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The availability and consumption of plant-based, also 
known as nondairy, milk alternatives have been on the rise. 
Sales of nondairy milk alternatives have more than doubled 
(Bridges 2018), whereas consumption of traditional cow’s 
milk has dropped (Singhal et al. 2017). This increase may 
be due to plant-based milks being perceived as “natural,” as 
well as a rise in veganism and avoidance of lactose (Schus-
ter et al. 2018). The primary plant-based dairy alternatives 
are almond, soy, coconut, cashew, and rice. This publication 
discusses the nutritional content, potential health benefits, 
and potential risks of cashew milk.

How is cashew milk made?
Cashew, a tree nut, is the third most consumed tree nut in 
the United States (Mah et al. 2017). Cashew milk is made 
primarily from a blend of cashews and water. Other ingre-
dients may include almonds, calcium carbonate, vitamins E, 
A, and D2, salt, natural flavor, and lecithin (an emulsifier). 
Other ingredients, including sugar, are added if the milk is 
flavored.

To make cashew milk, the first step is to wash and dry the 
kernels. The cashew nuts are soaked in hot water to remove 
the hull, and then soaked again in cold deionized water. 
They are drained, rinsed, and wet-milled. The resulting 
slurry is filtered and pasteurized or treated at ultra-high 
temperature (UHT) for shelf stability (Manzoor et al. 
2017). Lastly, other ingredients, such as gums, lecithin, and 
flavors, are added to thicken, emulsify, and enhance flavor, 
respectively (White n.d.).

How does the nutrient profile of 
cashew milk compare to cow’s 
milk?
In general, fortified cow’s milk is a good source of several 
essential nutrients, including protein, vitamin D, calcium, 
vitamin A, and potassium (USDA 2015). Most plant-based 
milks, including cashew milk, are much lower in protein. 
Calcium and vitamins A and D are often added to cashew 
milk and other plant-based milks. Table 1 shows a com-
parison of unsweetened, unflavored cashew milk to fat-free, 
low-fat, and whole cow’s milk.

Calories. A serving of whole cow’s milk contains about 150 
calories, and fat-free contains 83 calories, whereas a serving 
of cashew milk contains only about 25 calories (USDA 
2015). Flavored and sweetened cashew milk is higher in 
calories.

Protein. A serving of cow’s milk contains about 8 grams (g) 
of protein, whereas a serving of cashew milk contains less 
than 1 g of protein (USDA 2015).

Fat. A serving of whole milk contains about 8 g of fat, and 
about 5 g of the total fat is saturated fat. Low-fat cow’s milk 
contains similar amounts of fat as cashew milk (Silk n.d., 
USDA 2015). However, a serving of cashew milk has 0 g 
saturated fat, compared to low-fat cow’s milk, which has 1.5 
g.
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Carbohydrates. A serving of cow’s milk contains about 
12 g of carbohydrate, almost all of which is in the form of 
the sugar lactose (USDA 2015). A serving of cashew milk 
contains about 1 g of carbohydrate and no sugar. Neither 
cow’s milk nor cashew milk contains fiber.

Vitamins and Minerals. Prior to fortification with added 
nutrients, cashew milk provides less than 10% of the daily 
value of all nutrients, whereas cow’s milk contains greater 
than 10% of the daily value for protein, calcium, vitamin 
B12, riboflavin, niacin, phosphorus, and pantothenic acid 
(Schuster et al. 2018). However, many brands of cashew 
milk contain comparable amounts of nutrients, such as vita-
min A and vitamin D, and even higher amounts of calcium, 
due to fortification. Bioavailability, which is the amount of a 
nutrient that is absorbed and used by the body, may not be 
nutritionally equivalent to cow’s milk (Singhal et al. 2017). 
The amount of sodium in some brands of cashew milk may 
be higher than that in cow’s milk.

What are the potential health 
benefits of cashew milk?
One of the benefits of consuming cashew milk is that it 
may be a beverage option for people with allergies to cow’s 
milk proteins or intolerance to lactose. However, for those 
people with lactose intolerance, lactose-free dairy milks are 
also available. Another possible benefit, for adults pursuing 
weight loss, is the fewer calories cashew milk provides 
compared to cow’s milk, while providing comparable 
amounts of calcium, vitamin A, and vitamin D.

Similar to most other plant-based milks, cashew milk con-
tains low levels of saturated fat, so consuming cashew milk 
is in line with the recommendations from USDA Dietary 
Guidelines for Americans, which states that saturated fats 
should provide less than 10% of calories consumed (USDA 
2015). Cashews are abundant in monounsaturated fatty 
acids and polyunsaturated fatty acids, which are considered 
“good fats.” A 1-cup serving of low-calorie cashew milk 
provides about 2 g of fat—less than ½ teaspoon. The most 
abundant fatty acid in cashews is oleic acid (Soares et al. 
2013). Diets high in oleic acid, such as the Mediterranean 
diet, have been shown to reduce cardiovascular disease 
risk (Mah et al. 2017). However, the amount of cashews in 
a serving of commercial cashew milk is very small—about 
3 cashews per serving for the example cashew milk given 
in Table 1. The potential health benefits of eating cashews 
might not be achieved from consuming cashew milk.

What are the possible health risks 
of cashew milk?
One risk of cashew milk is that it contains cashews and 
possibly almonds, which are food allergens that may 
cause severe symptoms and, in some cases, may be life-
threatening for certain allergic individuals (Food and Drug 
Administration [FDA] n.d.). Additionally, cashew milk’s 
protein content is low, which may be a particular concern 
for certain groups, such as older adults and vegans, who 
may not consume sufficient protein. Consuming adequate 
protein is important because it builds and preserves muscle 
(Arentson-Lantz et al. 2015).

Is cashew milk an appropriate 
choice for children?
If the reason for choosing a plant-based milk alternative is 
to provide a “milk” nutritionally similar to cow’s milk for 
growing children, cashew milk is not an appropriate sub-
stitute. Only soy milk is nutritionally similar to cow’s milk 
(Schuster et al. 2018). A recent study found that children 
who consumed 3 cups of nondairy milk alternatives daily, 
compared to those who consumed 3 cups of cow’s milk, 
displayed shorter stature, a difference which may be due 
to the lower protein intake (Morency et al. 2017). Cashew 
milk does provide more calcium than cow’s milk, but the 
fortified micronutrients may not be nutritionally equivalent 
to cow’s milk due to the differences in bioavailability, as 
described above (Singhal et al. 2017). Cow’s milk and forti-
fied soy milk are the most nutritionally appropriate choices 
for children. A health care provider, such as a registered 
dietitian nutritionist, can answer your questions related to 
plant-based milks and child growth.

Conclusion
As many consumers are opting for plant-based milks, either 
for perceived health benefits or personal preference, it is 
important to assess the nutritional profile in comparison 
to cow’s milk. Unsweetened cashew milk is very low in 
protein, but if fortified, it may provide a source of calcium 
and vitamins A and D in a lower-calorie beverage. Cashew 
milk is not an appropriate milk replacement for growing 
children.
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Table 1. Nutrient profile of cashew milk compared to fat-free, low-fat, and whole cow’s milk.
Unsweetened cashew milk 

(1 cup)
Fat-free skim milk 

 (1 cup)
Low-fat milk (1%) 

(1 cup)
Whole milk 

(1 cup)

Energy (calories) 25 83 102 150

Protein (g) <1 8 8 8

Total fat (g) 2 0 2.4 8

Saturated fat (g) 0 0.1 1.5 4.5

Carbohydrate (g) 1 12 12 12

Fiber (g) 0 0 0 0

Total sugars (g) 0 12 12 12

Vitamin A (mcg) 150 149 142 112

Vitamin B12 (mcg) NR 1 1 1

Vitamin D (mcg) 2.5 3 3 3

Calcium (mg) 450 298 305 276

Sodium (mg) 160 102 107 105

Potassium (mg) 0 381 366 322

NR: Not reported; Source: USDA 2015, Silk n.d.


