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When numbers don’t add up
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oThis World Hypertension Day, lets learn more 
about the lesser-known things that can cause your 

blood pressure levels to rise

18

T
HERE are many things that Malaysians 
love, among them food and public 
holidays, but there is another thing that 
many of us have in common, and that is 

hypertension. You heard that right – 
hypertension rates in Malaysia are so high that 
3 out of 10 adults are affected by this chronic 
condition. Unfortunately, in spite of this high 
prevalence, many do not take hypertension 
seriously and around half are not even aware of 
it because it is not associated with any 
noticeable symptoms. 

“Hypertension, or high blood pressure, is 
known as the ‘silent killer’ because most people 
will feel fine in spite of it,” explains Associate 
Professor Dr Verna Lee Kar Mun, Family 
Medicine Specialist at International Medical 
University (IMU). “However, ignoring it can 
lead to serious complications like stroke and 
organ failure, and once the warning signs set in, 
such as blurred vision, giddiness, chest pain 
and difficulty breathing, this means that 
complications are already happening.” 

Risk factors for hypertension include a 
family history of the condition, obesity, a 
sedentary lifestyle and an unhealthy diet that is 
high in salt – if any of these apply to you, you 
could be at risk for developing hypertension. 

Here are 3 things you need to do to help keep 
your blood pressure (BP) levels within normal 
range, and reduce your risk of getting 
complications. 

1. Check, check, check your BP 
Do not be fearful about getting your blood 
pressure checked. You should aim to have your 
blood pressure checked at least once a year 
even if you are in good health, advises Dr Verna. 
To simplify matters, get your blood pressure 
checked every time you visit your doctor, such 
as when you are having a cough or cold.  

Even though blood pressure is temporarily 
raised when you are unwell, it is usually not 
enough to pass 140/90, explains Dr Verna, and 
only readings that are consistently above 140/90 
in the absence of an illness would be diagnosed 
as having hypertension. This is why it is 
important to have your blood pressure checked 
regularly, whether at home or at the clinic, to 
help give you and your doctor an idea of your 
normal blood pressure. 

Those who have a family history of 
hypertension face a higher risk for developing 
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hypertension and should check more regularly 
so that consistently elevated blood pressure can 
be medically examined. More frequent checks 
could also help to detect hypertension earlier, 
when lifestyle modifications and treatment are 
more likely to be effective.  

Meanwhile, those who are already 
diagnosed with hypertension should have a 
blood pressure monitor at home. You should 
speak to your doctor about how frequently you 
should check your blood pressure so that your 
doctor can review and take note of whether 
your condition is being well-managed.  

2. Be alert for things that could raise your BP 
“Hypertension, which is increased pressure, 
occurs when blood vessels are constricted, 
which increases resistance. This forces the heart 
to work harder to increase volume and 
maintain sufficient blood flow to all the major 
organs. There are many reasons why this 
happens, chief among them being high salt 
intake, obesity and a sedentary lifestyle. 
However, while most people with hypertension 
are aware that they need to reduce their salt 
intake, get enough exercise and maintain 
healthy body weight, there are also other, lesser-
known things that contribute to elevated blood 
pressure,” she says. 

Among these are: 
0 Secondary hypertension, which is caused by 
other health conditions, the most common 
being obstructive sleep apnoea (OSA), which 
usually affects people who are obese.  

“OSA causes patients to stop breathing for a 
few seconds, leading to hypoxia or lack of 
oxygen in the brain. This triggers many 
reactions in the body, one of which is 
constriction of blood vessels. Over time, this will 
lead to secondary hypertension,” explains Dr 
Verna. 

Other common causes of secondary 
hypertension are thyroid problems and chronic 
kidney disease such as inflammation of the 
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kidneys. The thyroid produces hormones that 
help to regulate many functions in the body, 
including emotions, energy levels, appetite, 
sleep and heart rate as well as blood pressure. 
Therefore, it is important to treat both thyroid 
problems as well as hypertension so that blood 
pressure levels can be managed more 
effectively.  
0 Certain medications, such as decongestants, 
which work by constricting blood vessels, and 
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs), which lead to retention of salt and 
water, both increase blood pressure. While 
short-term usage of these medications is 
deemed to be safe, they are best taken with your 
doctor’s advice. 
0 Dietary habits, of which salt is the main 
culprit when it comes to hypertension. Most of 
us know that soy sauce and many gravies are 
high in sodium, but sometimes even foods that 
don’t taste very salty can have high sodium 
content. On a positive note, consuming more 
foods that are naturally high in potassium such 
as bananas, nuts and citrus fruits can help as 
this mineral helps the body to regulate blood 
pressure levels.   

3. Help your doctor help you manage your BP 
Sometimes, patients are reluctant to be 
completely honest with their doctors, says Dr 
Verna. Some are reluctant to mention that they 
are taking certain herbal supplements or 
traditional Chinese medicine, while others are 
afraid to admit that they have stopped taking 
their prescribed medications, often because 
they feel well or from fears over side effects. 

“It takes time for rapport to develop between 
a doctor and a patient, and it is common for 
them to leave out certain information during 
the first visit. Every Malaysian has their own 
home remedy or friends and family who 
recommend alternatives to medication. It 
usually takes several sessions for me to explain 
fully and help them to understand that 
everything has side effects, even herbal 
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supplements. Some of them are even in denial 
that they have hypertension because they feel 
well,” she says. “However, at the end of the day, 
all my patients want to know what they can do 
to get their blood pressure under control.” 

Being open about your overall wellness, 
family history of hypertension and lifestyle 
habits will help your doctor help you. For 
example, explains Dr Verna, conditions like 
anxiety or depression that affect a person’s 
emotional state can also elevate blood pressure 
or make hypertension more difficult to control. 
While these conditions do not cause 
hypertension, it is important to seek treatment 
for these conditions as well.  

Your doctor can assist you in setting 
measurable targets using your blood pressure 
readings and help you plan for sustained weight 
management, both of which will support the 
action of any medications that are prescribed.  
“There is a silver lining with hypertension: it can 
be reversed with the necessary lifestyle 
changes. You can start by taking small measures 
such as using the stairs instead of an elevator or 
parking farther away from your destination in 
order to walk and move more, and reducing the 
amount of sauces and gravies in your daily diet 
as these are often high in sodium. While this 
takes discipline and time, it is possible to 
manage blood pressure without the use of 
medications in the long run,” says Dr Verna. “In 
the meantime, it is important for you to take the 
medication that your doctor has prescribed, 
without changing the dose or frequency as you 
wish. 

Hypertension is a chronic condition and 
daily medication is important to manage it.”  

Dr Verna also reassures patients that there 
are different types or classes of medications 
available to treat hypertension, and should a 
patient experience any side effects such as 
allergy, cough, erectile dysfunction, headache, 
swelling or water retention, their doctor can 
recommend alternatives.  

Lastly, she cautions hypertensive patients 
not to become complacent just because they 
feel good. “Doctors cannot predict what kind of 
complications you might develop, so being 
diligent about controlling or managing your 
blood pressure levels is essential, in addition to 
keeping yourself in good health by eating a 
balanced diet, getting enough exercise and 
maintaining a healthy body weight.” 
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World 
Hypertension Day 
falls on 17 May, – 
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