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Unilever & Salt Reduction

Nutrient benchmarks driving salt reduction since th e mid 1990’s 

Internal nutrient benchmarks

� for salt (sodium), saturated & trans fat, sugar and energy

� To guide both product development and claims approval
Nijman C et al EJCN 2006: 1-11

External benchmarks

� Heart Foundation Tick

� School canteens

Unilever has committed to a reduction in salt acros s its 
products to target a dietary intake of 6g of salt p er day by 

the end of 2010, with a further reduction targeting  an intake 
of 5g per day for the end of 2015. 



Adapted from Cobcroft M et al. 
Food Australia 60 (3) March 2008

Action plan for Salt Reduction
Benchmark products

Identify Sodium Sources

Baseline Sensory Research

REDUCE SALT

<10% 10-30% >30%

Sensory Research

Intrinsic sodium

Salt from ingredients

Added Salt

Target Priority products

Unable to reduce

Technical function?
(Processing or 

preserving)

NO

YES



Which Benchmark to Use?
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Salt Reduction Product Spectrum –PACKET SOUPS

Market
The Tick
School 

Canteens

FSANZ 
‘low 

sodium’



Salt reduction around the globe

*Source, Global Vitality Passport data May 2007

Average sodium content in Unilever soups* 
mg/100g product

Germany

380

USA

380

Netherlands

335

Australia
280

UK
300

France

300

Brazil
290



Entire Supply Chain Approach
Research

Sourcing of Ingredients

Quality & Safety of Ingredients

Product Design

Manufacturing Product Feasibility

Quality Assurance



Ingredients

� Important to understand which ingredients contain 
sodium naturally and which ingredients contain added 
salt 

� Quality of ingredients is key to be able to manage 
taste and decrease salt content

� Strict specifications, with lower and upper limits, allow 
us to design products based on these ingredients with 
great accuracy

•The obvious : low sodium sea salt; KCl

•The fluctuating : e.g. yeasts 

•The hidden ones : e.g. flavors 
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4 years ago the majority of sodium came from salt &  MSG

Where does the salt (sodium) come from?



Where does the salt (sodium) come from?
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Product Design Skills
TASTE & PROCESSING ABILITY

1. Use of product specific sodium benchmarks 
(Internal, Tick, competitors) for the food 
technologists to use from the beginning of product 
development 

2. Home made as benchmark = level of saltiness 
perception

3. Skills to meet the benchmark taste at a lower 
sodium level at great taste

4. Skills to design recipes that will run in the factory

5. The formulators “Toolbox” includes salt 
substitutes, salt boosters, gradual salt reduction

Use of “toolbox” to get the right taste at a lower 
salt level; however each flavor needs to be 
developed individually because the characterizing 
ingredient will bring a different taste profile



Formulators toolbox approaches

20%
Multisensory 
principles

50%Salt boosters

20%
Optimising receptor 
stimulation

25%Salt substitutes

15%Adaptation

Size of reduction, now being scoped

Approach 0%                    50%              100%

KCl, other salt substitutes

aroma, 
herbs, 
spices



Recipe Building Blocks

1. Basic savoury taste = crystal (salt, sugar, KCL)

2. Complimentary savoury taste = enhance basic 
savoury taste = yeasts

3. Characterizing ingredients – vegetables, meat, fish, 
cheese, herbs & spices

4. Ingredients to add texture – thickeners, cream

5. Flavors = top notes (basil), base notes (earthy)

OVERALL FOOD PRODUCT TASTE 
(FLAVOUR & TEXTURE) AND APPEARANCE



Existing technical solutions (up to 25-30% reductio n) are not 
always easy to implement due to cost and availability

Cost impact:

� Salt is the cheapest ingredient we use in dry products such as 
soups.

� Currently available salt replacer systems are about 50 fold more
expensive.

� But experience indicates that recipe on-costs are affordable for 
some products and not others: 
� in the area of 2-7% for side dishes (pasta, rices)
� around 4-12% for soups calculated for ~20% reduction
� and above 20% for bouillons

Ingredient Cost



Product Manufacture

� Ingredients are mixed +/- cooked : salt, as a 
crystal, does contribute to dry mixes physical 
property and machinability

� Food product is packed

� Food product is controlled (tasted & analyzed) 
for sodium



Quality Assurance
On-going Monitoring

New ingredients / finished products :
� Each new ingredient is tested for salt content.

� All new products are tested for salt content.

Routine checks :

� Dry ingredients : tested if salt content is a defining factor (e.g. 
cheese powder, chicken flavors, yeast extracts); on top of supplier 
certificate of analysis.

� Sampling rates based on supplier compliance = history of good 
working practices, QA audits, conformity over time of the 
certificates of analysis.

� Wet ingredients: no additional checks

� Dry products : quality control is in place in the factory to ensure 
good practices. Wet products : each batch is tested



The challenge of salt reduction
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Consumer research confirms that people only eat healthy 
food if it tastes good!

Reducing salt in products without compensation leads to
bland tasting products

Challenge: “To make the healthy choice the tasty choice”

Convenience

Structure
Price

No additives
Health

TASTE
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Product Marketing - Issues

� In some food categories - “low salt” and “salt 
reduced” may signal “low taste”

� Drive for “natural” products – sea salt looks better 
than potassium chloride on a label

50% of consumers are more motivated to buy 
products which “contain only natural ingredients”

Health Focus 2004

Which is worse - Salt or MSG or KCl?



Product Marketing - Opportunities

2 approaches to salt reduction:
� Social responsibility = gradual, silent reduction 

to allow for consumer adaptation
� Marketing Opportunity e.g. the Tick, NSW 

School Canteen Assn 

How do we achieve the same consumer 
demand for reduced/low salt products 

that we see for low fat products? 



Success in the Market

Margarine spreads

� 10-15% of total spreads sales come from 
products labelled as “Salt Reduced”
(400mg/100g)

� Only 20% of total spreads sales comes from 
higher salt products (590mg/100g)

The Tick and therefore a reduced salt product is 
considered as entry level requirement for this 

category



Mixed Success in the Market

� Soups: salt reduced variants with the 
Tick =2% of total soup sales

� Pasta, rices, couscous (55 products) 
= Tick offers a point of difference

� Launch of lite meal bases = reduced 
fat & salt

Price, taste and convenience are key in 
these product categories 



Summary

� With 75-80% of salt in the Australian diet coming from processed 
food products, the food industry has a social responsibility to 
reduce the salt content of the food supply

� In some product categories where salt has predominately being 
used for flavor (e.g. savoury soups, pasta & rice dishes, stocks) 
reductions of up to 30% are possible using available technical 
approaches

� There is no single technical solution – approaches and degree of 
success will differ from food product to food product

� Important to consider all stages of the supply chain

� Food manufacturers should continue their gradual ‘silent’ salt 
reduction to allow consumers to adapt their taste

� How do we create a consumer demand for lower salt foods?



Thank you



The Future

Sodium Reduction
� Existing Toolboxes & knowledge

– up to 25-30% reduction

� New technology needed for higher 
reduction
– >30% reduction
Salts boosters: natural products boosting salt 

perception on the tongue, to be identified 
by High Throughput Screening (HTS) 
based on receptor assay technology.



More than just the product

� A significant % of sodium will also come from 
ingredients added to the product to make a 
meal.

� As part of a sodium reduction program;
- Recipe guidelines to ensure lower saturated fat 

and sodium ingredients are used
- Promotion of vegetables, low fat dairy, lean meat 

etc in meal preparation



The Function of Salt

Primarily Taste

� Saltiness

� Savoury taste booster

+/- Functional (e.g. flowability, flavour carrier)

How do we make the healthy choice, 
the tasty choice?



Taste Triangle
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Contribution of Salt to Overall Flavour

Profile
Balance

Fullness

Burnt Protein

Boiled Bones

Metallic

Leek

Chicken boiled & roasted

Chicken Fat

Roasted Grain

Caramelised Sugar

Salty

Umami

Sour

Sweet

Fatty Mouthfeel

Sore Mouthfeel

0

100% NaCl

70% NaCl

70% NaCl + 
salt replacer + aroma

Cobcroft M et al Food Australia 2007


