030301 - High Blood Pressure, What Can Be Done 

How does medicine help control high blood pressure?

Medicines called antihypertensives lower high blood pressure. Some, called diuretics, rid the body of excess fluids and salt (sodium). Others, called beta blockers, reduce the heart rate and the heart's output of blood.

Another class of antihypertensives is the sympathetic nerve inhibitors. Sympathetic nerves go from the brain to all parts of the body, including the arteries. They can cause the arteries to constrict, raising blood pressure. These drugs reduce blood pressure by inhibiting these nerves from constricting blood vessels.

Vasodilators (vas"o-di-LAT'orz) are another useful group of drugs. These can cause the muscle in blood vessel walls to relax, allowing the vessel to dilate (widen). They are especially effective in the arterioles.

Other drugs for high blood pressure are the angiotensin converting enzyme (ACE) inhibitors, angiotensin II receptor blockers and the calcium antagonists (calcium channel blockers). The ACE inhibitors interfere with the body's production of angiotensin, a chemical that causes the arteries to constrict. The angiotensin II receptor blockers block the effects of angiotensin. The calcium antagonists can reduce the heart rate and relax blood vessels.

In most cases these drugs lower blood pressure. Quite often, however, people respond very differently to them. That's why most patients must go through a trial period to find out which medications work best with the fewest side effects.

AHA Recommendation

People with high blood pressure should do two things:

· Follow their healthcare provider's instructions. 

· Stay on their medication. 

What about diet and lifestyle changes?

These changes may help control high blood pressure. Before drugs are prescribed, these are often recommended for people with only mildly elevated blood pressure.

The American Heart Association Nutrition Committee says that to maximize the beneficial effects of diet on blood pressure...

· Don't eat a lot of salt. 

· Eat enough fruits, vegetables, and fat-free and low-fat dairy products.

Such diets are rich in potassium, calcium, magnesium and protein, and low in total fat, saturated fat and cholesterol.

Some people with mild hypertension can lower their blood pressure by reducing sodium (salt) in their diet. This means avoiding salty foods and cutting down on salt in cooking and at the table.

Drinking too much alcohol (more than one ounce of pure alcohol, or two drinks per day) raises blood pressure in some people and should be restricted. Alcoholic drinks are high in non-nutritious calories, so if you're trying to lose weight, don't drink alcohol.

Many people who have high blood pressure are also overweight. If you're overweight or have gained weight over time, you'll be advised to cut down on calories and lose weight. Your doctor can prescribe a diet that's right for you. Follow it closely, including any recommendations about reducing how much alcohol you drink. When people lose weight, their blood pressure often drops, too.

Physical inactivity is a risk factor for heart disease. An inactive lifestyle also tends to contribute to obesity, a risk factor for both high blood pressure and heart disease. Regular physical activity helps control weight and lower blood pressure. Don't be afraid to be active -- you should exercise daily. You'll help lower your risk of heart attack and stroke. And exercise can also help you lose weight or maintain a healthy weight.

For some people, weight loss, sodium reduction and other lifestyle changes won't lower high blood pressure as much as needed. If that's your situation, you'll probably need to take medication.

Related AHA publications:

· Heart and Stroke Facts 

· Understanding and Controlling Your High Blood Pressure (also in Spanish) 

· Shaking Your Salt Habit... to lower blood pressure 

· Knock Out America's Hidden Health Threat (medicine compliance) 

· Scale Down... managing your weight (also in Spanish) 

· High Blood Pressure in African Americans 

· Don't wait for it to happen to you... high blood pressure and stroke 

· "What Is High Blood Pressure Medicine?", "How Can I Reduce High Blood Pressure?", "Why Should I Limit Sodium?" and "How Can I Monitor My Weight and Blood Pressure?" in Answers By Heart kit
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