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Integrative Health for Your Blood Pressure

What is Blood Pressure?
Like water pressure in a pipe, blood pressure is how much force is in your arteries as blood
flows through them. It should not be too low (hypotension) or too high (hypertension, or HTN).

Blood pressures are given as two numbers. The systolic pressure (top number) is the pressure
when your heart is forcing out the blood when it squeezes. The diastolic pressure (bottom
number) is the pressure when your heart is resting between beats. The unit for blood pressure
is millimeters of mercury (mmHg). Even a drop in the top (systolic) number by 2-5 mmHg is tied
to a 7% lower risk of dying when someone’s pressures are up.

How do you know if your pressure is high? Most groups agree that anything less than 120/80 is
normal. And 140/90 or above is quite high. The harm from high blood pressure increases with
every point it goes up, so some groups, like the American Heart Association, say even a top
number of 130 is high, compared to 120." Talk to your care team about your own blood pressure
goals. Your goals may be different if you have other health problems, like kidney disease or
diabetes, or based on your age. Remember only one of the two numbers - top or bottom - needs
to be up to say the blood pressure reading is high. You need at least two high readings at two
different medical visits for it to be called hypertension.

It is good for most people to keep blood pressure above 90/60. If it is over 180/120, that could
be what is called a “hypertensive crisis.” If you get a reading that is that high, check it again after
5 minutes and call a care provider right away if it stays up. If very high pressures like that are
accompanied by symptoms like chest pain, shortness of breath, numbness, weakness, speech
problems, or vision changes, call 911.

Why Does Blood Pressure Matter?

Nearly half of all adults have HTN, based on the strictest limits for high readings. Only 1 out of
every 4 people with HTN have their pressures under control. We know that lowering blood
pressure prevents a lot of health problems and helps you live longer.

Over time, high blood pressure can hurt the body in different ways. For example, it puts people
at greater risk for heart problems, like heart attacks or heart failure. Having a healthy blood
pressure also protects against problems like kidney disease, stroke, memory loss, eye
problems, and blocked arteries in the legs. For men, HTN increases their chances of having
erection problems.

HTN is called “the silent killer.” Some people don’t worry too much about high blood pressure
because they do not feel it. But high blood pressure can cause harm whether you feel it or not.
It can seem strange to treat something if you can’t tell it is causing you problems but doing that
is very important to prevent problems later.
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What Can Help Prevent or Treat Hypertension?

There are many ways to bring down blood pressure or, even better, to keep it from going up in
the first place. Lifestyle approaches (good health habits), dietary supplements (like vitamins,
minerals, and herbal remedies), mind-body skills, and other integrative approaches are all
options. Of course, medications are options too. As you take steps to prevent or treat HTN, here
are some things to think about (and talk about with your health care team):

1. Plan ahead. The chances of problems like HTN go way down if you take good care of
yourself. Work on having healthy habits before you have to react to a problem. Healthy
behaviors like physical activity, working with stress, and healthy eating can help to keep
pressures down. Working toward a healthy weight, connecting with nature, healthy
relationships, and good sleep can help too. These can be very helpful for people at any
age.

2. Make one change at a time. A good rule is to wait for 1-2 weeks after you change
something to see how much it affects your pressure, before you try something else. For
diet changes, give them even more time. It may take a month or more to see how
changes in what you eat change your blood pressure. If you start a new dietary
supplement, track your blood pressure over a week or so to see if it drops. The same is
true for medications. Give them a week or two to take effect.

3. Get your own blood pressure cuff, if possible. It can help to have a blood pressure
cuff at home. Readings from home are usually even more helpful than readings at a
clinic. Sometimes, insurance will cover a cuff. They can be purchased at most
pharmacies. It's a good idea to bring any new cuff to your healthcare provider to have it
checked for accuracy right after you get it and once per year after that. If you can’t get a
cuff, find a place where you can have your blood pressure checked when you need it.

4. Keep your care team updated, whatever you choose to do. If you decide to take a
supplement or change your diet, tell them. Talk to them about all your options, including
medications.

5. Medications for blood pressure can help. They are not the only option, but there is
good research showing they can help people live longer and avoid other health
problems. If you start one, ask about any adverse effects to watch for. When taking
blood pressure medications and dietary supplements, ask about how they could interact
with each other.

6. Every step helps. Even dropping your pressures down a point or two if they are high
can lower your risk of problems.
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Tips for Using This Guide

There are many options for lowering your blood pressure, especially if it is only up by a few

points.

1.
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Here are a few tips to consider:

There are 5 categories of treatments that you can think about:

a. Medications (not covered in detail in this material but you can learn more at the
American Heart Association website)?

Lifestyle

Specific foods and nutrients

Mind-body approaches

Other complementary health approaches

©caoo

Consider a medication, at least for starters, especially when your blood pressure is
quite high (above 150/95). As you make other changes, you may be able to go down on
the dose of medication or stop it. Remember, some pills that help with blood pressure
are specifically recommended for people in certain situations and should not be replaced
with something else.

The changes you can make add up. It is hard to predict how much your pressure will
go down with any given treatment, but you can use more than one approach. The
benefits add up. A drop of 2-5 mm Hg in systolic pressure (the top number) can reduce
risks of dying from any cause by 7%, dying of stroke by 14% and dying from heart
disease by 9%.3

Mix and match. For example, choose at least one lifestyle change. Choose a mind-
body approach. Whatever you choose will have other benefits in addition to helping your
blood pressure. If you try a supplement, watch closely for any harmful effects, just as
you would with a medication. As noted earlier, only make one change at a time, and give
what you added enough time to work.

Be mindful of cost as well; many non-medication treatments are not covered by
insurance.
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Lifestyle
The following table lists different lifestyle changes you can make and how much they have been
found to lower blood pressure in different studies.
Lifestyle Changes for your Blood Pressure
Changes You Can Pressure Drop Things to Keep in Mind

Make (top # range, /
bottom # range)
Activity: Exercise 17 Decreases right after exercise and can stay down for
nearly a day. The higher the pressure, greater the
drop. 30 minutes of exercise most days of the week, if

not more.

Activity: Yoga 133/26 Takes a few weeks to change pressure readings. Yoga
therapists can tailor poses for your needs.

Activity: Tai chi, 116/9, Gentle approaches that also help with balance and

gigong 312/10 preventing falls in older people.

Weight Loss 16 (top #) That is a drop of 6 mm HG for every 10 pounds of
weight lost (range is from 5-20).

Sleep 15-13 (top #) if >7 People who sleep more than 9 hours or less than 6

hours/ night* hours a night are more likely to have high blood

pressure. Blood pressure dips at night. Sleep apnea
increases it.

Manage Stress $10/7 Most practices will lead to a decrease in a few weeks.

Choose the practice that works best for you. See the
“Mind-Body” section of this handout.

Don’'t Smoke, d4/3 This also reduces risk of heart attack, stroke, lung

including e-cigarettes cancer, and other problems. Avoid second-hand
smoke. Pressure can go up by 5-10 mm Hg each time
you smoke or vape.

Limit Alcohol 15.5/4 Blood pressure dops when people who drink more than
2 drinks daily go down to 2 drinks or less.?

Connect with Others Not given in studies Loneliness and social isolation are linked to higher
heart risk and higher blood pressures.

Spend Time in Nature  15.6/3.5 People who lived within a mile of green spaces, like
parks, have lower blood pressures.

Explore spiritual health  Not given in studies People who are more religious or spiritual seem to
have lower blood pressures. Not tied to one religious
group or type of spiritual practice.®

Information from reference 7 unless otherwise noted.

Specific Foods and Nutrients

Some specific foods, nutrients in foods, and ways of eating can help to lower your blood
pressure. Two popular eating plans, the DASH Diet?®, and the Mediterranean Diet'®'! have
been shown to help lower blood pressure. See below for more details about these diets. The
Mediterranean diet is one example of a traditional way of eating. Traditional ways of eating from
other parts of the world share common features such as fresh food that is locally sourced and
minimally processed. They center on various plant foods (vegetables and fruits), whole grains,
legumes, nuts, seeds, herbs, spices, and a small amount of lean protein. Keep in mind that
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frozen and canned vegetables are a great substitute for fresh. These ways of eating also focus
on home cooking, and people coming together to share the pleasure of eating in good company.

Most traditional ways of eating are not as well-studied as the Mediterranean diet for lowering
blood pressure. However, because they are plant-centered and based on whole foods, they will
likely support healthy blood pressure. The important thing to remember about these ways of
eating is that they avoid processed foods and are low in sweetened foods and drinks and red
and processed meat.

Healthy Eating Patterns for your Blood Pressure
Changes You Can Pressure Drop Things to Keep in Mind

Make (top # range, /
bottom # range)

DASH Diet 111.4/55 Many studies have found this to be the best eating plan
for high blood pressure.

Mediterranean Diet 1312 Also helps with cholesterol, diabetes risk, other causes
of heart risk, and cancer. Adding nuts or virgin olive oil
cause a drop of 6-7 more points for the top number.

Lacto-Ovo Vegetarian ~ 3/212 Vegan diets (no meat, eggs, dairy, or other animal
Diet (includes eggs products) may lower the top # 4-5.12
and dairy)

Information from reference 7 unless otherwise noted.

Here are some more details about the above eating plans you can try to keep blood pressure on
track.
Nutrition: Eating Plans
1. The DASH Diet. DASH stands for Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension. It includes
foods that are:
f. High in fruits and vegetables
g. Low in dairy, animal meat, and saturated fat
h. High in nuts, seeds, and beans
i. Low in snacks and sweets.
For more information, see DASH Eating Plan by the National Heart, Lung, and Blood
Institute.

2. The Mediterranean Diet. Also called the Medi Diet, this diet drops pressures by a few
points, and it reduces risk of death in general. It includes:
a. High in vegetables and fruits
b. High in virgin olive oll
c. Richinlegumes (lentils, peas, peanuts, beans, soybeans, chickpeas)
d. Suggests seafood as the primary meat
e. Includes whole grains
For more information, go to the Mediterranean Diet overview by the Cleveland Clinic.
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3. Traditional, Vegetarian, and Vegan Diets. These include traditional ways of eating
from around the world. Like the Mediterranean Diet, they include fresh whole, minimally
processed foods and distinct flavors from a particular region.

Examples of traditional ways of eating from Africa, Asia, Latin America, and also
Vegetarian, and Vegan diets can be found by on the OLDWAYS Cultural Food
Traditions website at Explore heritage diets.

Nutrition: Nutrients and Blood Pressure
The following 7 foods and nutrients in foods affect blood pressure, and you can change how
much of them you eat to bring your numbers down.

1. Sodium. Sodium increases blood pressure, and it can help to watch how much salt you
eat. Most of the salt in our diets comes from foods we choose when we eat out. The
DASH Diet can help people keep their sodium at a good level. It is best to keep salt
intake under 2,300 mg daily, and if you can get down to 1,500mg, that is ideal. 1,500mg
of sodium is equal to 2/3 of a teaspoon of table salt. 2,300 mg of sodium is equal to one
teaspoon of table salt. The average person in the U.S. eats 3,400 mg daily.

2. Potassium. Potassium lowers blood pressure. When you are looking at how much
potassium is in different foods, you must look at the units. Most foods give the amount of
potassium in milligrams (mg), but medications usually are dosed in milliequivalents
(meq). 1 meq is equal to 39 mg. (It is okay to round up and say 40 mg).

There is a “sweet spot” with how much potassium you need each day. The key is to
keep it in a good range. The lowest amount of potassium a person needs each day
depends on their age and sex. For example, a man between ages 19 and 50 needs at
least 3,400 mg daily, and a woman in that age range needs 2,600 mg'3. These numbers
are lower for younger people. But those are just the lowest limits. Most adults need a
higher total amount, especially to keep blood pressure normal. Each person’s needs are
different, but one study found that in adults with normal blood pressure, 800 mg from
supplements and 4,500-6,500 mg from the diet is the best range.

It can help to look at lists of foods and how much potassium are in them. A good guide
can be found here: Food Sources of Potassium. Beets, chard, and potatoes have some
of the highest amounts, along with yam, acorn squash, and spinach. There are dietary
supplements with potassium, but be careful, because they do not always have as much
as you might expect if you convert the size of a dose into meq of potassium.

3. Magnesium. Magnesium blocks calcium channels, much like the drugs amlodipine or
diltiazem. It is not usually mentioned in HTN guidelines, but studies do show that people
who take in more of it have lower blood pressures than those who do not. If you choose
to take added magnesium, magnesium glycinate is less likely to cause Gl distress.
Magnesium tends to be quite safe at usual doses; if you take too much, you will know
because your stools will be much looser. Take it with caution if you have kidney
problems. Remember that blood levels of magnesium are not good for telling you if you
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are low or not, because they do not tell you intracellular levels. Foods rich in magnesium
include nuts, spinach, bran cereal, beans, buckwheat, quinoa, and pumpkin seeds. This
Cleveland Clinic website discusses magnesium and 25 Magnesium-Rich Foods You

Should Be Eating.

Polyphenols. These compounds are found in a variety of plants and plant-derived
foods, including various fruits (grapes, berries), vegetables, dark chocolate, coffee, tea,
and red wine. They increase nitric oxide, which relaxes blood vessels, and they
decrease activity of the body’s renin-angiotensin-aldosterone system, which also lowers
pressures (like ACE inhibitor drugs do).

Nitrate-rich plants. Beets and many other vegetables have nitrates which, like the drug
nitroglycerin, can decrease blood pressure. These include spinach, mustard greens,
radishes, celery, carrots, turnips, Bok choy, onions, and garlic.

. Vitamins. Vitamin C intake is tied to lower blood pressures. Vitamin C acts on nitric

oxide levels and can work like a “water pill,” to help your body remove excess fluids. Be
sure you are getting at least the minimum or 75 mg for women and 90 mg for men daily.
It is reasonable to aim for at least 250-500 mg total. The upper limit is 2,000 mg per day.
Taking Vitamin D is also tied to HTN risk in large trials, but there is still debate about
whether taking vitamin D helps blood pressures.

Fiber. Ideally, fiber should be part of the diet, but you may need to take extra as a
supplement. Aim for a total of 30 grams of fiber each day. You can look up how much
fiber different foods have at this webpage, Food Sources of Dietary Fiber.

Foods and Nutrients for Your Blood Pressure

Food/nutrient How Much to Blood Pressure Keep in Mind
Eat/Take Daily Change

Sodium Keep under 2.3 14.3/2.1 (reduction  Even less is better. This is the only
grams/day (1 when lowered)'® item on the list that improves blood
teaspoon). Under 2/3 pressure by being taken out of the
tsp even better diet.

Potassium™'® 4,500 mg in diet 14.5/3 One source is salt substitutes. There

are many foods that are rich in

800-1500 supplements potassium too.

Magnesium 200-600 mg daily (3 12/1.8 (4.2/2.3ina Magnesium glycinate, malate,
mg for every pound of  study of people taurate, or threonate are easier to
body weight) with chronic take than magnesium oxide. You can

illness) also increase it in your diet.
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Foods and Nutrients for Your Blood Pressure

Food/nutrient How Much to Blood Pressure Keep in Mind
=EVAELCYBETY Change
1-2 cups a day 43.5/1.3 (as high More of an effect the longer you
as 76.7/5.2 after 4  drink it. One reason it works is
weeks of taking) because of nitrates, which open
blood vessels.

Beet juice'

Cocoa 100 mg (1/4 of a dark 14.7/12.8 White chocolate does not help. Dark
chocolate bar) chocolate should have 50-70%
cocoa.
Garlic Y2 to 2 raw garlic 16.7/4.8 Can also take as a supplement, to
cloves avoid garlic breath.
Nuts'” A handful daily (28 Eating nuts Pistachios are among the best.
grams) decreases overall Almonds, cashews, and other tree

HTN risk by 30% nuts also helpful. Salted, roasted and
raw nuts all seem to lower

pressures.

Fiber 30 grams (23 16.0/4.2 Ideally, best to get in diet. 30 grams
tablespoons) daily. daily a good target.

Flaxseed 30 grams daily 12.8/2.4 Best effects after taking for 3

months. Grind in small quantities;
turns into linseed oil with age.

Pomegranate'® 300 ml (1 ¥ cups) daily 14.6/2.9 Effect may not last over 2 months.
All of these foods can be incorporated into a healthy eating plan, but it may be easiest to
change just one thing at a time.

Information from reference” unless otherwise noted.

Some dietary supplements are also used to lower blood pressure. The following table
summarizes some of the ones that are best-studied.

Dietary Supplements for Your Blood Pressure

Supplement How Much to Blood Pressure Keep in Mind
Take Dail Change
Coenzyme Q10 100-350 mg daily ~ 117/10 (16/8 in Take with meals that contain some fat.
some studies)

Good safety profile. Possible bleeding
increase with blood thinners.

L-Arginine/L- L-arginine: Up to 15.4/2.7 for These are amino acids. Citrulline
citrulline to 59 twice a day arginine absorbed better and changed in to
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Dietary Supplements for Your Blood Pressure

Supplement How Much to Blood Pressure Keep in Mind
Take Daily Change
Citrulline: Upto 2g 17.5/3.8 for

arginine in the body. Affects nitric oxide

twice a day citrulline levels. Nitric oxide relaxes blood vessels.
Vitamin C 250-500 mg 13.8/1.5 Liposomal form is preferred. Tends to be
quite safe.
Melatonin 2-5mg 16.1/3.5 Take extended release form.
Garlic 0.4-1.2 grams 16.7/4.8 Standardized doses containing 4000 mcg
powder, 200- of allicin or 1.2 mg of S-allylcysteine

1,000 mg extract,
2,400 mg of aged
extract daily'®

Hibiscus (Roselle) 2 tsp full of tea 17.5 (top #)?° Works in 2-6 weeks. Reviews are
daily or 100 mg conflicting about efficacy.?!
have been used

Probiotics?? 1 capsule of 10° 211 Fermented foods also show promise.
colony forming
units daily

Information from reference 7 unless noted otherwise.

NOTE: Dietary supplements are intended to supplement the diet. They are not medicines and are not
intended to treat, diagnose, mitigate, prevent, or cure disease. In some cases, dietary supplements may
have unwanted effects, especially if taken before surgery or with other dietary supplements or medicines,
or if you have certain health conditions. Also, supplements are not regulated with the same degree of
oversight as medications. Products vary greatly in terms of accuracy of labels, presence of contaminants,
and the validity of claims on the label. Work with your health care provider to determine how best to
achieve optimal health.

Mind-Body Skills

An array of mind-body practices seem to reduce blood pressure by an average of 10/7 mm Hg.
All of the following have shown some promise in the research. To learn more, click on the link
next to each, or go to the link on your web browser:

Biofeedback.
Mindfulness-based stress reduction.
Transcendental Meditation (which includes Mantram Meditation.
Yoga and tai chi (both physical activity and a way of stilling the mind).
o Yoga
o TaiChi
o Relaxation.
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People are encouraged, whether they have HTN or not, to choose a mind-body practice they
can do daily, building up to at least 20 minutes a day. Try different ones and pick the practice or
practices that work best for you.

Other Integrative Health Approaches®
o Massage. A large review concluded that massage could be of benefit for people with
elevated blood pressure. A 2016 review concluded that pressure changes were 7.4/5.0
on average.
o Acupuncture combined with blood pressure medications has significant benefit too.
Some studies have concluded that acupuncture is often superior to medication groups,
but it has been noted that some studies are small.?*

In Conclusion

Congratulations on taking steps to improve your blood pressure, and your overall health. Keep
at it. Explore the different approaches described in this handout, one at a time, and it will likely
help you keep your blood pressures where you want them to be. And that will increase your
ability to be at your healthiest.

The information in this handout is general. Please work with your health care team to use
the information in the best way possible to promote your health and happiness.

For more information:

ORGANIZATION DESCRIPTION
University of A variety of handouts on
Wisconsin Integrative Clinician and Patient Education e Personal Development
Health Program e Mindful Awareness

What we know about integrative health care has come to us thanks to the efforts, experiences,
and collective wisdom of people from many cultures and backgrounds. We wish to acknowledge
all the healers, researchers, patients, and peoples who have informed the content of this tool.

This handout was updated by J Adam Rindfleisch, MD Professor of the Osher Center for
Integrative Health, from the original created by David Rakel, MD, Professor & Chair, Dept. of
Family Medicine, University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Date Created: June, 2024
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