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Peri-operative Nutrition 
Protein and Amino Acid Supplements 

Your body needs extra protein to heal after surgery. Protein repairs damaged tissue, rebuilds muscle, 
supports your immune system, and helps wounds close properly. Patients who boost their protein intake 
before and after orthopedic surgery recover faster, lose less muscle strength, and have fewer complications. 
Two specific protein supplements are recommended as part of a surgical preparation plan: 

1. Whey protein — a complete protein powder made from milk that helps meet daily protein needs 
2. Essential amino acids (EAAs) — a concentrated supplement containing the specific building blocks   
    muscles need to recover 

These two supplements work together and are both important. Whey protein acts as a "foundation" 
for meeting overall protein needs; EAAs acts as a "booster" that tells muscles to repair and rebuild. 

Daily Protein Needs 
Recommended protein intakes: 

• Before surgery: 1.2–1.5 grams of protein per pound of body weight per day  
• After surgery: 1.5–2.0 grams of protein per pound of body weight per day 

As a rough guide: 
• A 150-pound person needs about 80–100 g of protein per day before surgery and 100–135 g per day 

after surgery 
• A 200-pound person needs about 110–135 g of protein per day before surgery and 135–180 g per day 

after surgery 
• Most people get only 50–70 g of protein per day from their regular diet. These supplements help close 

that gap. 

SUPPLEMENT 1: WHEY PROTEIN 
What to buy: 
Look for whey protein isolate — this is the purest form (90–95% protein) with almost no lactose, making it 
easy on the stomach. It is available at pharmacies, health food and grocery stores, and online. 

• Best choice for most patients: Whey protein isolate powder 
• Best choice if you have nausea or stomach upset after surgery: Whey protein hydrolysate  

(pre-digested, gentler on the stomach) 
• Budget option for before surgery only: Whey protein concentrate (contains some lactose — avoid if 

lactose-sensitive) 

What to look for on the label: 
• At least 20–25 grams of protein per serving 
• Low sugar (under 3 grams per serving) 
• Third-party tested (look for NSF Certified for Sport, Informed Sport, or USP Verified seals) 
• Minimal artificial additives 
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Trusted brands to consider (examples — not endorsements): 
• Optimum Nutrition Gold Standard 100% Whey Isolate 
• Dymatize ISO100 
• Isopure Whey Protein Isolate 
• Klean Athlete Klean Isolate (NSF Certified for Sport) 
• Momentous Essential Whey Isolate 

How to take it: 
• Mix one scoop (20–25 g protein) with 8–12 oz of water, milk, or a non-dairy milk 
• Blend it into a smoothie or stir it into oatmeal or yogurt 

When to take it: 
• Before surgery (starting 4–6 weeks out): One serving daily, between meals  

(mid-morning or mid-afternoon snack) 
• After surgery: One to two servings daily, depending on how much protein you are getting from food. If 

your appetite is poor, prioritize small, frequent protein servings rather than large shakes. 
Tips for after surgery when appetite is low: 

• Try "clear" whey protein isolate — it mixes like juice instead of a milkshake and is often easier to tolerate 
• Make small "protein shots" — mix one scoop in just 4–6 oz of water instead of a full glass 
• Sip slowly over 15–20 minutes rather than drinking all at once 
• If shakes cause nausea, try mixing protein powder into warm broth or soup 

SUPPLEMENT 2: ESSENTIAL AMINO ACIDS (EAAs) 
What are EAAs? 

The body uses 20 different amino acids to build and repair tissue. Nine of these are "essential" (like 
vitamins) — the body cannot make them, so they must come from food or supplements. Research in 
knee and hip replacement patients shows that taking EAA supplements before and after surgery 
significantly reduces muscle loss and improves strength recovery. 

What to buy: 
Look for an EAA supplement that contains all 9 essential amino acids with a high proportion of leucine 
(at least 2.5–3 grams per serving). Leucine is the amino acid that triggers muscles to start the repair 
process. The 9 essential amino acids are: leucine, isoleucine, valine, lysine, threonine, methionine, 
phenylalanine, tryptophan, and histidine. 

Available forms: 
• Powder (recommended): Dissolves in water, easy to dose, and most practical for reaching the 

recommended amount. Taste can be tart or slightly bitter — fruit-flavored versions are more palatable. 
• Capsules/tablets: Convenient but you may need 10–20 capsules to reach the recommended dose, 

which can be impractical. 

Trusted brands to consider (examples — not endorsements): 
•  Kion Essential Amino Acids 
• Thorne Amino Complex 
• Life Extension Wellness Code EAA 
• Momentous Essential Amino Acids 
• PureBulk EAA Powder (unflavored, for mixing) 

How much to take: 
Losing levels are based on needs: 

• Standard dose: 9–15 grams of EAA powder mixed in water, twice daily 
• Higher dose (if recommended): 20 grams of EAA powder mixed in water, twice daily 



When to take it: 
This is important — take EAAs between meals, not with meals. Taking them on a relatively empty stomach 
allows them to work as a direct signal to your muscles. EAAs builds muscle  more effectively when taken in 
the fasted state, if you take them with a full meal, the benefit is lessened. 

• Before surgery (starting 1–2 weeks out): One serving mid-morning, one serving mid-afternoon 
• After surgery (starting as soon as you can drink fluids): Same schedule — mid-morning and mid-

afternoon, between meals 
• Continue for at least 2 weeks after surgery, ideally through 6 weeks 

YOUR DAILY SUPPLEMENT SCHEDULE 
   Before Surgery (Starting 4–6 Weeks Before) 

• Breakfast: Eat a protein-rich meal (eggs, Greek yogurt, etc.) 
• Mid-morning (between breakfast and lunch): EAA supplement — one serving in water 
• Lunch: Eat a protein-rich meal 
• Mid-afternoon (between lunch and dinner): Whey protein shake (20–25 g) + EAA supplement — one 

serving in water (can be taken 30 minutes apart or combined if tolerated) 
• Dinner: Eat a protein-rich meal 

   After Surgery 
• Morning: Whey protein shake (or mixed in oatmeal/yogurt) — start with small servings if appetite is low 
• Mid-morning: EAA supplement in water 
• Lunch: Eat what you can — prioritize protein foods 
• Mid-afternoon: EAA supplement in water 
• Evening: Second whey protein shake if you have not met your protein target through food 
• Before bed: Light protein snack if tolerated (cottage cheese, Greek yogurt) 

HIGH-PROTEIN FOODS TO COMBINE WITH YOUR SUPPLEMENTS 
These supplements add to — not replace — protein from real food. Aim to include protein at every meal: 

• Chicken breast (3 oz = 26 g protein) 
• Fish/salmon (3 oz = 22 g protein) 
• Eggs (2 large = 12 g protein) 
• Greek yogurt (1 cup = 15–20 g protein) 
• Cottage cheese (1 cup = 25 g protein) 
• Lean beef (3 oz = 22 g protein)  
• Lentils/beans (1 cup cooked = 15–18 g protein) 
• Tofu (1/2 cup = 10 g protein) 

IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION 
• Do NOT stop these supplements before surgery — unlike some other supplements, whey protein 

and EAAs are nutritional products with no bleeding or anesthesia risks. Continue them right up to 
surgery and restart as soon as you can drink fluids afterward. 

• If you have kidney disease, talk to your doctor before starting high-protein supplementation — your 
protein targets may need to be adjusted. 

• If you are lactose intolerant, choose whey protein isolate or hydrolysate — these forms have almost 
no lactose and are well tolerated by most lactose-sensitive people. 

• If you have a milk allergy (different from lactose intolerance), do NOT use whey protein. Ask your 
doctor about plant-based protein alternatives (pea protein isolate is a good option). 

• If you experience bloating, gas, or stomach upset, try switching to whey protein hydrolysate, 
reducing the serving size, or splitting one serving into two smaller doses taken 2 hours apart. 



FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 

Can I just eat more chicken and eggs instead of taking supplements? 
You can certainly try, but most patients find it very difficult to reach the protein targets through food alone, 
especially after surgery when appetite is reduced. The supplements make it much easier to consistently hit 
your daily target. 

Do I really need both whey protein AND EAAs? They seem similar. 
Yes - they serve different purposes. Whey protein is a food-based protein source that helps you meet your 
total daily protein needs. EAAs are a concentrated dose of specific amino acids that directly trigger your 
muscles to start rebuilding. Research shows the best results come from using both together. 

What if I cannot afford both supplements? 
If cost is a concern, prioritize the EAA supplement — the research showing muscle preservation after 
surgery was done specifically with EAAs. You can work on meeting your overall protein target through food 
and less expensive protein sources like eggs, canned tuna, and Greek yogurt. 

I am vegetarian/vegan — can I still use these? 
Whey protein comes from milk, so it is suitable for vegetarians but not vegans. Vegans should ask their 
doctor about pea protein isolate as an alternative. EAA supplements are available in plant-derived 
(fermented) forms — check the label to confirm. 

Will these supplements interact with my pain medications? 
No. Whey protein and EAAs are nutritional supplements that do not interact with opioids, anti-inflammatory 
medications, gabapentin, or any of the other medications commonly used for pain management. 

WHEN TO CALL YOUR DOCTOR'S OFFICE 

• You are unable to tolerate any protein supplements due to nausea or vomiting for more than 2 days after 
surgery 

• You notice signs of a milk allergy (hives, swelling, difficulty breathing) — this is rare but requires 
immediate attention 

• You have questions about your protein targets or supplement dosing 

Your protein and amino acid supplements are an important part of your surgical 
recovery plan. Starting them before surgery gives your body a head start on healing. 


