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Sodium Management for Pulmonary 

Hypertension Patients 
 

 

As a part of managing your pulmonary hypertension, you need to adopt a 

heart-healthy low-sodium diet. This is one of the most important self-care 

behaviors you can follow to prevent hospital stays and slow the progression of 

your disease. 

 

The goal of this handout is to help you learn: 

 How to follow a low-sodium diet 

 Your sodium goals (daily and per meal) 

 Ways to reduce sodium in your diet 

 How to read a food label 

 The sodium content of selected foods and condiments 

 Substitutes for high-sodium foods and condiments 

 How to track your sodium intake  

 

Why is it important for me to follow a low sodium diet?

Too much sodium in your diet can make your disease worse. Sodium acts like a 

sponge that holds fluids in your body. This extra fluid makes your heart work 

harder and leads to fluid buildup in your body. One of the most effective ways 

to reduce extra fluid is to have less sodium in your diet. Following a  

low-sodium diet has the following benefits: 

 Your body maintains a better water (fluid) balance 

 Better management of your symptoms 

 Protects your heart’s pumping ability 

 You may experience higher energy levels and better overall well-being 
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What happens if I don’t follow a low-sodium diet? 

Eating a low sodium diet is a priority for pulmonary hypertension patients. 

Failure to manage the sodium in your diet may lead to severe symptoms, an 

increased need for hospital stays and a quicker progression of your disease. 

Eating too much sodium may cause the following symptoms: 

 Swelling in your feet, ankles, legs and belly 

 Shortness of breath during activity 

 Weight gain 

 Cough 

 Urinating less 

 Decreased appetite 

 Feeling full quickly/bloated when eating 

 Worsening fatigue 

 Trouble breathing when lying flat (need to sit in chair or use more pillows to    

sleep) 

 

Who will work with me to understand my diet? 

Our Registered Dietitian Nutritionists (RDN) are food and nutrition experts who 

are available to discuss heart healthy food and nutrition choices with you. They 

provide sound, easy-to-follow nutrition advice. You have the opportunity to 

work closely with a dietitian and your nurses to discuss what foods to eat more 

of and what foods to avoid or limit. 

What is the difference between sodium and salt? 

We often use salt and sodium as if they mean the same thing. But they aren’t 

quite the same. Salt is made up of two minerals: sodium and chloride
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Is there a health advantage to eating other forms of salt or salt 

alternatives? 

Many forms of table salt are marketed as being “natural” or a “healthier 

alternative”: sea salt, rock salt, or pink Himalayan salt. Many people believe 

these forms of salt contain less sodium and must be better for them. All of 

these salts contain sodium and should be avoided. 
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How much sodium can I have? 

The nutrition plan for people with pulmonary hypertension limits the sodium 

you get from food and drink to 2,000 milligrams (2 gram) per day or less. This 

amount cannot be "saved" over several days. Your provider may change this
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How do I reduce sodium in my diet? 

Follow these general guidelines to reduce the amount of sodium in your diet: 

 

1. Read the Nutrition Facts label 

The nutrition facts label on the back of the package will tell you how much 

sodium is in a food product. Learning this skill will help you make healthier 

food choices when grocery shopping or preparing food at home. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

2. Learn the meaning of sodium label claims 

Food and beverage packages may have sodium label claims that are misleading.  

Food manufacturers use marketing terms such as “reduced sodium” or “light in 
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sodium” to trick you into believing their foods are healthy. Look for  

“low-sodium” on the food label. This term is federally regulated. Understanding 

a labeling claim can help you quickly identify foods that contain less sodium. 

The table below is a guide to common sodium claims and what they mean: 
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What are some hidden sources of sodium? 

Sodium is found in: 

 Table salt: 1 teaspoon contains 2,300 mg of sodium 

 Seasonings: onion salt, garlic salt, seasoning salt, seasoning blends 

 Leavening agents: baking powder (488 mg per teaspoon) and baking soda 

(1,259 mg per teaspoon). 

 Additives and preservatives: brine, di-sodium phosphate, monosodium 

glutamate, sodium erythorbate, sodium benzoate, sodium hydrozide, 

sodium propionate, sodium sulfite, and sodium nitrite 

 Medications such as antacids, laxatives and antibiotics. Ask your pharmacist 

if you have questions. 

3. Add flavor without adding sodium 

 Don’t add salt to your food during cooking, baking or at the table. 

 Try no-salt seasoning blends, herbs, or spices instead of salt.   

 Avoid butter and broths with the word sodium or salt in the name or 

ingredient list. 

4. Build a heart healthy pantry 

Remove high-sodium canned soups, sauces, mixes and boxed foods (including 

flavored rice, instant noodles, and ready-made pasta) from your pantry. 

 

5. Choose low sodium versions or alternatives of your favorite foods

Prepare your own foods. Use the low-salt resources found on page 14. 

According to the Centers for Disease Control, more than 40% of the sodium we 

eat each day comes from only 10 types of food. 
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6. Decrease the number of times you eat restaurant food each week  

According to the Center for Disease Control, more than 70% of the sodium you 

eat is from processed and restaurant foods. 

 

How do I track my sodium intake?

You need to keep track of how much sodium you eat and drink every day.  

You can use the log on the following page to track what you eat.   

Extra copies of this Sodium Tracking Log can be printed from the Michigan 

Medicine Care Guides from Your Clinician site: 

http://careguides.med.umich.edu/  

Type in the keywords heart sodium log and then download and print. 

http://careguides.med.umich.edu/
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What do I need to think about when meal planning? 

 It is important to eat a well-balanced diet rich in vitamins, 

minerals, fiber and other essential nutrients you need. 

 Eat a mix of foods across all food groups: 

 Protein foods: 

o Seafood 

o Lean meats and poultry 

o Eggs 

o Legumes (beans and peas) 

o Nuts, seeds 

o Soy products 

 Fruits and vegetables 

 Whole grains 

 Break down the amount of sodium you eat by meal. 

 Plan your meals ahead. Think about what you are going to eat 

throughout the week and shop for these items. 

 Search the internet for low sodium recipes. 
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How can I follow a low sodium diet when eating out? 

Eating out, whether it is at a restaurant, a friend’s house, or a party for a special 

occasion, can be challenging. The following tips will help you follow a low-

sodium diet when eating out: 

 

At a restaurant: 

 Check to see if the restaurant has nutritional information posted on their 

website. 

 You can also find restaurant nutritional information on these websites: 

 Calorieking.com 

 MyFitnessPal 

 Ask to see nutritional information (available in all chain restaurants), and 

then choose lower sodium options. 

 Ask for your meal to be prepared without salt. 

 Ask for sauces and salad dressings to be served “on the side,” then use in 

small amounts. 

When eating out, consider the following: 

Appetizers: 

 Avoid pickles, cured meats, cheeses, and salted nuts. 

Main Courses: choose items that are: 

 grilled 

 baked 

 broiled 

 roasted 

Ask that food be prepared without: 

 salted butter 

 salt 

 MSG 



 
 

 

Cardiovascular Center 

Sodium Management for Pulmonary Hypertension Patients 

- 15 -  
 

 

 dressings 

 Order condiments, sauces and dressings on the side 

 

At Fast Food Restaurants: 

Keep takeout and fast food as an occasional treat. 

At a party: 

 Eat fresh fruits and raw vegetables. 

 Limit the use of dips and party spreads. 

 Avoid snack foods such as potato chips, salted popcorn, pretzels or peanuts. 

 

What if I don’t cook? 

Meal services such as: 

 Meals on Wheels https://www.mealsonwheelsamerica.org/ 

 Mom's Meals https://www.momsmeals.com/ 

 Seattle Sutton meals https://www.seattlesutton.com/ 

 Frozen Dinners (look for meals with lower sodium) such as: 

o Healthy Choice 

o Smart Ones. 
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What about potassium in my diet? 

We talk a lot about sodium, but your body also needs potassium to work 

properly. Some heart medicines can cause potassium levels to go either up or 

down. Your provider will check your blood potassium level regularly and tell 

you if you need to change your diet to keep your potassium level normal. 
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Disclaimer: This document contains information and/or instructional materials developed by 
Michigan Medicine for the typical patient with your condition. It may include links to online 

content that was not created by Michigan Medicine and for which Michigan Medicine does not 
assume responsibility. It does not replace medical advice from your health care provider 

because your experience may differ from that of the typical patient. Talk to your health care 
provider if you have any questions about this document, your condition or your treatment plan.  
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