
WhAt Are Food sources oF BcAAs?
Not all proteins are created equal, and some foods contain more essential amino acids 
than others. Additionally, some foods have proteins that are more easily digested than 
others, meaning it takes less work to break down these foods into individual amino acids 
to be used by the body. The good news is that most foods that are high in BCAAs are also 
easy to digest. Lean meats and dairy products are some of the best and most commonly 
consumed sources of BCAAs in the diet. The following chart shows food sources that are 
rich in BCAAs.
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hoW mAny BcAAs do you need in A dAy?
There is no set daily value for BCAA intake. A balanced diet with adequate protein intake 
is sufficient to provide enough BCAAs for health and muscle building. Aim to consume 
a variety of high-quality protein sources throughout the day. For athletes, consuming a 
pre- or post-exercise snack that contains both high-quality proteins and carbohydrates will 
provide the energy and amino acids needed to maximize muscle repair and recovery. 

reFerences:
1. Jackman SR, Witard OC, Philp A, Wallis GA, Baar K, Tipton KD. Branched-Chain Amino Acid Ingestion Stimulates Muscle Myofibrillar Protein Synthesis following Resistance 

Exercise in Humans. Frontiers in Physiology. 2017;8(390).
2. Wolfe RR. Branched-chain amino acids and muscle protein synthesis in humans: myth or reality? Journal of the International Society of Sports Nutrition. 2017;14(1):30.
3. USDA food and Nutrient database

Beef Round 3.5 oz 6.8
Chicken Breast 3.5 oz 5.9
Whey protein 
powder 1 scoop 5.5
Salmon 3.5 oz 4.9
Eggs 2 eggs 3.3
Beans/Lentils 1 cup 2.5 
1% Milk 1 cup 2.2
Greek Yogurt ½ cup 2.0
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Branched chain Amino Acids (BcAAs)
and sports performance
By: Matt Darnell, PhD, RD, CSSD

Amino acids are the building blocks of proteins. All of the proteins in our bodies are 
made from twenty (20) different amino acids strung together in various orders and 
lengths. Some of those amino acids can be made by our body (non-essential), 
while others need to be consumed through our diet (essential). Three of the 
essential amino acids — leucine, isoleucine, and valine — are referred to as 
branched chain amino acids, or BCAAs.  

Why Are BrAnched chAin Amino Acids importAnt?
The role that BCAAs play in energy production and supporting muscle mass makes them of 
great importance to athletes. BCAAs are more readily converted to glucose during exercise 
than other types of amino acids. That glucose can then be used for energy. The BCAA 
leucine is needed to signal the process of building new muscle. Many athletes have turned 
to BCAA supplements to aid in muscle strength, prevent fatigue, and improve recovery.  

do you need BcAA supplements?
The effect BCAA supplements have on muscle mass and performance has been studied 
widely. Research shows that BCAAs are important, but consuming BCAA supplements does 
not provide any additional benefit compared to consuming foods that are high in BCAAs. In 
fact, consuming whole food sources of BCAA may be superior to BCAA supplements since 
the supplements lack other essential amino acids and important nutrients that your body 
also needs to build and repair. 


