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Protein: Are you 
getting enough?
Protein is a key part of a healthy diet. 
It’s important to understand how much 
protein is enough and where to find good 
sources of it.

The fundamentals of protein
Protein—often called the building block of life— 
is found all over the body. It is a part of every cell 
and it has many important functions. Protein is 
made up of building blocks called amino acids, 
which fall into two categories:1

•   Essential amino acids cannot be made by the 
body and must come from food.

•   Nonessential amino acids can be made 
by the body.

Proteins can be categorized by how many 
essential amino acids they provide:1

•   Complete proteins contain all of the essential 
amino acids in adequate amounts.

•   Incomplete proteins are missing—or do not 
have enough of—one or more of the essential 
amino acids.

•   Complementary proteins are incomplete 
proteins that form a complete protein when 
eaten together.

Most Americans get the recommended amounts 
of protein to meet their needs.1 If you think you 
may not be getting enough, try to keep track of 
how much protein you eat for a week. You can 
use the nutrition facts label as a tool to track your 
intake. This will show the amount of protein (in 
grams) in one serving of the food.
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How much protein  
do you need?
The USDA recommends adults 
over age 51 aim for the following 
amounts of protein:2
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Food Health benefits Tips for adding it to your diet

Lean beef3 Red meat is a complete protein, but it can 
be high in harmful saturated fat.
Choosing lean or extra lean cuts of beef 
helps reduce fat and cholesterol while still 
offering lots of protein.

These tips can help ensure you select 
lean beef:
•   Choose cuts graded “Choice” or “Select” 

rather than “Prime”.
•   Select cuts with the least visible fat.
•   Opt for packages with the highest. 

percentage of lean meat.

Poultry4 Chicken and turkey are excellent examples 
of complete proteins.
Poultry is often low in fat, making  
it a healthy substitute for beef.

Follow these guidelines to keep your poultry 
picks as healthy as possible:
•   Stick to mostly white meat and be especially 

careful when choosing ground poultry.
•   Remove the skin and trim any visible  

fat before or after cooking.
•   Bake, broil or grill; don’t fry.

Eggs5 Eggs are an inexpensive source of protein, 
but they have cholesterol. 
According to the USDA, one egg a day, on 
average, does not increase one’s risk for 
heart disease.

Only the egg yolk contains saturated fat 
and cholesterol. Egg whites can be enjoyed 
without concerns about heart health.
Eggs aren’t only limited to breakfast, but 
starting your day with one may help you stay 
satisfied longer.6

Seafood5 Seafood is rich in protein and other 
important nutrients.
Plus, it is naturally low in saturated fat and 
fatty fish is loaded with omega-3 fatty 
acids, making it a heart-healthy pick too.

Try to eat fish and/or shellfish at least two 
times per week. 
There are many types of seafood and it  
can be prepared in a variety of ways. 

Yogurt7 Yogurt  —as well as other dairy products—
is a good source of complete protein.
It also has probiotics, which may help the 
body in many ways; most notably, it helps 
the natural flora in the intestines flourish.

These tips can help you navigate the 
supermarket shelves:
•   Consider Greek yogurt to get about twice  

as much protein.
•   Look for the option with the least amount  

of added sugars.
•   Select plain yogurt and add your own 

sweetness with fruit.
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Lentils8 Lentils are high in protein and fiber, but 
low in fat, making them an excellent 
substitute for meat. 
Other legumes, like beans and peas, are 
also a good source of plant-based protein.

Legumes are incomplete protein sources, so 
they don’t contain all the essential acids the 
body needs. 
However, when grains and legumes are eaten 
together, they form a complete protein.

Tofu9 Soybean products—like tofu, tempeh 
and edamame beans—are rare plant 
proteins that contain all of the essential 
amino acids.

Looking to add them to your diet?  
The ideas below may help:
•   Add tofu to stir-fries.
•   Use tempeh in place of bacon.
•   Add tofu and tempeh to salads.
•   Use tofu in soups and smoothies.

Almonds10 Nuts and nut butters are a good source  
of protein and heart-healthy fats.

Consider following these tips:
•   Add grains to help make a complete protein.
•   Choose unsalted varieties to avoid 

unwanted sodium.
•   Practice moderation: A serving is considered 

to be 1 ounce.

Seeds11 Seeds are often high in protein, fiber and 
other nutrients.
Per ounce cup, these seeds deliver a hefty 
dose of protein:
•   Sunflower seeds = 6 grams
•   Pumpkin seeds = 8 grams
•   Flax seeds = 5 grams
•   Chia seeds = 5 grams

Consider eating seeds as a snack, or adding 
them to other foods—like soups, salads and 
smoothies—for a protein boost.

Quinoa12 Quinoa contains 8 grams of protein 
per cup, including all nine essential 
amino acids.
It’s also rich in vitamins, minerals and 
antioxidants, and it may even help boost 
“good” HDL cholesterol thanks to its  
heart-healthy fats. 

If you aren’t sure how to add quinoa to your 
diet, try these ideas:
•   Add it to soups or vegetarian chili during 

cold months.
•   Add a sprinkle of brown sugar and fruit to 

serve it as a hot cereal.
•   Add vegetables and a vinaigrette dressing  

to make a nutritious salad.
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This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not to be used for medical advice, diagnosis or 
treatment. Consult your doctor if you have questions or concerns. Consult your doctor before beginning any 
new diet or exercise regimen.
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