
High blood pressure

Often, high blood pressure (hypertension) has no signs. It is called the “silent” killer. Some people may not find out they have 
high blood pressure until they have trouble with their heart, brain or kidneys.

Your blood pressure
Blood pressure is the force of blood pushing against the walls of arteries.

Systolic pressure
The top number is the pressure the blood puts  
against the artery wall when the heart is pumping.

Diastolic pressure
The bottom number is the pressure the blood puts  
against the artery wall when the heart is between beats.

Your blood pressure can change when you sit or stand after you have been lying down. It can also change when you are 
exercising or sleeping. Blood pressure can go up when you are nervous, excited or stressed. Normally, blood pressure should be 
less than 120/80 for an adult.

American Heart Association blood pressure guidelines
Applies to most adults 18 and older

Blood Pressure Category Systolic (mm Hg)   Diastolic (mm Hg)
Normal Less than 120 and  < 80
Elevated 120 – 129 and  < 80
Stage 1 130 – 139 or  80 – 89
Stage 2 ≥ 140 or  ≥ 90

A systolic (top number) over 130 is high blood pressure. A diastolic (bottom number) over 80 is high blood pressure. 
High blood pressure (hypertension) is treated when it is high two different times, at least two weeks apart. High blood 
pressure means one or both of the numbers are above normal.

People that fall into the elevated range (as outlined above) usually do not take medicine. Often, they can control their 
blood pressure with weight loss; diet; exercise; decreasing the amount of salt used and stopping smoking. Tell your 
doctor about very low or very high blood pressure readings.
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Risk factors for high blood pressure
 Family history
 Getting older
 African-American
 High salt (sodium)
 Low calcium
 Low potassium
 Low magnesium
 Long-term exposure to lead
 Breathing problems when you sleep
 Depression
 Overweight
 Drinking alcohol
 Stress
 Diabetes
 Kidney disease
 Gout
 Birth control pills
 Not getting enough exercise

Untreated high blood pressure
High blood pressure hurts the inside of your blood vessels. 
When the inside is damaged, plaque can build up. This 
causes blood vessels to get stiff. Blood flow can decrease. 
Decreased blood flow can damage the heart and cause 
heart attacks or heart failure. It can also cause damage  
to blood vessels in other parts of the body. This damage 
can cause strokes. The eyes and kidneys can be damaged 
too. The chance for damage increases as blood pressure 
gets higher. Talk to your doctor about treating your high 
blood pressure.

Treatment for high blood pressure
Sometimes, changes in diet and exercise can lower blood 
pressure. Lowering high blood pressure lowers the chances 
of damage to your blood vessels. If diet and exercise do 
not lower your blood pressure, medicine can be used. Take 
your medicine as directed. Never stop taking your medicine 
without talking to your doctor.

The best way to manage high blood pressure is to stick 
to your treatment plan.

Living with high blood pressure 
High blood pressure can be treated. See your doctor. Follow 
his or her advice.

Ways to help manage your blood pressure
  See your doctor regularly. Often your doctor will see you 
every two to four weeks at first to watch your blood 
pressure, weight and medicine.

  Check your blood pressure at home or at the drug store. 
Try to use the same blood pressure machine each time. 

  Write down your blood pressure, time and date. Take this 
record with you when you see your doctor.

 Follow your doctor’s advice about diet and exercise.
 Lose weight, if needed.
 Look at food labels.
  Avoid salty foods. Do not add salt during cooking.  
Avoid potato and corn chips; lunchmeat; hot dogs;  
ham and bacon. Use unsalted, fat-free broth or soup.  
If you buy canned vegetables, they should be labeled  
“no salt added”.

  Eat a diet low in saturated fat and cholesterol. Use 
fat-free (skim) or 1% milk. Eat low-fat cheese and yogurt. 
Eat less butter and oils. Eat less red meat and more 
chicken and fish.

  Eat five or more servings of fruits and vegetables  
each day.

 Eat whole-grain cereals, rice and breads.
  When eating out, ask for your food to be made without 
added salt, soy sauce or teriyaki sauce.

  Avoid alcohol or limit yourself to one alcoholic drink a day 
for women or two drinks a day for men.

  Take your medicine as ordered. Don’t run out of pills  
even for one day.

  Keep a record of your medicine and blood pressure 
readings in your wallet or purse.

  Have your parents, brothers, sisters and children check 
their blood pressure often. Family history can increase 
their risk of having high blood pressure.
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