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Living With Your Sodium Restriction 








A Patient guide

As part of the treatment of your medical condition, we are recommending that you reduce the amount of sodium in your diet. For those accustomed to highly salted food, or those who eat a diet heavy in processed or packaged foods, this can be difficult, but it can be done. This guide is intended to help you understand the importance of complying with this advice and make that transition while still enjoying the pleasures of eating. Using this will help you make the switch to a sodium-restricted diet.

Why do I need a sodium restriction?

The average American consumes between 6 and 18 GRAMS of sodium a day. This is much more than the human body requires and that requirement is easily met with the amount of naturally occurring sodium in food. This excess sodium alters the salt/water balance in your body. Sodium causes your body to retain water. In individuals with certain medical conditions, such as hypertension, congestive heart failure and kidney disease, this excess fluid can result in an increase in blood pressure, as well as excessive amounts of fluid in the bloodstream. This will cause eventual “leakage” of fluid out of the blood stream into the tissues of your body and lungs. This leakage causes edema (swelling) of your legs, and can result in a buildup of fluid in the lungs. The shortness of breath experienced by people with congestive heart failure results from fluid entering the tiny air sacs in the lungs as a result of high pressures and excessive fluid volume within the blood vessels. When this happens, you are unable to get enough oxygen and are literally drowning in your own body fluid. You may find that you are often unable to lie flat and breathe comfortably, and consequently may need to sleep on several pillows or even sitting up in a chair.  Also, as the excess fluid shifts from the rest of the body into the lungs after you lie down at night, you may wake up suddenly very short of breath - even gasping for air. A common expression for this malady is “fluid around the heart”. What is actually happening is that fluid accumulates inside the lungs, and again, you can literally drown. Less dangerous, but quite uncomfortable, is peripheral edema, where the feet and legs, and sometimes the abdomen, hands and face swell. How to tell if you are retaining too much body fluid? Weigh yourself daily, at about the same time, with the same type of clothing.  You should report a weight gain of 2 pounds or more in a 24-hour period to your doctor. Swelling of your feet and ankles, tight rings, swelling around your eyes, and increasing abdominal girth are all signs of excess fluid in your body. 

Eliminating excess sodium from your diet, along with taking your medications as prescribed and following any fluid restrictions you have been given, can help eliminate problems with fluid retention and all the problems that go along with this. 
How much sodium can I have?

You should limit your total intake for the day to 

less than 2,000 to 3,000 mg. a day (2-3 grams). 

Individual food items should have no more than 100 mg per serving.

How do I know how much sodium is in my food?

To successfully comply with your sodium restriction, you must learn how to read nutrition labels on food packages.  Below is a typical label. The percentages are meaningless unless you are on a 2000-calorie a day diet. The information on fat, carbohydrates and other nutrients are important, but we will concentrate on how to use this information for sodium restriction.


	NUTRITION FACTS

Serving size ¼ cup (62 G)

Servings per container about 7
	TOMATO SAUCE

	AMOUNT PER SERVING
	

	CALORIES          15
	CALORIES FROM FAT    0

	
	% DAILY VALUE

	TOTAL FAT           0
	0%

	SATURATED FAT     0
	0%

	CHOLESTEROL        O MG 
	0%

	SODIUM              370 MG
	15%

	TOTAL CARBOHYDRATES 3G
	1%

	DIETARY FIBER less than 1G
	4%

	SUGARS  3G
	

	PROTEIN 1G 
	

	VITAMIN A 6%
	VITAMIN C 10%

	NOT A SIGNIFICANT SOURCE OF CALCIUM AND IRON
	PERCENT OF DAILY VALUES BASED ON A 

2,000 CALORIE DIET

	
	


As you can see, each label has information regarding serving sizes. This is very important, because the amount of nutrients on the label is PER SERVING. It is helpful, at least at first, to actually weigh and measure servings, so that you know exactly what you are getting. All of us tend to be overly generous in deciding what a “serving” is! Look at the SODIUM on the label. If the amount per serving is more than 100 mg., you should not eat this particular food item. When you are more experienced with working with your sodium restriction, you can get creative. For example, if a food you particularly like has 200 mg of sodium per serving, have half a serving instead. 

So what can I eat???????

Many people are discouraged when they first start looking at the amounts of sodium in food. It seems that EVERYTHING has too much sodium! In today’s world of instant and prepackaged foods, it is sometimes difficult to find foods that are within the limits prescribed. As time goes on, though, you will learn how to adapt to these restrictions. Plus, the payoff is that you will feel better that you did when you ate all those salty foods! You may also require less medication, which will eliminate both the side effects and expense of taking a lot of medicine.

What is the difference in salt and sodium?

Table salt is made of sodium chloride. There are numerous other sodium compounds used for food preservation and flavor enhancement. Sodium nitrate, sodium citrate, sodium bisulfate, monosodium glutamate and sodium benzoate are all examples of food additives that add sodium to your diet.

“Forbidden” foods….

Although it is best that you learn to read food labels and gain an understanding of what foods are best left out of your diet, there are some foods that just have too much sodium in them to ever be included in a sodium restricted diet.

· Bacon, sausage, hot dogs, bologna, Vienna sausages, turkey bacon

· Canned soups

· Commercial salad dressings

· Most deli meats

· Prepackaged seasoning mixes

· Fast food  (McDonald’s, Bojangles, Hardees, etc.)

· Seasoned salts

· Meat tenderizers

· Canned vegetables (unless designated salt free)

· Ham

· Prepared mixes, such as Hamburger Helper

· TV Dinners

· Pickled foods

· Cheese, processed and regular

· Potato chips and similar snack foods

· Canned sauces

· Cured meats

· Bullion cubes

· Soy sauce

· MSG (Monosodium Glutamate -frequently found in meat tenderizers and added to foods to enhance flavor)

· Table salt (ONE TEASPOON of table salt has about 2,400 mg. of sodium!)

In general, any food that has been packaged and/or preserved in any fashion had added sodium. This list IS NOT BY ANY MEANS ALL INCLUSIVE!!!!!!


This is intended as a guideline only!



“Maybe” foods…
· Commercial breads (many bakers will prepare salt free bread on request)

· Breakfast cereals

· “Low sodium” versions of canned goods. These foods often have unacceptably high levels of sodium despite claims to be “sodium reduced”. For example, “reduced sodium” canned soups still may have up to 800 mg. of sodium per serving! Read the labels!

· “Low fat” versions of food. Very often, when the fat is removed, salt and sugar are added to improve flavor. Watch the labels carefully on these items. Many times the low fat version is higher in sodium than the original!

Always read the Nutrition labels on food you purchase!

Always good choices……

· fresh lean meat or fresh frozen meats

· fresh vegetables

· frozen vegetables (without added salt)

· fresh or canned fruit

· Herbs and spices 

How can I season my food?

You may freely use any herb or spices that you enjoy. Look at this as a new adventure in dining and discover the pleasures of garlic, oregano, basil, cilantro, and the multitude of other herbs and spices available at your local supermarket! Hot peppers, vinegar, olive oil, and black pepper are all ways to add zest and flavor to your food without ever picking up a saltshaker. Use lemon juice to add flavor to vegetables and salads.  Olive oil and balsamic vinegar mixed make a delicious salad dressing that is sodium free. Never add salt to your food when you cook or at the table! As previously mentioned, ONE TEASPOON of salt is your whole day’s allotment of sodium! Many cooks worry that food will be flat and unappetizing without the addition of salt. This does not have to be true. You can add flavor to food in many ways that will not add sodium to your diet. The cooks of the family also worry that family members will complain about the food if salt is not used. Consider this: there is a strong tendency for heart disease to be hereditary. Why not begin to take steps now to protect your family?

 The “taste” for salty food is an acquired taste. Once you become accustomed to eating a low salt diet, foods you previously enjoyed will seem unpleasantly salty. You may also find (as have many of our patients) that after going on a salt restricted diet, if you do eat something that is high in sodium, you will not feel well. The sudden “load” of salt can cause your blood pressure to spike, resulting in shortness of breath, chest discomfort, fatigue and swelling. Is eating a hot dog really worth all that? You should learn to view salt the same way a diabetic looks at sugar. Control of your medical condition depends on eliminating as much sodium as you can from your diet.

What about eating out?

As heart disease becomes more prevalent, and the public becomes better educated about ways to prevent this illness, it is becoming easier to find salt free products. When dining out, ask that your food be prepared without salt. Know ahead of time what sorts of food the restaurant serves. If you know they only have barbecue and Brunswick stew on the menu, find somewhere else to eat. This way you will not be tempted to “cheat”, and you won’t be frustrated because there is nothing on the menu you can safely eat. Avoid menu items that are marinated, pickled, blackened, etc. Restaurant owners value your business and are usually quite willing to work with you to meet your dietary needs. When traveling, call ahead to airlines and hotels and make it clear that you need a sodium-restricted diet for medical reasons. Carry snacks with you so that you don’t have to resort to vending machines and airport food if you get hungry. When eating at someone’s home as a guest let your hosts know ahead of time about your diet. Friends and family who value your company will accommodate your needs. At family reunions and similar events, choose your food carefully, or eat your own. 

The American diet is filled with salty, processed foods. Because of your medical condition, and for your overall well-being, this is something you now must change. Although it is sometimes difficult to change the way one has eaten for a lifetime, it can be done. By becoming educated about your diet and making the effort to comply with these modifications, you can feel better and possibly live longer. Aren’t you worth it?
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