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Nutrition is a key contributor to optimized sports performance, and adequate 
protein is a main component to building a balanced plate. For youth athletes in 
particular, dietary protein is needed to lay the foundation for muscle mass and 
support healthy growth and development. 

Why protein?

How much protein is enough?

Protein needs vary by age, sex, activity level, and body weight, but most can get 
adequate protein from diet alone. The Recommended Daily Allowance is 52 grams 
per day for boys aged 13-18 years, and 46 grams per day for girls in the same age 
group. Young athletes may need slightly more protein than their peers who are not 
athletes. It is important to note that more protein is not always better; excess 
protein can present some risks. 

How do I get enough protein?

Most athletes are able to meet their needs by eating a variety of high-protein 
foods, such as meat, seafood, dairy, eggs, beans, and soy foods. Those following a 
vegan or vegetarian diet may need to do a bit of extra planning and/or meet with a 
registered dietitian to make sure intake of key nutrients, including protein, is 
sufficient to meet their needs. 

When it comes to building and repairing muscle, it is important to consider timing 
of protein intake in addition to overall quantity. Aim to distribute protein evenly 
across the day, including a food source at every meal and snack. Be sure to re-fuel 
with a combination of both protein and carbohydrates after practice or a game. 
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Examples of high-protein snacks/meals:
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Should I take a protein supplement?

Whenever possible, protein should come from real food instead of supplements. 
Protein supplements are largely unregulated by the FDA and as a result may 
contain additional, unnecessary or even unsafe ingredients. However, a protein 
supplement may be indicated in some situations, such as when you have trouble 
meeting your needs with food or when access to food is limited (e.g., when 
traveling or do not have access to perishable foods). A few example brands that 
are NSF certified for sport include:

• Muscle Milk
• Garden of Life
• Vega Sport
• Vital Proteins (collagen peptides)

A registered dietitian can help you identify a safe supplement brand that is right for 
you.
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