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Preface

Most Americans today, including an estimated 97 percent of our children, are eating an unhealthy amount of sodium—and as a result, we have seen the incidence of high blood pressure rise all across the country. In fact, unless this trend changes, nine out of ten Americans may develop high blood pressure at some time in their lives. Scientific evidence shows that eating a high-sodium diet increases the chance that your blood pressure will rise to a dangerous level. To prevent that increase and its potentially deadly effects, we want to do everything possible to help you eat less sodium. We know that our current food supply makes that difficult, but we’re here to help!

Because our mission is to reduce the incidence of cardiovascular disease, including stroke, and eliminate its devastating consequences, the American Heart Association is deeply committed to reducing the amount of sodium in the current food supply. We are working with the food industry and government regulatory agencies to join us in this commitment. The American Heart Association has revised its recommendation for daily sodium intake to less than 1,500 milligrams, which is based on scientific research on healthy sodium levels. Sodium is an important part of our diets, but we need only about 500 milligrams per day under normal circumstances. Yet the average American currently consumes about 3,400 milligrams—more than double the amount we recommend for most people. (There are some exceptions to the 1,500-milligram limit, however. For example, people who lose sodium because of environmental conditions, such as working in hot factories or hiking in the desert, and people with medical conditions that cause the body to need more sodium should not restrict their sodium intake to that level.)

We recognize that the task of reducing sodium brings with it many inherent challenges. It isn’t easy to change ingrained habits quickly, and the existing food environment presents more highly salted options than it does heart-healthy opportunities. The objective of this book, however, is to help you understand both why it’s so important to live a healthy lifestyle and how to gradually transition to get to that goal. It’s okay to take small steps rather than one big leap—in fact, we recommend it.

Your first step is to acknowledge that doing something to establish a healthier diet is better than doing nothing. Any sodium reduction you make, no matter how small, is a step in the right direction. Once you’ve made a few meaningful changes in your eating habits, you can choose to move on at your own pace, using the realistic strategies and stair-step approaches this book suggests.

Some of the how-tos you’ll find throughout include:


• How to accurately and realistically assess your current sodium intake

• How to reduce the number of high-sodium products in your pantry, refrigerator, and freezer

• How to read food labels

• How to uncover the sodium hidden in foods

• How to keep sodium in line when you eat out

• How to build an overall healthy, lower-sodium diet

• How to create your own personalized healthy menus



We believe that with solid health information, an achievable action plan, and more than 60 heart-healthy versions of popular high-sodium recipes, you can lower your salt intake and enjoy the food you eat.

Adopting a lifestyle that supports your lower-sodium goals is necessary for good heart health—and those goals are attainable, one step at a time.

Rose Marie Robertson, M.D.
CHIEF SCIENCE OFFICER
AMERICAN HEART ASSOCIATION/AMERICAN STROKE ASSOCIATION



PART I

Sodium and Your Heart Health




Why has salt, a simple ingredient found on everyone’s table, become such a hot topic in the fields of nutrition and health? The explanation is anything but simple, yet the facts established after years of research and debate leave little doubt that we are all eating far more sodium in the form of salt than is healthy.


FACT: The more sodium you take in, the higher your blood pressure is likely to be. We know that the connection between sodium and blood pressure is direct and progressive and has no threshold.

FACT: You have a 90 percent chance of developing high blood pressure at some point in your lifetime. More than 75 million people over the age of 20 have high blood pressure today, and that number is growing every day.

FACT: If you have high blood pressure, you are at much higher risk for heart attack, stroke, and other cardiovascular diseases. The effects of high blood pressure can have deadly consequences, especially if left untreated.

FACT: Americans are eating more sodium in the form of processed foods than ever before. Most of us consume almost seven times what our bodies need and more than double what the American Heart Association recommends for good heart health.



As a nation, this level of excess sodium consumption has put our collective health in jeopardy. Too much sodium means higher blood pressure, which leads to a higher risk of disease and disability. For you as an individual, that connection means that the sooner you reduce the level of sodium in your diet, the better your chances of protecting your heart and preventing heart disease and stroke in your future.




CHAPTER 1

Sodium, Salt, and Our Food Supply

THE BASICS OF SODIUM AND SALT

Many people think of salt and sodium as being the same thing, but they aren’t. Sodium is a mineral that occurs throughout nature in more than 80 forms. It is the sixth most abundant naturally occurring element on the planet, and it is essential to many of life’s functions. In the human body, in particular, sodium is crucial in maintaining the intricate balance of fluids in and around the body’s cells, and we can’t live without it.

Ninety percent of the sodium we eat comes in the form of salt. Salt is a naturally occurring compound that consists of 40 percent sodium and 60 percent chloride. It is found in oceans and salt lakes and in deposits that are the remains of dried-up ancient oceans.

Differences in the techniques used to collect and process salt have created the variety of salts available today. In the grocery store, most of the salts you will find are fine grained, such as regular table salt. (Most table salts are iodized, which means iodine has been added to prevent deficiency in that mineral.) Coarser-grained salts include kosher salt, which is made of large, irregular crystals with a lot of surface area. Sea salt can be either fine or coarse grained, and its flavor and color vary depending on its mineral content.

When it comes to your health, however, the bottom line is that salt is salt. One teaspoon of table salt contains about 2,300 milligrams (mg) of sodium, and all salts contain roughly the same amount regardless of where they come from. It is the quantity of salt you eat that matters—not the kind. No matter how a salt is collected or refined, how it is presented, or how large the crystals, it’s still salt, and you must consider the cumulative negative health impact too much of any of these salts can have.


WHERE DOES SALT COME FROM? The oldest and still most common way globally to collect salt is directly from the ocean (sea, or solar, salt). Used for centuries, this technique involves letting salinated water evaporate in large salt pans. In the United States, however, most commercial salt is taken from underground sources, either by injecting water into deposits beneath the surface to create a salty brine that is then processed (evaporated salt), or by using conventional mining to bring the salt to the surface (rock salt). The collected salt is then left unrefined or is ground into fine or coarse grains.



Why We Need Sodium

Our bodies’ core systems—circulation, respiration, elimination, and the communication between the brain and the nervous system—depend on a delicate balance between sodium and other chemicals in the body. To maintain the level of sodium in the fluid surrounding the body’s cells, the kidneys, endocrine glands, and brain work together continuously to assess and adjust as needed. This balance is so important because any disruption affects the health of every cell, and an estimated 20 to 40 percent of an adult’s resting energy is used to maintain it.

Sodium is essential in the intricate processes that generate electrical signals throughout the nervous system, and it regulates how body fluids are distributed and retained—in particular, blood volume and blood pressure. These crucial functions cannot take place without an adequate supply of sodium; however, too much will cause more harm than good.

When So Much Is Too Much

If sodium is so important to our health, how can it become so dangerous? The answer lies in the fact that most of us eat much more sodium than our bodies can handle. Although the exact amount varies for each individual, most people need only about 500 mg of sodium each day to maintain the right balance for their bodies to function properly. The American Heart Association recommends no more than 1,500 mg of sodium a day, yet the current national average daily intake is about 3,400 mg.

Over time, the cumulative effects of that much sodium can have devastating health consequences. The human body’s mechanisms for conserving the sodium it needs are extremely effective: when sodium is low, the body reacts by conserving water to keep the sodium it has; when sodium levels are too high, the kidneys regulate the level of fluid in the body and flush away the excess sodium in urine. If the kidneys cannot keep pace with the amount of sodium coming in, the body tries to dilute the sodium by retaining water. This leaches water out of the cells into the bloodstream, increasing the volume of fluid in circulation. When blood volume increases, your heart must work harder to pump blood, resulting in higher blood pressure that can stiffen and damage blood vessels and put other body systems under stress.

Unfortunately, these changes usually go undetected until a serious condition, such as high blood pressure, is diagnosed. (The physical effects of sodium excess are covered in more detail in Chapter 2.) There is no doubt, however, that blood pressure rises with higher amounts of dietary sodium and that uncontrolled high blood pressure can cause debilitating cardiovascular problems, including heart disease and stroke. If 90 percent of Americans are likely to develop this potentially deadly condition at some point in their lives, as researchers estimate, it is equally clear that everyone—regardless of age—should take action to reduce the sodium in his or her diet.

SODIUM IN TODAY’S FOOD SUPPLY

Our bodies’ biological needs for sodium haven’t changed over time, but the ways we eat and how we get our food have changed drastically. Since ancient times, salt has been a valuable resource and has been used for medicinal purposes, as currency, and in food. Salt has always been used both to preserve perishable food and to intensify flavor, which are the same primary reasons salt is used so extensively today. In fact, it is the salt added to foods before they reach your table that accounts for the excess of sodium in our food supply.


THE IMPORTANCE OF SALT THROUGH HISTORY Salt inhibits the growth of bacteria and fungus, so people found ways to use it to preserve foods that otherwise could not be kept edible for long (e.g., salted fish). Salt was so important in trade and commerce that references to it can be found around the globe, in all languages and from all civilizations. For example, the word salary comes from the Latin root sal, which means salt. It is said that the Romans valued salt very highly. They originally paid their soldiers with salt rations called “salarium”; when they began to give the soldiers money to buy their own salt, the term stuck.



Beyond the Saltshaker

Despite the pervasive idea that most of the sodium we consume comes from the saltshaker, very few people add enough table salt to their food to compete with the high levels of sodium found in processed products. According to a study on sodium reduction strategies from the Institute of Medicine, only 6 percent of the sodium that Americans consume comes from salt added at the table and only 5 percent is added during cooking at home. Even if you don’t sprinkle your food with salt from a shaker at all, you still may be consuming too much sodium. Where, then, is it coming from?

BREAKDOWN OF SODIUM CONSUMPTION

[image: ]

As this chart illustrates, more than three-quarters of the sodium in our food supply comes from processed foods, including those we eat at restaurants. Most unprocessed foods contain very little sodium, although there are a few exceptions, such as spinach and celery. In general, however, the nutritional value of these natural foods more than offsets the sodium they contain.

Why then is there so much sodium in processed foods? Manufacturers include salt and sodium additives because they need their products to be attractive and to last without spoiling. The use of salt in various processing techniques helps bind ingredients, improve flavor, and enhance the color of commercial packaged foods. As a result, the amount of added salt in practically every food category has gradually increased in recent years, even in foods that don’t taste salty. Restaurants, too, want their dishes to stand out, and a reliable way to pique customers’ taste buds and bump up flavor inexpensively is to add more salt.

What does “processed” mean? The term processed generally refers to food that isn’t eaten directly from the source, such as a plant or an animal. The juice you squeeze directly from an orange, for example, is an unprocessed food. If that juice is commercially prepared and other ingredients are added, such as sugars or preservatives, the resulting orange juice is a processed product. Both the quantity and quality of additives and preservatives, such as salt, can change foods in ways that make them less nutritious. Whether the additives are to heighten flavor, to extend shelf life, or for some other reason, any type of processing will affect the end product.

TOP 10 SOURCES OF SODIUM


  1. Breads and rolls

  2. Cold cuts and cured meats, such as deli or packaged ham and turkey

  3. Pizza

  4. Fresh and processed chicken and turkey

  5. Soups

  6. Sandwiches, including burgers

  7. Cheese

  8. Pasta dishes with sauce

  9. Mixed meat dishes, such as meat loaf with sauce

10. Snacks, such as chips, pretzels, and popcorn



The type of processed food is important, too, because the more often it is part of your diet, the more sodium it contributes. According to data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), more than 40 percent of the sodium in the average American diet comes from only 10 types of food.

Finding Hidden Sodium

You would expect to find sodium in foods that taste salty, but as the examples in the chart below show, many common foods can be surprisingly high in sodium that is “hidden,” or at least not very obvious until you look for it.






	FOOD
	SODIUM (MG)*
	% OF DAILY RECOMMENDATION**



	beverages
	 
	 



	energy drink, 8 oz
	200
	13



	tomato juice, 8 oz
	655
	44



	breads
	 
	 



	English muffin, 2 halves
	200
	13



	bagel, 3½ oz, 2 halves
	545
	36



	cereals
	 
	 



	oat rings, 1 cup
	160
	11



	bran flakes, 1½ cups
	440
	29



	condiments
	 
	 



	ketchup, 1 tbsp
	170
	11



	soy sauce, 1 tbsp
	1,000
	67



	dairy products
	 
	 



	low-fat Cheddar cheese, 1 oz
	175
	12



	low-fat cottage cheese, ¾ cup
	600
	40




*Sodium values have been rounded to the nearest 5 mg.

**American Heart Association Daily Recommendation = 1,500 mg or less.

Be aware that any food that has been processed in some way is likely to contain added sodium. Keep in mind, too, that although a processed food itself may be a seemingly unlikely source of sodium, the amount of sodium in it is not hidden at all. Reading nutrition labels is the best way to find out how much sodium is in the processed foods that you eat.

Many food manufacturers are working to reformulate their products to reduce sodium, but the process is complicated, costly, and time-consuming. Until consumers accept, and adapt to, less salty versions of their favorite foods and demonstrate their preference by asking for and purchasing lower-sodium products at the grocery store, the industry will continue to move carefully.

Why We Like Salty Foods

Some researchers believe that our innate taste for salt dates back to our early survival instincts. They theorize that a sense of taste allowed early humans to decide whether a food was beneficial and safe to eat. For example, sourness or bitterness might have been an indication that a food was spoiled or poisonous, so our ancestors learned to avoid that food. Because humans need to eat adequate amounts of sodium to survive, our ancestors may have learned to identify food that contained sodium by its salty taste. We therefore may be hardwired to detect the taste of salt and find it pleasurable.

On the other hand, many believe that we learn our tolerance for the salty taste from the current level of sodium in our food. When you put food in your mouth, the water in your saliva dissolves chemicals that are detected by the receptor cells located in your taste buds. These receptors send signals to your brain that you are experiencing a “salty” taste. You are born with a low threshold for salt—that is, a threshold at which point overly salted foods begin to taste unpleasant. If you eat a lot of salted food, however, your threshold is raised and you gradually become used to the taste of salt.

The more often you expose your taste receptors to salt, the more they will adjust, or become desensitized, to its flavor. Over time, your taste receptors may need more sodium in food before they register the same level of pleasure in your brain. What you are doing, in essence, is training your taste buds to tolerate more salt than you need.

Scientists are studying how the brain’s perception of taste affects eating habits and preferences. One study found that when participants on a lower-sodium diet were allowed to salt the outside of their food, their taste for salt was satisfied even though they were eating less sodium overall than they were used to.

Genetic influences may play a role in why certain people taste sodium more or less intensely than others. Researchers found that some people, called “super-tasters,” eat more salty foods than “non-tasters” because super-tasters enjoy the salty taste more and seem to need higher levels of sodium to block out flavors that are unpleasant to them but less obvious to the non-tasters.

Regardless of why we have collectively come to like salty food so much, you can reverse the trend in your own eating habits. By making gradual changes to reduce your intake of sodium, you allow your taste buds to regain their sensitivity. In time—usually between six weeks and six months—you will find that your palate has adjusted and the food you used to enjoy now tastes too salty. In fact, you probably will even notice flavors that have been there all the time but were masked by the salt.

Why We Eat Too Much Salt

In the early 1970s, the average daily sodium intake for American adults was about 2,400 mg. Today’s
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