
Pack your pantry with foods your heart will love
Diet plays a major role in heart disease prevention, and having healthy foods on 
hand makes it easier to get in the habit of making better choices.

It’s best to lean toward foods high in fiber and low in salt and sugar. Fiber helps 
you feel full and satisfied longer, so you’re less likely to overeat. Keeping salt 
intake in check is good for your blood pressure, and limiting sugar helps with 
weight control.

These guidelines point toward eating plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables and 
fewer processed foods. Go easy on foods like butter, cheese, fatty beef, and 
pork, as they contain saturated fat which contributes to heart disease. 

Instead, choose foods like these as part of a heart-healthy diet:

Blueberries and cherries: They include 
a type of antioxidant called anthocyanins 
that may help protect blood vessels.

Oranges and bananas: These fruits 
contain potassium, which helps with 
blood pressure control. They also have 
fiber, which helps you feel full.

Low-fat yogurt: This contains potassium, 
which benefits your blood pressure. (Be 
careful of added sugars. Select a flavor with less than 13 grams of sugar.) 

Oatmeal: Filled with fiber, it can also help lower bad cholesterol.

Unsalted walnuts: They contain healthy polyunsaturated fat, which can help 
lower bad cholesterol. (They’re high in calories, however, so limit intake to 
about a handful a day.)

Ground flax: Add it to cereal, oatmeal, baked goods, or yogurt to get the 
benefits of its fiber and omega-3 fatty acids, which can lower blood pressure and 
slow plaque buildup in your arteries.

Olive oil: Use it instead of butter or another saturated fat to help lower 
cholesterol. It also has heart-healthy antioxidants.

Salmon and tuna: They’re great sources of omega-3 fatty acids. 

Black beans and white beans: They contain magnesium, which can help lower 
blood pressure. White beans also have potassium, and both contain fiber.

No-salt seasonings: Reduce your salt intake with fresh herbs or a no-salt mix. ♦

3 easy ways to eat less sodium
Americans love sodium, and that’s not good 
news for our hearts.

The body needs a small amount of sodium 
to function properly, but too much increases 
blood pressure and heart disease risk. 
The 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for 
Americans recommend consuming less than 
2,300 mg of sodium daily, but we average 
about 3,400 mg.

To help your heart:

1.  Read the Nutrition Facts label on food 
packages. Look for foods with 5 percent 
or less of the daily value of sodium. If a 
product has 20 percent or more, it’s high 
in sodium. 

2.  Limit high-sodium 
foods. These include: 
Deli meats 
Sauces and dressings 
Condiments 
Instant foods like 
flavored rice or 
noodles

3.  Ask about lower 
sodium options at 
restaurants. Get 
dressings and sauces 
on the side so you can control how much 
is added.

Bonus tip: Add more potassium-rich 
foods to your diet. These include bananas, 
sweet potatoes, cantaloupe, and broccoli. 
Potassium helps counteract the negative 
effect sodium has on blood pressure. ♦
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Mediterranean diet protects heart health in multiple ways
Applauded for reducing your risk for obesity, high cholesterol, and high 
blood pressure, a new study shows that a Mediterranean diet helps your 
heart in another way as well.

The diet, which gets much of its 
protein and fat from plants, can 
help ease stress, according to a 
study from researchers at the Wake 
Forest School of Medicine.

That’s good news for your heart, as 
persistent stress increases the risk 
for heart disease. That’s because 

your heart rate and blood pressure rise when you’re faced with a stressful 
situation, as do levels of the stress hormone cortisol. When heart rate, 
blood pressure, and cortisol levels don’t subside, your heart suffers.

To examine the stress-relieving impacts of a Mediterranean diet, 
researchers fed animals either a Mediterranean diet or a Western diet, 
which is higher in animal protein, saturated fat, salt, and sugar. 

The study found that a Mediterranean diet helps support the parts of the 
nervous system that help the body calm down. It enhanced resilience 

and was linked to a more rapid recovery after stress ended.

A Western diet increased the fight or flight response to stress, which 
researcher Dr. Carol Shively likened to the unhealthy response of “having 
the panic button on all the time.”

Adopting a 
Mediterranean-style diet 
can be a relatively simple 
and cost-effective way 
to reduce the negative 
impacts of stress.

For many reasons, it can 
be an effective way to 
support heart health. ♦

Key Risk Factors for Heart Disease
High blood pressure

High blood pressure damages the arteries. This 
can lead to a heart attack or stroke.

Normal blood pressure: Less than 120/80

Elevated blood pressure:  
Between 120-129/Less than 80

High blood pressure: 130/80 or higher (based 
on guidelines released in 2017)

Some health care professionals use other levels:

At risk: 120-139/80-89

High blood pressure: 140/90 or higher 
(based on 2003 guidelines)

High cholesterol

Cholesterol contains low-density lipoprotein (LDL) 
and high-density lipoprotein (HDL). LDL (bad 
cholesterol) can build up on blood vessel walls 
and block blood flow. HDL (good cholesterol), 
helps your body get rid of excess cholesterol.

Cholesterol is high when total blood cholesterol is 
greater than or equal to 200.

Desirable levels: 
LDL < 100 
HDL ≥ 60

Smoking

Smoking damages blood vessels. It can make 
them thicken and narrow, increasing blood 
pressure. Clots can form, blocking blood flow and 
leading to a stroke.

Secondhand smoke (smoke from burning tobacco 
products, or smoke that has been exhaled by a 
person who smokes) is harmful to nonsmokers. 
It harms the heart and blood vessels and can 
cause heart disease.

An estimated 34.1 million American adults 
(14 percent) smoke. It is the leading cause of 
preventable death in the U.S.

Additional Risk Factors for Heart Disease
Diabetes

If you have diabetes, too 
much sugar stays in your 
bloodstream. This can bring 
heart disease.

Being overweight or 
obese

Being overweight or 
obese is linked to several 
factors that increase heart 
disease risk, including high 
cholesterol and high blood 
pressure.

Unhealthy diet

A diet high in added sugars, 
salt, refined grains, and 
unhealthy fats is related to 
heart disease.

Physical inactivity

Being active can help 
you reach or maintain a 
healthy weight, lower blood 
pressure, control blood 
sugar, and increase good 
cholesterol levels.

Excessive alcohol use

Drinking too much alcohol 
has been associated with 
fatty buildup in the arteries. 
This increases the risk for a 
heart attack or stroke.

Reduce Your Risk for Heart Disease
• Practice heart-healthy habits, like exercising, eating a nutritious diet, and not smoking.

• Monitor cholesterol, blood pressure, and blood sugar levels.

• Take prescribed medications to treat high cholesterol, high blood pressure, and diabetes.

Information from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

 By the Numbers
47 percent of Americans have at least one key 
risk factor for heart disease.

1 in 4 American deaths is due to heart disease.

What’s a Mediterranean diet?
A Mediterranean diet is typically high 
in vegetables, fruits, whole grains, 
beans, nuts, seeds, and olive oil. It 
includes moderate amounts of dairy, 
poultry, eggs, and seafood. Red meat is 
limited. ♦
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