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What is high blood pressure?

What are my blood pressure numbers and what
do they mean?

Why should I care about high blood pressure?

Blood pressure is the force of  the blood pumped from the heart  against  the blood
vessels.  This force makes blood f low possible,  del iver ing nutr ients and oxygen to
organs and t issues throughout the body.

High blood pressure occurs when there is too much pressure in your blood vessels.
This can damage your blood vessels and cause heal th problems. Anyone can
develop high blood pressure,  but i t  becomes more common as you get older.

High blood pressure is similar to pumping too much air  into a t ire or balloon.

The f i rst  step in understanding high blood pressure is learning what your numbers
mean. Blood pressure is measured with two numbers:  systol ic ( the top number)
and diastol ic ( the bottom number) (e.g. ,  120/80 mmHg).

The higher your top and bottom number are – and the longer they stay high – the
greater the potent ia l  damage to your blood vessels.

I f  your blood pressure is not wel l  control led,  i t  can pose ser ious heal th r isks.  High
blood pressure increases your r isk of :

High blood pressure is common, but most people don’ t  even know they have i t !  
(see ht tps: / /hypertension.ca/ im-concerned- i -may-have-high-blood-pressure-what-
do- i -need-to-know)

Stroke
Heart  at tack
Eye problems
Dement ia
Kidney (renal)  d iseases
Heart  fa i lure
Erect i le dysfunct ion
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How can I maintain a healthy blood pressure?

Hypertension Canada does not provide medical advice, diagnosis or treatment.

Eat a healthy diet:  Eat plenty of  vegetables and frui ts,  low-fat  mi lk
products,  whole grains,  lean meats,  f ish,  legumes (dr ied beans) and nuts.

Limit salt  intake:  A general  ru le of  thumb: buy products that  are label led
with ≤5% dai ly value of  sodium. 

Maintain a healthy l i festyle:  Try to achieve a heal thy weight,  be act ive.  

Manage your stress levels:  F ind ef fect ive ways to cope with stress,  don’ t
hesi tate to get some help.

Limit your alcohol consumption:  2 dr inks per day or less is best.  

Refrain from smoking:  I t ’s  hard to qui t  smoking, seek help i f  needed.

Take your blood pressure medication(s) i f  prescribed:  Pi l ls  are a way to
help your body f ight  h igh blood pressure.  
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What can I do to control my blood pressure?

Know
your

numbers

Do I  have high blood pressure?

Should I  be concerned?

Should I  measure my blood pressure at home?

Should I  start  treatment?

I’m going to my clinic today, can I  help?

How low should my blood pressure be?

Do I  need to take pil ls?

Hypertension Canada does not provide medical advice, diagnosis or treatment.

I f  your numbers are above 130/80 mmHg at home, you have
high blood pressure.

Make sure they measure your blood pressure correct ly.
Ask quest ions about your numbers and where they
should be.

Yes, i f  you have high blood pressure,  but i t  may only mean
l i festy le changes and not necessar i ly  start ing pi l ls  r ight  away. 

Most people should have their  top number below
130 mmHg but ask your doctor or nurse i f  th is is
di f ferent for  you.

Healthy habi ts are somet imes not enough to get
your numbers low enough, and your body may need
help f rom pi l ls .  Lots of  people need more than one
kind of  p i l l .

I t ’s  a lways helpful  to know what your numbers are at  home.
Sometimes, blood pressures at  home are di f ferent than the
ones measured in c l in ic.

The higher your numbers are,  the greater the r isk and the
more concerned you should be. 

Appendix 4, as supplied by the authors. Appendix to: Goupil R, Tsuyuki RT, Santesso N, et al. Hypertension Canada guideline for the diagnosis and 
treatment of hypertension in adults in primary care. CMAJ 2025. doi: 10.1503/cmaj.241770. Copyright © 2025 The Author(s) or their employer(s). 

To receive this resource in an accessible format, please contact us at cmajgroup@cmaj.ca.



Arm bare and supported

Middle of  the cuf f  at  heart  level

Lower edge of  the cuf f  3 cm
above elbow crease

Feet f lat  on the f loor

Si t t ing posi t ion

Legs uncrossed

Back supported

Use a cuf f  s ize appropr iate
for your arm

Do not ta lk or move before or
dur ing the measurement

Optimal Blood pressure measuring technique:

Good equipment:
Use a val idated home blood pressure device 
(see the Hypertension Canada websi te or ask a pharmacist)

Good protocol:
Measure your blood pressure regular ly and in a consistent manner.  
Ideal ly,  in the week before your appointment to the c l in ic,  measure i t  two
t imes twice per day for several  days.

Good preparation:
Quiet and calm room with a 5-minute rest .
No caffeine, tobacco or exercise in the 30 min before the measurements.
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