
Milk Processing 
 

By Julia Dean, SNAP-Ed Nutritionist 

continued... 

Milk is an important staple in the American diet. It is a key component in many of the dairy foods we enjoy, 
such as cheese and yogurt. To ensure milk is delivered safely to your grocery shelves and remains delicious, 
it goes through several processing steps. 

The key steps in milk processing are clarification, separation, standardization, homogenization, and 
pasteurization. The clarification and separation of raw milk is achieved by centrifugation where skim milk, 
cream, and contaminates are physically isolated from one another. When processing whole milk, only 
contaminates are separated out so that the milk retains it’s natural fat content of 3.5%. In the 
standardization stage, cream is added back to skim milk in a specific ratio to achieve either 1% or 2% milk.  If 
skim milk is the desired end product, no cream is added back. This is also the step where milk is fortified with 
Vitamin D and/or Vitamin A. Milk is then pasteurized by heating it for a brief period of time to it to inhibit 
enzymes and kill off any unwanted bacteria.  It is then homogenized using high pressure to break down fat. 
This step prevents the fat from settling at the top and helps extend the shelf life. The milk is then chilled and 
put in clean packages for shipment to a store near you. 

The milk packages itself includes quite a bit of useful information for consumers. For example, you may have 
noticed a set of numbers that’s under the “Best By” or “Sell By” date. The first set of numbers will show you 
what day of the month the milk was produced. The next set of numbers tell you where the milk was 
produced. For example, “36” means 
that your milk was produced in New 
York. The next four numbers will tell 
you the dairy farm it came from.  

Another piece of useful information 
on the milk packaging is the 
nutrition label. It will tell you the 
amount of calories and the 
percentages of various nutrients 
including protein, carbohydrates, 
and fat. You will quickly discover 
that milk a great source for high-
quality protein. Milk protein 
consists of 20% whey protein and 
80% casein. Whey protein breaks 
down and absorbs into your body 
quickly, which is why it is popular 
among body builders. Casein 
protein, on the other hand, digests 
slowly and is more likely to keep 
you feeling fuller for longer. The fat 
in milk has this same effect but low 
fat or fat free milk is recommended 
by nutritionists because these offer 
preferable nutrition profiles. A diet 
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too high in fat can lead to heart problems over time.  

June is National Dairy Month, so to celebrate, raise a glass (of milk) to your local dairy farmers and milk 
producers for putting in the hard work to get dairy products to your stores. You can also celebrate by making 
sure you get your recommended servings of dairy in each day! Adults need at least three servings, which can 
easily be achieved by including an 8-ounce glass of milk at each meal. Happy National Dairy Month!  
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