
Heart-healthy diet gets an update
A healthy eating pattern, rather than a strict focus on individual foods, is good for 
your heart.

While it’s still great to eat plenty of spinach, 
strawberries, and carrots, guidance recently 
published in Circulation, a journal from 
the American Heart Association, also 
emphasizes variety and the importance of 
paying attention to your choices wherever 
and whenever you’re eating.

That means having a spinach salad at 
lunchtime doesn’t give you leeway to forget 
about healthy choices the rest of the day.

However, the new guidelines aren’t meant to be restrictive or punitive. They 
emphasize choosing healthy foods that fit your lifestyle and personal preferences. 

They recognize that people get their food from many places. It might be a 
restaurant, a prepped meal delivered to your door, or one made from scratch in your 
home kitchen. 

Wherever your meals come from, the guidelines recommend taking a balanced 
approach with the food choices you make all day, every day.

You’ll want to make sure your diet includes plenty of fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, and plant-based proteins. Also, be sure to eat less salt and fewer foods with 
added sugars. 

Making choices like these will improve heart health and lower the risk for 
cardiovascular disease. ♦

3 ways to get started
Making small changes can help you turn your diet in a heart-friendly direction. 
Start with these swaps:

Reach for a handful of nuts rather than chips when you need a snack.

Eat whole wheat or whole grain bread rather than white, and choose brown 
rice over white.

Replace some pasta or white rice with an extra serving of vegetables. ♦

Cut back on sodium,  
keep the flavor
Salt makes food taste better, and we need 
some in our diet for our bodies to work 
properly. However, too much sodium 
hurts your heart and blood vessels.

To reduce the amount of sodium in your 
diet:

1.  Eat whole foods rather than processed 
ones, such as prepackaged snacks or 
meals.

2.  Use other spices. Experiment with 
herbs or no-salt seasoning blends. 

3.  Cut back on deli meat sandwiches.

4.  Look at restaurant nutrition 
information and choose lower sodium 
items.

5.  Check the Nutrition Facts label on 
packaged foods and choose lower 
sodium versions. A food with 5 
percent Daily Value (DV) or less of 
sodium per serving is low in sodium. 
If it has 20 percent DV or more of 
sodium, it’s high. ♦
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The new heart-healthy way to eat
When it comes to heart-healthy eating, the American Heart Association takes a balanced approach. According to dietary 
guidance released in November 2021, here’s what a healthy eating pattern looks like:

Watch your weight as well
Maintaining a healthy weight is also a key to heart health, and both physical activity and your diet play an important role. 

To help manage your weight, work toward:

• Getting at least 150 minutes of moderate activity weekly.

• Moving for a few minutes every half hour if your job keeps 
you seated at a desk for most of the day.

• Managing portion sizes.

• Adopting a healthy dietary pattern. ♦

By the Numbers
1 in 4 deaths in the U.S. is due to heart disease.

About 659,000 people die from heart 
disease each year.

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

Have more

Fruits and vegetables

Eat different kinds for 
nutritional variety. Deeply 
colored whole foods, like 
leafy greens, are great as they 
are more nutrient dense.

Whole grain foods

Choose whole grain breads, 
cereals, and brown rice; 
they’re a great source of fiber.

Healthy proteins

These include fish, legumes 
(chickpeas, lentils, split peas), 
nuts, low-fat and fat-free 
dairy, poultry, and lean meat.

Liquid plant oils

Opt for oils like soybean, 
canola, and olive.

Have fewer

Beverages and foods with added sugars

Watch out for common sugars including glucose, dextrose, sucrose, corn syrup, honey, 
maple syrup, and concentrated fruit juice.

Ultra-processed foods

They likely include salt, sweeteners, and fat, as well as artificial colors and flavors. 
They’re associated with weight gain and heart disease.

Processed meat

This includes bacon, deli meats, hot dogs, and pepperoni. Try poultry, fish, nuts, or 
legumes instead.

Foods high in salt

Watch out for foods that are processed or packaged, as well as those that come from 
restaurants. 

Alcoholic beverages

If you drink, have no more than one drink per day for women, or two for men.

Tropical oils

Avoid coconut, palm, and palm kernel oils. ♦
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