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Food and Nutrition Myths: Dairy and Cheese
Myth: Dairy and cheese should be avoided because of their fat content
Dairy foods provide essential nutrients such as calcium, potassium, vitamin D, and protein. Eating 
dairy can help build strong bones and according to the USDA, is associated with a reduced risk of 
cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes, and lower blood pressure in adults. 

Although full-fat dairy products can contain high levels of saturated fat, the key is to savor small amounts 
rather than eat a highly-processed, fat-free cheese product. Studies have shown that eating dairy foods 
gives a sense of fullness and can actually help some people consume fewer calories throughout the day.  
A weight loss study found that obese adults who ate three servings a day of milk, yogurt or cheese lost 
70% more bodyweight and 64% more body fat than those who ate less than one serving per day.1

Eating the recommended three servings of dairy per day can include a half cup of milk at breakfast (with 
cereal or by itself), an 8-ounce container of plain yogurt for a snack, and 1-1/2 ounces (approximately two 
slices) of hard cheese such as Parmesan, Swiss or cheddar at lunch or dinner (or as a snack with a piece 
of fruit). A healthy diet is about balance, so be sure to eat lots of vegetables, along with recommended 
amounts for fruits, whole grains, lean protein, nuts and legumes, along with your dairy!

Myth: I Have to Give up Cheese If I’m Lactose Intolerant 
Those who are lactose intolerant aren’t able to easily digest lactose, a natural sugar found in milk and 
dairy products, and it’s often recommended they avoid cheese and dairy products entirely.

But there’s a silver lining. While fresh unripened cheese or processed cheese spreads may not be an 
option for most, naturally-aged cheese is generally well tolerated. As a cheese matures, the level of 
lactose considerably decreases. That’s because during the cheesemaking process, as the liquid whey 
is drained, a good amount of the lactose is drained off with it. As the cheese ages it goes through a 
fermenting stage which breaks down even more lactose, so by the time the cheese is brought to market, 
very little lactose remains. Cheddar, Parmesan, and Swiss cheeses are naturally-aged cheeses that are 
typically well tolerated.

Cheese made from goat or sheep’s milk may be an 
alternative, too, as the fat molecules in these milks 
are significantly smaller and more easily digested than 
those found in cow’s milk.

Everyone responds to lactose differently, so if you think 
you’re lactose intolerant, go slowly and try different 
options, and hopefully you’ll be able to enjoy cheese in 
moderation in your daily diet.

1 Obesity Research. 2004 Apr;12(4):582-590 (Zemel MB et al.)
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