
Non-Dairy Milk
Labeling
Do plant-based milk sales
affect cow's milk sales?

improvements in selective breeding, milking
equipment, and feed formulas
changes to barns that increase cow comfort
(Njuki 2022).  

Over this period, milk production in Missouri
decreased 48% with a similar decrease in
the number of dairy cows (NASS n.d.).  

One explanation for these trends in Missouri
is the amount of land used to house and
feed cattle (UM n.d.).  

Milk Production. From 2002 to 2021, milk
production in the U.S. increased 10X faster than
cow populations (NASS n.d.) due to:

From 2002 to 2021, the number of dairy farms
decreased by 68% as operations grew in size
(NASS 2003; NASS 2022; Njuki 2022). 

Missouri ranks 26th among U.S. states for milk
production but 45th in milk production per cow. 

Milk & Dairy Consumption. Most of the milk
produced in the U.S. is used to manufacture
dairy products such as cheese, butter, frozen
products like ice cream and sherbet, yogurt,
whey protein, and nonfat dry milk (ERS 1 2022). 

U.S. milk production and dairy
consumption are increasing, but
milk consumption is decreasing. 

Cheese makes up the largest portion of
manufactured dairy products. 
Since 1975, American dairy product
consumption has increased by 23% to 661
pounds per person annually (ERS 2 2022).  
Changes in drinking and eating habits have
led to a 46% decrease in milk consumption
over the same time (Stewart 2022).  

Research Highlights
U.S. milk production and consumption of dairy
products has increased for several decades,
while consumption of cow’s milk decreased. 

Plant-based milk sales have increased by 33%
over the past three years. 

Increasing consumption of plant-based milk
accounts for one-fifth of the decrease in cow’s
milk consumption from 2013—2017. 
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Plant based milk consumption is
increasing.

In 2021, plant-based milk sales reached
$2.6 billion, increasing by 33% over three
years, and accounted for 16%of all retail
milk sales (GFI n.d.). 

Plant-based milk is derived from water
extraction of plant materials and can imitate
cow’s milk in appearance and consistency (Sethi
2016). 42% of households purchased plant-
based milk in 2021 (GFI n.d.). The highest selling
plant milks include almond (59%) and oat (15%)
(GFI n.d.). Soy, coconut, and plant milk blends
are also commonly sold. 

When a household purchases a gallon of plant-

https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2022/march/u-s-dairy-productivity-increased-faster-in-large-farms-and-across-southwestern-states/
https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov/
https://extension.missouri.edu/programs/dairy-extension/missouri-dairy-industry-snapshot
https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov/
https://downloads.usda.library.cornell.edu/usda-esmis/files/h989r321c/t722hb07c/70795890w/MilkProd-02-14-2003.pdf
https://downloads.usda.library.cornell.edu/usda-esmis/files/h989r321c/7d279w693/f7624g40c/mkpr0222.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2022/march/u-s-dairy-productivity-increased-faster-in-large-farms-and-across-southwestern-states/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/animal-products/dairy/background/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/dairy-data/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2022/june/fluid-milk-consumption-continues-downward-trend-proving-difficult-to-reverse/
https://gfi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2021-U.S.-retail-market-insights_Plant-based-foods_GFI-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13197-016-2328-3
https://gfi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2021-U.S.-retail-market-insights_Plant-based-foods_GFI-1.pdf
https://gfi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/2021-U.S.-retail-market-insights_Plant-based-foods_GFI-1.pdf
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People choose cow’s milk primarily because
of past eating habits and flavor. 
Consumption of beverages such as sugary
drinks, coffee, and tea do not affect cow’s
milk sales (Stewart 2022).  

Calcium is added to most brands of plant-
based milk to mimic the calcium levels
found in cow’s milk. There is limited
evidence that addresses if calcium added in
this way affects the human body in the
same way calcium in cow's milk does. 
Only soy milk contains comparable amounts
of several vitamins (e.g., vitamin B6, vitamin
B-12) to cow’s milk. 

based milk, it replaces the same amount of
cow’s milk (Stewart 2020). From 2013 to 2017,
the increase plant-based milk sales was equal
to one-fifth of the decrease in cow’s milk sales
(Figure 1). Therefore, plant-based milk is not
likely to be the main driver of decreasing cow’s
milk sales. 

Motivations for choosing plant-based milk
include the lack of lactose, a desire to consume
fewer animal products, and beliefs about the
treatment of cows and/or the environmental
effects of milk production (McCarthy 2017).  

The nutritional value of plant-based milk varies.
Almond, soy, and coconut milk have fewer
calories, carbohydrates, fat, and cholesterol
than cow’s milk (Vanga 2017).  

MOST Policy Initiative is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization that provides nonpartisan research information to
members of the Missouri General Assembly upon request. This Science Note is intended for informational
purposes and does not indicate support or opposition to a particular bill or policy approach. A full list of
references used in this Science Note may be found at https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/science-
note/dairy-and-non-dairy-milk/. Please contact info@mostpolicyinitiative.org with any questions. 

Some plant milks can have vitamins not
found in significant quantities in cow’s milk
such as vitamin E and folate. 

The Missouri Meat Advertising Law requires
plant-based meats to be clearly marked on
their packaging as being ‘plant-based’,
‘veggie’, ‘lab grown’, or something similar. 

It is not clear whether the use of the term ‘milk’
on labels for plant-based milk causes sales to
benefit from its association with cow’s milk. The
U.S. Food and Drug Administration intends to
develop guidance for the industry on the
labeling of plant-based milk (FDA 2022).  

North Carolina and Maryland have passed
legislation restricting the ability of plant-based
milk to use the term “milk” in their labeling.
However, in order to not violate the U.S.
Commerce Clause, these bills are written so
they will not go into effect until 11 states from
the southeast U.S. also pass similar laws.  

There are no laws in MO governing the labeling
of plant-based milk 

There is no federal guidance on 
plant-based milk labeling, but 
some states have passed labeling 
legislation. 

Figure 1. Cow’s milk and plant-
based milk product purchases.
Figure from (Stewart 2020). 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2022/june/fluid-milk-consumption-continues-downward-trend-proving-difficult-to-reverse/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2020/december/plant-based-products-replacing-cow-s-milk-but-the-impact-is-small/
https://doi.org/10.3168/jds.2016-12519
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13197-017-2915-y
https://mostpolicyinitiative.org/science-note/dairy-and-non-dairy-milk/
mailto:info@mostpolicyinitiative.org
mailto:info@mostpolicyinitiative.org
https://agriculture.mo.gov/animals/meat.php
https://www.fda.gov/food/guidance-documents-regulatory-information-topic-food-and-dietary-supplements/foods-program-guidance-under-development
https://www.ncleg.gov/BillLookup/2017/SB711
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/sb0922/?ys=2019rs
https://www.archives.gov/founding-docs/constitution-transcript#toc-section-8-
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