
Lifestyle + Risk Reduction
Diet + Nutrition

ANSWERS 
by heart

Whole grains 
• At least half of your servings should be high-fiber whole 

grains. Select items like whole-wheat bread, whole-
grain crackers and brown rice. Look at the ingredients 
list to see that the first ingredient is a whole grain.

• Aim for about 25 grams of fiber from foods each day. 
Check the Nutrition Facts label for dietary fiber content.

• Examples of a portion per serving are: 1 slice bread; ½ 
cup hot cereal; 1 cup cereal flakes; or ½ cup cooked rice 
or pasta (about the size of a baseball).

Protein foods 
• Mix up your protein sources. Beyond fish, poultry and 

lean or extra-lean meats, try eggs and soy products, 
such as tofu. 

• Eat at least 8 ounces of non-fried fish (particularly fatty 
fish) each week. Fatty fish, such as salmon, mackerel, 
herring, lake trout, sardines and albacore tuna, are high 
in omega-3 fatty acids.

• Remove skin from poultry before eating.

• Trim all visible fat from meats before cooking.

• Limit processed red meats, such as bacon, salami, ham, 
hot dogs and sausage.

• Examples of a portion per serving are: 2 egg whites; 
¾ cup cooked, flaked fish; or half a chicken breast. A 
3-ounce portion is about the size of a deck of playing 
cards.

Vegetables
• Eat a variety of colors and types, especially deeply 

colored vegetables, such as spinach, carrots and broccoli.  

• All vegetables count, including fresh, frozen, canned or 
dried. Look for vegetables canned in water. For frozen 
vegetables, choose those without high-calorie sauces or 
added sodium or sugars.

• Examples of a portion per serving are: 2 cups raw leafy 
greens; 1 cup cut-up raw or cooked vegetables (about 
the size of a fist); or 1 cup 100% vegetable juice (no salt 
added). 

Fruits
• Unsweetened fruits are best. Eat a variety of colors and 

types, especially deeply colored fruits, such as peaches 
and berries.

• Eat whole fruits to get all the nutrients (such as dietary 
fiber) that can be missing in some juices.

• Examples of a portion per serving are: 1 medium fruit 
(about the size of a baseball); ¼ cup unsweetened dried 
fruit; ½ cup fresh, frozen or canned fruit (unsweetened 
frozen or canned in its own juice or water); or ½ cup 100% 
fruit juice.

• For beverages, look for 100% fruit juice. Avoid sugar-
sweetened beverages. They’re high in calories and low in 
nutrients.

The American Heart Association recommends 
a healthy eating pattern that emphasizes 
vegetables, fruits and whole grains. It includes 
skinless poultry, fish and legumes (beans, peas and 
lentils); nontropical vegetable oils; and nuts and 
seeds. Limit your intake of sodium, sweets, sugar-
sweetened beverages and red and processed meats. 
Everything you eat and drink is part of your diet 
pattern. Make healthy choices today and they’ll 
add up to healthier tomorrows for you!

How Do I Follow a 
Healthy Diet Pattern?

(continued)
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Take a few minutes 
to write down your 
questions for the next 
time you see your 
health care provider.

For example:

Call 1-800-AHA-USA1  
(1-800-242-8721), or visit heart.org  
to learn more about heart disease and 
stroke.

Sign up to get Heart Insight, a free 
e-newsletter for heart patients and 
their families, at HeartInsight.org.

Connect with others sharing similar 
journeys with heart disease and stroke 
by joining our Support Network at 
heart.org/SupportNetwork.

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE? Do you have  
questions for your  
doctor or nurse?

How many calories 
should I eat each day?
What’s a good cookbook 
with healthy recipes?

We have many other fact sheets to help you make healthier choices to reduce your risk, 
manage disease or care for a loved one. Visit heart.org/AnswersByHeart to learn more. 

MY QUESTIONS:

Nuts, seeds and legumes 
• Add many different types of beans (black, kidney, pinto, 

cannellini and navy, for examples) to your soups, salads 
and pasta dishes.

• Try sprinkling unsalted, dry-roasted nuts over your salads. 
Use nuts in stir-fries. Stir them into yogurt.  

• Examples of a portion per serving are: ½ ounce unsalted 
nuts; ½ ounce unsalted seeds; ½ cup cooked legumes 
(beans, peas, chickpeas or lentils); or 1 tablespoon low-
sodium or no-salt-added peanut butter.

Low-fat or fat-free dairy products 
• Use low-fat (1%) and fat-free milk. 2% milk is not low fat.

• Choose low-fat or fat-free yogurt with no added sugars.

• Choose low-fat or fat-free cottage cheese. Look for the 
lowest sodium product you can find.

• Cheeses (low-fat or fat-free) should have no more than 
3 grams of fat per ounce and no more than 2 grams of 
saturated fat per ounce.

• Examples of a portion per serving are: 1 cup milk or yogurt 
or 1½ ounces fat-free or low-fat cheese (about the size of 3 
stacked dice).

How Do I Follow a Healthy Diet Pattern?

http://www.heart.org
http://www.heartinsight.org
http://www.heart.org/supportnetwork
http://www.heart.org/answersbyheart
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The Nutrition Facts label contains this information:

• Serving size — tells you how much of the food is 
considered a “serving.” A package may contain multiple 
servings. Servings per container will tell you the total 
number of servings in a package or container. If you eat 
more or less than the serving size listed, you need to 
do the math to figure out the amount of nutrients and 
number of calories you’ve eaten.

• Calories — tell you how much energy is in the food. It’s 
important to pay attention to calories if you’re trying to 
lose weight or manage your weight.

• Total Fat — is the amount of fat found in one serving 
of the food. Total fat includes the amount of “bad fats” 
(saturated and trans) and “good fats” (monounsaturated 
and polyunsaturated). Fat is higher in calories than 
protein or carbohydrates. So, cutting back on your fat 
intake will help you reduce the number of calories you eat. 

• Saturated Fat — is considered a “bad” fat. Eating too 
much can raise your cholesterol level (and LDL or bad 
cholesterol) and your risk of heart disease and stroke. 
Limit your saturated fat intake to less than 5 to 6% of 
your total calories. For a person who needs 2,000 calories 
a day, this is 120 calories or less, or about 13 grams of 
saturated fat.

Most foods in the grocery store have a 
Nutrition Facts label and ingredient list. 
When you go grocery shopping, take time to 
read the Nutrition Facts labels on the foods 
you purchase. Compare the nutrients and 
calories in one food to those in another. The 
information may surprise you. Make sure you 
aren’t buying foods high in calories, saturated 
fat, trans fat, sodium and added sugars!

How Do I 
Understand the 
“Nutrition Facts” 
Label?

(continued)

• Trans Fat – is also considered a “bad fat” because it 
can raise your LDL cholesterol and your risk of heart 
disease. Choose foods with “0” grams of trans fat. Read 
the ingredient list to avoid foods that contain “partially 
hydrogenated” oils. Everyone can benefit from limiting 
trans fat.

• Cholesterol — is found in foods that come from 
animals, such as meats, poultry, seafood, eggs and 
full-fat dairy products. The FDA’s Dietary Guidelines 
for Americans recommend eating as little dietary 
cholesterol as possible within a healthy diet pattern. 

• Sodium — is in food products as both naturally 
occurring and added sodium. Salt is sodium chloride. 
Most people should take in less than 1,500 milligrams of 
sodium each day. That’s equal to a little more than ½ 
teaspoon of salt. 

• Total Carbohydrates — are digested and converted 
into glucose, or sugar, to provide the body’s cells with 
energy. Choose carbohydrate-based foods with high 
amounts of nutrients. These include vegetables, fruits 
and whole-grain breads, cereals and pasta. 

• Dietary Fiber — describes several materials that make 
up the parts of plants your body can’t digest. As part of 
a healthy diet, soluble fiber can help decrease your risk 

What information is on the Nutrition Facts label?
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Take a few minutes 
to write down your 
questions for the next 
time you see your 
health care provider.

For example:

Call 1-800-AHA-USA1  
(1-800-242-8721), or visit heart.org  
to learn more about heart disease and 
stroke.

Sign up to get Heart Insight, a free 
e-newsletter for heart patients and 
their families, at HeartInsight.org.

Connect with others sharing similar 
journeys with heart disease and stroke 
by joining our Support Network at 
heart.org/SupportNetwork.

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE? Do you have  
questions for your  
doctor or nurse?

How many calories 
should I eat each day?
How many grams of 
saturated fat should I 
have each day?

We have many other fact sheets to help you make healthier choices to reduce your risk, 
manage disease or care for a loved one. Visit heart.org/AnswersByHeart to learn more. 

MY QUESTIONS:

of heart disease and some types of cancer. Whole grains 
and fruits and vegetables include dietary fiber. Most 
refined (processed) grains contain little fiber. 

• Total Sugars — include both sugars that occur naturally 
in foods, such as fruit and milk, and sugars that are 
added to foods and beverages, such as those in desserts, 
candies and soft drinks.

• Added Sugars — is a newer category on the label. The 
FDA’s Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommend 
that less than 10% of your total daily calories come 
from added sugar. There are lots of different names 
for “added sugars,” such as sucrose, fructose, glucose, 
maltose, dextrose, high-fructose corn syrup, corn 
syrup, concentrated fruit juice and honey. Look at the 
ingredient list and buy foods and beverages that don’t 
have a lot of added sugars.

• Protein — is one of the components in food that provides 
us with energy. Animal protein contains saturated fat. 
Choose fish and skinless poultry. Limit your intake of 
red and processed meats. Use low-fat or fat-free dairy 
products. Try other sources of protein, such as beans, 
nuts, seeds, tofu and other soy-based products.

• Vitamins and Minerals — are important parts of your 

How Do I Understand the “Nutrition Facts” Label?

diet. Eating a variety of foods will help you reach your 
daily goal of 100% of essential vitamins and minerals, 
such as vitamin D, calcium, iron and potassium.

• % Daily Value — tells you what percentage of each 
nutrient is in a single serving based on the recommended 
daily amount. To consume less of a nutrient, choose 
foods with 5% DV or less. To consume more, choose foods 
with 20% DV or more.

http://www.heart.org
http://www.heartinsight.org
http://www.heart.org/supportnetwork
http://www.heart.org/answersbyheart


What you eat affects your chances of getting high blood pressure. A healthy eating plan
can both reduce the risk of developing high blood pressure and lower a blood pressure
that is already too high.

For an overall eating plan, consider DASH, which stands for “Dietary Approaches to
Stop Hypertension.” You can reduce your blood pressure by eating foods that are low in
saturated fat, total fat, and cholesterol, and high in fruits, vegetables, and lowfat dairy
foods. The DASH eating plan includes whole grains, poultry, fish, and nuts, and has low
amounts of fats, red meats, sweets, and sugared beverages. It is also high in potassium,
calcium, and magnesium, as well as protein and fiber. Eating foods lower in salt and 
sodium also can reduce blood pressure.

Box 6 gives the servings and food groups for the DASH eating plan. The number of 
servings that is right for you may vary, depending on your caloric need.

The DASH eating plan has more daily servings of fruits, vegetables, and grains than 
you may be used to eating. Those foods are high in fiber, and eating more of them may
temporarily cause bloating and diarrhea. To get used to the DASH eating plan, gradually
increase your servings of fruits, vegetables, and grains. Box 7 offers some tips on how to
adopt the DASH eating plan.

A good way to change to the DASH eating plan is to keep a diary of your current eating
habits. Write down what you eat, how much, when, and why. Note whether you snack
on high-fat foods while watching television or if you skip breakfast and eat a big lunch.
Do this for several days. You’ll be able to see where you can start making changes.

If you’re trying to lose weight, you should choose an eating plan that is lower in calories.
You can still use the DASH eating plan, but follow it at a lower calorie level. (See box 8.)
Again, a food diary can be helpful. It can tell you if there are certain times that you eat but
aren’t really hungry or when you can substitute low-calorie foods for high-calorie foods.

8

Lower Your

Blood Pressure
by Eating Right
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The DASH Eating Planbox 6

Grains and grain

products

Vegetables

Fruits

Lowfat or fat free

dairy foods

Lean meats, 

poultry, and fish

Nuts, seeds, and 

dry beans

Fats and oils†

Sweets

7–8

4–5

4–5

2–3

2 or fewer

4–5 per week

2–3

5 per week

1 slice bread

1 cup ready-to-eat cereal*

1/2 cup cooked rice, pasta, or cereal

1 cup raw leafy vegetable
1/2 cup cooked vegetable

6 ounces vegetable juice

1 medium fruit
1/4 cup dried fruit
1/2 cup fresh, frozen, or canned fruit

6 ounces fruit juice

8 ounces milk

1 cup yogurt

1 1/2 ounces cheese

3 ounces cooked lean meat, 

skinless poultry, or fish

1/3 cup or 1 1/2 ounces nuts

1 tablespoon or 1/2 ounce seeds
1/2 cup cooked dry beans

1 teaspoon soft margarine

1 tablespoon lowfat mayonnaise

2 tablespoons light salad dressing

1 teaspoon vegetable oil

1 tablespoon sugar

1 tablespoon jelly or jam
1/2 ounce jelly beans

8 ounces lemonade

* Serving sizes vary between 1/2 cup and 1 1/4 cups. Check the product’s nutrition label.

† Fat content changes serving counts for fats and oils: For example, 1 tablespoon of regular salad dressing equals 1 serving, 1 tablespoon 

of lowfat salad dressing equals 1/2 serving, and 1 tablespoon of fat free salad dressing equals 0 servings.

The DASH eating plan shown below is based on 2,000 calories a day. The number of daily servings in a

food group may vary from those listed, depending upon your caloric needs.

Daily Servings 
Food Group (except as noted) Serving Sizes
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Tips on Switching to the DASH Eating Plan

• Change gradually. Add a vegetable or fruit serving at lunch and dinner.

• Use only half the butter or margarine you do now.

• If you have trouble digesting dairy products, try lactase enzyme pills or drops—they’re available 

at drugstores and groceries. Or buy lactose-free milk or milk with lactase enzyme added to it.

• Get added nutrients such as the B vitamins by choosing whole grain foods, including whole 

wheat bread or whole grain cereals.

• Spread out the servings. Have two servings of fruits and/or vegetables at each meal, or add 

fruits as snacks.

• Treat meat as one part of the meal, instead of the focus. Try casseroles, pasta, and stir-fry dishes.

Have two or more meatless meals a week.

• Use fruits or lowfat foods as desserts and snacks.

box 7
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How To Lose Weight on the DASH Eating Plan

The DASH eating plan was not designed to promote weight loss. But it is rich in low-calorie foods

such as fruits and vegetables. You can make it lower in calories by replacing high-calorie foods

with more fruits and vegetables—and that also will make it easier for you to reach your DASH 

eating plan goals. Here are some examples:

To increase fruits:

• Eat a medium apple instead of four shortbread cookies. You’ll save 80 calories.

• Eat 1/4 cup of dried apricots instead of a 2-ounce bag of pork rinds. You’ll save 230 calories.

To increase vegetables:

• Have a hamburger that’s 3 ounces instead of 6 ounces. Add a 1/2 cup serving of carrots and 

a 1/2 cup serving of spinach. You’ll save more than 200 calories.

• Instead of 5 ounces of chicken, have a stir fry with 2 ounces of chicken and 1 1/2 cups of raw 

vegetables. Use a small amount of vegetable oil. You’ll save 50 calories.

To increase lowfat or fat free dairy products:

• Have a 1/2 cup serving of lowfat frozen yogurt instead of a 1 1/2-ounce milk chocolate bar. You’ll 

save about 110 calories.

And don’t forget these calorie-saving tips:

• Use lowfat or fat free condiments, such as fat free salad dressings.

• Eat smaller portions—cut back gradually.

• Choose lowfat or fat free dairy products to reduce total fat intake.

• Use food labels to compare fat content in packaged foods. Items marked lowfat or fat free are 

not always lower in calories than their regular versions. See box 11 on how to read and compare 

food labels.

• Limit foods with lots of added sugar, such as pies, flavored yogurts, candy bars, ice cream, 

sherbet, regular soft drinks, and fruit drinks.

• Eat fruits canned in their own juice.

• Snack on fruit, vegetable sticks, unbuttered and unsalted popcorn, or bread sticks.

• Drink water or club soda.

box 8



Use More Spices and Less Salt

An important part of healthy eating is choosing foods that are low in salt (sodium 
chloride) and other forms of sodium. Using less sodium is key to keeping blood pressure
at a healthy level. 

Most Americans use more salt and sodium than they need. Some people, such as African
Americans and the elderly, are especially sensitive to salt and sodium and should be 
particularly careful about how much they consume.

Most Americans should consume no more than 2.4 grams (2,400 milligrams) of sodium 
a day. That equals 6 grams (about 1 teaspoon) of table salt a day. For someone with high
blood pressure, the doctor may advise less. The 6 grams includes all salt and sodium 
consumed, including that used in cooking and at the table.

Before trying salt substitutes, you should check with your doctor, especially if you have
high blood pressure. These contain potassium chloride and may be harmful for those
with certain medical conditions.

Box 9 offers some tips on how to choose and prepare foods that are low in salt and sodium. 
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Tips To Reduce Salt and Sodium

• Buy fresh, plain frozen, or canned “with no salt added” vegetables.

• Use fresh poultry, fish, and lean meat, rather than canned or processed types.

• Use herbs, spices, and salt-free seasoning blends in cooking and at the table.

• Cook rice, pasta, and hot cereal without salt. Cut back on instant or flavored rice, 

pasta, and cereal mixes, which usually have added salt.

• Choose “convenience” foods that are low in sodium. Cut back on frozen dinners, 

pizza, packaged mixes, canned soups or broths, and salad dressings—these 

often have a lot of sodium.

• Rinse canned foods, such as tuna, to remove some sodium.

• When available, buy low- or reduced-sodium or no-salt-added versions of 

foods—see box 11 for guidance on how to use food labels.

• Choose ready-to-eat breakfast cereals that are low in sodium.

box 9

Spice It Up
and Use Less Sodium



Experiment with these and other herbs and spices. To start, use small amounts to find out
if you like them.

Shopping for Foods That Will Help You Lower Your Blood Pressure

By paying close attention to food labels when you shop, you can consume less sodium.
Sodium is found naturally in many foods. But processed foods account for most of the
salt and sodium that Americans consume. Processed foods that are high in salt include
regular canned vegetables and soups, frozen dinners, lunchmeats, instant and ready-to-eat
cereals, and salty chips and other snacks.

Use food labels to help you choose products that are low in sodium. Box 11 shows you
how to read and compare food labels.

As you read food labels, you may be surprised that
many foods contain sodium, including baking soda, 
soy sauce, monosodium glutamate (MSG), seasoned
salts, and some antacids.
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Tips for Using Herbs and Spices
Herbs and Spices Use in

Basil Soups and salads, vegetables, fish, and meats

Cinnamon Salads, vegetables, breads, and snacks

Chili Powder Soups, salads, vegetables, and fish

Cloves Soups, salads, and vegetables

Dill Weed and Dill Seed Fish, soups, salads, and vegetables

Ginger Soups, salads, vegetables, and meats

Marjoram Soups, salads, vegetables, beef, fish, and chicken

Nutmeg Vegetables, meats, and snacks

Oregano Soups, salads, vegetables, meats, and snacks

Parsley Salads, vegetables, fish, and meats

Rosemary Salads, vegetables, fish, and meats

Sage Soups, salads, vegetables, meats, and chicken

Thyme Salads, vegetables, fish, and chicken

box 10

With herbs, spices, garlic, and onions, you can make your food spicy without salt and
sodium. There’s no reason why eating less sodium should make your food any less 
delicious! See box 10 for some great ideas on using spices.
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Easy on the Alcohol

Drinking too much alcohol can raise blood pressure. It also can harm the liver, brain, and heart. 

Alcoholic drinks also contain calories, which matters if you are trying to lose weight.

If you drink alcoholic beverages, drink only a moderate amount—one drink a day for women, 

two drinks a day for men.

What counts as a drink?

• 12 ounces of beer (regular or light, 150 calories),

• 5 ounces of wine (100 calories), or

• 1 1/2 ounces of 80-proof whiskey (100 calories).

Compare Labels

Food labels can help you choose items lower in sodium, as well as calories, saturated fat, total fat, and cholesterol.  The label

tells you:

box 11

Amount per serving

Nutrient amounts are provided for
one serving. If you eat more or less
than a serving, add or subtract
amounts. For example, if you eat 
1 cup of peas, you need to double
the nutrient amounts on the label.

Number of servings

There may be more than one 
serving in the package, so be sure
to check serving size.

Nutrients

You’ll find the milligrams of sodium
in one serving. 

Percent daily value

Percent daily value helps you com-
pare products and tells you if the
food is high or low in sodium.
Choose products with the lowest
percent daily value for sodium. 

FROZEN PEAS

Nutrition Facts 
Serving Size: 1/2 cup
Servings Per Container: about 3 

Amount Per Serving 

Calories: 60 Calories from Fat: 0 
% Daily Value*

Total Fat 0g 0%
Saturated Fat 0g 0%

Cholesterol 0mg 0%
Sodium 125mg 5%
Total Carbohydrate 11g 4%
Dietary Fiber 6g 22%
Sugars 5g 

Protein 5g

Vitamin A 15% • Vitamin C  30% 
Calcium     0% • Iron 6% 

* Percent Daily Values are based on a 
2,000 calorie diet. 

CANNED PEAS

Nutrition Facts 
Serving Size: 1/2 cup
Servings Per Container: about 3 

Amount Per Serving 

Calories: 60 Calories from Fat: 0 
% Daily Value*

Total Fat 0g 0%
Saturated Fat 0g 0%

Cholesterol 0mg 0%
Sodium 380mg 16%
Total Carbohydrate 12g 4%
Dietary Fiber 3g 14%
Sugars 4g 

Protein 4g 

Vitamin A 6% • Vitamin C  10% 
Calcium     2% • Iron 8% 

* Percent Daily Values are based on a 
2,000 calorie diet

Which product is lower in sodium?

Answer:  The frozen peas. The canned peas have three times more sodium than the frozen peas.?



FRUITS

Apple, pear, orange, peach or nectarine: 1 medium
Avocado: Half of a medium 
Banana: 1 small (about 6” long) 
Grapefruit: Half of a medium (4” across)
Grape: 16 
Kiwifruit: 1 medium
Mango: Half of a medium
Melon: Half-inch thick wedge of sliced watermelon, 
honeydew, cantaloupe
Pineapple: ¼ of a medium 
Strawberry: 4 large

VEGETABLES

Bell pepper: Half of a large
Broccoli or cauliflower: 5 to 8 florets
Carrot: 6 baby or 1 whole medium (6 to 7” long)
Corn: 1 small ear (6” long) or half of a large ear 
(8 to 9” long)
Leafy vegetable: 1 cup raw or ½ cup cooked 
(lettuce, kale, spinach, greens)
Potato: Half of a medium (2½ to 3” across) 
Squash, yellow: Half of a small
Sweet potato: Half of a large (2¼” across) 
Zucchini: Half of a large (7 to 8” long)

The good news is eating the right amount of fruits and vegetables doesn’t have to be complicated. 
Here are some examples of about one serving: 

VEGETABLES  
5 servings per day

RAW LEAFY VEGET

= 
ABLE

1 CUP
FRESH, FROZ

= 
EN OR CANNED

1/2 CUP
VEGETABLE JUICE

= 1/2 CUP

*based on a 2,000 calorie eating pattern= 

WHAT’SA SERVING?
FRUITS
4 servings per day

ONE MEDIUM FR

=
UIT

About the size
of your fist

FRESH, FROZEN OR CANNED

= 1/2 CUP
DRIED

FRUIT JUICE

= 1/4 CUP

1/4 CUP
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(continued)

Why Should I 
Limit Sodium?
You may have been told by your healthcare 

provider to reduce the salt in your diet. Table 

salt is sodium chloride. One teaspoon of salt 

contains about 2,300 mg of sodium. 

Sodium is a mineral that’s essential for life. It’s 

regulated in the body by your kidneys, and it 

helps control your body’s fluid balance. It also 

helps send nerve impulses and affects muscle 

function.

How does sodium affect my heart health?

When there’s extra sodium in your bloodstream, it pulls 
water into your blood vessels, increasing the total amount 
(volume) of blood inside your blood vessels. With more 
blood flowing through your blood vessels, blood pressure 
increases. This puts an extra burden on your heart and 
blood vessels. In some people, this may lead to or raise 
high blood pressure. 

Having less sodium in your diet may help you lower 
or avoid high blood pressure. People with high blood 
pressure are more likely to develop heart disease or have 
a stroke.

How much sodium do I need?

Most people eat too much sodium, often without knowing 
it. The average American eats about 3,400 mg of sodium 
a day.

•  The American Heart Association recommends no more 
than 2,300 milligrams (mgs) a day and an ideal limit of 
less than 1,500 mg per day for most adults, especially 
for those with high blood pressure.

• Ev  en cutting back by 1,000 mg a day can improve 
blood pressure and heart health.

What are sources of sodium?

Most of the sodium in our diets comes from adding it 
when food is being prepared. Pay attention to food labels, 
because they tell how much sodium is in food products. 
For example: foods with 140 mg or less sodium per 
serving are considered low in sodium. 

Here’s a list of sodium-containing compounds to limit in 
your diet:

• Salt (sodium chloride or NaCl) 

• Monosodium glutamate (MSG) 

• Baking soda and baking po wder

• Disodium phosphate 

•  Any compound that has “sodium” or “Na” in its name

Some over-the-counter and prescription medicines also 
contain lots of sodium. Talk to your health care provider 
and make it a habit of reading the labels of all over-the-
counter drugs, too.

What foods should I limit?

The best way to reduce sodium is to avoid prepackaged, 
processed and prepared foods, which tend to be high 
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in sodium.  Watch out for the “Salty 6” — the top six 
common foods that add the most salt to your diet.  Read 
food labels and chose the lowest level of sodium you can 
find for these items:
• Breads and rolls • Cold cuts and cured meats
• Pizza   • Poultry 
• Soup   • Sandwiches

These are some other foods can also be sources of 
“hidden” sodium:
• Cheeses and buttermilk
• Salted snacks, nuts and seeds
• Frozen dinners and snack foods
• Condiments (ketchup, mustard, mayonnaise)
• Pickles and olives
• Seasoned salts, such as onion, garlic and celery salts
• Sauces, such as barbeque, soy, steak, and Worcestershire

How can I cook with less salt and more 
flavor?

•  Avoid adding table salt to foods.

•  Flavor foods with herbs, spices, lemon, lime, vinegar, 
or salt-free seasoning blends.

•  Use fresh poultry, fish, and lean meat, rather than 
canned, smoked, or processed types.

•  Choose unsalted nuts and low-sodium canned foods. 
Cook dried peas and beans.

•  Use products made without added salt. Try low-
sodium bouillon and soups and unsalted broth.

•  Rinse canned vegetables and beans to reduce sodium.

What about eating out?

Controlling your sodium intake doesn’t mean spoiling 
the pleasure of eating out. But order carefully. Consider 
these tips for meals away from home:

•  Select fresh greens and fruits when available. Ask for 
oil and vinegar to top your salad or ask for the dressing 
on the side.

•  Be specific about what you want and how you 
want your food prepared. Request that your dish be 
prepared without added salt.

• Remember portion control.  You can always bring home 
a to-go box! 

Why Should I Limit Sodium?

HOW CAN I LEARN MORE?

Call 1-800-AHA-USA1  

(1-800-242-8721), or visit heart.org  

to learn more about heart disease and 

stroke.

Sign up to get Heart Insight, a free 

magazine for heart patients and their 

families, at heartinsight.org. 

Connect with others sharing similar 

journeys with heart disease and stroke 

by joining our Support Network at 

heart.org/supportnetwork. 

Do you have 
questions for the 
doctor or nurse?
Take a few minutes to 
write your questions for 
the next time you see 
your healthcare provider.

For example:

What’s my daily 
sodium limit?
 Is there sodium in the  
medicine I take?

My Questions:
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We have many other fact sheets to help you make healthier choices to reduce your risk, 
manage disease or care for a loved one. Visit heart.org/answersbyheart to learn more. 


