WHAT IS HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE?
Blood pressure is the force of blood against the artery walls when the heart beats and is at rest, and it is written or stated as two numbers.  The top (systolic) number represents the pressure when the heart is beating.  The bottom (diastolic) number represents the pressure when the heart is resting between beats.   The numbers 120/80 are considered “normal”.   High blood pressure means the pressure in the arteries is elevated.  
High blood pressure, or hypertension, is often called the “silent killer” because there are no warning signs or symptoms until there is a serious problem.  According to the American Heart Association, recent estimates show nearly one in three U.S. adults (or 73 million American adults age 20 and older) have high blood pressure. Because there are no symptoms, though, nearly one-third of these people don't know they have it.  In fact, many people have high blood pressure for years without knowing it.  High blood pressure is the number one modifiable risk factor for stroke and contributes to heart attacks, heart failure, kidney failure and atherosclerosis (fatty buildups in arteries). In some cases, it can cause blindness.  The higher your blood pressure, the more at risk you are for these problems.

When the cause of high blood pressure is not known, it is called essential (or primary) hypertension, and this makes up 90-95% of all cases.  In the remaining 5-10%, the cause of hypertension is another underlying condition. This is called secondary hypertension and may be due to kidney disorders, congenital abnormalities, or other conditions. Blood pressure usually returns to normal when the particular problem is corrected. 
There are several risk factors that can contribute to high blood pressure.  Some risk factors cannot be modified, including race (blacks, particularly black women, develop high blood pressure more than whites, and it tends to develop earlier and be more severe), heredity (if your parents or other close blood relatives have high blood pressure, you're more likely to develop it; and age - the older a person is, the more likely it is for high blood pressure to occur.  Men develop high blood pressure most often between the ages of 35 and 55, and women tend to develop it after menopause.  
Some risk factors that can be controlled are being overweight, not being physically active, consuming too much salt, consuming too much alcohol, and smoking.  Lifestyle changes that can decrease these risk factors and contribute to healthy blood pressure include:  
♥   Losing weight and getting body mass index (BMI) under 25 will lessen the strain on your heart and can help lower blood pressure.  Eat healthy meals low in saturated fat, trans fat, and cholesterol.  Limit salty foods, and don’t use a lot of salt during cooking or at meals.
♥   Limit alcohol to no more than one drink per day for women or two drinks a day for men.
♥   Being physically active.  Regular physical activity, defined by the American Heart Association as moderate to vigorous exercise for at least 30 minutes on most or all days of the week, will help with weight loss as well as with decreasing blood pressure.  Stop smoking.  Smoking is a major risk factor for heart disease and stroke.
♥   Stop smoking.  Smoking is a major risk factor for heart disease and stroke.

♥   If you are on medication to lower blood pressure, take it the way your doctor tells you.
♥   Know what your blood pressure should be and work to keep it at that level.
♥   Manage stress with relaxation and physical exercise.  Stress can lead to an increase in smoking, alcohol consumption, and over-eating.  
High blood pressure is controllable.  Work closely with your health care provider on managing the other risk factors for high blood pressure.   Be informed!   Websites with great information are the American Heart Association (www.americanheart.org) and the Centers for Disease Control (www.cdc.gov/bloodpressure).  For additional information, or to have your blood pressure checked, please contact Lawrence County Health Department at 740-532-3962.    
