BLOOD PRESSURE. Everything you ever wanted to know and never managed to ask……………

First of all What Is Blood Pressure??!!

The heart is a pump, and it pumps the blood around the arteries and veins of the body, and back to the heart again. Every time the heart contracts, a pulse of blood shoots into the circulation, and then the flow reduces until the next contraction, or pulse. You can feel this in your wrist or neck. The blood pressure is recorded as two figures, for example 120 over 80. The pressure of 120 is the higher pressure of the pulse and the 80 is the lower pressure between the pulses. 

Why is it important?

Again if you equate the heart and blood vessels to a pump and pipes, then if the pressure is running too high, over time the pump will fail and the pipes will wear out…..  This is exactly what happens to the heart and blood vessels. With prolonged high blood pressure, you may suffer heart failure (when the heart wears out), or a stroke (when there is a leak or a blockage in one of the blood vessels of the brain). Persistent high blood pressure also causes stress to the kidneys, so that they eventually stop functioning properly and cause toxins to build up in the body.

What makes the blood pressure go up?

This can be because of problems with the blood vessels or problems with the heart or kidneys, and it can be aggravated by an unhealthy lifestyle but often it is “idiopathic”…. A fancy name for no one knows…it just happens and is bad luck!

How will I know if my blood pressure goes up?

The only way to know is to have it checked. 

The older you are, the more common it is to develop high blood pressure, and the more important it becomes to have it checked. If you don’t then the first thing you may know about it is when you have a stroke….that’s NOT good! Contrary to popular opinion, it is actually very rare to have any symptoms from high blood pressure.

When younger than 45 years old, I would recommend a check approximately every 5 yrs, from 45 to 60 every 2 years, and from 60 onwards every year. This is a guide for healthy people. If you have risk factors for high blood pressure you would do well to have it checked more frequently. Your doctor or practice nurse will happily check it for you, and many pharmacies have the ability to do the same. 

Risk factors for high blood pressure are conditions such as diabetes, kidney disease, being a smoker, obesity, family history of high blood pressure, and heart disease, to name the most common. 

What should I do if my blood pressure is found to be high?

Your blood pressure varies continually throughout the day, depending on what you are doing, so if you have a one-off high reading, then unless it is very high, we would not worry too much about it. What is important is if you have sustained high blood pressure, so repeat measurements are vital. So long as your blood pressure is 140/90 or below, (or 135/80 or below if you are diabetic), then it is normal. Anything above that needs to be treated. 

So what is the best treatment?

Firstly you need to review your lifestyle. If your blood pressure is only slightly raised, then you may be able to bring it back to normal simply by improving your lifestyle. ie by losing weight, exercising more, stopping smoking, cutting down on fast food and salty foods, and cutting out unnecessary stresses in your life. Yoga, meditation and massage can help in this. 

It is very important that your doctor excludes any underlying cause for the blood pressure, though commonly nothing is found. 

If your blood pressure is still up despite your best efforts, then you may need medication in addition to leading a healthy lifestyle.

There are lots of different tried and trusted medications around, and there is no question that the benefits of the prescription medications far outweigh any risks of side effects when you have high blood pressure. 

BUT REMEMBER THAT HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE IS A LIFE-LONG CONDITION AND YOU WILL NEED TO STAY ON TREATMENT FOREVER. The effect of the medication doesn’t last much longer than when the next dose is due, so if you miss a pill then your blood pressure will start to go up again. It puts a strain on the system for the blood pressure to yoyo up and down with missed pills so it is important to have a system for remembering them. …….and it is very important NOT to run out! It is not uncommon for people to need more than one type of medication to control their blood pressure adequately, as it is more effective to have lower doses of two types of medication, than to keep increasing the dosage of one type. So don’t panic if your doctor suggests this!

Do I need to worry about my blood pressure?

If you look after it then the answer is no, not really! However, if you don’t, then yes I would worry, as you are putting yourself at risk of all kinds of unpleasant complications. 

 If you happen to be diagnosed with high blood pressure then I would highly recommend your buying a home blood pressure monitor. There are some very good ones around these days, and being able to check your own blood pressure gives you greater degree of control over your health. You can feel confident that your blood pressure is well controlled or discuss any concerns with your doctor.  

Hopefully I have answered a few questions, and encouraged you to get your blood pressure checked. Even if just a couple of you guys with high blood pressure are picked up and treated early because of my article I will be happy! And if anyone feels encouraged lead a healthier lifestyle to help prevent high blood pressure then…..great!…….

