
While no foods or dietary supplements can prevent COVID-19 infection, evidence shows that 
a healthy diet and good nutrition play a significant role in building a strong and healthy immune
system. It has been known for a long time that undernutrition and malnutrition can have major 
impacts on the immune system and increase the risk of infectionsi. 

It is also known that the activation of the immune system increases the demand for energy 
and certain nutrients, affecting nutritional status.

The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) recommends maintaining a healthy diet, in line 
with national food-based dietary guidelines (FBDG) to support an immune system that works 
optimallyii . FBDG should provide context-specific advice and principles on healthy diets and 
lifestyles, which are based on sound evidence, and respond to a country’s public health and 
nutrition priorities, food production and consumption patterns, sociocultural influences, food 
composition data, and accessibility, among other factorsiii. Following these, it is encouraged to 
consume a variety of foods within each food group and across all the food groups to ensure 
adequate intake of important nutrients.

A review of countries reporting in the FAO dietary guidelines database shows that nearly all of 
them advise consumption of milk and/or dairy foodsiv. This is reflective of the overwhelming 
scientific evidence that dairy is an important component of a healthy dietary pattern and asso-
ciated with positive health outcomesv vi. 

Not only do dairy foods play an integral role in supporting overall health, but the wide variety, 
availability and affordability of dairy foods makes it possible to include them in a variety of 
healthy eating patterns. 
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Although the relationship between dairy product consumption and immunity is still an area of 
active research, the available evidence suggests that dairy products through their nutrient rich-
ness can support a healthy immune system. These multiple nutrients found in milk and dairy are 
important for optimal immune functionvii:

•	 High quality protein1 
•	 Vitamin A
•	 Zinc
•	 Selenium
•	 Vitamin B12
•	 Vitamin D – present in fortified milks

In addition to the role of dairy foods in providing key nutrients that are important for optimal im-
mune system function, many fermented dairy products contain active bacterial cultures such as 
probiotics, which may support healthy gut microbiotaviii. The gut microbiome plays an essential 
role in building and maintaining the immune system, both at the intestinal barrierix  and 
systemically. 

The intestinal barrier regulates immune homeostasis and secretes factors, such as 
immunoglobulins (Ig), macrophages and natural killer cells, into the intestinal lumen to stop 
pathogens attaching to or invading the mucosal/intestinal tissues. Studies have shown that 
some food components including probiotics, prebiotics or fibers, significantly influence the 
immune system – providing a number of benefits by altering the microbiota colonizing of the gut 
microbiomex.

Wholesome dairy products have an important role in high quality, healthy dietary patterns and 
are recommended by FBDGs across the globe. With regards to immunity, the nutrients in dairy  
have an important role. Emerging evidence on dairy and immunity suggests that consumption 
of nutrient-dense dairy food may be beneficial. However more research is needed to confirm the 
effects of milk and dairy products on the overall immune system. 

Further reading on consuming dairy in times of COVID-19 can be accessed on IDF website

www.fil-idf.org

1 Dairy protein is recognized to be a high-quality source, as a supply of essential amino acids. This makes dairy an 
ideal means to meet the increased demands from an immune response.
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