
What you eat affects your chances of getting high blood pressure. A healthy eating plan
can both reduce the risk of developing high blood pressure and lower a blood pressure
that is already too high.

For an overall eating plan, consider DASH, which stands for “Dietary Approaches to
Stop Hypertension.” You can reduce your blood pressure by eating foods that are low in
saturated fat, total fat, and cholesterol, and high in fruits, vegetables, and lowfat dairy
foods. The DASH eating plan includes whole grains, poultry, fish, and nuts, and has low
amounts of fats, red meats, sweets, and sugared beverages. It is also high in potassium,
calcium, and magnesium, as well as protein and fiber. Eating foods lower in salt and 
sodium also can reduce blood pressure.

Box 6 gives the servings and food groups for the DASH eating plan. The number of 
servings that is right for you may vary, depending on your caloric need.

The DASH eating plan has more daily servings of fruits, vegetables, and grains than 
you may be used to eating. Those foods are high in fiber, and eating more of them may
temporarily cause bloating and diarrhea. To get used to the DASH eating plan, gradually
increase your servings of fruits, vegetables, and grains. Box 7 offers some tips on how to
adopt the DASH eating plan.

A good way to change to the DASH eating plan is to keep a diary of your current eating
habits. Write down what you eat, how much, when, and why. Note whether you snack
on high-fat foods while watching television or if you skip breakfast and eat a big lunch.
Do this for several days. You’ll be able to see where you can start making changes.

If you’re trying to lose weight, you should choose an eating plan that is lower in calories.
You can still use the DASH eating plan, but follow it at a lower calorie level. (See box 8.)
Again, a food diary can be helpful. It can tell you if there are certain times that you eat but
aren’t really hungry or when you can substitute low-calorie foods for high-calorie foods.
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The DASH Eating Planbox 6

Grains and grain

products

Vegetables

Fruits

Lowfat or fat free

dairy foods

Lean meats, 

poultry, and fish

Nuts, seeds, and 

dry beans

Fats and oils†

Sweets

7–8

4–5

4–5

2–3

2 or fewer

4–5 per week

2–3

5 per week

1 slice bread

1 cup ready-to-eat cereal*

1/2 cup cooked rice, pasta, or cereal

1 cup raw leafy vegetable
1/2 cup cooked vegetable

6 ounces vegetable juice

1 medium fruit
1/4 cup dried fruit
1/2 cup fresh, frozen, or canned fruit

6 ounces fruit juice

8 ounces milk

1 cup yogurt

1 1/2 ounces cheese

3 ounces cooked lean meat, 

skinless poultry, or fish

1/3 cup or 1 1/2 ounces nuts

1 tablespoon or 1/2 ounce seeds
1/2 cup cooked dry beans

1 teaspoon soft margarine

1 tablespoon lowfat mayonnaise

2 tablespoons light salad dressing

1 teaspoon vegetable oil

1 tablespoon sugar

1 tablespoon jelly or jam
1/2 ounce jelly beans

8 ounces lemonade

* Serving sizes vary between 1/2 cup and 1 1/4 cups. Check the product’s nutrition label.

† Fat content changes serving counts for fats and oils: For example, 1 tablespoon of regular salad dressing equals 1 serving, 1 tablespoon 

of lowfat salad dressing equals 1/2 serving, and 1 tablespoon of fat free salad dressing equals 0 servings.

The DASH eating plan shown below is based on 2,000 calories a day. The number of daily servings in a

food group may vary from those listed, depending upon your caloric needs.

Daily Servings 
Food Group (except as noted) Serving Sizes
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Tips on Switching to the DASH Eating Plan

• Change gradually. Add a vegetable or fruit serving at lunch and dinner.

• Use only half the butter or margarine you do now.

• If you have trouble digesting dairy products, try lactase enzyme pills or drops—they’re available 

at drugstores and groceries. Or buy lactose-free milk or milk with lactase enzyme added to it.

• Get added nutrients such as the B vitamins by choosing whole grain foods, including whole 

wheat bread or whole grain cereals.

• Spread out the servings. Have two servings of fruits and/or vegetables at each meal, or add 

fruits as snacks.

• Treat meat as one part of the meal, instead of the focus. Try casseroles, pasta, and stir-fry dishes.

Have two or more meatless meals a week.

• Use fruits or lowfat foods as desserts and snacks.

box 7
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How To Lose Weight on the DASH Eating Plan

The DASH eating plan was not designed to promote weight loss. But it is rich in low-calorie foods

such as fruits and vegetables. You can make it lower in calories by replacing high-calorie foods

with more fruits and vegetables—and that also will make it easier for you to reach your DASH 

eating plan goals. Here are some examples:

To increase fruits:

• Eat a medium apple instead of four shortbread cookies. You’ll save 80 calories.

• Eat 1/4 cup of dried apricots instead of a 2-ounce bag of pork rinds. You’ll save 230 calories.

To increase vegetables:

• Have a hamburger that’s 3 ounces instead of 6 ounces. Add a 1/2 cup serving of carrots and 

a 1/2 cup serving of spinach. You’ll save more than 200 calories.

• Instead of 5 ounces of chicken, have a stir fry with 2 ounces of chicken and 1 1/2 cups of raw 

vegetables. Use a small amount of vegetable oil. You’ll save 50 calories.

To increase lowfat or fat free dairy products:

• Have a 1/2 cup serving of lowfat frozen yogurt instead of a 1 1/2-ounce milk chocolate bar. You’ll 

save about 110 calories.

And don’t forget these calorie-saving tips:

• Use lowfat or fat free condiments, such as fat free salad dressings.

• Eat smaller portions—cut back gradually.

• Choose lowfat or fat free dairy products to reduce total fat intake.

• Use food labels to compare fat content in packaged foods. Items marked lowfat or fat free are 

not always lower in calories than their regular versions. See box 11 on how to read and compare 

food labels.

• Limit foods with lots of added sugar, such as pies, flavored yogurts, candy bars, ice cream, 

sherbet, regular soft drinks, and fruit drinks.

• Eat fruits canned in their own juice.

• Snack on fruit, vegetable sticks, unbuttered and unsalted popcorn, or bread sticks.

• Drink water or club soda.

box 8
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