
“It’s not so much an energy bal-
ance issue; it’s the quality of the 
calories,” Brumberg said. “They’re 
better off taking in 400 calories of 
fruit as opposed to 400 calories of 
cheesecake, as an example.”

HBI is a demonstration project 
for Operation Live Well, 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.

When completed in 2015, lessons learned from HBI 
will give a blueprint of what dining facility menus 
throughout the military should look like and the 
healthy choices that will be available. Research at the 
14 pilot locations began in April 2013 and identified 
a set of practices that were tested during a demon-
stration phase that ended in August 2014.

So far in the HBI evaluation process, suggestions 
prepared by Barnes involve revising kitchen prepa-
ration methods in dining facilities, while Brumberg 
recommends implementing presentation and posi-
tioning strategies to positively influence selection 
on the serving line.

ROUTINE

Healthy options are already available in the mili-
tary, but the challenge is that dining facilities have 
the same audience every day. Maintaining consistent 
DFAC utilization requires varying the preparation 
and presentation to avoid repeating choices too fre-
quently, according to Barnes.

“The military’s very good about putting out dark, 
leafy greens; they put out spinach every day in a 

bowl,” he said. “It’s good, it’s great, makes 
sense, but these folks eat there every single 
day. How many times are you going to pick 
up the same spinach and be happy with 
it? Not very many.”

Familiar entrées and other op-
tions approved for military 

dining facilities rotate according 
to a regular cycle to avoid frequent 
repetition and occasionally reflect 
service member preferences with 
substitutions added in response to 
menu board meetings.

Now, that reliable lineup is un-
dergoing some reconsideration. Under the Healthy 
Base Initiative (HBI), strategies are being evaluated in 
tests at 14 pilot installations that aim to refresh the 
military menu with options that have fewer calories 
and are more appealing to young service members.

HBI uses calorie count per plate as the reference 
point. The Department of Defense’s (DoD) strategy 
is that reducing this key measure likely contributes 
to lower fat, salt and cholesterol content in meals 
as well.

Consultants working with the DoD, including the 
Culinary Institute of America (CIA) in Hyde Park, N.Y., 
and the Food and Brand Lab at Cornell University, 
however, insist a better measure is to understand 
where the calories contained in a meal come from.

“Everybody started out hammering ‘you’ve got to 
tell us how to reduce calories,’ and I simply wouldn’t 
address it,” said Brad Barnes, director of consulting 
and industry programs at the CIA. “I don’t believe 
that’s much of an answer. Much more for me, it’s 
about where the calories come from than how many 
you get. Everybody out there, walking around on a 
base, has a different need.”

Adam Brumberg, deputy director at the Food and 
Brand Lab, agrees that the quality of the calories 
service members consume is more important than 
the quantity.

HBI Weighs
the Advantage

of Quality
Over Quantity

Salad bars, such as this one (photo above) at the NB Coronado North Island din-
ing facility, typically position the most popular items in the first couple of spots. 
Often, those tend to be relatively high-calorie choices, which should be moved 
toward the end. (PHOTO COURTESY: MASS COMMUNICATION SPECIALIST SEAMAN TODD C. BEHRMAN, U.S. NAVY)

Questioning 
the Calories
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only one burger. “At the end of the day, if they don’t 
change and dig it, it’s not going to be sustainable.”

Portobello mushroom is an exotic taste that Barnes 
would gradually coax service members’ enthusiasm 
for by introducing two slices on a hamburger as 
starting point. Those who enjoy the two slices on 
a hamburger might take the next step and try the 
recipe combining portobello, roasted red bell pep-
pers and mozzarella toppings.

“You know if one soldier goes up and has this 
burger with a couple of slices of portobello in it and 
tells a couple of people about it, that’s a pretty good 
score,” he said.

GRADUAL CHANGE

Accomplishing the goals set under HBI will take 
time and must be handled carefully. “No way do we 
dive in and say, ‘ah, good, we can change all this,’ 
and everybody’s very sensitive to that,” Barnes said. 
“It’s little by little. At first we’re going to work on 
engaging and enlightening the people that cook the 
food, and little by little getting them to put some 
things out that folks will notice and try and, hope-
fully, enjoy.”

Down the road, Barnes sees the military making 
another move he considers critical to a performance-
based diet by switching to freshly prepared foods 
from ready-to-eat or ready-to-use items. The military 
needs ready-made foods to manage the speed and 
volume of meals prepared, but fat and sodium counts 
are higher compared with fresh-made.

“The things that are really great for you from a 
performance sense are pretty much fresh,” he said.

PRESENTATION

Behavioral strategies further contribute to the goal 
of having service members select lower-calorie, more 
nutritious options from among the revised military 
menu lineup bolstered with more healthy choices.

The Food and Brand Lab is a consumer behavior 
research center housed in the undergrad business 
school at Cornell University that studies how the 
environment and other factors impact food selec-
tion, quantity taken and amount eaten, as well as 
how much it is enjoyed.

For example, the first three items on a buffet line 
comprise about 60 percent to 70 percent of the total 
volume on a plate. “From a health perspective, if 
you’re trying to have people make healthier choices, 
you put the healthy items up front; it takes up more 
room on the plate, there’s less room for the less-
healthy choices,” said Brumberg, of the Food and 
Brand Lab at Cornell.

Another study showed that every two-inch in-
crease in plate size results in about 25 percent more 
an individual will serve himself just to fill the empty 
space. And, Americans eat about 92 percent of what 
they serve themselves.

“That extra 25 percent over the course of a year 
ends up being many thousands of calories,” Brum-

Based on his observations at the 14 HBI pilot 
locations, Barnes considers the food available in 
military dining facilities to comprise a narrow set 
of options produced in a routine process. “If you 
lose the emotional connection and you start to only 
have a mechanical connection, there’s a loss in the 
end product,” he said.

Curing that, Barnes suggests, involves getting 
people a little “jazzed” once in a while with profes-
sional development and understanding more about 
what they do, so that they feel more engaged in the 
entire process from preparation to presentation.

“There were generally folks that were interested 
in what they were doing. That always makes things 
better from our standpoint,” he said, referring to 
personnel working in the dining facilities.

To achieve the calorie reduction in meals served 
desired in HBI, Barnes also suggests increasing the 
variety that is consumed and flipping the ratio of 
animal protein to plant-based foods. But this raises 
a challenge: “How do you make offerings that are 
better, or consumer friendly, from plant-based items 
and reduce all the attraction to the animal-based 
items,” he said.

The menu has to incorporate carbs, fats and pro-
teins in different ratios and from different items. 
“We shift to giving them better calories and still 
remaining satisfied,” he said.

Achieving HBI goals also is more about changing 
the approach to preparation than the food used. 
Training for military food service should seek to en-
gage and enlighten about the options available that 
culinary specialists might be interested in working 
with, while helping them to better understand how 
to make food taste and look better.

“One of the biggest fears that anybody who makes 
food has is they are scared that they’ll make the food 
and people won’t like it,” he said.

CONFIDENCE

Overcoming this uncertainty, he said, involves 
increasing exposure to and familiarity with healthier 
options to feel more confident.

Another training challenge, then, is to educate 
and engage service members coming into the military 
who are used to eating in fast-food and casual-dining 
restaurants about a wider set of less-familiar options 
that improve the variety of healthy choices available 
in dining facilities.

“First and foremost, you make it delicious and 
look good. And, you position it in conjunction with 
things that you know that they love,” he said.

“The tastier you make it, the more they consume 
it, and the thought would be, if I can get them eat-
ing a green salad, a bean salad and a kale salad with 
a piece of grilled chicken, or even a burger; if they 
start getting filled up on these delicious salads, then 
it helps people to try different things and change 
their lifestyle strategy when it comes to eating,” he 
said, explaining that acquiring new tastes leads in-
dividuals to choose bigger portions of a salad with 
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pectations of what the flavors will be, and, if it’s a 
good name, they’ll be much more likely to try it for 
the first time,” Brumberg said.

Giving Go for Green items a name creates more 
appeal compared with leaving others anonymous. 
“Our approach is based on behavioral economics 
and choice architecture, which is basically setting 
up a choice in such a way that you’re influencing 
the outcome,” he said.

It takes advantage of what Brumberg said psy-
chologists call attribution: people who make a choice 
are happier with it as opposed to when something 
is given to us. “We don’t advocate removing the 
Red [menu] items, because that eliminates the op-
portunity to make a choice,” he continued. “If you 
make the Red choice more inconvenient — it’s at 
the end of the line, or not named, not given a place 
of prominence on the line — they’re still choosing, 
they’re not being told they can’t have it. They’re 
taking advantage of the attribution aspect.”

Creating meal names is another big influence on 
the choices service members make. “Warrior Meal,” for 
example, works well with the Army, while “Healthy 
Airman Meal” is tailored to the Air Force, or it can be 
the name of an icon that resonates with the resident 
population.

“A standing recommendation I’ve made every place 
is that they create what, on the outside, would look 
like a value meal, sort of like a McDonalds, you get 
a No. 3 or a No. 5,” he said. “That usually comprises 
whatever the healthiest entrée and the healthiest 
side are for that particular service period, then you 
give it a name that is resonant with whatever the 
particular population.”

Naming meals raises expectations about taste, and 
people follow through on the anticipation. A Tuscan 
Chicken sandwich rates a point or two higher on a 
nine-point scale when paired against an anonymous 
counterpart. “It’s seen as fancier, could be the same 
fast food,” he said. “We’ve replicated that experi-
ment dozens of times in a variety of different set-
tings. That’s one thing that we’re recommending 
for facilities to try.”

—GFS

berg said.
While there is a significant healthy 

component to the foods available in 
military dining facilities at the bases 
he has visited since beginning HBI 
evaluations in January at Yokota AB, 
Japan, he sees room for improvement.

BEGINNING TO END

Most recently, Brumberg visited the final pilot lo-
cation, JB Pearl Harbor-Hickam, Hawaii, and expects 
final results to be completed sometime next year.

“What I do is I go and observe a dining period, 
at least one, and take a ton of pictures,” he said. 
“One of the most typical things I find, and I’ve rec-
ommended it to virtually every base I’ve been to, is 
that they reorganize their salad bar.”

Dining facilities make efficiency the No. 1 priority 
in order to feed a maximum number of people in a 
short time period. A salad buffet, organized from an 
efficiency point of view, positions the most popular 
items in the first couple of spots. Often, those tend to 
be relatively high-calorie choices, including chopped 
eggs, croutons and cheese.

“What I’ve recommended in most circumstances 
is move those things to the end and put slightly 
smaller servings to reduce the caloric composition 
of the bowl by increasing the amount of vegetables 
that end up on the plate because they are the first 
couple of things on the line,” Brumberg said. “This 
works particularly well in the military. There’s a very 
set order, nobody’s circling the buffet to make their 
decision.”

The same strategy applies to the serving line in 
support of Go for Green and the selection of items 
service members should eat frequently.

For beverages, Brumberg suggests dining facili-
ties improve access to water. Most dining facilities 
have soda machines, but water dispensing is more 
challenging to find. “All the Marine bases I’ve been 
to have really good standalone hydration stations,” 
he said.

Having fruit bowls near an entrance creates a sub-
liminal suggestion, and Brumberg maintains that 
soldiers are more likely to choose fresh fruit on the 
line as a result. He also suggests featuring cut fruit 
with desserts and half-portions of desserts.

NAME APPEAL

Another big influence on the choices service mem-
bers make is to promote healthy menu items under 
a descriptive tag. “That will change the soldiers’ ex-

Tech. Sgt. Janet Evans, 374th Force Support 
Squadron NCO in charge of operations, juices 
lemons at Yokota Air Base, Japan. As part of the 
HBI, services airmen experiment with alternative 
garnishes to improve the nutritional value of 

meals offered at the dining facility.
 (PHOTO COURTESY: AIRMAN 1ST CLASS DAVID DANFORD U.S. AIR FORCE)
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