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High blood pressure (hypertension) happens when the force on the walls of blood
vessels (caused by the blood within them) is more than normal. This means the
heart has to work harder and the blood vessels are under more strain, making it a
major risk factor for heart disease, stroke and other serious conditions.

In this article:

What is high blood pressure?

High blood pressure symptoms

Risks of having high blood pressure

What causes high blood pressure?

How is high blood pressure diagnosed?

How is blood pressure measured?

What other tests are done for high blood pressure?

How to reduce high blood pressure

Treatments for high blood pressure

What is high blood pressure?
High blood pressure is a blood pressure that is:

140/90 mm Hg or higher when taken at a GP surgery, pharmacy, or clinic, or;
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Blood pressure normally goes up and down throughout the day, depending on what
someone is doing. It's also normal for blood pressure to go up for a short time if
someone is feeling stressed, anxious, or in pain.

So, a single raised blood pressure reading is not enough to say that someone has
high blood pressure. But if your blood pressure readings are checked again at
different times, and are raised most, or all, of the time, it shows that you have high
blood pressure.

As a rough guide, the ideal blood pressure for adults is between 90/60mmHg and
120/80mmHg.

Understanding a blood pressure reading

Blood pressure readings are given as two numbers, eg 130/80. The first number is the
systolic blood pressure, and is the blood pressure when the heart is pushing blood
out through the body.

The second number is the diastolic blood pressure, and is the blood pressure when
the heart is filling with blood between heartbeats. Blood pressure is measured in
millimetres of mercury (mm Hg).

A one-off blood pressure reading that is high does not mean high blood pressure.
Blood pressure varies throughout the day. It may be high for a short time, such as
when anxious, stressed, or after exercise. This is normal, and short-term rises in blood
pressure don't cause problems. However, if blood pressure is raised for a long time
(months or years), it can cause serious health problems.

High blood pressure symptoms
High blood pressure usually doesn't cause any symptoms at all, and so the only way
to know if your blood pressure is high is to get it checked.

Usually high blood pressure is only picked up if blood pressure is checked routinely,
or as part of checks for another medical problem.

Rarely, very high blood pressure can cause symptoms such as:

135/85 mm Hg or higher when taken at home.

Headaches.
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Risks of having high blood pressure
High blood pressure over a long period of time (years) increases the risk of
developing serious health problems.

High blood pressure causes damage to blood vessels, making them weaker or
narrower, and increases strain on the heart. In general, the higher the blood pressure,
the greater the risk of serious problems.

Untreated high blood pressure can lead to:

What causes high blood pressure?
It isn't always clear what might be causing high blood pressure. However, the risk of
developing high blood pressure is increased if a person:

Dizziness.

Blurred vision.

Chest pain.

Feeling short of breath.

Heart attack.

Stroke.

Angina.

Transient ischaemic attack (TIA).

Peripheral arterial disease.

Kidney failure.

Heart failure.

Vascular dementia.

Visual loss and blindness.

Has diabetes. This is the case for type 1 diabetes but it is even more common in
those with type 2 diabetes.
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How is high blood pressure diagnosed?
Unless a single level is extremely high, high blood pressure shouldn't be diagnosed
without an average of several readings, usually from measuring repeatedly at home,
or 'ambulatory' measurements (using a monitor worn for 24 hours).

One reason for this is because some people become anxious in medical clinics. This
can cause the blood pressure to rise. Home or ambulatory monitoring of blood
pressure may show that the blood pressure is actually normal most of the time when
a person is relaxed.

However, if a person has diabetes, or has recently had a heart attack or stroke, blood
pressure checks may be advised more often over the following week or so. Treatment
with medication is usually considered at an earlier stage if the high blood pressure
readings remain high.

How is blood pressure measured?
The first blood pressure reading will usually be in a clinic, pharmacy, or GP's surgery. If
one reading is found to be high, it is usually best to wait a bit and recheck it. They
might suggest rechecking it after a few minutes, or coming back on another day to
recheck.

They might also recommend that you do home or ambulatory readings to see what
your blood pressure levels are like over a longer period of time.

Blood pressure readings can be divided into:

Is from a Black or South Asian ethnic background.

Has a family history of high blood pressure.

Has certain lifestyle factors. That is, those who:

Are overweight or obese.

Eat a lot of salt.

Aren't physically active.

Drink a lot of alcohol.

Have a lot of stress.
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Clinic/GP surgery blood pressure readings

These are readings taken by a doctor or nurse in a clinic or a GP surgery, using a
standard blood pressure machine.

Home blood pressure readings

This involves a machine to take blood pressure readings at home. Blood pressure
readings are taken by a person whilst seated and at rest at home, using a standard
blood pressure machine.

The blood pressure readings are taken twice a day for a week. This can then provide
an average reading. It's normal for blood pressure to fluctuate, so a single raised
reading isn't a cause for concern unless it's extremely high.

Ambulatory blood pressure readings

These are readings taken at regular intervals during normal activities. A small
machine that is attached to the arm takes and records the readings, usually over a
24-hour period.

As a rule, an average of the ambulatory blood pressure readings gives the truest
account of blood pressure. Home blood pressure readings are a good substitute if an
ambulatory machine is not available.

Ambulatory and home readings are often a bit lower than clinic or GP surgery
readings. Sometimes they are a lot lower. This is because people are often much
more relaxed and less stressed at home than in a formal clinic or surgery situation.

See the separate leaflet called Home and ambulatory blood pressure recording.

What other tests are done for high blood pressure?
People who are diagnosed with high blood pressure (hypertension) should have
some routine tests which include:

A urine test to check for protein or blood in the urine.

A blood test to check that the kidneys are working normally and to check
cholesterol level and sugar (glucose) level.

Patient.info https://patient.info/heart-health/high-
blood-pressure-hypertension

Scan this QR code to view this article online or visit https://patient.info
Our clinical information meets the standards set by the NHS in their Standard for Creating Health Content guidance. Page 5 of 8

https://patient.info/heart-health/home-and-ambulatory-blood-pressure-recording
https://patient.info/mens-health/urine-infection-in-men/midstream-specimen-of-urine-msu
https://patient.info/kidney-urinary-tract/chronic-kidney-disease-leaflet/routine-kidney-function-blood-test
https://patient.info/heart-health/high-cholesterol
https://patient.info/diabetes/diabetes-mellitus-leaflet/tests-for-blood-sugar-glucose-and-hba1c


These tests are designed to:

How to reduce high blood pressure
Lifestyle changes can be very important to help reduce blood pressure and reduce
the risk of cardiovascular disease. In some people diagnosed with high blood
pressure, this may help them to avoid medication. In particular, the following may
help:

Stopping smoking doesn't reduce blood pressure, but smoking and high blood
pressure increase the risk of the same conditions. So quitting smoking will reduce the
risk of conditions such as strokes, heart attacks, peripheral arterial disease and
chronic kidney disease.

See the separate leaflet called Living with high blood pressure.

Treatments for high blood pressure

High blood pressure medication

The main treatment for high blood pressure is medication. There are many different
medicines for high blood pressure. There are six main classes of medicines that are
used to lower blood pressure:

A heart tracing, called an electrocardiogram (ECG).

Rule out (or diagnose) a secondary cause of high blood pressure, such as kidney
disease.

Check to see if the high blood pressure has affected the heart or kidneys.

Check for other important risk factors for heart disease and stroke, such as a
high cholesterol level or diabetes.

Losing weight if overweight.

Keeping alcohol intake to within recommended limits.

Reducing salt in the diet.

Taking regular exercise.
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They work in various different ways. A doctor will advise on the best one to use for any
individual as the most effective medicine will depend on a few different factors. If the
first medicine doesn't work well enough or causes side effects, there are plenty of
other options. More than one medicine is often needed to control high blood
pressure.

The idea is to find one or more pills which suit an individual, and which control blood
pressure. Once blood pressure is controlled, medication needs to be continued long-
term. Blood pressure will be checked regularly and medication adjusted if need be.

Further reading and references

Angiotensin-converting enzyme (ACE) inhibitors.

Angiotensin receptor blockers (ARBs).

Calcium-channel blockers.

Thiazide diuretics.

Beta-blockers.

Alpha blockers.

Description of the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) Eating
Plan  (https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/education/dash-eating-plan); National Institutes of
Health

Guidelines for the management of arterial hypertension
(http://eurheartj.oxfordjournals.org/content/34/28/2159.full.pdf); ESH/ESC Clinical Practice
Guidelines, European Society of Cardiology (2013)

He FJ, Li J, Macgregor GA  (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?

cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=23558162); Effect of longer term
modest salt reduction on blood pressure: Cochrane systematic review and
meta-analysis of randomised trials. BMJ. 2013 Apr 3;346:f1325. doi:
10.1136/bmj.f1325.

Ettehad D, Emdin CA, Kiran A, et al  (http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?

cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&dopt=Abstract&list_uids=26724178); Blood pressure lowering
for prevention of cardiovascular disease and death: a systematic review
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