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Vegetarian Diets

You are probably reading this handout because your healthcare practitioner has suggested that you
switch to a vegetarian or vegan diet. Alternatively, you might have come to this conclusion on your own,
wondering if there are some health benefits to reducing or eliminating intake of animal products. People may
opt for a vegetarian diet for health reasons, for ethical reasons, for religious reasons, or simply to save money. You
may stick with a vegetarian diet for the long term, or just adhere to this type of diet for several months. Either
way, this handout is dedicated to providing you with information about the various types of vegetarian diets and
tips on how to make the switch.
There are many different types of vegetarian diets. Vegans eat no animal products whatsoever, including
eggs and dairy (milk, cheese, yogurt, butter derived from cow, goat, or sheep milk). Some vegetarians (lactoovo-vegetarians) will eat dairy and eggs, since the animals need not be harmed to obtain these animal products.
To that end, one might choose to eat only eggs from free range chickens and dairy products from pasture-raised
cows. Aside from ethical reasons for choosing free range and pasture raised animal products, these foods are
also healthier, with higher amounts of Omega 3 versus Omega 6 fatty acids than their conventionally factoryfarmed cousins. Some vegetarians (pesco-vegetarian or pescetarian) supplement their diets with small amounts
of fish and seafood. This might be especially indicated in someone who has diabetes, insulin resistance, or
hypoglycemia, as these populations generally fare better on a lower carbohydrate diet than is usually possible on
a strictly vegan or vegetarian diet. Individuals should discuss the most suitable diet for them with their healthcare
practitioners.
There are a few basic dietary suggestions relevant for nearly everybody. Any diet, vegetarian or not,
should focus on reducing or eliminating: refined sugar and flour, partially hydrogenated oils, too many Omega 6
and Omega 9 fatty acids, and packaged products containing artificial colors, flavors, preservatives, and chemicals.
Portion control should be monitored in people trying to lose weight or gain weight. Finally, lack of produce (fresh
fruit and vegetables) is a serious contributor to chronic and acute disease and we should all be increasing our
intake of fruits and veggies.

Nutritional challenges for vegetarians
Getting enough calories and getting adequate amounts of vitamin
B12, vitamin D, calcium and iron are the main nutritional
challenges facing vegetarians. Plant eaters also need to examine
their sources of protein.
Calories

Proteins and carbohydrates provide 4 calories per gram
while fat furnishes more than twice as much: 9 calories
per gram. Since plant sources of food are generally much
lower in fat, vegetarians need to eat a larger amount of
food to get the required daily amount of calories. Plant
sources of good fats include nuts, nut butters, olive oil,
seeds, avocadoes, and plant oils.

Vitamin B12

Some vitamins are absent in plant foods so exclusive
plant eaters should get these vitamins from fortified
foods or vitamin supplements. Vitamin B12 is
needed to make DNA and proteins, for metabolizing
carbohydrates and fats and for the proper functioning
of the nervous system. Nutritional yeast, fortified
breakfast cereals, enriched milk substitutes (like soy,
hemp, coconut, almond, hazelnut, etc.) and fortified
vegetable margarine spreads are vegetarian sources of
vitamin B12. Vegetarians, particularly vegans, need to
pay close attention to their vitamin B12 levels.
There is simply not a great non-meat source of this
essential vitamin. Most vegans should take a vitamin
B12 supplement. You may ask your doctor to test your
serum vitamin B12 levels and serum methylmalonic
acid to assess and monitor your B12 status. B12 can
be taken as an oral supplement or as an intramuscular
injection. When selecting a B12 supplement,
ideally you should choose one that contains
B12 as methylcobalamin or hydroxycobalamin.
Cyanocobalamin is an inferior form of B12, but can be
taken orally in a pinch!

Vitamin D

Vitamin D is needed for the formation of healthy
bones and teeth. It can be produced by the skin from
sunlight, but at many latitudes there is not enough sun
in the winter to produce a sufficient amount of vitamin
D. Milk is fortified with vitamin D and is a good source
for vegetarians. Supplements are recommended for
those who don’t drink milk. Your doctor can test vitamin D levels with a simple blood test. The optimal level
in the blood would be around 60 or higher.

Iron

As with calcium, plant sources of iron are much more
poorly absorbed than animal sources. Iron is needed to
form hemoglobin, which transports oxygen from the
lungs to the tissues through the blood. A deficiency
of iron can lead to anemia which is characterized by
feeling tired, a pale appearance, weight loss, irritability
and poor appetite. There are many good plant sources
of iron and its absorption from plants can be increased
by taking vitamin C rich foods along with iron rich foods.
Vitamin C is found in citrus fruits and juices, Brussels
sprouts, broccoli, tomatoes, berries and many more.
Iron rich foods include dried apricots, cooked lentils,
molasses, baked beans, raisins and fortified cereals.

Omega 3 fatty acids

Another consideration as far as supplements for vegans
and some vegetarians, depending upon concomitant
health conditions, is Omega 3 fatty acids- including
DHA and EPA. These are found in fatty fish like sardines,
wild Alaskan salmon, halibut, mackerel, and kippers,
as well as eggs. Also, very small amounts are found in
seaweed. The body is capable of converting Omega 6
fatty acids to Omega 3, however this enzymaticallydriven process may not be working at optimal levels
in everyone. Furthermore, most Americans already eat
an over-abundance of Omega 6 fatty acids. While on
a vegetarian or vegan diet, if one is not willing or able
to eat fish, an Omega 3 supplement can be taken if
needed. Krill oil (or fish oil, of course) is a good choice.

Calcium

Calcium is found in milk, dairy products and salmon
bones (in canned salmon). The concern for vegetarians
is that plant sources of calcium are generally more
poorly absorbed by the digestive tract than animal
sources. Calcium is absorbed better from some plants
than others. Good plant sources of calcium include
radish, turnip greens, okra, soybeans, tempeh, almond
butter, bok choy, cabbage and watercress. Spinach
contains a lot of calcium but it is poorly absorbed.
Vegans and those who don’t include milk in their diet
should be sure to include good sources of calcium or
a calcium supplement in their diet. Non-dairy yogurts
(soy, coconut, or rice-based) contain calcium, however
many of these commercially produced non-dairy
yogurts are high in sugar, so these should be used
sparingly. Also, people with low thyroid function should
minimize or eliminate intake of raw soy. Below is a table
listing the calcium content of some non-dairy foods.
Soy or rice milk,
commercial, calciumfortified, plain

8 oz

200-300 mg

Collard greens, cooked

1 cup

357 mg

Blackstrap molasses

2 TB

400 mg

Tofu, processed with
calcium sulfate

4 oz

200-330 mg

Calcium-fortified
orange juice

8 oz

Tofu, processed with
nigari		

4 oz

Kale, cooked		

1 cup

179 mg

Tahini		

2 TB

128 mg

Almonds

1/4 cup

89 mg

300 mg
80-230 mg

Cookbooks
Somebody new to eating a vegetarian diet will find it helpful to peruse vegetarian cookbooks at a local bookstore, library, or online.
There are many wonderful cookbooks, websites and blogs to provide inspiration for new and veteran vegetarians. Here are a few
choice vegetarian or vegan cookbooks. Please keep in mind that this is by no means an exhaustive list!
Any cookbook by Mollie Katzen
Nourishing Traditions by Sally Fallon
Recipes from an Ecological Kitchen by Lorna Sass
The Happy Herbivore by Lindsay S. Nixon
The Vegetarian Times magazine and cookbook
The Self Healing Cookbook by Kristina Turner
1000 Vegan Recipes by Robin G. Robertson
Fresh from the Vegetarian Slow Cooker by Robin Robertson
Pitfalls
Vegetarian pitfalls to be aware of: some vegetarians end up relying too heavily on carbohydrates and cheese for easy availability
(e.g., take-out pizza) and to fill themselves up. This is a set-up for weight gain, reduced energy levels, and even increased risk of
high blood sugar and high cholesterol. Also, some people on long term vegan diets end up
being too thin and too depleted, either because of climate, body type, poor diet choices, or
blood type (see Dr. D’Adamo’s groundbreaking work on this topic: Eat Right For Your Type).
If your health or energy levels are failing on a vegan diet, by all means find a way to include
ethically raised and ethically slaughtered animal products in your diet to enhance your health
and sense of well-being.
Another challenge for new vegans or vegetarians is in the social realm. Changing one’s diet
can be intimidating for family members and friends, who might feel that you are judging
them for not making the same dietary changes that you are making. Immediate family can
be especially defensive regarding dietary changes taken on by one family member, a situation
which calls for tact and sensitivity on all parts. Try not to take it personally! Remember that food is tied up with emotions and eating is a social event, not just a means of obtaining adequate nutrition.
Menu Planning
People following a vegetarian diet should become informed about the principles of good nutrition. These include choosing foods
high in fiber, complex carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals, and knowing which foods are best to eat organic, when possible (see
“The Dirty Dozen” at www.ewg.org). They should also inform themselves about the specific nutritional challenges of their dietary
choices. Vegetarians who include dairy products and eggs are able to obtain all the nutrients they need. Vegans need to examine
where they might be lacking and make efforts to meet dietary needs. A good way to do that is to eat a wide variety of foods and to
add supplements to the diet if necessary. Vegetarian children, teenagers, athletes, pregnant and lactating women, and the elderly
should consult a good reference such as a book or a health care professional. They may be at increased risk for nutritional deficiencies.
Depending on individual health conditions, generally vegetarians and vegans should be eating ample amounts of vegetables,
legumes (beans), and whole grains. Whole grains include whole wheat (if tolerated, and in moderation), quinoa, buckwheat, oats,
barley, millet, amaranth, teff, spelt, rye, and kamut. Brown rice and wild rice are other wonderful side dishes.
For those limiting gluten, the gluten-containing grains are wheat, barley, rye, kamut, and spelt. Oats may or may not have gluten,
depending on how it is stored and processed. Healthy fats can be included as avocadoes, olive oil, nuts, seeds, and fish. Eggs and
dairy can be eaten as desired, as long as they come from clean sources (i.e., pastured cow milk, goat milk, and free range hens fed
an organic diet). Please keep in mind that many people are intolerant of dairy, and this allergy can arise even late in life. If you have
allergies, asthma, chronic sinusitis, chronic digestive problems, and more, consider eliminating dairy to see if this alleviates your
symptoms.
Fresh fruit is healthy for most people, a few servings a day. If you have diabetes or Candida infection, ask your doctor how much
fruit is beneficial for you.
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Below is a list of ideas for different meals, just to give you some inspiration.
See other handouts, cookbooks, or various websites for recipes.
Ideas for Breakfast
• Protein smoothie (fruit, yogurt- dairy or non-dairy, protein powder, greens powder, nut butter, etc.)
• Oatmeal with cinnamon, ground flaxseed, berries, and milk (dairy or non-dairy)
• Millet, teff, or amaranth make excellent hot breakfast cereals and could be served
same as oatmeal (cook easily in rice cooker)
• Scrambled eggs with broccoli and fresh herbs
• Whole grain toast with nut butter (peanut, almond, sunflower seed, or cashew nut
butter)
• Homemade buckwheat pancakes with real maple syrup
• Any whole grain cereal product with milk
• Homemade granola
• Lox or whitefish, tomatoes, onions, on whole grain crackers

Ideas for Lunch

• Fresh salad with mixed greens (spinach, mesclun greens, Romaine lettuce, radicchio, arugula, Boston lettuce, etc.) and a variety of toppings such as: toasted pine
nuts, walnuts, pecans, cranberries, raisins, scallions, any chopped raw vegetable,
sunflower seeds, pepitas, pumpkin seeds, soy nuts, hearts of palm, marinated artichoke hearts, goat cheese, feta cheese, grilled salmon, anchovies, etc. The options
are virtually endless!
• Asian-style stir fry with onions, cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower, any other veggie,
soy sauce, and tofu, aduki beans or kidney beans- served over rice or noodles (rice
noodles, buckwheat noodles, etc.)
• Indian-style curry with a variety of vegetables, chick peas or lentils, curry powder.
Serve with basmati rice
• Thai-style curry with a variety of vegetables, tofu or beans, coconut milk. Serve
with rice or rice noodles.
• Vegetarian chili with cornbread
• Vegetarian split pea soup with barley, crostini, or rice
• Sandwich with portabella mushroom, roasted red pepper, oregano, sautéed onions, on wholegrain bread or pita or gluten-free bread
• Sandwich with cheese, alfalfa sprouts, lettuce, tomato on wholegrain bread or pita
or gluten-free bread
• Anything eaten for dinner can be eaten at lunch
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See other handouts, cookbooks, or various websites for recipes.
Ideas for Dinner
• Anything eaten for lunch can be eaten for dinner
• Skewered, marinated veggies cooked on the grill, served with quinoa and a side of stewed beans
• Diced veggies, sautéed with cumin, oregano and thyme. Serve with black beans and corn or wheat tortillas.
• Falafel with cucumbers, tomatoes, and tahini in a pita or over rice
• Lentil soup with salad and whole grain bread
• Roasted, marinated root veggies (sweet potato, white potato, parsnip, turnip, rutabaga, beets, carrots with
side of stewed chick peas and wild rice.
• Tempeh stir-fried with veggies
• Butternut squash soup, potato latkes, and 4-bean salad
• Sushi
• Polenta, roasted acorn squash, stewed red beans
• Pesto with whole wheat pasta and fresh tomatoes

Ideas for Snacks

• Hummus with whole wheat pita, rice crackers, fresh raw vegetables
• Bean dip (for example, made with white beans and sundried tomatoes) served same as hummus
• Nut butter on celery stalks
• Cream cheese on celery stalks
• Guacamole and tortilla chips
• Cheese and crackers
• Baba ghanoush and pita
• Pico de gallo and tortilla chips
• Berries drizzled with half and half or mixed in yogurt

For more nutritional information contact Nutritional
Frontiers at:
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3191 Washington Pike Bridgeville, PA 15017

