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Summary
Military leaders know that physically fit
and highly skilled troops are the
backbone of our national security. For this
reason, Mission: Readiness has spent the
last decade advocating for investments
in health and education to ensure that
America’s youth stay fit, in school and out
of trouble, and are prepared to succeed in
the military or whatever field they choose.
While military leaders are always on alert
for threats to national security, few could
have anticipated that one of the most
challenging threats to address would be
the health of our youth. In 2009, a small
group of retired admirals and generals
joined together to sound the alarm that
obesity was a looming threat to our national
security, and Mission: Readiness was born.
Over the last ten years, great progress has
been made in preparing our youth to be

productive members of society. High
school graduation rates have improved;
crime rates are decreasing; yet the fight
against obesity wages on. In the decade
since Mission: Readiness was founded,
there have been increases in obesity rates
among young people, increases in obesity
and injury rates among service members, a
decrease in deployability, and perhaps
most concerning, a decrease in the number
of young people who are eligible to serve
their country if they so choose. Obesity is
one factor that we can, and must,
continue to prevent and reduce in order
to ensure our nation has a fully staffed,
healthy military, now and in the future.
Military leaders have been focused on
preventing obesity in recent years, but the
desire to ensure youth have access to
good nutrition has been an important
national security issue for decades. In 1945,
Major General Lewis Hershey, the Director
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of the Selective Service System, testified to
Congress that at least 40 percent of
recruits during World War II were rejected
for reasons related to poor nutrition. The
following year, Congress established the
National School Lunch Program as a
“measure of national security, to safeguard
the health and well-being of the nation’s
children” by ensuring they had access to
nutritious meals.1

How have the main
disqualifiers changed over
time?
In 2009, Mission: Readiness members
warned Congress that, at the time, threequarters of all 17- to -24-year-olds in the
United States were unable to serve in the
military due to a lack of education, a
criminal record, or a lack of physical fitness.
At that time, 27 percent of young adults
were ineligible for military service due to
their weight. Even ten years ago, obesity
rates were increasing among children and
young adults at a rate that posed a threat
to national security.
While this upward trend has slowed
somewhat, obesity rates are still increasing
throughout the country.2 Today the rate of
youth who are unable to serve in the
armed forces because of their weight has
risen to 31 percent.3 In 2019, just as in
2009, the three main barriers preventing
young adults from being eligible for military
service are lack of education, a record of
crime or drug abuse, or being overweight
or obese.4

percent.5 By 2017, that number had
increased to 31 percent.6 Obesity has been
a problem for longer than just the past ten
years; between 1995 and 2008, the
proportion of potential recruits who were
too overweight to pass their physical
fitness exam for entrance into military
service rose nearly 70 percent. Additionally,
One of the major medical disqualifiers for
the number of states where 40 percent or
military service was, and remains, a lack of
physical fitness. In 2009-2010, obesity rates more of young people were overweight or
obese increased from one to 39 between
for 12- to 19-year-olds were 18.4 percent,
1998 and 2008.7
and by 2015-2016, had increased to 21
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Mission: Readiness’ role
in obesity prevention
Throughout our organization’s history, Mission: Readiness has worked to educate
policymakers about how nutrition programs and increased opportunities for physical
activity can help strengthen America’s national security. Members have also worked to
ensure more kids have access to high-quality child care and education programs, and to
influence policies that support healthy eating and active lifestyles.
Over the past decade, Mission: Readiness has been instrumental in several initiatives that
have improved health for children. In 2009, members began petitioning federal and state
lawmakers to support early education expansion, providing more opportunities for
children to learn and grow in high-quality child care and early childhood education
settings. The following year, Mission: Readiness members called on members of Congress
to improve the National School Lunch Program by following the latest nutrition science
and replacing high-calorie, low-nutrient foods with healthier school meals. One study,
conducted in 2010, found that nearly one in five elementary schools, a third of middle
schools, and half of high schools had a school store or other facility where kids could
purchase junk food and unhealthy beverages. The majority of middle and high schools
(62 percent and 86 percent, respectively) had vending machines, most of which only
offered unhealthy options to students, further illustrating the need for Congress to act.8
In 2010, thanks in part to the support of Mission: Readiness, the bipartisan Healthy,
Hunger-Free Kids Act was passed, making major improvements to child nutrition
programs including the National School Lunch Program, the School Breakfast Program,
the Summer Food Service Program, and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children.9 Additionally, this act established voluntary nutritional
standards for all food sold in schools.10 This legislation was the first major update to child
nutrition policy in over 30 years, marking a generational shift in our nation’s approach to
the health and nutrition of America’s children.11
As a result, school meal nutrition standards were updated, leading to children consuming 23
percent more fruit and 16 percent more vegetables at lunch. Nationally, over 90 percent of
schools successfully met the updated standards, creating healthier environments with more
nutritious foods for students. Additionally, after the passage of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids
Act, there were significant increases in the nutritional quality of foods chosen by students.13
For our work on this landmark legislation and continued focus on child nutrition, in 2018,
Mission: Readiness was a recipient of the inaugural Jean Mayer Prize for Excellence in
Nutrition Science and Policy by the Friedman School of Nutrition Science & Policy at Tufts
University. Former Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack, a fellow recipient, said, “Without
Mission: Readiness, I’m not sure that we would have been as successful in getting the
school lunch program changed as it was changed.”
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Future challenges and
opportunities
Challenges

Over 24 million of the 34 million 17- to
24-year-olds in the United States were not
eligible to join the military in 2017. Having a
strong military has always been vital to the
security of our nation. Now, more than ever,
our country faces challenges to recruiting
and retaining a strong armed forces. Low
unemployment rates, personnel shortages,
and other factors are limiting the pool of
recruitable individuals.
A 2016 report from the U.S. Department of
Defense’s Joint Advertising Market
Research and Studies program found that
only 29 percent of youth between the ages
of 17 and 24 would meet the military’s core
eligibility requirements.14 Of these, only 17
percent would be qualified and available
for active duty, and 13 percent would
qualify, be available, and achieve a
satisfactory score on the Armed Forces
Qualification Test.15
These numbers are particularly concerning
because as the recruitable population has
declined, so has interest in serving in the
military. In 2017, just 11 percent of 16- to
24-year-olds said they would definitely or
probably be serving in the military in the
next few years. This is a decrease from 13
percent in 2016, further illustrating the
challenges of recruiting.16
With lowered propensity to serve, the fact
that so many young people are overweight
or obese is especially concerning,
particularly in areas of the country with
higher rates of recruitment. A study
conducted by The Citadel found that Army
recruits in ten Southern states had lower
levels of physical fitness and were 22 to 28
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A 2016 report from
the U.S. Department
of Defense’s Joint
Advertising Market
Research and Studies
program found that only
29 percent of youth
between the ages of 17
and 24 would meet the
military’s core eligibility
requirements.”
percent more likely to be injured during
basic training than their peers from other
areas of the country.17
Another study found that active duty
soldiers with obesity were 33 percent more
likely to suffer musculoskeletal injury,
contributing to the more than 3.6 million
injuries that occurred among active duty
service members between 2008 and 2017.18
Of those injured, 30 percent either
returned to duty with limitations, or were
unable to return.19 While not all injuries can
be traced to obesity, one study found that
there were 72 percent more medical
evacuations from Iraq and Afghanistan for
stress fractures, serious sprains, and other
similar injuries—injuries associated with
poor fitness and nutrition—than for combat
wounds.20

Opportunities

The military recognizes obesity as one of
the threats it must address to protect our
nation. In order to assess physical

readiness among its ranks, the Army plans
to implement the Army Combat Readiness
Test in 2020. The test, a replacement of the
current Army Physical Fitness Test, is
designed to prepare soldiers for the
physical demands of their jobs, and to
prevent injuries.21 The Army has also
implemented the Performance Triad, which
provides guidelines for sleep, activity, and
nutrition taught by unit leaders. The
program aims to improve soldier readiness
and encourage healthy behaviors, and to
provide support to soldiers in these areas.22
Other branches have programs focused on
helping troops stay healthy, including the
Navy’s ShipShape program, and the Air
Force Fitness Improvement Program.

Additionally, the military is working to
provide healthier food in dining halls for
troops, focusing more on foods that can
improve both physical and mental
performance.24
As annual military recruitment goals are
consistently difficult to attain due to
disqualifiers, the retired admirals and
generals of Mission: Readiness believe
that America must prioritize efforts to
combat childhood obesity throughout a
child’s development. Key to this effort are
federal nutrition programs that promote
access to fresh, nutritious food among
our country’s youth. This will help reduce
obesity and allow more young adults to
pursue their dreams of serving their country.
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The retired admirals and generals of
Mission: Readiness recognize that the
underlying causes of obesity, and the
continually diminishing recruitment pool,
cannot be solved by the efforts of the
military alone. Policymakers should come
together to prioritize America’s long-term
national security and work to promote
healthy eating, increased access to fresh
and nutritious foods, and physical activity
for children at an early age. The promotion
of healthy eating habits requires increased
investments at the state and federal
levels, innovations in private/public food
partnerships, modernization in school lunch
programs, support for summer meals
programs, and a diversification of access
points to fresh and nutritious foods.
Additionally, education leaders and
policymakers must continue to make
physical activity a part of early, elementary
and secondary school curriculums.

Starting good
habits early,
such as exercise and
having nutritious meals
and snacks, can set
kids up for a lifetime of
good health.”
Major General
(Ret.) Tom Cutler
U.S. Air Force

Conclusion
Mission: Readiness has played an important role over the past ten years in improving
nutrition for children throughout the United States. While we have made great strides so
far, we must stay the course. There is still much work to be done in the battle against
obesity and to address the ongoing recruiting challenges faced by the armed forces.
Just as the military leaders of the past knew that promoting healthy eating was an
effective way to ensure that the armed forces stayed strong, today’s military leaders are
calling for policies that increase access to high-quality nutrition, health, and education
programs for all children. This is one of the best ways to ensure that all kids grow up
healthy, strong, and prepared for military service or any other career they choose.
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