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OPPOSING VIEWPOINTS

What Milk Should You Be Drinking?
Lushna Mehra argues in favor of skim milk, while
Evan Balmuth asserts that whole milk is the healthier option.

The opinions expressed in these articles do 
not necessarily reflect those of the authors.

sodium, and more vitamin B12.7 Since skim milk has fewer calories 
than whole milk, it can help people serve their own calorie needs, 
especially when attempting to lose weight, while still providing sim-
ilar if not better nutrients than whole milk.  In terms of fat, studies 
relating high-fat dairy to low-fat dairy have found that high-fat dairy 
intake led to higher breast cancer mortality rates while low-fat dairy 
intake was unrelated to the presence of breast cancer or its survival 
rates.5 This study stands as just one example of the benefits of less 

fat in milk.  Furthermore, studies involving dairy pro-
tein have found that incorporating dairy protein into 
the diet may prevent the onset of type 2 diabetes.6 
Proteins help the body, overall, by facilitating loss 

of body weight and fat by increasing satiety, stimu-
lating muscle growth, and decreasing chances of 
high blood pressure and high blood sugar trends.6 
These effects allow overweight and obese in-
dividuals to control their body weights and to 
decrease their chance of contracting disease.  A 
common argument in favor of whole milk is that 
it keeps people full for longer because it has more 
fat. However, carbohydrates play a large role in 
satiety, and skim milk has more carbohydrates 
than does whole milk, so skim milk must also 
keep people full after consumption.2 Finally, the 
greater amount of calcium in skim milk is helpful 
in promoting bone growth, the lower amount of 
sodium helps to avoid dehydration and high blood 
pressure, and the higher amount of vitamin B12 is 
essential for healthy nerve activity.11,13 Therefore, 
the quantitative nutrient amounts and their ben-
efits in skim milk outweigh those of whole milk 
by promoting the healthiest development as well 
as in controlling weight gain and related diseases. 

Consequently, skim milk prevails as a health-
ier option over whole milk due to its lower fat 
content and better nutrient profile.  Skim milk 

provides the same, if not better nutritional benefits as 
whole milk and can maintain satiety due to a combination of its nu-
trients while also keeping calories to a minimum to control weight 
gain.  The U.S. government’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
even recommends drinking skim milk over whole milk as a way 
to decrease risk for chronic diseases, especially cardiovascular dis-
ease.12 If the law, dietary guidelines, and quantitative facts all sup-
port skim milk over whole milk, why wouldn’t you?

SKIM MILK, ALSO KNOWN AS LOW-FAT MILK OR FAT-   
free milk, has become an enticing option over fat-filled, whole 
milk throughout the past few years.  As laws categorizing skim 

milk as a healthy dietary option have been put into effect, the benefits 
of fat-free milk have been highlighted.  In July of 2012, the National 
School Lunch and Breakfast Programs were implemented federally.  
The aim of these programs is two-fold, as they seek to reduce the 
obesity epidemic and also provide inexpensive or free school meals 
to eligible students by providing subsidies to schools.1 

The law mandates that schools expand the selection 
of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free milk 
in their meals in order to decrease overall levels 
of sodium, saturated fats, and trans fats to keep 
children adequately nourished in accordance 
with their individual calorie needs.1 The Insti-
tute of Medicine of the National Academies 
recommended these changes to control climb-
ing weight-gain trends.1  This lunch program 
even allows the option of fat-free chocolate milk, 
which appeals to children while adhering to the 
dietary restraints of the program.1  The fact that 
a law excluding whole milk was employed, per 
recommendations of an institution whose goal 
is to assist the government in making educated 
health decisions, is extremely telling of the ben-
efits of drinking skim milk over whole milk.4 

Skim milk is made by centrifuging whole 
milk, which involves rapidly spinning the milk 
to separate its components by density.9 Because 
of its higher density, the fat travels to the bot-
tom of the container while the non-fat portion 
remains at the top.9 Many may argue that skim 
milk lacks the essential, fat-soluble vitamins that 
are found in the fat of whole milk. However, all 
lower-fat milks have the nine integral nutrients 
of whole milk with the added benefit of having 
a lower fat content, sometimes lower than 0.2% in 
skim milk.9 Milk is standardized such that each quart 
should contain at least 2000 International Units of Vitamin A and 
at least 300 International Units of Vitamin B.8 As a result, if a quart 
of whole milk did not meet these requirements, it would need to be 
fortified to make it sellable, just as skim milk is fortified with es-
sential nutrients.

By comparing the quantitative values of nutrients in skim milk 
to whole milk, skim milk persuasively presents itself as the better 
choice.  According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations, compared to whole milk, skim milk has fewer calo-
ries, less fat, more protein, more carbohydrates, more calcium, less 

IN FAVOR OF SKIM
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weight and obesity rates.2 This concept is supported by a 2013 
study of nearly 11,000 American preschoolers which determined 
that drinking lower-fat milk was associated with higher body-mass 
index (BMI), as well as a higher likelihood of becoming overweight 
between the ages of two and four.3 Interestingly, this finding held 
true across ethnicities and socioeconomic subgroups.3 One critique 
of this conclusion concerns its correlational nature – for example, 
the possibility remains that parents may be more likely to feed chil-
dren skim milk if the children were overweight to begin with. How-

ever, the study definitively 
shows that skim milk does 
not prevent weight gain in 
young children.

How can this surpris-
ing finding be interpreted? 
Nutritionists and public 
health specialists currently 
believe that, compared to 
drinking whole milk, drink-
ing skim milk is associ-
ated with the consumption 
of more unhealthy foods.2 

The idea is that, although a 
glass of skim milk contains 
less fat than a glass of whole 
milk, the lower caloric con-
tent of skim milk could lead 
to dietary compensation by 
eating other foods of high 
caloric content – and these 

other calories may come from less healthy sources. Meanwhile, a 
milk-drinker may be more satiated after a glass of whole milk and 
would feel less of a need to compensate with unhealthy foods.

In order to assess the overall impact of milk on health, one must 
investigate the nature of the “unhealthy” ingredients involved in the 
milk situation. Opponents of whole milk point to its saturated fats, 
which compose 60 percent of milk fat and are known to increase 
low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol – a major risk factor for 
heart disease.4 However, often ignored is the effect of saturated fats 
in also increasing high-density lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol, which 
protects the body from the negative effects of LDL cholesterol. 
Overall, the ratio of HDL to LDL remains essentially unchanged 
with the consumption of saturated fats.4
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ARRIVING AT THE REFRIGERATED SECTION OF 
Dave’s Fresh grocery store in Somerville, Massachusetts, 
one is faced with a choice: The green-capped skim milk 

bottle, or the silver-capped whole milk bottle? Aside from these 
caps, the milks are indistinguishable. Both bottles are made of recy-
cled glass; both are advertised as “Fresh. Local” from a nearby farm; 
and of course, both contain that wonderful and nutritive bodily fluid 
of cows. However, upon closer examination, one finds major differ-
ences concealed deeper within the bottle.

For 30 years, the United 
States Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) has recom-
mended drinking low-fat 
(also known as “skim”) milk 
over whole milk in order to 
manage fat consumption.1 
Three years ago, public 
schools became required to 
serve only low-fat milk in 
their cafeterias as a result 
of the Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act.1 Through integra-
tion into dietary recommen-
dations and school lunches, 
whole milk has ultimately 
become associated with 
unhealthiness and excess. 
The related shift toward 
skim milk is based on a sim-
ple assumption: that skim 
is healthier because it contains all the healthy nutrients of whole 
milk, minus the fat. However, recent studies have cast a shadow 
of doubt over this claim; In fact, removing the fat alone may con-
tribute to a less healthy lifestyle as a whole. In consideration of our 
nation’s health – particularly of children’s health – amidst a severe 
obesity epidemic, let us look deeper into milk than you may have 
ever looked before.

In an upheaval of the lasting consensus on milk nutrition, 
researchers are now concluding that, compared to drinking whole 
milk, drinking skim milk is actually associated with higher body 

IN FAVOR OF WHOLE

“... Researchers are now
concluding that, compared 

to drinking whole milk, 
drinking skim milk is 

actually associated with 
higher body weight and 

obesity rates.”2
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Meanwhile, the body reacts differently to high glycemic-
index carbohydrates (such as those found in cookies) that are most 
often eaten when compensating for the lower caloric content of 
skim milk.5 These molecules increase triglycerides in the body, 
which combine with increases in cholesterol to ultimately put the 
indulger at greater risk for heart disease than eating saturated fats 
alone.4, 6 Thus we can see how, 
physiologically, snacking in 
compensation for the lower 
caloric content of skim milk 
can be unhealthy in the long 
run. But how do we know for 
sure that this compensatory 
eating does occur?

A 2013 study of children 
and adolescents in Mexico 
went straight to the heart of 
this issue. Researchers as-
sessed food intake as partici-
pants consumed either whole 
milk or skim milk over several 
months.7 They found an in-
crease in carbohydrate intake 
of over 60 percent in the skim 
milk group compared to the 
whole milk group, along with 
an increase in blood serum triglycerides related to heart disease.7 
In confirmation of these findings, the researchers noted a marked 
increase in consumption of tortilla by skim milk drinkers.7 Further 
studies are necessary to assess the persistence of this eating be-
havior in American culture. Yet ultimately, the results of this study 
quantifiably support the notion of compensatory carbohydrate 
consumption as a typical eating behavior when the caloric content 
of milk is reduced.

Let us return to the question we ask ourselves in the refrigera-

“Given that we tend to 
compensate with

unhealthy carbohydrates 
when reducing milk fat 

content, the reality is 
that we are better off 

drinking whole milk.”

References for this article can be found at 
TuftScope.squarespace.com

tor section: skim milk or whole milk? Current scientific knowledge 
makes clear that drinking skim milk instead of whole milk does 
not reduce weight gain or the risk for heart disease – in fact, it is 
likely to worsen both of these health problems that are so pressing 
in our society today. Dr. David Ludwig, Director of the Obesity 
Prevention Center at Children’s Hospital Boston, has elegantly 

summed up the milk situation: 
“Somehow, this low-fat milk 
has become so entrenched 
in the nutritional psyche, it 
persists despite the absence 
of evidence... To the contrary, 
the evidence that now exists 
suggests an adverse effect of 
reduced-fat milk.”2

In the best interests of our 
nation’s health – and particu-
larly children’s health – it is 
time to embrace a new, holistic 
approach to studying human 
nutrition: one that examines 
not only the biochemical inter-
actions between food and our 
bodies, but also eating behav-
ior and the nature of available 
foods. Given that we tend to 

compensate with unhealthy carbohydrates when reducing milk fat 
content, the reality is that we are better off drinking whole milk. 
And that stands true at least until we move toward an improved 
habit of supplementing skim milk with healthier, low glycemic-
index carbohydrates such as those found in vegetables. In the 
meantime, I’m content with whole milk. It tastes better, anyway.
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