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Protein Is Everywhere on the Shelf. Muscle Is
Not Built There.

~ FirstIndia 30 August 2026 @ @

} INTERVIEW ANGLE

"ICMR-NIN advises against protein supplements for healthy adults while the fortified-food
market grows double digits yearly. Should a food regulator act against "high protein" as a
marketing halo the way FSSAI has moved against "100%", or is accurate-but-selective labelling

beyond regulation’s reach?"

Source: Original editorial #  First India

® Every fact web-verified against primary sources

THE LIFT LINE

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

Nutrition questions in GS2 and GS3 reward candidates who can hold physiology, official norms and
market behaviour in one answer. This piece supplies all three: what protein does, what ICMR-NIN actually
prescribes, and how fortification marketing monetises the gap between them. It pairs naturally with today’s

FSSAI labelling coverage: the protein halo is the positive-claim mirror of the warning-label problem.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

The boom. Protein-fortified cereals, pasta, chips, coffee and breads now form a major category, growing on

the back of fitness culture and the molecule’s unassailable reputation.

The physiology, compactly. Protein is one of three macronutrients alongside carbohydrates and fats.
The other two are the body’s principal energy sources; protein’s primary role is building and repairing
tissue, and supporting the nervous and immune systems, skin and hormones. Dietary protein is
digested into twenty amino acids, from which the body assembles its own proteins. Animal proteins are

generally more digestible than plant proteins, and cooking generally improves digestibility.
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The Indian benchmark. ICMR-NIN sets an estimated average requirement of 0.66 g and an RDA
of 0.83 g of protein per kilogram of body weight per day for healthy adults, about 54 g for a 65 kg
person. The Dietary Guidelines for Indians, 2024 go further than neutrality: they advise against
protein supplements for healthy adults, and rebalance the recommended cereal to pulses to milk ratio

from 11:1:3 to 3:1:2.5, promoting pulses as the protein instrument of choice.

THE ANALYSIS

Claim one: most people already eat enough. In ordinary mixed diets the RDA is met without fortified

products. The market’s implicit premise, a population-wide shortfall among the affluent consumers it targets,

is the reverse of the truth; the anxious well-fed are buying grams they already had.

Claim two: intake is not the growth variable. Muscle protein synthesis responds to resistance
exercise; protein supplies the material, training supplies the order. Without the stimulus, surplus protein is

not banked as muscle. The physique on the packet was built in a gym, not in the cereal.

Claim three: the halo is a claims problem, and India has live machinery for claims. “High
protein” printed on a product also high in sugar or saturated fat operates exactly like the “100%”
formulations FSSAI retired by advisory in 2025: literally defensible, gestalt-misleading. And it interlocks with
the two-or-more-nutrient loophole in the proposed red-hexagon regime, where a sugary product low in
fat and salt escapes warning while its front boasts protein. The positive halo and the absent warning
are the same regulatory gap seen from opposite sides, which is why this piece and today’s labelling

coverage belong in one revision.

The honest counter-column. Averages conceal the segments with genuine elevated need: older adults
facing sarcopenia, hospital patients, pregnant women, athletes, and predominantly cereal-eating
households whose protein quality, the amino-acid profile, lags even when quantity passes. For them, the
guidelines’ own instruments, pulses, dairy, eggs, and clinically indicated supplementation, are the

response; the point is that the fortified-snack market is not aimed at them and does not reach them.

The India-specific irony. The country’s protein conversation runs on two tracks that never meet: a
premium track selling fortification to the surplus, and a deficiency track, the actual public-health problem,
addressed by the pulses ratio, PM POSHAN and dietary diversity. A market efficient at the first and absent

from the second is not a nutrition solution; it is a segmentation strategy.
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PRELIMS-GRADE FACTS:

DATA AND INSTITUTIONS VAULT

Protein is one of three macronutrients; carbohydrates and fats are the body’s principal energy
sources.

Protein’s primary role is building and repairing tissue, and supporting nervous, immune, skin and
hormonal systems.

Dietary protein is digested into twenty amino acids, the raw material of the body’s own proteins.

Animal proteins are generally more digestible than plant proteins; cooking generally improves
digestibility.

ICMR-NIN sets protein EAR at 0.66 g and RDA at 0.83 g per kg of body weight per day for healthy
adults.

That RDA is roughly 54 g a day for a 65 kg adult.
The Dietary Guidelines for Indians, 2024 advise healthy adults against protein supplements.
The guidelines revised the cereal to pulses to milk ratio from 11:1:3 to 3:1:2.5.

Muscle protein synthesis requires resistance exercise; surplus intake without stimulus is not stored
as muscle.

Sarcopenia, age-related muscle loss, marks a segment with genuinely elevated protein needs.
FSSAT’s 2025 advisory retired “100%” claims as conveying false absolute superiority.

ICMR-NIN, the National Institute of Nutrition, is at Hyderabad under the Indian Council of Medical
Research.

Do not convert this into “Indians eat too much protein” or “supplements are harmful”. The piece’s claims are
narrower: healthy adults with mixed diets generally meet the RDA, and fortified snacks do not
build muscle without exercise. India’s deficiency and quality problems in specific populations are real,

which is exactly why the guidelines push pulses rather than powders.

THE DEBATE

Police the halo. A claims regime that retired “100%” can treat “high protein” on high-sugar products as the

misleading gestalt it is; nutrition marketing that outruns physiology is FSSAI’s exact remit, and the notice

machinery is warmed up.
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Leave the halo alone. The statements are individually true, protein content is disclosed, and a regulator

that chases connotations rather than falsehoods will never stop; education, the RDA taught as a number, beats

enforcement against vibes.

The synthesis. Sequence them: mandatory context first, warning labels that make the sugar visible beside

the protein boast, education alongside, and enforcement reserved for quantified false claims. The halo dims

fastest when the hexagon sits next to it.

HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS

For any fortified or functional food, run the three-question audit: Does the target population lack the
nutrient? Does the added nutrient work without a behavioural partner (here, exercise)? What

else is in the vehicle (sugar, fat, salt)? A product failing any one of the three is marketing wearing a lab coat,

and the audit converts a shopping aisle into a Mains answer.

DIAGRAM-IN-WORDS

Dietary protein e
RDA 0.83 g per kg; ~54 g at 65 kg RS ~
~
- N
\
\ g
The marketing
\
\
1
N . . o . 1
With resistance exercise Without exercise 1
Stimulus for muscle protein synthesis No stimulus; surplus is not banked l’
/
7
’
’
’
A
Muscle growth No added muscle
Material plus order A protein chip is a chip

Physiology runs through the left column. The orange dashed arrow is the advertisement: protein straight

to physique, no stimulus required, and it lands on the box that says otherwise.
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TAKEAWAY BOX

The molecule earned its prestige; the shelf is renting it out.

Three macronutrients, protein for construction not fuel; twenty amino acids; animal protein more
digestible, cooking helps; ICMR-NIN EAR 0.66 and RDA 0.83 g per kg, ~54 g at 65 kg; DGI 2024 advises
against supplements and resets cereal:pulses:milk to 3:1:2.5; muscle protein synthesis needs resistance

exercise; NIN at Hyderabad under ICMR.

Run the three-question fortification audit, deficiency, behavioural partner, vehicle, and connect the protein

halo to the claims machinery and the warning-label loophole in today’s FSSAI coverage.

Design one label rule that would let a genuinely high-protein dal product advertise honestly while stripping

the halo from a protein chip.

Source: Protein Is Everywhere on the Shelf. Muscle Is Not Built There. — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC & State PCS
Editorial Analysis
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® KEY ARGUMENTS AT A GLANCE

The Conversation piece syndicated in First India makes the
physiologist’s case against the protein aisle: most people in
developed food environments already meet protein requirements,
muscle grows only when intake is paired with resistance exercise,
and the fortified cereals, chips and coffees now carrying protein
halos sell an association the underlying science does not support,
a gap Indian readers should read against ICMR-NIN norms that
are lower than the marketing implies and explicitly advise against
supplements.

v SUPPORTING

* The physiology is settled: protein is one of three macronutrients, its primary role is building
and repairing tissue rather than fuelling it, it is assembled from twenty amino acids, and
animal sources are generally more digestible than plant sources, with cooking improving
digestibility further.

* The requirement arithmetic undercuts the boom: ICMR-NIN sets an estimated average
requirement of 0.66 g and an RDA of 0.83 g per kilogram of body weight daily, about 54 g
for a 65 kg adult, quantities ordinary Indian diets built on the revised cereal-pulse-milk ratio
can meet without a single fortified product.

* The missing variable is mechanical: without resistance exercise the stimulus for muscle
protein synthesis is absent, so surplus dietary protein does not become muscle, which is why
a protein cereal eaten at a desk delivers the halo and not the physique.

A COUNTER

The counter-case is real for segments the averages hide: older adults facing sarcopenia,
hospital patients, vegetarians with poor protein quality, and athletes have elevated needs
where fortification or supplements serve, and India-specific surveys show protein-quality gaps
in cereal-heavy diets, so a blanket anti-protein message can misfire as badly as the marketing.

- WAY FORWARD

The way forward is regulatory and educational symmetry: treat “high protein” halos on high-
sugar or high-fat products as the misleading claims they are, exactly the FSSAI notice logic of
this month, publish the ICMR-NIN numbers in campaigns as prominently as brands publish
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grams, and target genuine deficiency segments with pulses and dairy rather than letting the

healthy worried carry the market.
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-g,é\ MAINS ANSWER FRAMEWORK

QUESTION
The protein-fortification boom illustrates how nutrition marketing can outrun nutrition science. Examine
the physiology of protein requirements, India's official position on supplements, and the regulatory

options for halo claims. (250 words)

INTRODUCTION

Protein-fortified cereals, pastas, chips and even coffees have become one of packaged food's fastest-
growing categories. The Conversation’s explainer, carried in First India’s Jaipur edition, asks the deflating
physiological question: fortified toward what? Most consumers already eat enough protein, and the

variable that turns protein into muscle is not on the shelf.

BODY

The science the piece assembles is elementary and routinely ignored. Protein is one of three
macronutrients; unlike carbohydrates and fats, its primary role is not energy but construction, building and
repairing tissue, supporting the nervous and immune systems, skin and hormones.

Dietary protein is digested into some twenty amino acids, the raw material of the body’s own proteins;
animal proteins are generally more digestible than plant proteins, and cooking generally improves
digestibility. Requirements follow body weight: India’s ICMR-NIN sets an estimated average requirement of
0.66 g and a recommended dietary allowance of 0.83 g per kilogram per day, roughly 54 g for a 65 kg
adult, figures comfortably met by ordinary mixed diets, which is why the 2024 Dietary Guidelines for
Indians explicitly advise healthy adults against protein supplements and instead rebalance the plate,
revising the cereal-pulses-milk ratio from 11:1:3 to 3:1:2.5.

The physiological catch the marketing omits is mechanical: muscle protein synthesis responds to resistance
exercise; intake without stimulus is not stored as muscle. A protein chip is a chip.

Two Indian angles sharpen the piece. First, the halo problem is a claims problem: “high protein” on a
product simultaneously high in sugar or saturated fat functions exactly like the “100%" claims FSSAI moved
against in 2025, accurate in the narrow and misleading in the gestalt, and sits squarely in the two-or-more-
nutrient loophole of the proposed warning-label regime, where added protein cannot offset sugar but the
front of the pack suggests otherwise.

Second, the averages conceal genuine need: older adults facing sarcopenia, patients, pregnant women and
predominantly cereal-eating households with poor protein quality have real gaps, best served by pulses,
dairy and eggs, the guidelines’ own instruments, rather than by premium fortified snacks priced for the

anxious well-fed.

CONCLUSION

The balanced close is the piece’s own: protein deserves its nutritional prestige, and the market has

converted prestige into a levy on health anxiety. Policy should police the halo as a claim, teach the RDA as
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a number, and route the fortification energy toward the populations and foods, pulses first, where India’s

actual protein problem lives.
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