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High-Quality Whey Protein (in the Right 
Amounts) May Be Helpful for Weight 
Loss 
June 10, 2016, By Dr. Mercola
Whey protein, a byproduct of milk and cheese (often referred to as the gold standard of protein), 
was promoted for its health benefits as early as 420 B.C. At that time, Hippocrates recommended 
whey to his patients. These days, whey protein has been linked to health benefits such as:

• Supporting your immune system, as it contains immunoglobulins 
• Helping you preserve lean body tissue (particularly during exercise) as it delivers 

bioavailable amino acids and cysteine 
• Maintaining blood pressure levels that are already within the normal range, and 

promoting healthy vascular function

Whey Protein Promotes Weight Loss and Muscle Gain

Besides providing all of the essential amino acids your body needs, high-quality whey protein 
from organically raised pastured cows also contains three ingredients of particular importance for 
health: leucine, glutathione and conjugated linoleic acid (CLA). Both leucine and CLA can be 
helpful if you're trying to lose weight, while glutathione boosts your overall health by protecting 
your cells and mitochondria from oxidative and peroxidative damage. While many recommend 
whey protein as a way of boosting your protein intake, I'd be wary of following a high-protein 
diet for weight loss. It's true that protein helps decrease hunger by making you feel fuller longer, 
and by affecting certain hormones (increasing certain appetite-reducing hormones while reducing 
the hunger hormone ghrelin). Protein can also give your metabolism a boost, and a number of 
studies suggest high-protein diets produce greater weight loss. But there's also compelling 
evidence suggesting too much protein may promote cancer growth by activating the mammalian 
target of rapamycin (mTOR) mechanism. 

Leucine — A Powerful Muscle Builder

Let's take a look at those three ingredients that make whey protein such an attractive addition to 
your diet and fitness regimen, starting with leucine. While serving many functions in your body, 
leucine signals the mTOR mechanism to increase protein synthesis, thereby boosting muscle 
growth. However you actually need VERY HIGH amounts of leucine to reap the optimal effect; 
far more than the recommended daily allowance (RDA), because most of the leucine gets used up 
as a building block rather than a potent anabolic stimulus. Whey protein is ideal because it 
contains FAR more leucine than other foods. Just 3 ounces (oz.) of high-quality whey contains 



about 8 grams of leucine. To get that from other foods, you'd have to eat 1.5 lbs. of chicken, more 
than 1 lb. of almonds (over 3,000 calories!) or 16 raw eggs.

Glutathione Helps Other Antioxidants Perform at Peak Levels

Whey protein is also an excellent source of the precursors of glutathione, which is your body's 
most powerful antioxidant. This "master antioxidant" is a tripeptide found inside every single cell 
in your body. As you probably know, antioxidants are crucial for eliminating damaging free 
radicals from your body. Most free radicals are produced during the process of metabolism but 
they can also arise from exposure to toxins, radiation and heavy metals. Because free radicals are 
so destructive, cells have a network of defenses designed to neutralize them. This antioxidant 
network involves vitamins, minerals and special chemicals called thiols (glutathione and alpha-
lipoic acid). Glutathione is different from other antioxidants in that it is intracellular. It has the 
unique ability of maximizing the activity of all the other antioxidants, including vitamins C and 
E, CoQ10, alpha-lipoic acid, and antioxidants found in the fresh veggies and fruits you 
(hopefully) eat every day. 

Glutathione Is Important for Energy Production and Mitochondrial Function

Glutathione is also an essential factor in energy utilization, detoxification, and preventing the 
diseases we associate with aging, in large part by promoting healthy mitochondrial function. 
Deficiency has been linked to:

• Age-related diseases such as Alzheimer's and Parkinson's 
• Coronary and autoimmune diseases 
• Arthritis, asthma and other inflammatory conditions 
• Cancer 
• Muscle weakness and fatigue 

Synthesis of glutathione is dependent on adenosine triphosphate (ATP), so when your ATP is low, 
you'll also have lower glutathione levels. This is another reason why exercise is so beneficial for 
your health — among other things, it boosts your ATP and glutathione levels. And by enhancing 
internal glutathione production, you'll also strengthen your immune system.

How to Calculate Your Protein Requirement  

To determine your lean body mass, subtract your percent body fat from 100. For example, if you 
have 30 percent body fat, then you have 70 percent lean body mass. Then multiply that 
percentage by your current weight to get your lean body mass in pounds or kilos. Next, multiply 
your lean body weight by 0.5 grams if you're calculating in pounds, or 1 gram if you're 
calculating in kilos. To use myself as an example, I weigh 173 lbs. and have 10 percent body fat, 
which means my lean body weight is just under 156 lbs. Using the above formula, my protein 
requirement is about 77 grams a day, although I typically don't go over 70 grams as for most of 
us, it is better to actually have less than more protein. I use a nutrition calculator to enter 
everything I eat and carefully calculate my protein requirement to the gram. I think it's that 
important. If you eat packaged foods, the number of grams of protein per serving is listed on the 
package. For whole foods, 3 oz. of most meats will provide about 20 to 25 grams of protein. A 4-
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oz. hamburger, which is processed, has about 20 grams of protein, while typical lunch meats have 
about 5 grams per slice.  One egg has about 6 grams of protein and a cup of milk (not typically 
recommended) has about 8 grams. Seeds and nuts contain on average 4 to 8 grams of protein per 
quarter cup, and most vegetables contain about 1 to 2 grams of protein per ounce.

Choosing a High-Quality Whey Protein 

If you want to supplement your diet with whey protein products, be mindful of your selection. 
Many of the whey and protein powders on the market are pasteurized and loaded with sugar and 
chemicals that don't belong in a healthy diet. To ensure you're getting a high-quality product, be 
sure your whey protein supplement has the following features:

• The whey comes from organically-raised, grass-fed raw cows' milk (to ensure the whey is free of 
GMOs, pesticides and hormones) 

• Cold processed, as heat destroys whey's fragile molecular structure 
• Whey protein concentrate, not protein isolates 
• Sweetened naturally, not artificially, and low in carbohydrates 
• Highly digestible — look for medium-chain fatty acids (MCTs), not long-chain fatty acids 


