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Vegan Nutrition
Designing an Optimal Diet



A way of living that seeks to 
exclude, as far as possible and 
practical, all forms of 
exploitation of, and cruelty to, 
animals for food, clothing and any 
other purpose

The Vegan Society, 1944

Veganism is…



Vegan Diets: 

No Cultural 

or Historical 

Patterns



✓ Eating for strong bones 

✓ Healthy fats

✓Meeting mineral needs

✓ Vitamin B12





Protein

Calcium

Vitamin D

For Strong Bones





• Improves calcium absorption

• Contributes to bone structure

• Promotes muscle strength

Protein protects bone health



Public Health  Nutr11:564, 2008

Adventist Health Study



• Building blocks of protein

• Used to build new proteins 
in the body

• 9 are “essential,” must 
come from food

Amino acids



Where do you get
your protein? 

Grains

Vegetables

Nuts

Seeds

Legumes



All plant proteins 

are “complete” 

(contain all of the 

essential amino 

acids)

No need to 

combine foods 



Only good plant sources of the 

essential amino acid lysine

Soyfoods

Beans, 

Peas, 

Lentils

Peanuts

Vegan protein: 

Importance of legumes



3 Daily Servings
of Legumes

● ½ cup cooked beans, tofu, tempeh

● ¼ cup soy nuts, peanuts

● 2 tbsp peanut butter

● 1 cup soymilk

● 3 oz veggie meat



Pistachios 

and 

Quinoa
(honorary legumes)



• ½ cup cooked beans, tofu, tempeh

• ¼ cup soy nuts, peanuts

• 2 tbsp peanut butter

• 1 cup soymilk

• 3 oz veggie meat 

• ¼ cup pistachios

• 1 cup quinoa

Legume Serving Sizes



CALCIUM



Calcium 
without 
cows

Wild greens 
supplied abundant 

calcium to early 
humans





All vegan 

food groups 

provide 

calcium



Best Plant Sources of Calcium

Vegetables
Leafy greens

Legumes
Tofu

Soybeans
Nuts/Seeds

Almonds

Almond butter

TahiniMilks
Any fortified 

plant milk

Fruits
Figs

Fortified juices



Calcium from Leafy Greens

Good sources: Bok choy, collards,

kale, turnip greens

Poor sources: Spinach, Swiss chard,

beet greens



Food Sources of Vitamin D



Factors that reduce 
vitamin D synthesis

•Smog, clouds

•Sunscreen

•Darker skin

•Age

•Weak sunlight



Two Forms of Vitamin D

Vitamin D3
Cholecalciferol 

(animal derived, 

fish, sheep’s wool)

Vitamin D2
Ergocalciferol

(vegan, yeast)



To Maintain 

Adequate 

Vitamin D Status
D2 or D3

To Reverse 

Deficiency
D3

D2 vs D3?

AJCN 95: 357, 2012.

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22552031


Vitashine Brand 

Vegan Vitamin D3



Vitamin D RDA
600 IU per day

Expert 

Recommendations
600 to 1000 IU 

per day



Choosing Healthy Fats



Alpha-linolenic acid (ALA)
Essential Omega-3 Fat

Nuts & Seeds

1 Tbsp chia seeds

1 Tbsp ground

flaxseeds

2 Tbsp hempseeds

8 walnut halves

Oils

1 tsp flaxseed oil

2 tsp hempseed oil

1 Tbsp walnut oil

1 Tbsp canola oil

2 Tbsp soybean oil

To meet adult male requirements. Women need slightly less.



DHA and EPA
Long Chain Omega-3 Fatty Acids

• Found in fatty fish

• May reduce risk for heart 
disease, dementia and 
depression



Alpha-linolenic 

acid 

(essential fatty 

acid)

DHA and EPA 

(long chain 

omega-3 fats)

Vegans often 

have low blood 

and tissue levels 

of DHA and EPA



Vegan DHA and EPA 

Straight from the Source



Vegan 
Omega-3 Fats 

from Microalgae

~300 mg 
DHA + EPA

3-4 times per 
week



Benefits of High-Fat Plant Foods

• Nuts and seeds provide zinc

• Nuts reduce risk for heart 
disease 

• Replacing saturated fat with 
plant fats improves cholesterol 
levels and reduces heart 
disease risk



Vegetable Oils and Health

Single meals 

excessively high 

in fat can 

damage arteries

Vegetable oils as part

of plant-based diets 

associated with 

improved artery health

Diabetes Care 31:2276, 2008; Eur J Prev Cardiol 20: 202, 2013; Brit J Nutr 100: 159, 2008; Mini-Rev Med Chem 15, 2015



Food, serving size milligrams

Salmon, 3 oz 0.6

Chicken, ½ breast 0.6

Beef, 3 oz 1.3

Soymilk, 1 C 1.6

Black-eyed peas, ½ C 2.2

Tofu, 3 oz 3.0

Lentils, ½ C cooked 3.3

Dietary Iron Content 



Food, serving size milligrams

Salmon, 3 oz 0.6

Chicken, ½ breast 0.6

Beef, 3 oz 1.3

Soymilk, 1 C 1.6

Black-eyed peas, ½ C 2.2

Tofu, 3 oz 3.0

Lentils, ½ C cooked 3.3

Dietary Iron Content 



Phytate IronIron
_



Vitamin C and 

Iron Absorption

½ cup cauliflower 

increased absorption

by factor of 2½

5 ounces orange juice 

increased absorption

by factor of 4
AJCN 53:537, 1991; JADA 80: 307, 1982



Legumes 

Whole or enriched grains

Nuts and seeds

Leafy green vegetables

Dried fruits

Blackstrap molasses

Eat Iron-Rich Foods

Eat Vitamin C-

Rich Foods
Citrus fruits

Strawberries
Green leafy vegetables

Peppers

Cauliflower

Cabbage

Avoid tea 

and coffee 

with meals



Iron + Vitamin C

• Oatmeal with strawberries

• Brown rice topped 
with steamed 
broccoli

• Bean soup with leafy greens



• Displaces iron-

rich foods

• Lowers iron 

absorption

Milk



Iodine in vegetables 
depends on iodine in soil



Iodine Sources

• Iodized salt

• Dairy 

• Fish

• Vegetables



Iodine
from Sea 

Vegetables?



Iodine Sources for Vegans

• Iodized salt 
(¼ teaspoon per day)

• 90-150 micrograms 
iodine from supplement 
3-4 times per week



Vitamin B12

Made by bacteria

Does not occur 

naturally in plants



Vitamin B12 Analogues

❖ Fermented 
soyfoods

❖ Sourdough bread

❖ Sea vegetables

❖Chlorella, spirulina

❖ Shiitake mushrooms

Similar structure 
to B12, but no 

vitamin activity





Vitamin B12 Storage 

• In liver and muscle

• Size of B12 stores 
determined by 
pre-vegan diet



Vitamin B12-Fortified Foods



Nutritional Yeast

Red Star 
Vegetarian Support 

Formula (VSF)



Recommendations 
for B12 Supplements 

(Cyanocobalamin)

• 2 fortified foods per day; at 
least 1.5 micrograms each or

• 25-100 micrograms daily or

• 1,000 micrograms 2-3x per 
week



Supplemental Vitamin B12: 

Not Just for Vegans

Health 

conscious 

omnivores
Everyone 

over the 

age of 50



Characteristics of an 
Optimal Diet

• Meets nutrient needs

• Reduces risk for chronic disease

• Environmentally sustainable

• Promotes justice for humans and 

non-human animals

• Practical, affordable, appealing



Diets that Include Meat 
vs

Vegetarian or Vegan Diets:

Require 3x more water and 
13x more fertilizer

Emit twice the greenhouse 
gases



Climate Change is a 
Human Rights Issue



Climate Change and Mental Well-Being



Vegan Diets Have 
Far-Reaching Impacts



Characteristics of an 
Optimal Diet

• Meets nutrient needs

• Reduces risk for chronic disease

• Environmentally sustainable

• Promotes justice for humans and 

non-human animals

• Practical, affordable, appealing





Granola

Grass Tofu

What people 
think vegans eat



Granola

Grass Tofu

What people 
think vegans eat

What vegans really eat





Vegan Junk Food ?



Whole Foods 
Plant-Based

Junk-Food 
Vegan

A False Dichotomy



Processed Foods in 
Traditional Healthy 
Plant-Based Diets



Healthy Foods Come in 
Jars, Cans and Freezer 

Packages











Body Shaming
Weight Stigma
Disease Shaming



7 Habits of 
Happy, Healthy 

Vegans



Eat Legumes

3 Servings 



Choose 
Calcium-Rich Foods



Meet needs for ALA

Take a DHA/EPA

supplement

Eat nuts/seeds

Don’t fear high fat foods

Choose Healthy Fats



Supplement Appropriately

• 600 to 1,000 IUs of vitamin D 
(if sun exposure isn’t adequate)

• 25-100 micrograms of 
vitamin B12

• 90 ug iodine or ¼ tsp iodized salt



Eat Plenty of Fruits 
and Vegetables

• Vitamin A

• Iron Absorption

• Bone Health

• Phytochemicals



Choose Whole Grains 



Emphasize

Whole Plant Foods

Make Room for

Convenience

Flavors & Textures

Treats



TheVeganRD.com

@TheVeganRD @ginnymessina

ginnymessina@gmail.com


