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You can make changes to what you eat and drink each day to help control blood 
pressure. This guide gets you started with the DASH eating plan. DASH stands for Dietary 
Approaches to Stop Hypertension. 

The resource explains:
	• High blood pressure and illness.
	• DASH eating plan and the effects on blood pressure.
	• How to practice the DASH eating plan each day. 
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How are blood pressure, illness and diet linked?
When the heart beats, blood is pushed out into the body. Blood pressure measures how 
hard blood flow pushes against artery walls. On a blood pressure monitor, the force is 
recorded as two numbers.
	• Systolic pressure. This is the force measured when your heart beats, called systole. It is 
the top number on a monitor. 

	• Diastolic pressure. This is the force measured in your arteries between heartbeats, called 
diastole. It is the bottom number on a monitor.

Blood pressure can rise and fall throughout the day. But if your blood pressure is high all the 
time, that pressure can damage arteries.
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Blood pressure stages 
Blood pressure is measured in millimeters of mercury (mm Hg). Normal blood pressure 
measures below 120 over 80 mm Hg. As blood pressure goes up, the increase is split 
into stages.

Blood pressure Systolic pressure  
(mm Hg)

And/Or Diastolic pressure 
(mm Hg)

Normal Below 120 And Below 80

Higher than normal 
(elevated)

120 to 129 And Below 80

Stage 1 hypertension 130 to 139 Or 80 to 89

Stage 2 hypertension 140 or higher Or 90 or higher

Blood pressure that is 130/80 mm Hg or higher all the time is called hypertension. High 
blood pressure causes arteries to thicken, harden and scar. If arteries are damaged, the 
heart must work harder to pump blood to the body.

Over time, if hypertension is not controlled, the high pressure can lead to heart and kidney 
disease. It can lead to stroke and blindness. Hypertension is linked to memory loss, also 
called dementia. 

One way to control hypertension is to manage what you eat and drink.

What is the DASH eating plan?
DASH stands for Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension. It is a lifelong plan to help 
lower your blood pressure and the chance of illnesses linked to hypertension.

Key parts of the DASH eating plan include:
	• Fruits, vegetables and whole grains.
	• Fat-free or low-fat dairy products that are low in sodium.
	• Fish, poultry, beans and nuts that are low in sodium.

The DASH plan limits foods high in sodium, a mineral found mostly in salt. The eating plan 
also limits saturated fats, trans fats, alcohol and added sugars.

The DASH plan helps manage blood pressure. But if you take blood pressure medicine, 
don’t stop unless you talk with your healthcare professional. 
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DASH, salt and blood pressure
Salt in the food you eat comes from processed food, dining out or adding salt to food 
at the table. Too much salt can cause your body to hold on to water. If your body retains 
more water in blood vessels, your blood volume goes up. That puts stress on the heart 
and arteries. In people who are salt sensitive, taking in too much sodium can quickly raise 
blood pressure.

DASH goals are for a sodium range between 1,500 and 2,300 milligrams (mg) of salt a day. 
One teaspoon of table salt has about 2,300 milligrams of sodium. Your healthcare team 
tells you what sodium limit is right for you.

Even if you take blood pressure medicine, you still may need to limit salt. Do not stop or make 
changes to your blood pressure medicine without talking to your healthcare professional.

Tips to cut back on salt
Salt can hide in processed foods, restaurant meals and even in some items you cook at 
home. Choose foods that are naturally low in sodium.

Foods such as fruits, vegetables, lean proteins and whole grains listed in the DASH eating 
plan are low sodium. Make them the core of your meals. For details, see “DASH food group, 
servings and serving sizes.” 

You can avoid salt in many ways as you plan meals, cook or dine out.

At the grocery store

	• Look for low-sodium or sodium-free products. Choose foods with less than 200 mg of 
sodium per serving. Make sure your meal has less than 600 mg of sodium overall.

	• Avoid processed meats such as bacon or deli meats. Limit food with added salt, such as 
pickles or sauerkraut. 

	• Avoid or limit convenience foods such as instant or flavored soup, rice, or pasta. 

At home

	• Cook at home using fresh ingredients more often.
	• Do not add salt to cooking water or finished dishes.
	• Choose low-sodium canned foods and rinse canned foods before you use them.
	• Flavor foods with herbs, spices, sodium-free seasoning blends or citrus juice.
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Dining out

	• Look at the menu before you get to a restaurant.
	• Choose simply prepared turkey, chicken, fish or shellfish. Avoid breaded food or foods 
made with a sauce or gravy.

	• Ask if food can be made without added salt or the additive MSG.
	• Avoid dishes with pickled, smoked or cured foods. Avoid foods with salty additions, such 
as olives or bacon.

	• Limit salty starches such as fried rice, salted breadsticks, potatoes or pasta with cream sauce.

Get more potassium, magnesium and calcium
Foods in the DASH eating plan are rich in potassium, calcium and magnesium. These minerals 
help the body get rid of sodium, a process called excretion, and relax blood vessels. 

Mineral Action Typical goal Food source
Potassium Helps remove sodium 

and relaxes blood 
vessels

4,700 mg a day Fruits, vegetables, 
some dairy such as 
yogurt and milk; some 
nuts such as almonds; 
and beans

Magnesium Balances sodium, 
calcium and potassium 
in the body’s cells and 
relaxes blood vessels 

310 to 420 mg taken in 
throughout the day

Seeds, nuts, green 
leafy vegetables, whole 
grains, beans and 
lentils

Calcium Helps blood vessels 
tighten and relax

1,000 to 1,200 mg  
a day 

Dairy, dark leafy 
greens, fortified foods, 
broccoli, canned 
salmon and sardines 

This table lists the typical goal for potassium, magnesium and calcium. Check with your 
healthcare professional about goals that are right for you. 
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Read the Nutrition Facts food labels
Food labels have a lot of information that helps you stay on track with the DASH eating plan. 
	• Serving size. This is a set amount of the product that people tend to take in. It is not the 
amount that might be suggested for you. If you eat more or less of the listed serving size, 
you will eat more or less of the nutrients. 

	• Sodium. The amount of sodium in a serving is listed in bold. Aim for less than 200 mg of 
sodium a serving.

	• Added sugars. These are ingredients added to foods, such as sugar, syrup, honey or molasses.
	• Potassium and calcium. These amounts are listed at the bottom of food labels.

The Nutrition Facts label gives you important information. Focus on serving size, sodium, 
added sugars, potassium and calcium.

8 servings per container
Serving Size 2/3 cup (55g)

Nutrition Facts

Amount per serving

  10%
  5%

0%
7%

13%
14%

10%
20%
45%

6%

Calories         230
  % Daily Value*

Total Fat 8g 
   Saturated Fat 1g 
   Trans Fat 0g
Cholesterol 0mg
Sodium 160mg
Total Carbohydrate 37g
   Dietary Fiber 4g
   Total Sugars 12g
       Includes 10g Added Sugars  20%
Protein 3g

Vitamin D 2mcg
Calcium 260mg 
Iron 8mg 
Potassium 240mg

*The % Daily Value (DV) tells you how much a nutrient in a 
serving of food contributes to a daily diet. 2,000 calories a 
day is used for general nutrition advice.
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DASH every day
Think of the DASH eating plan servings as you plan your meals and snacks. For meals, the 
plate method is a simple way to think about how much of each food group to eat. Use a 
plate that is no more than 9 inches (23 centimeters) wide. Smaller plates or bowls may be 
used for some types of food.

For each meal, divide your plate into: 
	• Half a plate of nonstarchy vegetables, fruit or both. 
	• A quarter of a plate of whole grains or starchy vegetables.
	• A quarter of a plate of protein-rich food. 

You can add fruit, dairy, healthy fats, and water or other drinks with nutrients.

In this example, green beans make up half the plate. Brown and wild rice make up a quarter 
of the plate, and the last quarter of the plate is salmon. Fruit, dairy, healthy fats and water or 
a drink that provides nutrients may be added. This meal is part of a 1,600-calorie food plan 
but your calorie needs may differ. 
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Weight loss is not a goal of the DASH eating plan. But the plan can help you lose weight if 
that is one of your medical goals. Also, weight loss can lower systolic blood pressure. Talk 
with your healthcare team about what calorie count is right for your weight-loss strategy. 

No matter how many calories you take in, the limit for salt is 2,300 mg a day. 

DASH food group, servings and serving sizes 
You follow the DASH eating plan by taking in food from different food groups. The amount 
you eat depends on how many calories you need each day. The food groups, food examples 
and serving sizes are listed here along with the number of servings for different calorie levels.

Grains
Choose whole grains for more fiber, vitamins and minerals. If you have the option, choose 
100% whole-wheat and whole-grain products, including pastas and breads.  

Other options in this food group include:
	• Oatmeal.
	• Brown rice or wild rice.
	• Quinoa.
	• Barley.
	• Popcorn, air popped.

The suggested servings for grains depend on your calorie plan.

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

4 to 5 servings a day 5 to 6 servings a day 6 to 8 servings a day 10 to 11 servings  
a day

Serving size may be different for different grains. Check the Nutrition Facts label to make 
sure you stay within the suggested number of servings and calories. 

Examples of serving sizes are:
	• 1 slice of bread.
	• 1 ounce dry cereal.
	• 1/2 cup cooked rice, pasta or cereal.
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Lean meat, poultry and fish 
Choose a cooking method that uses less oil, such as grilling, roasting or poaching. When 
you prepare poultry, trim off the white fat you can see and remove any skin. 

Options in this food group include:
	• Skinless chicken or turkey breast.
	• Cod, tuna, salmon, halibut or haddock.
	• Lean cuts of beef, pork and lamb.

The suggested servings for lean meat, poultry and fish depend on your calorie plan.

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

3 or fewer servings 
a day

3 to 4 servings  
a day

6 or fewer servings 
a day

6 or fewer servings 
a day

If you can, try to eat three or more servings of fatty fish a week. These fish, such as salmon, 
herring or tuna, have omega-3 fatty acids that help improve blood cholesterol. 

Serving sizes for foods in this group are:
	• 1 ounce cooked meat, poultry or fish.
	• 1 egg.

Nuts, seeds and legumes
Soybeans in products such as tofu and tempeh are complete proteins and can take the 
place of meat. Choose nut and seed options that are not roasted or salted. 

Options in this food group include:
	• Almonds, walnuts, hazelnuts, peanuts or mixed nuts.
	• Chia seeds, sunflower seeds or ground flaxseed.
	• Split peas, lentils or kidney beans.
	• Legumes, including soybean-based products.

The suggested servings for nuts, seeds and legumes depend on your calorie plan. 

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

3 servings a week 3 to 4 servings  
a week

4 to 5 servings a 
week 

1 serving a day
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Nuts can be added to a salad or sprinkled on yogurt. Some sauces or dressings may be 
based on cashews, sunflower seeds or sesame seeds. Chia seeds or ground flaxseed can 
take the place of an egg in some recipes. 

Look at the Nutrition Facts label to make sure you know the serving size and calories for 
the amount you plan to eat. Nuts and seeds can be high in calories.

Serving sizes for foods in this group are:
	• 1/4 cup nuts.
	• 2 tablespoons peanut butter.
	• 2 tablespoons seeds.
	• 1/2 cup cooked legumes.

Fat-free and low-fat dairy
To keep the amount of saturated fat in your diet low, choose fat-free or low-fat versions 
of milk, cheese or yogurt. But watch for added sodium in these types of products. Fat-free 
cheese may have more salt than other types of cheese. 

Options in this food group include:
	• Low-fat milk, cheese or yogurt.
	• Fortified soy beverages.

The suggested servings for fat-free and low-fat dairy depend on your calorie plan. 

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

2 to 3 servings a day 2 to 3 servings a day 2 to 3 servings a day 3 servings a day

Serving sizes for foods in this group are:
	• 1 cup milk.
	• 6 ounces yogurt.
	• 1 1/2 ounces cheese.

If dairy products cause digestive problems, consider lactose-free options. Medicines that 
help you digest lactose and that you can get without a prescription may be available too.
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Vegetables
Choose fresh or frozen vegetables when possible. As the seasons change, try different 
vegetables to keep the DASH eating plan interesting. Canned vegetables may be a good 
option too. Choose low-sodium canned foods and rinse canned foods before you use them.

Options in this food group include:
	• Potatoes, squash and sweet potatoes.
	• Green beans. 
	• Lettuce. 
	• Carrots. 
	• Tomatoes.
	• Broccoli.
	• Kale, spinach and collard greens.

The suggested servings for vegetables depend on your calorie plan. 

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

3 to 4 servings a day 3 to 4 servings a day 4 to 5 servings a day 5 to 6 servings a day

Serving sizes for this group are: 
	• 1/2 cup cooked vegetables.
	• 1 cup raw vegetables.
	• 2 cups leafy vegetables.

Fruits
Fresh fruit available in the grocery store may change as the seasons change. But frozen or 
dried fruits are an option, as well. To get the most nutrients, keep the peel on fruits such as 
apples. Use a clean vegetable brush to scrub fruit instead of peeling.

Options in this food group include:
	• Bananas. 
	• Oranges or grapefruit.  
	• Dates. 
	• Grapes.
	• Apples. 
	• Pineapple. 
	• Strawberries.
	• Mangoes.
	• Dried apricots or raisins.
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The suggested servings for fruits depend on your calorie plan. 

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

3 to 4 servings a day 4 servings a day 4 to 5 servings a day 5 to 6 servings a day

Serving sizes for this group are: 
	• 1 medium piece of fruit.
	• 1 cup fresh fruit.
	• 1/4 cup unsweetened dried fruit.

Fats and oils
The DASH eating plan limits saturated fat found in foods such as butter, lard, shortening or 
coconut oil. Foods are usually made up of different types of fat. Choose options that have 
the least amount of saturated fat. 

Options in this food group include:
	• Spreads such as soft margarine.
	• Oils such as olive oil, avocado oil, canola oil, safflower oil and grapeseed oil.
	• Light salad dressing.
	• Low-fat mayonnaise.
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The suggested servings for fats and oils depend on your calorie plan. 

1,200 calories a day 1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day

2,600 calories a day

1 serving a day 1 to 2 servings a day 2 to 3 servings a day 3 servings a day

Replacing saturated fats with unsaturated fats may help lower cholesterol. Look at the 
Nutrition Facts label to choose margarine, salad dressing or mayonnaise options that have 
the least amount of saturated fats. Avoid products with trans fats.

Serving sizes for this group are: 
	• 1 teaspoon soft margarine.
	• 1 teaspoon vegetable oil.
	• 1 tablespoon mayonnaise.
	• 2 tablespoons salad dressing.

Sweets and added sugars
On the Nutrition Facts label, added sugar may be listed in different ways. These include 
cane sugar, high fructose corn syrup and brown rice syrup. They include honey, agave and 
molasses. They include maltose, dextrose and sucrose. Choose sweets that are fat-free or 
low fat. 

Cut back on added sugars that add calories but no nutrients. Added sugars often are found 
in treats and desserts, but they can hide in other foods. Watch for added sugar in sauces 
and condiments, such as ketchup.

Look for added sugar on the Nutrition Facts label for bread products, dairy products 
and sports drinks. Watch for added sugar that’s added to otherwise healthy snacks. For 
example, air-popped popcorn is a better choice than flavored corn such as kettle corn.

The suggested servings for sweets and added sugars depend on your calorie plan. 

13
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1,200 calories 
a day

1,400 to 1,600 
calories a day

1,800 to 2,000 
calories a day	

2,600 calories 
a day

Up to 500 calories a week

The serving size for sweets and added sugars depends on the food you have. When you 
choose desserts and food with added sugar, keep track of your servings. Be aware of the 
calories in each serving.

DASH and physical activity
The DASH eating plan works best when combined with other blood pressure management 
tools, such as physical activity. Being active on a regular basis strengthens the heart. Regular 
exercise also is linked to better blood glucose control and better cholesterol markers.

Aim to exercise most days of the week. 

Aerobic activity
Get at least 150 minutes of moderate aerobic activity a week. Doing moderate intensity 
exercise gets you a little out of breath and speeds up your heartbeat. Moderate aerobic 
exercise includes activities such as brisk walking, biking, swimming and mowing the lawn. 

Or get at least 75 minutes of vigorous aerobic activity a week. Vigorous aerobic exercise 
includes activities such as running, swimming laps, heavy yardwork and aerobic dancing. 
You also can get an equal mix of the two types. But no matter how hard you exercise, doing 
something is better than doing nothing.

Strength training
Muscle strengthening activities count as well. Do strength training exercises for all major muscle 
groups at least two times a week. One set of each exercise is enough for health and fitness 
benefits. Use a weight or resistance level heavy enough to tire your muscles after about 12 to 15 
repetitions. Talk to your healthcare professional before you start an exercise routine.
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Exercise throughout the day
Try to be more active throughout the day.
	• Set a timer to limit long stretches of time when you’re sitting. 
	• When talking on the phone, stand or walk around. 
	• Change a lunch date with friends to a walking meetup.
	• While you watch television, do an aerobic exercise, such as walking in place, or a strength 
exercise, such as squats.

Exercising and being active can lower blood pressure by up to 11 mm Hg in people with 
hypertension. 

DASH tips for success
DASH is a pattern of eating that you adopt for life. But what is important is that, on average, 
you eat a range of different healthy foods most of the time. Healthy eating isn’t an all-or-
nothing approach. Every healthy choice you make helps. And there are ways to improve 
your chance of success.

Change slowly
Change one or two habits at a time and make small changes to meals. For example, if you 
eat one or two servings of vegetables a day now, add a serving at lunch and dinner. The 
DASH eating plan is likely higher in fiber than what you may be eating now. Go slowly. These 
changes may cause some bloating, gas or belly pain at first.

Also, gradual change may give the people around you time to get used to a new way of 
eating. Food is often part of the family or community. Changing traditional dishes or family 
favorites can worry some people. It can help to explain why you’re following the DASH 
eating plan. Or you may compromise by making flexible meals.

While slow change is a good strategy, make sure you keep adopting the DASH eating plan 
to more of your meals and snacks.

Do not expect perfection 
Life happens! If you have a setback, take time to figure out what caused it. Plan to manage 
that situation in the future and pick up the DASH eating plan again.
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Some common challenges are:
	• Dining out. Check the menu before you go. Split an entree or ask for a to-go box when 
you order, so you can keep portions to healthy amounts. 

	• Busy week. Do meal prep when you have time and keep healthy options in the pantry. 
Find some quick, simple recipes you can turn to when time is tight. 

	• Cravings. Try healthy options for salty or sweet cravings. Some examples might be air-
popped popcorn, nuts, fruit with yogurt or cinnamon-dusted apple slices. 

 
If you are in a situation where following the DASH eating plan is not possible, try to limit the 
number of high-sodium foods you take in. Then get back on track when you can.

Reward your success
Start by setting a goal related to the DASH eating plan. It can be something such as eating 
the suggested amounts of fruits and vegetables or getting to your blood pressure goal. 
When you reach the goal, reward yourself with a nonfood treat for your accomplishments.

Get support
Get support from your healthcare team to find the tools you need to adopt the DASH eating 
plan. Those tools might include medicine, physical therapy or medical tests. Your healthcare 
team also may suggest recipes, a health and wellness app, or online support groups.

Changing your lifestyle and mindset about eating can have a ripple effect. Adopting the 
DASH eating plan can cause changes in how you work. It can change your hobbies and how 
you spend your time with family and friends. If you are prepared for these changes, you will 
have greater success following the DASH eating plan for life.

DASH summary
The Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) plan is an eating plan that may 
help lower your blood pressure. High blood pressure, also called hypertension, can lead to 
chronic illness.

The DASH eating plan focuses on fruits, vegetables and whole grains, fat-free or low-fat 
dairy products, and fish, poultry, beans and nuts. 

The plan limits sodium, saturated and trans fats, added sugars, and alcohol. 
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Sodium
	• Try for 1,500 to 2,300 mg a day, which is less than a teaspoon of salt.
	• Choose foods that have less than 200 mg of sodium in a serving. Make sure your meal 
has less than 600 mg of sodium overall.

	• Rinse canned foods. 

	• Make home cooking a priority and use seasonings such as herbs or citrus juice.

DASH nutrients
Focus on potassium, magnesium and calcium. Calcium can be found in dairy, greens and 
fortified foods. Get magnesium from nuts, spinach and whole grains. 

Potassium can be found in many foods, including:

Source Serving size Potassium (mg)
Baked sweet potato 1 large 1,100
Avocado, large 1 whole 1,100
White beans 1 cup 1,000
Acorn squash 1 cup 900
Soybeans, mature seeds, boiled 1 cup 886
Spinach, cooked 2 cups 839
Lentils, cooked 1 cup 731
Potato, baked, flesh only 1 medium 610
Kidney beans, canned 1 cup 607
Orange juice 1 cup 443
Banana 1 medium 422
Milk, 1% 1 cup 397
Plantains, boiled 1 cup 396
Yogurt, Greek, plain, low-fat 7 ounces 282
Chicken breast, boneless, roasted 3 ounces 220
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Your plate
Use a plate about 9 inches (23 centimeters) wide. Fill half with nonstarchy vegetables, a 
quarter with lean protein, and a quarter with whole grains or starchy vegetables. You can 
add fruit, dairy, healthy fats, and water or other drinks with nutrients.

Your calorie goal Food group Your daily servings
Grains

Lean meat, poultry, fish

Nuts, seeds, legumes

Fat-free and low-fat dairy

Vegetables

Fruits

Fats and oils

Sweets and added sugars

Add activity

	• Get 150 minutes of moderate intensity activity or 75 minutes of vigorous intensity activity 
each week. 

	• Replace sitting with exercise or movement throughout the day. 

DASH success 

	• Make changes slowly.
	• Read nutrition labels. 
	• Plan ahead for busy days. 
	• Get support from your family, healthcare team or a support group.
	• Set a goal and reward yourself with a nonfood item when you reach the goal. 
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Notes
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Barbara Woodward Lips
PATIENT EDUCATION CENTER

Mrs. Lips, a resident of San Antonio, Texas, was a loyal patient of Mayo Clinic for more than 40 years.  
She was a self-made business leader who significantly expanded her family’s activities in oil, gas and 
ranching, even as she assembled a museum-quality collection of antiques and fine art. She was best  
known by Mayo staff for her patient advocacy and support. Upon her death in 1995, Mrs. Lips paid  
the ultimate compliment by leaving her entire estate to Mayo Clinic. 

Mrs. Lips had a profound appreciation for the care she received at Mayo Clinic. By naming the  
Barbara Woodward Lips Patient Education Center, Mayo Clinic honors her generosity, her love  
of learning, her belief in patient empowerment, and her dedication to high-quality care.
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