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Protein: An Essential and Popular Nutrient

Protein is trending on supermarket shelves 
and in today’s health media. Protein—

an essential nutrient—is getting a lot of 
attention recently. Why?  

Basic Benefits – and Beyond!
The role of protein is well known for growth, 
for maintaining healthy muscles, for keeping 
body cells in good repair, and as an energy 
source.  Emerging research indicates that 
protein may promote health in ways that 
were previously not recognized, although 
the optimal intake levels for these emerging 
benefits are not yet certain.  

• May aid in hunger satisfaction.  Having some 
protein in your meals and snacks may help you feel full longer.  

• May help decrease the loss of muscle tissue with aging.   
Physical activity is critical here, but adequate protein  
can be important.  Muscles keep your body strong and  
stable.  They also burn more calories than body fat  
does which can be another aid for weight control.  

• May aid bone health.  Many dietary factors affect bone health, 
including the key nutrients calcium and vitamin D.  Yet 
protein also plays a role—did you know bones are about 
50 percent protein?  Eating a balanced diet with protein-
containing foods from the major food groups can help you get 
the key nutrients that you need for bone health.

Protein:  What’s the Current Advice?
Americans who are healthy and eat a balanced diet are likely 
to get enough protein to meet basic needs for maintaining and 
repairing body cells.  The Institute of Medicine (IOM) currently 
advises a minimum intake that is based on body weight and age.  
This minimum, the Recommended Dietary Allowance (RDA), 
for healthy adults is 0.8 grams of protein daily per kilogram body 
weight (about 59 grams for a 160-pound adult).  For growing 
infants, children, teens, and pregnant or nursing women, the 
RDA is higher.    

The current recommended range for protein intake for adults is 
10 to 35% of daily calories from protein, and a variety of healthy 
eating plans can meet this level.  On average, adults in the US 
get about 15% of their calories from protein.  That’s about 75 
grams of protein if you consume 2,000 calories daily.  For some 
people—and for some emerging health benefits—the RDA and 
the low end of the recommended range for protein may not 
be enough to see positive effects, but more research is needed. 
Meanwhile a variety of healthy eating plans can fit into the 

recommended intake range of 10 to 35% of 
daily calories from protein. 

For older adults, to slow muscle loss that 
comes with aging (clinically referred to 
as sarcopenia) some nutrition experts 
recommend spreading protein intake across 
the day by aiming for 25 to 30 grams at 
each meal.   It’s best to speak to a registered 
dietitian about your specific diet needs and 
health goals and how to adapt your meals.

MyPlate
Protein is found in many foods in varying 
amounts, but two food groups—the Protein 
group and the Dairy group—contain the 

largest number of foods that are rich in protein.  MyPlate 
also emphasizes plant-based protein foods such as nuts and 
legumes and many of these contain protein as well as important 
nutrients like fiber.  By following food group advice on www.
ChooseMyPlate.gov you can get enough protein and help your 
body get the other essential nutrients it needs. 

Here are some tips for easy ways to fit protein-containing foods 
into your diet.  

For Breakfast 

• Top your morning cereal with nuts.

• Enjoy a smoothie, blending fruit with low fat milk or yogurt.

• Spread whole wheat toast or crackers with nut or seed butter.

• Have a scoop of low fat cottage cheese with fresh fruit.

• Enjoy a breakfast sandwich:  lean ham, a reduced fat cheese 
slice, and a cooked egg on a whole wheat bagel.

Roasted Garlic and  
Nut-Crusted Fish
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For Lunch or Dinner
• Top soups and salads with shredded reduced fat cheese.

• Make salads and soups with beans and peas—serve with a 
whole grain roll or crackers.

• Order pizza or pasta with shrimp or other seafood.

• Try out new recipes that feature soy-based ingredients like soy 
burgers, tofu or tempeh.

• Dress up a baked potato or sweet potato with a topping of low 
fat, plain yogurt or cottage cheese; sprinkle on nuts or seeds.

For Smart Snacks 
• Keep a trail mix on hand for a quick snack; make it with 

peanuts or whole nuts or seeds. Be mindful of serving size, 
typically 1 oz or ¼ cup.

• Dip raw veggies in Greek yogurt dip or hummus.

• Nibble on string cheese.

• Top apple or pear slices with peanut butter.

• Tuck a protein bar into your backpack, purse, or briefcase for 
on-the-go nutrition.

Millet-Stuffed Peppers
Prep: 25 min.    Total: 1 hour     Makes: 8 servings

 1/2  cup millet, rinsed, toasted
 1  small onion, chopped
 1  tsp. minced garlic
 3  Tbsp. olive oil
 1  carrot, shredded
 1  tsp. ground cumin
 1  tsp. chili powder
 1  cup frozen BOCA Veggie Ground Crumbles
1-1/2  cups KRAFT 2% Milk Shredded Mozzarella Cheese, divided
 4  green peppers, cut lengthwise in half, seeded
 
HEAT oven to 350ºF.  Bring 1-1/2 qt. (6 cups) water to boil in medium 
saucepan. Add millet; cook 20 min. or until tender. Meanwhile, cook 
and stir onions and garlic in hot oil in large skillet on medium-high 
heat 5 min. or until onions are crisp-tender. Stir in carrots; cook 4 min. 
or until crisp-tender. Add cumin and chili powder; mix well. Cook  
2 min. 

DRAIN millet. Add to vegetable mixture in skillet with crumbles and 
1 cup cheese; mix well. Spoon into pepper halves; place in shallow 
baking dish. Sprinkle with remaining cheese. Pour 1/4 cup water into 
dish; cover. 

BAKE 35 min. or until peppers are crisp-tender and filling is heated 
through (160ºF).

Roasted Garlic and Nut-Crusted Fish
Prep: 10 min.  Total: 52 min. (incl. marinating)  Makes: 4 servings

 1/2  cup KRAFT Lite Balsamic Roasted Garlic Vinaigrette   
 Dressing

 4  tilapia fillets (1 lb.)
 1/4  cup finely chopped PLANTERS Mixed Nuts
 2  Tbsp. finely chopped fresh cilantro
 1  clove garlic, minced
 1  tsp. PLANTERS Peanut Oil
 
POUR dressing over fish in shallow dish; turn to coat both sides of 
each fillet with dressing. Refrigerate 30 min. to marinate. Meanwhile, 
combine nuts, cilantro, garlic and oil. 

HEAT oven to 375°F. Remove fish from marinade; discard marinade. 
Place fish on baking sheet sprayed with cooking spray. Top with nut 
mixture; press lightly into fish to secure. 

BAKE 10 to 12 min. or until fish flakes easily with fork. 

Nutrition Bonus: This delicious meatless entree has 11g of protein 
per serving. The green peppers are an excellent source of vitamin C, 
the carrots are a good source of vitamin A and the cheese is rich in 
calcium. 

Nutrition Information Per Serving: 180 calories, 9g total fat, 2.5g 
saturated fat, 10mg cholesterol, 210mg sodium, 16g carbohydrate, 
3g dietary fiber, 3g sugars, 11g protein, 35%DV vitamin A, 40%DV 
vitamin C, 35%DV calcium, 8%DV iron. 

Exchange: 1 Starch, 1 Vegetable, 1 Meat (L), 1/2 Fat

Nutrition Bonus: This easy-to-make oven-baked dish is a delicious 
way to incorporate more seafood into your diet. Health experts 
recommend making fish the protein on your plate at least two times 
per week.

Nutrition Information Per Serving: 210 calories, 9g total fat, 1g 
saturated fat, 50mg cholesterol, 410mg sodium, 7g carbohydrate, 
1g dietary fiber, 4g sugars, 25g protein, 0%DV vitamin A, 0%DV 
vitamin C, 4%DV calcium, 6%DV iron. 

Exchange: 1/2 Starch, 3 Meat (L), 1-1/2 Fat

Enjoy these Healthy Living recipes that deliver protein plus lots of other good nutrition!
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