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Protein Basics

Our bodies are made of many proteins. Proteins are made
from amino acids, and each protein has its own unique
amino acid sequence that determines its shape and func-
tion. There are twenty different amino acids. Our bodies
can make 11 of the amino acids that are needed to make
protein but cannot make the other nine, so we must get
them from our diet. These amino acids are considered “es-
sential” Foods that provide high levels of all of the essential
amino acids are meat, poultry, eggs, fish, milk, cheese, and
yogurt. Proteins low in one or more of the essential amino
acids include those from plant foods: vegetables, fruits,
grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds. Although it is not neces-
sary to eat foods containing all of the essential amino acids
at every meal, it is important for good health to ensure that
what you eat over the course of the day provides enough
of all of the essential amino acids and total protein. This

is especially true for those who eat only plant sources of
protein, such as vegans. As long as vegans eat a varied diet
containing vegetables, legumes, grains, nuts, and seeds,
they should have no problem getting enough of each of the
essential amino acids and meeting their protein needs.
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Role of Proteins in the Body

Proteins have many functions in the body. For example,
proteins help with digestion. They also help with the forma-
tion of red blood cells that deliver oxygen to our cells. They
provide the framework and support for muscles, bones,
skin, cartilage, hair, nails, teeth, and skin. Proteins also help
the body fight infections.

Recommended Intake

The Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA) for protein
is 0.8 grams of protein for every 2.2 pounds (1 kilogram)
of body weight for adult men and women who are not
pregnant or breastfeeding. Table 1 lists estimated RDAs for
protein based on reference body weights. Protein needs
vary with age and sex. Use this equation to calculate your
daily protein requirement, in grams: (Your Weight in
Pounds/2.2) x 0.8.

Table 1. Recommended Dietary Allowance for Protein Based on
Reference Body Weights.

Age Protein (grams/day)
Children ages 1-3 13
Children ages 4-8 19
Children ages 9-13 34
Girls ages 14-18 46
Boys ages 14-18 52
Women ages 19-70+ 46
Men ages 19-70+ 56

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2012.
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Sources of Protein

Sources of protein include meats, poultry, nuts, seeds,
seafood, eggs, legumes (beans, peas, and lentils), soy
products, dairy foods, and grains. Table 2 lists examples of
protein sources and the amount of protein they provide in a
given serving size (Choose My Plate 2014c).

Table 2. Protein Sources.

Source Foods Serving Size Amount of
Protein
(grams)
Meat beef, pork, lean 3 ounces, 23
luncheonor  cooked
deli meats
Poultry chickenand 3 ounces, 26
turkey cooked
Nuts and Seeds almonds, 1 ounce 6
cashews,
peanuts,
pistachios,
pumpkin
seeds,
sunflower
seeds
Seafood salmon, tuna, 3 ounces, 17
trout, snapper, cooked
herring, cod
Legumes black beans, %2 cup 7
chickpea,
kidney beans
lentils Y2 cup 9
Soy Products tofu, firm 5 cup 10
veggie burger 1 patty 11
tempeh Y2 cup 15
Milk whole, 2%, 1%, 1 cup 8
skim
Grains grits, yellow % cup, cooked 1
brown rice 4 cup, cooked 2
oatmeal 4 cup, cooked 3
quinoa 4 cup, cooked 4

Source: USDA Nutrient Data Laboratory 2011.

Protein Intake and Your Health

Most people eat more protein than they need without
harmful side effects. However, some protein choices can be
less healthy than others because they contain saturated fat.
Saturated fat raises low-density lipoprotein (LDL) choles-
terol levels, increasing the risk of heart disease and stroke.
Fatty meats, poultry with the skin, sausage, hot dogs, and
bacon are examples of sources of protein that are high in
saturated fat. Replacing these options with healthier sources
of protein has been shown to lower the risk of several
diseases (Harvard School of Public Health 2014).
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How to Make Healthier Protein
Choices

For healthier eating, choose lean or low-fat meat and
poultry. Lean beef cuts include top sirloin and chuck
shoulders. Lean pork includes pork loin, tenderloin, and
ham. Extra-lean ground beef should say “90% lean/10% fat”
on the package. When buying chicken and turkey, look for
the skinless options. Avoid deli meats because they are high
in sodium and some are high in fat.

Vary your protein choices. Make it a goal to have seafood at
least twice a week. Fish containing omega-3 fatty acids have
been shown to help reduce the risk of heart disease. Choose
fish high in omega-3 fatty acids such as salmon, lake trout,
mackerel, and herring. Choose unsalted nuts and seeds,
such as pecans, almonds, or pumpkin seeds. Using visual
cues for portion control will help to control the amount you
eat. The “divided plate” method is a great way to determine
the proper amount of protein that should be served. Protein
foods should take up a little less than % of your plate
(Choose My Plate 2014a). Dairy food such as milk, yogurt,
and low-fat cheeses are also good sources of protein.
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Summary

There are many sources of dietary protein. Meat, poultry,
eggs, fish, and dairy products are sources that provide a
high level of essential amino acids that our bodies need.
Plant foods such as grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds are
also sources of protein. It is best to eat a variety of sources
throughout the day to meet your needs. The Recommended
Dietary Allowance (RDA) is 0.8 grams of protein for every
2.2 pounds (1 kilogram) of body weight. It is vital to con-
sume the recommended amount of protein daily because
proteins have many different roles in the body. Choosing
protein sources such as lean meat, skinless poultry, fish,
eggs, legumes, and unsalted nuts and seeds is an excellent
way to get the protein you need in a healthier way.
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