
WHAT ABOUT PROTEIN IN A PLANT-BASED DIET? 
 

Protein is an important element of our diets and some of us may worry about getting enough of the right kind of
protein when eating a plant-based diet. Protein is essential for building muscle and strengthening bones. 

What is protein? 

Proteins are found throughout our bodies, in muscle, hair, skin and most other tissues. Proteins are large
molecules made from chains of amino acids. Amino acids are either ESSENTIAL, meaning they must be obtained
from our diets, or NON-ESSENTIAL, meaning they are produced in the body. T

There are about 23 essential and non-essential amino acids. Proteins are packaged in both animal and plant
foods, which differ in both the quantity of amino acids they contain, and the quality of the “package” in which
these proteins are delivered. 

For example, 100 grams of beef contains about 30 grams of protein, but also 5 grams of saturated fat and no
fibre. Whereas 100 grams of lentils has about 20 grams of protein, but also has 15 grams of fibre and virtually no
saturated fat. Red meat is also associated with a higher risk of certain cancers. 

All sources of plant protein contain both essential and non-essential amino acids in varying quantities. If you eat
a variety of different pulses, wholegrains, fruit and vegetables on a daily basis, it’s likely that your body will get
enough healthy, high quality protein it needs. 

How much protein do we need? 

Dietary guidelines express protein requirements in different ways, usually as either a percentage of the total
daily calorie intake (e.g. 10-20%) or as an amount of protein per kg of bodyweight, called the Reference Nutrient
Intake (RNI). The UK RNI is set at 0.75 g per kg of bodyweight per day, which equates to approximately 56 g/day
and 45 g/day for men and women, respectively. 

UK Government Dietary recommendations, protein intake per day:



Do we need to eat more protein as we get older? 

Protein needs may increase in older people, as muscle mass and bone mass decrease with age. One study
suggested that protein intake should be increased to 1.20 g protein/kg body weight, for healthy adults aged
over 65 years – that’s around 80 to 100 grams per day (based on average body weights of 72kg for women
and 85kg for men in the UK). 

Currently, the daily intake of protein in the UK in adults aged 65 years and over is 60 g for women and 76 g for
men. This suggests that the protein needs of at least some of this population group are not being met. 

Do athletes with plant-based diets need more protein? 

Depending on what type of sport an athlete is doing – that is, the energy the sport requires - protein needs
may increase, although not by as much as you might think. Generally, an increase of 10-20% may be needed
to meet the increased energy needs of the athlete’s chosen sport. It is perfectly possible to get more protein
by eating protein-dense plant foods such as nuts, certain beans and pulses. 

What about protein supplements? 

Vegan protein powders are now widely available and are becoming a popular way to increase protein intake
amongst some athletes. Common vegan protein powders are pea, hemp, brown rice and soy. Seed protein
powders, including pumpkin, sunflower, and chia, are becoming more available. 

These powder supplements are made by removing most of the fat and carbohydrates from the wholefood
and processing the protein components. Some brands may also add artificial sweeteners and flavourings. In
addition, poor quality powder supplements may contain chemicals from pesticides and soil contamination
depending on how and where the whole plant is grown and produced. 

Protein supplements may be a convenient way to get a concentrated amount of protein in your diet quickly,
but like most processed foods these supplements are usually lacking in the range of essential amino acids
your body needs, as well as lacking fibre, vitamins and other nutrients of the whole foods from which the
protein came. They cannot provide the proven health benefits of a diet containing a variety of plant-based
whole foods.

Bottom line: If you eat a wide variety of beans, legumes, soya products, wholegrains, nuts and seeds,
you will get enough healthy and high-quality protein your body needs. For extra protein when needed

(for example, for older people, or for athletes in training), add extra beans, nut-based spreads, or
other protein-dense foods to your daily intake.



Published data estimates that current average protein intakes in the UK are 87 g/day in men and 67 g/day in
women aged 19–64 years, and this is thought to be adequate for most individual’s needs. Note that protein
intake may need to be restricted in certain long-term conditions, such as chronic kidney disease (please speak
with a health professional). 

What foods are healthy sources of protein? 

The evidence around healthy protein is all about the source of the protein – that is, what else is in the food that
contains that protein. The healthiest proteins are found in plant-based foods that are high in fibre, low in
saturated fat, and high in vitamins, antioxidants, and phytonutrients. 

Eating more of these foods - such as beans, nuts, legumes and seeds – will lower your risk of many diseases such
as heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. 

Some examples of healthy sources of protein:


