
 
 

Protein 
 

 
Proteins are the building blocks of the body (called amino acids) – they form muscle 
and organ tissue. Protein is found throughout the body—in muscle, bone, skin, hair, and 
virtually every other body part or tissue.  
 
To a lesser extend Protein is used as energy source – especially once glycogen stores 
are depleted (for instance, during a low-carb diet or after hours of prolonged exercise). 
 
High-protein foods take more work to digest, metabolize and use, which means you 
burn more calories processing them. They also take longer to leave your stomach, so 
you feel full for longer.  
 
 
How much protein do we need? 
  
Protein is found in food from animals and plants. Eating a healthy diet is far more 
important than concentrating on how much protein you eat. 
 
The Institute of Medicine recommends that adults get a minimum of 0.8 grams of protein 
for every kilogram of body weight per day (or 8 grams of protein for every 20 pounds of 
body weight). The Institute of Medicine also sets a wide range for acceptable protein 
intake—anywhere from 10 to 35 percent of calories each day.  
 
A sufficient protein intake is important, as it can raise your metabolism by 25 % or more 
after consumption.  
 
When cutting calories to lose body fat, you risk losing muscle mass as well, which slows 
your metabolism. Therefore, eating enough protein can offset some of the muscle-
wasting effects.  
 
A word of caution: 
 
However, eating too much protein (especially animal protein) over many years has a 
number of risks associated with it: 
 
• It can lead to kidney failure 
• Results in dehydration 
• Increases risk of osteoporosis by accelerating mobilisation and excretion of calcium 
• Excess protein can also be converted into body fat, therefore leading to fat gain 
• Too much protein from animals can lead to an increased risk of cancer and 

Alzheimer’s 
• Accelerated ageing 
 
Any excess protein you consume, cannot be stored. Part of it is excreted by the kidneys 
and the other part is converted to glucose and then triglycerides to be stored as fat.  



Animal sources of protein: 
 
Animal sources of protein tend to deliver all the amino acids we need – they are 
complete proteins and contain all nine amino acids. However, meat is not beneficial to 
your health and you should minimize your consumption. 
 
When shopping, keep in mind that plenty of food is produced from animals raised on GE 
feed such as grains.  
 
 To avoid meat raised on genetically engineered feed crops, look for the phrase 

“100% grass fed”. 
 Processed and precooked meat and fish may contain genetically engineered 

oil-based additives and preservatives. Canned tuna may be packed in GE oils; to 
be safe, buy canned fish packed in water or olive oil. 

 Farm-grown fish (trout, catfish, salmon) can be raised on GE feed. Look for wild 
rather than farmed fish to avoid this possibility. 

 Look for certified organic products. 
 
 
Some of the best sources of animal protein are outlined below: 
 

• Poultry 
 

Skinless, white-meat organic chicken and skinless organic turkey breast are lean sources 
of animal protein. Choose unprocessed chicken and turkey breast instead of deli slices 
to limit your intake of sodium and preservatives, such as nitrates. 
 

• Lean meat 
 

Grass-fed organic beef is rich in protein and is healthier, more flavourful and richer in 
nutrients than grain fed factory raised cattle.  Other good sources of protein are lean 
cuts of lamb, veal and game. A serving of meat should be no bigger than the palm of 
your hand. Too much red meat is not recommended, as it contains cholesterol and 
saturated (bad) fat and is associated with a higher risk of cancer. Aim for not more than 
1 serve a week. 
 

 



• Seafood  
 

As well as being rich in healthy Omega-3 fats, fish and seafood also provide high-quality 
animal protein. However, some fish also contain toxin levels that can pose certain health 
risks if eaten too frequently. Seafood contaminants include metals such as mercury, 
which affects brain function and development and other industrial chemicals and 
pesticides. These toxins usually originate on land and make their way into the smallest 
plants and animals at the base of the ocean food web. As smaller species are eaten by 
larger ones, those toxins are accumulated. Large predatory fish – like swordfish and 
sharks – end up with the most toxins. You can minimize your risks by choosing seafood 
carefully.  
 
The best & worst choices in New Zealand: 
 

 
 



If you are in the US – check out the Seafood Watch Consumer Guide for the best 
choices. 
 
If you are in Australia – check out Australia’s Sustainable Seafood Guide. 
 
If you are in the UK – check out the Marine Conservation Society’s Good Fish Guide. 
 
 

 
• Eggs 

 
Eggs are a convenient and affordable source of high quality protein. They are 
considerable less expensive than other animal protein sources and are packed with 13 
different vitamins and minerals. Eat eggs with yolks, because the sulphur-bearing amino 
acids they contain help the liver metabolise fats. 
There is still some confusion on whether eggs are bad for you. Egg paranoia has been 
based on the old assumption that eating the yolks will raise blood cholesterol. Research 
has clearly shown that consuming eggs every day is not associated with cholesterol 
problems or heart disease.  
 
 

• Dairy foods (milk, cheese, yogurt) 
 
 
Things to consider: 
 

• There is no evidence that diary is good for our bones or prevents osteoporosis. In 
fact, the animal protein it contains may help cause bone loss! 

• Dairy is very high in saturated fat, which is linked to heart disease. 
• About 75 % of the world’s population is lactose intolerant – meaning they are 

unable to properly digest milk and other dairy products. 
• Our bodies just weren’t made to digest milk. It’s better for us to get calcium, 

potassium, protein, and fats from other food sources, like whole plant foods — 
vegetables, fruits, beans, whole grains, nuts, seeds, and seaweed. 
 

Milk:  
 
When buying milk, be aware that some US dairy farms inject the genetically engineered 
hormone rBGH, also called rBST, into their cows to boost milk production – so be sure to 
buy products with a label that reads cows free of rBGH or rBST.  
 
Nowadays most milk is also mass produced – with the cows housed in less than ideal 
environments and often given antibiotics to stop infections.  
The milk is then pasteurized to make it safe to drink, killing most of the nutrients and 
healthy enzymes.  
To make skim-milk, the fat is removed from the milk and with it most of the vitamins. Milk 
manufacturers then add synthetic vitamins to make up for it.  
 
There are other alternatives to cow’s milk – soy milk has nearly the same amount of 
protein and is a popular non-dairy option. Others - like almond milk, oat milk or rice milk 
are much lower in protein but might be easier to digest/tolerate.  
 
If you want to drink cow’s milk, try and go for organic to avoid ingesting any pesticides 
and antibiotic residues.  
 

https://www.seafoodwatch.org/seafood-recommendations/consumer-guides
https://www.sustainableseafood.org.au/
https://www.mcsuk.org/goodfishguide/search


 
Cheese:  
 
The same is true for cheeses as it is for milk – consider buying organic if you can.  
 
Soft cheeses tend to be lower in fat, have less calories and have a lower sodium count 
than hard cheeses.  
The cheese with the lowest fat content is cottage cheese and it is a good source of 
protein. 
Other soft cheeses that are low in fat with a good protein content are ricotta, quark, 
feta and mozzarella. 
 
Edam is one of the better hard cheeses – it is much lower in fat than most other hard 
cheeses and high in protein. 
Cheddar cheese is similar in protein to Edam, but quite a bit higher in fat.  
 
 
Yogurt:  
 
Again – for the same reasons as with milk, consider buying organic yogurts.  
 
Most yogurts generally offer about 2-3 grams of protein per 100 grams. Watch out for all 
the low fat or fat free yogurts – they are generally loaded with added sugar.  
 
Greek yogurts have more protein – around 9-10 grams per 100 grams.  
The winner under the yogurts is the unsweetened organic Greek yogurt – low in sugar 
and high in protein.  
 
 
Plant sources of protein: 
 
Fruits, vegetables, grains, nuts and seeds, lack one or more essential amino acids. 
However, you can still obtain all the essential amino acids by eating a variety of plant 
proteins during the day.  
 
Pairing incomplete proteins – peanut butter on whole-wheat bread, brown rice and 
beans or hummus on pita bread - for example can substitute for complete proteins. 
Also, including more plant sources of protein in the diet also offers that added bonus of 
nutrient density and fiber. 
 

• Legumes  
Lentils and beans (kidney, garbanzo, pinto, black beans etc.) are great sources 
of plant proteins. 
 

• Grains  
Quinoa is a complete protein (just like animal protein). 
Amaranth, teff, oats, wild rice, buckwheat and millet are other good options. 
 

• Vegetables  
Peas, potato, collard greens, pumpkin, spinach, asparagus, corn, sweet potato, 
Brussel sprouts, mushrooms, avocado and broccoli are good sources of protein. 
 
 
 



• Nuts and seeds 
Pistachios, almonds, cashew nuts, walnuts, hazelnuts, Brazil nuts, pine nuts, 
pecans, Macadamia nuts, sunflower seeds, pumpkin seeds, flax seeds, sesame 
seeds and chia seeds are all delivering proteins. 
 
Nut butters – peanut butter, almond butter, cashew butter as well as Tahini also 
have protein.  

 
Vegetarians can reach their protein target by eating a variety of fruits, vegetables and 
legumes.  
 
 

How protein affects diabetes 

Again, protein quality matters more than protein quantity when it comes to diabetes risk. 

• A recent study found that people who ate diets high in red meat, especially 
processed red meat, had a higher risk of type 2 diabetes than those who rarely 
ate red or processed meat. For each additional serving a day of red meat or 
processed red meat that study participants ate, their risk of diabetes rose 12 and 
32 percent, respectively. 

• Substituting a serving of nuts, dairy products, or whole grains for a serving of red 
meat each day lowered the risk of developing type 2 diabetes by an estimated 
16-35 %. 

• A 20-year study looked at the relationship between low-carbohydrate diets and 
type 2 diabetes in women. Low-carbohydrate diets that were high in vegetable 
sources of fat and protein modestly reduced the risk of type 2 diabetes. But low-
carbohydrate diets that were high in animal sources of protein or fat did not 
show this benefit. 


