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Stroke occurs  when blood flow to  the  brain  is  interrupted.  There  are  many
reasons  that  this  can  happen,  but  one  of  the  biggest  culprits  is  high  blood
pressure, as this can weaken the arteries in the brain and cause them to burst or
clot more easily. This makes high blood pressure the biggest single risk factor for
stroke (1).

 

How common is high blood pressure?

An  estimated  1.28  billion  people  worldwide  have  high  blood  pressure  (or
hypertension),  but  just  14%  have  it  under  control.  It  is  a  major  cause  of
premature  death  every  year.  Yet,  because  it  rarely  causes  symptoms,
approximately  46%  of  adults  don’t  even  know  they  have  it  (2).

 

What’s  the  difference  between  primary  and  secondary  high  blood



pressure?

The majority of adult cases (90–95%) are classed as primary high blood pressure,
which may be the result of genetic factors i.e. it has been passed on to you by a
relative. Only a small percentage of cases are secondary (up to 10%). These have
a  variety  of  different  causes,  including  taking  certain  medications,  misusing
illegal drugs or having a pre-existing medical condition, such as weak kidneys (3).

 

How do you know if you have high blood pressure?

If  you’ve ever had your blood pressure taken,  you will  have been given two
numbers. The first number is known as your systolic blood pressure; the second is
your  diastolic  blood  pressure.  A  normal  reading  should  be  120/80.  If  either
reading is higher than this, you could have, or be developing, high blood pressure.
Usually, once our systolic pressure is under control, your diastolic pressure comes
down too (4).

 

What causes high blood pressure?

There are many things that can contribute to high blood pressure. The risk rises
as we get older, and it is more common in men, especially black males. You also
have more chance of developing the condition if it runs in your family, if you are
overweight, smoke, drink too much alcohol or eat a diet high in salt. High blood
pressure  can  also  develop  in  pregnancy;  and  if  you  suffer  from  long-term
conditions such as kidney disease or diabetes (2).

 

What are the symptoms of high blood pressure?

The reason people don’t always know they have high blood pressure is because
there are often few, or no, symptoms. You may have headaches, shortness of
breath or nosebleeds. But you may experience nothing at all. Damage could be
happening to your arteries without you even knowing it, increasing your risk of
stroke. That’s why it’s so important, for those over age 18, to have their blood
pressure checked regularly (5).



 

What can I do to minimise my risk of stroke?

As well as regular blood pressure checks, you can reduce your risk of stroke by
keeping your blood pressure low.  This  is  easily  achieved by living a healthy
lifestyle  with a  good diet  and regular  exercise,  and by taking medication,  if
advised by your doctor. Remember, keeping your blood pressure at the optimum
level will lower your risk of stroke.
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