
What is Hypertension or  
“High Blood Pressure”?
Each time your heart beats, it creates a force which allows blood to circulate throughout your body.  When this force is 
too strong it is referred to as “high blood pressure” or “hypertension”.  High blood pressure may damage the arteries 
and cause problems such as a heart attack or stroke.  It can also cause damage to the kidneys leading to kidney failure.

Half of adults in the United States (nearly 108 million people) have high blood pressure. Only about 1 in 4 adults (24%) 
with hypertension have their condition under control.1,2

High blood pressure occurs when one or both of these numbers are too high.   
High blood pressure is defined as a systolic pressure greater than or equal to (≥) 130 mm Hg  
or a diastolic blood pressure ≥ 80 mm Hg.

Your blood pressure reading 
is reported in millimeters of 
mercury, which is commonly 
abbreviated as “mm Hg”.  
Your reading will consist of 2 
numbers, such as 110/65 mm Hg. 

Measures the force of blood in your  
arteries as your heart beats, known as 

“systolic pressure.”

Measures the force of blood in your  
arteries when your heart relaxes between 

beats, known as “diastolic pressure.”
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Symptoms 
Often people with high blood pressure have no symptoms. Some may have headaches, nosebleeds, fatigue, and 
feel or look flushed, but these signs and symptoms are not just seen with high blood pressure and may be caused by 
some other condition. This is one reason why it is important to have regular check-ups with your healthcare team, 
including a blood pressure check.

•	 Blood pressure is measured as part of a 
doctor’s appointment and should be checked 
at least every two years starting at age 18. 
If you are 40 years of age or older, or have 
a family history of high blood pressure, or 
are overweight, you should have your blood 
pressure checked at least once yearly.3 If you 
have high blood pressure, heart disease or 
other risk factors, it is a good idea to have 
your blood pressure checked more often.  

•	 You may be able to get a free blood pressure 
screening in your community or in local 
pharmacies. There are also low-cost at-home 
blood pressure monitors sold in stores and 
online. Home blood pressure checks are an 
important way to see if you have high blood 
pressure; to find out if your blood pressure 
treatment is working; or to ensure that your 
high blood pressure is not getting worse. 
Speak with your doctor about the best option 
for you!

•	 Devices that measure your blood pressure 
at your wrist or finger are not recommended 
by the American Heart Association because 
they are less reliable. 

Causes of Hypertension
•	 Primary hypertension is diagnosed when a cause is not known. Approximately 

90-95% of adults with hypertension have primary hypertension.4 

•	 Secondary hypertension is caused by another medical condition, such 
as those that affect your kidneys, thyroid, or adrenal glands. Proper 
treatment of secondary hypertension involves controlling the underlying 
condition which reduces both your blood pressure and your risk of serious 
complications such as heart disease, kidney failure, and stroke.

Hypertension in Children
•	 High blood pressure also affects children. Children age 3 and older will 

usually have blood pressure checked as a part of their yearly checkups.3 
Normal blood pressure readings in children vary with age and are different 
between boys and girls. Deciding if a child has high blood pressure is 
important, but requires experience. Pediatricians and Family Physicians can 
offer appropriate advice.  

•	 High blood pressure in children is often caused by a medical condition, 
especially in younger children. Sudden weight gain can also cause an 
increase in blood pressure. Your child’s doctor can help determine the most 
likely cause of high blood pressure and suggest the best treatment. 

•	 High blood pressure in children can often be avoided or improved with a proper 
diet, staying physically active, and avoiding exposure to secondhand smoke. 
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