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There is a growing global interest in the promotion of plant-based dietary patterns—which contain minimal to no animal products—for environmental health and sustainability. Plant-based diets, however, have been followed for ages by a small portion of the population—including athletes—for religious, spiritual, ethical, philosophical, aesthetic and health reasons. For the athlete, plant-based diets have the potential to offer some performance benefits, due to their high carbohydrate, phytochemical and antioxidant content, and offer protection against chronic and inflammatory conditions. Such diets can be nutritionally adequate to support sports training providing they contain a variety of foods, including whole (or minimally processed) grains/grasses, fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts, seeds and (if desired) eggs and dairy products. To ensure optimal health and performance on a plant-based diet, athletes need to ensure consumption of adequate energy and select foods rich in “red flag nutrients”, which are either found less abundantly in or are less well absorbed from plant- vs animal-foods. Red flag nutrients include iron, zinc, calcium, iodine, and vitamin B12. Meeting protein and omega-3 fatty acid needs may also be challenging for some athletes depending on food choices. Other nutrients, including magnesium, potassium, folate, and vitamins A, C, E and K, may be provided abundantly on a plant-based diet. Like most athletes, those following plant-based diets may benefit from education about food choices to optimize health and performance and ensure planetary health.  This session will explore the potential benefits of plant-based diets for health, performance and the environment, and offer strategies for working with athletes who wish to switch to a more plant-based diet for environmental or other reasons. This will include discussion of the importance of promoting whole (or real) foods and minimizing ultra processed foods and plastic packaging. Such strategies may also be helpful for working with long-term vegetarian or vegan athletes.  
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