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Exploring Vegetarian Meal Plans 
 

 

About This Kit 
 
Many people have explored a vegetarian eating pattern.  Today, it is easy to order a 
vegetarian dish at a restaurant or buy meat-free products at the grocery.  Health and taste 
are the top two reasons consumers give for eating more meat-free meals.  But, all 
vegetarian diets are not healthy diets.  Some don’t include adequate amounts of healthy 
foods.  Other vegetarian diets include too much over-refined carbohydrates and partially 
hydrogenated vegetable fats.  Vegetarian diet needs to be appropriately planned to get the 
desired nutrition, health, and disease prevention benefits.   
 
Whether you choose to follow a strict vegetarian diet or eat mostly meatless meals, you can 
reap the health benefits of substituting fruits, vegetables, and grains for animal food 
sources.  This program does not require that you follow a strict vegetarian diet, but we can 
help you make the transition toward plant-based meal plans.  During periods of growth, 
breast-feeding, pregnancy, or recovery from illness, you should consult a registered 
dietitian or other qualified nutrition professional for assistance in planning an appropriate 
vegetarian diet.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1.   Know about vegetarian diets 
Step 2.   Recognize the health benefits of eating plant foods 
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Step 1 
 

Know About Vegetarian Diets 
 
 
There are several different kinds of vegetarian diets.  Knowing that someone is a 
“vegetarian” doesn’t necessarily tell you what he/she may eat in addition to plant foods.  
The following are the three basic types of vegetarian diets: 
 
 Vegans – No animal foods of any kind are eaten.  All protein comes from plant 

sources.  Vegans are the strictest type of vegetarians. 
 
 Lactovegetarians – Animal protein in the form of dairy foods is eaten.  No meat, 

poultry, fish, or eggs are eaten. 
 
 Lacto-ovo-vegetarians – Animal protein in the form of eggs and dairy products is 

eaten, but no meat, fish, or poultry.  Some people who consider themselves lacto-ovo-
vegetarians eat fish but not meat or poultry.    

 
Many people are “partial” vegetarians.  They eat mostly plant foods, but occasionally eat 
meat, fish, or poultry.      
 
Why People Become Vegetarians 
 
Vegetarian diets have existed since the beginning of time.  Reasons for adopting a 
vegetarian eating pattern are varied. 
 
 Religious Beliefs – Many Eastern religions promote a vegetarian diet.  In the United 

States, two religious groups, the Trappist monks of the Roman Catholic Church and 
the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, are vegetarian.  The Adventist Church 
recommends a vegetarian diet to its followers, but leaves the choice to the individual. 

 
 Ethical Considerations – Some people choose a vegetarian diet because they object 

to killing animals for any purpose, whether it is to use the flesh as food or to use skins 
and furs for garments. 

 
 Ecological, Environmental, and World Hunger Issues – An argument can be made 

to eat “lower on the food chain.”  Many believe it is wasteful of the earth’s limited 
resources to feed plants to animals and then eat the animals.  Currently, most of the 
soybeans, corn, oats, and barley grown in this country are fed to livestock.  There 
would be a lot more protein to go around if these plant sources of protein were eaten 
by people directly instead of by pigs, cattle, and chickens.     

 
 



   

 Hygiene Concerns – The vegetarian movement that began in England and the United 
States about a hundred years ago was motivated by concerns about hygiene.  It was 
believed that meat was a source of unhealthful chemicals and infectious organisms 
and that eating meat caused digestive problems and disease.  One advocate in the U.S. 
was Dr. John Harvey Kellogg, medical director of the Battle Creek Sanitarium, where 
he prescribed an “antitoxic diet” consisting chiefly of fruits, cereals, and fresh 
vegetables.  Today, the Kellogg name is associated with the cereal company started 
by Dr. Kellogg and his family.   

 
 Health Reasons – After years of research, science has established plant foods as the 

foundation of a healthy eating plan.  Appropriately planned vegetarian diets are 
healthful, nutritionally adequate, and provide health benefits in the prevention and 
treatment of certain diseases.  The specific health benefits of plant-based eating plans 
are discussed in Step 2 of this kit. 
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Step 2 
 

Recognize the Health Benefits of  
Eating Plant Foods 

 
 
Scientific studies suggest positive relationships between a vegetarian diet and reduced 
risk for several chronic diseases and conditions, including coronary heart disease, stroke, 
obesity, hypertension, diabetes, and some types of cancer. 
 
Health Implications of Vegetarianism 
 
 Death rates from coronary heart disease are lower in vegetarians than in non-

vegetarians. 
 
 Total blood cholesterol and LDL (“bad”) cholesterol levels are usually lower in 

vegetarians than non-vegetarians. 
 
 Vegetarians have a lower incidence of high blood pressure than non-vegetarians. 
 
 Vegetarian diets have been successful in slowing down the progression and even 

reversing coronary heart disease when used as part of a comprehensive risk reduction 
program.  

 
 Type 2 diabetes is much less likely to be a cause of death in vegetarians than in non-

vegetarians. 
 
 The incidence of lung and colorectal cancer is lower in vegetarians than in non-

vegetarians. 
 
 Cross-cultural studies indicate that breast cancer rates are lower in women that eat 

mostly plant foods.   
 
 A vegetarian diet may be useful in the prevention and treatment of some types of 

kidney disease. 
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Characteristics of Plant Foods Why Plant Foods Are Healthy 
Low in saturated fat and trans-
fatty acids; contain no 
cholesterol 

Eating foods low in saturated fat, trans-fatty acids, and 
cholesterol reduces the risk of developing blockages 
(atherosclerotic plaque) in the coronary arteries and 
arteries of the legs, head and neck and may reverse the 
progression of atherosclerosis. 

Contain omega-3 
polyunsaturated fatty acids and 
monounsaturated fatty acids 

Substituting vegetable oils such as flaxseed oil, 
soybean oil, canola oil, and olive oil for saturated fats 
and trans-fatty acids (hydrogenated fats) may help 
lower LDL (“bad”) cholesterol and triglycerides and 
increase HDL (“good”) cholesterol.   

High in vitamins and minerals Vitamins C and E are antioxidants.  They help protect 
the cells of the body against damage by “free radicals” 
and other harmful substances.  Eating foods rich in 
calcium, potassium, and magnesium can reduce blood 
pressure.  Folic acid reduces homocysteine levels in 
the blood.  Homocysteine damages the lining of the 
coronary arteries allowing plaque to form on the walls.  

Contain phytochemicals “Phyto” means plant in Greek.  Phytochemicals are 
naturally occurring components in fruits, vegetables, 
grains, legumes, seeds, soy and green tea.  Different 
plants contain different phytochemicals.  
Phytochemicals have been associated with the 
prevention and/or treatment of at least four of the 
leading causes of death in this country – cancer, 
diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and high blood 
pressure – and with the prevention and/or treatment of 
other medical ailments including neural tube defects, 
osteoporosis, abnormal bowel function, and arthritis.  
Hundreds of phytochemicals have been identified and 
scientists believe there are more to be discovered. 

High in fibre 
 

Soluble fibre reduces total and LDL cholesterol levels 
in the blood.  Fibre causes a feeling of “fullness” and 
helps with weight control.  Fibre helps prevent 
constipation and helps protect the colon against 
cancer-causing agents. 

Source of soy protein Eating soy protein containing isoflavones (the most 
helpful part of soy protein) along with other heart-
healthy eating habits is helpful in reducing the risk of 
heart disease.  Women who eat soy foods daily may 
experience fewer hot flashes during menopause. 

Version 08/2010  N13-5 
Copyright © 2000 INTER VENTCANADA, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. x



   

Low in calories Substituting low calorie foods for high calorie foods 
helps with weight control (when combined with 
regular physical activity).  Keeping weight off can 
lower LDL cholesterol levels in many people.  Obesity 
is a risk factor for high blood pressure, heart attack, 
stroke, type 2 diabetes, and some types of cancer.  

 
Health Claims on Food Labels 
 
Based on clinical trials and epidemiologic studies, Health Canada has approved health 
claims on food labels for certain plant food, including these:  
 
Health claims about the following diet/health relationships are permitted: 
 

 A diet low in saturated and trans fat reduces risk of heart disease. 
 A diet low in sodium and high in potassium reduces risk of high blood pressure. 
 A diet rich in vegetables and fruit reduces risk of some types of cancer. 
 A diet with adequate calcium and vitamin D, and regular physical activity, 

reduces risk of osteoporosis. 
 
More About Fibre  
 
Fibre has no calories and contains no nutrients, but it is very important.  There are two 
forms of fibre:  soluble and insoluble.  For some people, eating more fibre is 
recommended as part of a treatment plan prescribed by their doctor.   
 
 The role of soluble fibre in the prevention and treatment of cardiovascular disease is 

related to its effect on blood cholesterol levels.  Typically, soluble fibre lowers blood 
cholesterol levels by five percent or more.  In some studies, the risk of heart attacks 
(both fatal and non-fatal) increases as the amount of total fibre in the diet decreases.  
Although fibre supplements are available, the American Heart Association does not 
recommend fibre supplements for heart disease risk reduction.  

 
 Eating fibre-rich foods may be protective against both colon and rectal cancers.  It is 

estimated that the risk of colorectal cancer could be reduced by about 31 percent if 
people would increase the amount of fibre eaten each day by an average of about 13 
grams.  Eating foods rich in fibre may be associated with a reduced risk of breast 
cancer.  Foods high in fibre, namely vegetables, fruits, and whole grains, have been 
linked to decreased risk of cancers at other sites in the body.  Fibre may also protect 
against prostate cancer. 

 
 A low-fibre diet may increase the risk for diabetes.  Low-fibre diets usually are higher 

in calories and promote obesity.  Fibre may have a role in the management of diabetes 
because it slows the absorption of glucose in the small intestine.   
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 A diet that contains adequate amounts of fibre-rich foods is usually lower in calories 
than low-fibre diets.  The greater bulk provided by fibre contributes to a feeling of 
fullness that may aid in weight management. 

 
 A high-fibre diet can help prevent and control diverticular disease (inflammation of 

the tiny sacs lining the small intestines).  However, because whole pieces of fibre 
(hulls of nuts and corn and seeds such as those of tomato and cucumber) may become 
trapped in one of the diverticula, these specific foods may need to be excluded from 
high-fibre diets that treat diverticular disease.    

 
 Insoluble fibre in food has been used to treat constipation and promote bowel 

function for thousands of years.  Fibre absorbs many times its weight in water, acting 
like a sponge in the large intestine and making the stool larger and easier to pass.   

 
How to Be a Healthy Vegetarian 
 
People who eat limited amounts of animal foods or no animal products at all need to be 
especially aware of their nutrition.  As with any meal plan, it’s important for the 
vegetarian diet to include many different foods, since no one food contains all the 
nutrients needed for good health.  Eating a variety of plant foods – fruits, vegetables, 
grains, legumes, nuts, seeds – will also help ensure enough calories for energy needs.   
 
A common myth about vegetarian eating is that it is hard to get certain nutrients, 
especially protein.  Most people eat more protein than is needed.  Eating a high-protein 
diet may actually cause damage to the body.  (See the Heart Institute Prevention and 
Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) educational kit entitled “Evaluating Diets” for more 
information on the risks of high-protein diets.)  An average of 10-35 percent of daily 
calories from protein. Approximately 50 to 170 grams per day is recommended for most 
people.   
 
Plant foods alone can provide adequate amounts of essential amino acids (the building 
blocks of proteins) and of other vitamins and minerals.  In the past, it was recommended 
that certain plant proteins, called complementary proteins, be eaten at the same meal so 
that proteins missing in one food were made up for by another.  This practice is no longer 
necessary.  Scientists have learned that amino acids are combined in the body’s protein 
pool over the course of the day.   
 
Plants that are good sources of protein include legumes, seeds, nuts, grains, vegetables, 
and tofu and other soy-based products.  Soy protein has been shown to be equal in quality 
to animal protein. 
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Certain nutrients that may be lacking in a vegetarian diet and their plant sources are given 
below: 
 
Potentially Lacking Nutrients Plant Sources 
Vitamin B12  
Vitamin B12, found only in animal foods, 
promotes proper function of the cells, 
especially nerve cells.  Because vitamin B12 
needs are small, and it is stored and recycled 
in the body, symptoms of deficiency may be 
delayed for years.  Vitamin B12 absorption 
decreases with age.  Vegetarians who eat no 
animal foods need to include a reliable 
source of vitamin B12.   
 
 

 Fortified ready-to-eat cereals 
 Fortified soymilk and other fortified soy 

products 
 

Vitamin D 
Vitamin D is different from other nutrients 
because the body makes it with the help of 
sunlight.  Fortified milk is the major food 
source of vitamin D.  Food sources of 
vitamin D are important only when sun 
exposure is inadequate.  Sun exposure to 
hands, arms, and face (without sun screen) 
for five to 10 minutes per day is adequate to 
provide enough vitamin D.  People with 
dark skin or those who live in northern 
latitudes or cloudy or smoggy areas may 
need more sun exposure.  If sun exposure is 
inadequate, vitamin D supplements are 
recommended for vegans, especially for 
older persons.    
 
 

 Fortified ready-to-eat cereals 
 Fortified soymilk 

Calcium 
Because lack of calcium is linked to the risk 
of osteoporosis, everyone should meet the 
calcium requirements established for their 
age/gender group.  Calcium is well absorbed 
from many plant foods. 

 Legumes, dried beans and peas (great 
northern beans, pinto beans, split peas) 

 Tofu processed with calcium 
 Fortified soymilk 
 Seeds and nuts  
 Broccoli 
 Collard greens, kale, bok choy 
 Dried figs 
 Calcium-fortified orange juice 
 Grain products  
 

Version 08/2010  N13-8 
Copyright © 2000 INTER VENTCANADA, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. x



   

Iron  
Iron deficiency anemia rates are similar in 
vegetarians and non-vegetarians.  Iron from 
plant foods is more poorly absorbed, but the 
higher vitamin C content of vegetarian diets 
may improve iron absorption.  Vitamin C is 
found in citrus fruits and juices, tomatoes, 
strawberries, broccoli, peppers, and dark 
green leafy vegetables.   
 

 Whole grains and fortified cereals 
 Whole wheat bread 
 Leafy green vegetables (turnip greens, 

spinach) 
 Legumes and dried beans/peas  
 Tofu 
 Soymilk 
 Dried fruits 

Zinc 
Because zinc from plant foods is not easily 
used by the body, vegetarians should try to 
emphasize foods containing zinc. Zinc is 
needed for several important body 
processes, including healing and immune 
reactions.   
 

 Whole grains (especially the germ and 
bran) 

 Fortified cereals 
 Whole wheat bread 
 Legumes 
 Nuts 
 Tofu 

Linolenic Acid 
Vegetarians should include good sources of 
linolenic acid in their diet.  Linolenic acid, 
an omega-3 fatty acid, reduces the risk for 
heart attack and protects against a second 
heart attack in people with known disease.  
  

 Flaxseed 
 Walnuts 
 Canola oil 
 Linseed oil 
 Soybean oil  

 
Recommendations for People With Special Needs 
 
Vegetarian diets are somewhat more common among adolescents with eating disorders 
than in the general adolescent population.  However, studies show that adopting a 
vegetarian diet does not lead to eating disorders.  With guidance in meal planning, 
vegetarian diets can be appropriate and healthy options for children and adolescents. 
 
Vegetarian diets can also meet the needs of competitive athletes.  Vegetarian diets that 
meet energy needs and include good sources of protein (such as soy foods and legumes) 
can provide adequate protein without use of special foods or supplements.   
 
Vegetarian diets can meet the nutrient and energy needs of pregnant women.  Pregnant 
and lactating vegans should consider taking iron and vitamin B12 supplements, and if 
exposure to sunlight is limited, a vitamin D supplement.    
 
During periods of growth, breast-feeding, pregnancy, or recovery from illness, consult a 
registered dietitian or other qualified nutrition professional for assistance in planning an 
appropriate vegetarian diet. 
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What Is Your Preference? 
 
Are you interested in a meal plan that emphasizes plant foods?  If yes, which type of 
vegetarian meal plan do you favor (check one)?   
__ Vegan 
__ Lactovegetarian 
__ Lacto-ovo-vegetarian 
__ Partial vegetarian 
What advantages/disadvantages do you see to substituting plant foods for animal foods? 
 

My Advantages    My Disadvantages   
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Exploring Vegetarian Meal Plans 
 

 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete 
your educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as 
“homework.”   
 
 Are you interested in a meal plan that emphasizes plant foods?  If yes, which type of 

vegetarian meal plan do you favor (check one)?   
__ Vegan 
__ Lactovegetarian 
__ Lacto-ovo-vegetarian 
__ Partial vegetarian 
 
 What advantages/disadvantages do you see to substituting plant foods for animal 

foods? 
My Advantages    My Disadvantages   

 
 
 
 
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. The American Dietetic Association emphasizes the need for an appropriately  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ vegetarian diet to get the desired nutrition, health, and disease 
prevention benefits. 

2. Vegans eat _ _ animal foods of any kind. 
3. Lactovegetarians eat _ _ _ _ _ foods, but no meat, poultry, fish, or eggs. 
4. Lacto-ovo-vegetarians eat _ _ _ _ and dairy products, but no meat, fish, or poultry. 
5. There would be a lot more protein to go around if plant sources of protein were eaten 

by people _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
6. _ _ _ _ _ rates from coronary heart disease are lower in vegetarians than in non-

vegetarians. 
7. Vegetarians have a lower incidence of high blood pressure and lung and  

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ cancer than non-vegetarians. 
8. Substituting vegetable oils rich in omega-3 fats and/or monounsaturated fats, such as  

flaxseed oil, soybean oil, _ _ _ _ _ _ oil, and olive oil, for saturated fats and trans-
fatty acids may help lower LDL cholesterol and triglycerides, and increase HDL 
cholesterol.   

9. Typically, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ fibre lowers blood cholesterol levels. 



 

10. Insoluble fibre in food has been used to treat _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
11. Food sources of vitamin D are important only when _ _ _ exposure is inadequate. 
12. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ greens are a good source of calcium. 
13. Eating foods rich in calcium, _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _, and magnesium can reduce blood 

pressure. 
14. Plant foods alone can provide adequate amounts of _ _ _ _ _  _ _ _ _ _ (the building 

blocks of proteins). 
15. Vegetarians who eat no animal foods need to include a reliable source of vitamin 

_ _ _. 
16. Vegetarian diets can meet the needs of competitive _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
 
Answers:  1) planned; 2) no; 3) dairy; 4) eggs; 5) directly; 6) Death; 7) colorectal; 8) canola; 9) soluble; 
10) constipation; 11) sun; 12) Collard; 13) potassium; 14) amino acids; 15) B12; 16) athletes  
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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