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Protein intake across Europe varies from 12 to 20% of energy intake. Table 2 presents data on total
protein intakes in grams per day in males and females in a variety of European countries.
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What we eat
Protein

from
meat

What we need

Country (Age)

Belgium

Denmark  

Germany  

France

Italy 

Netherlands  

Portugal

Finland  

Sweden  

United Kingdom  

Norway  

96
71

102
76

95
68

103
74

93
76

96
73

95
72

94
72

82
65

113
74

111
80

Male Female

Sources of Dietary Protein
Dietary protein is available from a variety of both plant and animal sources. Globally, most protein is
sourced from plant foods such as wheat, maize and rice (57%), however since the 1970s, protein in
Europe has been predominantly derived from animal sources such as meat, dairy and fish (55-60%)3.
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Protein intake patterns and muscle protein synthesis

Protein contributes to the maintenance of muscle mass, which plays an important role in 
supporting health and physical function with ageing. Muscle protein synthesis (MPS) refers 
to the process by which amino acids are incorporated into skeletal muscle proteins, 
supporting muscle repair and growth. Research suggests that consuming around 20g of 
protein after resistance exercise may help stimulate acute MPS. More recent evidence 
indicates that, in addition to total protein intake, the distribution of protein consumption 
across a 12-hour period may also influence the attainment and maintenance of muscle 
mass4. Studies have also reported that both omnivorous and vegan diets can support similar 
daily MPS rates at rest and following exercise in healthy young adults consuming a 
high-protein diet5.

Protein intakes across dietary patterns

Protein intake tends to vary depending on the number of animal-based foods included in the diet. For 
example, meat eaters have been reported to consume around 90g of protein per day, while flexitarians 
consume approximately 67g per day and vegans around 64g per day6. These findings suggest that overall 
protein intake can remain adequate across dietary patterns, including those that limit or exclude animal 
foods.

Plant proteins are sometimes described as “incomplete” due to differences in their amino acid profiles. This 
reflects the fact that some plant foods contain lower amounts of certain essential amino acids when 
consumed in isolation, although foods such as soy, hemp, buckwheat and quinoa provide more balanced 
amino acid profiles. However, all plant foods contain all amino acids, and a varied plant-based diet can 
provide sufficient amino acids when overall energy intake and dietary variety are adequate.

In addition, the term “high quality” is often used to describe protein sources based on essential amino acid 
content and digestibility. While this can be useful in some contexts, it may not fully reflect how protein 
sources contribute within a mixed diet, or take account of broader health and environmental considerations. 
As a result, its relevance may be more limited in developed countries7.

How to meet essential protein requirements

What people think:
only possible with meat

How it works:
eat diverse foods in a 24h period

24hrs

On average, Europeans have a high 
protein intake.

There is a global trend towards over-consumption 
of protein. With a global average intake of 68g of protein per 
person per day, consumption is estimated at one third above
What we need the average adult daily requirement, with a 
growing share of this being animal-derived protein. This is 
particularly prevalent in the world’s wealthiest regions, such as 
Europe, but expected to undergo the most growth in 
developing countries in years to come2.


