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Protein prank 
Protein myths: 
 People believe that just because we require protein as one of the three macronutrients (the 

others being carbohydrates and fats), that more is better.   
 Animal products is where you get “perfect protein” 
 You require massive doses of protein to build muscle 
These assumptions above are false. Here are the facts: 
 5-6% total kcal from amino acids to replace protein excreted by body 
 Recommendation is ~10% total daily kcal 
 Americans average 15-16%...many aim for an intake of 20-30% based on trendy diet 

recommendations 
 USDA Recommended Daily Allowance  (RDA) for adults >19 years old is 0.8g/kg/day 
 High intakes of protein (especially animal) have been associated with an increased risk of 

osteoporosis, gout, kidney stones, several cancers, heart disease, and Alzheimer’s disease. 
 All essential amino acids are available from plants.  
 Protein content is generally referenced to with respect to grams in weight instead of per calories, 

which is a more accurate assessment of nutrient density (nutrients per calorie) 
 Romaine lettuce has more than twice the amount of protein per calorie as sirloin steak (11.6 g in 

100 kcal romaine lettuce versus 5.4g in 100 kcal of steak) 
 Plant-based foods high in protein include: 

 All beans 
 Nuts & nut butters 
 Seeds 
 Lentils 
 Peas 
 Soy (edamame, tofu, tempeh, soy milk) 
 Quinoa  
 Seitan (“wheat meat”) 
 Pasta 

 Eating a variety of whole plant foods will ensure adequate protein consumption. 
 In those requiring larger quantities of protein (i.e. athletes), eating more whole plant foods 

increases calories and protein to satisfy requirements. 
 
Picking a bone with dairy 
 Bone health is multi-factorial and not simply relative to calcium intake. 
 Factors affecting bone health include:  

 Exercise: weight-bearing exercise very beneficial to positive bone metabolism 
 Gender: 80% osteoporosis occurs in women 
 Age/hormone levels: estrogen improves bone strength and it decreases after 

menopause 
 Several nutrients involved: calcium, vitamin D, vitamin K, phosphorus, magnesium, protein 
 Calcium: 

 Most abundant mineral in the body 
 Plays a role in blood clotting, muscle contraction, nerve transmission, bone & tooth 

formation, secretion of hormones and enzymes 
 Other 99% stored in bones and teeth 
 Need effective combination of calcium & vitamin D to maximize Ca absorption 
 Don’t need to be taken together 
 Adequate stores of D to absorb calcium effectively 

 Dairy: 
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 High in calcium and vitamin D 
 But…dairy is also high in protein, sodium, which promotes an acidic environment in the 

body, contributing to mineral loss from the bones 
 ↑ growth hormones in your blood 
 Contains steroids & hormones, both naturally occurring and production-induced 
  Saturated fat &  cholesterol 
 Inhibits iron absorption 
 Early consumption linked to type 1 DM 
 White blood cells (pus) 
 Casein is addictive 
 Antibiotic & other veterinarian medicine residues 

 Plant sources of calcium: 
 Leafy green vegetables (kale, cabbage) 
 Broccoli 
 Unhulled sesame seeds 
 Tahini 
 Ca-set tofu 
 Ca-fortified orange juice, soy milk 
 Blackstrap molasses  

 Recommendations for optimal bone metabolism: 
 Exercise consistently including weight-bearing movements for the entire body 
 Get adequate sunshine to promote optimal vitamin D levels. Test your blood vitamin D 

levels (serum 25-hydroxy D) regularly 
 Eat plenty of leafy green vegetables and other fruits and veggies to optimize blood pH 

levels 
 

Mind your B12 
Vitamin B12 is the only vitamin you cannot attain from plants (except for vitamin D, which is 
optimally attained by sun exposure). 
 Evolution, industrialization, availability, etc. have changed the food supply dramatically 
 Vitamin B12 is not natural to animal flesh 
 Plant-eaters are not the only population that requires B12 supplementation 

 People with GI disorders/disease, elderly have trouble absorbing B12 
 Not natural in animal flesh, but made by bacteria which animals consume 
 Herbivores require supplements or fortified foods 
 Supplements are well absorbed  
 Supplement 2,000-2,500 μg weekly 
 Or nutritional yeast & fortified plant milks 
 Absorption best when small amounts taken frequently 

 
Vitamin D dilemma 
 Worldwide epidemic of vitamin D deficiency currently.  
 Vitamin D receptors in every cell in the body! 
 Plays a major role in bone health, especially 
 Low serum vit D levels have been associated with: 

 Some types of cancer 
 Autoimmune disease (M.S., Rheumatoid Arthritis, type 1 Diabetes, psoriasis) 
 Osteoporosis 
 Cardiovascular Disease 
 Type 2 Diabetes 

 Maintains serum Ca & phosphorus levels 
 Human body can usually manufacture all it needs when skin is exposed to sun 
 Plant sources: fortified cereals, orange juice, or plant milks 
 In 2011, the Institute of Medicine: 
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 Reviewed the scientific literature 
 ↑ RDA for vitamin D from 400 to 600 IU 
 Concluded that optimal vitamin D levels are between 40-50 nmol/L (16-20 ng/ml)   
 Deficiency < 30 nmol/L 
 Inadequacy 30-50 nmol/L 
 Set new RDA’s… 

 
 
 Recommendations 

 Make sure to keep serum 25(OH)D [25-hydroxyvitamin D] levels monitored 
 Use sunshine as 1st line of defense if possible 
 Add supplements if necessary to achieve and maintain serum levels of > 50 nmol/L 

 
Iron irony 
 Integral part of many proteins & enzymes  
 Essential component in oxygen transport  
 Regulates cell growth & differentiation 
 Deficiency of iron limits oxygen delivery to cells ---> fatigue, poor work performance, ↓ immunity  
 Deficiency ---> microcytic, hypochromic anemia 
 ↑↑↑ iron can ---> toxicity & death  
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 Heme sources (animal) better absorbed than nonheme (plant) 
 A plant-based diet provides normal iron levels-even with  fiber 
 Excess iron levels in meat encourages free radical damage →  risk of heart attack 
 Harvard study showed iron from vegetables does not pose any risk to the heart 
 Vegan diets are higher in iron than lacto-ovo vegetarian & omnivore diets 
 Dairy foods may inhibit iron absorption & are deficient in iron 
 Incidence of iron-deficiency anemia similar in omnivore & vegan diets 
 Recommended iron intakes for vegetarians 1.8 X nonvegetarians  
 Plant sources of iron: 

 Spinach and other greens 
 Legumes (esp. split peas, lentils) 
 Pumpkin seeds 
 Some fortified cereals, bread & grain products 
 Blackstrap molasses 

 Recommendations: 
 Eat lots of leafy greens & beans 
 Eat iron-rich foods with vitamin C-rich foods  

 Tomatoes in spinach salad 
 Strawberries or orange in green smoothie 

 Monitor blood levels at regular check-ups 
 
Soy confusing 
 Benefits of soy products: 

 More protein than most other legumes 
 High in fiber & omega-3 fatty acids 
 Contains calcium & iron 
 Supplies health-promoting phytonutrients like isoflavones that ↓ cholesterol & cancer risk 

 Does soy increase or decrease risk of hormone-sensitive cancers (i.e. breast, prostate)? 
 Isoflavones in soy act as phytoestrogens 
 Stimulate or inhibit cancer cell growth?  
 Many studies available, but:  

 Few were done with humans 
 Only used isolated part of soy (mostly isoflavones) 
 Whole food forms is beneficial 
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 In Asian countries, where soy has been eaten as a condiment for centuries: 
 Breast & prostate cancer rates are 4-6x < West 

 More research is needed 
 Does soy interfere with thyroid function? 

 Soy has been reported to cause goiters, hypothyroidism & thyroid cancer 
 But adequate intake of iodine reverses any goiter-causing effect of soy in a healthy person 
 Plant sources include iodized salt, sea vegetables, and plants grown in iodine-rich soil 
 Population studies have shown a protective effect of soy on thyroid cancer 

 Recommendations for soy intake: 
 Consume whole-food or minimally processed sources 
 Soybeans, tofu, tempeh, miso, sprouts, soy milk 
 Use soy in moderation: < 3 servings per day, where a serving is 1 cup soy milk or [1/2] cup 

soybeans, tofu, or tempeh. 
 Avoid processed soy products like soy protein isolates (found in protein drinks & bars, meat 

analogues, cereals, meal replacements, & other processed items) 
 Choose only organic or GMO-free soy products 

 
Organically necessary? 
 Concerns regarding whether or not to buy organic: 

 Concern about toxicity levels  
 Conventional farming wreaks havoc on the Earth 
 Organic food is more expensive 

 Conventional farming: 
 Use chemical pesticides, synthetic fertilizers, sewage sludge, bioengineering, ionizing 

radiation  
 Foods contain pesticides such as organophosphates, potential carcinogens & toxins to the 

central nervous system  
 Lower nutrient content compared to organically grown foods, including protein, vitamin C, 

calcium, & iron 
 Environmental Working Group www.ewg.org 

 U.S.-based advocacy group  
 Rank pesticide residues on produce 
 Clean 15 & Dirty Dozen 
 15 with least contamination & 12 with the most 
 “Eat your fruits and vegetables! The health benefits of a diet rich in fruits and vegetables 

outweigh the risks of pesticide exposure.”  
 Recommendations: 

 Most importantly is to eat fruits & veggies 
 75% U.S. population consume < minimum recommended intake (5 servings a day) 
 French fries & ketchup count in these polls & in school assessments 
 When possible, choose organic (or at least, unsprayed produce) 

 For the foods you eats most 
 For produce that you use/eat the peel 
 Especially soy & corn products to avoid GMOs 
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Resources 
Websites: 
Plant-Based Dietitian: www.PlantBasedDietitian.com 
To Your Health: www.GoingVeg.net  
U.S. National Library of Medicine: www.nlm.nih.gov 
USDA National Nutrient Database: www.ndb.nal.usda.gov  
Nutrition Facts (Michael Greger, M.D.): www.nutritionfacts.org  
Physician’s Committee for Responsible Medicine: www.PCRM.org 
T. Colin Campbell Foundation: www.tcolingcampbell.org  
Joel Furhman, M.D.: www.drfuhrman.org 
John McDougall, M.D.: www.drmcdougall.com 
TrueNorth Health: www.healthpromoting.com 
VegNews: www.vegnews.com 
John Robbins: www.JohnRobbins.info  
 
Books: 
The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Plant-Based Nutrition (Hever) 
Whole (Campbell) 
The China Study (Campbell) 
Eat to Live (Fuhrman) 
Forks Over Knives (Stone) 
The Pleasure Trap (Lisle & Goldhamer) 
Breaking the Food Seduction (Barnard) 
Becoming Raw (Davis & Melina) 
The Food Revolution (Robbins) 
Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows (Joy) 
Skinny Bitch (Freedman & Barnouin) 
The Dietitian’s Guide to Vegetarian Diets (Messina, Mangels, & Messina) 
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