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Collagen vs. Whey Protein: Which One 
Is Better for Exercise? 
 

Whey protein is one of the most common exercise supplements in the world, with a global 
market value of around US$10.3 billion. But another protein supplement, collagen, is quickly 
gaining popularity – as much for its skin health benefits as for its effects on muscles and joints. 

In this article, we’ll take a science-based approach to look at whether collagen or whey protein 
is better for exercise. 
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What Is Hydrolysed Collagen? 
Collagen is the most common protein in humans, making up around a third of the total protein 
in your body [1]. It’s found in everything from your bones and muscles to your cells and hair, 
although its main roles involve maintaining skin elasticity, supporting connective tissue health, 
and helping your tendons stay strong [1]. There are 28 identified forms of collagen [2].   

Like all proteins, collagen is made up of amino acids – specifically, glycine, proline and 
hydroxyproline [1]. The three weave together in protein chains to form a triple-helix structure, 
which is what makes collagen such a strong protein (and why many of its roles in the body relate 
to tissue flexibility and durability) [1]. Collagen also contains 16 other amino acids in smaller 
amounts [3]. 

[image] 

While collagen can be obtained from dietary sources like meat, fish, and poultry, supplements 
like ProKick that contain hydrolysed collagen offer an effective, convenient way to get the right 
intake without feeling bloated or heavy.  

Hydrolysed collagen (also known as collagen hydrolysate) is native collagen that has been 
broken down into collagen peptides using water or acid and certain enzymes. It’s easier for your 
body to digest and use than native collagen [4].  

What Is Whey Protein? 
Whey protein is a type of protein derived from milk. On average, cow’s milk contains around 
3.8% protein, of which around 80% is casein and 20% is whey protein [5]. There are three main 
types of whey supplement: whey protein isolate (WPI), which is made up of 90–95% protein, 
whey protein concentrate, which is made up of fat, lactose, minerals, and 20–85% protein, and 
whey protein hydrolysate [5, 6]. 

Whey protein contains several different types of globular proteins, as well as enzymes and 
immunoglobulins (also known as antibodies) [7, 8]. Each protein includes hundreds of different 
amino acids. 

You can get whey protein naturally from dairy products like milk and cheese, but it’s also one of 
the most popular sports supplements, with both WPI and WPC available in powders and drinks. 

Before You Choose a Supplement 
If you’re reading this article, you’re probably thinking about making a choice – supplement with 
whey protein or supplement with collagen? (After all, the more supplements you take, the more 
money you have to spend.) 

It’s worth mentioning that neither whey protein nor collagen will give you the results you want if 
you haven’t got the basics right. A balanced diet high in whole foods, regular exercise (both 
cardio and resistance training), at least seven hours of high-quality sleep per night, and stress 
mediation (for example, meditation or social interaction) are the cornerstones of good health. 
Supplements build on those four behaviours – they can’t replace them.   



To find out more about sleep hygiene, visit the Sleep Foundation. For personalised advice about 
diet, exercise, and mental health, talk to an Accredited Practising Dietitian, qualified personal 
trainer, or licensed mental health professional respectively.  

Muscle Growth: Collagen or Whey Protein? 
Whey protein is one of the most popular sports supplements available, and for good reason: it’s 
an incredibly effective way to build muscle mass. 

Getting enough protein to build muscle through whole foods can be hard. For casual, health-
focused athletes trying to maximise hypertrophy and recovery, 1.6 grams of protein per kilo of 
body weight, split across at least four meals, is a good target [9]. However, elite athletes or 
bodybuilders might need around 2.2 grams of protein per kilo of body weight [9].  

Let’s say you weigh 70 kilograms. To hit the 1.6-gram threshold, you’d need to eat 112 grams of 
protein per day. That’s roughly equal to 400 grams of steak, 16 eggs, or three litres of milk. Is it 
possible? Yes. Is it expensive and hard for your body to process? Also yes. By contrast, a single 
30-gram scoop of WPI delivers around 27 grams of protein, making it a great way to supplement 
your existing meals. 

Dozens of scientific studies support the use of whey protein too [10, 11]. Whey’s impact on the 
two main levers of muscle growth – muscle protein synthesis (anabolism) and reduced muscle 
protein breakdown (catabolism) – is the result of three main factors [12].  

One, it’s fast to digest – amino acids become available quicker than from slow-release proteins 
like casein [12]. Two, it contains proteins like lactoglobulin, which are rich in critical amino acids 
like leucine [12]. (Interestingly, peptide-bound leucine, the kind found in whey, might support 
muscle growth better than free leucine, which is the kind found in many amino acid 
supplements [13].) Three, it increases anabolic hormones like growth hormone, insulin-like 
growth factor, and testosterone [6]. 

While collagen has been proven to support muscle growth, it isn’t as effective as whey 
[oertzern]. Multiple studies have shown that whey protein has a greater impact on muscle 
growth than hydrolysed collagen when taken after training [14, 15, 16]. If you’re worried that 
relying on collagen will stunt your training, though, don’t be – it’s still a good form of protein, 
does contain leucine, and studies have shown that it does increase post-workout recovery and 
muscle synthesis [1, 3]. 

[icon] Best for Muscle Growth: Whey Protein 
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Injury Prevention and Recovery: Collagen or Whey 
Protein? 
Want to kill your fitness gains? There’s no better way to do it than by injuring yourself. Even minor 
muscular issues can lead to weeks at the physio instead of the gym. More serious joint- and 
tendon-related problems can derail your training for months or even years – and, worse, can re-
emerge as you get older.      

Both collagen and whey protein have roles in injury prevention and recovery. As proteins, they 
can improve general post-workout recovery and offset muscle loss during longer periods of 
injury [11, 17]. Protein is also the most important macronutrient in the healing process, so 
consuming protein while injured may help you get back on your feet faster.  

There isn’t much evidence for whey protein, specifically, as an injury prevention and recovery 
tool. While some studies have shown that whey protein improves recovery, it’s not clear 
whether those impacts are due to its unique properties or simply because it’s a good source of 
protein [18]. 

Collagen, on the other hand, has been widely studied as a way to prevent and repair injuries to 
tendons, joints, and connective tissues. Almost all studies have found that collagen has 
beneficial impacts and no side effects, although exactly what those benefits look like varies 
[19]. 

Hydrolysed collagen has been proven to increase collagen type II synthesis, which is the type of 
collagen found in cartilage [20]. Having stronger cartilage may mean you’re less likely to suffer a 
joint-related injury. 

Plenty of studies also show collagen can decrease joint pain during exercise and improve post-
injury function [1, 19, 21]. (It can improve osteoarthritis symptoms too [22].) If you do want to 
use collagen to alleviate joint pain, try supplementing with hydrolysed collagen in doses of 5 to 

https://www.flavourcreations.com.au/about-us/our-story/
https://www.flavourcreations.com.au/the-role-of-nutrition-in-wound-healing/


60 grams per day – most studies have used hydrolysed collagen from pigs or cows in 5–10-gram 
doses [19]. 

Similarly, taking collagen can support stronger, healthier tendons, which might help prevent 
injury. Tendons are mostly made up of collagen, although, unlike cartilage, most tendon 
collagen is type I [23]. Some studies have indicated that collagen may help speed up recovery 
from tendon injuries, although more research is still needed on exact dosages, collagen types, 
and timeframes [23]. 

[icon] Winner: Hydrolysed Collagen 

Other Considerations 
Effectiveness isn’t the only consideration when you buy a supplement. Cost is also a big factor – 
and so is how well your body tolerates it.  

Price 
To work out whether collagen or whey protein is more affordable, we compared WPI, WPC, and 
hydrolysed collagen from leading brands in Australia. Because per-kilogram costs can be 
misleading (thanks to ingredients other than protein), we also compared the price averages per 
20 grams of protein. 

Whey Protein Isolate 
Supplement Brand, Supplier Cost Per 1 kg Cost Per 20 g Protein 

Bulk Nutrients, direct $43 $0.97 

At Health, direct $111.0 $2.60 

True, direct $7 $1.73 

MyProtein, direct $64.9 $1.41 

Amino Z, direct $42.66 $0.95 

Average $67.34 $1.53 

 

Whey Protein Concentrate 
Supplement Brand, Supplier Cost Per 1 kg Cost Per 20 g Protein 

Bulk Nutrients, direct $35 $0.95 

Professional Whey, direct $34 $0.84 

True, direct $63 $1.66 



MyProtein, direct $54.99 $1.37 

Amino Z, direct $39.95 $1.00 

Average $45.38 $1.16 

 

Hydrolysed Collagen 
Supplement Brand, Supplier Cost Per 1 kg Cost Per 20 g Protein 

Bulk Nutrients, direct $62.66 $1.44 

At Health, direct $149.85 $3.33 

True, direct $150 $3.59 

The Collagen Co., direct $188.09 $4.18 

Amino Z, direct $139.95 $3.11 

Average $138.11 $3.13 

 

Keep in mind that price often varies due to ingredient quality. Grass-feed bovine collagen 
sourced from Australia, for example, would normally cost more than grain-fed porcine collagen 
from overseas. It’s up to you to decide what kind of price–quality balance you’re comfortable 
with.   

[icon] Best Bang for Buck: Whey Protein Concentrate (WPC) 

Side Effects 
Both collagen and whey protein are considered very safe when taken at normal dosages. If you 
consume an excessive amount of protein, you might experience side effects like stomach pains 
and cramps. 

Whey protein is a dairy product, so, if you’re lactose-intolerant or allergic to dairy, look to an 
alternate source of protein, like collagen or plant protein. (If you’re intolerant and not allergic, 
WPI could be an option – because it undergoes more processing than WPC, many lactose-
intolerant people report fewer or no side effects when taking it.) Some people may also be 
allergic to whey protein specifically [24]. 

Similarly, some types of collagen come from fish, which can be a problem for people with 
seafood allergies. One study found that 21% of people with seafood allergies are also allergic to 
marine collagen [25]. 

[icon] Least Likelihood of Side Effects: Hydrolysed Bovine Collagen 



Final Word 
There’s no such thing as a ‘best’ supplement – especially in the whey protein versus collagen 
debate. Both are well-studied sources of protein that can help you improve your fitness 
outcomes. Exactly which one you prefer depends on your health circumstances and fitness 
goals. 

With that said, here’s the winner from each category we looked at: 

• Best for Muscle Growth: Whey Protein 
• Best for Injury Prevention and Recovery: Hydrolysed Collagen 
• Best Bang for Buck: Whey Protein Concentrate (WPC) 
• Least Likelihood of Side Effects: Hydrolysed Bovine Collagen 

Generally, whey protein is better if you want to increase muscle mass or if you’re on a budget, 
making it great for bodybuilders and weightlifters. Collagen can be better if you’re focused on 
injury prevention or if you don’t tolerate dairy well, which means it’s a good option when muscle 
size doesn’t matter as much (such as for runners, cyclists, or martial artists). In an ideal world, 
you’d take both – whey for muscle gains, and collagen for injury prevention. 

Medical information on Flavour Creations is merely informational and is not the advice of a 
medical practitioner. This information is general in nature and was accurate at the time of 
publication. For more information about nutrition and your individual needs, see a GP or an 
Accredited Practising Dietitian. 
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