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Understanding Blood Pressure 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

About This Kit 
 

High blood pressure is called the “silent killer” because it usually has no symptoms and 
causes no discomfort.  You can have it and not even know it.  But, high blood pressure can 
kill or disable you.  People with high blood pressure have a much greater risk of having 
heart attacks and strokes. 
 
If you have high blood pressure, this kit can help you understand more about your 
condition.  If your blood pressure is currently in the normal range, the information in this 
kit will help you prevent it from getting higher.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Know about high blood pressure 
Step 2. Understand your numbers 
 
This kit is one of several Heart Institute Prevention and Rehabilitation Centre (HIPRC) 
educational kits on Preventing and Reversing Coronary Heart Disease.  Ask about other 
kits in this series, including: 
 Understanding Coronary Heart Disease 
 Understanding Risk Factors for Coronary Heart Disease 
 Understanding Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
 Preventing and Managing High Cholesterol and Triglycerides 
 Preventing and Managing High Blood Pressure 
 Understanding Diabetes 
 Managing Diabetes 
 Exercising with Diabetes 
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Step 1 
 

Know About High Blood Pressure 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Blood circulates through a network of arteries, veins, and capillaries to deliver food and 
oxygen to all the cells of the body.  The heart provides the force to push the blood through 
this network of vessels.  The force or pressure of the blood against the walls of the arteries 
is known as blood pressure.  
 
Your arteries are similar to a rubber garden hose with water running through it.  As the 
water flow is increased at the faucet, the walls of the hose expand to allow more water to 
flow through without increasing the pressure on the hose very much.  But, if something 
happens to cause the hose to become rigid or narrower, there is increased resistance to the 
flow of water through the hose.  The pressure inside the hose increases.  The hose could 
even burst.   
 
The same thing can happen in your arteries.  The pressure of the blood against the walls of 
your arteries can increase because of several factors, including: 
 an increase in the amount of blood pumped through the blood vessels. 
 an increase in the resistance to blood flow.  Resistance may result from narrowing of 

the blood vessels or stiffness in the walls of the blood vessels.  Stiffness decreases the 
walls’ ability to expand or widen.   

 
Causes of High Blood Pressure 
 
In over 90 percent of people with high blood pressure, the exact cause of their high blood 
pressure is unknown.  There are a number of factors that increase your risk of developing 
high blood pressure.  They include: 
Risk Factors You Can’t Control 
 Genetics  
 Age – The older you are, the more likely you are to have high blood pressure. 
 Sex – Men have a greater risk than women until age 55.  After 55, women have a 

higher risk. 
 Race – Compared with whites, African Americans develop high blood pressure at an 

earlier age, and it is usually more severe at any age. 
Risk Factors You Can Control 
 Being overweight 
 Being physically inactive 
 Drinking too much alcohol 
 Eating too much salt (sodium) 
 Taking oral contraceptives  
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The most important cause of high blood pressure is probably your genes.  The tendency to 
develop high blood pressure seems to run in families.  You may be predisposed to having 
high blood pressure.  But having a predisposition for high blood pressure doesn’t mean you 
will develop it for sure.  While you can’t change your genes, you can change or control 
many of the other risk factors for high blood pressure.  If you are predisposed to having 
high blood pressure because of your genetics, age, sex, or race, it is critical to control the 
other risk factors.  By managing the risk factors you can control, you can help prevent your 
blood pressure from getting high in the first place, or control it if it is already high. 
 
List your risk factors for high blood pressure here: 
        
        
 
Complications of High Blood Pressure  
The medical term for high blood pressure is hypertension.  Over time, high blood pressure 
can damage your blood vessels and lead to serious health problems. 
 
Atherosclerosis, angina, and heart attack - High blood pressure speeds up the development 
of atherosclerotic plaques that can clog arteries and cut off the blood flow to the heart 
muscle.  Limited blood flow to the heart muscle can lead to angina (chest discomfort) or 
even a heart attack. 
 
Stroke - Similar to a heart attack, a stroke is a “brain attack.”  Atherosclerotic plaque that 
builds up in the arteries of the head and neck can limit blood flow to parts of the brain.  
This is the most common cause of stroke.  A stroke can also occur when high blood 
pressure causes weakened blood vessels in the brain to burst.  Stroke can cause permanent 
disability or death. 
 
Peripheral vascular disease - Atherosclerotic plaque can also build up in the arteries of the 
legs.  This may result in severe pain during physical activity, a condition called intermittent 
claudication.  Some people with intermittent claudication are unable to walk even one 
block without having to stop because of severe leg pain.   
 
Congestive heart failure - High blood pressure makes it harder for the heart to pump blood 
through the blood vessels.  Like any muscle that is overworked, the heart walls may 
become thickened and enlarged.  An enlarged heart can’t pump normally, so blood backs 
up in the lungs and other organs.  Congestive heart failure is the result, and it is an 
extremely serious condition.   
 
Kidney damage - High blood pressure can damage the blood vessels in the kidneys.  
Damaged kidneys can’t filter the blood adequately and waste builds up in the blood.  If the 
kidneys fail, dialysis is needed to filter the blood. 
 
Eye damage - High blood pressure can damage the blood vessels of the eyes.  Blindness 
can result. 
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Step 2 
 

Understand Your Numbers 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
It is easy to know if you have high blood pressure.  Blood pressure is measured with an 
instrument called a sphygmomanometer.  A rubber cuff is wrapped around the upper part 
of your arm.  The cuff is slowly inflated, then the air is slowly released.  Two blood 
pressure numbers are taken using a stethoscope.  Both are equally important.  See the table 
below to know the meanings of various blood pressure levels. 
 
Systolic blood pressure (top or high number) is the pressure inside your arteries when the 
heart contracts and pumps blood into your arteries.   
 
Diastolic blood pressure (bottom or low number) is the pressure inside your arteries when 
the heart is relaxing and filling with blood. 
 
Classification of Blood Pressure for Adults (18 Years and Older) and Minimum 
Recommended Follow-up  
 
Category  Systolic   Diastolic Minimum Recommended Follow-up 
   (mmHg)  (mmHg) 
 
Optimal   Less than 120 and Less than 80 Recheck in two years 
 
Normal   Less than 130 and Less than 85 Recheck in two years 
 
High normal  130-139         or      85-89 Recheck in one year; 
       Requires lifestyle changes; 
       May require drug therapy 
 
High Blood Pressure 
Stage 1    140-159         or      90-99 Confirm within two months; 
       Requires lifestyle changes; 
       May require drug therapy 
 
Stage 2    160-179         or      100-109 Requires further evaluation; 
       Requires lifestyle changes; 
       Requires drug therapy 
 
Stage 3   180 or higher or 110 or higher Requires further evaluation; 
       Requires lifestyle changes; 
       Requires drug therapy 
 
Source:  The Sixth Report of the Joint National Committee on Prevention, Detection, Evaluation, and 
Treatment of High Blood Pressure.  Archives of Internal Medicine, November 21, 1997. 
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Your blood pressure is monitored as part of the HIPRC program and your progress in 
achieving your personal blood pressure goals is tracked.  Review the most recent version of 
your Personal HIPRC Goals to see the blood pressure values recommended for you. 
 
My Personal Blood Pressure Goals 
 Reduce and/or maintain systolic blood pressure below _____mmHg 
 Reduce and/or maintain diastolic blood pressure below _____mmHg 
 
Diagnosing High Blood Pressure 
 
A single blood pressure reading that is high doesn’t necessarily mean you have high blood 
pressure.  Because your blood pressure can change from time to time, several readings may 
need to be taken to get an accurate reading.  If your blood pressure reading is high, you will 
need to have at least two readings taken on two or more separate occasions to confirm if 
you have high blood pressure.   
 
To ensure your blood pressure readings are accurate, ideally you shouldn’t have your blood 
pressure taken if you have: 
 Smoked within 30 minutes of the reading 
 Drank caffeine or alcohol within 30 minutes  
 Engaged in moderate or vigorous physical activity within an hour  
 Eaten a meal within an hour 
 Taken an antihistimine or cold medicine within the past six hours 
 
Stress can also cause blood pressure to increase temporarily.  In fact, some people get 
nervous during a visit to their doctor’s office and this causes their blood pressure to 
increase.  They are said to have “white coat” or “office” hypertension.   
 
For people with this condition, self-measurement of blood pressure outside of the doctor’s 
office is useful.  If you are taking your blood pressure at home, readings of 135/85 mmHg 
or greater are usually considered high.  Your doctor may give you a special blood pressure 
monitoring device to wear for an entire day.  These monitors, called ambulatory blood 
pressure monitors, typically are programmed to take readings every 15 to 30 minutes 
throughout the day and night while you go about your normal daily activities. 
 
There are a variety of electronic monitors that are easy to use to measure your blood 
pressure at home.  If you are interested in buying a blood pressure monitor, ask your 
HIPRC mentor for a copy of an independent consumer review.  Finger monitors are 
inaccurate and are not recommended. 
 
Some medical conditions, such as kidney disease and hormone abnormalities, are the cause 
of high blood pressure in a small percentage of individuals.  In such cases, blood pressure 
may be controlled by treating the disease.  Your doctor may run a series of tests to exclude 
such diseases if you are diagnosed with high blood pressure. 
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Understanding Blood Pressure 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”  
Bring this sheet with you to your next visit. 
 
 Review the most recent version of your Personal HIPRC Goals to see the blood 

pressure values recommended for you. 
 
My Personal Blood Pressure Goals 
 Reduce and/or maintain systolic blood pressure below _____mmHg 
 Reduce and/or maintain diastolic blood pressure below _____mmHg 
 
 List your personal advantages for controlling your blood pressure. 
 
My Advantages for Controlling My Blood Pressure 
  
  
  
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. The _ _ _ _ _ of the blood against the walls of the arteries is known as blood pressure. 
2. An increase in the _ _ _ _ _ _ of blood pumped through the blood vessels can increase 

blood pressure. 
3. Resistance to blood flow may result from _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ of the blood vessels. 
4. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ decreases the blood vessel walls’ ability to expand or widen. 
5. The _ _ _ _ _ you are, the more likely you are to have high blood pressure. 
6. Compared with whites, _ _ _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ develop high blood pressure at 

an earlier age, and it is usually more severe at any age. 
7. The most important cause of high blood pressure is probably your _ _ _ _ _. 
8. The medical term for high blood pressure is _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
9. Over time, high blood pressure can _ _ _ _ _ _ your blood vessels and lead to serious 

health problems. 
10. High blood pressure speeds up the development of atherosclerotic _ _ _ _ _ _. 
11. A stroke is a “_ _ _ _ _ attack.” 
12. Atherosclerotic plaque that builds up in the arteries of the _ _ _ _ and _ _ _ _ is the 

most common cause of stroke. 
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13. An enlarged heart can’t pump normally, so blood backs up in the _ _ _ _ _ and other 
organs, causing congestive heart failure. 

14. Kidneys damaged by high blood pressure can’t _ _ _ _ _ _ the blood adequately and 
waste builds up in the blood. 

15. High blood pressure can damage the blood vessels of the eyes and can result in 
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 

16. _ _ _ blood pressure numbers are taken and both are equally important. 
17. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ blood pressure is the pressure inside your arteries when the heart 

contracts and pumps blood into your arteries. 
18. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ blood pressure is the pressure inside your arteries when the heart is 

relaxing and filling with blood. 
19. Optimal blood pressure is systolic pressure less than _ _ _ mmHg and diastolic pressure 

less than _ _. 
20. If your blood pressure reading is high, you will need to have at least _ _ _ readings 

taken on _ _ _ or more separate occasions to confirm if you have high blood pressure. 
 
Answers:  1) force; 2) amount; 3) narrowing; 4) Stiffness; 5) older; 6) African Americans; 7) genes;  
8) hypertension; 9) damage; 10) plaque; 11) brain; 12) head, neck; 13) lungs; 14) filter; 15) blindness;  
16) Two; 17) Systolic; 18) Diastolic; 19) 120, 80; 20) two, two 

 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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