
 
Protein plays a vital role in building and maintaining body structures, including muscles, 
tendons, ligaments, circulatory system, brain, immune system, skin and other organs. As these 
structures shed old cells, they need a regular protein supply from our diets to repair themselves 
and to build new cells. 

Amino acids are the building blocks of protein. When we eat protein-rich foods, our body 
breaks down the protein into its respective amino acids and rebuilds them in specific sequences 
to form the protein it needs. The number and type of amino acids and the shape of the 
sequences determine the protein’s function in the body. Some proteins have active functions, 
like enzymes to perform chemical reactions in your body while other proteins have structural 
functions like collagen and elastin to form skin and to help protect vital organs. 

The bottom line: eating enough protein-rich foods ensures your body can make most of the 
amino acids it needs to function properly. However, the body cannot make nine specific amino 
acids (called essential amino acids), so it relies on your daily food intake for its necessary 
supply. That’s why it’s so important to choose a variety of protein-rich foods. 

Did you know?: The nine essential amino acids are Histidine, Isoleucine, Leucine, Lysine,  

Methionine, Phenylalanine, Threonine, Tryptophan and Valine. 

Where Can You Find Protein? 

Although you can find protein in nearly all the food groups (milk, meat, starch and vegetable), 
not all of these sources contain the same amount or quality of protein. Essentially, proteins fall 
into one of two categories: 

Complete, high-quality proteins 

This type of protein contains all the essential amino acids in sufficient quantities. You can find 
complete proteins in animal foods, such as meat, poultry, fish, dairy products and eggs. These 
foods can satisfy the body’s daily protein requirements. 

Incomplete proteins 

Grains, cereals and vegetables contain incomplete protein which lack one or more of the 
essential amino acids. However, by eating a meal with two incomplete proteins containing 
different amino acids, you can get all the protein you need in sufficient quantities. 

This is known as mutual supplementation. Such complementary proteins provide the basis for 
planning nutritious vegetarian diets. For example, rice is very low in Lysine but high in 
Methionine, while beans are low in Methionine but a good source of Lysine. Served together, 
rice and beans complement each other to meet the body’s protein needs. 
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