
What is the deal with A2 milk? 
By Jenifer Cruickshank, OSU Extension Dairy Management 

For the November, 2018 OSU Extension Marion E-Newsletter 

 

So what’s all this business about A2 milk?  Is it better than A1 milk?  Is it hooey?  
What do these codes refer to anyway?   

Starting with the last question first, A1 and A2 refer to “versions” of the beta-casein 
gene. Beta-casein is one of milk’s naturally-occurring proteins. The A2 version of this 
protein varies just a little bit in its structure from the A1 version. Cows, like humans, 
get genetic information from both of their parents, and therefore carry two copies of 
the gene; an individual cow could be A1A1, A2A2, or A1A2 for the beta-casein gene. 
Her milk would then contain whichever protein versions her genes dictate: either only 
A1 beta-casein protein, only A2 beta-casein protein, or a mix of the two. Milk 
marketed as A2 milk contains only the A2 version. 

The particular biochemical difference between the 
A1 and A2 versions of beta-casein indicates that 
they may be broken down slightly differently in 
the digestive tract. Early studies on A1 and A2 
milk that suggested a link between A1 milk and 
several diseases have been unsupported by 
subsequent investigations. That is, there is no 
evidence that consuming milk containing the A1 
protein carries any disease risk. 

The a2 Milk Company has recently started bottling and selling milk in the U.S. that is 
only from A2A2 cows. The a2 Milk Company claims that A2-only milk is easier on 
digestion. This is supported by a recent study that suggested that in milk-sensitive 
individuals, milk containing A1 protein may be associated with symptoms of 
discomfort after milk consumption and with strictly A2 milk, those symptoms may be 
lessened. Also, gastrointestinal transit time appears to be slower with A1 milk 
consumption but, contrarily, yields softer stools. Additional studies to provide 
replication of these findings are needed. 

A2 milk is available locally, but it does cost significantly more than “traditional” milk. 
A few other items of note: the A1/A2 beta-casein composition of a particular container 
of milk is completely unrelated to lactose (which is a naturally-occurring milk sugar 
that can cause digestive upset for lactose-sensitive people). Likewise, A1/A2 protein 
content is unrelated to whether milk is organic or not. Also, there is no taste difference 
by virtue of being strictly A2. 

In short, some people may be differently affected by A1 vs. A2 milk in terms of 
digestion and may find that A2 milk consumption is a more pleasant experience. 
Nutritionally, all milk—regardless of its beta-casein type—is an excellent source of 
protein, vitamins, and minerals. 


