
The Truth: Dairy is not the only food that can help build and protect strong bones. A number

of nutrients are needed for bone health, including calcium, vitamin D and protein. Each of

these nutrients can be found in plant foods such as kale, broccoli, bok choy, calcium-set tofu

and fortified soymilk. Some vegetables such as spinach and rhubarb are good sources of

calcium, but they also are high in oxalates, which decrease calcium absorption, so include a

wide variety of other leafy green vegetables more often.

 

If you are forgoing dairy, ensure that you get the recommended dietary allowance of calcium

by spreading your green vegetable intake throughout the day and choosing calcium-fortified

foods such as non-dairy milk, ready-to-eat cereals, orange juice and tofu. In addition to

following a nutrient-rich diet, weight-bearing exercise such as yoga, running, brisk walking

and strength training is an essential component for increasing bone strength.

The Truth:  As meat has become synonymous with protein, many consumers struggle to

identify non-meat sources of this dietary building block. But adequate protein needs easily are

attained through a well-planned diet. And plant-based protein typically contains more fiber

and less saturated fat, factors that are cornerstones of a heart-healthy diet. There are many

versatile plant-based sources of protein that fit into a healthy eating plan: legumes (beans,

lentils, peas and peanuts), soy products, whole grains, nuts, seeds and (for lacto-ovo

vegetarians) low-fat or fat-free dairy and eggs.

 

Vegans should consume more protein than their meat- and dairy-eating counterparts. That's

because protein from whole grains and legumes has lower digestibility than animal protein.

Protein from plant foods is encased in plant cell walls, which are hard to penetrate and digest.

For familiar, high-protein vegan options, try bean burritos, tofu and vegetable stir-fries, or

lentil chili.

Myth 1: Vegetarians and Vegans Have a Hard
Time Getting Enough Protein

Myth 2: To Build Strong Bones, You Must Include
Dairy in Your Diet

MYTHS OF 
 

NUTRITION
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A VEGETARIAN 



The Truth: For vegans and vegetarians, incorporating soy in the diet is an easy way to meet

both protein and calcium requirements. Despite news reports to the contrary, there is no

proven soy-cancer link. There is evidence that girls who consume soy in childhood and

adolescence have a lower lifetime risk for breast cancer; soy in adulthood doesn't appear to

have that effect. No matter your diet preference, variety is key. Swapping animal-based

protein for soy is a good way to add variety to your meals. Aim for less processed sources such

as tempeh, edamame and tofu.

Myth 3: Eating Soy Increases Risk of Breast Cancer

The Truth:  A well-planned vegetarian or vegan diet can meet the nutrient needs of people

from all stages of life, including pregnant and lactating women, children and athletes. It's just

about making sure you get the nutrients you need. Pregnant women, for example, need more

iron; expectant mothers should eat plenty of iron-rich foods and include a source of vitamin C

to help increase absorption (iron is not absorbed well from plant-based sources). Try these

iron and vitamin C combinations: beans and salsa, broccoli and tofu, black-eyed peas and

collard greens.

 

For infants, children and adolescents, a vegetarian diet can promote normal growth. As with

adults, vegan children may have slightly higher protein needs because of how the body digests

plant protein. However, these needs typically can be fulfilled if the diet provides enough

calories and diversity of foods.

Myth 4: Vegetarian Diets Are Not Appropriate for
Pregnant Women or Children

The Truth:  The "vegetarian" or "vegan" label doesn't automatically equal good health. While

some cookies, chips and sweetened cereal might be vegetarian foods, they also are likely high

in added sugars and oils. Meatless eaters might find it easy to load up on processed foods such

as veggie burgers, but lesser processed options should make up the bulk of a vegetarian diet.

 

So what is the best way to ensure a food is a good choice? Read the label. Look for low levels

of saturated fat, added sugars and sodium. These key nutrition label components are much

better indicators of a food's health than whether or not it is vegetarian. Being a healthy

vegetarian eater means loading up on veggies, fruits, whole grains and lean proteins.

Myth 5: Just Because Something Is Vegetarian
Means It Is Healthy
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Calcium is used for building bones and teeth.

Some vegetarians consume dairy products,

which are excellent sources of calcium. Other

sources of calcium for vegetarians include

calcium-fortified soymilk (soy beverage), tofu

made with calcium sulfate, calcium-fortified

breakfast cereals and orange juice, and some

dark-green leafy  vegetables (collard, turnip,

and mustard greens; and bok choy).

2. Bone up on sources of
calcium

Your protein needs can easily be met by eating a

variety of plant foods. Sources of protein for

vegetarians include beans and peas, nuts, and

soy products (such as tofu, tempeh). Lacto-ovo

vegetarians also get protein from eggs and dairy

foods.

Many popular main dishes are or can be

vegetarian — such as pasta primavera, pasta

with marinara or pesto sauce, veggie pizza,

vegetable lasagna, tofu-vegetable stir-fry, and

bean burritos.

For barbecues, try veggie or soy burgers, soy hot

dogs, marinated tofu or tempeh, and fruit

kabobs. Grilled veggies are great, too!

Because of their high nutrient content,

consuming beans and peas is recommended for

everyone, vegetarians and non-vegetarians

alike. Enjoy some vegetarian chili, three bean

salad, or split pea soup. Make a hummus filled

pita sandwich.

Most restaurants can make vegetarian

modifications to menu items by substituting

meatless sauces or nonmeat items, such as

tofu and beans for meat, and adding

vegetables or pasta in place of meat. Ask about

available vegetarian options.

6. Try different veggie
versions

7. Make some small
changes at restaurants

A variety of vegetarian products look — and

may taste — like their non-vegetarian

counterparts but are usually lower in

saturated fat and contain no cholesterol. For

breakfast, try soy-based sausage patties or

links. For dinner, rather than hamburgers, try

bean burgers or falafel (chickpea patties).

8. Nuts make great
snacks

Choose unsalted nuts as a snack and use them

in salads or main dishes. Add almonds,

walnuts, or pecans instead of cheese or meat

to a green salad.

Vitamin B12 is naturally found only in animal

products. Vegetarians should choose fortified

foods such as cereals or soy products, or take

a vitamin B12 supplement if they do not

consume any animal products. Check the

Nutrition Facts label for vitamin B12 in

fortified products.

Tips for Vegetarians
1.Think about protein

3. Make simple changes

4. Enjoy a cookout

5. Include beans and peas

9. Get your vitamin B12
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Expert Tip #3: "An easy way to get

started is to eat one meatless meal a

week,” suggests Dr. Johnson. Sticking

with it can quickly make you start

feeling lighter and your wallet fatter:

People who eat less meat tend to

consume fewer calories, and foods such

as beans are one of the most cost-

effective sources of protein available.

Meat typically costs more per pound

than other protein sources. If meatless

is not for you, don’t worry. You don’t

have to go cold turkey on meat to adopt

a heart-healthy eating style.Are you a

fan of chicken or fish? Skinless poultry

and fish containing omega-3 fatty

acids are good protein choices and easy

to prepare in healthy ways.

START WITH SMALL  STEPS .

VEGETARIAN ,  VEGAN AND

MEALS WITHOUT MEAT

What does your dinner look like when
you take meat off the menu? Your meal
won’t be boring and there are more
options than you’d think! For example –
craving a burger? Try a savory grilled
portabella mushroom burger.
 

Expert Tip #2: Going meatless is as

simple as moving vegetables and

fruits from a side dish to a starring

role. You should also seek out high-

fiber whole grains, beans and

legumes, unsalted nuts, and lower fat

and fat-free dairy foods. These tend

to be high in fiber, vitamins, minerals

and other important phytonutrients,”

said Rachel Johnson, Ph.D., R.D., a

nutrition professor at the University of

Vermont and AHA volunteer.

WHAT ’ S IN  A  MEATLESS

MEAL ?

Well, it seems that leaving out the meat
is good for you. In fact, it could help
lower your cholesterol and reduce your
risk for cardiovascular disease. Best of
all, a semi-vegetarian or flexitarian
eating style doesn’t require you to
completely give up your carnivorous
ways. You can totally eat lean meat –
just less of it! We’ll let the experts
explain.
 
Expert Tip #1: Most of the cholesterol-

raising saturated fats that Americans

eat come from meat and full-fat dairy

products such as whole milk cheese,”

said Alice Lichtenstein, D.Sc., a

professor of nutrition at Tufts

University and an AHA volunteer.  “If

you decrease your daily intake of

animal fat, you’re going to decrease

your intake of saturated fat.

WHAT ’ S THE DEAL WITH

MEATLESS MEALS ?

Eating a plant-based meal every now and then can help you lower your cholesterol and improve your heart

health. And unlike a strict vegan or vegetarian diet, mixing in some meatless meals won’t require you to give

up your carnivorous ways.

When you do eat meat, choose the

leanest cut available, reduce

your portion size to no more than 6 oz

cooked, remove all visible fat, and

cook in a healthy way to avoid

excess saturated fats. And

remember, a meatless meal doesn’t

automatically translate to less

saturated fat. 

 

Expert Tip #4: "You can drop meat, but

if you substitute quiche for steak,

you’re not going to get any advantage

in terms of heart health,” Dr.

Lichtenstein cautioned. Make sure

you’re making healthy swaps.

GOTTA HAVE MEAT ?  L IM IT

IT  TO ONCE IN  A  WHILE .

Source: American Heart Association | heart.org | June 2017
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A cup a day gives you about one-third of your iron and protein

and roughly half your fiber. Even better, most of that is

soluble fiber, which helps lower cholesterol. One cup also

provides a good amount of potassium, zinc and many B

vitamins, and some calcium too. Just one alert: Rinse canned

beans well—they can be soaked in salt.

beans

They're a nifty source of quick, totally palatable protein. In

addition, walnuts, peanuts, almonds, cashews, pecans,

macadamias and Brazil nuts are rich in zinc, vitamin E and

omega-3 fatty acids. Some, like almonds, even provide a

decent amount of calcium (about 175 mg in a half cup).

There's also some great nut news: "Recent studies show that

even though nuts are high in calories, eating them does not

lead to weight gain," says Sass. In fact, people who eat nut-

rich diets tend to weigh less than those who don't, say

researchers at Loma Linda University and Purdue University.

Peanuts may even help weight loss. Why nuts don’t make you

fat—and may even help you lose weight—isn't clear. "It's

possible that nuts make you feel so full that you're less likely

to overeat other foods," says Sass. Other experts suspect that

the labor-intense job of digesting nuts burns off calories.

There are also hints that nuts increase the amount of fat that

passes through the digestive tract, which might explain nut-

linked weight loss. More research is obviously needed!

nuts

Besides being a terrific source of iron and phytochemicals,

many seaweeds—such as alaria, dulse, kelp, nori, spirulina and

agar—are good sources of minerals, including magnesium,

calcium, iodine, iron and chromium, as well as vitamins A, C,

E and many of the Bs. Talk about superfoods!

seaweed

Lentils, like beans, are part of the

legume family, and like beans, they're

an excellent source of protein and

soluble fiber. But lentils have an edge

over most beans: They contain about

twice as much iron. They're also

higher in most B vitamins and folate,

which is especially important for

women of childbearing age as folate

reduces the risk for some birth

defects. For new vegetarians, lentils

are also the perfect way to start eating

more legumes because they tend to

be less gassy.

lentils

8 Foods Every
Vegetarian Should Eat

There is a world of reasons to go meatless,
from heart health to animal welfare. But
nutritionally, there's one tricky trade-off.
You drastically shrink your body's supply

of six vital nutrients: protein and iron—
which can be the toughest to get in

adequate quantities—plus calcium, zinc,
vitamin B12 and vitamin D.

 
To help you fill in these gaps, we tapped

the expertise of nutritionist Cynthia Sass,
RD, a spokesperson for the American

Dietetic Association—and a vegan, so she
totally gets it.

 
Here we've identified the "great eight"

foods. All are loaded with one or more of
these hard-to-get nutrients.



Unlike most vegetables, dark leafy greens such as spinach,

broccoli, kale, Swiss chard and collards contain healthful

amounts of iron—especially spinach, which has about 6

grams or about one-third of a day's supply. They're also a

great source of cancer-fighting antioxidants; are high in folic

acid and vitamin A; and they even contain calcium, but in a

form that's not easily absorbed. Cooking greens and/or

sprinkling them with a little lemon juice or vinegar makes

the calcium more available to your body, says Sass.

leafy greens

Some enriched whole-grain cereals are fortified with hard-to-

get vitamin B12—some even offer 100 percent of a day's

requirement in one serving—as well as iron, calcium and

many other nutrients. Keep in mind that if you don't eat eggs

or dairy, you'll have to take a B12 supplement to make sure

you're getting enough. As a group, cereals and other whole-

grain foods (whole wheat breads and pastas, brown rice, etc.)

are also high in other B vitamins, zinc and, of course,

insoluble fiber, which not only helps whisk cholesterol out of

your system but may reduce your risk of colon cancer and

other digestive disorders.

grains

They're good, super-convenient sources of

iron—and if you combine them with some

mixed nuts, you've got a packet of iron

and protein you can take anywhere easily.

In addition, dried fruits—think apricots,

raisins, prunes, mangos, pineapple, figs,

dates, cherries and cranberries—provide a

wide array of minerals and vitamins as

well as some fiber. And even kids love to

snack on them.

dried fruits
Plain tofu has a lot going for it. It's a terrific source of

protein, zinc, iron, and it even contains some cholesterol-

lowering omega-3 fatty acids. It also gives you more than 100

milligrams (mg) of calcium in a half cup. But the same

amount of calcium-enriched tofu gives you up to 350 mg

(about one-third of your daily needs) plus roughly 30 percent

of your daily vitamin D, which helps your body absorb the

calcium—an extra bone-building punch that many people

need. Look for enriched soymilk, too, which is also fortified

with calcium and vitamin D.

Tofu
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Pescatarian – Those who do not consume any meat, except fish.

Lacto-vegetarian – Those who do not consume meat or eggs, but do eat dairy

products.

Ovo-vegetarian – They who do not consume meat or dairy products, but do eat

eggs.

A Vegan Diet for Seniors

Seniors that follow a vegetarian or vegan diet report having a lower incidence of

high blood pressure, obesity, diabetes, and heart disease (livestrong.com).

 

However, it is important to ensure that those who follow these diets are getting

the right amount of protein, calcium, and calories.

More and more Americans are embracing

vegetarian and vegan lifestyles in an effort to

capture the health benefits of a more nutritious diet,

as well as to battle the country's obesity epidemic.

This trend cuts across all socio-economic

demographics. 

2.7% of U.S. adults ages 55-64 are

vegetarian

1.8% of U.S. adults ages 65 plus are

vegetarian

Harris Poll reported that: 

Most people are familiar with the words vegetarian and vegan but aren’t familiar

with the categories in-between.

Every individual has unique dietary needs.

For example, some people need more

protein than others do — or some people will

need to consume more iron-rich food to

keep their hemoglobin levels up.

Many seniors—and particularly women—

have been diagnosed with osteoporosis

that can leave them susceptible to

debilitating broken bones, including

broken hips. However, there are many

plant-based protein sources, such as

nuts, legumes, and soy-based foods.

Types of Vegetarians

How to Meet Your Unique Dietary Needs

Source: CaringPeople | Dec. 2017
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