
Military dining facilities are undergoing 
a subtle transformation in support of 
healthy eating.

Service members carefully observing military 
nutritional guidelines will notice that more of 
their favorite menu choices qualify for the “eat 
frequently” green label and that healthy choices 
are crowded conveniently at the front of the 
serving line.

Making heart-healthy menus the standard 
in military dining facilities raises the question 
of whether simply increasing availability would 
sufficiently coax service members to commonly 
select nutritional options and maintain customer 
satisfaction.

Results of a recent Natick Soldier Research, 
Development and Engineering Center study at 
10 Fort Bragg, N.C., dining facilities suggest that 
modest changes in serving practices do promote 
healthy eating, and that food selection can fa-
cilitate positive changes in a service member’s 
nutritional intake.

Hamburgers, hot dogs and other traditional 
military menu favorites remain popular in dining 
facilities, but a shift is clearly happening. “You’re 
finding more and more folks are drifting to the 
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Baked poultry and fish became part 
of the lunch and dinner menus at Fort 
Bragg along with increased offerings of 
fruit and vegetables on the salad bar. 

Results of a Natick study at Fort Bragg 
suggest that modest changes in serving 
practices can promote healthy eating. 
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Additionally, Fort Bragg DFAC managers are train-
ing their cooks to impart flavor through the use of 
herbs and seasoning instead of added fats and salt.

More dining facilities, he said, are researching 
recipes on the Internet, as well as incorporating old, 
family recipes, to revise and refresh the standard 
operating procedure menu options. Service members 
are contributing to the menu through a combination 
of input received through comments and responses 
to surveys.

“Several of our DFACs, as an example, will make 

10 or 15 servings of a particular 
recipe, cut it down into little 
bite-size pieces and do a tasting 
with our customers and get some 
feedback,” Dugan said. “Based 
off of that, they determine 
whether they need to change 
the recipe, toss it out altogether 
or implement it immediately.”

“Great feedback from the sol-
diers, great feedback from the 
managers,” he said.

OTHER CHANGES
Next, Dugan said, Fort Bragg 

is preparing to apply its healthy 
menu standards on the short 
order line, requiring increased 

amounts of fresh fruits and vegetables, as well as 
greater use of whole-grain items.

“This is the sort of thing that our soldiers are ask-
ing for,” he said. “They really want a larger, tasty, 
healthy variety of foods.”

Fort Bragg is also subtly influencing service mem-
bers to select better-for-you options by reorganizing 
the sequence by which options are presented in the 
dining facility.

Dugan is working with foodservice staff at Fort 

salad bar, to the healthy proteins and vegetables 
on the serving line,” said Sgt. Major Scott Dugan, 
chief food operations management NCO for XVIII 
Airborne Corps at Fort Bragg. “So, it’s an exciting 
time in food service.”

Service members belong to a young age group, 
and Dugan considers the changes necessary to satisfy 
expectations for that demographic.

“As a general rule, the American public now is 
trying to eat a little bit more healthy, and those les-
sons are being passed along to their children, who are 
our soldiers now,” Dugan said.

Revisions made to the Fort 
Bragg dining facility menus 
since the Natick study range 
from subtle to radical, and are 
not replacing traditional entrée 
options as much as taking a fresh 
approach to old ideas. Simply 
making a grilled cheese sand-
wich with wheat bread instead 
of traditional white bread results 
in significant advantages.

“It increases the nutritional 
value and the soldiers don’t seem 
to really be concerned with the 
change in the bread, they just 
want the melted cheese,” Du-
gan said.

Baked poultry and fish recipes were added to lunch 
and dinner menus at Fort Bragg dining facilities in 
the study along with increased offerings of fresh 
fruits and vegetables on the salad bar.

“We made some minor tweaks here and there as 
new innovations came out in the foodservice indus-
try,” he said. “We’re working very hard to try and 
stay abreast of changes that are going on in new 
nutritional ideas and concepts, marketing concepts, 
things of that nature.”

Fort Bragg continues to stay abreast 
of new nutritional ideas, concepts and 

marketing concepts.

Dining facility cooks use herbs 
and seasoning to impart flavor 
instead of added fats and salt. 

PHO
TO

S CO
URTESY: BEN

JAM
IN

 E. ABEL, FO
RT BRAG

G
 PUBLIC AFFAIRS

GOVERNMENT FOOD SERVICE • JULY 2014

NUTRITION AND WELLNESS



with and have ties to professional chefs, including 
Robert Irvine.

“So, it’s really been kind of a community effort, 
if you will,” he said.

Fort Bragg dining facilities maintained almost all 
the changes implemented with the Natick study. One 
exception was utilizing whole-grain items exclusive-
ly, such as quinoa, whole-wheat flour, whole-wheat 
pasta, etc., as they were considered more expensive 
compared with bleached, processed flour, and the 
only change not sustainable.

Of the 10 Fort Bragg dining facilities that partici-
pated in the Natick test, Dugan said six are still open. 
Food intake by service members was estimated at 
three lunch test meals per dining facility during the 
study: baseline (start), six months and 12 months. 
Variables included energy intake (calories) and per-

cent energy from fat.
Findings of the study, published in January 2013, 

suggest that minimal changes in military dining 
facility foodservice practices and menus produced 
significant improvement in the service member’s 
spontaneous nutritional intake choices. 

Several aspects of food service were targeted, in-
cluding reducing the fat content of menu items; 
increasing access to, and availability of, fruits and 
vegetables and whole grains; and displaying color-
coded food labels and monthly educational material 
where diners could read them during food selection 
and meal consumption.

Half of the 10 Fort Bragg dining facilities partici-
pating in the study were in the intervention group 
from the start. This group followed all aspects of the 
program for the full year with intake measured at the 
beginning, after six months and again at the end.

The other five DFACs were a control group. Changes 
made in the intervention DFACs were implemented 
after six months for the control group. Results of the 

Bragg to front-load the serving line with healthy 
items. Fresh vegetables are the first thing customers 
come across, followed by lean proteins, and then 
farthest down the line are the least-healthy items.

“Industry research shows that on a buffet line, 
customers are inclined to take whatever items are 
on the first third of that line,” he said. “So, if we 
frontload that first third of that line with the things 
that they should be eating, that’s good for them, as 
well as tasty, then we play a part in the health and 
nutrition of our customers.”

Pending changes in preparation methods will con-
tribute to the healthy eating campaign. Beginning 
Oct. 1, 2014, Fort Bragg plans to prepare 95 percent 
of menu items from scratch. “We have some other 
installations in the corps that have tried the same 
thing,” he said, adding that service member response 
has been positive.

“The food tends to taste better 
because you don’t have all the taste 
of the preservatives as you do in the 
prepackaged foods,” he said. “And, 
managers enjoy, on the average, a 
15 to 18 percent reduction in their 
food costs cooking from scratch versus 
buying prepackaged items.”

Dugan estimates that all Fort Bragg 
DFACs currently prepare 30 percent 
to 40 percent of menu items from 
scratch.

Transitioning to cooking from 
scratch is a very deliberate process 
that is being accomplished gradually, 
and Fort Bragg is working closely with 
its prime vendor rep. Dugan asked 
the 82nd Airborne division and each 
brigade supervisor to compile a list 
of pre-made items being ordered by 
dining facilities and ranking them 
from what can be changed imme-
diately down to a slow phase-out.

“At the top of our list is the prepackaged desserts,” 
he said, adding that these can be reproduced from 
scratch at a lower cost and with higher quality.

“We do plan on keeping some prepackaged things 
on the catalog, for example biscuits,” he said. “The 
vendor that we use has a very high-quality, pre-made 
biscuit that’s excellent for a big breakfast rush; and 
you just don’t have time to make another batch of 
biscuits, then you use those to back up with. Ab-
solutely, the intent is to serve fresh biscuits, as an 
example, all the way through the meal whenever 
possible.”

Dugan plans to keep some prepackaged meats 
as well to avoid having only fried veal and chicken 
patties as backups.

MULTIPLE INFLUENCES
The Natick study contributed to evolving the 

menu at Fort Bragg, along with the Healthy Base 
Initiative team from Washington, D.C., as well as a 
network of military chefs that Dugan is connected 

Traditional menu options remain dining facility 
favorites, but nutritional guidelines and educa-

tional campaigns are changing habits.

PHO
TO

 CO
URTESY: BEN

JAM
IN

 E. ABEL, FO
RT BRAG

G
 PUBLIC AFFAIRS

GOVERNMENT FOOD SERVICE • JULY 2014

NUTRITION AND WELLNESS



A main effect of time was observed in energy in-
take and percent energy from fat, which were lower 
compared with baseline at both six- and 12-month 
time points in intervention DFACs. In addition, the 
meals consumed at intervention DFACs at 12 months 
were lower in total fat, saturated fat, discretionary 
fat and refined grains than baseline.

In control DFACs, however, only discretionary 
fat intake was different from baseline. Total fat and 
discretionary fat intakes were higher at six months 
compared with baseline in control DFACs.

Meals consumed at intervention DFACS received 
higher ratings on several indexes of customer satisfac-
tion addressed by the survey. In control DFACs, scores 
improved only from six months to 12 months, with 
the exception of overall choices, which improved 
at both time points.

In conclusion, results demonstrate that modest 
changes to DFAC serving practices are effective for 
promoting healthier food choices and eating behaviors, 
and these changes are sustainable over time. These 
results are reinforced by positive changes observed 
in customer satisfaction.

WORK TO DO
Improvements in dietary fat intake, intakes of 

total fat, saturated fat and percent energy from fat 
were still high by the end of the study. Whether 
more aggressive changes and modifications in DFAC 
operations, including modification of short-order 
foodservice operations, could improve nutritional 
intake among military personnel remains to be in-
vestigated.

Some elements of the intervention did not have 
the desired effect. When given a choice, soldiers 
often selected the less optimal item. Access to whole 
grains was increased, but rarely chosen.

If these were continually discarded or not selected, 
DFAC managers would be reluctant to order those 
items.

Similarly, increased access to and availability of, 
and strategic placement of vegetables and fruits did 
not result in higher intake of those items. Addition 
of colorful vegetables, replacing iceberg lettuce with 
mixed or Romaine lettuces, or adding broccoli and 
spinach on salad bars did not result in higher veg-
etable intakes.

Results suggest that low intakes of fruits and veg-
etables remain problematic in the military.

Increasing the effort to obtain higher-fat items 
has been found to be successful in reducing selec-
tion of those items.

Solders have other dining choices, and most con-
sume at least one meal per day in the military DFAC. 
The DFAC can teach soldiers to recognize healthy 
eating behavior and potentially influence healthy 
eating/choices beyond the DFAC environment.

 —GFS

two groups were compared to test whether observa-
tions in the intervention facilities during the first 
six months were replicated in the control group.

After implementing the intervention measures in 
control DFACs, meals consumed in those facilities 
only exhibited significant reductions in energy at 12 
months versus six months, and percent energy from 
fat remained unchanged. No further decreases in 
main outcomes were observed for meals consumed 
in intervention DFACs at month 12 compared to 
month six, but the nutrient composition of those 
meals remained significantly different compared with 
baseline, indicating the intervention was effective 
and sustainable.

Consumer satisfaction results were also promising. 
Meals consumed at intervention DFACs were rated 
significantly better than those consumed in controls, 
indicating the changes made in the DFAC were ac-
ceptable. Satisfaction also improved in the control 
facilities after the intervention was implemented, 
with significant improvements from six months to 
12 months.

METHODS
All soldiers dining in the DFACs were eligible, 

and 50 to 75 were recruited while standing in line 
at each facility per each test meal. Headcount at 
each DFAC varied from approximately 200 to 400 
diners per meal.

The DFACs on Fort Bragg, along with all non-
deployed DFACs, use menus that are designed to 
provide standardized serving sizes defined in recipe 
files developed under the guidance of the Joint Ser-
vices Recipe Committee.

Changes to DFAC serving practices were consis-
tent with achieving the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans recommendations and compatible with 
Army Regulation 40-25.

In addition, the Go for Green color-coded label-
ing concept was used in this study. It communicates 
nutrient density to soldiers by adding the colors 
green (eat often), yellow (eat occasionally) and red 
(choose rarely) to point-of-service nutrition labeling 
for menu items.

RESULTS
Main outcomes measured were intakes of total 

energy and percent of total energy from fat. Secondary 
outcome variables included percent of total energy 
from saturated fat and number of servings of fruit, 
vegetables and whole grains.

Generally, the study found service members at 
the intervention DFACs had lower intake of calories, 
total fat, percent energy from fat and saturated fat, 
and refined grains.

Intakes of discretionary fats, which are fats ob-
tained from non-nutrient-dense constituents (salad 
dressings and margarine) were also lower in meals 
consumed in intervention versus control facilities.
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