
Protein from Plants

It’s not nearly as hard as people think to get enough protein from plant foods. All whole plant foods have 
some protein in them. If you eat enough calories from a balanced diet, and include legumes (beans, lentils and 
peanuts), you should get more than enough protein and all the essential amino acids for normal daily needs. 

MYTH 1: “VEGANS CAN’T GET ENOUGH PROTEIN.”

Protein RDA

Adult Males    56g/day

Adult Females    46g/day

Pregnancy & Lactation   71g/day

Protein as % of calories, Adults  10-20%

An average vegan diet easily meets all of those numbers. The only thing to be aware of is that one amino acid, 
lysine, tends to be low for vegans because it’s lower in most plant foods. But beans, legumes (includes lentils, 
peas, peanuts), quinoa, amaranth, pistachios and pumpkin seeds all have lots of lysine – so if we eat some 
those foods each day we’re good. 

MYTH 2: “ATHLETES CAN’T GET ENOUGH PROTEIN FROM PLANTS.”

Athletes focus on protein as part of their diet because they’ve been told they need more than most people. 
Their needs are actually within the normal range as a percentage of calories. As a factor of body weight, their 
protein needs are slightly higher than average but that’s covered by their increased calorie intake to support 
higher activity levels. A vegan diet can easily meet protein needs, even for athletes. 

There are lots of athletes—both bodybuilders  and endurance athletes—who are shifting to a vegan diet purely 
for the performance benefits. They say that a vegan diet gives them more energy during training, and faster 
recovery after a workout so that they can train more often.

MYTH 3: “VEGANS NEED TO EAT BEANS AND GRAINS IN EACH MEAL TO GET COMPLETE PROTEIN.”

The truth is, your body will create complete proteins from any foods you eat within a 48 hour period. So as long 
as you get a balanced diet of various kinds of plant foods over the course of 2 days, your body will get all the 
protein it needs. You don’t need to eat complete proteins at each meal.

MYTH 4: “ANIMAL PROTEIN IS BETTER THAN PLANT PROTEIN.”

The amino acids in plants, once broken down and absorbed into your body, work just the same as the amino 
acids from animals. There is some evidence that plant foods aren’t digested quite as efficiently as animal foods 
in terms of breaking down the food into protein, absorbing it into our tissues, and utilizing it. But the difference 
is minimal–only about 10% or less. All that means is that vegans should aim for 10% more protein overall. Most 
people eat more than enough to cover that difference, whether vegan or not. 

MYTH 5: ‘THE MORE PROTEIN YOU EAT, THE BETTER.’

The truth is that the way to build muscle is by exercising, not by eating protein. What’s more is that when you’re 
exercising, the limiting factor for muscle mass gains among active athletes is overall caloric intake, not protein 
intake. Although protein is an important part of our diet, there is such a thing as too much. In the short term, 
that can cause dehydration. Over time, it can cause kidney stones or kidney disease.

FURTHER READING:

Protein, VeganHealth.org by Jack Norris, RD: veganhealth.org/articles/protein

Protein, NutritionFacts.org, by Dr. Michael Greger: nutritionfacts.org/topics/protein

Protein from Plants nutrition/cookbook, by Heather Nicholds, CHN: veganook.com/protein-plants
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