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Overview 

ÂConsumption patterns of sodium

ÂHighlights from Project Sodium

ÂUse and understanding of nutrition labels

ÂTips to lower sodium intake



Project Sodium



Investigators and Collaborators

ÂAnna Farmer, PhD, MPH, RD

ÂDiana Mager, PhD, MSc, RD

ÂFrancy Pilo-Blocka RD, CEO, CCFN

ÂAlberta Health Services (Edmonton and 

Calgary)



Purpose 

To provide an understanding of perceptions 

and motivations to reduce dietary sodium 

across different contexts through an 

ecological lens
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Study Design & Methods

ÂQualitative and quantitative methods

ÂWeb-based survey 

ÂFocus groups and interviews

ÂTelephone-based interviews



Focus groups and 

interviews

ÂConsumer

ÂHealth care practitioners (dietitians, 

nurses)

ÂFood processors

ÂFood industry



Web-based sodium survey 

ÂAttitudes, knowledge and beliefs

ÂPerceived threat, susceptibility, benefits 

and barriers

ÂReadiness to change 

Â Intentions to reduce sodium

ÂSodium reductions strategies 



Demograhics

Â 884 participants

Ã 44% male

Ã 56% female

Â 45-54 years

Â 35 ï80K/year

Â Equally distributed 

across educational 

levels



BELIEFS RELATED 

TO SODIUM



Sodium Awareness of Consumers

Â Sodium in salt is a major contributor to total 

sodium consumed

ÂOver 70% of population aware 

ÂOnly 50% of those aged 18-24 aware

ÂGrocery shoppers have increased awareness 

compared to non-shoppers (68% vs. 59%)

Â Families with young children were less aware
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Sodium Knowledge



Knowledge of Sodium 

ÂMajority aware canned or processed foods 

higher in sodium than other forms 

Â 75% disagreed that ñ most sodium in a personôs 

diet does NOT come from processed or canned 

foodsò

ÂOver 35% of those aged 18-24 years did not 

know 

Â Awareness increased with age



Sodium Reduction 

Strategies 



Sodium Reduction 

Strategies



Adding salt to food



Sodium Reduction 

ÂReduce use of processed foods and avoid 

salt at table

ÂNo gender differences in behaviour 

ÂOlder groups tend to use more strategies

ÂHigher level of education



READING SODIUM 

ON FOOD LABEL



Expectations of the Nutrition Label 

Â Provide consumer 

credible nutrition 

information

Â Distinctive, easy to read 

format 

Â Expected to help 

consumer choose more 

nutritious, healthier 

option.



Reading Food Labels 

ÂCan use the food label for planning 

healthier menus

ÂBasics of the label:

Ã Serving size

Ã Calories information

Ã Nutrients 

Ã Vitamins and minerals



Consumer Understanding of 

Nutrition Labelling

Â Nutrition labelling confusing, especially some technical 
terms and information

Â Understood terms ófatô, ócalories/kilocaloriesô, ósugarô, 
óvitaminsô and ósaltô

Â Least well understood were relationship between sodium 
and salt; calories and energy; sugar and carbohydrate; 
and terms cholesterol and fatty acids.

Â Difficulty understanding the role of different nutrients 

Â Difficulty converting from g per 100 g to g per serving 
and serving size information

Â Percentage of energy was not well understood

Source: Cowburn G and Stockley J.  Consumer use and understanding of nutrition labeling: A systematic review. 

Public Health Nutrition 2004;8(1): 21-28.



Common tasks when using 

nutrition labelling

Â Identify amount of a specific nutrient

Â Assess what counts as a low or high amount of 

the nutrient

ÂDecide the overall healthiness of a product

ÂCompare a specific nutrient content (or the 

overall nutrient content) 

ÂCalculate the amount of a nutrient in a serving

Â Assess the product in the context of a meal 

choice or daily intake
Source: Cowburn G and Stockley J. Consumer use and understanding of nutrition labeling: A systematic review. 

Public Health Nutrition 2004;8(1): 21-28.



Common reasons for incorrect 

responses in reading the food label

ÂMisapplication of the serving size

ÂConfusion to extraneous material on the label

Â Incorrect calculations

ÂHigher accuracy associated with higher income, 

literacy, and numeracy 

Â Even those with higher literacy could have 

difficulties reading food label

Source: Rothman et al 2006. Am J Prev Med 31(5):391-398.



What to look for in a label 

ÂReduced or less sodium: at least 25% less than 

regular product

Â Sodium Free or no sodium: less than 5 mg 

Â Low Sodium: 140 mg or less of sodium per 100g

Â Very low sodium: 35 mg or less of sodium

ÂNo salt or salt free

Â Light in salt 



% Daily Value for Sodium

ÂBased on 2400 mg of sodium per day

ÂTells you how much sodium one serving 

will give you compared to how much you 

need for the entire day 

ÂUse this section of the label to comparison 

shop



Sodium % Daily Value

ÂChoose foods with lowest % DV 

ÂFoods higher in sodium have higher % DV

Ã 20% DV or higher: high in sodium

Ã 10% DV: moderate in moderate 

Ã 5% DV: low in sodium



Read Ingredient List

ÂRead ingredient list to find out how sodium 

is in a food

ÂThe ingredient lists food in descending 

order (from the most to the least)

Â If listed as first ingredient ïmay be high in 

sodium



Sodium Budget

ÂRecommend no more than 2300 mg of 

sodium per day

ÂEqual to 5.6g salt per day (1 teaspoon 

salt)

ÂSalt is sodium chloride

ÂSalt = 2.5 x sodium 



Less likely to read label 

Â Younger Canadians (< 24 years) are least likely 
to read food label

ÂMore than 40% do not read food labels

ÂQuebecers appear to read label less frequently 
(30% vs. 40%)

ÂGender and education not a factor, but marital 
status 

Â Families with young children (yet 30% read 
frequently)



Summary of findings

ÂLink excess sodium and health

ÂAlthough most are knowledgeable about 

effect of processing on sodium level,  30% 

remain less aware

ÂMost do not read the label for sodium 

content

ÂYoung adults and families exercise fewer 

sodium reduction behaviours



Take Home Messages

Â More research to understand consumer understanding and use of 

nutrition labeling

Â Creative use of methods to assess understanding and use of labels 

in real-life situations

Â Little is known about the label-reading habits and interpretation 

abilities of special population groups such as older people, minority 

ethnic group and younger people

Â More research could help to explore any association between label 

reading and diet quality

Â Some consumers need to be aware of the variability of sodium in the 

food supply and need assistance to make healthier choices  
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