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LOW BLOOD PRESSURE

To know if you have high or low blood pressure, you need to
know what a healthy blood pressure level is. Optimal blood
pressure is less than 120/80 mm Hg (systolic pressure is 120
AND diastolic pressure is less than 80). Within certain limits,
the lower your blood pressure reading is, the better. There is
no specific number at which day-to-day blood pressure is
considered too low, as long as no symptoms of trouble are
present.

When is blood pressure too low? If
my blood pressure stays around
85/55, do I have a health problem?
As long as you are not experiencing
symptoms of low blood pressure, there is
no need for concern. Most doctors consider
chronically low blood pressure dangerous
only if it causes noticeable signs and
symptoms, such as: Dizziness or lightheadedness;
Fainting; Dehydration and unusual thirst; Lack of
concentration; Blurred vision; Nausea; Cold, clammy,
pale skin; Rapid, shallow breathing; Fatigue; or
Depression.

SCREENING

Low blood pressure can occur with:
® Prolonged bed rest
® Pregnancy

® Decreases in blood volume—A decrease in blood
volume can also cause blood pressure to drop. A
significant loss of blood from major trauma, dehydration
or severe internal bleeding reduces blood volume,
leading to a severe drop in blood pressure.

® Certain medications—A number of drugs can cause
low blood pressure, including diuretics and other drugs
that treat hypertension; heart medications such as beta
blockers; drugs for Parkinson's disease; tricyclic
antidepressants; erectile dysfunction drugs, particularly
in combination with nitroglycerine; narcotics and alcohol.
Other prescription and over-the-counter drugs may
cause low blood pressure when taken in combination
with HBP medications.

® Heart problems—Among the heart conditions that can
lead to low blood pressure are an abnormally low heart
rate (bradycardia), problems with heart valves, heart
attack and heart failure. Your heart may not be able to
circulate enough blood to meet your body's needs.

® Endocrine problems—Such problems include
complications with hormone-producing glands in the
body's endocrine systems; specifically, an under-active
thyroid (hypothyroidism), parathyroid disease, adrenal
insufficiency (Addison's disease), low blood sugar and,
in some cases, diabetes.
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® Allergic reaction (anaphylaxis) - Anaphylactic shock is
a sometimes-fatal allergic reaction that can occur in
people who are highly sensitive to drugs such as
penicillin, to certain foods such as peanuts, or to bee or
wasp stings. This type of shock is characterized by
breathing problems, hives, itching, a swollen throat and a
sudden, dramatic fall in blood pressure.

e Neurally mediated hypotension—Unlike orthostatic
hypotension, this disorder causes blood pressure to drop
after standing for long periods, leading to symptoms such
as dizziness, nausea and fainting. This condition primarily
affects young people and occurs because of a
miscommunication between the heart and the brain.

® Nutritional deficiencies—A lack of the essential vitamins
B-12 and folic acid can cause anemia, which in turn can
lead to low blood pressure.

Severely low blood pressure can have underlying

causes that may:

e Be an indication of serious heart, endocrine or
neurological disorders

e Deprive the brain and other vital organs of oxygen and
nutrients, ultimately leading to shock, which can be life
threatening

What if I notice a sudden decline in my blood
pressure? A single lower-than-normal reading is not cause
for alarm if you are not experiencing any other symptoms or
problems. However, a sudden drop in blood pressure --- even
a change of just 20 mm Hg --- can cause dizziness or fainting.
Sometimes a rapid decrease in blood pressure can indicate an
underlying problem such as:

® Uncontrolled bleeding
® Severe infections
® Allergic reaction

® Postural (orthostatic) hypotension—This occurs for
some people when standing from a sitting or prone
position. Their blood pressure drops rapidly, causing
dizziness, lightheadedness, blurred vision and/or even
fainting. Causes can include dehydration, prolonged bed
rest, diabetes, heart problems and excessive heat.
Medications like diuretics, beta-blockers, calcium channel
blockers, ACE inhibitors, antipsychotics, antidepressants
and drugs for Parkinson's disease can also cause this
condition. In some cases, sitting for long periods of time
with legs crossed or squatting can be the cause.

When to see your healthcare professional

If you experience any dizziness or lightheadedness, it's a
good idea to consult with your healthcare provider. If you have
gotten dehydrated, have low blood sugar or have spent too
much time in the sun or a hot tub, it is more important to
recognize how quickly your blood pressure drops than how
low it drops. Keep a record of your symptoms and your
activities at the time your symptoms occurred.
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