
High blood pressure is a common condition 
that occurs when blood flows through 
the blood vessels at higher-than-normal 
pressures. According to the American 
Heart Association, if left unmanaged, it can 
have serious consequences.1

What is high blood pressure?
Blood pressure is the force of your blood pushing against the walls of your blood vessels. It is 
measured as two numbers:

•   Systolic blood pressure is the pressure in the arteries when the heart contracts; it is the top 
number in a blood pressure reading.

•   Diastolic blood pressure is the pressure in the arteries when the heart rests between beats; 
it is the bottom number in a blood pressure reading.

High blood pressure, also called hypertension, means the force of your blood pushing against 
the walls of your blood vessels is consistently too high. Over time, this can damage the heart 
and blood vessels because it makes them work harder and less efficiently.1

According to the American Heart Association, the blood pressure guidelines are:1

Blood pressure category Systolic (mm Hg) Diastolic (mm Hg)

Normal Less than 120 and Less than 80

Elevated Between 120–129 and Less than 80

Stage 1 hypertension Between 130–139 or Between 80–89

Stage 2 hypertension At least 140 or At least 90
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What causes high blood pressure?
For most adults with high blood pressure, the condition tends to develop gradually over many 
years, and there’s no identifiable cause. There are, however, many factors that increase one’s 
risk of developing it, including:2 

•   Age
•   Being overweight or obese
•   Unhealthy diet
•   Race
•   Not being active 
•   High levels of stress 
•   Family history
•   Using tobacco or drinking too much alcohol
•   Health conditions like kidney disease, diabetes and sleep apnea

Complications of high blood pressure
High blood pressure causes too much pressure on the walls of your arteries. This can damage 
your blood vessels, as well as many organs in your body.3

Complications of hypertension may include:
•   Heart attack or stroke
•   Kidney disease
•   Aneurysm
•   Vision problems
•   Heart failure
•   Dementia

Note: The higher your blood pressure and the longer it goes unmanaged, the greater the 
damage to your body.3

Treating high blood pressure
Your healthcare team may recommend changing your lifestyle habits and/or taking medicine 
may help control high blood pressure.

 Eat a heart-healthy diet
DASH, or Dietary Approach to Stop Hypertension, is a flexible and balanced eating plan 
designed to help people make heart-healthy choices. According to the National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute, research has shown that the DASH diet helps reduce blood 
pressure, as well as LDL cholesterol and body weight.4

The DASH eating plan recommends:
•   Eating fruits, vegetables and whole grains
•   Including fat-free or low-fat dairy products, fish, poultry, beans, nuts and 

vegetables oils
•   Limiting foods high in saturated fat, such as fatty meats, full-fat dairy products 

and tropical oils
•   Limiting sugar-sweetened beverages and sweets
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Food group Number of servings per day (unless otherwise noted)

1,600 calories 1,800 calories 2,000 calories

Grains 6 6 6–8 

Vegetables 3–4 4–5 4–5 

Fruits 4 4–5 4–5 

Fat-free or low-fat dairy 2–3 2–3 2–3 

Lean meats, poultry  
and fish

3–4 or less 6 or less 6 or less 

Nuts, seeds and legumes 3–4 per week 4 per week 4–5 per week

Fats and oils 2 2–3 2–3

Sweets and added sugars 3 or less per week 5 or less per week 5 or less per week

Maximum sodium limit 2,300 mg 2,300 mg 2,300 mg

It’s also important to limit the amount of sodium in your diet. Note: The American Heart 
Association puts the ideal daily sodium limit at no more than 1,500 mg per day.5 

To limit your sodium intake, consider these tips:
•   Read food labels and choose items that are lower in sodium. Avoid sodium traps like pickles, 

pickled vegetables, olives, sauerkraut, cured meats (like bacon and ham) and instant or 
flavored rice and pasta.

•  Don’t add salt when cooking; instead flavor your foods with fresh or dried herbs and spices.
•   When dining out, avoid choosing foods that have salty ingredients like bacon, pickles, olives 

and cheese, as well as foods that are pickled, cured, smoked or made with soy sauce or broth.

 Be physically active
According to Mayo Clinic, exercise can have big benefits to your heart health, and it may 
decrease your blood pressure by 4–9 mmHg.3 Here’s what you need to know about it:
•   Focus on aerobic activities like walking, dancing, swimming and bicycling.
•   The American Heart Association says that most healthy adults should aim for at least 

30 minutes of exercise five days per week.6

•   Remember: Before beginning an exercise program, be sure to talk to your 
healthcare provider.

 Maintain a healthy weight
As weight increases, so can blood pressure.7 Keeping a healthy body weight, and losing 
weight if you need to, is one of the most effective lifestyle changes for controlling high 
blood pressure.3

And you don’t necessarily have to lose a ton of weight to reap benefits. Even a small 
amount of weight loss, like 10 pounds, can help people who are overweight manage or 
prevent high blood pressure.

If your healthcare team recommends losing weight, follow this simple rule: Move more 
and eat less. 
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 Limit alcohol and quit smoking
Drinking too much alcohol can raise your blood pressure and smoking tobacco can 
negatively affect your blood vessels.3

How much is too much? Moderate drinking is considered to be one drink per day for 
men and women over age 65. One drink is defined as 12 ounces of beer, 5 ounces 
of wine or 1.5 ounces of 80-proof distilled spirits. Heavy drinkers who cut back to 
moderate drinking may experience reduced blood pressure.8

Talk to your healthcare provider to learn the safest way to cut back on alcohol, and to 
find out about programs and products available to help you quit smoking.

 Taking medicines
In addition to making lifestyle changes, your healthcare provider may prescribe 
a medication. There are several different classes of medications and each works 
differently to help control blood pressure:9

•   Diuretics help the body get rid of excess salt and water to control blood pressure
•   Beta blockers reduce your heart rate and the heart’s output of blood to lower 

blood pressure
•   ACE inhibitors, ARBs, calcium channel blockers, vasodilators and alpha blockers relax 

and open narrowed blood vessels to lower blood pressure
•   Renin inhibitors slow down the production of renin, which is an enzyme your body 

makes that starts a chain of chemical reactions that raise blood pressure

Finding the right medicine or combination of medicine may take some time. If your 
healthcare provider prescribes a medication, it’s important to take it as directed.

Work with your healthcare team 
Your healthcare team is a key part of your treatment plan. Your provider can help you monitor 
your blood pressure and determine a treatment plan, so it’s important to see him or her 
regularly. You may also need to have your blood pressure checked between appointments.

Your provider may recommend home monitoring to help you keep track of your blood pressure, 
including how certain lifestyle changes are working.

Work with your healthcare team to develop a treatment plan that works for you. Be open and 
honest about the barriers that keep you from living your healthiest life and ask for suggestions 
or programs that can help.
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This is for informational purposes only and does not replace treatment or advice from a healthcare 
professional. If you have questions, please talk with your doctor. Talk to your doctor before 
beginning an exercise program or making any changes to your diet.
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