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Where Do Vegetarian
Athletes Get Their Protein?

Juan Gonzalez PhD, CSCS and Ashley Eubanks

Achieving optimum nutrition is something every serious
athlete strives for every day. Many people believe that
maintaining the appropriate level of nutrition is harder for
vegetarian athletes than it is for their omnivorous coun-
terparts. As this article will explain, a vegetarian athlete
can be energized well enough to perform maximally with
a diet which is diverse and well-rounded.

A vegetarian is one who does not consume meat or any
products containing meat. Vegetarians can range from
the very strict vegan who, in addition to not eating meat,
does not eat any animal products (including dairy, egg,
and honey), to the lacto-ovo-vegetarian who will add
dairy, egg, and other common animal products to their
otherwise non-animal based diet. Vegetarian athletes
that include eggs in their diet but not dairy would be
classified as ovo-vegetarian. Whereas, vegetarian athletes
thatinclude dairy in their diet but not eggs would be clas-
sified as lacto-vegetarian.

For most athletes, a high-carbohydrate, low-fat diet is rec-
ommended to maintain a healthy body weight and also to
promote a high-quality sports performance (2). This is no
different for the vegetarian athlete. Constructing meals
which meet this general recommendation is not particu-
larly difficult for the vegetarian. For instance, most fresh
fruits, vegetables, and grains are by nature high-carb,
low-fat foods. It is these foods that are the staple of any
proper vegetarian diet. So if finding foods that are high
in carbs and low in fats is not a problem, where is it that
a vegetarian athlete needs to be more attentive? The an-
swer lies within the amino acid building blocks of the pro-
tein. This macronutrient takes a little more consideration
and knowledge for vegetarians to ensure appropriate
amounts in the daily diet.

Essential amino acids are those that the body is not able
to produce, and so must be consumed through the diet.
The essential amino acids are: isoleucine, leucine, lysine,
methionine, phenylalanine, threonine, tryptophan, and

valine. It is commonly thought that plant-based sources
of protein are deficient in one or more of the essential
amino acids (termed an incomplete protein). According
to some studies, plant-based sources are complete, the
issue is that some sources have amounts too low to be
considered adequate sources on their own (3). Therefore,
a vegetarian needs to become knowledgeable about pro-
tein sources. For instance, even though some plant-based
sources have reduced amounts of particular amino acids,
one can combine foods to fill in these “amino acid gaps.”
If one food is low in lysine for example, then it should be
combined with a food that is high in lysine. Some exam-
ples of appropriate combinations are:

+ Grains and legumes (beans, peas, and lentils)

« Legumes and seeds (sunflower and sesame)

« Grains and dairy products

Previously, it was believed that complementary proteins
needed to be included in the same meal. It has been real-
ized that as long as the foods are consumed in the same
day, one will receive the same benefits (3). By including
complementary proteins as a part of the daily diet, a veg-
etarian can be confident that they are obtaining all of the
essential amino acids. Research indicates that a diet con-
taining diverse plant foods can provide all essential amino
acids (1,3). To make things a little easier on vegetarian ath-
letes, there are a couple of sources which will by them-
selves offer a complete protein. These sources are egg and
soy protein. Egg protein is the most complete source of
protein.

Vegetarians may require a slightly higher amount of pro-
tein than the Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA), be-
cause some plant-based sources of protein are harder to
digest than those from animal sources (1). Whey and soy
smoothies are a great addition to the diet of a vegetar-
ian athlete. These easy-to-make drinks are a great source
of protein for any athlete, as most offer higher protein
content than found in a single serving of other foods. Soy
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smoothies would be the choice for vegans as
whey protein is derived from a dairy protein.

The American Dietetic Association observes that
a vegetarian diet offers high levels of dietary
fiber, carotenoids, flavonoids, and various phy-
tochemicals. The ADA also recently announced
in 2009, that the typical protein intake of lacto-
ovo-vegetarians (and vegans) appears to meet
or even exceed requirements. In addition to this,
the ADA affirmed that athletes obtaining protein
from plant-based diets are able to achieve their
protein needs. The American Dietetic Associa-
tion listed the following as typical benefits of a

vegetarian diet:

« Lower blood pressure levels

+ Lower blood cholesterol

+ Lower risk of hypertension

- Lower risk for Type Il diabetes
+ Lower BMI (Body Mass Index)

It appears the vegetarian diet has many health
benefits. As this article shows, athletes who
are following a vegetarian diet can achieve ad-
equate amounts of protein. The well-rounded
vegetarian diet is able to successfully energize
athletes by providing all the necessary protein
requirements in addition to offering a high-carb,
low-fat diet. ™
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