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Overview 

Cheese is delicious and nutritious and can start with just 3 ingredients: 

milk, starter culture and salt. This process can be done in so many 

ways that there are nearly 2,000 varieties of cheese. Cheese is also a 

nutrient-rich food that contributes protein, calcium, phosphorus and 

vitamin A to the U.S. diet. For vegetarians, cheese and other dairy foods 

are important sources of high-quality protein. For people with lactose 

intolerance (LI), cheese can be a source of dairy nutrients with minimal 

lactose. Three servings of low-fat and fat-free dairy foods, including 

cheese, are recommended for Americans 9 years and older as part of 

the Healthy U.S.-Style and Healthy Vegetarian Dietary Patterns in the 

2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA). A 2016 systematic review 

concluded that eating cheese is not associated with cardiovascular 

disease (CVD) risk, based on high-quality evidence, and may be 

associated with a lower risk for stroke and type 2 diabetes (T2D), based on moderate-quality evidence. Cheese 

can be an important and nutrient-dense part of healthy dietary patterns. 

Eating cheese helps Americans meet dairy food recommendations  

Dairy foods like cheese are foundational foods in healthy dietary patterns. Healthy dietary patterns, which include 

low-fat and fat-free dairy foods, are associated with lower risk for both CVD and T2D.1 Eating dairy foods is also 

linked to improved bone health, especially in children and adolescents.2,3 Limited evidence also indicates that eating 

cheese daily is linked to a protective effect on bone health in adults as well.4 

Cheese can be included in healthy dietary patterns across the lifespan. The 2020 DGA recommends providing small 

amounts of cheese and yogurt as complementary foods to infants beginning around 6 months of age, depending 

on developmental readiness. While cow’s milk should not be given to infants before 12 months of age, the 2020 

DGA recommends 1⅔ to 2 servings of whole- and reduced-fat dairy foods (whole milk, reduced-fat cheese and 

reduced-fat plain yogurt) for toddlers 12-23 months who no longer consume human milk as part of the Healthy U.S.-

Style Dietary Pattern.1 Children can transition to low-fat and fat-free dairy foods like cheese beginning at 2 years 

of age. The 2020 DGA recommends 2 daily servings of low-fat or fat-free dairy foods for children 2-3 years, 2½ for 

children 4-8 years and 3 for those 9 years and older in the Healthy U.S.-Style Dietary Pattern.1

Young children come the closest to meeting DGA recommendations. Toddlers 12-23 months years eat 2½ 

servings of dairy foods per day, on average.1 Dairy food consumption tends to fall below recommended amounts 

by the time children go to school, and this trend carries forward through adolescence and into adulthood.1 

American adults 20 years and older average just 1½ servings of dairy foods daily.1 Encouraging adults and 

children to add 1 more daily serving of dairy foods like cheese to their dietary patterns is a practical way to help 

meet dairy recommendations.5,6
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Eating cheese helps Americans meet nutrient recommendations 

Cheese makes important nutrient contributions to the U.S. diet.7 Cheese is a good source of high-quality protein and 

contributes other essential nutrients such as calcium, phosphorus and vitamin A to the U.S. diet.7,8 Cheese provides 

about 28 percent of calcium, 9 percent of protein, 9 percent of vitamin D, 13 percent of vitamin A and 8 percent of 

vitamin B12 to the diets of Americans 2 years and older, on average, and contributes approximately 11 percent of total 

fat, 18 percent of saturated fat and 6 percent of total calories.9 Cheese is the second leading food source of dietary 

calcium in the U.S. diet (after milk) for Americans 2 years and older.9 With thousands of varieties of cheese available 

worldwide, there are many options for incorporating cheese into healthy dietary patterns.

For those with LI, avoiding dairy foods can lead to inadequate consumption of shortfall nutrients like calcium.10 

Eating small amounts of aged, hard cheeses such as Parmesan, Cheddar and Swiss, which contain minimal lactose, 

may be an effective approach to manage LI and still consume important dairy nutrients.10,11 For vegetarians, cheese 

and other dairy foods can be important sources of high-quality protein. Even in the context of a plant-rich diet, it is 

important to consume adequate amounts of dairy foods such as cheese to meet nutrient needs.1 Low-fat or fat-

free dairy foods are included in all of the dietary patterns within the 2020 DGA, including the Healthy Vegetarian 

Dietary Pattern.1

What to know about sodium in cheese   

Sodium, in the form of salt, is essential to cheesemaking. It helps develop flavors, consistency and texture and helps 

preserve cheese and prevent spoilage.12 Although cheese is a source of sodium in the U.S. diet,9 different cheeses 

contain different amounts of sodium. Some cheeses like Swiss and ricotta cheese tend to be made with less sodium 

and are naturally low-sodium choices. Advances in food science have also made it possible to reduce the sodium in 

cheese while maintaining flavor, quality and safety.12 

Reducing sodium consumption, increasing potassium consumption and engaging in regular physical activity can 

help lower blood pressure for those with prehypertension or hypertension.13 A systematic review concluded that 

high-quality evidence indicates no link between cheese consumption and the risk for hypertension.14 In other studies, 

cheese consumption was related to reduced blood pressure, as well as an 8 percent lower risk of developing high 

blood pressure.15 Cheese can also be incorporated into the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) diet, a 

dietary pattern high in fruit, vegetables and low-fat dairy foods, recommended by the American Heart Association 

to lower blood pressure.16–19 The 2020 DGA highlights the DASH diet and reduced sodium consumption as effective 

dietary strategies for adults who would benefit from lowering their blood pressure.1

Eating cheese may be linked with health benefits

Eating cheese has also been linked with health benefits. Systematic reviews found that moderate-quality evidence 

indicates eating cheese may be associated with a lower risk for T2D.14,20 Evidence from a meta-analysis also supports 

a link between eating cheese and a 10 percent lower risk for stroke, with the largest risk reductions observed with 

daily consumption of about 40 grams (~1½ ounce) of cheese.21 Another study found that the risk of developing T2D 

may depend on the types and food sources of saturated fatty acids (SFA).22 While there was no relationship between 

overall SFA intake and the risk of developing T2D, consumption of SFA commonly found in cheese was related to a 

lower risk of developing T2D.22 
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Links between cheese consumption and CVD risk differ from what would be expected based on the SFA content 

of cheese. A systematic review found that high-quality evidence from two meta-analyses and a prospective study 

indicated no association between cheese consumption and CVD risk.14 Several additional studies concluded that 

eating cheese was linked to a lower risk of CVD, including stroke.23–26 This difference in the expected versus observed 

health impacts of cheese may be due to the unique physical structure, or matrix, of protein, vitamins and minerals in 

cheese.27 More research is needed to understand if the links between cheese and T2D and CVD are due to the amount 

of SFA in cheese, nutrients such as calcium or the physical structure of cheese. 

Cheese can be part of healthy dietary patterns

The DGA recommends low-fat or fat-free dairy foods for Americans ages 2 years and older.1 The majority of cheese 

eaten in the U.S., however, is not low-fat or fat-free. Low-fat and fat-free cheese account for less than 1 percent of total 

cheese sales in the U.S.28 However, food pattern modeling indicates that one serving of whole- or reduced-fat cheese 

can be incorporated into healthy dietary patterns while staying within recommended calorie and saturated fat levels.29 

Eating cheese can be part of a healthy dietary pattern.

References
1 USDA and HHS. 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.; 2020. https://www.dietaryguidelines.gov/sites/default/files/2020-12/Dietary_Guidelines_

for_Americans_2020-2025.pdf.
2 Kouvelioti R, Josse AR, Klentrou P. Effects of Dairy Consumption on Body Composition and Bone Properties in Youth: A Systematic Review. Curr Dev 

Nutr. 2017;1(8):e001214. doi:10.3945/cdn.117.001214
3 de Lamas C, de Castro MJ, Gil-Campos M, Gil Á, Couce ML, Leis R. Effects of Dairy Product Consumption on Height and Bone Mineral Content in Children: 

A Systematic Review of Controlled Trials. Adv Nutr. 2018;10(2):S88-S96. doi:10.1093/advances/nmy096
4 Ong AM, Kang K, Weiler HA, Morin SN. Fermented Milk Products and Bone Health in Postmenopausal Women: A Systematic Review of Randomized 

Controlled Trials, Prospective Cohorts, and Case-Control Studies. Adv Nutr. 2020;11(2):251-265. doi:10.1093/advances/nmz108
5 Quann EE, Fulgoni VL, Auestad N. Consuming the daily recommended amounts of dairy products would reduce the prevalence of inadequate 

micronutrient intakes in the United States: diet modeling study based on NHANES 2007-2010. Nutr J. 2015;14(1):90. doi:10.1186/s12937-015-0057-5
6 Hess JM, Fulgoni VL, Radlowski EC. Modeling the Impact of Adding a Serving of Dairy Foods to the Healthy Mediterranean-Style Eating Pattern 

Recommended by the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. J Am Coll Nutr. August 2018:1-9. doi:10.1080/07315724.2018.1485527
7 Huth PJ, Fulgoni VL, Keast DR, Park K, Auestad N. Major food sources of calories, added sugars, and saturated fat and their contribution to essential 

nutrient intakes in the U.S. diet: data from the national health and nutrition examination survey (2003–2006). Nutr J. 2013;12(1):116. doi:10.1186/1475-
2891-12-116

8 Hess JM, Cifelli CJ, Fulgoni III VL. Energy and Nutrient Intake of Americans according to Meeting Current Dairy Recommendations. Nutrients. 
2020;12(10):3006. doi:10.3390/nu12103006

9 National Dairy Council. NHANES 2015-2018. Hyattsville, MD; 2020.
10 Silberman ES, Jin J. Lactose Intolerance. JAMA - J Am Med Assoc. 2019;322(16):1620. doi:10.1001/jama.2019.9608
11 Dekker P, Koenders D, Bruins M. Lactose-Free Dairy Products: Market Developments, Production, Nutrition and Health Benefits. Nutrients. 2019;11(3):551. 

doi:10.3390/nu11030551
12 Bansal V, Mishra SK. Reduced sodium cheeses: Implications of reducing sodium chloride on cheese quality and safety. Compr Rev Food Sci Food Saf. 

2020;19(2):733-758. doi:10.1111/1541-4337.12524
13 Whelton PK, Appel LJ, Sacco RL, et al. Sodium, blood pressure, and cardiovascular disease: Further evidence supporting the American Heart Association 

sodium reduction recommendations. Circulation. 2012;126(24):2880-2889. doi:10.1161/CIR.0b013e318279acbf
14 Drouin-Chartier J-P, Brassard D, Tessier-Grenier M, et al. Systematic Review of the Association between Dairy Product Consumption and Risk of 

Cardiovascular-Related Clinical Outcomes. Adv Nutr An Int Rev J. 2016;7(6):1026-1040. doi:10.3945/an.115.011403
15 Buendia JR, Li Y, Hu FB, et al. Regular Yogurt Intake and Risk of Cardiovascular Disease Among Hypertensive Adults. Am J Hypertens. 2018;31(5):557-

565. doi:10.1093/ajh/hpx220
16 Appel LJ, Moore TJ, Obarzanek E, et al. A Clinical Trial of the Effects of Dietary Patterns on Blood Pressure. N Engl J Med. 1997;336(16):1117-1124. 

doi:10.1056/NEJM199704173361601
17 Chobanian A V, Bakris GL, Black HR, et al. Seventh report of the Joint National Committee on Prevention, Detection, Evaluation, and Treatment of High 

Blood Pressure. Hypertens (Dallas, Tex  1979). 2003;42(6):1206-1252. doi:10.1161/01.HYP.0000107251.49515.c2



4 ©2021 National Dairy Council® Science Summary: Cheese & Health  USDairy.com

18 United States Department of Agriculture, United States Department of Health and Human Services, National Heart Lung and Blood Institute. In Brief: Your 
Guide to Lowering Your Blood Pressure with DASH. https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/files/docs/public/heart/dash_brief.pdf. Accessed December 13, 2017.

19 Chiu S, Bergeron N, Williams PT, Bray GA, Sutherland B, Krauss RM. Comparison of the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diet and a 
higher-fat DASH diet on blood pressure and lipids and lipoproteins: a randomized controlled trial. Am J Clin Nutr. December 2015:ajcn.115.123281-. 
doi:10.3945/ajcn.115.123281

20 Alvarez-Bueno C, Cavero-Redondo I, Martinez-Vizcaino V, Sotos-Prieto M, Ruiz JR, Gil A. Effects of Milk and Dairy Product Consumption on Type 2 
Diabetes: Overview of Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses. Adv Nutr. 2019;10(suppl_2):S154-S163. doi:10.1093/advances/nmy107

21 Chen G-C, Wang Y, Tong X, et al. Cheese consumption and risk of cardiovascular disease: a meta-analysis of prospective studies. Eur J Nutr. 
2017;56(8):2565-2575. doi:10.1007/s00394-016-1292-z

22 Liu S, van der Schouw YT, Soedamah-Muthu SS, Spijkerman AMW, Sluijs I. Intake of dietary saturated fatty acids and risk of type 2 diabetes in the 
European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition-Netherlands cohort: associations by types, sources of fatty acids and substitution by 
macronutrients. Eur J Nutr. 2019;58(3):1125-1136. doi:10.1007/s00394-018-1630-4

23 Qin L-Q, Xu J-Y, Han S-F, Zhang Z-L, Zhao Y-Y, Szeto IM. Dairy consumption and risk of cardiovascular disease: an updated meta-analysis of prospective 
cohort studies. Asia Pac J Clin Nutr. 2015;24(1):90-100. doi:10.6133/apjcn.2015.24.1.09

24 Alexander DD, Bylsma LC, Vargas AJ, et al. Dairy consumption and CVD: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Br J Nutr. 2016;115(4):737-750. 
doi:10.1017/S0007114515005000

25 Soedamah-Muthu SS, de Goede J. Dairy Consumption and Cardiometabolic Diseases: Systematic Review and Updated Meta-Analyses of Prospective 
Cohort Studies. Curr Nutr Rep. 2018;7(4):171-182. doi:10.1007/s13668-018-0253-y

26 Johansson I, Esberg A, Nilsson LM, Jansson JH, Wennberg P, Winkvist A. Dairy product intake and cardiometabolic diseases in Northern Sweden: A 33-
year prospective cohort study. Nutrients. 2019;11(2). doi:10.3390/nu11020284

27 Thorning TK, Bertram HC, Bonjour J-P, et al. Whole dairy matrix or single nutrients in assessment of health effects: current evidence and knowledge 
gaps. Am J Clin Nutr. 2017;105(5):1033-1045. doi:10.3945/ajcn.116.151548

28 IRI database, MULO+C (multi-outlets + c-stores); based on calendar years 2017 through October 2020.
29 Hess JM, Cifelli CJ, Fulgoni VL. Modeling the Impact of Fat Flexibility With Dairy Food Servings in the 2015–2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans 

Healthy U.S.-Style Eating Pattern. Front Nutr. 2020;7:595880. doi:10.3389/fnut.2020.595880

Note: One serving refers to 1 cup-equivalent. For cheese, 1 cup-equivalent equals 1 ½-ounce portion of natural cheese 

(cheddar, mozzarella, Parmesan) or 2 oz processed cheese.  


