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Protein is one of the essential nutrients needed in the human 
diet and is composed of individual building blocks known 
as amino acids.1 Of the 20 amino acids that form protein in 

the human body, 9 are essential and can only be obtained through 
the diet.1,2 These essential amino acids are histidine, isoleucine, leu-
cine, lysine, methionine, phenylalanine, threonine, tryptophan, and 
valine.1 The other 11 amino acids are nonessential because humans 
can make them.1,2 Unlike carbohydrates and fats, protein cannot be 
stored in the body; therefore, it is important to consume protein with 
each meal and snack to get the recommended amount of protein we 
need every day.2

FUNCTIONS OF PROTEIN IN THE HUMAN BODY
Protein forms the major structural components of all cells in the 
body. Protein is a component of enzymes, membranes, transport 
carriers, and hormones. Protein is required for the synthesis of neu-
rotransmitters and serves as the key structural material that make up 
muscles, bones, hair, and nails. Finally, protein is also important 
in the function of immune cells, maintenance of fluid and acid-
base balance, and in the transport of nutrients throughout the body 
(eg, hemoglobin is a protein that transports oxygen to all cells of 
the body).1

In addition to its roles in maintaining human health, evidence 
suggests that protein plays a key role in supporting healthy aging. 
As the body ages, skeletal muscle mass and function declines and 
muscle strength is lost. Known as sarcopenia, this condition is an 
important cause of age-related functional decline and loss of mobil-
ity.2 Strategies for sarcopenia management and prevention include 
exercising and maintenance of adequate nutrition.2 Furthermore, 
the optimization of protein intake has been shown to help promote 
wound healing, help support bone health, aid in weight management, 
and to help expedite recovery from illness or surgery after hospital-
ization.2-4 Additionally, protein is essential for recovery from falls 
and fractures, helps to preserve lean body mass, and stimulates mus-
cle protein synthesis.4 Due to its diverse roles in the human body, 
protein is a dynamic and critical nutrient.5-7

SOURCES OF PROTEIN
Food sources of protein may be derived from either animal or plant 
sources. Animal sources of protein include chicken, pork, beef, fish, 
eggs, and dairy products such as milk, yogurt, and cheese. Plant 
sources of protein include soy, whole grains, nuts, and legumes. 

However, not all protein is created equal.1 High-quality proteins are 
considered complete proteins because they contain all the essential 
amino acids needed for health, whereas incomplete proteins lack one 
or more essential amino acids. In general, animal sources of protein 
are considered high quality, whereas most plant sources of protein 
are not; the exception is soy.1,8 Additionally, some whole grains, 
specifically quinoa, also contain all the essential amino acids need-
ed for health, therefore making it a complete protein source.9 See 
table10-12 for examples of the protein content of various foods and 
nutritional supplements.1,8

MEETING PROTEIN NEEDS IN HEALTHY ADULTS
For healthy adults (≥19 y), protein requirements are set by the 
Institute of Medicine through the Dietary Reference Intakes (DRIs). 
The DRIs represents a general term for a set of reference values 
including the acceptable macronutrient distribution range (AMDR) 
and the recommended dietary allowance (RDA). The AMDR for 
protein is set at 10% to 35% of energy for adults, meaning that 10% 
to 35% of daily calories should come from protein. The wide range 
in the AMDR suggests flexibility regarding exactly how much pro-
tein should be eaten in the context of a complete diet.13 The RDA 
represents the minimum daily dietary nutrient intake level sufficient 

Sponsored by  Nest lé  Heal th  Sc ience

Optimizing Protein Intake to Support Adult Health
Considerations for Pharmacists

TABLE. AMOUNT OF PROTEIN FOUND IN VARIOUS PLANT 
AND ANIMAL FOOD SOURCES10-12

Food Serving Size Protein (g) per Serving

Nuts, cashews 1/4 cup 5

Egg 1 large 6

Peanut butter 2 Tbsp 7

Skim milk 1 cup (8 fl oz) 8

Tofu 1/2 cup 10

Black beans, cooked 1 cup 14

Salmon, canned 3 oz 19

BOOST® High 
Protein Drink 1 bottle (8 fl oz) 20

BOOST OptimumTM 
Advanced Drink 1 bottle (8 fl oz) 22

Chicken breast 3 oz 26
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to meet the nutrient requirements for 97% to 98% of all healthy 
individuals in a particular life stage and gender group. The RDA for 
protein for a healthy adult (≥19 y) is set at 0.8 g of protein per kg 
of ideal body weight per day.1,14 For example, the minimum protein 
needs of a healthy 50-year-old, 150-pound woman would be 54 g of 
protein per day ([150 lb/2.2 pounds per kg] × 0.8 g protein per kg).1

OVERVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL EXPERT  GROUP 
RECOMMENDATIONS ON PROTEIN FOR OLDER ADULTS
Recommendations from international expert groups are calling for 
higher protein intakes for both healthy and non-healthy older adults 
(>65 y). Higher protein intakes for older adults may be beneficial 
in supporting positive health outcomes, such as promoting recov-
ery from illness and maintaining functionality in older adults.4,14 
Higher protein intake is also positively associated with higher bone 
mass density, slower rates of bone loss, and preservation of muscle 
mass and strength in this population.2,4,15,16 Many older adults have 
difficulty meeting protein intake targets from diet alone due to com-
plications of acute or chronic conditions that reduce their ability to 
absorb and use available protein.4,17 This may increase risk for com-
mon age-associated problems such as sarcopenia, osteoporosis, and 
compromised immune function.1,2,16,18

According to international expert group recommendations, the 
benchmark for protein for healthy older adults is 1.0 g to 1.2 g of 
protein per kg of body weight per day.4,17 For example, the minimum 
protein needs of a healthy 65-year-old, 150-pound woman would be 
68 g of protein per day ([150 lb/2.2 pounds per kg] x 1.0 g protein 
per kg). Older adults with acute or chronic diseases should maintain 
slightly higher intake levels of 1.2 g to 1.5 g of protein per kg of 
body weight per day.4,17 Among those with severe illness, injury, or 
marked malnutrition, international expert groups recommend 1.5 g to 
2.0 g of protein per kg of body weight per day (figure4,17).4,17

Data from the 2013-2014 National Health and Nutrition 
Examination Survey (NHANES) reveals that men and women of 
all ages have an opportunity to increase protein consumption based 
on the percentage of total calories (up to 35% of total calories may 
be sourced from protein).5,19 Research published by Paddon-Jones 
and Leidy suggests that older adults should consume approximate-
ly 20 g to 35 g of protein per meal to maximize protein synthesis 
and enhance preservation of muscle mass over time, particularly 
in patients suffering from sarcopenia.2,14,20 Because it is difficult to 
maintain a high daily intake of protein, nutritional drinks that are rich 

in protein can help augment protein intake in older adults to promote 
healthy living.2,5,14,19,20

Individuals with a variety of health conditions may also benefit 
from the use of nutritional drinks. These include patients who are 
receiving chemotherapy, patients who are recovering from falls or 
fractures, weight management patients, adults who are at risk for 
malnutrition or are currently malnourished, adults with diabetes 
seeking strategies to augment protein intake, and adults recovering 
from illness, recent hospitalization, or surgery.2,17,21-23

ROLE OF THE PHARMACIST
Pharmacists serve an important role in advising patients on a variety 
of nutritional products. Pharmacists can communicate the potential 
benefits of optimal protein intake for older adults, particularly those 
with chronic disease. Higher protein intake in older adults is asso-
ciated with improved health outcomes, including a lower risk of 
bone fractures, continued support and maintenance of muscle tissue 
function, and improved outcomes following hospitalization or major 
surgical procedures.1,2,4,15-18,24

To help patients achieve adequate intakes of protein, pharmacists 
may recommend protein-augmented nutritional drinks to appropri-
ate patients, or caregivers of patients, such as BOOST® Nutritional 
Drinks. These products can help patients achieve optimal protein 
intake levels to support long-term health and achieve dietary goals.

References are available online at PharmacyTimes.com.

FIGURE. RECOMMENDATIONS FROM INTERNATIONAL 
EXPERT GROUPS FOR PROTEIN INTAKES FOR OLDER 
ADULTS AGES 65 YEARS AND OLDER4,17
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