
Milk has been a staple beverage in the diets of many cultures for thousands of years. 
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend people consumer three servings of 
dairy per day, as it provides naturally occurring nutrients such as carbohydrates, fats, 
and proteins, in addition to vitamins and minerals such as calcium, magnesium, 
phosphorus, vitamins A, D, E, and K, B12, and riboflavin.1 However, in recent decades 
the consumption of dairy milk has declined, while nondairy plant-based alternatives 
have increased in popularity.2 This trend can be attributed to a number of reasons: 
increased incidence of lactose intolerance and milk protein allergies, interest in plant-
based diets, changing taste preferences, cultural reasons, and environmental and 
sustainability benefits. Having a better understanding of the nutritional properties, 
environmental impacts, and cost comparison will allow consumers to make informed 
decisions on which milk or plant-based alternative is right for them.  

The nutritional contents of dairy milk and plant-based alternatives vary widely. It is 
important to understand the implications of substituting plant-based alternatives for 
dairy with no other dietary modifications, as this could potentially lead to nutrient 
deficiencies. The most significant difference between options is the macronutrient 
content and total calories, with some variations in micronutrients.  
 

•  It is important to read nutrition labels carefully to determine which beverage best fits your 
specific dietary needs. 

•  Producing dairy milk has the greatest environmental impact, contributing the most greenhouse 
gas emissions and requiring the most land and fresh water. 

 

•  Looking to cut costs? Dairy milk is the least expensive, while Rice Dream doubles that cost. 
All other plant-based milks are comparable and reasonably priced.  

 

Final Recommendation Based on Evidence:  
 

Considering nutrition, environmental impact, and cost, Soymilk exceeds all other milks. 
 

•  Soymilk also has the added benefit of polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats. 

•  The production of Soymilk is among the least detrimental to the environment. 

•  Soymilk is relatively inexpensive, compared to other non-dairy options.  
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Introduction

Table 1. Nutrient composition of 1 cup (240 mL). Data from USDA Nutrient Database and   
nutrition labels. 

Nutrient Analysis

Cost Comparison

Conclusion

A family of four consuming two gallons of dairy milk each week would pay $43.20 per month. For 
this same family, switching to Silk products would increase their grocery bill by $12.16 per month 
and by $36.32 per month for Rice Dream.  

Environmental Concerns

Calories  
 

For individuals looking to reduce 
their caloric intake, “unsweetened” 
plant-based beverages are 
favorable. Among the Silk 
varieties, the “original” versions 
are comparable to the calorie 
content of skim milk, 90 calories. 
Cow’s milk provides the greatest 
number of calories per cup with a 
range of 90-150 calories. The 
calorie difference between dairy 
milk is solely based upon its fat 
content.   
 

Fat  
 

The fat content in dairy milk ranges 
from 0-12 grams. The fat content in 
cow’s milk is predominantly 
saturated, which should be consumed 
in moderation due to its negative 
effects on blood lipid levels. 
Coconutmilk also contains mainly 
saturated fat. All of the other plant-
based alternatives provide healthy 
polyunsaturated and monounsaturated 
fats. These fats aid in decreasing 
blood lipid levels, subsequently 
lowing the risk for heart disease.  
   
 

Protein  
 

While total protein is 
comparable for dairy and 
soymilk, it is significantly 
lower in other plant-based 
alternatives. Individuals 
should seek other sources of 
protein in their diet if they 
choose to drink these options.   

Carbohydrates 
 

The carbohydrate content in 
Rice Dream is significantly 
higher than other beverages 
with 23 grams per serving. 
Individuals with diabetes 
might want to consider 
unsweetened plant milks 
instead.  
 

Micronutrients 
 

Even though dairy milk is 
lower in calcium, it is naturally 
occurring. Plant-based 
alternatives are fortified with 
calcium, which may not be as 
bioavailable as the calcium in 
cow's milk.3 There is no 
significant difference in the 
quantities of vitamins A and D. 

•  A sustainable diet is defined by the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee as, “a pattern of 
eating that promotes health and well-being, and provides food security for the present 
population while sustaining human and natural resources for future generations.”4 

•  “Environmental sustainability should be inherent in dietary guidance, whether working with 
individuals or groups about their dietary choices or in setting national dietary guidance. 
Improving the nutritional health of a population is a long-term goal that requires ensuring the 
long-term sustainability of the food system.”4 

 
•  “RDNs play a unique and pivotal role in promoting sustainable, resilient, and healthy food and 

water systems. RDNs in all areas of dietetics are increasingly being called upon to address 
issues of sustainability and resilience in their daily practice… Applying sustainability to food 
and water systems results in a multidimensional and adaptable approach to ensuring that food 
and water systems meet the needs of individuals and communities and have the capacity to 
adjust over time to meet the food and water needs of future generations.”5 

 
 

Agricultural systems are complex and so are their environmental impacts. Carbon dioxide 
emissions, ecotoxicity from pesticide use, biodiversity, soil quality, water use, eutrophication, 
energy demand, and fossil fuel depletion are all components that affect the environment. Any 
beverage requires resources for all stages of production, including processing packaging and 
transportation. However, by far the greatest environmental impact is attributed to dairy products. 
Incorporate Soymilk or Oatmilk to adopt sustainable food practices.  
 

Table 2. Reflects prices on February 10th, 2019 in the Fargo-Moorhead area.  

Figure 1. Data collected from 38,700 farms, and 1,600 processors, packaging 
types, and retailers.6,7
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Which milk should I choose?


