FACTFILE:
GCSE
HOME ECONOMICS:
Food and Nutrition
Nutritional and Dietary Needs of Vegetarians and Vegans
Learning Outcomes
Students should be able to:
• discuss the nutritional and dietary needs of the following groups of people with specific lifestyle needs:
− vegetarians; and
− vegans.

Meeting the Nutritional Needs of Vegetarians and Vegans with a PlantBased Diet

A plant-based diet is based on foods derived from
plants, including vegetables, wholegrains, legumes,
nuts, seeds and fruits, with few or no animal
products (British Dietetic Association, 2020).
Although you may think of plant-based diets as
being vegetarian or vegan, they do not have to be
plant only. Such diets do not have to completely
exclude animal foods such as meat, poultry,
fish, eggs and dairy products, but proportionally

more foods are chosen from plant sources (British
Nutrition Foundation).
Other examples of plant-based dietary patterns
include:
• the Mediterranean Diet;
• the Nordic Diet; and
• the Eatwell Guide (the UK’s healthy eating
model).
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People choose a plant-based diet for a variety of
reasons including concern about the treatment of
animals, health reasons, environmental concerns or
because of taste and social pressure. Plant-based
diets are becoming more popular and if they are
well planned, can support healthy living at every
age and life-stage.
Types of plant-based diets include:
• Lacto-ovo vegetarians – eat dairy foods and
eggs but not meat, poultry or seafood.
• Ovo-vegetarians – include eggs but avoid all
other animal foods, including dairy.
• Lacto-vegetarians – eat dairy foods but
exclude eggs, meat, poultry and seafood.
• Vegans – don’t eat any animal products at all,
including honey, dairy and eggs.
Variations of plant-based diets include:
• Pescetarians – eat fish and/or shellfish.
• Semi-vegetarians (or flexitarians) –
occasionally eat meat or poultry.

Eating for good health

• Diets based on a wide variety of plant foods
offer affordable, tasty and nutritious options.
Plant-based diets which are rich in beans, nuts,
seeds, fruit and vegetables, wholegrains such
as oats, rice, and cereal based foods, such as
breads, and pasta, can provide all the nutrients
needed for good health. This includes essential
fats, protein, vitamins, minerals and plenty of
fibre too.
• Well balanced plant-based diets, that are also
low in saturated fat, can help manage weight
and may reduce the risk of type 2 diabetes,
cardiovascular disease and some cancers.
• Most nutrients are abundantly available
in plant-based diets, but as they avoid or
minimise the consumption of animal-derived
foods, careful planning is required along with a
good knowledge of what nutrients to be aware
of and how to incorporate them in the diet.
• Important nutrients to be aware of including
in the diet are protein, iron, vitamin C, calcium,
vitamin D, vitamin B12 and omega 3 fats.
The focus should be on eating a varied diet
that includes protein sources, whole grains,
fruits, vegetables and either dairy or dairy
alternatives for calcium.

Protein

Most vegetarians and vegans meet or exceed their
protein requirements. Protein is needed for growth,
repair and maintenance of body cells and tissues.
Adding protein-rich foods like legumes, nuts, seeds
and soy to meals and snacks throughout the day
will help meet protein needs. Whole grains and
vegetables, like spinach and peas, also contain
protein and add variety to the diet.

Iron

This essential nutrient is vital for many functions
within the body, such as transporting oxygen within
red blood cells. There are two types of iron: haem
iron is found in meat products and non-haem iron
found in plants.
Non-haem iron isn’t absorbed as efficiently by
the body as haem iron. However, despite the lower
absorption, most vegetarians consume enough
iron. Additionally, the haem iron found in meat has
been linked with an increased risk of heart disease,
cancer and diabetes. The risk for these diseases is
not associated with the non-haem iron found in
a plant-based diet. A plant-based diet is actually
protective against many chronic diseases.
Iron absorption can be increased by including foods
high in vitamin C within meals and only drinking
coffee/tea or taking calcium supplements between
meals.

Vitamin C

Vegetarians tend to exceed non-vegetarians when
it comes to consuming vitamin C. This is mainly
because vegetarians tend to eat more fruits and
vegetables which provide vitamin C along with
other important nutrients.
Adequate vitamin C consumption is especially
important for vegetarians because vitamin C
increases the absorption of non-haem iron that
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is found in plant-based foods. Red peppers, kale,
spinach and oranges are examples of good sources
of vitamin C.

Calcium

Dairy foods are excellent sources of calcium,
needed for bone health, but there is also a wide
range of plant-based sources: kale, broccoli, black
beans, almonds and almond butter to name a few.
Some fortified food products have calcium added
during processing; these include non-dairy milk,
orange juice, and some breakfast cereals. Tofu that
is set using calcium salts is another way to add
calcium to the plant-based diet.

fatty acids, which is why they are considered
essential and need to be obtained from food.
Omega 3 fats are commonly found in oily fish,
however, if oily fish is not being consumed a
daily consumption of seeds (chia seeds, ground
flaxseeds, flaxseed oil, hempseeds, hempseed oil)
and walnuts will help meet omega-3 fatty acid
requirements. Oils such as hemp, rapeseed and
flaxseed oil provide essential omega-3 fats and are
preferable to corn/sunflower oils.
To conclude, a well-planned plant-based diet can
easily provide all the nutrients necessary for good
health. In fact, these diets are appropriate for
all stages of the life cycle, including pregnancy,
lactation, infancy, childhood, adolescence, older
adulthood, and for athletes.

Lifestyle advice to support the vegetarian
and vegan diet

Vitamin D

Vitamin D is needed to keep bones, teeth and
muscles healthy and is made in the body when the
skin is exposed to appropriate sunlight. In the UK
this is usually between April and September. During
the winter months, we need to get vitamin D from
our diet because the sun isn’t strong enough for the
body to make it. Plant-based sources of vitamin D
include sun-exposed mushrooms and fortified foods
such as vegetable spreads, breakfast cereals and
plant based dairy alternatives.
Since it’s difficult to get enough vitamin D from
food alone, everyone should consider taking a daily
supplement of 10mcg/ day during the autumn
and winter months. Some vitamin D supplements,
however, are not suitable for vegans.

Vitamin B12

This vitamin is generally not found in plant
foods. Vegans need to supplement their diet
with foods fortified with vitamin B12 or take a
supplement. Some foods fortified with vitamin B12
include nutritional yeast, breakfast cereals, meat
alternatives and non-dairy milk.

Omega 3 Fats

These fats have been shown to be important for
health although the body cannot make omega-3

• Check food labels on pre-packaged food to
ensure the product does not contain any
ingredient of animal origin, including byproducts such as gelatine.
• Look for food products displaying a logo, such
as The Vegetarian Society or the Certified
Vegan logo, which assures consumers the
food item is suitable for vegetarian or vegan
consumption.
• Make use of apps, such as HappyCow, Vanilla
Bean and Vegan Pocket. Some of these apps
allow the consumer to scan a product barcode
to discover if it contains animal products.
Other apps help diners find vegan, vegetarian
and vegan-friendly places to eat while out or
travelling.
• Check restaurant menus in advance of eating
out to ensure there are suitable plant-based
options available.
• Make use of vegan lifestyle blogs which provide
nutritious and wholesome vegan recipes for
cooking at home, as well as other tips for those
adopting a vegan lifestyle.

Final thought - sustainable eating
In the UK, it is estimated that a well-planned
completely plant-based or vegan diet needs just
one third of the fertile land, fresh water and energy
of the typical British ‘meat-and-dairy’ based diet.
With meat and dairy being the leading contributor
to greenhouse emissions, reducing animal based
foods and choosing a wide range of plant foods can
be beneficial to the planet as well as our health.
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Activities
1. There are a number of alternative foods and drinks available in supermarkets to replace dairy products.
Complete the table with alternative dairy-free foods:
MILK

CHEESE

ICE CREAM

BUTTER

2. Suggest a main course suitable for a vegetarian and one for a vegan. Justify how your choice ensures
they will meet their nutritional and dietary needs.
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