
FOR years, the ques tion of whether to take med ic a tion to lower high blood pres sure had been partly
answered by a tool that cal cu lated someone’s 10-year risk of hav ing a heart attack or stroke.

But new equa tions, which take into account both 10-year and 30-year pre dicted risk for car di ovas cu -
lar (heart) dis ease, sug gest that even if short-term risk is low, the long-term risk often remains high
for some people, accord ing to a study pub lished in the journal Hyper ten sion.
“It turns out a lot of people have a low risk for heart attack and stroke over 10 years, but a high risk
over the next 30 years,” study lead author and Uni versity of Alabama at Birm ing ham vis it ing pro -
fessor Dr Paul Munt ner said.
“So, our con clu sion is that it may be worth while for people to under stand the risk for both 10 and
30 years when con sid er ing whether to start tak ing med ic a tion.”
Pre vi ous guidelines
High blood pres sure, also called hyper ten sion, is a con di tion that occurs when the force of blood
�ow ing through a per son’s arter ies is too strong.
This can dam age the blood ves sel walls over time and lead to heart attack, stroke, heart fail ure, kid -
ney dis ease and other health prob lems.
When the systolic blood pres sure (the top num ber on the blood pres sure mon itor) is 130-139 mil li -
metres of mer cury (mmhg), or the dia stolic (the bot tom num ber on the blood pres sure mon itor) is
80-89 mmhg, this is stage 1 hyper ten sion.

Sci ent ists �nd that some people with mild hyper ten sion and low risk of com plic a -
tions in the near future could poten tially bene �t from med ic a tion.

Higher long-term risk
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Stage 2 hyper ten sion is dia gnosed when the systolic num ber is 140 mmhg or higher, or the dia stolic
num ber is 90 mmhg or higher.
Healthy life style changes and med ic a tion are recom men ded for all adults with stage 2 hyper ten sion.
For stage 1, the 2017 Amer ican Heart Asso ci ation (AHA) and Amer ican Col lege of Car di ology blood
pres sure guidelines recom mend tak ing into account both blood pres sure level and risk of ath er o -
scler otic car di ovas cu lar dis ease, which involves plaque buildup in artery walls, when decid ing
whether to ini ti ate blood pres surelower ing med ic a tions, along side life style changes.
But how to determ ine the risk for car di ovas cu lar dis ease has changed.
Under the 2017 guidelines, ath er o scler otic car di ovas cu lar dis ease risk was con sidered high if a per -
son met one or more of the fol low ing �ve con di tions:
> Being 65 or older
> Hav ing dia betes
> Hav ing chronic kid ney dis ease > Hav ing a his tory of car di ovas cu lar dis ease, and
> Hav ing a 10% or greater risk of hav ing a heart attack or stroke within 10 years, as meas ured by the
Pooled Cohort Equa tions (PCES).
PCES estim ate a per son’s 10-year risk for heart attack and stroke based on factors that include their
age, gender, race, cho les terol levels, systolic blood pres sure, and whether they take blood pres sure-
lower ing med ic a tion, have dia betes or smoke.
These equa tions were developed using data from the 1980s through the 2000s.
Cur rent guidelines
Since then, new research and treat ment advances have emerged that could a�ect the risk cal cu la -
tions.
For example, research ers now under stand hyper ten sion also increases the risk for heart fail ure, an
out come not included in the PCES.
And the use of stat ins – a class of cho les terol-lower ing med ic a tion – has since become wide spread,
partly redu cing car di ovas cu lar risks for many people.
So, last year, the AHA pub lished a new set of car di ovas cu lar risk pre dic tion equa tions known as
PREVENT.
The new cal cu lator pre dicts the risk of heart fail ure, in addi tion to the risk of plaque-related car di -
ovas cu lar dis ease, over the next 10 years in people ages 30 to 79, and over the next 30 years in people
ages 30 to 59.
The new tool incor por ates kid ney func tion, blood sugar level and the use of cho les terol-lower ing
med ic a tion.
It also accounts for social determ in ants of health such as income, edu ca tion, employ ment, where a
per son lives, whether they have access to trans port a tion, or live in a crowded or single-par ent home.
PREVENT cal cu la tions are also sex-spe ci�c and do not include race.
“Race was removed as a vari able since race is a social con struct, not a bio lo gical factor,” said asso -
ciate pro fessor of gen eral internal medi cine Dr Nia Schwann Mitchell at Duke Uni versity School of
Medi cine in Durham, North Car o lina.
“PREVENT is more accur ate because it uses more recent data.”
Longer-term risk
In the new study, research ers com pared 10-year car di ovas cu lar dis ease risks using both types of risk
equa tions for adults 30 to 79 with stage 1 hyper ten sion.
They also cal cu lated the 30-year risk for adults with high blood pres sure who were 30 to 59 years old.
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The �nd ings showed that among 1,703 adults with stage 1 hyper ten sion, the aver age 10-year risk of
hav ing a heart attack or stroke was 5.4% using the PCE tool, com pared to 2.9% using the PREVENT
cal cu lator.
However, when risks three dec ades out were cal cu lated, a di� er ent story emerged.
Par ti cipants under age 60 with stage 1 hyper ten sion who had a high 10-year risk of heart attack or
stroke as cal cu lated by the PCE tool faced a high 30-year risk of heart attack, stroke or heart fail ure
using PREVENT, even if PREVENT had found their 10-year risk to be low.
The higher 30-year risk sug gests blood pres surelower ing med ic a tion, in addi tion to life style
changes, might be bene � cial in some cases, even if 10-year risks are low, Prof Munt ner said.
“There may be value in hav ing a dis cus sion between patients and health pro fes sion als about indi -
vidual risks for hav ing a heart attack, stroke or heart fail ure over both the next 10 years and the next
30 years, because early treat ment to lower blood pres sure has big e�ects on lower ing the risks of
devel op ing heart dis ease over a per son’s life time,” he said.
Med ic a tion isn’t the only way to lower blood pres sure and might not always be neces sary, he noted.
“All people, before start ing blood pres sure-lower ing med ic a tions, should try life style changes such
as redu cing salt intake, exer cising more, los ing weight if they are over weight, and redu cing alco hol
con sump tion.
“Those are well-known life style factors that can lower blood pres sure.”
Not smoking, eat ing a health ier diet, get ting enough sleep, lower ing cho les terol levels if they are too
high, and redu cing stress, can also help reduce blood pres sure, accord ing to the AHA.
“It’s much bet ter to pre vent something than to deal with the con sequences of it later,” said Assoc
Prof Mitchell, who was not involved in the new research.
“Hyper ten sion is called ‘the silent killer’ because some people don’t feel it when their blood pres sure
is too high until it’s too late.”
Know ing their 30-year risk for a heart attack, stroke or heart fail ure might motiv ate people to make
these changes or take blood pres sure-lower ing med ic a tion if life style changes alone aren’t enough,
Prof Munt ner said.
“We need to be trans par ent about the (pre dicted) risk, so patients have all the inform a tion, and so
they can be involved in the decision about what to do,” he said.
“Doc tors can give advice, but patients are the ones ulti mately mak ing the decisions.” – Amer ican
Heart Asso ci ation News/tribune News Ser vice
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