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Recommendations  
 
Children and adults should limit their intake of foods and drinks that do not fit into any of the Canada’s 
Food Guide groups, as these foods are typically high in calories, fat, sugar and salt.  
 
Limit these foods by:  
• Eating and drinking less pop, sugar-sweetened drinks, energy drinks and alcohol. 
• Eating less candy, chocolate, cakes, cookies and other sweet baked goods, granola bars, potato chips 

and high sugar, high salt, high fat snack foods. 
• Eating less white or brown sugar, honey, jam, syrup.  
• Limiting juice to 100% juice, not more than ½ cup (125 mL) a day. 
• Limiting foods high in sugar, salt or unhealthy fat to one to two per week. 

 

 
Health Benefits  
 
A diet with limited intake of foods high in calories, fat, sugar and salt helps to: 
• Maintain weight and prevent extra weight gain.1 
• Decrease risk for dental carries. Sugar is a well-established risk factor for dental carries.2 
• Meet nutritional requirements. High sugar foods (candy, pop, baked goods and high sugar cereals), 

may displace more nutritious foods in the diet and thereby contribute to nutritional deficiencies. 
• Decrease risk of high blood pressure and heart disease.3,4 

 
Key Questions  
. 
Can foods high in calories, fat, sugar, or salt fit into a healthy diet? 
 
The Alberta Nutrition Guidelines5,6 provide guidance about foods high in calories, fat, sugar, or salt. The 
Guidelines for Children and Youth recommend providing no more than one serving of about 100 calories 
once a week. The Guidelines for Adults recommend limiting these foods (Choose Least Often foods) to 
about once a week. In general, the guidelines recommend limiting the availability of foods high in calories, 
fat, sugar, or salt, and eating small servings.  
 
Why should we limit foods high in fat, sugar and salt? 
 
Foods and drinks high in calories, fat, sugar and salt can negatively affect health when they make up a 
large proportion of what an individual eats.  These food and drinks do not contain all of the important 
nutrients found in foods from Canada’s Food Guide, and excess calories from these foods could contribute 
to weight gain. 
 
Foods high in sugar, salt or unhealthy fat should be limited to one to two per week.6  
 
Refer to Guideline: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults; Heart Healthy, Sodium  
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What is a healthy amount of fat in an individual’s diet?7   
 
Canada’s Food Guide recommends including a small amount - 30 to 45 mL (2 to 3 tablespoons) - of 
unsaturated fat each day.1 This includes vegetable oils used for cooking such as canola, soybean and olive 
oil, salad dressings, non-hydrogenated margarines and mayonnaise.  
 
Individuals should limit their intake of saturated fats, and limit or avoid intake of trans fat by: 
• Limiting butter, hard margarine, lard and shortening. 
• Eating meat alternatives such as beans, lentils and tofu often 
• Choosing lean meats prepared with little or no fat  
• Trimming the visible fat from meats and removing the skin from poultry 
• Choosing lower fat milk alternatives 
 
To limit total fat intake, individuals can: 
• Read the Nutrition Facts label on food packages, and use this information to choose foods low in total 

fat, saturated and trans fat.  
• Use cooking methods such as roasting, baking, or poaching that require little or no added fat.  
• Order lower fat foods when eating out.  
• Limit fried foods and high-fat bakery items. 
 
Refer to Guidelines: Heart Healthy; Eating Out; Label Reading  
 
What is a healthy amount of salt in an individual’s diet?  
 
Limiting sodium (salt) intake is recommended for all individuals for prevention of hypertension, 
cardiovascular disease, stroke and kidney disease. Evidence also exists that a diet high in sodium is a risk 
factor for osteoporosis, stomach cancer and asthma.3 
 
The recommended upper limit for sodium intake is 2300 mg a day for adults and adolescents.3,8  Due to the 
high-sodium food supply and the current high levels of sodium intake, a reduction in sodium intake to 1500 
mg per day is not easily achievable at present. In the interim, a daily intake of less than 2300 mg sodium is 
recommended for most adults.3,8 The closer an individual can get to a daily intake of 1500 mg the better.8 

Lower intakes are recommended for adolescents and children as shown in the table above.8  
 
Most Canadians’ intake of sodium greatly exceeds the recommended upper limit.3  Most Canadians eat 
about 3,400 mg of sodium per day.3 The majority of the sodium (about 77%) we eat comes from 
processed/packaged foods or restaurant foods. Other sources include adding salt during cooking and at the 
table as well as salt occurring naturally in foods.3  
 
Individuals can reduce salt intake by: 
• Cutting down on adding salt at the table and in cooking.  
• Reducing the amount of salt and sodium containing condiments (i.e. garlic salt, seasoning salt, soy 

sauce, ketchup, mustard, gravies, pickles, sauerkraut).  
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• Limiting intake of processed and packaged foods (i.e. canned or packaged soups, luncheon meats,) 
• Reading the Nutrition Facts table on food labels. Foods with a % Daily Value higher than 15% are high 

in sodium. Choose these foods less often. 
• Comparing brands of food and choosing those with the lower % Daily Value and smaller amounts of 

sodium listed on the Nutrition Facts table. 
• Avoiding salty snacks foods such as potato chips and pretzels.  
• Limiting fast foods and food prepared in restaurants.  
• Eating more fresh foods, especially vegetables and fruit. 
• Shopping for and using low sodium products.  
• Eating smaller portion sizes of food that contain salt.  
 
Refer to guideline: Sodium 
 
What is the difference between natural and added sugar? 
 
Canada’s Guide to Food Labelling and Advertising indicates that the term sugars means all 
monosaccharides and disaccharides.9 Sugar intake includes sugar that occurs naturally in food (naturally 
occurring sugar) and sugar that is added during food processing (added sugar).10  
 
Naturally occurring sugars are in some food and beverages found on Canada’s Food Guide. For 
example, lactose is a natural sugar in milk, and fructose is a natural sugar in fruit.9   These drinks and foods 
contain natural sugar and are also full of nutrients.  They are recommended as part of healthy eating and 
contribute to good health.  
 
Added sugars are defined as all sugars and syrups that are added to foods during processing and 
preparation.9  Foods and beverages that are major sources of added sugars include regular (non-diet) soft 
drinks, fruit drinks, sweets, candies and chocolates, cakes, cookies and other baked items, fruit beverages, 
and sweetened breakfast cereals.  
 
Sources of added sugar include:  
• Table sugar (sucrose) comes from raw sugar cane or the beet sugar plant. Sucrose is produced 

naturally in plants.11  Other sugars that are very similar to table sugar: brown sugar, cane juice extract, 
evaporated cane juice, demerara or turbinado sugar.9   

• High-fructose corn syrup is chemically similar to sugar (sucrose) and tastes just as sweet. Some 
people have raised concerns about high-fructose corn syrup. However, there no clear evidence that 
high-fructose corn syrup is less healthy than other types of added sugars.12  

• Glucose is a simple sugar that is found in table sugar (sucrose) 
• Dextrose is a simple sugar found in honey. 
• Fructose is a sugar that is naturally found in fruit. 
• Molasses is a by-product of processing sugar cane or beet sugar plants. 
• Honey is a type of added sugar that is made from bees using the nectar from flowers. 
• Syrup – there are a variety of syrups used in food or beverage drink production. 
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• Other words in ingredient lists on food labels that mean sugars: corn syrup, galactose, glucose-
fructose, invert sugar, lactose, liquid sugar, maltose, treacle.9   

• Words that end in “ose” are usually sugars. 
 
Both added sugars and naturally occurring sugars have the same amount of calories. When consumed in 
large amounts both can lead to weight gain and other health problems. Foods containing added sugars 
usually offer little or no vitamins and minerals. Very high amounts of added sugars are associated with 
lower vitamin and mineral intakes13,14 and are therefore more likely to have a negative impact on health.   
 
Refer to Guideline: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults  
 
What is an acceptable amount of added sugar in an individual’s diet? 
 
The World Health Organization advises that people should have no more than 10% of their caloric intake 
from added sugar to reduce the risk of chronic disease such as cardiovascular disease, obesity and 
diabetes.15,16  According to the Dietary Reference Intakes (DRI), individuals who consume higher amounts 
of sugar are more likely to have decreased intake of vitamins and minerals and other important nutrients.17  
 
Approximate Recommended Maximum Intake of Added Sugar 

Age Approximate daily amount in teaspoons 
Children (4 - 8 years) 8 
Youth (9 – 13 years) 10.5 
Teenagers (14 – 18 years) 13 
Female adults (19 – 50 years) 11.5 
Male adults  (19 – 50 years) 15 
 

Calculations based on energy intakes from Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide,18 with the maximum 
added sugar being 10% of total calories,14,15and value of 4 grams sugar per teaspoon.19 
 
Tips for using added sugar in moderation include:  
• Limiting added sugar in coffee, coffee-based drinks, and tea  
• Limiting sugar-sweetened beverages like pop, fruit drinks, fruit-ades, fruit punches, iced tea, energy 

drinks, flavoured waters  
• Limiting high sugar desserts, baked goods like muffins and donuts, granola bars, cakes, cookies, 

candy, cereals, jam, syrup and honey 
• Choose foods with little or no added sugar  
 
Refer to Guideline: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults  
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Are sugar substitutes all right for children to eat? 
 
The Alberta Nutrition Guidelines for Children and Youth recommend that children and youth avoid sugar 
substitutes.5  Alberta Health Services is mandated to follow Alberta Health and Wellness’ Alberta Nutrition 
Guidelines for Children and Youth (includes preschool to high school). In therapeutic counselling dietitians 
should individualize their messages about the use of sweeteners for each client according to their 
assessment and nutrition care plan. 
 
How can foods be prepared with less fat and sugar? 
 
Fat and sugar can be naturally present in foods, or may have been added during preparation. Favorite 
recipes can be made healthier by adding little or no fat and sugar to them.  
 
Cooking with less fat 
• Choose lean cuts of meat and remove any visible fat. Remove the skin from chicken and turkey. 
• Use low fat cooking methods that do not need fat to be added and/or help extra fat drip off such as: 

 

o baking o microwaving  
o steaming o roasting on a grill so fat can drip off  
o grilling  o slow cooking in a crock pot  
o boiling or poaching o sautéing or stir-frying with broth or juice instead of oil 

 
• Drain fat left over from cooking. Drain browned ground beef in a strainer and rinse with hot water.  
• Chill gravy, stews, or soup until the fat hardens on top. Remove the fat layer and throw it in the 

garbage. 
• Use strong flavoured cheeses such as old cheddar or parmesan in a recipe and cut the amount in half. 
• Chill gravy, stews or soup until the fat hardens, then remove the fat layer. 
• Replace some of the meat in recipes with extra vegetables or legumes like pinto, navy or kidney beans 

or lentils. Replace ground beef in a recipe with vegetarian ground “meat”, or ground chicken, or turkey. 
• Make cream sauces or soups less often. Use low fat evaporated milk instead of cream. 
• Make marinades with little or no oil. 
• Try flavouring foods with spices, herbs, lemon or vinegar, wine, or sherry instead of using high fat 

sauces such as Alfredo or butter chicken sauce. 
 
Cooking with less sugar 
• Use less sugar when making sauces.  
• Use less ready-made high sugar sauces such as sweet and sour or honey garlic sauce. 
• Try flavouring foods with spices, herbs, lemon or vinegar, wine, or sherry instead of sauce. 
• Marinate meats instead of serving in sauces made with sugar 
• When cooking for adults, try using Splenda® instead of sugar in recipes. 
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Baking with less fat  
Muffins, quick breads and cakes: 
• Whole milk or cream can be replaced with buttermilk, plain yogurt, skim milk, soy milk or fat free or low 

fat sour cream.  
• Some or all of the fat in a recipe can be replaced with an equal amount of pureed fruit such as prunes, 

peaches, pears, bananas, or applesauce.  
• Powdered icing sugar can be sprinkled on cakes instead of using icing.  
 
Cookies: 
• Cookies need some fat so they can spread out during baking. A little fat is also needed so they stay 

chewy or crispy and do not break apart.  
• Half the fat can be replaced by the same amount of applesauce.  
 
Pies: 
• It is difficult to replace the shortening in a pastry crust however the suggestions below aid in reducing 

the fat of a recipe: as does.  
o Use only bottom crust and no top crust.  
o Make fruit crisps instead of pie. 
o Make a crumb crust of graham, vanilla or chocolate wafers or gingersnap crumbs instead of 

pastry.  
 
Baking with less sugar  
• Choose recipes that have less sugar.  
• Try cutting down on the sugar, syrup, or molasses in your recipes. For example, instead of 1 cup  

(250 mL) of these, use ⅔ or ¾ cup (150 or 175 mL). 
• Fruit puree used to lower the fat in a recipe will also help to sweeten your baked good. 
• Fresh berries or dried fruits (cherries, raisins, apricots) can add sweetness to a recipe when you have 

decreased the amount of sugar.   
• Reduce sugar by half in muffin, loaf, or cookie recipes. Some or all of the sugar you leave out can be 

replaced with an sugar substitute 
• Sugar substitutes that withstand the heat of baking or cooking include sucralose (Splenda®) and 

cyclamates (Sugar Twin®, Sweet ‘n’ Low®).   
• Aspartame can be used if temperature is less than 400°F for less than 50 minutes.  
• Sugar substitutes should be added to the liquid ingredients for even distribution.  
• All the sugar in pies, cheesecake, fruit crisps and puddings can be replaced with a sugar substitute.  
 
What is a healthy drink? 
 
The body needs water and other fluids to help digest food, cool the body and move nutrients and wastes 
through the body. Fluid needs depend on age, gender, body size, and activity level.20 
 
Beverages sweetened with sugar such as iced tea, pop and fruit drinks can contribute significantly to daily 
caloric intake and weight gain.14 For example, that 1 can of pop contains 10 teaspoons of sugar.  
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Water and low fat milk are the healthiest drink choices. Water is a calorie-free way to satisfy thirst. Other 
healthy choices are fortified soy beverages, and 100% fruit juices (limit juices to ½ cup [125 mL] daily).5  
 
Low fat milk provides calcium and vitamin D for healthy bones and to prevent disease.  Unflavoured 
fortified soy beverages are good choices for people who are allergic to milk, lactose intolerant, or for people 
who do not drink milk. 
 

• Choose skim or 1% milk.  Drink 2 cups (500 mL) a day.  
• Flavoured low fat milks are higher in sugar and calories than plain milk.  Drink them only once in a 

while. 
 
The body does not feel as full after consuming calories as a beverage compared to consuming calories 
from solid foods. Drinking pop or juice does not generally mean that less food will be eaten at the next meal 
or later in the day.21,22 
 
Refer to Guidelines: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults; Children and Adolescents 
 
What about fruit and vegetable juice? 
 
Any drink labeled as ‘fruit juice’ is 100% juice.  Products called “drink”, “beverage”, “punch”, “-ade”, or 
“cocktail” have little or no fruit juice in them.  They are made of mostly sugar, flavouring and water.  
 
100% fruit juice contains vitamins and minerals but also has about the same amount of sugar and calories 
as regular pop. 100% vegetable juice is lower in sugar and calories but contains sodium (salt).  For these 
reasons, limit juice to no more than ½ cup (125 mL) per day.5,6  
 

• Choose whole fruits and vegetables instead of juice. They contain fibre and increase satiety.7 
• If choosing 100% juice, look for 100% juice with no added sugar and low-sodium vegetable juices 

(100 mg sodium or less per serving).5,6  
 
Refer to Guideline: Vegetable and Fruit Intake 
 
What about soft drinks? 
 
Soft drinks (pop), punches, drinks, cocktails, iced tea, sweetened coffee drinks, and slushes be limited or 
avoided completely, as these drinks contain little or no nutritional value. One to two high sugar drinks can 
easily make up a large portion of a person’s daily caloric intake.  
 
Diet pop contains no sugar and no calories, but also does not contain any nutrients. If calorie reduction is 
the goal, then diet pop is a better choice than regular pop. Diet pop can be enjoyed occasionally by adults, 
but make sure it does not replace healthy food in the diet, and intake of sugar substitutes does not exceed 
recommended amounts. The Alberta Nutrition Guidelines for Children and Youth recommend that children 
and youth avoid diet beverages made with sugar substitutes.5  
 
Refer to Guideline: Children and Adolescents; General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults 
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What about sports drinks? 
 
Sport drinks like Gatorade® and Powerade® are high in sugar and contain added sodium and potassium. 
For most people, water is still an excellent first choice during and after exercise. Sports drinks are intended 
for individuals who participate in intense activity for longer durations.23,24 
 
Refer to Guideline: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults; Children and Adolescents 
 
Are energy drinks safe to drink? 
 
Energy drinks are marketed as providing mental and physical stimulation to the consumer. They are 
generally high in calories and sugar.  For example, a 1 cup (250 mL) can of Red Bull contains 110 kcal 
and 7 teaspoons of sugar. Energy drinks often also contain high levels of caffeine (50-200 mg per can), 
which exceed the maximum caffeine recommendations for most children and teens.25  
 
Health Canada makes the following recommendations with regard to energy drinks:  
• Children and teens, pregnant and breastfeeding women, and individuals sensitive to caffeine should 

avoid energy drinks.24,26  
• Energy drinks should not be mixed with alcohol.24 
• Energy drinks should not be confused with sports drinks and should not be used for fluid replacement. 

During physical activity, water should be consumed for rehydration. 24 
 
What about mineral and specialty waters? 
 
Mineral waters naturally contain minerals such as calcium, but amounts vary.  These waters are calorie- 
free and can be an alternative to plain water.  Some specialty waters have added vitamins and minerals, 
but the amounts added vary and the cost of these drinks is high.  Specialty waters can be flavoured and 
may contain calories depending on the type of sweetener used.  Read the label and be aware of what has 
been added.  Choose calorie-free brands if trying to lose weight. 
 
What about drinks containing caffeine? 
 
Caffeine is found in coffee and coffee-based drinks, colas, tea and energy drinks.  
• Adults should limit caffeine to no more than 400 mg per day.27 This equals about 3 cups (250 mL each) 

of coffee, as the caffeine content of different coffees can vary depending on type of coffee and how it is 
prepared. 

• Women of childbearing age should limit caffeine to no more than 300 mg per day.26 This is equal to  
2 cups (500 mL) of coffee.  

 
Switching to non-caffeinated drinks may be advised if jittery feelings or trouble sleeping is experienced or 
when taking medications. 
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Coffee-based drinks with fat and/or sugar added are high in calories. Use the tips below to make lower 
calorie choices. 
• Choose black coffee or herbal tea with sugar substitute. 
• Choose 1% milk in coffee/tea. 
• Use flavoured coffee beans instead of flavoured creamers. 
 
The use of caffeinated beverages by children and adolescents should be avoided.5  
 
Refer to Guideline: General Healthy Eating for Children and Adults  
 
What about alcohol? 
 
Alcohol is high in calories. Using mixes such as juice or regular pop adds sugar and more calories to 
alcohol.  
 
Drinking too much of any type of alcohol can:  
• Cause weight gain. 
• Raise blood fats, especially triglycerides. 
• Interfere with medications you take. 
 
Alcohol should be limited as follows:28,29 

• Women: limit consumption to 1 drink per day and no more than 9 drinks per week. 
• Men: limit consumption to 2 drinks per day and no more than 14 drinks per week. 

 
One drink is:27,28  
• 12 ounces (355 mL) of beer. 
• 5 ounce (150 mL) glass of wine. 
• 1 ½ ounces (45 mL) of liquor. 
 
If individual choose to drink, sip slowly to make drinks last longer.  Use water, club soda or diet pop as a 
mix to make drinks lower in calories.  
 
 
Are there any handouts on food and drinks high in calories, fat, sugar and salt I can use with my 
clients? 
 
Refer to approved provincial Alberta Health Services nutrition handouts to support patient education.  For 
more information, contact Nutrition.Resources@albertahealthservices.ca  
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:Nutrition.Resources@albertahealthservices.ca
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