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Essay – Are vegan and vegetarian diets all bad, or do they pose more benefits than we realise?
Vegetarian and vegan diets are continually growing in popularity because of their supposed health benefits and the positive environmental impact (Wang et al., 2023). A vegetarian diet excludes all meat, poultry and fish. Whereas vegans exclude meat, poultry, fish, dairy, eggs and all animal foods from their diets (Blakemore and Jennett., 2025). In a study by (Ion., 2007) which looked at the reasons why people turn vegetarian, it was found that there are a variety of motivations which include ethical, religious, health, environmental, economic and social concerns. Animal cruelty is one of the main drivers for vegetarian and veganism. Whilst there are many benefits that can come from following a vegetarian or vegan diet, they also present certain challenges that should be addressed before making the switch. This essay will analyse both the benefits and drawbacks of vegetarian and vegan diets and ultimately aim to conclude whether they are good or bad.
One major advantage of vegetarian and vegan diets are the numerous health benefits that can be achieved by implementing them. A well planned, vegetarian and vegan diet can be nutritionally adequate and appropriate for all ages and can assist in disease prevention (Sievenpiper ., et al 2018). Many studies report that vegetarian diets are associated with a reduced risk of developing cardiovascular disease, certain cancers, dementia and hypertension (Wang., et al 2023). A study by (Huang., et al 2016) found that vegetarian diets had a positive impact on weight reduction when compared to non-vegetarian diets. Although this is a positive effect of vegetarian diets, it should be noted that during this study individuals were not instructed on the amount of exercise they were to complete during the trials. Therefore, the weight loss could be related to other variables like exercise and not just from following a vegetarian diet. Further to this, although the sample size selected was large, it could be argued that these results may not be completely generalisable to the whole population of vegetarians. Another study by (Dinu.,et al 2017) found that vegetarians and vegans had a lower body mass index (BMI) than omnivores (meat eaters). Having a high BMI can put individuals in the bracket of overweight or obese and make them susceptible to developing certain health conditions (BUPA.,2023). Obesity is a disease which carries a huge impact on human health and has links to diabetes, fatty liver disease, polycystic ovary syndrome, dementia, chronic kidney disease and cancers. (Lam.,et al 2023) states that an urgent effort needs to be undertaken to reduce the burden of obesity. Therefore, with a lower BMI as found in vegetarians and vegans, demonstrates that following a plant-based diet can reduce these risks. Another study by (Wang., et al 2023) found that diets high in vegetable fibre, potassium, magnesium and low in sodium are positively associated with lower blood pressure and as a result, can offer a decreased risk of certain diseases. However, traditional vegetarian and vegan diets may not always meet these criteria and therefore cannot be a directly correlated to a vegetarian and vegan diet.
There is increased availability of plant-based meat and dairy substitutes which can be classified as ultra processed foods. This increased availability means that not all vegetarian diets necessarily have positive health benefits (Gehring.,et al 2021). Ultra processed foods are often high in saturated fat, salt and sugar and full of additives which can be responsible for negative health outcomes (Taylor.,2025 BHF).  This puts vegetarian and vegan diets in a bad light and highlights if a vegetarian or vegan diet is not full of fruits and vegetables and the healthy components associated with them, then the benefits of eating this diet will be minimal. Vegetarian and vegan diets which are high in processed and refined foods such as ultra-processed foods increase morbidity and mortality rates (Wang.,et al 2023). It could be argued that a mediterranean diet could be more favourable than vegetarian and vegan diets. The mediterranean diet is centred around minimally processed foods like fruit, vegetables, wholegrains, moderate amounts of fish and chicken and very small amounts of red meat and dairy. This type of diet has been found to be one the best dietary patterns in relation to reducing cardiovascular disease and other negative health outcomes (Salvado.,et al 2018). 
One advantage of adopting vegetarian and vegan diets is the reduced impact on the environment and the threat of climate change. Livestock farming is a huge contributor of greenhouse gas emissions and therefore encouraging more people to remove meat and dairy from their diets can help to lower these emissions (Ondrasek, G. 2022). It is evident however that there is strong reluctance from some of the population who would prefer not to remove meat from their diets and instead change other non-food related behaviours as they associate meat with pleasure and feel it has a social, personal and cultural value to them (Macdiarmid.,et al 2016). Inevitably adopting a vegetarian and vegan diet can make a huge difference in reducing the number of animals being slaughtered for human consumption and reduce the animal cruelty involved in producing dairy products. The production of meat degrades the environment and meat consumption has been linked to cardiovascular diseases and cancers. Consumers need to be better informed of the harsh effects of meat consumption on both their health and the environment (Pedro and Sabate., 2022) 
Moving on, if a fully plant-based world was adopted, many livelihoods would be destroyed including farmers and food producers. In a study by (Vittis., et al 2025) it was revealed how switching solely to vegetarian and vegan diets could affect the agricultural workforce. The study found that adopting more plant-based diets could reduce jobs in agriculture by 5–28 per cent which is equivalent to 18–106 million full-time jobs by 2030. The study also stated that around 18–56 million additional full-time jobs could be generated in horticulture to produce fruits, vegetables, legumes and other plant-based foods. Although this would solve part of the issue, it is evident that the effect of completely stopping meat and dairy farmers would be huge. To contextualise, if animals were not farmed for food purposes, then many animals would not be given a life at all or would be left to roam wild and destroy the environment.  Some argue that if we stop eating grazing animals and turn to a vegetarian/vegan diet entirely then we will need to farm an additional area the size of Victoria plus Tasmania to meet our nutritional needs (Wallis., 2017).  This again would pose negative environmental effects. 
Animal cruelty remains one of the primary drivers for people opting to go vegetarian and vegan. Whilst the UK is claimed to have one of the highest animal standards in the whole world, the reality is far from this (VIVA 2025). Every year in the UK around 1.2 billion animals are slaughtered for human consumption. Most of these animals spend their short lives imprisoned in poor conditions and exploited. A common belief held by vegetarians and vegans is that it is wrong to cause pain to animals without a sound, morally good reason for doing so. There is no good reason for the pain caused in farming animals and humans do not need to eat meat to survive (Bobier., 2019). A common misperception held by society, is that egg production is the least harmful in terms of animal cruelty. This has been proved wrong on many occasions. Regardless of whether they are free range of caged hens, the majority of their lives will be spent in dark crowded sheds (Viva charity., 2025). The average caged laying hen is allowed only 67 square inches of cage space, which is less than an A4 piece of paper to live her entire life (Humane world for animals.,2025). Although, these facts and statistics are alarming, it could be argued that due to these findings being reported by animal welfare charities, the truth may be over exaggerated for viewer attention. 
Following on, vegetarian and vegan diets are often perceived to be more expensive than traditional omnivore diets. In a study by (Bryant.,2019) 1,000 meat eaters were surveyed about their beliefs on vegetarian and vegan diets. Frequently, participants responded saying ‘they are expensive’, ‘they are difficult’, and ‘they are not enjoyable’. Although participants agreed with the ethical and environmental arguments for vegan and vegetarianism, because of taste, accessibility and difficulty, they opted against them.  It was concluded that more research on developing high-quality, low-cost and widely available vegetarian and vegan options was needed. Since this study was conducted in 2019, there has been a significant increase in plant-based options, however, no recent survey has been carried out to see whether meat eaters’ beliefs have changed at all. Although there has been some improvement, there is still an inadequate balance of vegetarian and vegan options compared to meat options in many restaurants (Bertoni., et al 2024). The response of food and restaurant industries to vegetarian and vegan customers is only partial. This lack of response to adapting to vegetarian and vegan customers limits their participation and enjoyment in dining out. (Cobe., 2003).  Vegetarians and vegans state they can usually ‘put together’ a satisfying meal (often side dishes) in some restaurants, but the variety and quality of the selections are, in most cases, rather limited (Cobe., 2003). The main reason for the absence of vegetarian and vegan options in restaurants is the common misperception that the food is boring and unsatisfying, and that many chefs refuse to cater to vegetarians because of the hard work involved in the preparation (Kühn., 2006). This lack of options can make individuals withdraw from social occasions like eating out with friends, which therefore can further hinder their social and mental wellbeing.
Whilst vegan and vegetarian diets do pose many health benefits and can prevent certain diseases, there are also many risks associated with consuming these diets. There are many critical dietary deficiencies which are frequently a problem through following a plant-based diet.  Some of the inadequacies include iron, calcium, and vitamin b12, and these can lead to osteoporosis, anaemia and neurological disorders (Malhotra and Lakade., 2025). Many vegan diets need to be fortified with vitamin supplements to maintain a healthy balanced diet full of the nutrients needed. However, many individuals have limited accessibility to fortified foods and supplements, particularly for low-income individuals or regions with limited access to vegan-friendly products (Malhotra and Lakade., 2025). Vegans and vegetarians also often fall susceptible to low-minimal protein intake. Obtaining protein from a plant-based diet is a challenge, and plant sourced proteins are more difficult to digest than animal proteins (Soh., et al 2025). Although there are some vegetarian and vegan sources of protein around, (World health organisation) state that these are not ‘complete proteins’. Protein is essential for growth and repair in the body and helps to fight infections (NHS 2025). Therefore, this demonstrates the critical issue of not having enough protein from a vegan/vegetarian diet.  Some studies suggest that following a vegan/ vegetarian diet may be associated with an increased risk of depression, due to low omega 3 levels, and vitamin b12, found in vegan/vegetarian diets. These are important for brain function (Clarys., et al 2014). There is counter acting evidence for this argument, as some state that vegetarian and vegan diets can also reduce the risk of depression because of the higher fruit and vegetable content (Orlich., et al 2014). This is due to these foods containing antioxidants, vitamin C, vitamin E and beta-carotene, which are vital components for counteracting the inflammation in the brain associated with depression (Dantzer., et al 2008). 
The implications of vegetarian and vegan diets for athletes vary with some believing they can be a nutritional powerhouse, and others believing they do not have the adequate nutrients required for athletes to perform at their best. For athletes, achieving sufficient energy requirement is crucial, and is already not met by many athletes especially in endurance sport and weight making sports. Insufficient energy levels in athletes can lead to weight loss, drop in muscle mass, and reduced immunity to illness leading to time off training. Following a vegan diet places athletes at greater risk of this (Rogerson., 2017). It could be argued, that like ordinary athletes, vegetarian and vegan athletes could benefit from having education around the best vegetarian food choices in order to perform optimally (Melina et al., 2016). There are many successful professional athletes who follow a vegan diet such as tennis players Serena and Venus Williams, ultra marathon runner Scott Durek, Novak Djokovic 14 times grand slam winner in tennis, and many more (Wirnitzer., 2020). These athletes’ success stories whilst following a vegan diet, demonstrate the effectiveness of a vegan diet to athletic performance.  There is currently little evidence to suggest that vegetarian and vegan diets are better or worse than omnivore diets for improving athletic training and performance (Meyer., 2018). However, some studies suggest that there are certain micronutrients that cannot be obtained from vegetarian and vegan diets, such as calcium, vitamin B and omega 3 (Kreider et al. 2010; Lukaski 2004).  These are all critical elements to an athlete’s health and performance. Iron is a crucial vitamin for athletes and is more difficult to consume through vegetarian and vegan diets.  Athletes must consume sufficient iron to prevent deficiency. Deficiency in iron adversely affects athletic performance (Venderley and Campbell., 2006).  A study by (Davey., et al 2021), which looked at the effect of a vegan diet on elite footballers, found that when following a vegan diet, elite level performance and athlete body composition was maintained. The issue with this study, along with many of the case study elite athletes listed above, is that they are likely to receive guidance and have easy accessibility to sports nutritionists and doctors who can assist with correct fuelling using only vegan food. Whereas, many everyday athletes, who do not have this same level of support, may not know what is best for them and their performance. It could be argued that athletes can perform well through vegetarian and vegan diets, if they are monitored by a dietitian to ensure nutritional needs are met. 
There is controversy over whether parents should allow children to follow a vegetarian/ vegan diet for a plethora of reasons. A properly organised and well-balanced diet can be beneficial for children, however, it presents many challenges and if mistakes are made and can result in significant long term health consequences (Orzeł., et al 2024). Many argue that the more restrictive a child’s diet is when they are growing up, the greater risk of nutritional deficiencies and stunted growth. Several case studies state that veganism and vegetarianism in children have caused serious harm and irreversible neurological damage, stemming from a deficiency in vitamin B12 (Kiely., 2021).  Another issue for children following vegetarian and vegan diets is the lack of options available to them when it comes to school dinners. The vegetarian society stated that 81% of parents reported that there are not enough healthy and tasty vegetarian options at their children’s school. Further to this, 77% of meat free children stated they ‘had to eat meat at some point’ due to the lack of vegetarian options. This is a high problematic barrier for children who pursue vegetarian/vegan diets and puts them at a disadvantage nutritionally. Although these are shocking statistics, this only relates to a subgroup who were interviewed, and not the whole population. These statistics do not relate to all schools, and the survey was undertaken in 2019, so plant-based options in schools may have increased since then.  On the contrary, levels of childhood obesity are on the rise. Obesity levels are continually correlated with the level of animal product consumption and are often higher in omnivores compared to vegetarians/ vegans (Orzel., et al 2024). Therefore, it could be argued that children following vegetarian/ vegan diets, will help to mitigate against childhood obesity. Another argument for children pursuing vegetarian/vegan diets is the evidence that a plant-based diet is continually linked with a lower ecological footprint (Orzel., et al 2024). With global warming on the rise, and the demand for humans to reduce their ecological footprint, raising children as vegetarians/vegans may help to steer them to being healthier, sustainable individuals.  
To conclude, it is evident that there are many advantages and disadvantages of following vegetarian and vegan diets. Whilst there is a plethora of studies to demonstrate the health benefits and disease prevention that can be obtained from following these diets, it is also important to remember the many nutritional deficiencies vegetarian and vegan diets can cause, which are also harmful to health. Following on, when you take into consideration people’s livelihoods, health and the various social factors, it makes it impossible to suggest an enforcement of a fully vegan/vegetarian diet. Instead, it could be more realistic to encourage ‘vegan’ or ‘vegetarian’ days throughout the week; to reduce the number of animal products being consumed by society and therefore lessen the effect they have on the environment and ultimately the number of animals being slaughtered and mistreated.
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