Vegetarian Diet: Variety May Not Be Enough
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Whether you follow a vegetarian diet because you don't care to eat animal flesh or you want to improve your health by eating less saturated fat and more fiber, keep in mind that, as with any healthy diet, the key to healthy vegetarian eating is variety.

As you plan your daily vegetarian menu, make sure to include a variety of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts, seeds, legumes, and dairy. Collectively, these foods, consumed regularly, will contribute almost all the nutrients necessary for a healthy body. But no matter how much variety you include, you may still fall short in a few key nutrients. The following information will help ensure you are not missing some of the important ones:

· Protein: Protein is one of the building blocks of the body, so your diet must include plenty of protein. Protein also will help you feel full longer and ensure that you have protein for muscle maintenance. Good sources of protein include eggs, tofu (and other soy-based proteins such as tempeh and seitan), nuts, nut butters, seeds, lentils, and low-fat dairy products such as yogurt, cottage cheese, and milk.

· Iron: Iron is an essential nutrient that helps carry oxygen in the blood. Not getting enough iron can cause iron deficiency anemia. Consuming a source of vitamin C in conjunction with your iron source can assist the body with absorption. Good sources of iron include dried beans, spinach and other dark leafy vegetables, soybeans, bulgur, prune juice, dried fruit, and iron-fortified breads and cereals.

· Calcium: Calcium is an important mineral for developing and maintaining strong bones and teeth as well as nerve and muscle function. Over time inadequate calcium intake will lead to brittle bones and osteoporosis. Good sources of calcium include low-fat dairy products, fortified juices, tofu prepared with calcium, fortified soy milk, collard greens, broccoli, and kale.

· Vitamin D: Vitamin D helps the body absorb calcium to promote strong bones. Good sources of vitamin D include fortified soy milk and sunshine.

· Vitamin B12: Since plant foods do not contain vitamin B12, it is important for people following a vegetarian diet to look for fortified foods and supplements to ensure adequate intake. B12 is used by the body to promote normal growth and development and thus is especially important for pregnant and lactating women. Good sources of vitamin B12 include eggs, dairy products, and fortified cereals.
