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new science deserves more attention. “We need to realize the 
economic and health effects of drinking that much milk,” says 
David Levitsky, a professor in Cornell University’s Division 
of Nutritional Sciences, “and the role that the dairy industry 
plays in setting the agenda.”

Even as sales of sodas and other sugary beverages have 
eroded its market share, milk remains a popular drink for 
children, and for good reason: It’s a convenient delivery sys-
tem for a host of nutrients, most importantly calcium, which 
is essential for bone growth. Children who don’t get enough 
calcium can suffer from impaired muscle control as well as 
rickets, a disease that causes the bones to soften and weaken. 
An eight-ounce cup of low-fat milk has 300 milligrams of 
calcium, or 30 percent of the guidelines’ recommended daily 
intake. A cup of yogurt has 450 milligrams, and an ounce of 
Swiss cheese has 270. But outside the dairy family, calcium 
is harder to come by. In order to get the amount of calcium in 
a glass of milk, you’d need to eat more than five cups of raw 
kale, 90 almonds, or a five-ounce can of salmon with bones.

The scientist behind much of the new dairy research is 
Walter Willett, who leads the nutrition department at Harvard. 
Willett grew up on a dairy farm and did his graduate work in 
the 1970s at Harvard under Hegsted. Building on his mentor’s 

of all the available research—by then, eight epidemiological 
studies and five randomized, controlled trials—determined 
that calcium intake does not significantly decrease the risk 
of hip fracture in women or men. Last year, another sweep-
ing study came to the same conclusion—in fact, it found that 
women who drank two and a half or more glasses of milk a 
day had a higher fracture risk than their counterparts who 
drank less than one glass a day.

More troubling was Willett’s finding that men who drank 
two or more glasses of milk a day were almost twice as likely 
to develop advanced prostate cancer as those who drank no 
milk. A subsequent study turned up a similar result: Willett 
found that men who consumed more than 2,000 milligrams of 
calcium a day from food or supplements were nearly twice as 
likely to get prostate cancer as those who consumed less than 
500 milligrams a day. And other scientists have made similar 
findings. A meta-analysis published in the American Journal 
of Clinical Nutrition late last year concluded that “high intakes 
of dairy products…may increase total prostate cancer risk.”

The findings are in no way definitive; the studies so far have 
reported only correlations between dairy consumption and 
disease. What’s more, no one fully understands the biologi-
cal processes through which dairy could cause cancer. Some 
studies have implicated D-galactose, a component of lactose, 
as a possible culprit; it seems to trigger inflammation and 
the formation of free radicals—conditions other research has 
linked to aging, cardio vascular disease, and cancer. After sev-
eral studies showed a connection between dairy consumption 
and breast cancer, researchers theorized that the high levels of 
hormones in dairy foods—specifically estrogen, progesterone, 

and an insulin-like compound known as IGF-1—may speed 
the growth of tumors. Other studies have suggested that too 
much calcium may inhibit the activation of vitamin D, holding 
it back from controlling tumor development (though the pro-
tective benefits of vitamin D haven’t been fully established).

Given all the unknowns, Willett recommends that to be safe, 
adults should consume no more than two servings of dairy a 
day. He suggests that at least one of those servings comes from 
yogurt, which seems to be healthier than its nonfermented 
counterparts, possibly because it contains lactobacillus, a pro-
biotic bacterium that breaks down lactose and aids digestion.

Willett also advises that adults limit their total calcium 
intake to less than 1,000 milligrams a day. He doesn’t believe 
pregnant women need more than that amount to support 
developing fetuses, nor is he convinced that postmenopausal 
women require extra calcium to prevent osteoporosis. In fact, 
he suggests that even people on low-dairy diets take no more 
than 500 milligrams a day in calcium supplements.

The 14 people on the government’s Dietary Guidelines Advi-
sory Committee, the scientific body whose input serves as the 
basis for the MyPlate guidelines, disagree with Willett’s rec-
ommendations. The committee advises that most adults have 
at least three servings of dairy foods every day—or enough 
to provide a minimum of 1,000 milligrams of calcium. For 
postmenopausal women, the recommendation is at least 1,200 
milligrams. Yet Willett is hardly a renegade. The World Health 
Organization concurs with him (though it suggests higher 
doses for pregnant women with low-calcium diets).

Do Americans need so much milk? In 1951, Harvard 
University nutritionist Mark Hegsted wanted to find 
out. He had heard all about milk’s virtues while grow-

ing up on a small Idaho dairy farm, but as he began studying 
nutrition, he noticed that plenty  of people from countries with 
little dairy were thriving into old age. There was, however, a 
practical complication that prevented him from experimenting 
on the general population to understand this paradox: After a 
person cuts back on calcium, it can take months or years for 
the change to show up in the body.

So Hegsted went looking for a chronically calcium-deprived 
population. He found one at the Central Penitentiary of Lima, 
Peru. Inmates locked up in the grim, 80-year-old stone prison 
subsisted on a rice-and-beans diet that was extremely low in 
calcium. They typically drank milk once a week.

Hegsted got permission from prison officials to monitor the 
calcium intake of 10 volunteers. By comparing the prisoners’ 
intake with the amount they excreted in their waste, he could 
calculate how much calcium they retained. The average pris-
oner, he found, could regularly take in just 126 milligrams of 
calcium a day—less than what you’d get from a single glass of 
milk—and tests would still turn up normal levels of calcium 
in his body.

The study was small, to be sure, and it included no women, 
whose calcium needs can be higher during pregnancy and 
lactation, but its conclusion made sense to Hegsted: The 
body didn’t seem to need the calcium input that most experts 
thought necessary.

Hegsted’s study was revolutionary—and quickly forgotten. 
Americans kept on drinking their milk and eating their dairy, 
with plenty of encouragement from the government. Every five 
years, with guidance from scientists and heavy lobbying from 
corporate food and agriculture interests—including the $36 
billion dairy industry—the US Department of Agriculture and 
the Department of Health and Human Services issue dietary 
guidelines for the nation. (Once called the Food Pyramid, these 
guidelines have been renamed MyPlate.)

While many Americans—perhaps most—don’t pay them 
any heed, the dietary guidelines are profoundly influential. 
They determine which agricultural sectors benefit from tax-
payer-funded nutrition campaigns and how the billions of 
dollars in federal food aid flow each year to needy Americans 
through programs like the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC). Schools 
that don’t follow the guidelines can lose out on federal lunch 
reimbursements. The guidelines are also the basis for adver-
tisements pushed by government-affiliated groups, including 
the “Got Milk?” campaign, which preaches that milk contains 
essential nutrients and “helps bones grow strong.”

Since 2005, the dietary guidelines have advised adults 
to consume the dairy equivalent of three cups of milk per 
day—a full cup more than was previously recommended. 
This winter, the USDA is set to publish new guidelines based  
on advice from a panel of scientists who have reviewed the 
latest research—but most experts expect no change in the 
dairy recommendations. 

And that’s a problem, because many current studies suggest 
Hegsted was right when he claimed adults need very little 
calcium. What’s more, a growing body of research has found 
that for grown-ups, consuming too much dairy can actually 
be harmful. Considering taxpayers spend an estimated $4.5 
billion a year to subsidize dairy, many experts believe this 

findings, Willett discovered that adults who drank or ate large 
amounts of dairy seemed to have a higher risk of certain health 
problems than their peers who consumed small or moderate 
amounts. Less clear, however, was the chemical pathway that 
explained this finding. Milk, which is designed to give young 
animals everything they need to grow, is a substance of beguil-
ing complexity. Willett and other researchers suspected that 
the problems they observed could stem from a range of bad 
actors in dairy, including high amounts of hormones, the sugar 
lactose, and even an excess of what has been milk’s biggest 
selling point: calcium.

Willett is thin and tall, with hazel eyes and a handlebar 
mustache. Soft-spoken and serious, he is, at heart, a data nerd. 
In the early 1980s, he began overseeing massive, long-term 
epidemiological studies, including the Health Profession-
als Follow-Up Study and the Nurses’ Health Study, which 
track the diets and health of hundreds of thousands of doc-
tors and nurses (a particularly reliable research population) 
over decades. In 1997, he published the results of an eight-
year survey focused on calcium consumption by more than 
43,000 men. Despite doctors’ long-held belief that calcium 
helps prevent broken bones, the study found absolutely no 
relationship between calcium intake (from both foods and 
supplements) and risk of fracture. A decade later, a roundup 

A growing body of  
research has found that 

for grown-ups, consuming 
too much dairy can 
actually be harmful
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Evidence suggests dairy doesn’t do a body good—so why 
does the government still push three servings a day?

The Scary New Science that Shows 
Milk is Bad for You

It Does a Body Bad
By Josh Harkinson 
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