A sustained consumer priority. A protein story
January 2026

It’s absolutely everywhere. Plastered online and in newspapers and magazines. All over
social media and podcasts. Scientists, nutritionists, health experts and influencers have put

protein right up on a pedestal. '

Partly driven by research into the benefits of protein and then hijacked by food marketers and
fitness influencers, protein is having a moment. 2

A high-protein diet is more doable than ever, thanks to smart creators, innovative brands, and
supermarket shelves stacked with options.?

Protein supplementing/enriching/fortifying has escaped from the gym and is now crowding my
supermarket shelves. Yoghurt, smoothies, flavoured milk, muesli bars, bread, peanut butter,
pancake mixes, ginger nut biscuits, name it and you can find it proteined up. Online food
purchase and delivery service Instacart’s trends analyst Alex Orellana says that “high-protein”

searches increased by 39 percent from 2023 to 2024.*

But do most people need protein supplementation? Or is this another manufactured market for
food companies to exploit? Why do we need protein anyway?

Protein —what it is and what it does

Proteins are large, complex molecules made up of one or more long, folded chains of amino
acids. They are the building blocks of cells and tissues and are required for their structure,
function, and regulation. Proteins help repair and build body tissues, drive metabolic
reactions, maintain pH and fluid balance, and keep the immune system strong. They also
transport and store nutrients and can act as an energy source. Protein-rich foods tend to
make people feel fuller for longer compared to fats or carbohydrates.®

So, proteins are essential to the body’s function.

How much protein do we need each day?
There are different answers to this question.

Healthline says:
People’s protein needs vary. However, experts recommend most active people consume

0.54-0.9 g of protein per pound of their body weight (1.2-2 g per kg) per day. ©
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New Zealand nutritional advice says:
65 grams or 0.84 grams per kilo of body weight for most men and 46 grams or 0.75 grams per

kilo of body weight for most women. Protein needs increase after the age of 70, according to
the guidelines.”’

Foodfacts says:
The current recommended dietary allowance (RDA) for protein is 0.8 grams per kilogram of
body weight per day.
Protein needs can vary at different stages of our life. Various factors such as pregnancy,
being elderly, illnesses or long-term conditions can all increase protein requirements. For
example, elderly people can get sarcopenia (decline in muscle mass) from low protein
diets.®

Protein is a sustained consumer priority ... Google searches for ‘how much protein do | need?’
have increased by 250%, while ‘high-protein vegetarian foods’ have surged by 1,200%.°

How do we get proteins into the body?
Our main source of protein is foods that are naturally protein-rich: lean meats (beef, lamb, pork,
and poultry), fish and seafood, eggs, dairy products, nuts and seeds, and legumes and beans.

At Merchant Gourmet we’re seeing strong demand for our pulses, grains and beans because
they tick the boxes for taste, health and sustainability, while also being a brilliant source of
plant-based protein.™

Bush foods are protein-rich, including (but not limited to) kangaroo, wallaby, magpie geese,
fish, wattleseed, bush tomatoes, bush banana, and some legumes. "

Gut health. A brief case study

There has been a focus on gut health in the last few years. This is an abbreviated look at proteins
and gut health. All the material is drawn from A Registered Dietitian Shares 6 Protein-Rich Foods
That Support Gut Health.?

You've probably noticed that more and more people are focused on their protein intake these
days. But some high-protein foods — like many types of meat — aren't always easy on your
digestive system. We tapped registered dietitians to fill us in on the high-protein foods that
support gut health.

There are plenty of foods that are high in protein and in fibre, which is great for gut health. Some
of these foods also contain gut-supporting bacteria or anti-inflammatory nutrients that help

calm your gut. Here are the high-protein, gut-friendly foods to add to your shopping list.

Lentils. Don’t let their tiny size fool you: These legumes are nutritional powerhouses! Rich in
plant-based protein and prebiotic fiber, lentils help nourish the good bacteria in your gut.
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Greek yogurt. Thanks to its blend of probiotics, calcium and protein, Greek yogurt earns a top
spot on our list of gut-friendly protein picks.

Wild fatty fish. Wild fatty fish should be on every gut-supporting plate, according to
dietitians. They’re a great source of lean protein and omega-3 fatty acids, which support heart
health and brain function and help reduce inflammation.

Tempeh. Made from fermented soybeans, tempeh is a protein- and fiber-packed food that
doesn’t get nearly enough love. A 3.5-ounce serving of tempeh contains around 20 grams of

protein.

Eggs. Eggs continue to earn their reputation as a “perfect food.” One large egg delivers about six

grams of highly digestible protein (mostly from the egg whites), but the benefits don’t stop there.

The yolkis rich in choline — an essential nutrient that supports both gut health and brain
cognition — as well as selenium, lutein and zeaxanthin.

Dairy milk. Just one cup of milk delivers a solid 8 grams of protein, earning it a spot on our list.
You already know milk is a great source of calcium, but it's also considered a complete protein,

meaning it contains all nine essential amino acids that your body can’t produce on its own.

There’s no shortage of delicious ways to get your protein in — and this list is just a starting point.
By choosing options that also offer benefits like probiotic bacteria, prebiotic fiber and anti-
inflammatory compounds, you can truly nourish your body from the inside out.

Protein supplements

Ingesting protein supplements has been a trend for many years e.g. protein powders, ready-to-
drink protein shakes, and protein tablets. In 2024, 28% of shoppers reported actively boosting
their protein intake, with a further 29% indicating plans to increase it throughout 2025."

When we replace meals with a protein bar or shake, we also risk missing out on the rich
sources of antioxidants, vitamins and many other benefits of real food. ™

Protein fortified foods
We’re also seeing more people say they want to increase protein intake in a way that feels more
natural, more nourishing and less synthetic.'® Hence protein fortified products.

There's always a demand for quick, nutritious, family-friendly dinner recipes, and packing
them with protein makes them even more appealing.'®

Overall, | think people are asking themselves, ‘How can | make this meal more balanced?’
and protein-enriched products are an easy place to start."”
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The consumer demographic is broad. Sports people (amateur and professional), health
fanatics, Gen-Zers more focused on wellbeing than hitting the pub, perimenopausal and
menopausal women all are looking for protein-rich products to stow in their baskets.®

Affordability

Protein fortified products are typically targeted to middle and upper-class consumers and
usually sold at a marked up price. ‘Ironically, those who don’t get enough protein are the least
likely to be able to afford added protein products, or well-marketed products already high in
protein.’'®

But is more protein necessary for most people?
No. Most Australians get more than enough protein from eating a variety of foods alone.?°

The long-term pursuit of protein in hopes of achieving bigger muscles, smaller waists and
fewer hunger pangs shows no sign of abating, and there has never been a dearth of those

willing to take advantage of the public’s dietary goals by handing out unnecessary advice or

a new protein-packed product.?'

The general advice from nutritionists is to follow the Australian Dietary Guidelines:
Guideline 2.

Enjoy a wide variety of nutritious foods from these five groups every day:

* Plenty of vegetables, including different types and colours, and legumes/beans

° Fruit

¢ Grain (cereal) foods, mostly wholegrain and/or high cereal fibre varieties, such as breads,
cereals, rice, pasta, noodles, polenta, couscous, oats, quinoa and barley

e Lean meats and poultry, fish, eggs, tofu, nuts and seeds, and legumes/beans

¢ Milk, yoghurt, cheese and/or their alternatives, mostly reduced fat (reduced fat milks are not
suitable for children under the age of 2 years)

And drink plenty of water. 22

'8 Why protein is taking over the food and drink world Ambient 5 August 2025

' Solomon 2025

20 Protein, Healthy eating Department of Health Victoria

2 Cutting-Jones 2024

22 National Health and Medical Research Council (2013) Australian Dietary Guidelines. Canberra:
National Health and Medical Research Council

Page4


https://www.euromonitor.com/article/changing-consumer-lifestyles-create-new-protein-needs#:%7E:text=Price%20plays%20a%20key%20role,or%20meat%20and%20seafood%20substitutes.
https://www.euromonitor.com/article/changing-consumer-lifestyles-create-new-protein-needs#:%7E:text=Price%20plays%20a%20key%20role,or%20meat%20and%20seafood%20substitutes.
https://www.euromonitor.com/article/changing-consumer-lifestyles-create-new-protein-needs#:%7E:text=Price%20plays%20a%20key%20role,or%20meat%20and%20seafood%20substitutes.
https://www.euromonitor.com/article/changing-consumer-lifestyles-create-new-protein-needs#:%7E:text=Price%20plays%20a%20key%20role,or%20meat%20and%20seafood%20substitutes.

	Protein – what it is and what it does
	How much protein do we need each day?
	How do we get proteins into the body?
	Gut health. A brief case study
	There has been a focus on gut health in the last few years. This is an abbreviated look at proteins and gut health. All the material is drawn from A Registered Dietitian Shares 6 Protein-Rich Foods That Support Gut Health.11F
	Greek yogurt. Thanks to its blend of probiotics, calcium and protein, Greek yogurt earns a top spot on our list of gut-friendly protein picks.
	Tempeh. Made from fermented soybeans, tempeh is a protein- and fiber-packed food that doesn’t get nearly enough love. A 3.5-ounce serving of tempeh contains around 20 grams of protein.
	Eggs. Eggs continue to earn their reputation as a “perfect food.” One large egg delivers about six grams of highly digestible protein (mostly from the egg whites), but the benefits don’t stop there. The yolk is rich in choline — an essential nutrient ...
	Dairy milk. Just one cup of milk delivers a solid 8 grams of protein, earning it a spot on our list. You already know milk is a great source of calcium, but it's also considered a complete protein, meaning it contains all nine essential amino acids th...
	Protein supplements
	Protein fortified foods
	Affordability
	But is more protein necessary for most people?
	The general advice from nutritionists is to follow the Australian Dietary Guidelines:

