
Start with the capsule shell, not the active ingredients. A supplement can be gluten-free and still use a gelatin
capsule made from animal collagen. A softgel may contain gelatin, and its carrier oils or other ingredients may
raise separate questions. For plant-based athletes, gluten status and vegan status answer different questions: one
concerns gluten exposure; the other concerns animal-derived ingredients and manufacturing claims.

That distinction matters whether you’re buying recovery products, protein powders, electrolytes, or a supplement
you plan to take every day. “Gluten-free” can be useful information for people with celiac disease or gluten
sensitivity, but it does not automatically make a product safer, more suitable, or more transparent for every plant-
based athlete. The practical approach is to check the allergen statements, capsule material, ingredient list, and the
evidence behind any label claims.

Gluten-Free vs Vegan: Different Claims, Different Questions
“Gluten-free vs vegan” is not an either-or choice. Gluten is a group of proteins found in wheat, barley, and rye.
Vegan generally means that a product does not contain animal-derived ingredients, although the term is not
governed by one comprehensive federal definition for food and dietary supplement labeling in the United States.

In the U.S., FDA rules allow a food labeled “gluten-free” to contain less than 20 parts per million (ppm) of gluten.
The rule also applies to dietary supplements regulated as foods. This threshold is important for people who need
to avoid gluten, but it does not tell you whether a product contains animal-derived ingredients, was made on
shared equipment, or meets your personal standards for cross-contact controls.

A product may be:

Gluten-free and vegan

Gluten-free but not vegan, such as a supplement in a gelatin capsule

Vegan but not gluten-free, such as a plant-based product containing a gluten ingredient

Neither gluten-free nor vegan

For athletes managing celiac disease or a medically diagnosed sensitivity, gluten-related risks deserve careful
attention. For athletes choosing a plant-based diet, animal-derived ingredients and production practices matter
too. One claim cannot stand in for the other.



Capsule Shells and Softgels Matter
Capsule material is one of the easiest details to miss because the front label often focuses on the active
ingredients. A standard hard capsule may be made from gelatin or from a plant-based material such as
hypromellose (often abbreviated HPMC) or pullulan. Neither “capsule” nor “vegetable capsule” tells you everything
about the rest of the formula, but a named shell material gives you a useful place to start.

Softgels deserve a separate check. Many are made with gelatin, though alternatives exist. If a product says “vegan
softgel,” look for a clear shell-ingredient list rather than relying on the product name. A gelatin shell can make an
otherwise plant-based formula unsuitable for a vegan athlete. Also check coatings, glycerin, and other excipients:
glycerin can come from plant or animal sources, and a label may not identify its origin.

I keep a running note of ingredients that sound planty but are not necessarily plant-derived. “Natural” or familiar-
sounding names are not proof of origin. If the label does not make the source clear, ask the brand directly and
keep its written response. A careful company should be able to explain the capsule material and the sourcing of
ingredients that could have animal and plant origins.

Animal-Derived Ingredients Can Hide Beyond the Capsule
Even when the shell is plant-based, other ingredients may need checking. Depending on the product, watch for
gelatin, collagen, dairy ingredients such as whey or casein, shellac, carmine, and certain forms of vitamin D3 or
omega-3 oils. These ingredients are not all hidden in the same way: some are clearly named, while others may
require a source clarification.

“Natural flavors” is another phrase worth asking about. It does not by itself tell you whether a flavor ingredient is
plant-derived, and it is not a vegan certification. If the flavor source matters to your diet, contact the
manufacturer. The same goes for ambiguous carriers, coatings, or processing aids that are not obvious from a
product’s front label.

For athletes in tested events, there is another layer: a plant-based claim does not establish that a supplement is
free of prohibited substances or cross-contamination risks. Vegan status, gluten status, and sports certification are
separate checks. Choose products with evidence appropriate to each concern, and follow your sport’s rules.



Vegan Labels: What They Do—and Don’t—Tell You
In the United States, “vegan” is not a single federally defined food-labeling standard in the way the FDA defines
“gluten-free.” That does not make every vegan claim meaningless, but it does mean brands may use the word
without one universal federal checklist covering ingredient sources, processing, or facility practices.

Third-party marks can provide additional assurance when their standards and verification process are clear. The
Certified Vegan logo, for example, is a certification mark associated with Vegan Action’s program. A certification is
not a substitute for reading the label, and it does not answer gluten or sports-doping questions, but a recognized
third-party program can be more informative than a vague “vegan-friendly” phrase with no explanation.

When assessing a vegan claim, look for the following:

A named third-party certification, if one is claimed

A complete ingredient list, including the capsule shell

Clear answers about animal-derived sources where the label is ambiguous

Information about shared equipment or manufacturing controls when relevant

A distinction between ingredient sourcing and the company’s broader facility practices

Even a product that contains no animal-derived ingredients may be made in a facility that also handles animal-
derived materials. Whether that matters depends on your reasons for choosing vegan products and your personal
requirements. Ask what the company can substantiate rather than assuming that a clean-looking front label
answers the question.

Allergen Statements, Shared Equipment, and Gluten Cross-Contact
Allergen statements are worth reading even when the package looks clean. U.S. major food allergen declarations
cover milk, eggs, fish, crustacean shellfish, tree nuts, peanuts, wheat, soybeans, and sesame. Gluten is not itself one
of the major allergens. Wheat is, but barley and rye are not included in that major-allergen list. So an allergen
statement is not a complete gluten check.

Look for a gluten-free claim, relevant ingredient names, and any voluntary “may contain” or shared-facility notices.
Such notices can help explain a manufacturer’s cross-contact approach, but their absence does not guarantee that
a product was made on dedicated equipment. “Made in a facility that also processes wheat” and “made on shared
equipment” are not identical statements; if the distinction matters to you, ask the brand what controls it uses.

Shared equipment can matter for gluten exposure, and it may matter to people avoiding animal-derived materials
for ethical, religious, or other reasons. It is also possible for a company to control cross-contact through cleaning
and production procedures without using dedicated equipment. Ask for the specific practice, not just a general
assurance that the product is “safe.”

USDA Organic Rules Don’t Mean Vegan
USDA Organic is a production and handling standard, not a synonym for vegan or gluten-free. Organic
certification does not rule out animal-derived ingredients. Some organic products may contain ingredients such as
honey, dairy, or gelatin, depending on the product and applicable standards. Nor does “organic” alone establish
that a supplement meets a gluten-free threshold.

For packaged foods, USDA organic labeling categories depend in part on the percentage of organic ingredients by
weight, excluding water and salt:



Label wording General USDA organic category What it does not establish “100 percent organic” All ingredients,
excluding water and salt, are organic That the product is vegan or gluten-free “Organic” At least 95% organic
ingredients, excluding water and salt, subject to applicable rules That every ingredient is plant-derived “Made with
organic [specified ingredients or food groups]” At least 70% organic ingredients, excluding water and salt That the
product meets a gluten-free or vegan standard Below 70% organic ingredients Organic ingredients may generally
be identified in the ingredient statement, subject to the rules That “organic” describes the whole product

Those percentages are useful context, not a shortcut for deciding whether a product suits your diet. Read the
complete ingredient statement and evaluate each claim on its own terms.

How to Check a Supplement Label—and What to Ask the Brand
A label review is more reliable when you work through it in a consistent order. Start with the capsule or softgel,
then move through active ingredients, other ingredients, allergen statements, and manufacturing information.

1. Identify the shell. Look for gelatin, hypromellose, pullulan, or another named material. If the label says only
“capsule,” ask what it is made from.

2. Scan the full ingredient list. Check active ingredients, flavors, carriers, coatings, and excipients—not just the
headline ingredient.

3. Read allergen statements. Note wheat and any shared-equipment or facility advisory, while remembering
that absence of a warning does not prove dedicated production.

4. Separate the claims. Verify gluten-free, vegan, organic, and sport-testing claims independently. One does
not confirm the others.

5. Ask precise questions. Request the source of ambiguous ingredients and ask how the company controls
cross-contact.

For products with batch-specific testing, look for Batch lab reports that identify the tested lot and explain what
was tested. A Certificate of analysis (COA) may provide information about identity, potency, contaminants, or
other quality measures, but its value depends on the test methods, laboratory, scope, and whether the report
actually matches your batch. A COA is not automatically proof of vegan status or gluten-free compliance. Ask
what the document covers and what it does not.

Some brands publish reports, while others will provide them on request. Joy Organics is an example of a
supplement company consumers may encounter when researching product testing and sourcing; as with any
brand, review the specific product’s current label and documentation rather than generalizing from company-wide
language. Publications such as Athleisure Mag may also discuss wellness products, but media coverage is not a
substitute for a product label, certification criteria, or a batch-matched lab report.

When “Gluten-Free” Is Helpful—and When It Isn’t Enough
A gluten-free claim can be highly relevant if you have celiac disease, a diagnosed sensitivity, or another medical
reason to avoid gluten. It may also help simplify shopping. But it does not guarantee that a supplement is
appropriate for a plant-based athlete, and it does not resolve every question about cross-contact or
manufacturing transparency.

Likewise, a vegan logo can help with animal-derived ingredient screening, but it does not confirm gluten-free
status, organic percentages, or the product’s suitability for a tested athlete. Treat each claim as one piece of
evidence. If a brand cannot tell you what its capsule is made of, how it handles shared equipment, or what its COA
actually tests, the front-label language is not enough to fill in the blanks.



The Bottom Line
Gluten-free is not automatically safer for plant-based athletes because gluten safety and vegan suitability are
separate questions. A supplement can meet the gluten-free standard and still contain gelatin, animal-derived
glycerin, or another ingredient that does not fit your needs. Conversely, a vegan product may contain gluten or be
made under conditions that matter to someone avoiding gluten.

Start with the capsule shell, read the complete ingredient list, examine allergen statements, and ask about shared
equipment when it matters. Treat USDA Organic, gluten-free, and vegan claims as distinct. Look for credible
certification and batch-specific documentation—but check what each document actually verifies. The
athleisuremag.com safest choice is the one whose ingredients, production details, and evidence match your specific
dietary and athletic requirements.

https://www.athleisuremag.com/the-latest/2026/10/12/the-plant-based-athletes-label-checklist

