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Introduction
The protein group includes all meat, poultry, seafood, beans, peas, eggs, soy products, nuts, and seeds. MyPlate recommends that consumers eat a variety of foods from the protein group each week, including at least 8 ounces of seafood each week.
Many foods in the protein group are high in fat and cholesterol. Although some seafood, nuts, and seeds are higher in fat, these foods also contain healthful oils and can be consumed in place of meat and poultry. Choosing lean meats and poultry and including healthful types of fat daily can help reduce your risk of heart disease. Be aware that the higher fat content of nuts, seeds, and some seafood can lead to the intake of more calories than you realize. Check your portion sizes for these higher-fat yet healthful foods.
Nutrients in the Protein Group
The following nutrients are found in most protein foods. A typical American diet is usually low in nutrients marked with an asterisk (*).
Protein builds, repairs, and maintains all body tissues, including bones, muscles, cartilage, skin, and blood. It also helps to fight infections, is a good source of energy, and serves as building blocks for enzymes, hormones, and vitamins. Protein, carbohydrates, and fat are the three nutrients that provide calories.
B vitamins release energy within the body, play an important role in metabolism, and help the nervous system work properly.
Vitamin E, an antioxidant, helps protect vitamin A and essential fatty acids from cell oxidation. Sunflower seeds, almonds, and hazelnuts are the richest sources of vitamin E in the protein group.
*Iron is a mineral that carries oxygen in the blood to body cells and helps protect against infections. Iron deficiency often leads to anemia, which causes you to feel tired and weak. Many women develop iron-deficiency anemia during their childbearing years and need more meat and beans in their diet.
Zinc helps the immune system function properly and is necessary for biochemical reactions.
Magnesium builds strong bones and helps muscles release energy.
*Polyunsaturated fatty acids (omega-3) and monounsaturated fatty acids help the body absorb and transport certain vitamins and help the body’s cells stay healthy.
How Much Protein is Needed?
MyPlate recommends that most people should eat about 5 1/2 ounce equivalents of protein daily, depending on your age, gender, and level of physical activity (Table 1). For more information, visit www.choosemyplate.gov.
Table 1. Daily Recommendations for the Protein Group
Age | Ounces Equivalents | |
Children | 2–3 years 4–8 years | 2 4 |
Girls | 9–18 years | 5 |
Boys | 9–13 years 14–18 years | 5 6 1/2 |
Women | 19–30 years 31+ years | 5 1/2 5 |
Men | 19–30 years 31–50 years 51+ years | 6 1/2 6 5 1/2 |
MyPlate uses the term “ounce equivalent” when suggesting amounts of protein foods to consume. |
What counts as a protein ounce equivalent?
Tips for Healthful Eating from the Protein Group
Tips for Healthful Cooking with Protein Group Foods
Keep it Safe
“Go, Slow, Whoa” Foods
An easy way to make smart and nutritious choices within the protein group is to use the “Go, Slow, Whoa” concept.
To learn more about “Go, Slow, and Whoa” foods, visit http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/heart/obesity/wecan/eat-right/choosing-foods.htm.
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