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HM A Guide to Blood Pressure and Health 

 

 
What is high blood pressure? 
 
Blood pressure measures how strongly blood presses against the walls of your arteries (large blood vessels) as 
it is pumped around your body by your heart. If this pressure is too high it puts a strain on your arteries and 
heart, which makes it more likely that you will suffer a heart attack, stroke or kidney disease. High blood 
pressure (hypertension) is also known as the “silent killer” and is one of the most important preventable causes 
of long term illnesses and early death.  
 
What are the health implications?   
 
Around 30% of people in England have high blood pressure but many don't know it.  Blood pressure is normally 
distributed in the population and there is no natural cut-off point above which 'hypertension' definitively exists 
and below which it does not. The risk associated with increasing blood pressure is continuous, with each 2 
mmHg rise in systolic blood pressure associated with a 7% increased risk death from a heart attack and a 10% 
increased risk of death from stroke. 
 
How is it measured? 
 
Blood pressure (BP) is measured in millimetres of mercury and recorded in units of mmHg. It is usually written 
down like this: 120 / 70 mmHg. Blood pressure varies as the heart beats: the higher number (systole) is the 
peak pressure created as the heart beats and the lower number (diastole) is the residual pressure within the 
vessels as the heart rests between beats.  High BP occurs when there is a reading above 140/90 mmHg but 
new evidence now requires your GP to offer a 24 hour ambulatory blood pressure monitoring to (ABPM) to 
confirm the diagnosis of hypertension if a clinic BP measurement is 140/90mmHg or above.  
 
What causes high blood pressure? 
 
In 95% of people with high blood pressure there is no single cause, but it is made worse by a combination of 
lifestyle factors: 
 

• Eating a diet high in saturated fats and too much salt (>6g/day) 

• Being overweight or obese 

• A lack of exercise 

• Drinking too much alcohol. 
 
In a few people there may be an underlying medical condition such as kidney disease, diabetes or heart 
disease. 
 
What can I do to reduce the risk? 
 
Modifying your lifestyle can help to reduce the risks of high blood pressure, some examples include: 
 

• Reduce your salt intake and cut down on ‘saturated’ fats 

• Reduce excessive consumption of coffee and other caffeine-rich products 

• Stop smoking 

• Get more physically active 

• Avoid or drink alcohol within sensible limits 

• Have your blood pressure checked at least once a year. 
 
 
Useful Contacts:  
British Heart Foundation   www.bhf.org.uk 
NICE Clinical Guideline 127  http://www.nice.org.uk/nicemedia/live/13561/56015/56015.pdf 
NHS Choices   http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/blood-pressure-(high)/pages/introduction.aspx 
 


