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Understanding Protein Timing + Intake to Build Muscle

Cut the confusion with protein intake with these practical findings from the latest research.

Protein timing and intake are essential for optimal muscle hypertrophy, but which is most important?
Net protein balance regulates whether the body will promote protein synthesis or breakdown
(Deldicque). In this article, we’ll answer some of your biggest questions regarding protein if muscle
hypertrophy is your goal. These questions include protein timing, quantity, and quality.

Protein Timing

We all want to get the most bang for our buck regarding protein intake. How often should you consume
protein during workouts and throughout the day? Luckily, you don’t have to put too much pressure on
yourself to time your protein intake because research shows that total daily protein intake is the most
decisive factor in hypertrophy (Schoenfeld). These findings dispel the belief that protein timing around a
training session is critical.

A meta-analysis on the role of protein timing and hypertrophy analyzed studies that utilized different
protein timing, such as not around a workout and right after or before a workout (Wirth). Protein
supplementation had a significant impact on hypertrophy independent of its timing. You should focus on
increasing the overall protein intake instead of trying to time it in a particular way.

The International Society of Sports Nutrition’s 2017 position on protein also emphasizes total protein
intake. However, contrary to recent recommendations, ISSN recommends protein within 2 hours of a
workout and spaced daily intake every 3-4 hours with up to a 40g dose (9).

Protein Quantity

Now that we know that the anabolic window of opportunity for protein timing isn’t restricted to near
the workout but rather the entire day, how much protein is needed for hypertrophy? The Recommended
Dietary Allowance 10th edition suggests 0.8g/kg/day of protein intake (RDA). However, this has been
known to be too little for a while now (Jager). The Acceptable Macronutrient Distribution Range
recommends intakes of protein between 10-35% of daily caloric intake (Wolfe).
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Active people should not be close to the RDA of 0.8g/kg/day since that was created for the minimum to
prevent muscle protein breakdown and does not consider activity level. The AMDR of 10-35% caloric
intake, or 1.05-3.67 g/kg/day, is more appropriate. For healthy adults who exercise, 1-1.6g/kg/day may
be relevant.

A higher protein intake may be recommended for weight loss adults in a caloric deficit. For example, in a
study with participants in a 40% caloric deficit, the 2.4 g/kg/day group resulted in more muscle
preservation and more fat mass loss compared to a group consuming 1.2 g/kg/day (Longland). Increased
satiety, reduced hunger, and mitigated stress were also found in weight loss adults near 2.8 g/kg/day
compared to 1.8 g/kg/day (Roberts, Helms).

Higher protein intake is also recommended for those looking to put on muscle. The research ranges from
1.6-2.7 g/kg/day of protein (Roberts). Since there is currently little evidence that high protein intake
negatively impacts health in healthy populations, 1.8-2.7 g/kg/day, or up to 3.5 g/kg/day to mitigate
hunger, is recommended as long as fat or carbohydrate in the diet isn’t displaced to the degree that it
impairs performance.

Protein Quality

Studies comparing plant vs animal protein often measure muscle protein synthesis or strength and
hypertrophy gains. Muscle protein synthesis doesn’t always mean strength and hypertrophy will increase
practically (Witard). Therefore, it is essential to focus more on the studies that show practical chronic
differences, such as increased strength and hypertrophy, rather than acute muscle protein synthesis
changes.

Omnivorous and vegan diets can support similar muscle size and strength during prolonged high-volume
resistance training, irrespective of the type of dietary protein (Monteyne, Hevia). Therefore, a carefully
designed vegan diet can support optimal muscle improvements to resistance training. Pea protein has
the best amino acid profile for vegans.

Conclusion

While the timing of protein intake around workouts may not be as critical as once thought, the total daily
protein intake remains the most important factor for muscle hypertrophy. Research consistently
supports prioritizing overall protein consumption, with recommendations varying depending on
individual goals, activity levels, and dietary preferences. For those aiming to build muscle, a protein
intake of 1.6-2.7 g/kg/day is generally ideal, with higher intakes potentially benefiting those in a caloric
deficit or looking to mitigate hunger. Both plant and animal proteins can be effective for hypertrophy,
with well-planned vegan diets offering comparable results to omnivorous ones. Ultimately, focusing on
total protein intake and quality will maximize hypertrophy and support overall muscle growth.
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