIC AFFAIRS, U.S. ARMY)
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ing everything to see what happens, and at the end 
identify best practices.

 “We prefer to use the term ‘promising practices’ 
at this point; ‘best practices’ has a different defini-
tion for everybody,” he said. “Our hope, and our 
expectation, is that by the end of HBI, if we validate 
them, then we can really feel good about calling it 
a best practice.”

During the implementation phase, a strategy is 
tested at selected locations among the 14 bases par-
ticipating in the pilot. Testing happens at each of 
the nine main operating bases: three Army, two Air 
Force, two Marine Corps and two Navy.

Then, there is a Guard and Reserve installation, 
a Coast Guard installation, DLA HQ in Virginia and 
Defense Health Headquarters (a partner in HBI).

“We’re doing it where we can do it; not all the 
locations have the right infrastructure to do it,” he 
said, referring to the implementation phase.

On each base, HBI is assessed and implemented 
at selected locations. Locations where HBI testing 
takes place comprise dining facilities, bureau loca-
tions and some work in school cafeterias.

At Fort Bragg, for example, there are six or eight 
dining facilities, dozens of MWR outlets and many 
schools. “We’re working at Fort Bragg, but we’re not 
necessarily doing it at every single location on Fort 
Bragg; we’ve kind of selected a group to test it at,” 
said Borda. “Just from a logistical standpoint, we just 
don’t have the resources to do every facility, every 
food outlet at Fort Bragg, there’s just way too many.”

Smaller sites, like NSB New London or Mountain 
Home AFB that may have one dining facility, three 
or four MWR outlets and one school, it is more man-
ageable to test HBI at all locations.

“We’re doing it all the locations, but we’re not 
necessarily doing it at every location that exists on 
that location,” he said.

M-NEAT
DoD is advised on HBI by a nutritionist but uses 

m-NEAT to evaluate the availability of healthy items 
for HBI. M-NEAT was developed by the Army Public 
Health Command and distributed to the services. 
Each service is considering using the assessment tool.

“The m-NEAT is the overarching metric that we’re 
using to gauge the healthfulness of the offerings on 
the installation; we do it for each activity separately, 
and then we roll it up into one.”

For the dining facilities, HBI used m-NEAT when 
the assessment visit was done to get a baseline; a 
six-month measurement is done and another at the 
end for a total of three readings. “That’s going be 
how we’re using it to see if we’re moving the needle, 
if the m-NEAT scores are moving up,” he said. “It 
should be decent indicator of if what we’re doing 
is helping.”

—GFS

that’s generally not what has to be done.”

DEMONSTRATION
HBI is a demonstration project for Operation Live 

Well, the DoD’s long-term healthy living initiative 
that aims to raise the health and wellness of the 
total force, including civilians and family members, 
through increased awareness and education.

Each of 14 military bases participating in the HBI 
were visited by evaluators who assessed how well 
healthy eating is supported and promoted. Evalu-
ations began in April 2013, one month after DoD 
announced the HBI, and were completed in August 
2013.

“That’s basically what we did for the first year,” 
Borda said. “We did physical assessments, where we 
went to each location for about a week, and then 
we did a literature review, an academic assessment 
of different interventions for HBI, things that we 
might look at doing.”

Implementation of promising practices identified 
through the evaluations began in January 2014, and is 
being accomplished in three phases over four months 
as a step toward identifying those with potential to 
support the goal. The goal is to have all the initia-
tives implemented by August 2014.

“We’ll do phase one, wait about a month, month 
and a half, do another phase, wait a month, month 
and a half, and then we’ll do third phase,” Borda 
said. “Some of the smaller bases, we’re only doing 
two phases.”

Once implemented, bases participating in the HBI 
pilot will work under the practices for a full year, after 
which the program will be completed. “August 2015 
is when we’re looking at finishing; some will be done 
earlier because they started earlier, but the last of it 
should wrap up in August 2015.”

A report assessing all the initiatives and HBI results 
will be prepared and released by the end of 2015. 
“Then, we want to write a report on everything that 
we found, recommendations, findings, promising 
practices, whatever they happen to be; and then we 
want to have that done by the end of the calendar 
year 2015. And that’ll really be the end of HBI as a 
formal program.”

TEST AND VALIDATE
Going forward, the expectation is that existing 

policy will be reviewed based on results of the HBI 
with subsequent changes adopted throughout the 
military. “Our goal has always been to test promis-
ing practices, validate them and then export that 
knowledge to the services for them to use going 
forward,” Borda said.

Most of the initiatives being evaluated showed 
evidence to suggest they are effective, but HBI is 
testing these in a military environment and measur-
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