
The Truth about Salt, Blood Pressure and Weight

Humans have a hedonistic desire for salt. Salt, or sodium, which 
makes up 40 percent of salt, is critical to a functioning body, and 

everyone needs it. However, most Americans consume too much. 

Too much salt contributes to higher blood 
pressure, and high blood pressure increases the 
amount of work the heart has to do, leading to 
heart disease, stroke, heart failure and kidney 
disease. Salt in itself does not cause weight 
gain. Salt has no calories. However, high levels 
of sodium cause your body to hold water, 
resulting in short-term weight gain, just as 
low levels cause your body to get rid of excess 
water, resulting in short-term weight-loss. As 
soon as you return to a regular level of sodium, 
the short-term weight changes disappear. Salt 
also helps balance your body's electrolytes, 
which play a role in the sensation of thirst. 
When the level of electrolytes gets too high 
in your blood, your sense of thirst kicks 
in, causing you to drink more water, 
which helps return the electrolytes 
to their normal levels. The 
more salt you consume, the 
thirstier you'll feel, which 
is why bars often offer 
free salty snacks.

Bad Rap for Weight Gain
Salt gets a bad rap as far as weight gain is 
concerned because a lot of the salt most 
Americans eat comes from nutrient-
poor, calorie-heavy pre-packaged or 
processed food and fast food. It isn't that 
salt causes weight gain, but that the food 
we've learned to crave has a lot of salt in 
it. Americans' sodium consumption has 
gone up significantly since the early 70s 
as more and more food manufacturers 
have increased levels of salt in their 
products to improve taste and increase 
consumer demand. 

Seventy-five percent of the salt Americans 
consume comes from salt added to pre-

made food by manufacturers or added by 
cooks at restaurants and other food 

service establishments. Only about 
5-10 percent comes from the salt 

we add ourselves when we're 
salting at the table or 

during cooking.
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The FDA's Role in Regulating Salt
The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) classifies salt as 
a GRAS (Generally Recognized as Safe) ingredient, whose 
use in food does not require FDA approval. The FDA does 
require that food manufacturers state sodium content on 
their labels, and it sets criteria for how the claims "low 
sodium" and "reduced in sodium" can be used. 

In 2007, the FDA held a public hearing on the agency's 
policies regarding salt in food and solicited comments from 

the public about future regulatory approaches. The agency 
was also a sponsor of a high profile report released by the 
Institute of Medicine (IOM) in 2010 that recommended 
various strategies to reduce the amount of sodium 
Americans consume, including actions food manufacturers, 
public health professionals, consumer educators and 
government agencies should take. The report recommended 
that the FDA set mandatory national standards for the 
sodium content in foods. The recommendation was not that 

The Dietary Guidelines for Americans currently recommends no more than 2,300 milligrams of sodium per day (about 
1 teaspoon of salt) for most Americans and only 1,500 milligrams per day (about 5/8 of a teaspoon) for individuals with 
hypertension, blacks, and middle-aged and older adults. Americans, on average, consume about 50 percent more than the 
recommended amount—about 3,400 milligrams per day. Other groups have recommended a maximum of 1,500 milligrams 
of sodium for everyone.

GROUP MAXIMUM PER DAY

USDA Dietary Guidelines

American Heart Association/American Stroke Association (all adults) 1,500 mg sodium (about 5/8 teaspoon of salt)

2,300 mg sodium (about a teaspoon of salt)

1,500 mg sodium (about 5/8 teaspoon of salt)

• Adults (except as noted below)

• Adults with hypertension, blacks and 
middle-aged and older adults



sodium should be banned as an additive, but that approved 
sodium levels in manufactured food and food served in 
restaurants should be gradually reduced throughout time.

According to the IOM report:

"It is important that the reduction in sodium 
content of foods be carried out gradually, with small 
reductions instituted regularly as part of a carefully 
monitored process. Evidence shows that a decrease 
in sodium can be accomplished successfully without 
affecting consumer enjoyment of food products if it 
is done in a stepwise process that systematically and 
gradually lowers sodium levels across the food supply."

The report argues that the voluntary approaches taken to 
date on the part of food manufacturers and restaurants 
"have not been sufficient," and it concludes that "without 
major change, hypertension and cardiovascular disease 
rates will continue to rise, and consumers, who have little 
choice, will pay the price for inaction."

The FDA is reviewing the IOM recommendations, but, to 
date, has not acted on them.

What You Can Do
Most experts agree it's important for Americans to take 
steps to lower their sodium intake. Here are five tips 
from the National Kidney Foundation for things you 
can do to lower yours: 

1. Make reading food labels a habit. Sodium content 
is always listed on food labels. Sodium content 
can vary from brand to brand, so compare and 
choose the lowest sodium product. Certain foods 
don’t taste particularly salty but are actually high 
in sodium, such as cottage cheese, so it’s critical to 
check labels.

2. Stick to fresh meats, fruits, and vegetables rather 
than their packaged counterparts, which tend to 
be higher in sodium.

3. Avoid spices and seasonings that contain added 
sodium, for example, garlic salt. Choose garlic 
powder instead.

4. Many restaurants list the sodium content of their 
products on their Web sites, so do your homework 
before dining out. Also, you can request that your 
food be prepared without any added salt.

5. Wait it out. You can learn to adjust to eating less 
salt. It typically takes about six to eight weeks on 
a low-sodium diet to get used to it. After that, 
you’ll actually find that some of your favorite salty 
foods, like potato chips, taste too salty to you.

In short, shake if you must, but being a well-informed 
shaker can help you improve your health.
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Evidence shows that a decrease in sodium can 
be accomplished successfully without affecting 
consumer enjoyment of food products if it is done 
in a stepwise process that systematically and 
gradually lowers sodium 
levels across the food supply.
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The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated 
to giving a voice to individuals affected by obesity and helping them 
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to 
elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging 
but we also know that great things happen when we learn, 
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists. 
Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing 
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take 
action on important issues. 




