
Modeled after the Mission Essential Fitness (MEF) 
program at Fort Bliss, Texas, which has been highly 
successful under the guidance of Dr. Doug Briggs, the 

MEF program at Fort Riley, Kan., is having a similarly positive 
effect on soldiers. The post’s MEF facility, designed specifically 
to meet the needs of this functionally based training, features 
circuits of fitness equipment that can accommodate units (up 
to 45 soldiers) at a time, as they work through the different 
stations under the watchful eye of trained and certified staff. 

Fort Riley fitness staff tested the program starting in De-
cember 2010, and based on its success, began scheduling three 
classes a week in June of 2011.

“We started a pilot program with a group of soldiers to see 
the progression of the program and evaluate how they responded 
to the training,” notes Fort Riley Fitness Center Director Vin-
cent Spencer. “The results were encouraging because we were 
tapping into exercises – the Olympic lifts and power lifts, for 
example – that soldiers are gravitating to these days, so the pilot 
program went really well. We did a control group and we also 
had a regular physical readiness training (PRT) group that did 
its traditional regimen in the morning, and then we tested the 
groups and compared the results. The MEF group came out 
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Mission EssEntial FitnEss
The Army defines MEF as “the training required to condition 

soldiers to perform their mission, in Garrison as well as in any 
operational environment. A soldier is required to have a high 
level of fitness, capable of performing a multitude of physical 
tasks, involving power, strength, speed and agility. Functional 
training incorporates all of these fitness components to train 
soldiers as tactical athletes both aerobically and anaerobically.”

The MEF program is based on a functional approach to fit-
ness and focuses on several different elements that should be:
• Specific to the Mission: All training should be mission specific, 
working to develop and maintain mission specific strength.
• Integrated: It should include a variety of exercises that work 
on power, strength, speed and agility.
• Core Focused: Core stability is crucial for any mission. A 
stable core allows for more efficient transference of power 

from the lower to upper body, and 
an increased ability to maintain 
correct athletic posture over long 
periods of time.
• Progressive: Progressive resis-
tance training steadily increases 
the power/strength demand from 
workout to workout. While most 
people are aware of the need for 
this in relation to traditional power/
strength training, it is sometimes 
overlooked in functional training. 
For functional training, it also 
means varying speed of movement 
to make it more mission specific.

Periodization is another key 
component of the training, notes 
Spencer. 

“A big part of the MEF concept 
is having a progression in the re-
sistance training, so the program 
varies throughout the year based on 
the training and deployment cycles 

with improvements at the highest rate of 95 percent.” 
Fort Riley created circuits similar to the ones at Fort Bliss 

but tailored them to fit the space available. “Our functional fit-
ness area offers a variety of different exercises from spinning 
and rowing to pull-up bars and Olympic lifting platforms for 
power lifts and squats – all of the functional equipment or staple 
items needed for a MEF circuit,” Spencer explains.

Located in a remodeled area of the King Field House, the 
MEF training area features $55,000 in new equipment, includ-
ing a row or “circuit” of Samson Olympic platforms and power 
racks, Samson Sprinters, Concept2 rowers, Star Trac Spinners 
and items such as bench press dips, giant tires and hammers. 
Other pieces of equipment, including bumper plates, kettle 
bells, agility ladders, balance balls, BOSU balls, medicine balls, 
sand bags and ropes, were purchased through Power Systems. 
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arMy strong
The MEF program is now training soldiers like tactical 

athletes, and, as a result, they are better  prepared for combat. 
“Response from soldiers has been excellent – they love it,” 

says Spencer. “Functional fitness is a big trend right now, and 
it is a great program so soldiers have really bought into it. Once 
they try it, they realize the potential and benefits of the program.”

The MEF program also fits right into what the Army is doing 
with its new PRT program and requirements. 

“I think the MEF concept addresses the need for more struc-
ture due to the increase in interest in functional fitness, Olympic 
lifting and power lifting that a lot of the soldiers are doing now 
anyway,” notes Spencer. “And I think that we are able to address 
that with the MEF program and properly train them and, at the 
end of the day, reduce injury by taking the guesswork out of 
it. Plus, they are doing physical training that is specific to their 
mission requirements.”

He adds that the difference maker is “support from our 
Garrison commander, who pushed to get the MEF program 
going. And, of course, everyone in MWR has been extremely 
supportive of the program.” 

Support from staff is key as well, and instructors are required 
to be National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA-
CSCS)-certified. 

Now that the program is running smoothly, Spencer would 
like to see it grow and expand, so more soldiers can benefit 
from this combat-specific program.

“Short term, we just want to continue to add available training 
for the MEF area at King Field House,” he says. “Long term, 
we hope to convert another fitness center on post into a strictly 
MEF facility.” —GRF

for the soldiers,” he explains.
When possible, the functional training is fit into a soldier’s 

training cycle, and the MEF program will vary throughout the 
year to achieve optimal results. Using four 12-week training 
cycles per year with one week of rest between each cycle, the 
program is set up so soldiers are peaking for deployment and 
maintaining their power and strength while in-theater.

According to the Army, “Due to a lack of core training, 
soldiers return from deployment with preventable injuries. 
Functional training focuses primarily on the development of 
core muscles as stabilizers, reducing injury and increasing 
muscular balance and joint stability, thereby positively affecting 
a soldier’s performance.”

Spencer points out that “injury prevention” is another big 
concern, and MEF exercises help build more resilient soldiers. 

“We have certified strength and conditioning specialists, 
such as myself, who monitor soldiers during the MEF train-
ing to ensure they are using proper form and technique,” he 
points out. “We do a fundamentals course with them prior to 
participating in MEF, which takes them through and teaches 
them the basics on Olympic power lifts before they start doing 
it with heavy weights. I also provide modifications for those 
who are just starting out or on medical profile, for example, so 
they can continue to work out with the group. So, even though 
they may not be able to do that specific exercise in the circuit, 
they can do something similar to keep their heart rate going 
and keep them moving.” 

He explains that the circuits are set up so that they gradu-
ally introduce soldiers to more complex exercises, which can 
be tailored based on the need of the individual, although they 
are going through the circuits as a group.
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