
Salt & Hypertension

What is salt?

Salt is basically Sodium chloride (NaCl). Salt is 40% sodium and is an essential electrolyte for 
normal metabolic functions in the body. However, the danger is that we tend to eat too much 
sodium and this then creates an imbalance in the body, particularly in the balance between 
sodium and potassium, but also some of the other electrolytes. The reason excessive 
amounts of sodium is dangerous is because sodium attracts water and therefore creates 
water retention which in turn raises blood pressure. Excessive sodium intake also makes you 
very thirsty and that makes you drink more, aggravating the water retention and ultimately 
the blood pressure. The recommended sodium intake per day is 2000 mg or 1 teaspoon. 

How to kick the salt habit 
You have to be careful though, because salt, or sodium per se, is hidden in many foods such 
as sauces, flavourings, seasonings and preserved or pickled foods. The following is a list of 
foods that have a high salt content and are frequently eaten unwittingly.

Tips to help you cut down your salt intake

• Either add salt during the food preparation and cooking OR at the table. Don’t do both. If you 
add salt to meat for example, before cooking, you will generally use less and this will flavour the 
food more than if you add it at the table onto ready cooked food

• There are many salt-free or low-salt products available. Sea salt, rock salt or any other form of salt, 
however, is no better than ordinary salt.

• Start to read labels. Low-salt (sodium) is defined as 140mg or less per serving

• Salt substitutes are frequently made from potassium so if you are on a potassium-restricted diet, 
which can be the case if you have kidney disease, then you need to be mindful and check the labels.

• Be creative and season foods with pepper, spices, herbs, lemon, garlic, ginger and vinegar.

• Eat more home-prepared meals. Salt is a preservative, so will help to prevent bacterial growth. All 
foods that have a shelf life are automatically going to be higher in salt. So opt for fresh foods more 
than packaged, pre-prepared meals.

• Some medications also contain high amounts of salt such as Alka Seltzer

Sometimes people go for salty foods because they are lacking in other essential minerals 
such as magnesium, calcium and zinc. These minerals are extremely important for normal 
metabolic functioning and can be found in healthy foods such as:

smoked, cured, salted 
or canned met, fish 
or poultry including 
bacon, cold meats, 
ham, frankfurters, 
biltong, dried 
sausage, sardines, 
caviar and anchovies

pickles and pickled 
vegetables such as 
gherkins and sauerkraut

frozen, breaded 
(crumbed) or battered 
meat, chicken or fish

pizza and other fast foods 
such as burgers, fried 
chicken, fish and chips

salted crackers, pretzels 
and other snacks (like 
crisps or nachos) that 
have a high salt content

all canned foods, 
especially those canned 
in brine (salt water)

sauces like tomato 
sauce, sweet chili sauce 
(also has LOTS of sugar), 
pre-prepared salad 
dressings, soy sauce and 
Worcestershire sauce

commercially 
prepared popcorn

salted nuts

dairy foods such as 
cheese, especially 
processed cheese 
and buttermilk

bread, dough   
and pre-prepared 
biscuit mixes

stock cubes

Most of the salt (about 80%) in our diets comes from processed and packaged 
foods like snack foods, chops, canned foods, frozen meals, seasonings, salad 
dressings and other sauces. What you must realise though, is that you do NOT have 
to sacrifice taste and flavour to give up salt. Some of the foods that you love like salsa 
or salad dressing can be made up at home without too much effort with foods like 
onions, tomatoes, coriander, basil, parsley, lemon and spices that are salt-free. 

magnesium - nuts, beans, green leafy vegetables and whole grains like whole wheat 
bread, whole grain pasta, rye bread and nuts and seeds

calcium - dairy foods, soft cheeses (also low in sodium), tofu and yoghurt 

zinc - cashews, quinoa, chickpeas, shellfish and pumpkin seeds


