
As the dairy industry diversifies, the terms you see on milk cartons can get increasingly confusing. Today, we’ll 
discuss some common ones and their definitions to assist your decision-making at the dairy case. 

The first and most important term: pasteurization. This is a process that all milk you purchase in a grocery 
store in NY is required to go through. There are different protocols for pasteurization, involving bringing the 
milk to different temperatures for different amounts of time, but there are two methods that are the most 
common in the US. These are High Temperature Short Time (HTST) pasteurization and Ultra Pasteurization 
(UP). HTST is used on the vast majority of milk just labeled “pasteurized” and involves the milk being brought 
to 161°F for 15 seconds. UP is most commonly used in organic milk and results in a longer shelf life. UP milk is 
brought to 280°F for two seconds. The ultimate goal of pasteurization is to kill bacteria in the milk. Just as milk 
is a nutritious food for us to consume, it also happens to be an optimal food source for many strains of 
bacteria – some harmful. Milk that hasn’t been pasteurized is referred to as “raw milk” and, in New York, is 
regulated in such a way that farms have to work to receive a special permit to sell it and it can only be sold on 
the farm. 

Most milk you see in the store has also been homogenized. Homogenization is a process by which milk is 
“emulsified” by breaking fat globules into smaller pieces, thereby causing the cream to be uniformly 
distributed throughout the milk, rather than rising to the top. Homogenizers often use pressure to force the 
milk through valves to facilitate the fragmentation of the globules. Homogenization doesn’t affect the health 
factors of the milk and became common practice because of consumer preference. Milk that has not been 
homogenized is commonly referred to as “cream-line” milk. 

When looking for fluid milk to purchase for your family, 
you have the options of whole, 2%, low-fat, and skim. 
These four terms refer to butterfat content. Whole 
milk contains 3.25% butterfat, 2% contains (you 
guessed it) 2%, low-fat contains 1%, and skim contains 
0% butterfat. All of these contain the same amount of 
protein, but vary in calorie content because of the fat 
differences. However, all milk is recognized to be a 
healthy part of a balanced diet and some evidence 
suggests milkfat can play a helpful role in feeling 
satisfied while on a diet! 

What about regular vs organic milk? To be termed “organic”, milk must come from cows which have never 
been treated with antibiotics or growth hormones, such as rBST, and have been fed only organic feed plus 
have access to pasture. It is important to note that conventional milk, or milk not labelled organic, never 
contains antibiotics, by law, and the vast majority of dairies have voluntarily discontinued use of rBST, which 
is a growth hormone that was used in the past to increase milk production.  

 

continued... 



A2 and ultra-filtered milks are available in most grocery stores now. But what are they? A2 milk refers to a 
specific type of protein in the milk. All milk contains about 8g of protein per serving and is made up of two 
types of protein: casein and whey. There are subtypes of each of these.  A2 milk contains only the A2 subtype 
of beta casein, whereas any other milk contains a mixture of A2 and A1 subtypes. The claim is that the A2 
subtype is easier to digest for those individuals that have what was previously believed to be a sensitivity to 
lactose. So far, research hasn’t given a definitive answer as to if this is true or not. A2 milk is part of a 
balanced diet one way or another. Ultra-filtered milk has been passed through a semipermeable membrane 
that allows lactose, water, and other low molecular weight products to pass through (and thereby be 
removed), while containing protein, fat, calcium, and other high molecular weight components. This results 
in a low lactose or lactose-free product that is high in protein and low in sugar. 
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