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Trai ning Ti ps for Vegetarian Athletes
One runner's personal testimony that you can be
a vegetarian and still keep up with the competition.

nUtf itiOn byPameta M. Nisevich, MS, RD, LD

Like manyathletes, Iwas recentIy lool<irrli

for a leg up on the competitiorr. I wirs

preparing for a fall marathon anrl irlrt'irtly

working hard on my running antl spcctl

work, but I wondeled if by twcal<ing rrry

diet, I could gain an edge. As a rcgistcletl
dietitiar.r and sports nutrition coach, I was

aware ofseveral successful elite ¡thIctcs
who practiced vegetarianism. I hacl also

read the latest research on the topic,
rvhich detelm ined that there ale rro si¡i-

nificant changes in physical perfonnancc
when athletes avoid animal products, as

long as they eat a vegetarian diet tl.rat is

balanced, varied and adequate.

Oka¡ I was up for the challenge ol'
adoptir.rg a vegetarian diet. But what exactly

is a "balanced, varied and adequate" vege-

tarian diet, and how hald would it be to fol-
low and maintain such a pattern of eatir.rg?

What Kind of
Vegetarian Am l?
According to a position paper by the

American Dietetic Association (ADA),

Dietitians of Canacia (DC) and theAmerican

College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), as

many as 4.8 milLionAmericans culrentlyfol-
low some kird of vegetarian diet (ADA, DC
& ACSM 2000). Obviousl)', I *ontdtr', O.

alone if I attempted this new way of eating.

Filst and foremost, though, I had to decide

whattype of vegetarian diet I should follor'v

Those who call therrselves "vegetari-

arts" rul.l thc gnmut fi'onr vegans, who
avoid all aninral products, to nruch rnore
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I i I rt' r'ir I scrnivcgcta rians, who avoicl some,

lrrrl nol ¡rll, rurirrral dcrived foods. For a

rlt'llilctl kxrk irl tltcsc and other categories,

st't' I I rt' sit lcl rir r' "Va lious Vcgctarian Diets."
r\llt'r tonsitlt'r'irrg all of the different

ly¡rt's, I littt'rv irr rrty lrcirlt that I could not
lrt'irr lo t'lirrrinrrlt' crrr'trohydrate-rich
t llot ol¡rlt' nlilli, t irlt itull-l'ich yogurt and

Ptolt'in ritlr c¡i¡r,s.'l'lrcrcfìrre, I chose to
I i r I I r r rr, ¡r lrrct o-ovo-vc¡¡clt rian diet, r,vhich

itllorvs tlrtir I Irotlttt ls rrrrtl cggs but limits
ollrt'r itttittr¡tI Itr otlu, ls.

Wlrrrl I rlitln'l lt'rrlizc irl thc time was

lllis: rvlrilt'rr rvt'll lrillrultt'tl vcgctarian diet
r'rttt ¡rt ov ir lt' lrr r t¡rlt' t'¡ ¡¡¡ ¡' y lo P rcvent pre-
tttul ttt c litl i¡it tt' it r rtl n rr¡st lt' brcal<down, en-

¿/llillri' irl I r lt'lt'r; I i lit' r r ryst'l I st il I nced extra
c¿tlotit's iur,l llr,'t or rt't I lr;rlirrcc of macro-

iuttl nrit rorulri('nls lrr lut'l llle il workouts
lttttl lo ¡rrorrrol(' r('(()\/(,t y.'l'lris lict was lost

on rììc itl lìtsl, t'vt'tt irs I sllrrlilllcrl with fa-

tigttc, lorv iron lt'r,t,ls iuttl nlotlcr¡tc rttus-

clc btcrl<tl<rrvrr. Wrrrrlin11 lo lnilrilltize the
risl< ol irr.jrrr y llt,tt itt ronl¡lrrttit's iuly stren-

ttoLrs tr rrilrirr¡i, I lrt'¡iirn lo r rrlt ulirtc the ex-

act nullition nt't'tls of ir v('lì('lir irrrr athlete.

Proteitr Ncr:rlr;
of Vcr¡r¡ic Allllr:lr::;
To bcgirr lvitll, I lir, ur,('(l r)n llìc vcgetar-

ian athlctc's rìr¡r( rorrrrlricrrI nt't'tls, namely
protcin. l)rolt'in is ir¡volvt'tl i¡l numerous
physiologic l)r ( )( r'ss('s, i r r. I rrtl i r rg building
leatt ltttt.sclc, sll l)lì( rt I i I tl' I I rt' i ttt ttt tt tte sys-

tem atrcl ntu i rr lir i n i n¡1 r r il r o¡it'rr llalance.

The lr-tost rctt'rrl ¡rosilion slirlt'rne nt by
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the ADA, DC and ACSM confirms
what previous research found: the ,'

protein needs of athletes are

nigher than those of most other
people. This is probably be-
cause of exercise-induced
muscle breakdown and the
resultant need for repair; the training
body's energy needs; and the additional
protein needed to support gains in lean

muscle mass (ADA, DC &ACSM 2000).

As a result, vegetarian and vegan athletes

need to pay close attention to their pro-
tein choices and serving sizes.

The good news is lhat it is uncommon
for vegetarians who consume adequate

amounts of plant and vegetable proteins to
experience a severe protein defìciency.

However, vegan aTltJ.eles maybenefit fi'om
the use of protein supplements and nutri-
tional shakes to meet their need for essential

amino acids (those that are not made in the

body and must be consumed in the diet).
To decrease their risk for protein deficiency,

vegan athletes should vary theil sources of
protein and rely heavily on legumes and

beans. In general, a modest 107o increase

in protein intake over the Acceptable

Macronutrient Distribution Range of
l0o/o-35o/o may be beneficial to all vegetar-

ian athletes, to allow for the incomplete
digestion of plant proteins (ADA 2006).

For adults the recommended daily
allowance (RDA) for protein is 0.8 gram
per kilogram of body weight per day
(glkglday), or'0.36 g per pound of body
weight per day (gllblday). The protein rec-

ommendation for endurance athletes

ranges fiom 1.2 fo 1.4 glk{ day (0.55-0.64

gllbl day) (Venderley & Campbell 2006).

During times of intense training,
including resistance exercise, the

recommendation increases to
r.6-1.7 glkglday (0.73-0.77 gl

lb/day) (Venderley & Campbell

2006). Regardless of whether
hey follow an omnivore or a

well-balanced herbivore diet, most ath-
letes do not experience n.rucl.r difÊculty in
achieving these recommended intakes
(Venderley & Campbcll 2006).

Fat Needs of
Veggie Athletes
An indispensable palt of any athlctc's rìict,

fat provides necessal'y fì¡cl ¡nrl csscntial

fatty acids; it is also vital lirr tlrc irbsolptiorr

of fat-soluble vitami ns. At h lctcs sl rou ltl rt i nr

to obtain 20o/o-25o/o oI tllcil toIirI cirIorics

fiom fat (ADA, DC & A(:SM 2(xX)).

This range is appro¡rliirtc firr vclit'tirlirtrt

and vegan athletcs ¡s wcll ¡ts onrrivorcs.
However, the focus ol' t lrc vc¡it'lir liir rr irl lr

lete's diet should bc on lìxrtls tltirt irrc lri¡ilr

in mono- and polyunsirlurtlt'tl lìtls, stt. lt its

nuts and nut buttcr si scc<lsi lrtlrirrii olivt's;

avocados; and plarrt oils, st¡t ll ¡rs olivt'oil
(ADA,DC &ACSM 2(XX)),

Carbohydrate Nr:crls
of Veggie Athlctcs
Athletes neecl ltig,lrcl t it t'l roI ryt I r,t I t' i t t I t lit'.
than their seclcnlitry tor¡rrlt'r¡¡u ls lrr', ,rrst'

carbs are tlrc wolkirt¡1 lrorly'r, ¡'tr'f r'tlr'rl
source of fucl. An rtllllr'lt"s r ,ttlrolryrlt;tlr'
requit'eurcnts tlc¡rt'ttt I oI r I I r(' / t'l,r' r )l ('\('l

cise practicctl, llc il t'rrrlrrr;ur, r',rt livili,'s
or resistillrcc I ririni rr¡1, I rr 1¡'rr,'r,rl, :,r r r,rll,'r

athlctcs antl ( I ros,' i r r li¡11 r I I r rr i r r ir r¡r, sl rot tlr I

consunlc cittlroltyrlt,tlr'r, ,tl llrt' lotv r'rrrl ol

the range, whereas larger athletes, those

in heavy training or those looking to gain

weight should aim for the higher end of
the range. For specific amounts, see the
sidebar "Recommended Carbohydrate
Intake for Athletes."

Fortunatel¡ a diet based on plant
sources and high in fruit and grains is

naturally rich in carbohydrate. Studies

have found that among the general pub-
lic, the carbohydrate intake of vegans

ranges from 50% to 65% oftotal energy

intake, while the carb intake for lacto-
ovo-vegetarians ranges from 50% Io 55o/o

(Messina & Messina 1996). >>

Here's a snapshot of the different cate-

gories of vegetarian diets.

. Semivegetarians avoid some,

but not all, animal-der¡ved products;

many semivegetarians commonly

avoid or limit their intake of red

meat.

Lacto-vegetarians consume da¡ry

products but limit intake of other

animal products.

0vo-vegelarians include eggs in

tholr diet but avoid other animal

products,

Peeco-vegetarians eat fish (and

posslbly other seafood) and may

o8t oggs and dairy, but avoid meat

and poultry.

Followers of a macrob¡otic diet

avold most animal-derived foods

íìnd focus 0n eating unprocessed,

organlc foods.

Vegans aro the strictest type of

vogstarlans; they avoid every sort

of anlmal-derived food. Some vegan

dlets are very restrictive, prohibiting

consumption of all commercially

available foods that coniain any

ingredient that is animal derived

or processed with an animal

derivative (e.9., gelatin).

Amount of

Carbohydrate

Type of Training Needed
l

light: <1 hour/day 5-7 g/kg

light intens¡ty (2.3-3.2 q/lb)

heavy: 7-10 g/kg

1-4 hours/day, (3.2-4.5 g/b)

moderate intensity

very heatiy:

4+ hours/day,

high intensity

Source: Burke el al 2001

Estimated Nsode

for a 59 kg (1 30 lb)

Athlete

-300-4 I lt 1¡ ol r;rrrD/rIry

-4 I li 5{Xl 1¡ ul r;tult/tltty

hl){) / I (ì 1¡ ol r:rub/rluy

Esllnliltod Noods

lor nn B0 kg (176 lb)

Allrlolo

4l)0 !rli0 1¡ ul r;artt/day

-l'60 ll00 g of carb/day

-800-960 g of carbiday>10-12glkg
(> 4.s-s.5 q/lb)

Various
Vegetarian Diets

Recommended Carbohydrate
lntake for Athletes
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Nutrient

vitamin 8,,

11 mg/day for adult men;

I mg/day for nonpregnant,
nonlactating adult women.

Vegetarians can meet their
zinc needs by including
legumes, whole grains,

nuts, seeds and soy in their
daily intake.

The best sources of zinc are

animal products; certain
compounds may inhibit zinc

absorption from plant foods.

Why Athletes

Should Be Goncerned

lron is critical to athletic
peformance; it's used
to help transport oxygen
to muscles.

0ver time, inadequate
vitamin 8,, intake can lead

to a form of anemia linked
to lower oxygen transport
and reduced athletic
performance.

Zinc plays a role in immune

function, protein synthesis
and blood formation. Up

to 79% of absorbed zinc

can be lost after strenuous
exercise.

Micronutrient Needs
of Veggie Athletes
Common micronutrients that should be

closely monitored and possibly supple-

mented in vegetarian and vegan athletes in-
clude vitamin D riboflavin, c¿lcium, vitamin
812, iron and zinc. Animal products are the

most potent sources of these nutrients.
Deficiencies can lead to impaired perform-

ance; fatigue; low bone density; and poor
muscle growth and repair (Barr & Rideout

2004; Campbell &Anderson 1987;ADA, DC

&ACSM 2000; Venderley & Campbell 2006).

By consuming a diet rich in whole
grains, fortified foods and complete pro-
teins, athletes can greatly reduce their risk
for vitamin and other micronutrient defi-
ciencies. For most atlletes with adequate en-

ergy intakes, the RDAs or Dietary Reference

Intakes (DRIs) should suffice. However, veg-

etarian athletes-who have excessive losses

of micronutrients in the urine, sweat and fe-

ces-may require supplementation. For
specifics, see the sidebar "Recommended

Nutrient lntakes for At]rletes."

Tips for Vegetarian Athletes
Here are a few more tips to heþ your vege-

tarian athlete clients perform their best while

keeping energylevels high and minimizing
the risk for malnutrition and fatigue.

. Supplement the diet with high-
energy foods, such as nuts, heart-
healthy oils, dried fruit and other
nutrient-dense foods.

. Try to eat small, frequent, nutrient-
packed meals throughout the day to
keep energy and blood glucose levels

stable.
. Monitor protein intake in order to

avoid protein deficiencies.
. Maintain a healthy body weight to pre-

vent excessive weight and nutrient loss.
. Consume adequate calories to recover

the energy burned during training.

How I Fared as
a Veggie Athlete
So what did all my research and mypersonal

observations teach me? In general, there is

no reason whyvegetarian and even vegan

athletes cant reach their Íhll potential as long

as they maintain a healthy body weight and

follow sound nutrition practices. And for
those of you wondering how I fared in that
fall marathon after completing my lacto-

ovo-vegetarian diet trial, I have this to re-

port my finish time was less than 20 seconds

different fiom my spring marathon time-
a mere 17 seconds morel Consider this as

further evidence that a well-balanced vege-

tarian diet doesn't hinder perfolmance! I
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PamelaM. Nisevich, MS, RD, LD, is anu-
trition consultant who specializes in sports

nutrition, weight management and well-
ness. She is cofottnder of Swim, Bike, Run,

Eat! (www,swimbikeruneat.com), a firm
offering online personalized nutrition ad-

vice, race-day strategies and meal planning

for athletes.
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Recommended

lntake for
0mnivorous

Adult Athletes

Recommended

lntake for
Vegetarian and

Vegan Athletes

Reason for
lncreased Needs

I milligrams (mg) per day for
adult men; 18 mg/day for
nonpregnant, nonlactat¡ng,
premenopausal adult women.

14 mg/day for adult men; 32
mg/day for premenopausal

women. Food sources include

enriched cereals, whole grains

and legumes.

Vegetarian and vegan diets
are typically low in heme
iron, the most readily

absorbed type, but high in

compounds that can inhibit
iron absorption.

2.4 micrograms per day
for adult men and women.
Some people over 50 years

old can't digest v¡tam¡n 812

found in animal products;

all older adults should sup-
plement with vitamin Br2

or fortified foods.

Same as for omnivorous
adult athletes, except vegan

athletes need to include
synthetic vitamin Br2 or
fortified foods in their diet.

Vegetarians who avoid all
foods from animal sources
(including supplements) do
not have a reliable source of
vitamin q2 in their diet and
should eat foods that are for-
tified with active vitamin Brr.

Sources: Bar & Ride0ut 2004; campbell &Anderson 1987i Venderley & Campbell 200b


