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INTRODUCTION

Thousands of lives could be saved by reducing population salt intake in the UK.

For every 1g of salt we cut from our diet, we could:
• 4,414 fewer premature deaths and 
• Save £288 million NHS spend 

We should therefore be exceptionally concerned that the UK’s once decreasing trend of population salt intake is increasing.

UK policy has by-in-large focussed on processed foods, asking manufacturers to voluntarily reformulate. I would argue that this is a weak 
approach and that for a salt reduction programme to be successful, there has to be investment in the cause from all societal channels to 
make long-lasting change. 

There is an unfounded belief by nutritional policy makers for England and the devolved nations have resolutely believed that the public will 
‘just move away from discretionary salt use’. But:

1. We are still buying the same amount of salt today as we were 8/9 years ago. 
2. We are seeing consumers use salt more readily out of home. 

With consumer behaviour not changing should awareness not be made of the healthier alternative – reduced sodium salts, cited by Resolve 
to Save Lives as one of the best strategies for improving global cardiovascular health, the world’s leading cause of death?

Post-COVID, there is a clear cultural shift in people wanting to make healthier food and drink choices so we have to capitalise on this, getting 
our once pioneering salt reduction programme back on track.

This report is intended to highlight the debate and urgently call for a renewed focus on salt reduction. 

We take a look at the scientific evidence, UK salt reduction interventions to date and how these have been responded to over time, three 
years’ worth of consumer insights into salt habits and the opportunities to reignite the much needed UK sodium reduction programme.

A STAKEHOLDERS VIEW
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Figure 1

• Unhealthy diets now pose a greater risk to morbidity and mortality than unsafe sex, alcohol, drug and tobacco use combined.1

• The leading dietary factors to premature death and disability are2: 
 » too little wholegrains and fruit and
 » too much sodium

SODIUM REDUCTION OVERVIEW

THE SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE

• High sodium consumption (>2 grams/day, equivalent to 5 g salt/day) and insufficient potassium intake (less than 3.5 grams/day) 
contribute to high blood pressure and increase the risk of heart disease and stroke.3

• Our biggest source of sodium is salt, and our salt consumption is derived from:
 » Packaged foods
 » Food prepared outside the home (i.e., restaurants, cafeterias)
 » Added at home (i.e., at the table and in cooking)
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ADVOCACY

Salt reduction saves both lives and money. By lowering the risk of developing high blood pressure and heart disease, salt reduction reduces 
both human suffering and the need for costly medical care.

As part of the Global Action Plan to reduce the growing burden of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs), such as CVDs, in 2013 the World 
Health Assembly agreed a global target of a 30% reduction in population salt intake by 2025, to be achieved through comprehensive salt 
reduction strategies.

SODIUM REDUCTION OVERVIEW (contd.)

Following on from the WHA’s 2025 targets, in 2015 the United Nations General 
Assembly set The Sustainable Development Goals. These are a collection of 17 
interlinked global goals designed to be a “blueprint to achieve a better and more 
sustainable future for all”.

SDG #3 details: “Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages”

“A successful salt reduction programme will require action at 

all levels – individuals, civil society, health-care providers and 

their professional societies, academia, public health agencies 

and governments – to generate knowledge, change the food 

environment and influence social norms so that people demand 

and gain greater control over the amount of salt they consume.” 4
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“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
SURVEILLANCE - MEASURE AND MONITOR SALT USE

Year Volume Sales (MT)
% Market Share (volume)

Table + Cooking Salt Sea Salt Rock Salt Flavoured  Salt Reduced Sodium Salt

2004/5 Circa. 29,9006      

2013/4 22,8687 80.15% 12.98% 3.19%  3.66%

2014/5 22,3718 80.34% 12.84% 3.27%  3.53%

2015/6 21,3819 78.92% 13.78% 3.80%  3.47%

2016/7 21,02510 78.56% 14.34% 4.05%  3.03%

2017/8 22,50411 79.09% 14.33% 3.83%  2.72%

2018/9 21,37312 77.23% 15.83% 4.18%  2.74%

2019/20 22,05913 77.31% 14.57% 4.05% 1.37% 2.66%

2020/1 27,34814 76.12% 15.42% 4.38% 1.52% 2.53%

2021/2 22,82415 75.60% 16.06% 4.18% 1.56% 2.56%

RETAIL SALT SALES

EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

Declining categories: table/cooking salt and reduced sodium salt 
Increasing categories: sea salt, rock salt and flavoured salt

• Discretionary salt use is not decreasing
 » Today (2021/2) we are buying the same amount of salt as we were back in 2013/4

• Price is not a barrier to purchase of reduced sodium salts
 » Sea and rock salts are more expensive than reduced sodium salts and those categories are increasing

(NB 2020 data discounted from evaluation due to COVID pandemic – more people cooking at home)

Table 1: UK Retail Salt Sales
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Question Response
Result

Jan. ‘22 Jan. ‘21 Jan. ‘20

How many salt types are in your kitchen cupboard? One or more 97.6%

Discounted 
due to COVID 

pandemic

96.6%

Do you (or someone in your family) add salt to your  
(or their) plate instinctively? (i.e. without tasting first) Yes 62.6% 62.0%

When preparing the family meal, would you add salt during cooking? Always 33.2% 31.0%

Would you put salt out on the table at meal times? Always 37.7% 34.4%

Would you add salt to meals when you are out in a restaurant? Yes, before tasting 27.0% 21.1%

I don’t know how much salt I eat Agree 21.3% 20.2%

I’m not worried about the amount of salt I eat Agree 33.8% 32.0%

“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
SURVEILLANCE - MEASURE AND MONITOR SALT USE (contd.)

CONSUMER RESEARCH

EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

1. Salt is a home fixture
2. Salt use is increasing in cooking and at the table
3. Salt use is increasing out of home
4. People were more salt aware 2 years ago than they are now

CONSUMER RESEARCH

Table 2: UK Consumer Research
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EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

A decrease in population salt intake was accompanied by a fall in population blood pressure and mortality from stroke and 
ischaemic heart disase (with a calculated cost saving to the NHS of £1.5bn per year)15

The current custodians of salt reduction policy in the UK report that there have been 5 rounds of salt reduction targets for industry since the 
UK’s salt reduction programme commenced.

“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
HARNESS INDUSTRY - PROMOTE REFORMULATION OF FOODS TO CONTAIN LESS SALT 

SALT TARGETS UNDER THE FOOD STANDARDS AGENCY 

• 2006 - 1st targets 
The Food Standards Agency set voluntary salt reduction targets for the food industry, covering eighty-five food types in thirty 
different food categories and due to be met by 2010 and reviewed in 2008

• 2009 – 2nd targets 
Following on from 2008 review, the Food Standards Agency revised the voluntary salt reduction targets for the food industry, 
covering all existing product categories (with some minor exceptions) and due to be met by 2012

Salt was reduced quickly Blood pressure dropped Deaths reduced significantly
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EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

Population salt intake is now increasing – it should not be overlooked that this upturn coincides with the responsibility for 
population nutrition being moved from the non-ministerial FSA to the ministerial Department of Health. The effect of this 
move meant that rather than being regulated by a 3rd party, the food industry instead now regulated itself under “The 
Responsibility Deal”, launched in 2011.

Policy responsibility for the salt reduction programme transferred from FSA to the Department of Health on 1st October, 2010

Year Population Salt Intake (g salt / day)

2005/6 8.816

2011 8.517

2014 8.018

2018/9 8.419

“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
HARNESS INDUSTRY - PROMOTE REFORMULATION OF FOODS TO CONTAIN LESS SALT (contd.) 

• March 2011 – 3rd targets 
PHE’s Responsibility Deal, launched in England asking businesses to ‘pledge’ to meet nationally agreed salt reduction targets for 
2012 (largely based on the 2009 targets)

• 2014 – 4th targets 
Under the Responsibility Deal, PHE set revised voluntary targets for the food industry, covering 76 categories for food and due to 
be met by 2017

• 2020 – 5th targets 
PHE set new voluntary targets to be achieved by 2024.

SALT TARGET UNDER THE DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH 

REFORMULATION INCENTIVISATION – INTRODUCTION OF HFSS FOOD RESTRICTIONS  

Over and above the voluntary salt targets, reformulation is being incentivised by the introduction of regulations restricting promotions of 
HFSS products

1. On placement (enforcement date: Oct. 2022)
2. On volume (enforcement date: Oct. 2022 - delayed till Oct. 2023)
3. On TV and online marketing (enforcement date ‘end’ 2022 - delayed till Jan. 2024)

Once in place, these regulations will be enforced by food authorities.

Table 3: UK National Urinary Salt Analysis
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“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
ADOPT STANDARDS FOR LABELLING AND MARKETING  

Voluntary front of pack (FoP) nutrition labels20 currently features on approximately two-thirds of pre-packaged food and drink products in the 
UK. The existing regulations are aligned with the EU food information to consumers regulation21, but Brexit has presented an opportunity 
for the UK to change or mandate these regulations. A consultation has been held by DHSC22 and results are due to be published later in 
2022.

EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

Research from IGD23 shows that while 9 in 10 people are trying to improve their diets, reducing salt/salty foods is low on 
the agenda (see table below). This research also showed that fewer shoppers are using FOP labels (54% vs 58% Nov’19) to 
help them make healthy choices.

 

Data shows us that fewer shoppers claim they are looking at nutritional information on pack (FoP nutritional labels, back of 
pack information or health claims)23, however, this is not necessarily surprising when many are shopping less frequently, 
focusing more on choice and availability, utilising online more and following social distancing measures in store. 

That said, 77% of shoppers23 know that they can use FOP labels, to quickly compare two products which is, in essence, a key 
aim of the regulations.

86%

32%
27% 26% 24% 21% 18% 18% 17% 17% 16% 13% 12% 11% 11% 11% 11% 10% 9% 7% 6% 4% 2% 1%
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EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

Alongside reformulation targets for manufacturing, the public awarness campaign contributed to population salt intake 
reduction.

As part of their pioneering salt reduction programme, the UK complemented reformulation work with a public awareness campaign that 
aimed to: 

1. improve consumers’ knowledge of the link between salt and health
2. increase consumers’ demand for lower-salt products and 
3. educate them on what they can do to reduce their salt intakes and how to make lower-salt choices. 

Pre-campaign - August 2004 End of campaign - 2009

Do you consciously try to cut down on salt? Yes – 34% Yes – 43%

Do you read food labels to check on salt levels? Yes – 29% Yes – 50%

Phase Launch Date Detail

1 Sep. ‘04 ‘Sid the Slug’ aimed to increase public awareness of the risks of high salt consumption

2 Oct. ‘05 ‘Talking Food’, emphasised the 6 g/d salt target and encouraged consumers to ‘check the label’ for the salt content 
of individual foods

3 Mar. ‘07 ‘Full of It’ campaign, personality Jenny Éclair to inform consumers that 75% of the salt they consume is already in 
the everyday foods they purchase and therefore, they should check the labels and choose options lower in salt.

4 Oct. ‘09
Reinforced messages from the previous campaign phases and also:

• highlighted foods with ‘hidden’ salt 
• offered practical solutions for reducing salt intake.

Year Population Salt Intake (g salt / day)

2000/1 9.515

2005/6 8.816

2011 8.517

“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
KNOWLEDGE - EDUCATE AND COMMUNICATE TO EMPOWER INDIVIDUALS TO EAT LESS SALT   

Table 4: UK FSA Salt Reduction Public Awareness Campaigns

Table 5: FSA consumer survey, 2000 respondents

Table 6: UK National Urinary Salt Analysis
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“SHAKE” POLICIES AND INTERVENTIONS - HOW ARE THE UK DOING? 
ENVIRONMENT - SUPPORT SETTINGS TO PROMOTE HEALTHY EATING   

Governments worldwide have a unique opportunity and responsibility to lead by example through the implementation of healthy public 
food procurement and service policies, requiring that all foods and beverages served or sold in public settings contribute to the promotion 
of healthy diets. By ensuring that healthier foods and beverages are offered, governments can enable the population to consume healthy 
diets.24 

In England, the GBSF (government buying standards for food and catering services)25 aims to ensure that public food procurement is 
underpinned by evidence-based dietary recommendations. Regarding salt usage, the most recent version of the GBSF includes:

• Vegetables and boiled starchy foods such as rice, pasta and potatoes, shall be cooked without salt.
• Salt shall not be available on tables.

There will be a consultation of the existing GBSF summer 2022.

With food policy being devolved, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have their own public procurement frameworks but by-in-large 
guidance is the same for salt reduction aims.

CASE STUDY: HMP WANDSWORTH 

HMP Wandsworth currently holds 1628 prisoners and is one of the largest prisons in Western Europe. A flagship in the UK 
prison service, HMP Wandsworth are leading the way on ‘health & wellness’ within their organisation and educating the 
staff and prisoners is key. Responsible for 5000 meals a day, with a budget of £2.10 a day, the Catering Manager at  
Wandsworth introduced a reduced sodium salt into his operations in July 2019.

“In prison, mealtimes are a focal point of the day, breaking up monotony and allowing for social interaction. With food 
being vital to the physical, mental and emotional wellbeing of the prisoner, it is my responsibility as catering manager to 
provide healthy and nutritious meals to them, their visitors and my staff. As part of our food and wellbeing programme, 
salt reduction has been given great consideration. Understanding the importance of taste and that some habits are hard 
to break we now:

• Cook with LoSalt® back of house (allowing for up to a two-third sodium reduction in all our meals)
• Offer LoSalt® sachets to prisoners, visitors and staff as a healthier alternative to salt.

We are delighted to be working with LoSalt (the Uk’s leading reduced sodium salt brand) who – like us – see the 
additional importance of instilling healthy eating habits. LoSalt have helped open the discussion to prisoners and staff 
on how diet choices can impact your heart health through both a health and wellness day and an informative discussion 
on Radio Wanno alongside Dr. Sarah Jarvis. We see this sees this as a long-term partnership to improve prisoner health 
& wellbeing.”

- Neil Tyson, HMP Wandsworth Catering Manager

EVALUATION & INTERPRETATION

By making healthier choices readily available in all settings a cultural shift can be instigated, ensuring healthier choices in 
food and drink are the default for consumer preference. Current standards in place in the UK do not highlight the option of 
using a reduced sodium salt back of house or offer one front of house as an alternative to salt.
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COMMENTARY 
THE UK NEEDS RENEWED FOCUS ON SODIUM REDUCTION   

In it’s 2019 Green Paper26, the UK government committed to a new approach for the health and care system, putting prevention at the 
centre of all governmental (both local and national, working with the health and care system) decision-making.

Sadly, what the UK currently has in place:

1. A confusing objective 
A population salt intake target of 7g salt/day26 even although the UK’s maximum recommended intake for salt is 6g salt / day

2. Devolved responsibility for food policy
a. England - responsibility lies with Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID, a department within DHSC)
b. Scotland - responsibility lies with Food Standards Scotland, a non-ministerial government department of the  

Scottish Government
c. Wales - the Welsh Government has devolved responsibility for the health of people in Wales 
d. Northern Ireland - responsibility for nutrition policy lies with the Foods Standards Agency, Northern Ireland Office

3. Reformulation aims without regulation 
Set by the now defunct PHE, 2024 voluntary salt reduction targets27 are in place for business to work towards alongside sugar 
and calorie reduction programmes. 

4. Delayed reformulation incentives 
2 out of 3 restrictions on HFSS foods are now delayed until end 2023 / beginning 2024

5. A revised consumer information source, still with blue-sky thinking 
Launched in 2009, the Change4Life campaign now comes under the “Better Health” brand. To address the issue of discretionary 
salt use the advice is: “Remove the salt shaker from the table and use less salt in your cooking.”28 

6. A food system improvement framework without action 
The National Food Strategy was commissioned by government to set out a vision and a plan for a better food system. Part 229 
of this independent review (published July 2021) details the food system interventions (14 recommendations) that could be 
taken to prevent harm both to ourselves and our ecosystem. The UK government finally responded to this framework with their 
“Governmental Food Strategy” published June 2022. Sadly no detail was given in relation to salt reduction so we now await the 
“Health Disparities” white paper scheduled end 2022. 

 
With salt reduction being a relatively “low hanging fruit” to successfully reducing NCDs, this lack of focus reneges on the commitment by 
the United Kingdom in achieving UN SGD target 3.4: “by 2030, reduce by one third premature mortality from non-communicable diseases 
through prevention and treatment and promote mental health and well-being”

Now is the time to get the UK salt reduction programme back on track with the public really focussed on health improvement. In the UK, 
54% of people either “agree” or strongly agree with the statement: “I care much more about my health (physical and or mental) now than I 
did before the Covid-19 pandemic started”30
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COMMENTARY 
THE OPPORTUNITIES TO RE-IGNITE SODIUM REDUCTION IN THE UK    

With the delay of HFSS restrictions, we know the food industry is very adept at opposing policies and regulations that could impact its 
profits. During such wranglings we should focus on reducing sodium both in and out-of-home.

AN EASY SWITCH – REDUCED SODIUM SALTS  

EMPOWER PEOPLE TO MAKE CHANGE  

Consumers are still buying the same amount of salt they have always bought – the blue sky thinking that the public will move away from 
discretionary salt use is unfounded.

“Salt substitutes are one of the most exciting opportunities in salt reduction – if salt substitutes were 

adopted worldwide, several million premature deaths could be prevented each year”

- Bruce Neal, Executive Director at The George Institute for Global Health Australia

Resolve to Save Lives states that reduced sodium salts are one of the best strategies for reducing sodium in food both in and out of home.  
In their ‘Sodium Reduction Framework’31 it is recommended that interventions or policies to increase the uptake of reduced sodium salts 
should address:

1. availability - to ensure consumers have access to reduced sodium salts
2. awareness and promotion (e.g., through education and social marketing campaigns) - to ensure the public, shopkeepers, and 

health workers are aware of the product
3. advocacy - to ensure reduced sodium salt is on the governments agenda

Addressing suitability concerns
In the UK, all reduced sodium salts carry a health warning due to concerns for potential adverse effects due to hyperkalemia, specifically 
the increased risk of arrhythmias and sudden cardiac death, among individuals with medical conditions or on medications that impair their 
potassium excretion. While a few case reports of adverse events have been cited, there have been no reported excess risk of adverse events, 
including severe hyperkalemia, in studies evaluating the effect of reduced sodium salts. Therefore these warning statements should not 
discourage consumers who have no contraindications as at the population level, risk is low and overall health is improved with the use of 
reduced sodium salts. 

We know that the FSA’s 2006-9 media campaign was successful in aiding the UK’s salt consumption. WHO identifies reducing sodium 
intake through behaviour change communications as a “Best Buy” intervention for reducing NCDs32 

In collaboration chefs, medical professionals, relevant charities and organisations LoSalt®’s Season with SenseTM campaign is an educational 
vehicle aiming to empower the consumer with concise and factual information on the critical need to reduce population salt intake. The 
social reach of this campaign could be expanded and some of the communication components of this campaign could be  developed and 
shared nationally.

COMMENTARY 
THE OPPORTUNITIES TO RE-IGNITE SODIUM REDUCTION IN THE UK    
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