
Is a vegetarian or vegan diet for you? 

Before you discard all animal-based foods, learn how to approach this 
style of eating in a healthy way.

Although most older Americans still 
enjoy their steaks and chicken, an 

estimated 2.5 million of those ages 55 
and older have abandoned red meat 
and poultry in favor of a predomi-
nantly plant-based diet. Some 
people decide to go vegetarian 
or vegan because they can’t 
bear the thought of harming 
any living creature. Others 
do it for the health perks, 
of which there seem to 
be many.

“There’s certainly 
some research on 
the bene� ts of the 
vegetarian diet,” 
says Kathy Mc-
Manus, director 
of the Depart-
ment of Nutrition 
at Harvard-affiliated 
Brigham and Women’s Hospital. She ticks o�  
the various advantages associated with this 
way of eating—lower body mass index and 
blood pressure; reduced risks for heart dis-
ease, diabetes, and cancer; and longer life.

If you’re thinking about going vegetarian 
or vegan but are worried about making a big 
change in how you eat, know that there are 
many di� erent layers to this way of eating. 
“� ere are options within a vegetarian diet if 
a woman wants to get her feet wet,” McManus 
says. � e most common approaches are these:

 � Semi-vegetarian.You still eat animal prod-
ucts, but more selectively. Many semi-vege-
tarians eat chicken and � sh but not red meat.

� Pescatarian. You avoid meat and poultry 
but still eat � sh and seafood.

� Lacto-ovo vegetarian. You skip all 
meat, fish, and poultry but include 

dairy and eggs in your diet. 
� Vegan. � is solely plant-based diet 

is the strictest form of vegetarian-
ism. You eat no animal products 

at all—not even eggs or dairy 

Watch your nutrition
Vegetarian and vegan 

diets can be healthy, 
but they can lack cer-

tain nutrients. You 
may have to use a 

little creativity to 
ensure you get 
enough protein, 
calcium, iron, 
and vitamin B12. 
You can find 

many of these nutri-
ents in eggs and dairy if you’re vegetarian, 
and from plant sources if you’re vegan (see 
“Vegetarian and vegan diets: Where to � nd 
the nutrients you need” on pg. 7). But you 
may need an added boost. “Because vitamin 
B12 is found only in animal sources, if you’re 
a vegan you might consider taking a supple-
ment,” McManus says. Omega-3 fatty acids 
are found in both � sh and � axseeds, but your 
body doesn’t absorb the plant-based form as 
readily as the omega-3s from seafood. Plant-
based supplements are available if your diet 
needs more of these heart-healthy fats.

Keep in mind that going vegetarian doesn’t 
give you carte blanche to eat whatever you 
want—especially if you’re trying to control 
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FIVE THINGS TO 
DO THIS MONTH

1Swap packaged foods for 
fresh. You’ll avoid salt and help 

lower your blood pressure. (page 3)

2Appoint a health care proxy. 
Line up someone you trust to 

make important health decisions for 
you in the future. (page 4)

3Do muscle-strengthening 
exercises. They’re an effective 

way to protect your joints. (page 6)

4Check your medicine 
ingredients. Look for additives 

like sugar and salt. (page 7)

5Consider a daily baby aspirin. 
It could protect against stroke 

and ovarian cancer. (page 8)
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continued on p.7 ▶▶
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� Lacto-ovo vegetarian.
meat, fish, and poultry but include 

dairy and eggs in your diet. 
� Vegan. � is solely plant-based diet 

is the strictest form of vegetarian-
ism. You eat no animal products 

at all—not even eggs or dairy 
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your weight. Go heavy on fruits, vege-
tables, and whole grains but limit foods 
high in saturated fat, such 
as ice cream, whole milk, 
and cheese. And watch 
how much you eat at 
each meal. “People who 
are trying to lose weight 
can certainly do it on a 
vegetarian diet, but they 
have to limit portions,” 
McManus says.

Eating out
When you eat out in res-
taurants, ask the chef to 
substitute beans for the 
meat in an entrée. You 
can also stick with the 
salad bar or order a few 
vegetable-based appetiz-
ers and sides instead of an 
entrée. McManus, who is 
vegetarian, uses this tech-
nique herself. She also 

visits ethnic restaurants. Indian, � ai, 
and Chinese cuisines all feature an 
abundance of vegetarian options.

Going green
� e transition to a greener diet doesn’t 
have to be di�  cult. McManus recom-

mends starting by increas-
ing the number of vegetables 
on your plate at each meal. 
“Fill half the plate with veg-
etables—cooked, raw, or in 
a salad,” she suggests. � en 
incorporate an all-vegetarian 
meal once or twice a week. If 
you like it, keep adding veg-
etarian—or vegan—meals 
until you’re fully immersed 
in the diet. To keep your food 
choices diverse without � sh, 
poultry, and red meat, play 
around with di� erent vegeta-
bles and grains, and spice up 
your meals with seasonings. 
“I think sometimes people 
say, ‘Vegetables are so bor-
ing,’” McManus says. “Well, 
they don’t need to be. � ere 
are so many cuisines with 
great spices to choose from.” 

Vegetarian and vegan diets: 
Where to fi nd the nutrients you need
Nutrient Examples of plant-based food sources

Calcium

Vegetarians: Low-fat or fat-free milk, yogurt, cheese Vegetarians: Low-fat or fat-free milk, yogurt, cheese Vegetarians:
Vegetarians and vegans: Forti� ed soy milk or rice Vegetarians and vegans: Forti� ed soy milk or rice Vegetarians and vegans:

milk, forti� ed orange juice, tofu with added calcium, 
broccoli, beans, leafy green vegetables, almonds, 
almond butter, sesame seeds, soybeans

Iron

Vegetarians: Eggs, enriched breads and pasta Vegetarians: Eggs, enriched breads and pasta Vegetarians:
Vegetarians and vegans: Soy nuts, tofu, kale, spinach, Vegetarians and vegans: Soy nuts, tofu, kale, spinach, Vegetarians and vegans:

beans, peanut butter

Protein

Vegetarians: Eggs, milk and other dairy products Vegetarians: Eggs, milk and other dairy products Vegetarians:
Vegetarians and vegans: Lentils, beans, quinoa, Vegetarians and vegans: Lentils, beans, quinoa, Vegetarians and vegans:

oatmeal, nuts

Vitamin B12

Vegetarians: Eggs, milk and other dairy productsVegetarians: Eggs, milk and other dairy productsVegetarians:
Vegetarians and vegans: Forti� ed soy milk or orange 

juice, forti� ed cereals

What’s hiding in your medicines?

Salt, sugar, and other unexpected ingredients could be 
lurking where you least expect them.

Thanks to public health campaigns, 
most of us are well aware that added 

salt and sugar in our food are not good 
for our health. But what about the sugar 
and salt that’s in our medicine cabinets? 
Some of the drugs we take can be hidden 
sources of these and other additives.

A British study published in Decem-
ber 2013 found that people who took ef-
fervescent versions of medicines—such 
as the pain relievers acetaminophen 
and aspirin—faced a higher risk for 
heart attacks, strokes, and other cardio-
vascular events than people who didn’t 
take these drugs. � e culprit behind 
the participants’ heart troubles? High 
sodium levels in the medication.

Along with the main active ingredient 

in medications, there can be many more 
inactive components, which are some-
times referred to as excipients. Drug 
manufacturers add preservatives, dyes, 
� avorings, sweeteners, bulking agents, 
and other inactive ingredients to give 
medicines a more pleasant taste, look, 
or texture; protect them from bacterial 
invasion; and prolong their shelf life. 

� e FDA has approved more than 
700 di� erent additives for use in pre-
scription and over-the-counter drugs. 
Although these ingredients are required 
to be safe for human consumption, they 
may not be safe for everyone. Excess so-
dium can cause heart problems in those 
at risk for heart disease. Sugar can spell 
trouble for people with diabetes. Dyes 

can lead to allergic reactions. Starches 
can trigger a reaction in people with 
celiac disease or gluten sensitivity. Tab-
lets that use the milk sugar, lactose, as 
a binder can be trouble for people with 
lactose intolerance.

Take precautions
So what can you do to avoid having an 
unexpected drug reaction? Whenever 
you get a new prescription, read through 
the patient information materials to 
check for any possible allergy alerts. Ask 
your doctor and pharmacist about both 
the active and inactive ingredients, espe-
cially if you have a known allergy.  

At least once a year, it’s helpful to 
sit down with your doctor or phar-
macist and go over the list of all the 
medicines you take—both prescrip-
tion and over-the-counter—to make 
sure none of the drugs on your list 
could potentially interact or cause 
unintended side e� ects. 

Vegetarian diet (continued from pg. 1)
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MEDICAL DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this online site is intended to provide accurate and helpful health
information for the general public. It is made available with the understanding that the author
and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, psychological, or any other kind
of personal professional services on this site. The information should not be considered
complete and does not cover all diseases, ailments, physical conditions or their treatment. It
should not be used in place of a call or visit to a medical, health or other competent
professional, who should be consulted before adopting any of the suggestions in this site or
drawing inferences from it.

The information about drugs contained on this site is general in nature. It does not cover all
possible uses, actions, precautions, side effects, or interactions of the medicines mentioned,
nor is the information intended as medical advice for individual problems or for making an
evaluation as to the risks and benefits of taking a particular drug.

The operator(s) of this site and the publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any
liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or
indirectly, of the use and application of any of the material on this site.


