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About Pump Club 

Sponsorship Policy

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS

At the Pump Club, clear communication and 
transparency is the backbone of every we do. 

Each weekday, we send out an email to cut through the noise and 
help you make better decisions about your health. The only way to 
do that is to educate you in a way that allows you to make better 
decisions, without being dogmatic.

In order to keep the emails free for everyone, we partner with 
different companies to help support the Pump Club team. 

We have never and will never partner with a company if we don’t use 
their products ourselves. Full stop.

We test and analyze each product or service, and we reject far 
more partnerships than we accept. In fact, more than 90 percent of 
inbound sponsor requests are rejected. And, despite receiving more 
than 100 direct sponsorship opportunities from our email service 
provider, to date, we have rejected every single one.

If a company doesn’t fit, no amount of money can change that. We 
tell you to only take third party certified supplements and avoid 
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Continued - About Pump Club Sponsorship Policy

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - When (and When Not) to Use Protein Bars

proprietary blends. Despite our stance, companies that don’t fit those 
rules reach out to offer us lots of money, but you will not be surprised 
that we reject it. 

We have turned down millions of dollars.

We will not ever sell something we don’t believe in, even if we use it 
(You should see some of the products Ketch will use. It might work 
for him, but that doesn’t mean it meets the Pump Club standard)

At the same time, this newsletter and the guides we produce are free 
and the people that work on them need to be compensated. It’s why 
we have sponsorships, and our sponsorship policy is in place so you 
know we will never sell out. And if a sponsor has contributed, we will 
make sure it’s clear. 

This protein guide is produced in partnership with David, a sponsor. 
We also eat David Bars ourselves. 

You’ll find in this guide that we give advice that will help you, no 
matter what brand you choose, because that’s our style. We even 
highlight bars that differ from David’s if you’re looking for a different 
style of meal replacement. We chose David because we believe their 
products can help you. And, you can use the knowledge in this guide 
to make your own choices and find bars that fit your needs. 

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Introduction

I’ve seen a lot of things change in fitness over the 
decades. When I started bodybuilding, if you wanted 
protein between meals, you had boiled chicken 
breasts wrapped in aluminum foil. Not exactly 
convenient when you’re running between the gym, 
the studio, and life.

Today, you walk into any store and there’s an entire wall of protein 
bars. Hundreds of options. All of them screaming at you with 
promises: “BUILDS MUSCLE!” “BURNS FAT!” “CLEAN EATING!” 
“PLANT-POWERED!”

Here’s the problem: most of them are lying to you.

Not with the words on the front of the package — those are 
carefully crafted by marketing teams who know exactly what you 
want to hear. They’re lying with what’s actually inside the wrapper. 
A bar that claims 25 grams of protein might be spiking the numbers 
in ways you’ve never been told. A bar marketed as “healthy” might 
have more sugar than a candy bar and enough calories to count as a 
full meal

I’m not telling you this to make you paranoid about every food 
choice. I’m telling you because it shouldn’t be so complicated or 
confusing to eat well and achieve your goals. Protein bars can be 
incredibly useful tools, or they can be expensive junk food disguised 
in athletic packaging. The difference comes down to knowing what 
you’re actually buying.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS
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Introduction

Continued...

This guide exists to give you that knowledge. By the end, you’ll know 
exactly what makes a protein bar good or garbage, how to read 
labels like an expert in 30 seconds, and when these bars actually 
serve your goals versus when they’re just convenient excuses to 
avoid real food.

My hope isn’t just that you’ll never waste money on a mediocre bar 
again. You’ll have a clear, practical strategy for using protein bars 
the right way, as tools that support your nutrition, not crutches that 
replace it.

Now let’s get to work.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Real 

Power of 

PRotein
(And Why Bars Exist)

CHAPTER 1

Before we dive into label reading and ingredient 
analysis, we need to talk about why any of this 
matters. Why does protein deserve so much 
attention? Why do protein bars exist in the first 
place? And why should you care about getting 
enough of it?
Protein is having a moment. Everyone is adding it to 
foods and celebrating its importance. And while it 
can be overdone and overstated, many people lose 
the plot of why we all should prioritize protein to 
some extent. 
Protein is not just about building muscle. It’s a 
building block of your entire body. 
Protein is the most functionally important 
macronutrient in your body, and most people don’t 
get enough of it consistently throughout the day.

5THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS
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What Protein 

Actually Does

Think of protein as the construction material and 
maintenance crew for your entire body. While 
carbohydrates give you energy and fats support 
hormone production and cell function, protein builds 
and repairs virtually everything:

Your muscles.

Your fullness signals.

Your muscles. Every time you lift weights, go for a run, or even just 
move through your day, you create microscopic tears in muscle 
tissue. Protein provides the amino acids needed to repair those tears 
and build the tissue back stronger. Without adequate protein, you 
can’t build muscle—no matter how hard you train.

Research consistently shows that consuming adequate protein (we’ll 
get to specific numbers later) combined with resistance training is 
the most reliable way to increase muscle mass and strength. This 
isn’t just about aesthetics or athletic performance. Muscle mass is 
directly correlated with healthier aging, better metabolic health, 
stronger bones, and even longer life expectancy.

If you’ve ever noticed that a high-carb breakfast leaves you hungry 
two hours later while an egg-based breakfast keeps you satisfied 
until lunch, you’ve experienced protein’s effect on hunger hormones. 
Protein triggers the release of satiety hormones like peptide YY (PYY) 
and glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) while reducing levels of the 
hunger hormone ghrelin.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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This is why adequate protein intake is one of the most effective 
tools for fat loss. You’re not white-knuckling through hunger; you’re 
actually less hungry because your body is getting what it needs. 

Studies show that increasing protein intake from 15% to 30% of 
total calories can lead to a spontaneous reduction in calorie intake 
of about 441 calories per day, simply because people feel more 
satisfied.

Your skin, hair, and nails.

Your recovery and immune function.

Collagen and keratin — the structural proteins that give your skin 
elasticity, your hair strength, and your nails resilience — are built 
from amino acids. While eating protein doesn’t directly produce 
collagen (your body has to synthesize it), providing adequate amino 
acids gives it the raw materials it needs for ongoing maintenance.

This is why people who chronically undereat protein often notice 
their hair becomes brittle, their skin loses elasticity, and their nails 
break easily. You’re literally not giving your body enough material to 
maintain these structures.

After any physical stress, such as a hard workout, a long hike, or 
recovering from illness, your body needs protein to repair damage 
and build back stronger. Immune cells, antibodies, and various 
signaling molecules in your immune system are all protein-based.

Continued - What Protein Actually Does
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This is why protein requirements increase during illness, injury, or 
periods of high training volume. Your body is working overtime to 
repair and adapt, and it needs the raw materials to do that work.

Your metabolic health and  

body composition.

Your hormones and enzymes.

Protein has the highest thermic effect of all macronutrients, meaning 
your body burns more calories digesting and processing protein 
than it does with carbs or fats. About 20-30% of protein calories are 
burned during digestion, compared to 5-10% for carbs and 0-3% 
for fats.

More importantly, adequate protein intake helps preserve lean 
muscle mass during fat loss. When you lose weight, you inevitably 
lose some combination of fat and muscle. But higher protein intake 
(combined with resistance training) shifts that ratio dramatically in 
your favor—you lose more fat and preserve more muscle, which 
means you maintain your metabolic rate and end up with a leaner, 
more functional physique.

Countless hormones are made from amino acids, including insulin, 
growth hormone, thyroid hormones, and neurotransmitters like 
dopamine and serotonin. Enzymes that catalyze every chemical 
reaction in your body are proteins. Your body is constantly breaking 
down and rebuilding these molecules, and it needs a steady supply 
of amino acids to do so.

Continued - What Protein Actually Does
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The Distribution 

Problem

Here’s where protein bars come into play, and 
why they can be genuinely useful tools when 
chosen correctly.

Your body doesn’t store amino acids the way it stores carbohydrates 
(as glycogen) or fats (in adipose tissue). This means you need regular 
protein intake throughout the day to maintain optimal muscle protein 
synthesis, the process by which your body repairs and builds muscle 
tissue.

Research shows that muscle protein synthesis is maximized when 
protein is distributed relatively evenly across meals, rather than 
loading most of your intake into one meal. In one landmark study, 
participants who consumed approximately 30 grams of protein 
at each meal increased 24-hour muscle protein synthesis by 25% 
compared to those who ate a skewed distribution (10 grams at 
breakfast, 15 grams at lunch, and 65 grams at dinner), even though 
total daily protein intake was identical.

Now, to be clear, this is not necessary. You can still achieve your 
fitness goals even if the protein is not evenly distributed. But it can 
make it easier to hit the total amount of protein your body needs. 

This creates a practical problem: How do you consume 25-30 
grams of high-quality protein every 3-5 hours when you have a job, 
a family, travel, unexpected schedule changes, and all the other 
complexities of real life?

BACK TO CONTENTS
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This is where protein bars make sense. They’re not ideal — whole 
food sources of protein are always better when you can manage 
them. But a quality protein bar beats skipping protein entirely, eating 
junk food because it’s convenient, or letting 8 hours pass between 
protein-containing meals because you couldn’t find a better option.

The key phrase is “quality protein bar.” Most bars don’t qualify. 
They’re built with mediocre protein sources, excessive sugar, and 
ingredient lists that read like a chemistry experiment. But the good 
ones — and they do exist — can legitimately support your health 
and fitness goals.

Why Bars Go Wrong 

(And What This 

Guide Fixes)

The protein bar industry is built on a fundamental 
tension: they’re trying to create a shelf-stable, 
convenient, tasty product that mimics candy bars, 
while also delivering meaningful nutrition. That’s a 
hard problem to solve, and most companies solve 
it by prioritizing taste, texture, and shelf life over 
nutritional quality.

The result is products that technically contain protein but are 
otherwise nutritionally questionable at best and actively harmful at 
worst. Bars loaded with so much sugar that they spike your blood 
glucose like a dessert. Bars with 30+ industrial ingredients, including

Continued - The Distribution Problem

BACK TO CONTENTS

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Real Power of PRotein (And Why Bars Exist)



11

Why Bars Go Wrong  

(And What This Guide Fixes)

Continued...

emulsifiers and hydrogenated oils. Bars using low-quality protein 
sources that look good on the label but don’t deliver usable  
amino acids.

And here’s the really insidious part: the marketing makes it almost 
impossible to tell the difference. Every bar is “natural,” “clean,” 
“healthy,” “powerful.” The same marketing language applies to a 
bar with 5 whole-food ingredients as to a bar with 40 industrial 
chemicals. 

Front-of-package claims are essentially meaningless.

This is what we’re fixing. You’re going to learn exactly what to look 
for on a nutrition label and ingredient list. You’ll understand the 
science of protein quality, processing, and bioavailability. You’ll 
know which sweeteners are reasonable and which are problematic. 
You’ll be able to evaluate any bar in 30 seconds or less and make an 
informed decision.

More importantly, you’ll understand when protein bars actually serve 
your goals and when they’re just expensive, convenient junk food. 
Whole food sources of protein, such as chicken, fish, eggs, Greek 
yogurt, and legumes, are preferred when you can manage them. But 
when you can’t, having a quality bar available is far better than the 
alternatives, and can help you fill the gaps and, more importantly, be 
an important tool that helps you avoid the common mistakes  
that throw you off course when hunger hits.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Is Your Bar 

Using High-

Quality 

Protein?

CHAPTER 2
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Pick up any protein bar and the first thing you see is 
a big number: “20g PROTEIN” or “25g PROTEIN.” 
That number dominates the front of the package 
because manufacturers know it’s what you’re 
looking for.
Here’s what they’re not telling you: that number is 
almost meaningless without context. If you eat a bar 
with 25 grams of protein from collagen and gelatin 
and no other high-quality sources of protein, then 
that bar could very well deliver far less usable 
protein to your muscles than a bar with 18 grams 
from whey isolate. 
The grams are helpful. They help you hit your 
total protein amount. But it’s also just one piece of 
the story. It doesn’t tell you what your body can 
actually do with it. And that distinction, when you’re 
spending a good amount of money on a box of 
bars, can be everything.
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What “Protein Quality” 

Actually Means

When researchers talk about protein quality, 
they’re measuring three things:

1. Amino acid composition.  
Is the protein “complete,” meaning it contains all nine essential amino 
acids in adequate amounts? Essential amino acids are those your body 
cannot make on its own; you must get them from food. If a protein 
source is missing or very low in any essential amino acid, that becomes 
a limiting factor in how effectively your body can use that protein.

2. Digestibility.  
How efficiently can your body break down the protein into individual 
amino acids and absorb them into your bloodstream? A protein 
source might have an excellent amino acid profile on paper, but if 
your body can’t digest and absorb it effectively, that protein isn’t 
available for use.

3. Bioavailability in the specific food matrix.  
This is the piece most people miss: the way protein is processed and 
combined with other ingredients dramatically affects how well your 
body can use it. 

A bar with 20 grams of high-quality, highly digestible protein 
delivers more usable amino acids than a bar with 25 grams of low-
quality, poorly digestible protein. This is why focusing only on the 
gram count is exactly what manufacturers want you to do; it hides 
the truth about what you’re actually getting.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Science of  

Protein Absorption

This was flawed for a simple reason: protein can be broken down 
by bacteria in your large intestine, which means it doesn’t appear 
in fecal samples, but also wasn’t absorbed in your small intestine, 
where it would actually be useful for muscle protein synthesis. You 
got credit for protein your body never really used.

The newer, more accurate measurement is called DIAAS (Digestible 
Indispensable Amino Acid Score). DIAAS measures actual amino 
acid absorption in the small intestine—the place where nutrients 
actually enter your bloodstream and become available for use. This 
gives a much more accurate picture of protein quality.

When researchers compared different protein sources using DIAAS, 
the differences were stark:
•	 Whey protein isolate: DIAAS score of 1.09 (meaning it 

provides 109% of required amino acids)
•	 Milk protein: DIAAS score of 1.02
•	 Soy protein isolate: DIAAS score of 0.90
•	 Pea protein: DIAAS score of 0.64
•	 Rice protein: DIAAS score of 0.37

For years, the protein industry used a measurement 
called PDCAAS (Protein Digestibility Corrected 
Amino Acid Score). It measured the protein that 
appeared in fecal output. Basically, it is assumed that 
if protein didn’t come out in your stool, your body 
must have absorbed it.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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A DIAAS score of 1.0 or higher means the protein provides 100% 
or more of the essential amino acids in optimal amounts. Anything 
below 1.0 means there’s a shortfall — you’d need to eat more total 
protein to get adequate amounts of all essential amino acids.

Here’s where it gets worse for protein bars specifically. 

Researchers analyzed 1,641 protein bars from around the world to 
determine how much protein they actually provide and how much 
your body can actually use. While 81 percent of bars met the official 
“high in protein” definition (at least 20% of calories from protein), 
the type and quality of that protein varied dramatically.

The most common protein sources were soy (22%), peanuts (13%), 
and whey (11%). But when researchers tested digestibility and amino 
acid quality in four representative bars, the results told a different 
story. A bar made from whey and milk proteins scored a DIAAS of 61 
(high-quality, meaning your body can effectively use it). In contrast, 
a plant-only bar scored just 15, and one containing collagen — a 
popular “protein booster” — scored under 10, despite appearing 
high in protein.

The processing required to make bars shelf-stable—heating, 
pressing, combining with fats and sugars—fundamentally changes 
how well your body can break down and absorb the protein. This 
is called the “matrix effect,” and it’s one of the biggest reasons why 
whole food protein sources are superior to bars when you have  
the choice.

Continued - The Science of Protein Absorption
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Whey protein (concentrate, isolate, or hydrolysate).  
This is the gold standard. Whey has the highest DIAAS score, 
excellent amino acid profile, high leucine content, and fast 
absorption. 

Whey isolate is the purest form (typically 90%+ protein by weight), 
while concentrate is slightly less pure but still excellent quality. Whey 
hydrolysate is pre-digested for faster absorption.

The only downside: whey is dairy-based, so it’s not suitable for 
people with milk allergies or those following vegan diets. Some 
people also experience digestive issues with whey, particularly if  
they have lactose intolerance (though whey isolate contains very  
little lactose).

Casein protein 
Also dairy-based, casein is a slower-digesting protein that  
provides a more sustained release of amino acids. It has excellent 
protein quality, just with a different digestion rate than whey.  
Some bars combine whey and casein to provide both fast and slow-
release protein.

Milk protein isolate 
This contains both whey and casein in their natural ratios (about 
20% whey, 80% casein). It’s high-quality protein with the benefits of 
both fast- and slow-digesting proteins.

What High-Quality 

Protein Looks Like

High-quality protein in bars comes from many 
sources. Here are a few that you want to see, ideally 
first or second on the ingredient list. 

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - What High-Quality Protein Looks Like

Egg white protein 
Highly digestible, complete amino acid profile, naturally lower in fat. 
Egg protein is an excellent choice, though less common in bars than 
dairy-based proteins.

Beef protein isolate 
It might sound odd to some, but beef protein isolate is derived from 
animal protein, is high in protein content (typically 80-90%), Low 
in fat and carbohydrates, and airy-free, soy-free, and gluten-free, 
which makes it a good option for those with dietary restrictions. 

Complementary plant proteins 
For plant-based options, look for bars that combine multiple plant 
protein sources. Common effective combinations:

•	 Pea protein + rice protein (complementary amino acids)
•	 Pea protein + hemp protein + chia protein
•	 Soy protein + pea protein
A bar using 2-3 complementary plant proteins can achieve  
protein quality that approaches animal-based sources, though  
you’ll still need slightly higher total amounts to compensate for  
lower digestibility

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Complexity 

of Collagen

But too often, it’s done wrong, and you’re charged a premium for a 
deceptive source of protein. 

Collagen is a protein. But it’s a low-quality protein for muscle 
building, and carries a premium price tag without the same type of 
premium benefits.

Collagen has a PDCAAS score of zero. Not low. Zero. This is because 
it completely lacks tryptophan, one of the nine essential amino acids. 
Without tryptophan, your body cannot use collagen as a complete 
protein source for building muscle, synthesizing enzymes, or any of 
the other functions we discussed earlier. And as you saw above, it 
also has a low DIAAS score. 

Collagen also has a very different amino acid profile from muscle 
tissue. It’s rich in glycine, proline, and hydroxyproline. These amino 
acids are important for connective tissue but not ideal for muscle 
protein synthesis. It’s particularly low in leucine, the amino acid that 
acts as the “trigger” for muscle protein synthesis.

When researchers directly compared whey protein to leucine-
matched collagen in a 10-week randomized controlled trial, the 
results weren’t even close. Participants who consumed whey protein 
showed significantly greater gains in muscle mass and strength than 
those who consumed collagen, even though both groups received 

This deserves special attention because collagen 
is everywhere in bars right now. When done right, 
it can be a complementary source of protein, with 
some potential benefits.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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the same amount of leucine, supposedly the most important 
amino acid for muscle building.

Collagen supplementation at doses of 2.5-15 grams daily 
has some research to support joint health, skin elasticity, and 
connective tissue integrity. If you’re recovering from joint injuries 
or interested in skin and nail health, collagen might help. 

But, ideally, you need other proteins to complement the bar. That’s 
different from what you find in most bars. 

If you’re trying to build muscle, support satiety, recover from 
workouts, or meet your daily protein targets, collagen isn’t 
your best bet as a primary protein. Still, it can be effective as a 
supporting protein. 

Continued - The Complexity of Collagen

Protein Spiking: 

The Other Ways 

Companies Cheat

Current FDA regulations allow companies to add up the total 
nitrogen content in a product and convert that to a “protein” 
number, even if that nitrogen comes from individual amino acids 
rather than complete proteins. 

Collagen isn’t the only way manufacturers game the 
system. Some companies add individual amino acids 
to boost the protein number on the label without 
providing complete, usable protein. 

Here’s how it works:

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - Protein Spiking: The Other Ways Companies Cheat

So a company might add taurine, glycine, or glutamine — amino 
acids your body can make on its own — to inflate the protein 
content on the label.

These individual amino acids aren’t useless, but they’re not 
equivalent to complete protein. Your body needs all essential amino 
acids present together in adequate amounts to build muscle and 
perform other protein-dependent functions. Adding a bunch of non-
essential amino acids doesn’t achieve that.

Another low-quality source to watch for: Gelatin. Like collagen, 
gelatin is derived from animal connective tissue and has an 
incomplete amino acid profile. If you see gelatin listed as a major 
protein contributor, treat it the same way you’d treat collagen; it’s not 
a serious protein source for your goals.

All it takes to identify protein spiking is to read the ingredient list 
carefully. 

If you see individual amino acids (taurine, glycine, glutamine) listed 
separately in significant amounts, or if you see gelatin or collagen 
as primary ingredients, you’re likely looking at an artificially inflated 
protein number. The bar might claim 25 grams, but you’re getting far 
less complete, usable protein.

That’s not to say a good protein bar can’t include these ingredients; 
they just shouldn’t be the primary source.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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• Whey, casein, egg, beef, or milk protein are the primary
protein sources

• Multiple complementary plant proteins are combined
• The protein source appears early in the ingredient list

(first or second ingredient)

The Bottom Line  

on Protein Quality

Look for bars where:

Ideally, a protein bar (one you take to increase 
protein overall, not for other nutrition goals, such as 
fueling exercise) should have at least 15 to 20 grams 
of protein from high-quality sources. Less than that, 
and you’re essentially eating a snack bar with some 
protein added. The protein-to-calorie ratio should 
be fairly high: aim for at least 1 gram of protein per 
10-12 calories, so a 200-calorie bar should have at 
least 17-20 grams of high-quality protein.

• Collagen is the first protein source, especially if it’s the only
protein source. (If combined with whey, that provides a
good balance of the amino acids your body needs)

• Gelatin contributes significant protein
• Individual amino acids are added to spike the number
• Single plant proteins provide all the protein
• The protein source appears late in the ingredient list

Avoid bars where:

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Most protein bars are marketing masquerading as nutrition. They’re 
loaded with sugar, short on actual protein, and stuffed with incomplete 

sources that look better on the label than they work in your body.

David is different.

28g of complete protein. 0g sugar. 150 calories. 

David achieves a perfect 1.0 PDCAAS score (the gold standard for 
protein quality) with a complete amino acid profile that supports 

muscle building and recovery.

No wasted calories. No empty promises.  
Just superior nutrition that actually works.

The Problem With  

Most Protein Bars

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS
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The Problem With  

Most Protein Bars

Most protein bars are marketing 
masquerading as nutrition. 

They suffer from:

Low protein 
Many bars don’t even hit the 20-gram mark needed 
for muscle building and recovery.
High sugar 
Some have as much – if not more – sugar as a 
candy bar.
Poor protein quality 
Many spike their protein content with incomplete 
sources, making it look better on the label but worse 
for your body.
Too many calories 
Bars that clock in at 300–400 calories often leave 
you unsatisfied.

David is different. 

It’s a protein bar that addresses the flaws of the 
category while delivering superior nutrition that 
supports any health goal.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Problem With Most Protein Bars

Whether you’re traveling, need an on-the-go option, or struggle  
to get enough protein in your diet, David delivers everything  
you need and nothing you don’t. This is protein done right.

Higher protein

Complete amino acid profile

No wasted calories

Each bar packs 28 grams of protein—75% of its 
calories are protein. That’s 50% higher than most 
protein bars.

David achieves a perfect 1.0 PDCAAS (Protein 
Digestibility-Corrected Amino Acid Score) thanks 
to a blend of high-quality protein sources, making 
it ideal for muscle building and overall health.

With just 150 calories and 0 grams of sugar, David 
helps you hit your protein goals without loading up 
on unnecessary fillers.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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How to 

Actually 

Read a Label

CHAPTER 3

(The Details Everyone Misses)
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You’re standing in the grocery store aisle, looking at 
two protein bars. Both claim 20 grams of protein. 
Both say “all natural” and “clean ingredients” on the 
front. Both have pictures of happy, fit people doing 
athletic things.
One of these bars is a genuinely useful nutritional 
tool. The other is ultra-processed junk food with 
good marketing. And the only way to tell the 
difference is to flip them over and read the back.
This is where most people get overwhelmed and 
give up. Nutrition labels and ingredient lists feel like 
they’re written in a foreign language, with serving 
sizes that don’t match reality, percentages that don’t 
mean much, and ingredients you’ve never heard of. 
But here’s the truth: once you know what to look for, 
you can evaluate any bar in 30 seconds or less. Let’s 
break down exactly what matters and what doesn’t.



26

Don’t Ignore  

The Ingredients

Most people start by looking at the Nutrition 
Facts panel: calories, protein, sugar, etc. That 
makes sense, but with bars, you also need to pay 
attention to the ingredient list because it tells the 
whole story about what you’re really getting.

Example of a good start

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How to Actually Read a Label

Ingredients are listed in descending order by weight. The first 
ingredient is what there’s most of, the second ingredient is 
second-most, and so on. This single fact tells you everything 
about a bar’s priorities.

If the first ingredient is a protein source (whey protein isolate) 
you’re looking at a bar designed around protein and whole foods. 
If the first ingredient is a sweetener (brown rice syrup, corn syrup, 
sugar, dates), you’re looking at a candy bar with protein added.

Ingredients

Whey Protein Isolate, Almonds, 
Honey, Cashew Butter, Cocoa 

Powder, Sea Salt

BACK TO CONTENTS
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This bar is built on whole food ingredients. Whey protein is first, 
meaning it makes up the largest portion by weight. Almonds come 
second. Simple sweetener (honey) comes third. This is a well-
designed bar.

This bar is built on sugar (brown rice syrup is just sugar), followed 
by an incomplete protein, isolated fiber, and then soy protein, which 
means it makes up a smaller portion of the protein. The ingredient 
list keeps going with more industrial additives. This is ultra-
processed food with protein added as an afterthought.

Ingredients

Brown Rice Syrup, Collagen, 
Chicory Root Fiber, Soy Protein 

Isolate, Glycerin, Palm Kernel Oil, 
Sugar, Natural Flavors...

Recognize Industrial Ingredients

You don’t need to memorize every chemical additive. But you 
should be able to recognize the difference between ingredients 
you’d find in a home kitchen and ingredients that only exist in 
industrial food production.

Continued - Don’t Ignore The Ingredients

Example of a Problematic start

BACK TO CONTENTS



28THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How to Actually Read a Label

Industrial ingredients 

that raise red flags

Syrups
•	 Brown rice syrup, corn syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, 

maltitol syrup, tapioca syrup

Isolated fibers
•	 Chicory root fiber (inulin), soluble corn fiber, 

maltodextrin, polydextrose

Industrial oils
•	 Palm kernel oil, fractionated palm oil, partially 

hydrogenated oils (trans fats)

Some of these ingredients aren’t necessarily harmful in small 
amounts, but when you see multiple items from this list making 
up the bulk of a bar, you’re looking at an ultra-processed product.

Continued - Don’t Ignore The Ingredients

Whole food 

ingredients

Dates, nuts, seeds, nut butters, 
oats, honey, cocoa powder, 

coconut, dried fruit, spices, salt

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Front of the Package 

Is Marketing, Not Truth

This might seem obvious, but it’s worth stating 
explicitly: everything on the front of the package 
is designed to sell you the product, not inform you 
about what’s inside.

All Natural - means nothing legally. Companies can 
use this term for products containing synthetic vitamins, highly 
processed ingredients, and natural flavors that are actually 40 
different chemicals. The FDA doesn’t regulate the term.

Clean - has no legal definition. Neither does “superfood” or 
“wholesome” or “nutritious.”

Organic - refers to farming practices, not nutritional quality. 
An organic bar can still be loaded with sugar, isolated fibers, and 
poor-quality protein.

Plant-Based - just means no animal ingredients. It doesn’t 
mean healthy. You can make ultra-processed garbage from plants.

Gluten-Free - is relevant if you have celiac disease. 
Otherwise, it’s a marketing term that implies health benefits that 
don’t exist.

The front of the package exists to capture your attention and 
make you feel good about buying the product. The back of the 
package—ingredients and Nutrition Facts—tells you what you’re 
actually getting. Always flip it over.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Nutrition Facts panel now distinguishes 
between total sugars and added sugars, and this 
distinction matters enormously.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How to Actually Read a Label

Understanding Added 

Sugar vs. Total Sugar

Total sugars

include both naturally occurring sugars (from 
ingredients like dates, dried fruit, milk) and 
added sugars (any form of sugar added during 
manufacturing).

Added sugars

are precisely what they sound like: sweeteners 
added to make the product taste better.  
This includes obvious ones like sugar, honey, and 
maple syrup, as well as less obvious ones like brown 
rice syrup, coconut sugar, agave nectar, and fruit 
juice concentrate.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - Understanding Added Sugar vs. Total Sugar

Your Target

Less than 10 grams of added sugar per bar, and 
depending on how much sugar is in your diet 
overall, you might want even less. 
The American Heart Association recommends 
limiting added sugar to 25 grams per day for 
women and 36 grams per day for men. Most 
Americans consume 2-3 times that amount. A bar 
with 15-20 grams of added sugar is consuming half 
to three-quarters of your daily limit in one snack.
Some bars use dates as their primary sweetener, 
which technically doesn’t count as “added sugar” 
under FDA rules because dates are a whole food. 
A bar sweetened primarily with dates, showing 14 
grams total sugar but only 2 grams added sugar, is 
very different from a bar with 14 grams added sugar 
from brown rice syrup and cane sugar.

Why this matters:

Naturally occurring sugars from whole food sources 
like dates or dried fruit come packaged with fiber, 
vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrients. They’re not 
a health food, but they’re nutritionally superior to 
isolated sugars. Added sugars are empty calories 
with no nutritional benefit beyond taste and energy.
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Continued - Understanding Added Sugar vs. Total Sugar

Context matters for sugar:

 If you’re eating a bar immediately after a long 
endurance workout or intense training session, 
more carbohydrates, including sugar, aren’t 
necessarily problematic. This is a legitimate use 
case where a bar with 20-25 grams of carbs, 
including 12-15 grams of sugar, makes sense.
But if you’re eating that same bar as a mid-
afternoon snack at your desk? That sugar load 
doesn’t serve the same purpose, and might leave 
you feeling groggy and hungry instead of refueled. 

Fiber is where label reading gets tricky because not 
all fiber is created equal, and some of what’s labeled 
“fiber” isn’t actually fiber in any meaningful sense.
Whole-food fiber comes from ingredients such as dates, nuts, oats, 
seeds, and dried fruit. This fiber provides all the benefits research 
associates with dietary fiber: improved gut health, better blood 
sugar control, enhanced satiety, lower cholesterol, and reduced 
risk of chronic disease. A 2021 systematic review found that every 
8-gram increase in daily fiber intake was associated with up to a 27 
percent lower risk of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and 
colorectal cancer.

The Fiber Factor: 

Real vs. Fake

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Fiber Factor: Real vs. Fake

Isolated or synthetic fibers, such as chicory root fiber (inulin), 
polydextrose, and resistant maltodextrin, are added to bars to 
boost fiber content without significantly altering taste or texture. 
The problem: Most isolated fibers don’t provide the same health 
benefits as whole food fiber.

Some isolated fibers do have legitimate benefits. Inulin, for 
example, acts as a prebiotic, feeding beneficial gut bacteria. 
But the fiber you get from eating actual whole foods is superior 
because it comes with everything else those foods provide: 
vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and other compounds that work 
synergistically.

How to tell the difference:

Again, look at the ingredient list. If fiber comes 
from ingredients like dates, oats, almonds, chia 
seeds, or flax seeds, that’s whole food fiber. If 
you see “chicory root fiber,” “soluble corn fiber,” 
“polydextrose,” or similar terms that are high up on 
the ingredient list, that’s isolated fiber added for 
its functional properties (and to make the nutrition 
label look better). Having these ingredients does not 
make a bar bad. In fact, they can have a time and 
place, and it’s still fiber. 
But it can be deceiving and lead you to believe 
you’re taking something that’s not as healthy as it 
appears. And if it’s provided in high quantities to 
give the perception of lots of fiber, they could be a 
reason bars cause GI distress.
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Continued - The Fiber Factor: Real vs. Fake

Warning: 

Bars with very high fiber content (10+ grams) from 
isolated sources often cause significant GI issues 
such as bloating, gas, and digestive discomfort. 
Your gut bacteria ferment these fibers aggressively, 
producing gas as a byproduct. Start slow with high-
fiber bars and pay attention to how your  
body responds.

Your Fiber Target:

If you want more fiber from a bar, look for at least 3 
to 5 grams (or more) from whole-food sources. This 
is realistic for a 40 to 50-gram bar and contributes 
meaningfully to your daily fiber intake. 
If a bar claims 15 grams of fiber but the ingredient 
list shows chicory root fiber as the second 
ingredient, you’re getting a massive dose of isolated 
fiber that may cause digestive discomfort without 
providing the benefits of whole food fiber.

BACK TO CONTENTS



Most Snacks Push 

You Farther 

From Your Goals.  

David Keeps You On Track.
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High-protein snacks keep you satisfied longer and help you eat fewer 
calories later. The problem? Most protein bars hide behind health 

claims while delivering barely enough protein and 10+ grams of sugar.

David flips the script

28g complete protein, 0g sugar, 150 calories. 

Enjoy flavors like Cinnamon Roll and Cookie Dough, and  
you’ll never look at a high-protein snack the same way again. 

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS
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Let’s address the elephant in every protein bar: 
they need to taste good, or no one will eat them. 
And making something taste good without adding 
significant sugar is one of the most complex 
problems in food science.
This is why virtually every bar contains some 
form of sweetener, whether that’s sugar, artificial 
sweeteners, sugar alcohols, or plant-based 
sweeteners like stevia. Understanding these 
different options, their tradeoffs, and how to choose 
what works for you is critical to making good 
decisions about bars.

The 

Sweetener 

Maze: What 

You Need to 

Know
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The Added 

Sugar Reality

Before we dive into alternatives, let’s establish 
a baseline for the reality of added sugar in the 
American diet, because most people dramatically 
underestimate how much they consume.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend limiting added 
sugar to less than 10 percent of total daily calories. For someone 
eating 2,000 calories daily, that’s 50 grams. As we just mentioned, 
the American Heart Association is more strict. They recommend no 
more than 25 grams daily for women and 36 grams for men.

But here’s the problem. The average American adult man consumes 
76 grams of added sugar daily, and women consume 60 grams 
daily. That’s 2 to 3 times the recommended maximum, and it’s 
coming from obvious sources (soda, candy, desserts) plus hidden 
sources (pasta sauce, bread, yogurt, condiments).

This matters because many bars marketed as “healthy” contain 15 
to 20 grams of added sugar, which is 40 to 80 percent of your daily 
recommended limit in a single bar. When you add that to the sugar 
already in your coffee, your afternoon yogurt, your salad dressing, 
and everything else, you’re easily exceeding healthy limits.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Added Sugar Reality

This isn’t a reason to fear sugar. But, when you 
have too much, it can be associated with:

•	 Increased risk of type 2 diabetes
•	 Higher rates of obesity and metabolic syndrome
•	 Increased cardiovascular disease risk
•	 Elevated triglycerides and inflammation markers
•	 Greater risk of non-alcoholic fatty liver disease
•	 Potential negative impacts on cognitive function

Again, this doesn’t mean sugar is “toxic” or that you can never eat 
anything sweet. It means chronically high intake has real health 
consequences, and most people are consuming far more than 
they realize.

For protein bars specifically, look for bars with less than 10 grams 
of added sugar. Ideally, most of that sweetness should come from 
whole food sources like dates rather than added syrups. This 
keeps the bar in the “reasonable occasional choice” category 
rather than “basically candy.”

When companies want to reduce sugar content 
while maintaining sweetness, the most common 
solution is artificial sweeteners. These compounds 
taste sweet but provide zero calories because your 
body can’t digest them for energy.

Understanding  

Artificial Sweeteners

BACK TO CONTENTS



39THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

Continued - Understanding Artificial Sweeteners

The most common artificial 

sweeteners in protein bars:

Sucralose (Splenda): 
600 times sweeter than sugar
Aspartame (Equal, NutraSweet):  
200 times sweeter than sugar
Acesulfame potassium (Ace-K):  
200 times sweeter than sugar
Saccharin (Sweet’N Low):  
300-400 times sweeter than sugar

Here’s what so many people get wrong, especially 
if you see how they are discussed on social media. 
Artificial sweeteners are among the most studied food additives. 
Decades of research and millions of people consuming them 
have failed to demonstrate serious harm at typical  
consumption levels.

Despite what you might hear, The FDA, European Food Safety 
Authority, and other major regulatory bodies have approved 
these sweeteners as safe for general use.

The Safety 

Question

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Saftey Question

Some research suggests artificial sweeteners may 
increase appetite or cravings for sweet foods, but 
the evidence paints a different picture. 
The theory is that your tongue detects sweetness and signals your 
brain to expect calories, but when those calories don’t arrive, it 
creates confusion in your appetite-regulation systems.

But that theory hasn’t proven to be accurate. 

Recent research suggests that truth is a lot less scary and a lot 
more reassuring.

Sucralose (a popular artificial sweetener) did not increase appetite 
or food intake.

The appetite and 

cravings question 

But “safe” doesn’t mean “without any concerns.” Recent 
research has raised questions about potential effects on gut 
microbiome, glucose metabolism, and appetite regulation.

A 2025 review called artificial sweeteners a “double-edged 
sword:” they help with weight management short-term, but 
for some, they could disrupt the GI or cause changes to the 
microbiome. That said, there’s no definitive evidence in humans 
that it’s problematic. In other words, you’ll likely figure out what 
works for you through trial and error. Although a review of 5 
clinical trials found that saccarin was the most likely to cause 
significant microbiota changes.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Appetite And Cravings Question 

In a randomized crossover trial, 75 young adults of a range of body 
sizes consumed one of three drinks: sucralose, a  
sweetness-matched dose of sucrose (table sugar), or water.  
The scientists measured hunger levels, blood sugar, and brain 
activity, especially in the hypothalamus, a region known to regulate 
appetite. 

Sucralose increased blood flow in the hypothalamus. However, 
compared to water, this did not translate into increased hunger.

So while some headlines suggest non-caloric sweeteners make 
you hungrier, this study doesn’t support that claim. Even though 
sucralose changed brain activity, it didn’t actually change behavior 
or desire.

If you enjoy non-caloric sweeteners, especially as a tool for reducing 
added sugars, there’s no strong evidence that sucralose will 
sabotage your appetite or lead to overeating. Just don’t treat it as a 
free pass to over-consume ultra-processed foods; it’s still best used 
as a replacement for added sugar, not as a license to skip whole, 
nutrient-rich foods.

That’s why, in practice, many people use artificial sweeteners 
successfully for weight management and blood sugar control. 

If you’re choosing between a bar with 20 grams of added sugar and 
a bar with artificial sweeteners and 2 grams of sugar, the artificial 
sweetener bar is likely the better choice for most people, most of  
the time. 

The documented harms of excess sugar intake are well-established 
and substantial. The potential concerns about artificial sweeteners 
are real, but less certain and probably smaller in magnitude for  
most people.
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Continued - The Appetite And Cravings Question 

Our recommendation:

Pay attention to your own response. If you notice GI 
discomfort, increased appetite, or blood sugar issues 
after eating bars with artificial sweeteners, choose 
differently. If you tolerate them fine and they help you 
avoid excessive sugar, they’re a reasonable tool.

Not to mention, frequency matters because the dose determines 
the poison. 

Using artificial sweeteners occasionally is different from 
consuming them multiple times, in high amounts, daily. If you’re 
eating 3 bars with artificial sweeteners every day, you’re in high-
frequency territory where potential microbiome effects become 
more relevant. If you’re having one bar, the likelihood of problems 
is minimal. 

Sugar alcohols (polyols) are another category 
of sweeteners commonly used in protein bars. 
They’re called “alcohols” because of their chemical 
structure, but they don’t contain ethanol (the 
alcohol that gets you drunk). They provide some 
calories (typically 0.5-3 calories per gram vs. 4 
calories for sugar) and are only partially digested.

What About  

Sugar Alcohols?

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - What About Sugar Alcohols?

Sugar alcohols provide sweetness with fewer calories than 
sugar and minimal impact on blood glucose. They’re helpful for 
people with diabetes or those trying to limit sugar intake while 
maintaining sweetness.

The problem? Sugar alcohols are only partially absorbed in your 
small intestine. The portion that isn’t absorbed continues to your 
large intestine, where gut bacteria ferment it. This doesn’t happen 
to everyone, but if it does, the fermentation produces gas that 
can lead to bloating, cramping, and, in some cases, significant 
digestive discomfort or diarrhea.

Common sugar alcohols in bars:

Erythritol: 
0.2 calories per gram, 70% as sweet as sugar, 
generally well-tolerated
Xylitol:  
2.4 calories per gram, as sweet as sugar, moderate 
GI effects
Maltitol: 
2.1 calories per gram, 90% as sweet as sugar, 
significant GI effects
Sorbitol: 
2.6 calories per gram, 60% as sweet as sugar, 
significant GI effects
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Continued - What About Sugar Alcohols?

Common sugar alcohols in bars:

Some people can eat bars sweetened with maltitol without issues. 
Others experience discomfort from even small amounts. Again, 
this is where personal experimentation is necessary.

If you’re trying a bar with sugar alcohols for the first time, eat it 
during a day where you consume foods you usually have with no 
issue, and then wait a few hours to see how your body responds 
before eating the whole thing. 

Need a simple test?

 If a bar has more than 10 grams of sugar alcohols 
(check the “sugar alcohol” line in the Nutrition 
Facts), it’s more likely to cause GI issues. 

As consumers have become more interested in 
artificial sweetener alternatives, companies have 
turned to plant-derived alternatives that can be 
marketed as “natural.”

Stevia is extracted from the leaves of the Stevia rebaudiana plant. 
It’s 200-400 times sweeter than sugar, provides zero calories, 
and doesn’t raise blood glucose. The sweet compounds in stevia 
(steviol glycosides) aren’t absorbed in the small intestine, so they 
provide sweetness without caloric energy.

Plant-Based Sweeteners:  

Stevia and Monk Fruit

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Monk fruit (luo han guo) is extracted from a small melon grown 
in Southeast Asia. Like stevia, it’s sweet (150-200 times sweeter 
than sugar), provides zero calories, and doesn’t affect blood 
glucose. The sweet compounds (mogrosides) pass through your 
system without being absorbed.

Both are plant-derived (which appeals to people who prefer 
“natural” ingredients), don’t impact blood sugar, provide zero 
calories, and don’t appear to have the same gut microbiome 
concerns as artificial sweeteners. Most studies on stevia and 
monk fruit show neutral to positive effects.

The disadvantages? It’s more about the flavor. Both have 
distinctive aftertastes that some people find unpleasant. Stevia in 
particular can have a bitter or licorice-like aftertaste. Many people 
find monk fruit more palatable, but individual taste preferences 
vary. Companies often blend these sweeteners with other 
sweeteners (including small amounts of sugar or sugar alcohols) 
to minimize aftertaste.

While stevia and monk fruit are plant-derived, the extracts used 
in foods are highly processed and purified, far from just grinding 
up leaves or fruit. This doesn’t make them unhealthy, but it does 
complicate the “natural” narrative. You’re consuming specific 
isolated compounds, not whole plant foods.

If you’re sensitive to artificial sweeteners or prefer plant-
derived options, stevia and monk fruit are reasonable choices. 
The science suggests they’re safe and don’t have the potential 
microbiome effects of artificial sweeteners. Whether you like the 
taste is a personal preference.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

Continued - Plant-Based Sweeteners: Stevia and Monk Fruit

BACK TO CONTENTS



46THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

Dates: The Whole  

Food Sweetener

An increasing number of higher-quality bars use 
dates as their primary sweetener. Dates are dried 
fruit that provide a natural sugar (primarily fructose 
and glucose).

While dates are high in sugar (about 80% by weight once dried), 
they also contain fiber (7 grams per 100 grams), potassium, 
magnesium, B vitamins, and antioxidants. The fiber content slows 
sugar absorption somewhat, resulting in less dramatic blood 
glucose spikes than with an equivalent amount of pure sugar.

At the same time, don’t overly buy into the claims. Sugar is still 
sugar, and your body will break down date sugar into glucose  
and fructose just as it would table sugar. But dates do provide 
some nutritional benefit beyond just sweetness, and bars made 
with dates tend to have shorter ingredient lists with fewer 
industrial additives.

Dates are more expensive than corn syrup or brown rice syrup, so 
bars that use dates as the primary sweetener tend to cost more. 
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Choosing What 

Works for You

Here’s a simple framework that can help you find 
the right bar for you:

First priority:

Second priority:

Limit added sugar to less than 10 grams per bar. 
This is the most important filter. Everything else is 
negotiating around the edges.

If you choose a bar with more sugar (still less than 
10 grams), prefer whole food sweeteners like dates 
when possible.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Third priority:

Fourth priority:

If choosing between artificial sweeteners and sugar 
alcohols:
•	 If you have no history of GI sensitivity,  

sugar alcohols are a reasonable choice
•	 If you choose a bar with sugar alcohols,  

focus on those with fewer than 10 grams
•	 If you have sensitive digestion, artificial 

sweeteners or plant-based sweeteners  
(stevia/monk fruit) are likely better

•	 Pay attention to your individual response and 
adjust accordingly

Consider frequency.  
Occasional use of bars with artificial sweeteners or 
sugar alcohols is different from daily consumption. If 
bars make up 5-10% of your weekly eating, the type 
of sweetener matters less. If they’re 30% of your 
eating, it matters more.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

Continued - Choosing What Works for You
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What about  

“no sweetener added” bars?

They exist, usually made with just nuts, seeds, and 
protein powder. While it’s hard to find nutritional 
holes in them, many people find them unpalatable. 
If you genuinely enjoy unsweetened bars, great. If 
you’re forcing yourself to eat them and it makes you 
miserable, choose a moderately sweetened option 
you’ll actually eat consistently.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The Sweetener Maze: What You Need to Know

Continued - Choosing What Works for You

Perfect should not be the enemy of the good. A bar with 8 grams 
of added sugar that you enjoy and eat when you need protein is 
better than an unsweetened bar you hate and avoid, which can 
lead to worse food choices overall.

3
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Protein gets all the attention in protein bars (it’s 
literally in the name). Sugar and artificial sweeteners 
generate controversy and strong opinions. But 
two critical nutrients often get overlooked in the 
conversation about bars: fats and fiber.
Depending on what you’re looking for from a bar, 
both matter more than most people realize, and 
both are areas where bars frequently get it wrong.

Fats and 

Fiber: The 

Forgotten 

Nutrients
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The Fiber Gap in 

American Diets

Let’s start with a stark reality: only 5% of Americans 
meet the daily recommended fiber intake of 25 to 
30 grams. The average intake is about 16 grams, or 
roughly half of what we should be consuming.

This isn’t a trivial deficiency. The research on fiber is extraordinarily 
consistent: higher fiber intake is strongly associated with lower rates 
of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, colorectal cancer, and 
all-cause mortality.

Researchers analyzed 185 observational studies and 58 clinical trials 
and found that people consuming 25 to 29 grams of fiber daily had:

15-30% lower risk of all-cause and cardiovascular mortality

16-24% lower risk of coronary heart disease, stroke, type 2 
diabetes, and colorectal cancer

The magnitude of these associations is striking. Few dietary 
interventions show such consistent and substantial health benefits.
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Why Fiber Matters

If the numbers above didn’t catch your attention, 
here are many reasons why it’s a good idea to add 
more fiber to your diet. 

Gut health and digestion: 
Fiber provides bulk to stool, speeds transit time 
through the intestines, and prevents constipation. 
Soluble fiber also acts as food for beneficial gut 
bacteria, supporting a healthy microbiome.
Blood sugar control:  
Fiber slows the absorption of glucose into the 
bloodstream, preventing rapid blood sugar spikes 
after meals. This is particularly important for people 
with diabetes or insulin resistance, but benefits 
everyone.
Satiety and weight management: 
High-fiber foods are more filling per calorie, making 
it easier to maintain a healthy weight without 
constant hunger.
Cholesterol reduction: 
Soluble fiber binds to cholesterol in the digestive 
system, preventing its absorption and helping lower 
LDL cholesterol levels.
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Continued - Why Fiber Matters

Cardiovascular protection: 
Eating more fiber is associated with improved blood 
pressure, reduced inflammation, better cholesterol 
profiles, and beneficial effects on gut-derived 
metabolites.

Given that most Americans consume only half the recommended 
amount, any food that provides meaningful fiber should be viewed 
favorably. This is one area where protein bars could genuinely help 
fill a nutritional gap.

As we discussed in the label-reading chapter, there’s a critical 
distinction between whole-food fiber (from ingredients like dates, 
nuts, oats, and seeds) and isolated or synthetic fiber (such as chicory 
root fiber, polydextrose, and resistant maltodextrin).

Whole food fiber provides all the benefits research associates 
with fiber intake, plus it comes packaged with vitamins, minerals, 
phytonutrients, and other beneficial compounds. When studies show 
that higher fiber intake reduces disease risk, they’re measuring fiber 
from whole food sources.

Fiber Quality: Whole 

Food vs. Isolated

But here’s the complication: not all fiber in bars is 
created equal.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Isolated fiber is added to foods primarily for its functional properties. 
It increases the fiber number on the label without significantly 
changing taste or texture. Some isolated fibers do provide legitimate 
health benefits. Chicory root fiber, for example, acts as a prebiotic, 
feeding beneficial gut bacteria. But we don’t have the same 
depth of research showing that isolated fibers provide the same 
comprehensive health benefits as whole food fiber.

More importantly, isolated fibers are often added in large amounts 
(10-15 grams per bar), and many people experience significant 
GI distress from them. Your gut bacteria aggressively ferment 
these fibers, producing gas and causing bloating, cramping, and 
discomfort.

If you want more than just a low-calorie protein bar, look for bars 
with 3 to 5 grams of fiber from whole food sources. This contributes 
meaningfully to your daily fiber goal (10-20% of your target) without 
the excessive amounts that cause digestive issues.

Be skeptical of bars claiming 12 to 15 grams of fiber; they’re likely 
from isolated fibers added for label optics rather than genuine 
nutrition. 

Continued - Fiber Quality: Whole Food vs. Isolated

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - Fats and Fiber: The Forgotten Nutrients
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Continued - Fiber Quality: Whole Food vs. Isolated

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - Fats and Fiber: The Forgotten Nutrients

Ideal fiber sources in bars:

When these ingredients make up the bulk of a bar, you’re getting 
real, whole food fiber that provides genuine health benefits without 
artificial manipulation.

Dates (7g fiber per 100g)
Almonds (12g fiber per 100g)
Oats (10g fiber per 100g)
Chia seeds (34g fiber per 100g)
Flax seeds (27g fiber per 100g)
Dried fruit
Nuts and nut butters

BACK TO CONTENTS
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When the fat in a bar comes from almonds, cashew butter, or 
sunflower seeds, you’re getting not just fat but also protein, fiber, 
vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrients. These are nutritious fats 
packaged the way nature intended.

Added oils, notably palm kernel oil and partially hydrogenated oils, 
are what you want to limit or avoid. Palm oil is very high in saturated 
fat (about 82% saturated), and while saturated fat isn’t the demon it 
was once portrayed as, consuming large amounts is still something 
most people should limit (your blood work will determine how much 
you need to cut back).

1. Whole food fats: 
Nuts, seeds, nut butters, coconut
2. Added oils: 
Palm oil, palm kernel oil, fractionated oils, 
occasionally healthier options like coconut oil

The fat content in protein bars typically 
comes from two sources:

Understanding Fats  

in Protein Bars

Fats are the other overlooked nutrient in bars, 
and this is where things get simpler than you 
might expect.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - Understanding Fats in Protein Bars

The traditional recommendation has been to limit saturated fat intake 
because of its association with elevated LDL cholesterol, which is 
a risk factor for cardiovascular disease. Major health organizations 
still recommend limiting saturated fat to less than 10 percent of total 
calories (about 22 grams for someone eating 2,000 calories).

A Cochrane review - the gold standard for evidence synthesis - 
found that reducing saturated fat led to a “potentially important” 
reduction in cardiovascular events. They estimated that reducing 
saturated fat intake reduced the risk of cardiovascular events by 21 
percent. Again, this does not mean you need to avoid all saturated 
fat, but it does suggest a direct relationship between the amount you 
consume and the risk of heart issues. 

If you need a simple set of guidelines for managing fat intake, 
the current evidence suggests:

•	 Replacing saturated fat with polyunsaturated fat  
(from fish, nuts, seeds, vegetable oils) probably reduces 
cardiovascular risk

•	 Replacing saturated fat with refined carbohydrates does not 
improve health and might make things worse

•	 The source of saturated fat matters: dairy and  
unprocessed meat appear different from tropical oils and 
processed meats

•	 Individual response varies based on genetics, overall diet 
quality, and other factors

Avoid bars where palm kernel oil or fractionated palm oil appears 
high in the ingredient list. If the fat is coming primarily from nuts, 
seeds, or nut butters, you’re in good shape.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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The Ideal Fat  

and Fiber Profile

If you’re looking for a true meal replacement bar, 
here’s what to look for in a well-designed protein bar:

3-5 grams from 

whole food sources

Ingredients like 

dates, nuts, oats, and 

seeds are visible in 

the ingredient list

Limited use of 

isolated fibers 

(chicory root, soluble 

corn fiber) in the first 

5-6 ingredients

Fiber

5-12 grams total fat (reasonable for a  200-250 calorie bar)
Fat sources are nuts, seeds, nut butters,  or coconut

No palm kernel oil or hydrogenated oils
Look for the use of healthier oils, such as olive or coconut

Fats

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Researchers analyzed 1,641 protein bars and found that 81%  
met the legal definition of “high protein” but the majority failed  

on what matters: digestibility and amino acid quality. Don’t settle 
for a lesser protein bar.

David delivers 28g of complete, digestible protein,  
0g sugar, and 150 calories. 

It’s the most protein per calorie of any bar, with a full amino 
acid profile that actually supports your goals. Don’t just eat 

protein. Give your body the quality it deserves. 

“High Protein” 

Doesn’t Mean 

High Quality

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS

https://davidprotein.com/pages/apc?pb=0&utm_campaign=proteinguide&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_source=arnoldspumpclub.schwarzenegger.com
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We’ve spent considerable time talking about 
protein quality, ingredient lists, processing, 
and everything else that goes into a protein 
bar. But we haven’t addressed the fundamental 
question: How much protein do you actually 
need, and how do bars fit into that picture?
This matters because the answer determines 
whether protein bars meet a genuine 
nutritional need or just add expensive calories 
you don’t need.

How Much 

Protein Do 

You Actually 

Need 

(And When)?
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Daily Protein Targets: 

More Than You Think

The official RDA (Recommended Dietary 
Allowance) for protein is 0.8 g/kg body weight/
day. For a 180-pound person, that’s about 65 
grams of protein daily.

That number is too low for most people.

The RDA represents the minimum amount needed to prevent 
deficiency; it’s not optimized for muscle maintenance, body 
composition, satiety, or the other benefits we want from adequate 
protein intake. It was set based on research showing what prevents 
people from developing protein-deficiency symptoms, not what 
supports optimal health.

More recent research suggests significantly higher targets, 
especially for people who are physically active, trying to lose fat, or 
over 65.

If you’re active or aging, randomized controlled trials found that 
protein intake of at least 1.6 grams per kilogram of body weight per 
day (and up to 2.2 g/kg per day) was best at maximizeing muscle 
protein synthesis and support muscle growth in adults under 65 (If 
you’re younger or inactive, the number can be as low as 1.2 g/kg of 
your goal weight.

For a 180-pound (82 kg) person, that’s 130 grams of protein daily, or 
about double the RDA.

The more specific and focused you are about what health goals you 
want to achieve, the more your needs could shift.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - Daily Protein Targets: More Than You Think

For example, if you’re trying to preserve muscle during aggressive 
fat loss, aim for roughly 1.8-2.4 g/kg total body weight. The higher 
protein intake essentially protects muscle from being broken down 
for energy when you’re in a calorie deficit.

The practical targets:

•	 Sedentary adults 1.2-1.6 g/kg body weight 
(minimum for health optimization))

•	 Active adults under 65 1.6-2.2 g/kg body 
weight

•	 Active adults 65+ 1.2-1.8 g/kg body weight, 
with higher per-meal amounts

•	 During fat loss 1.8-2.4 g/kg body weight (to 
preserve muscle)

•	 Athletes and high-intensity training 
1.6-2.4 g/kg body weight

For our 180-pound (82 kg) example:

•	 Sedentary: 98-130g daily
•	 Active: 130-180g daily
•	 Fat loss phase: 150-200g daily
•	 Athletic training: 165-220g daily

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How Much Protein Do You Actually Need (And When)?
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Continued - Daily Protein Targets: More Than You Think

Research consistently shows that the average protein intake in the 
US is about 80-100 grams per day. That’s adequate to prevent 
deficiency but well below optimal for body composition, satiety, and 
muscle maintenance, especially for active individuals or older adults.

The Anabolic Window: 

Wider Than You Think

You’ve probably heard of the “anabolic window,” 
the idea that you must consume protein within 
30 minutes after a workout to maximize muscle 
growth. This has led people to desperately chug 
protein shakes in the gym parking lot, convinced 
they’re racing against time.

Good news: this is mostly wrong.

First of all, what matters most is total daily protein intake and general 
distribution throughout the day.

As for timing, the window isn’t exactly brief. A meta-analysis 
published in the Journal of the International Society of Sports 
Nutrition examined the research on nutrient timing and found that 
the anabolic window is much wider than previously thought. A 
more accurate interpretation is that you want to refuel your muscles 
approximately 4 hours after finishing your workout, not 30 minutes.

If you train in the morning and don’t eat protein until lunch 3-4 hours 
later, you’re fine. If you train in the evening and have dinner within a 
few hours, you’re fine. In other words, the “anabolic window” is big 
enough that you don’t need to stress about immediate post-workout 
protein.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How Much Protein Do You Actually Need (And When)?
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Leucine: The  

Trigger Amino Acid

When researchers study protein and muscle 
protein synthesis, one amino acid consistently 
stands out as most important: leucine.

Leucine acts as both a building block for muscle tissue and a 
signaling molecule that triggers muscle protein synthesis. It activates 
a protein called mTOR (mechanistic target of rapamycin), which is 
essentially the master switch for muscle building.

Research shows you need approximately 2.5 to 3 grams of leucine 
per meal to stimulate muscle protein synthesis in young adults 
maximally, and about 3-4 grams in older adults (due to anabolic 
resistance that develops with age).

Leucine content of common 

protein sources:

•	 30g chicken breast: ~2.5g leucine
•	 30g whey protein: ~3.5g leucine
•	 30g casein: ~2.7g leucine
•	 30g soy protein: ~2.3g leucine
•	 30g pea protein: ~2.1g leucine
•	 30g collagen: ~0.9g leucine

You can see why protein quality matters. Whey protein delivers 
more leucine per gram than plant proteins, and dramatically more 
than collagen. 

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How Much Protein Do You Actually Need (And When)?
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Continued - Leucine: The Trigger Amino Acid

This is one reason why 20 grams of whey protein is more effective 
for muscle building than 20 grams of collagen. Beyond the 
incomplete amino acid profile, collagen simply doesn’t provide 
enough leucine to trigger robust muscle protein synthesis.

For protein bars: Look for bars that provide at least 15-20 grams of 
high-quality protein, which should deliver approximately 2-3 grams 
of leucine, which is enough to stimulate muscle protein synthesis 
meaningfully. Bars with lower protein content or poor-quality 
sources won’t provide adequate leucine to justify calling them 
“protein bars” in any functional sense.

How Protein Bars  

Fit Your Daily Target

Let’s put this all together with a practical example.

Scenario

You’re a 180-pound (82 kg) active adult aiming  
for 140 grams of protein daily, evenly distributed 
across meals.

Meal plan without bars:

• Breakfast (eggs, Greek yogurt): 35g protein
• Lunch (chicken salad): 40g protein
• Dinner (salmon, quinoa): 40g protein
• Total: 115g, which is 30g short of the target

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How Much Protein Do You Actually Need (And When)?
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Continued - How Protein Bars Fit Your Daily Target

This is a situation where a high-protein bar (like David) fills the 
gap perfectly. With 28 grams of protein, you’ve consumed just one 
bar and 150 calories. Still, you’ve hit your goal and given your body 
enough protein to help keep you full and satisfied, and more likely 
to avoid snacking on other foods that could push you farther from 
your goals.  

Just remember, bars can be great, but they should supplement 
whole-food meals, not replace them. The meal plan above still has 
three solid meals providing 115 grams of protein from whole foods, 
with bars filling strategic gaps. This is sustainable and effective.

In general, protein bars should provide no more than 20% of your 
daily protein. This ensures you’re getting complete nutrition while 
using bars as the convenient tools they’re designed to be.

A potential solution with a protein bar

•	 Breakfast (eggs, yogurt): 35g protein
•	 Protein bar: 28g protein
•	 Lunch (chicken salad): 40g protein
•	 Dinner (salmon, quinoa): 40g protein
•	 Total: 143g (target achieved!)

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - How Much Protein Do You Actually Need (And When)?
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We’ve covered a lot of ground: protein quality, 
processing, sweeteners, fats, fiber, timing, and 
total needs. If you’ve absorbed all of that, you 
understand more about protein bars than most of 
the people buying them.
We recently took a closer look at the top 10 
best-selling protein bars on Amazon. Instead of 
analyzing surface-level details, we focused on the 
ingredients and found something surprising, given 
that these were best-sellers for protein bars. 
Out of the top 10 most sold protein bars on 
Amazon, only one of them lists a high-quality 
protein as its primary ingredient. And this isn’t an 
isolated issue. 
A comprehensive review of 83 high-protein snack 
foods found that 38 percent had chocolate as their 
first ingredient.

The 

30-Second 

Evaluation 

Method
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The 30-Second Evaluation Method

To put into perspective what’s in these bars, a 
Gatorade protein bar contains 28 grams of sugar, 
which is more than a Snickers bar. Many so-called 
“healthy” bars rely on crafty marketing to sell a 
product. Instead of fueling your body with what it 
needs, these bars deliver a sugar crash disguised as 
a protein boost.
But understanding doesn’t help if you can’t apply it 
quickly in a real grocery store aisle, with dozens of 
options staring you down. You need a system that 
lets you separate good bars from garbage in the time 
it takes to scan a nutrition label.
This is that system.
With practice, you can evaluate any bar in 30 
seconds or less using four quick checks. Master 
these, and you’ll never waste money on a mediocre 
protein bar again.
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The Four-Check 

System

Flip to ingredients.

Pick up the bar and look at the nutrition label.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - The 30-Second Evaluation Method

What you’re looking for:

What you’re looking for:

•	 Minimum 15g protein  
(20g+ for those who are active or trying to lose fat)

•	 Protein-to-calorie ratio of at least 1g protein per 12 calories 
(200-calorie bar = 17g minimum)

•	 First or second ingredient is a quality protein source: whey, 
casein, egg white, milk protein, or multiple complementary 
plant proteins (pea + rice)

CHECK 1 - Protein

Quick decision

If the protein passes all checks, then continue 
to the next check

Warning sign

 Individual amino acids listed separately (taurine, 
glycine, glutamine) in significant amounts

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Four-Check System

CHECK 2 - Calories

This depends on your goals and overall diet, but in general:

Muscle gain

•	 Less than 250 calories (ideally less than 200 calories)

•	 Less than 350 calories (more caloric bars are likely 
using poor sources of calories)

Fat loss

Find the carbohydrate section and then do a 
quick scan:

If you just want a high-protein bar, then those 
are the primary areas to examine. 
But some of you might not want just a protein bar 
but a more balanced meal replacement. If that’s 
you, consider check #4:

CHECK 3 - Sugar

What you want to see:

•	 Less than 10g added sugar
•	 Less than 10g of sugar alcohols

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - The Four-Check System

What you want to see:

What you don’t want to see: 

•	 3-5+ grams of fiber
•	 But less than 12 grams overall 

(more and you usually have most coming from isolated sources) 
•	 Total fat 5-12g 

(reasonable for a 200-250 calorie bar)

•	 Any trans fats  
(will say “0g trans fat” unless it’s zero, check 
ingredients for “partially hydrogenated”)

CHECK 4 - The Fat-Fiber Balance

BACK TO CONTENTS
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You’ve learned how to identify quality bars. You 
understand protein needs and distribution. Now 
we need to address the strategic question: When 
should you actually eat these bars?
This matters because bars are tools, not staples. 
Used strategically, they solve real problems and 
support your nutrition goals. Used habitually 
without thought, they become expensive 
processed snacks that displace better food 
choices and create dependence on convenience 
over nutrition.
Most people overuse protein bars. They eat them 
by default, out of habit, because they’re easy—not 
because they’re the best choice for that moment. 
This chapter will help you identify genuine use 
cases versus times when you’re better off eating 
real food.

When  

(and When 

Not) to Use 

Protein Bars
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When Bars Make Sense

USE CASE 1: 
Between-Meal Protein Distribution  
(3-5 hours after last meal)

This is the primary legitimate use for protein bars.

You had lunch at noon with 30 grams of protein. You’re training 
at 6 PM, then eating dinner at 7:30 PM. That’s 7.5 hours between 
protein doses, which means you’re going to have a long period of 
suboptimal muscle protein synthesis.

You’re using the bar for its intended purpose: to provide quality 
protein at strategic intervals to optimize muscle protein synthesis. 
You’re not replacing a meal; you’re supplementing your meal pattern 
to achieve a more balanced nutrient distribution.

Solution: Eat a protein bar 

around 3-4 PM

This provides 15-30 grams of protein, maintaining 
the 3-5 hour distribution pattern. Your muscles 
stay in an anabolic state throughout the 
afternoon, and you’re not ravenously hungry 
when you get to dinner.

BACK TO CONTENTS
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Continued - When Bars Make Sense

USE CASE 2: 
Post-Workout Convenience 
(Within 4-6 Hours)

USE CASE 3: 
Travel Insurance  
(Preventing Poor Choices)

USE CASE 4: 
Pre-Workout Fuel 
(1-2 Hours Before Training)

You finished a hard training session. You’re sweaty, you need to get 
back to work or family obligations, and sitting down to a full meal 
isn’t practical for another 2-3 hours.

You’re traveling for work. Your flight is delayed. The only food 
options are fast food, pastries, and candy. You’re hungry and you 
need to eat something

This is where having a quality protein bar in your bag is genuinely 
valuable. It’s not the ideal meal, but it provides real nutrition rather 
than empty calories from airport junk food.

You’re training in the afternoon after several hours without eating. 
You need some protein and easily digestible energy, but you don’t 
want a heavy meal that will sit in your stomach during training.

A bar consumed 1-2 hours pre-workout provides amino acids that 
enter your bloodstream during training, without the digestive burden 
of a full meal.

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS - When (and When Not) to Use Protein Bars
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The best protein bar gives you enough protein, 
quality protein sources, limited sugar, and not 
too many calories. If you’re looking for a meal 
replacement, look for balanced macros that 
feature good sources of fiber and fat.
You now understand protein quality, can read 
labels expertly, know which sweeteners are 
reasonable, recognize ultra-processing, and 
understand strategic timing.
Use this knowledge wisely. Choose quality bars 
when you need them. Eat real food when you can. 
And never waste money on mediocre bars again.
Now get out there and make better choices. Your 
body will thank you.

Final 

Word
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The Pump app is your chance to access 
workouts, tips, and lessons from Arnold 
Schwarzenegger. But it’s so much more 

than programs. You’ll experience live Q&As 
with Arnold, get advice from top experts in 
fitness and nutrition, use a habit tracker to 
help you build unbreakable routines, and 
interact with the most positive community 

you’ve ever seen. 

Want To Train With 

Arnold?

THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO PROTEIN BARS
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Arnold Schwarzenegger 
Former Mr. Olympia, Conan, Terminator, and 

Governor of California

Adam Bornstein 
Editor in chief for The Pump Club, New York Times 
bestselling author, founder of Born Fitness, dad of 

two boys, pop-a-shot-champion

Daniel Ketchell 
Editor in chief for The Pump Club, Chief of Staff 

for Arnold Schwarzenegger, Rucking and deadlifts, 
Dodgers fanatic, girl dad.

Your Pump  

Club Team

Powered by
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