
Why is Sodium Bad? 
Sodium is an essential nutrient, so why is there so much concern about it 
these days? If you’re like most Americans, you probably are taking in more 
sodium than your body needs. Most people consume about 3,400 mil-
ligrams of sodium a day – more than twice the 1,500 milligrams recom-
mended by the American Heart Association. Adults should eat a maximum 
of about one teaspoon, or about 2,300 milligrams of sodium each day. 

One-third of American adults have high blood pressure and a high-sodium 
diet may be to blame. For some, sodium increases blood pressure because 
it causes your body to retain fluid, which makes your heart work harder. 
Blood pressure naturally rises with age, and consuming less sodium will 
help reduce the increase as well as the risk of developing other health 
conditions associated with excess sodium, such as stroke, heart failure, 
stomach cancer and kidney disease.

A fast food burger or sandwich can contain 
more than 100 percent of the sodium you 
need in a day? You may be consuming more 
sodium than your heart can handle.

Roughly 90 percent of American adults are expected to develop high 
blood pressure over their lifetimes. Many are unaware they have high 
blood pressure because there are no symptoms. When high blood 
pressure goes untreated, it causes damage to arteries and vital organs 
throughout the body.

However, there are other concerns with excess sodium consumption.  
Because we lose more calcium the more salt we eat, sodium also 
increases the risk of osteoporosis. The good news is that small dietary 
changes can help prevent or reverse these health consequences. 

Setting the Record Straight

The biggest contributor to sodium consumption is not the salt shaker on 
the table. Approximately 75 percent of the sodium consumed is in pack-
aged, processed foods. This makes it harder to limit how much sodium 
you are eating because it already is added to many foods before they are 
purchased. 

Many people resist a lower sodium diet because they believe their food 
will taste bland with less salt. However, it doesn’t have to, especially 

if proper cooking techniques, spices and other flavorful ingredients are 
used. With a gradual reduction in added sodium, you will start to appreci-
ate foods for their true flavors, and over time, taste buds adjust to actually 
prefer less salt. Studies have shown that when people are given a lower 
sodium diet for a period of time, they begin to prefer lower-sodium foods 
and the foods they used to enjoy taste too salty. 

Approximate amounts of sodium (in milligrams) found in table salt:

• 1/4 teaspoon salt = 575 milligrams sodium

• 1/2 teaspoon salt = 1,150 milligrams sodium

• 1 teaspoon salt = 2,300 milligrams sodium

What you probably don’t know is that a lot of common foods add more so-
dium to your diet than you might think. It’s not just French fries and potato 
chips that need to be eaten in moderation.

The American Heart Association/American Stroke Association has identified 
the top six foods that contribute the most sodium to our diets, labeling 
them the “Salty Six.” Even though these foods don’t necessarily taste salty, 
the sodium they contain can add up when eaten frequently. 

Sodium is found in breads and rolls, soups, sandwiches, cold cuts, pizza 
and poultry.  One slice of bread, for example, can contain up to 230 mil-
ligrams of sodium, while a serving of turkey cold cuts can contain as much 
as 1,050 milligrams.

Note that different brands of the same kinds of foods can vary widely in 
sodium content. 

DID YOU KNOW...
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Tips to Reduce Sodium Intake

• Pick fresh and frozen poultry that hasn’t
been injected with a sodium solution. 
Check the packaging for terms like
“broth,” “saline” or “sodium solution.” 
Sodium levels in unseasoned fresh meats
are around 100 milligrams per 4-ounce
serving. 

• When choosing soup, select lower-sodium
varieties. 

• Make sandwiches with lower-sodium
meats and low-fat, low-sodium cheeses, 
and go light on the condiments. 

• Use spices, herbs onions, garlic, citrus
juices and vinegars in place of salt to add
flavor to foods. 

• Take the salt shaker off the table. 

• Choose condiments and toppings carefully. 
Soy sauce, bottled salad dressings, ketchup, 
jarred salsas, mustard, pickles, olives and
relish tend to be high in sodium. Look for
a reduced or lower-sodium version. 

• Purchase canned vegetables labeled
“no salt added.” 

• Drain and rinse canned beans (like
chickpeas and kidney beans) and
vegetables, which can cut the sodium
by up to 40 percent. 

• Combine lower-sodium versions of
food with regular versions. This works
especially well for broths, soups and
tomato-based pasta sauces. 

• Cook pasta and rice without salt. Once
you add other ingredients to these foods, 
you won’t notice any difference.




