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PLANT-BASED DIETS & CONSUMERS

 What is a plant-based diet?

 Is plant-based better than eating meat?

 What are the nutrients of concern?

 Tackling the misinformation…



WHAT IS PLANT-BASED DIET FOR CONSUMERS?

 Vegan ✔

 Vegetarian ✔

 Pescatarian ✔

 Flexitarian ✔

 Meat eating with lots of vegetables ✔

 Mediterranean ✔

 Meat eating with potatoes✘

 Carnivore ✘
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PLANT BASED DIET OR MEAT EATING – WHICH IS BEST?

 EPIC-Oxford (which studied) found no significant 

difference in mortality between British Vegetarians, 

Vegans and Meat Eaters. 

 Adventist Cohort: Vegetarian and Vegan reduced 

mortality compared to meat eating within study 

period



PLANT-BASED & MEAT EATERS: WHICH IS BEST?

 Obesity & Weight

 Lower Body Weight (1-2kg/m2)

 Vegans have lower body weight than vegetarians

 EPIC-Oxford: BMI

 Meat eaters: 24.2  Vegans: 22.5

 Vegetarians & pescatarians intermediate

 High protein and low fibre main factors

 BUT…

 These differences are seen in Western vegetarians and 
vegans; not in other populations

 How many of the benefits of a vegan diet are due to 
differences in weight?



DIABETES – TYPE 2

 Type 2 DM seems to be reduced in vegans and 
vegetarians

 7th Day Adventists show up to 38-61% reduction in 
risk of DM in vegetarian; 47-78% in vegan

 Indian Migration Study showed no difference

 BUT

 Type 2 DM is strongly linked to obesity

 Studies typically follow self-reported diabetes

 Need studies with medically identified diabetes cases



CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE

 Vegans typically have reduced CVD

 Adventist Cohort showed vegan males had 42% reduced CVD 
mortality during study period

 EPIC Oxford: Risk of hospitalization & death from IHD up to 23% 
lower in vegans & vegetarians BUT no significant difference in 
death from circulatory diseases

 Why?

 Lower Weight

 Obesity is a risk factor for CVD

 Cholesterol

 Total cholesterol is lower in vegans, largely due to lower LDL

 Differences in cholesterol may lead to 24% reduction in CHD in life-long 
vegetarians and 57% in life-long vegans

 Indian Migration Study: reduced cholesterol & triglycerides in vegetarians

 Lower Blood Pressure

 EPIC: Hypertension lower in vegans; attenuated by adjusting for BMI

 Indian Migration Study: lower hypertension but by <1mm Hg

 Adventist Cohort: 55% lower risk in vegetarians & 73% lower risk in 
vegans

Main benefit likely due to reduced cholesterol



STROKE

 Second most common cause of death worldwide

 Stroke mortality is not different between vegans, 

vegetarians and meat eaters

 Why?

 Unsure but lower intakes of B12 may be a factor



CANCER

 Do vegans get less cancer?

 Very mixed results

 Overall cancer risk may be lower in vegans and vegetarians

 The EPIC Study showed:

 Overall slight reduction in cancer risk

 Increased in vegetarians and vegans

 Colorectal (lower in pescatarians)

 Reduced in vegetarians & vegans

 Stomach

 Lymphatic

 Multiple Myeloma

 Pancreatic (also lower in meat eaters compared to fish eaters)

 No difference in vegetarians & vegans

 Prostate

 Breast

 Lung cancer (lower in meat eaters)

• Overall, lowest cancer risk seen in pescatarians especially for breast and colon

• Trend towards reduced malignancies in non-meat eaters (not significant)



CANCER

 Adventist Cohort (2014)

 Significant difference in death from all cancer in 

vegans & vegetarians -14% in vegans; 9% in 

vegetarians but not significant for vegetarians

 48% reduction in death from breast cancer in 

vegans and vegetarians

 24% reduction in gastrointestinal cancers; not 

significant for vegans

 73% increase in urinary tract cancer in vegans

 Risk reductions were higher across all measures in 

male vegetarians and vegans compared to female



BONE HEALTH

 EPIC: Vegans had 30% higher rate of fracture

compared to meat eaters (self-reported)

 Consuming 525mg calcium/day sufficient 

protection

 50% of vegans not meeting EARs in UK (6% of 

meat-eaters)

 7th Day Adventist: Increased wrist fractures in 

women and increased hip fractures in men and 

women.

Bone mineral density shown to be lower in vegans in some but not all 

studies.



OTHER DISEASE

 Diverticular disease

 31% Lower in vegetarians and vegans; 72% lower in 

vegans

 Cataracts

 26% lower risk (EPIC) in vegans

 Kidney Stones

 31% lower risk in vegans and vegetarians

 Arthritis

 Increased in meat eaters: 31% higher



APPLYING THE DATA

 There is not a large body of evidence comparing 

meat eaters to vegetarians and vegans

 Current results suggest a benefit in some diseases: 

heart disease and some cancers

 Results on all-cause mortality are very mixed

 Concerns?

 Lower weight alone impacts cancer; heart disease; 

diabetes

 No studies separate healthy meat eaters from 

unhealthy meat eaters



SPECIFIC NUTRIENTS: CHALLENGES & MYTHS



SPECIFIC NUTRIENTS: CALCIUM & BONE HEALTH

 Vegans have lower bone density and higher fracture 

rate 

 Vegans eating adequate calcium (over 530mg/d) do 

not seem to be affected

 Protein & Vitamin D may also be a factor in fracture 

risk



CALCIUM FOR VEGANS

 200ml glass of milk has 240mg calcium

 200ml glass fortified soya milk has 240mg calcium

 How much equals 1 glass of milk?

 100g Tofu 

 100g Almonds 

 340g kidney beans (1 400g tin has 240g of beans)

 200g kale 

 300g of olives 

 530g turnip

 600g black berries 

 700g broccoli



HOW MUCH BROCCOLI?



HOW MUCH BROCCOLI?

 This is a 340g bag of broccoli

 To reach 531mg of calcium, you would need to eat 

4.5 bags per day

 To reach 800mg, it’s 7 bags.  Per day.











VITAMIN B12

 Almost no B12 in plant foods

 Up to 62% of vegans may be deficient in B12 

(ranges from 25% to 86%)

 Between 11% and 90% of pregnant vegan women

 Must supplement or eat fortified foods

 Some seaweed contains Vitamin B12 

but frequently as analogues

 Gut bacteria are not a source

 Soil is not a source
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SEAWEED IS A POOR SOURCE OF B12

 Levels of B12 vary 

enormously

 Most are analogues of 

B12 which do not 

function as B12 in the 

body and may adversely 

affect B12 function



VITAMIN D

 Not an issue in countries with lots of sunshine…

 30-80% of Irish Adults are deficient in vitamin D or 
borderline

 Vitamin D in Food

 Oil-rich Fish

 Eggs

 Grass fed beef

 Supplementation with vitamin D may be necessary –
check blood levels
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OMEGA-3 : EPA, DHA & ALA

 Nuts and seeds are good sources of the omega-3 

ALA

 EPA & DHA are found mainly in fish, grass fed beef 

and dairy

 DHA is essential for development of the central 

nervous system and brain development during 

pregnancy and childhood

 EPA and DHA may also play a role in helping to 

prevent Dementia

 Although humans can synthesize EPA and DHA 

from ALA, we have a very limited capacity

 Vegans have lower levels of DHA in breastmilk and 

infants born to vegan mothers have lower DHA 

status

 Algae, especially supplements are a source of DHA

 We need further studies on the potential impact 

of lower DHA consumption on brain function and 

nerve development.



PROTEIN AND IRON

 Well-Planned vegan diets have adequate 

protein and iron

 Generally need advice to have protein at 

every meal

 Main problem is misinformation on protein 

content of food
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TALKING ABOUT PLANT-BASED EATING

 Vegans typically smoke less, have higher socio-
economic class, higher education and are more 
“health conscious”

 In studies “ Meat Eaters” include healthy & unhealthy 
meat eaters

 Both meat eating and plant-based eating can be 
very healthy

 Poor Information is a key issue

 Lead people to good sources of nutrition 
information

 Be aware of the misinformation they have already 
received



THANK YOU


