
Power Up with Plant Protein
The 2020-2025 
Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans 
encourage people to 
choose foods from 
plants more often. 
MyPlate provides 
visual guidance to 
a balanced meal. It 
shows more than 75% of the plate coming from 
plants. These guidelines provide science-based advice 
for the general population “to promote health, reduce 
the risk of chronic disease, and meet nutrient needs.” 
Organizations like the American Heart Association, 
the American Cancer Society, the American Diabetes 
Association, and the National Kidney Foundation 
also encourage people to eat plant-based foods to 
support overall health and well-being.

What foods come from 
plants?
Plant-based foods include:

•	whole grains,

•	nuts and seeds,

•	 fruits,

•	 vegetables,

•	 legumes and beans, and

•	products made from plants, like soy-, almond-, 
oat-, cashew-, rice-, and pea-alternatives.

Plant-based products provide carbohydrates, fats, 
and protein. They also include other nutrients like 
fiber, antioxidants, and vitamins and minerals. These 
nutrients support digestion, keep cells working 

properly, reduce the risk of chronic conditions, and 
promote the nourishment of our bodies toward a 
healthy lifestyle.

Plant-based diets are eating patterns that focus on 
including more plant sources. Often, this is mistaken 
as advice to stop eating all meat products. Instead, 
these recommendations may include limiting the 
amount of meat you eat or replacing some current 
meat-centered meals with plant options. While some 
people choose to eat foods only from plants, there are 
others who are more flexible with their food sources. 
You can enjoy food from animals in moderation as 
part of a nutritious, balanced diet.
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Is it possible to get enough 
protein from plant-based 
foods?
You need protein for growth, maintenance, and repair 
of body tissues. It is an important part of a balanced 
eating pattern. Proteins are made up of amino acids. 
Our bodies can make some amino acids. These 
are often referred to as nonessential. There are nine 
essential amino acids that cannot be made in the 
body. These must come from food sources. Animal 
foods often provide all essential amino acids our 
bodies require. Some plant foods provide essential 
amino acids (quinoa and soy), but often all essential 
amino acids are not found in one plant food. Eating 
a variety of plant foods throughout the day can help 
you get the essential amino acids you need.

Some plant proteins are listed below:

•	Nuts (walnuts, cashews, pistachios, nut butters)

•	Lentils, legumes, beans, peas (peanuts, peanut 
butter, chickpeas, hummus, black beans, pinto 
beans, green peas, black-eyed peas)

•	 Seeds (sunflower seeds, pumpkin seeds, chia seeds, 
flax seeds, sesame seeds)

•	Tofu and other soy products (soymilk, edamame, 
tofu, tempeh)

•	Whole grains (quinoa, wheat, oats, rice, corn, 
farro, millet, buckwheat, couscous)

Plant proteins on a budget
Many plant-based foods can support your wallet 
as well as your health. Often you can find these 
foods fresh, frozen, and canned. When produce is 
in season, like fresh beans and peas, it may be more 
affordable to buy locally from a farmers’ market or 
to grow them in your own garden. In the off-season, 
frozen and canned options can be a convenient, 
affordable choice. Often, frozen and canned varieties 
do not take as long to cook because of the processing. 
They are also shelf-stable, which can help extend 

your food dollars. You can consume these foods 
on their own or with an animal protein as a meat-
extender to save money.

Examples of ways to add in budget-friendly plant 
protein foods to your diet are listed below:

•	Consider nut butter on whole-grain toast as your 
next sandwich.

•	Add beans or peas to your next chili, stew, or soup.
•	Top tacos with black beans or corn or incorporate 

as a topping for chicken, beef, or pork taco fillings.
•	Use oats to extend or replace some ground meat in 

your next batch of meatballs or meatloaf.

Plant-based alternatives
Whether you choose to omit animal-products from 
your lifestyle by choice or do so because of a reaction 
to these items, many food manufacturers make 
plant-based alternatives. Plant-based meat alternatives 
have come a long way in the last 50 years. Burgers, 
ground meat for tacos, and sausage are often made of 
pea and soy protein products. They typically provide 
all essential amino acids and have a similar taste and 
texture to their animal-based products. Read the 
Nutrition Facts Label as these items are often highly 
processed and may contain high amounts of sodium 
and saturated fat.

Tofu and tempeh are soy products that are often used 
as meat substitutes in dishes, usually as a feature in 
Asian dishes. Because these foods take on the flavor of 
most sauces and marinades, they are very versatile in 
how you can use them. These foods provide protein, 
iron, fiber, calcium, and other vitamins and minerals.

Fortified soymilk is a plant-based milk alternative 
that the Dietary Guidelines for Americans recognizes 
as a sufficient milk replacement in terms of nutrients 
provided. There are plant-based alternatives for 
cheese, yogurt, and sour cream from soy, coconut, 
and cashew products. Make sure to check the 
Nutrition Facts label to ensure they are fortified with 
calcium and/or vitamin D.
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Many of these alternatives look, taste, and provide 
a similar texture to animal-based foods in dishes. 
Often manufacturers fortify these foods with 
vitamins and minerals to provide essential nutrients 
we may miss out on that are found in animal 
products. However, to taste, feel, and look like these 
animal-based examples, manufacturers might also 
add sugar, sodium, and saturated fats. These are 
nutrients that are listed on the Nutrition Facts label 
of these processed foods. The health organizations 
listed above and the Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans suggest limiting these nutrients when 
possible.

Necessary nutrients
There are some necessary nutrients that may be 
important to consider if you are choosing an entirely 
plant-based diet.

Vitamin B12
•	Plant food sources: Fortified foods like breakfast 

cereal, soy beverages, nutritional yeast

•	 Importance: Helps form red blood cells, plays a 
key role in development of brain and nerve cells

•	Additional considerations: This vitamin does not 
occur in plant foods unless fortified.

Vitamin D
•	Plant food sources: Fortified margarines, 

breakfast cereals; some mushrooms

•	 Importance: Supports bone and brain health, 
protects against inflammation

•	Additional considerations: There is no natural 
source of vitamin D in plant foods. Regular 
exposure to sunlight will help your body generate 
some vitamin D, but often not in adequate 
amounts.

Riboflavin (another B vitamin)
•	Plant food sources: Dark greens, whole and 

enriched grains, mushrooms, legumes, nuts, seeds, 
nutritional yeast

•	 Importance: Supports growth, development, and 
function of cells in the body

•	Additional considerations: It plays a major role in 
the breakdown of food into energy in our bodies.

Iron
•	Plant food sources: Legumes, whole grains, dried 

fruits, nuts, and seeds

•	 Importance: Helps form red blood cells to carry 
oxygen throughout the body

•	Additional considerations: Iron from animal 
foods is more easily absorbed in our bodies. To 
aid in absorption from plant food, consume 
vitamin C-rich foods like bell peppers, citrus fruits 
(grapefruits, oranges), and cruciferous vegetables 
(broccoli, Brussels sprouts). Tannins in tea, 
coffee, and red wine, which act as antioxidants in 
protecting us from chronic conditions, may inhibit 
iron absorption.

Fortified soymilk is a

sufficient milk replacement

in terms

of nutrients

provided.



Educational programs of Kentucky Cooperative Extension serve all people regardless of economic or social status and will not discriminate on the basis of race, color, ethnic origin, 
national origin, creed, religion, political belief, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, pregnancy, marital status, genetic information, age, veteran status, 

physical or mental disability or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity. Reasonable accommodation of disability may be available with prior notice. Program information 
may be made available in languages other than English. University of Kentucky, Kentucky State University, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and Kentucky Counties, Cooperating.

4
RM0624

Calcium
•	Plant food sources: Stone-ground meal, self-

rising flour and meal, some fortified breakfast 
cereals, calcium-fortified orange juice, legumes, 
tofu, calcium-fortified soy milk or other fortified 
plant-based milks, some nuts (such as almonds), 
certain seeds (such as sesame seeds), and some 
vegetables (such as broccoli, collards, kale, mustard 
greens, turnip greens, okra, rutabaga, and Chinese 
cabbage).

•	 Importance: Supports bone and teeth health, 
becomes increasingly important as we age to 
support strength, helps functioning of nerve and 
muscle tissue

•	Additional considerations: Milk is a major source 
of calcium in the typical American diet.

There are numerous plant-based protein options 
available. So, there are ways to make this dietary 
pattern fit your preferences, budget, culture, and 
personal needs. Overall, including more plant foods 
in your eating pattern can meet your preferences 
while supporting your budget and health needs.
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