
The color-coded nutrition education systems guiding 
service members to choose lower-in-fat, nutrient-
dense “performance” foods might be more closely 

associated with lunch and dinner entrées, but are just 
as applicable to breakfast.

Throughout the day, the meals available in galleys, 
mess halls and dining facilities reflect the emphasis 
on high-value nutrients and reasonable calories over 
low-performance choices.

“The breakfast meal is getting ‘healthier,’” said Navy 
Capt. Linda Sue Hite, USN, a registered dietitian at the 
Marine Corps Food Service and Subsistence Program. 
“The revised DoD (Department of Defense) Menu Stan-
dards contain guidance specifically for breakfast items.”

As an alternative to whole eggs, for example, the 
DoD guidance suggests egg whites or egg substitute as 
alternatives to reduce cholesterol and offering DHA-
enhanced eggs when available and if subsistence fund-
ing is available, she explained.

Another DoD suggestion is serving two or more 100 
percent fruit juices at breakfast and making either 1 
percent or skim milk the primary milk option.

Various varieties of breads have nutritional advan-

tages, such as sliced bread that contains whole grains 
or whole wheat with at least 2.5 grams of fiber per 
serving and having at least one bread option available 
that is folate and iron fortified.

Finally, the DoD guidelines promote offering a 
choice of two lean breakfast meat choices, one of which 
must be lower in fat (less than 5 grams per serving for 
patties/links and less than 5 grams of fat per serving for 
turkey bacon, Canadian bacon and center-cut bacon.)

EDUCATION
Breakfast fuels sailors with the energy needed to 

start the day. The first preference is for sailors to select 
smart choices from the hot line, such as vegetable om-
elets. Many sailors, however, are young and look for 
fast, convenient alternatives to the more nutritionally 
balanced hot-line options.

Still, the Navy is working to educate sailors to select 
healthful choices whether on the hot line or among 
the grab ’n’ go and serving station alternatives. “They 
can take an apple from over here, they can take a bar 
from over there, they can take a bag of nuts from over 
here, put it together and then there’s really some great 

nutrition for them to consume,” said Jennifer 
Person-Whippo, nutrition program manager, 
Naval Supply Systems Command (NAVSUP) 
Headquarters, adding “and they didn’t have 
to wait on the hot-serving line.”

Educating sailors to make smarter choices 
is an important step to improving nutrition 
at breakfast. For example, sailors can be em-
powered to think about ordering vegetarian 
omelets by combining vegetables with cheese 
and leaving out the meat. “For the sailor,” 
Person-Whippo said, “Sailors may not really 
think about having a vegetable omelet in 
the morning rather than a meat omelet, but 
incorporating vegetables into an omelet so 
early in the day is a great start to nutrition 
and fueling.”
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Muffins are one of the many breakfast options 
available to service members. (U.S. Navy photo by 
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plained. “Some beverages are exceptions to the color 
coding criteria. Soda, for example, is fat-free and thus 
would normally be color coded ‘green.’ However, as 
regular soda offers nothing more than calories, it would 
be color coded ‘red,’ indicating it is not performance 
enhancing.”

Part of that education involves overcoming the 
cultural habits that sailors have developed that makes 
breakfast a meal that is commonly skipped. “It’s the 
one that we feel sailors are really neglecting,” Person-
Whippo explained. “The feedback I hear all the time 
from the fleet is ‘I don’t eat breakfast because I’m not 
hungry in the morning.’ Sailors don’t understand that 
regardless of being hungry in the morning, they need 
to put some food in their body.”

The challenge is to impress the value of eating three 
balanced meals a day within the 18- to 24-year-old age 
group in the Navy. “We’re battling a culture, the age of 
the kids entering the military grew up on microwave 
meals, fast food, and they’re not too familiar with 
scratch cookery,” she said. “And, they’ve become ac-
customed to the mouth feel of fried foods, foods that 
have been layered with breading; they don’t really know 
what food in its natural state tastes like.”

SERVING STATIONS
One approach is serving stations featuring alternative 

options that supplement the breakfast choices available 
on the hot line. Serving stations are more common 
during lunch and dinner; the extent to which they are 
used for breakfast, however, varies by ship.

Serving stations are primarily used in the Navy on 
large-deck ships to alleviate lines and waiting time, as 
well as to give more options. Much of the selection is 
from the grab ‘n’ go side, such as prepared sandwiches 
or made-from-scratch, and this selection remains static.

On a carrier, for example, serving stations allow 
the ability to feed more people in a shorter period of 
time. “It works because they have more space,” Person-
Whippo said. “The inherent nature of a carrier is people 
are everywhere. In order to alleviate the downtime away 
from their job, these food stations were established to 
do a couple of things: give everybody the opportunity 
to grab some fresh fruits or some vegetable snacks, 
limit the time that one stands in line for a meal and 
to meet that ‘I need something quick to eat for an 
energy boost.’”

In the Marine Corps, omelet and pancake bars are 
added to complement the serving line. “There are also 
serving stations with low-fat yogurts, whole-grain ce-
reals and a multitude of fresh fruit that are available 
every morning to patrons,” Hite said.

Sailors have always had the choice of ingredients 
to order with an omelet. Aircraft carriers, for example, 
have frozen omelets, regular cheese omelets, Western 
omelets and vegetable omelets. “The choice has always 
been there, it’s conquering the mindset of the youth 
and educating them,” Person-Whippo said.

She considers education about making smart break-
fast choices to be most effective at changing sailors’  
eating habits. “We’re trying to really educate on the 
items that we want them to consume at breakfast even 
though they are still going to have the opportunity to 
eat the muffins and the pastries and the donuts that 
are out there,” she said.

Toward that end, traffic stoplight color categories 
within the Go Green dietary guidelines used by the 
Navy and Marine Corps do apply to breakfast. 

As breakfast choices change, the color-coding system 
promotes awareness and education to service members 
on which foods to select. “An egg white would be green 
(great choice), a whole egg would be yellow (use oc-
casionally) and a ham-and-cheese omelet would be 
assigned the color red (limit),” Hite said. “For example, 
a Marine who may be borderline for his or her weight 
standards may need to resist a serving of pork sausage 
or bacon and instead substitute additional egg whites 
and/or whole grains.”

Cereals and omelets also can fit under “green,” but it 
depends on the ingredients or components. “You want 
to use egg beaters and low-fat cheese and vegetables to 
build a green omelet,” Person-Whippo said. “That color 
code category can work for any meal; it’s applicable, 
as well, for desserts.”

Color codes even guide selection of the beverages 
available at breakfast. For example: 1 percent milk 
would be green, 2 percent would be yellow and whole 
milk would be assigned the color red.

“All beverages have a color code assigned to them 
based upon the ‘Fueled to Fight’ system,” Hite ex-

eggs and pancakes are staples of 
the military breakfast menu.
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greater focus with sliced breads, cereals and rice being 
added which contain more fiber per serving. To increase 
the vitamin and mineral content of a Marine’s diet, 
low-fat and fat-free yogurt is offered at each meal, as 
well as an increased variety of fruit.”

Breakfast menus remain anchored by tradition. 
Certain foods continue to be standard for the military 
breakfast meal, and adding the ethnic flavors that add 
variety to meals at other times of the day represents a 
challenge, particularly when it comes to nutrition and 
diet concerns.

“The challenge is to introduce ethnic flavors that 
are healthy and that maintain a high degree of ac-
ceptability. Breakfast burritos, with assorted toppings, 
such as salsa and jalapeños, are currently very popu-
lar,” Hite said. “In addition, foodservice operators are 
experimenting with local, ethnic recipes based upon 
the patron population.”

For breakfast, or any meal, diversity goes beyond the 
entrées available. “There are a variety of fruits for break-
fast besides the traditional offerings of apples, oranges 
and bananas,” Hite explained. “Some additional fruit for 
order includes cantaloupe, mangos, kiwi, strawberries, 
watermelon, pineapple, peaches and pears.”

Balanced meals at breakfast, lunch and dinner each 
contribute to a nutritious diet. Breakfast, like any other 
meal, gets the same review of menu, recipes and ingre-
dients to ensure healthful options.

“There is a big emphasis, right now, on 100 percent 
fruit juice, at least two offerings of that at breakfast. We 
really want the beverage regarding milk to be 1 percent 
or skim. And we have the egg substitutes, or egg beaters, 
available for people upon request,” Person-Whippo said.

Mainly, the military concentrates on increasing 
whole, clean foods that are minimally processed and 
contain the smallest levels of additives, and is interested 
in preparing more foods from scratch.

GRAB ’N’ GO
Another strategy is breakfast options that sailors 

and Marines can pick up quickly without having 
to sit down and eat or wait on line to be prepared.

“Yes, the Marines are typically very busy, and 
the Grab ’n’ Go gives them a convenient option 
to get hot food in a matter of minutes,” Hite said.

The Navy is not looking at grab ’n’ go as a meal 
substitute, the goal remains eating a balanced diet. 
“It matters what you put in your body,” Person-
Whippo said.

 “The objective would be to get fuel in the form 
of food in their system. If all that time allows them 
because, for whatever reason they have to hit the 
grab ‘n’ go bar, at least they’re getting something 
in their system and getting a really good start to 
their day,” she added. 

The Navy works with manufacturers on grab ’n’ go 
items that sailors can take with them on the run in the 
morning. “But, I would certainly say that I don’t feel 
that your carbohydrate, protein and fat ratio from a bar 
you grab off a grab ’n’ go area or line is going to be as 
beneficial to you as actually eating the foods,” she said. 
“Ideally, from a nutritional standpoint, you’d want to 
drive them to the line where there’s some really good 
protein and vegetable selection available for them.”

Simply consuming calories is no value if it is nutrient 
deficient, lacking essential vitamins, minerals and fiber 
they need. “They are consuming excessive calories, but 
they’re still deficient in what the body actually needs 
to function,” she added.

Grab ‘n’ go can be more important on carriers. The 
items typically are bars (granola, cereal or breakfast), 
and the content is adequate if that is the only item 
someone is going to take with them along with their 
coffee.

Also, grab ’n’ go is more than just packaged mate-
rial, there is always fruit available and it is available 
throughout the day. “When we look at a snack bar, we 
try to find some healthier selections over and above 
just a chocolate-covered or yogurt-covered granola bar 
with chocolate chips and dried fruit,” Person-Whippo 
said. “Just because it says trail mix on it, doesn’t neces-
sarily mean it’s good for you.”

SMARTER BREAKFAST
Cooking methods also contribute to making break-

fast healthier and may be changing to reduce calories 
and fat in the meals served while increasing whole 
grains. “Currently, the Joint Services Recipe Committee 
is working to revise all of the Armed Forces Recipes, 
resulting in healthier food ingredients and food prepara-
tion methods,” Hite said. “Whole grains are receiving 

omelets can fall in the green category depending on 
how they are prepared and the ingredients used. 
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Breakfast menu options in the Navy have not 
changed since it introduced a color-coded nutrition 
education system. There are not many alternative break-
fast selections available that will have acceptability 
over the variety already being offered. “We can put 
blueberry waffles on the menu; but do we really want 
to make blueberry waffles, or is it more conducive to 
have a waffle with fresh blueberries or blueberry sauce,” 
said Navy Corporate Chef/Instructor Michael Harants. 
“Those are the kind of considerations we need to give 
when working with the type commanders on menu 
development.”

He agrees with the value of educating young sailors 
to select smart meal choices from the variety of options 
available for breakfast and any meal. 

“We can put out some terrific recipes, the menu de-
velopment folks by platform can choose some healthy 
recipes to include on the menu, they can be prepared 
just right,” Harants said. “But if one doesn’t take per-
sonal responsibility for their food choices, then that 
effort and those menu items will be deemed as failures.”
 —GFS

“The two exceptions are juice and eggs. Juice fortified 
with calcium and/or vitamin D, and DHA-enhanced 
eggs are encouraged and served when available,” Hite 
said.

One area being considered by the Navy within the 
nutrition committee is making fortified fruit juices avail-
able to supplement diets. “There had been talk about 
trying to find a vitamin D fortification, but nothing has 
happened yet,” she said. “Juice with calcium and/or 
vitamin D is served when available. It’s not something 
that right now is mandated, if we could source an item 
and it could be the right price and available worldwide 
then we think about incorporating it.”

The military also works with the companies to lower 
the sodium and fat content of foods served to service 
members. “Yes, military dietitians engage with the 
food industry whenever possible,” Hite said. “The most 
frequent interaction occurs at the annual meeting of 
the Research and Development Associates for Military 
Food and Packaging Systems Inc. The message is chal-
lenging and clear: peak military performance requires 
consistent and sound nutrition practices, which include 
reducing the fat and sodium in foods.”
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