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Nutritional considerations for dietitians 
 

Protein 
 

A more sustainable diet does not necessarily have to exclude red meat or dairy altogether – 

therefore meat and dairy nutrient intakes need not be compromised. 

 

This information sheet provides some additional information on nutritional considerations which 

dietitians may take into account. References and information sources are available as a separate 

download from www.bda.uk.com/onebluedot. 

 

Protein is essential for the growth, maintenance and repair of all body cells.1   In the UK, 

overconsumption of protein is common across all age groups and sexes,2 therefore advice to 

reduce meat and dairy whilst increasing plant food sources of protein will have little if any impact 

on overall protein intakes. 

 

Current intakes of protein2
       

• 2-10 year olds are consuming 2-3 times more than recommended. 

• Teens (11-18 year olds) are consuming 29-70% excess protein. 

• 19-74 year olds exceed recommendations by 38-57% whilst over 75 year olds are 

consuming 22% and 33% above recommendations for females and males respectively. 

 

Protein quality   

 

Protein quality is dependent on the ability of a diet to provide all essential (indispensable) amino 

acids (EAAs) in the correct quantity to meet human needs.3 The protein quality of individual foods 

can be assessed by the established scoring systems Protein Digestibility-Corrected Amino Acid 

Score (PDCAAS)4 and the more recently proposed Digestibility Indispensable Amino Acid Score 

(DIAAS).5  Both systems assess the protein digestibility and quantity of EAAs in relation to a 

reference protein which meets all human needs.  The latter scoring system is thought to be more 

accurate as it takes into consideration the presence of inhibitory factors such as phytates and 

trypsin when assessing digestibility.  Although these measurements are useful, they do not reflect 

the ability of the overall diet to meet EAAs needs, and they have led to a number of 

misunderstandings about the quality of plant proteins and how they should be consumed. 

 

On a weight by weight basis, plant foods compared to animal foods do contain less protein but 

this is due to their more rounded macronutrient content: low in saturated fat, lower energy density, 

provide complex carbohydrates and are an excellent source of fibre.6  Research has repeatedly 

demonstrated that even if individuals decide to exclude meat and fish from the diet altogether 
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(vegan and vegetarian diets), they still exceed their protein needs.7-12  Plant proteins are neither 

‘incomplete’ or of ‘low in biological value’ and such terms should be used with care.  Additionally, 

there is no need to ‘combine’ plant foods at each meal in order to ‘complement the different EAA’ 

profiles. 

 

Plants do in fact contain all EAAs be it some at very low levels e.g. cereals and lysine content, but 

they do not lack any.13-16  It has been repeatedly demonstrated that human EAA needs do not 

need to be met at each meal time and it is the overall consumption of EAAs over the course of a 

day that is important.15-18  

 

The body holds a pool of EAAs which it can call upon to complement dietary intakes.19,20   

It is important to note that the PDCAAS4 and DIAAS5 scoring systems only assess a single food 

protein’s ability to meet all EAAs at levels needed to meet human requirements.  They do not 

reflect the ability of the overall diet through the course of a day to meet all EAAs.3,13,16    

 

Various metabolic studies have demonstrated nitrogen balance to be met irrespective of protein 

source and that diets based solely on plants and which meet energy requirements, will also meet 

all EAAs needs.3,16,18-20      

 

Spread protein load evenly throughout the 
day:21-25 it is now well established that protein 
loads should be spread throughout the day to 
optimise muscle protein synthesis. Protein 
uptake and utilisation plateaus at around 20g of 
animal protein – for plant proteins this will be 
higher at around 30g and for elderly even higher.  
 

The One Blue Dot ‘Practical guide for dietitians: other source of protein’ sheet gives 

information on DRV for protein and key sources. 
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