Are you at risk for hypertension?

hen was the last time you had
Wyour blood pressure checked?

If it was more than two years
ago, you might be in for a troubling
surprise: you're more likely to have
high blood pressure now than you
were before. That’s because in 2017,
the American College of Cardiology,
the American Heart Association and
nine other groups updated their blood
pressure guidelines, lowering the rates
at which Americans are considered at
risk for hypertension.

If you’ve ever had your blood pres-
sure checked, you know that you get
two numbers, one over the other. The
top number is your systolic blood
pressure, which measures how much
pressure your blood is exerting against
your artery walls when the heart beats.
The bottom number is your diastolic
blood pressure, which measures how
much pressure your blood is exerting
against your artery walls when the
heart is resting between beats.

The change, the first in 14 years,
lowered the rate considered high
blood pressure from 140 over 9o to 130
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over 80. According to The Washington
Post, that means 46 percent of U.S.
adults now are considered hyperten-
sive, up from 32 percent under the old
guideline.

The chart below explains the levels
of risk. High blood pressure is the
second-leading cause of preventable
death in the United States, after smok-
ing. Hypertension can lead to heart
attacks, strokes, severe kidney disease
and other problems that kill millions
every year. Blood pressure is affected
by genetics, age, diet, exercise, stress
and other diseases such as diabetes.
Men are more likely to have high blood
pressure than women, and African
Americans are more likely than whites.
Even those who exercise regularly
can be hypertensive. Many people are
unaware that they have the condition
because there are no symptoms.

Lifestyle changes and medication
can help reduce your risk of complica-
tions from high blood pressure:

e Eata well-balanced, low-salt
diet that emphasizes vegetables,
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fruits and fat-free or low-fat
products; includes whole
grains, fish, poultry, beans,
seeds, nuts and vegetable oils;
and limits sweets, sugary bever-
ages and red meats.

e Limit alcohol.

¢ Enjoy regular physical activity.
e  Manage stress.

e  Maintain a healthy weight.

e Quit smoking.

e Take your medications properly.

A number of inexpensive medica-
tions are available to help treat high
blood pressure. If you haven’t had your
blood pressure checked in a few years,
you should have it checked against the
new guidelines and also consult your
doctor.

The guidelines were changed in the
hope that more Americans will adjust
their behavior, especially younger
adults. The lower score is expected to
triple the number of men younger than
45 considered hypertensive and double
the number of women under 45 with
high blood pressure.

As reported by the Post, Thomas
Frieden, the former director of the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention who now runs a global
health initiative that focuses on
heart disease and stroke, said the
“big news about this guideline is it
should end forever any debate about
whether people should be treated
with medicines once they hit 140/90.”
He said that until now there has been
“a perspective that it’s not that big of
a risk, but that’s just wrong.”

“The fact is, lower is better,”
Frieden said. “Even what we consid-
ered mild hypertension before is a
deadly disease.” PR
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