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Types of Vegetarian Diets



True vegetarian diets exclude all animal foods 
(vegan), but variations are common

• Lacto-vegetarian
• Plant foods plus dairy

• Lacto-ovo vegetarian
• Plant foods plus dairy products and eggs

• Semi-vegetarian (quasi-vegetarian)
• Only exclude red meats but eat other animal 

products

• Pescatarians
• Plant based with fish and shell fish

• Flexitarian
• Mostly plant based but occasionally eat meat



Plant-based diets emphasize whole plant foods 

• Emphasize vegetables and  fruits

• Include whole grains, beans, legumes, nuts and seeds

• Minimal processed foods

• Limit or omit animal foods

• Vegetarian  diets are plant-based diets



American Society for Nutrition:  Mounting evidence suggests a 
plant-based diet lowers heart disease risk 
• Eating more plant protein, less animal-derived protein associated with a lower 

risk of coronary heart disease
In a study of nearly 6,000 people based in the Netherlands, those who ate more 
plant protein at the expense of animal-derived protein showed a lower risk of 
developing coronary heart disease during a median follow-up period of more than 
13 years. (abstract).

• Eating more plant protein, less animal-derived protein associated with less 
plaque in the arteries
A study of 4,500 Brazilian adults finds that people who regularly consumed more 
plant-based protein were nearly 60 percent less likely than those consuming 
more animal-based protein to show evidence of plaque in the heart's arteries 
based on coronary artery calcium scoring, a measure of plaque buildup 
commonly used to assess heart disease risk. (abstract). 

• Vegetarian diet associated with reduced risk factors for heart disease and 
diabetes 
Among South Asians living in the US, people following a vegetarian diet were 
found to have a lower number of risk factors for heart disease and diabetes, 
including a lower body mass index, smaller waist circumference and lower 
amounts of abdominal fat, lower cholesterol and lower blood sugar compared to 
people in the same demographic group who ate meat. (abstract). 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/jq25ea40y1w5by5/Braun coronary heart disease abstract.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/wezq2vkx4p99oal/Marchioni plaque in arteries abstract.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/53fxjcyf7pcspho/Talegawkar risk factors HD and diabetes abstract.pdf?dl=0


The quality of plant-based foods impacts health

• Eating healthful plant-based foods associated with less weight gain
An analysis of changes in body weight among more than 125,000 adults 
over 4-year periods shows plant-based diets rich in high-quality plant-
based foods (such as whole grains, fruits, vegetables and nuts) were 
associated with less weight gain, while a higher intake of unhealthful plant-
based foods (such as sweets, refined grains and fries) was associated with 
significantly greater weight gain. (abstract). 

• Eating higher quality plant-based foods associated with lower risk of death
A study of nearly 30,000 US adults bolsters evidence that a higher quality 
diet helps you live longer and suggests that the quality of plant-based 
foods in the diet is more important than the quality of animal-based foods. 
Better choices in the plant-based components of the diet lowered mortality 
by 30 percent while higher quality animal-based components had little 
effect on mortality. The beneficial effect of high-quality plant-based foods 
was even more pronounced among people with chronic health conditions. 
(abstract). 

https://goo.gl/49aG1f
https://goo.gl/WJs4pB


Curr Atheroscler Rep. 2019 Mar 20;21(5):18. doi: 10.1007/s11883-019-0779-5.
Plant-Based Diets for Cardiovascular Disease Prevention: All Plant Foods Are Not Created Equal.
Hemler EC1, Hu FB2,3,4.

PURPOSE OF REVIEW: 
Plant-based diets have been widely promoted for cardiovascular disease (CVD) risk reduction. This review discusses the 
various definitions of plant-based diets and summarizes their associations with CVD risk, specifically distinguishing between 
healthy and unhealthy plant-based diets.
RECENT FINDINGS: 
Despite wide variation in definition, most studies suggest that plant-based diets are generally beneficial for cardiovascular 
health. Many previous studies have defined plant-based diets by the complete exclusion of meat or animal products, while 
others have accounted for plant-based diets including moderate amounts of animal-source foods. Only a few studies have 
considered the healthfulness of the specific plant foods included in these dietary patterns. In these studies, plant-based 
diets containing higher amounts of healthy foods such as whole grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts, legumes, oils, tea, and coffee 
are associated with lower CVD risk. However, plant-based diets including higher amounts of less healthy plant foods, such as 
refined grains, potatoes/fries, and foods and beverages high in added sugar, are linked to increased risk. A wide spectrum of
plant-based diets can be nutritionally adequate and confer cardiovascular benefits, as long as they are planned 
appropriately and include high-quality foods. Contrary to popular belief, plant-based diets do not have to be vegan or 
vegetarian. For most people, complete elimination of meat or animal products is unrealistic and not necessary for 
cardiovascular health. Quality of the specific components of plant-based diets is also important to consider, as not all plant-
source foods have beneficial cardiovascular effects. Healthy plant-based diets can be customized to fit individual and cultural 
preferences and, with large-scale adoption, could concurrently mitigate threats to both human and environmental health.
KEYWORDS: 
Cardiovascular disease; Diet quality; Healthy plant-based diets; Plant-based dietary patterns 
PMID: 30895476 DOI: 10.1007/s11883-019-0779-5 



Plant-based diets have multiple health benefits

• Lower total blood cholesterol levels

• Lower low-density lipoprotein (LDL) levels

• Lower blood pressure

• Reduced cardiovascular risk

• Lower risk of obesity, heart disease, cancer, type 2 
diabetes, and mortality



When a variety of plant-based foods are consumed in 
adequate amounts, vegetarian diets have nutritional 
benefits 

• Higher intake of 
• Dietary fiber

• Vitamins C, E, and folate

• Magnesium and potassium

• Antioxidants and phytochemicals

• Fewer overall calories

• Lower proportion of calories from fat

• Decreased consumption of processed meats



Mediterranean diet in the news….



The traditional Mediterranean diet is rich in vegetables, 
fruits, fish, and olive oil



The traditional Mediterranean diet has 
health benefits 

• Different lifestyle and different diets

• High in monounsaturated fats

• Healthy ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fats

• High in fiber, antioxidants, and polyphenols

• Moderate consumption of wine with food

• Consumption of fish and less other meat

• Lower incidence of heart disease, diabetes, 
Parkinson’s disease, allergies in children, cancer, and 
maybe Alzheimer’s disease



The 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans include 
a Healthy Mediterranean-Style Eating Pattern

• Designed "to more closely reflect eating patterns that 
have been associated with positive health outcomes 
in studies of Mediterranean-Style diets." 
• Contains more fruits and seafood and less dairy than the 

U.S.-Style, and with the exception of calcium and vitamin D, 
has similar nutrient content. 

• The Guidelines state that "the healthfulness of the Pattern 
was evaluated based on its similarity to food group intakes 
reported for groups with positive health outcomes in 
studies rather than on meeting specified nutrient 
standards."

• http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/chapt
er-1/examples-of-other-healthy-eating-patterns/

http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/chapter-1/examples-of-other-healthy-eating-patterns/




The Mediterranean diet may also reduce the 
risk of Alzheimer disease and dementia

• A 2017 systematic review of 31 studies revealed that while more 
research is warranted, results indicate that the Mediterranean Diet 
could play a major role in cognitive health and risk reduction of 
Alzheimer’s disease and dementia

• https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28657600

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28657600


The 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans include 
the Healthy Vegetarian Eating Pattern

• Similar in meeting nutrient standards to the Healthy 
U.S.-Style Pattern
• Increased amounts of soy products, legumes, nuts and 

seeds, and whole grains and eliminates meats, poultry, and 
seafood

• Reflects the habits of most U.S. vegetarians thus dairy foods 
and eggs are included, but a vegan variation is provided

• Sites reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, lower rates of 
obesity and lower total mortality

• http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/chapte
r-1/examples-of-other-healthy-eating-patterns/

http://health.gov/dietaryguidelines/2015/guidelines/chapter-1/examples-of-other-healthy-eating-patterns/


Position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics:  Vegetarian 
Diets

• https://www.eatrightpro.org/~/media/eatrightpro%20files/practice/positio
n%20and%20practice%20papers/position%20papers/vegetarian-diet.ashx

• ABSTRACT

• It is the position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics that 
appropriately planned vegetarian, including vegan, diets are healthful, 
nutritionally adequate, and may provide health benefits for the prevention 
and treatment of certain diseases. These diets are appropriate for all stages 
of the life cycle, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood, 
adolescence, older adulthood, and for athletes. Plant-based diets are more 
environmentally sustainable than diets rich in animal products because 
they use fewer natural resources and are associated with much less 
environmental damage. Vegetarians and vegans are at reduced risk of 
certain health conditions, including ischemic heart disease, type 2 diabetes, 
hypertension, certain types of cancer, and obesity. Low intake of saturated 
fat and high intakes of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, soy 
products, nuts, and seeds (all rich in fiber and phytochemicals) are 
characteristics of vegetarian and vegan diets that produce lower total and 
low-density lipoprotein cholesterol levels and better serum glucose control. 
These factors contribute to reduction of chronic disease. Vegans need 
reliable sources of vitamin B-12, such as fortified foods or supplements.

https://www.eatrightpro.org/~/media/eatrightpro files/practice/position and practice papers/position papers/vegetarian-diet.ashx


Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics: 
Recommendations for Vegetarians

• Choose a variety of foods: whole grains, vegetables, legumes, 
nuts, seeds, low-fat dairy products and eggs in moderation 

• Minimize intake of highly sweetened, fatty, and heavily 
refined foods

• Strict vegans may need supplements or fortified foods to get 
adequate nutrients, especially vitamins B12 and D

• Consult with a health provider or registered dietitian for 
dietary planning and advice on dietary supplement needs





Risk of cancer is influenced by multiple factors

• Genetic factors

• Environmental factors
• Lifestyle choices like diet can increase or decrease risk

• Diet rich in fruits, vegetables, legumes, and whole grains 
decrease risk
o Rich in phytochemicals

• Both the American Cancer Society (ACS) and the American 
Institute for Cancer Research (AICR) encourage a plant-
based diet as an important cancer risk reduction strategy



Modifiable Factors to Reduce Cancer Risk



Diet and cancer….

• https://www.businessinsider.com/cancer-and-diet-study-links-better-
eating-to-lower-cancer-rates-2018-9

• https://nutritionfacts.org/video/the-best-advice-on-diet-and-cancer/

• http://www.aicr.org/cancer-research/dietandcancerreport/

• http://www.aicr.org/reduce-your-cancer-risk/recommendations-for-
cancer-prevention/

https://www.businessinsider.com/cancer-and-diet-study-links-better-eating-to-lower-cancer-rates-2018-9
https://nutritionfacts.org/video/the-best-advice-on-diet-and-cancer/
http://www.aicr.org/cancer-research/dietandcancerreport/
http://www.aicr.org/reduce-your-cancer-risk/recommendations-for-cancer-prevention/


Recommendations to reduce the risk of cancer

• Achieve or maintain a 
healthy body weight

• Limit consumption of 
energy-dense foods and 
avoid sugary drinks

• Limit consumption of 
red meat and avoid 
processed meat

• Limit salt intake

• Encourage infant 
breastfeeding

• Be physically active

• Eat mostly foods of plant 
origin

• Limit alcoholic drinks

• Aim to meet nutritional 
needs through diet 
alone

• Avoid consuming moldy 
grains, legumes and 
other foods

Reference: "The Second Expert Report, Food, Nutrition, Physical Activity, and the Prevention of 
Cancer: a Global Perspective", from the World Cancer Research Fund, and the American Institute for 
Cancer Research. 
http://www.dietandcancerreport.org/cancer_prevention_recommendations/index.php

http://www.dietandcancerreport.org/cancer_prevention_recommendations/index.php


Nutrient Benefits of a Plant-Based Diet

• High intake of
• Dietary fiber

• Vitamins C, E, and folate

• Magnesium and potassium

• Antioxidants and phytochemicals

• Fewer overall calories

• Lower proportion of calories from fat

• Decreased consumption of processed meats



Phytochemicals are found in plant foods and have many 
health benefits 

• Plant pigments are a rich 
source

• Provide color, aroma, and 
flavor 
• “Eat a rainbow” of foods

• Health benefits
• Chemicals have antioxidant, anti-

inflammatory, or hormone-like 
actions



Polyphenols Are a Class of Phytochemicals



Examples of Polyphenols
• Resveratrol

• In grapes and red wine

• Isoflavones and lignans
• In soy and flaxseed

• Have hormone-like effects 

• Phytoestrogen

• Carotenoids
• Lutein and zeaxanthin in spinach and kale are important to 

eye health

• Lycopene in tomatoes and watermelon lowers risk of prostate 
and ovarian cancer



Sources and Benefits of Phytochemicals









Individuals who infrequently consume animal products may 
need a plan to obtain these important nutrients



Nutritional Considerations with Plant-Based 
Diets
• Nutrients of possible concern when individuals avoid 

or restrict animal foods 
• Protein

• Generally sufficient with adequate and varied energy intake

• Iron
• RDA 80% higher for vegans 

• Vitamin D

• Riboflavin

• Vitamin B12

• Omega-3 fatty acids

• Iodine



Protein
• Complete protein

• Provides all nine essential amino acids in amounts to support 
protein synthesis

• Includes meat, dairy, eggs, soy products, and quinoa

• Incomplete protein
• Includes most plant foods

• Complementary proteins
• Beans and grains

• Beans and nuts



Individuals who exclude animal foods need to consume 
complementary protein foods to help meet protein needs 

• Complete protein
• Provides all nine essential amino acids in amounts to support protein 

synthesis

• Includes meat, dairy, eggs, soy products, and quinoa

• Incomplete protein
• Includes most plant foods

• Complementary proteins
• Beans and grains

• Beans and nuts



Vitamin B12 is found only in foods of animal origin 

• Vegans must obtain from
• Fortified foods

• Fortified nutritional yeasts

• B12 supplements



Iodine and Omega-3 Fatty Acids

• Found in high amounts in fish and seafood

• Iodine: found in non-animal sources
• Iodized salt

• Omega-3 fatty acids: found in non-animal sources
• No source of EPA and DHA in plants, but they are present in some fortified 

foods

• ALA (alpha-linolenic acid) is found in walnuts, flaxseeds, soy, and algae 



A diet rich in vegetables, fruits, legumes, and whole 
grains reduces the risk of cancer, heart disease, and 
other illnesses

• Plant-based diets, including traditional  
Mediterranean diets, have multiple health benefits



Vegetarian and Plant-based Resources
(just a few – many out there!)

• Vegetarian Resource Group

• http://www.vrg.org/

• Nutritionfacts.org

• https://nutritionfacts.org/topics/plant-based-diets/

• PlantBasedResearch.org

• http://plantbasedresearch.org/

• Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

• http://www.eatright.org/resource/food/nutrition/vegetar
ian-and-special-diets/vegetarianism-the-basic-facts

• Harvard School of Public Health

• https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-
healthy/becoming-a-vegetarian

http://www.vrg.org/
https://nutritionfacts.org/topics/plant-based-diets/
http://plantbasedresearch.org/
http://www.eatright.org/resource/food/nutrition/vegetarian-and-special-diets/vegetarianism-the-basic-facts
https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/becoming-a-vegetarian

