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Hypertension 

Hypertension is a common, incurable, persistent, but usually asymptomatic disease whose 

treatment provides no obvious benefit. It is usually found incidentally.  

Why do we treat hypertension? 

❖ 40% reduction in stroke incidence. 

❖ 25% reduction in myocardial infarction. 

❖ 50% reduction in heart failure. 

❖ And to reduce other complications such as retinal detachment, nephrotoxicity, chronic 

renal failure. 

The diagnosis of hypertension is standardized. We take an average of 14 readings, two per 

session, taken morning and evening for 7 days. Here we talk about borderline hypertension, but 

in case of a very high blood pressure, diagnosis could be made immediately from a single 

reading. 

❖ 30% patients don’t even know they have hypertension. 

❖ 11% do know but for a reason or another, they are not on therapy. 

❖ 25% are on inadequate therapy. 

❖ 34% are on adequate therapy. ONLY ONE THIRD!! 

Adequate therapy means the patient’s BP is controlled, they take their medication, follow up 

with their doctor, and regularly check their BP. 

 

BP variations 

In healthy people blood pressure varies from one day to another. However, Increased BP 

variability is associated with increased organ damage and cardiovascular morbidity. 

In the case of hypertension, the blood pressure elevation is persistent. 

❖ “White Coat” or isolated office hypertension: Some patients don’t actually have 

hypertension but due to the stress of visiting physicians, their blood pressure will be 

elevated. 

❖ Masked hypertension: Patients would show normal blood pressure when it is taken at the 

clinic, but when taken at home their blood pressure is elevated. 

❖ Morning surge of BP: Patients show high blood pressure only in the morning but later 

during the day it drops back to normal. 

❖ During Sleep, “Non dipping” and “extreme dipping”, 
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Normally during sleep, there is dipping of BP, meaning the BP is lower than when a 

person is awake. What isn’t normal is when some people have no decrease in BP at all 

while sleeping (non-dipping) or extreme dipping (extreme decrease in BP).  

 

The above table shows the classification of hypertension on the basis of blood pressure. 

There is a condition known as malignant hypertension, in which there is a very high increase in 

BP, but this condition is not related to malignancies (cancers) at all. 

 

BP Control 

BP is controlled by many systems in the 

body, including the CNS, heart, kidneys, 

blood vessels, and parasympathetic and 

sympathetic nervous systems. 

 

Neural control of BP: 

1. Baroreceptors in carotid sinuses 

detect changes in BP and send 

signals to the brain. 

2. Activation of vasomotor center. 

3. The vasomotor center then sends 

signals back to the blood vessels 

and heart through the sympathetic 

and parasympathetic systems. 

Also, the nervous system can control the 

kidneys. 

 

Systolic/Diastolic pressure (mm Hg) Category 

< 120/80 Normal 

120-135 / 80-89 Prehypertension 

>= 140/90 hypertension 

140-159 / 90-99 Stage 1 

>= 160/100 Stage 2 
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The figure to the right illustrates 

how hypertension and other factors 

contribute to increasing risk of 

coronary heart disease. We notice 

that hypertension can increase the 

risk by 2.3 times, while glucose and 

smoking each increase the risk 

merely by 1.5 times. 

 

 

 

 

Goals of Therapy 

❖ To provide maximal protection against cardiovascular consequences with minimal side 

effects to the patient. 

❖ On the other hand, a severe decrease in blood pressure causes a drop in the blood supply 

to vital organs which could lead to complications such as stroke, coronary, and renal 

complications. That’s why drug doses should be controlled well. 

 

Non-pharmacologic Treatment 

Some people only rely on these, unfortunately, they are not enough alone. 

Mostly they are just lifestyle modifications such as: 

❖ Weight reduction  

❖ Diet rich in potassium↑ and calcium↑ and sodium↓ reduction.  

❖ A special kind of diet called Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension (DASH) is an eating 

plan where patients take just 1600 mg sodium per day. This has proved to have efficacy 

similar to single drug therapy. (we usually use a combination of two or three drugs to 

treat BP) 

❖ Physical activity 
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Determinants of Blood Pressure 

The doctor read the figure 

quickly and said you must 

already know this from 

physiology lectures. 

**SVR stands for Systemic 

Vascular Resistance 

**SV stroke volume 

**CO cardiac output 

**AR Angiotensin Receptors 

**ATII Angiotensin II 

 

 

 

Antihypertensive drugs 

Sites of action of 
antihypertensive drugs 

We have many different types 

of antihypertensive drugs and 

they work on different sites as 

shown in the figure.  

❖ Sympathetic nerve 

terminals. 

❖ Beta receptors of heart 

❖ Alpha receptors of 

vessels 

❖ Vasomotor center 

❖ Sympathetic ganglion 

❖ Vessels smooth muscles 

❖ Angiotensin receptors on vessels 

❖ Renin-angiotensin I & II  
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Hemodynamic Effects of Antihypertensive Drugs 

Every class of drugs have 

different hemodynamic effects 

so we should use a suitable 

agent for each patient. 

This table (and the one about 

pharmacokinetics in the slides) 

are not for memorization. 

 

 

 

 

Diuretics (Saluretics) 

❖ These drugs cause diuresis leading to loss of fluids and sodium. 

❖ Widely recommended as first-line therapy, especially in the elderly, the obese, and black 

patients. But they’re not preferred by some patients because they cause diuresis. 

❖ They are better at reducing coronary heart disease, heart failure, stroke, and mortality. 

❖ Inexpensive: they are the cheapest antihypertensives. 

❖ Combine well with other drugs. 

❖ Lower doses along with sodium restriction (less dietary sodium intake) can cause fewer 

metabolic side effects while retaining antihypertensive activity. 

All diuretics have same efficacy in lowering BP, although not the same diuretic activity. 

These drugs have two categories of effects that occur according to the time since beginning 

drug administration: early and late. 

➢ Early Effects (in the first 3-4 days): 
❖ Mainly affects the systolic BP. 

❖ Diuresis lowers the blood volume (plasma) and cardiac output, consequently causing a 

drop in systolic BP. 

➢ Late Effects (appear after 3-4 weeks): 
❖ The decreased Na+ & Cl- in the blood vessels lowers blood vessel contractility, causing 

vasodilation leading to decreased BP.  This will occur even with low doses. (This will be 

the cause of sustained decrease in BP) 



6 | P a g e 

 

❖ Increased Plasma Renin, which is disadvantageous, because increased renin will 

increase angiotensin I & II and aldosterone, ultimately increasing the blood pressure. Due 

to this mechanism, some patients might develop tolerance to diuretics. 

Renin release is stimulated by blood pressure in the afferent arterioles which supply nephrons as well as sodium content in afferent 

arterioles so decreasing Na content in afferent arterioles will enhance the release of renin which will activate renin-angiotensin system   

➢ Side Effects: 

❖ The most bothersome but least serious is diuresis, meaning having to urinate a lot more 

than usual. 

❖ Metabolic side effects are the major side effects. They include hyperglycemia, 

hyperuricemia, and hyperlipidemia. They are dose dependent. 

 

Thiazide diuretics 

➢ Most commonly used diuretics. 

➢ Effective in mild and moderate hypertension with normal renal and heart function. 

➢ Examples: 

❖ Hydrochlorthiazide. 

❖ Chlorthalidone: It is long acting. 

❖ Bendrofluazide. 

❖ Indapamide (“Natrilex”) has vasodilating effects and is lipid neutral, meaning it doesn’t 

cause lipid abnormalities like other thiazides. It also induces regression of left 

ventricular hypertrophy (LVH). 

 

Loop Diuretics 

➢ They are needed in severe hypertension, and patients with renal insufficiency, heart 

failure or cirrhosis, in contrast to thiazides which would be ineffective in this case 

because they will not be able to reach the site of action. 

➢ Remember that all diuretic drugs have the same antihypertensive effect. 

➢ Very potent, causes severe diuresis. That’s why they’re not preferred by patients 

➢ Furosemide: Very potent yet very short acting so it is not ideal. 

➢ Torsemide: Free of metabolic side effects. 
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Potassium-Sparing Diuretics 

❖ In contrast to the previous drugs, these drugs spare potassium from being excreted. They 

are useful in heart failure, renal insufficiency and cirrhosis. This is because these drugs 

antagonize aldosterone, which is elevated in those diseases (secondary 

hyperaldosteronism). 

❖ Examples 
➢ Spironolactone 
➢ Eplerenone 
➢ Ameloride 
➢ Triamterene 

 

VASODILATORS 

❖ Vasodilators work directly on either the arterial blood vessels, veins or both, depending 

on the drug itself. 

❖ Actions are not antagonized by known blockers. 

❖ They work by reducing the peripheral vascular resistance, but this will elicit 

compensatory mechanisms through activation of baroreceptors, leading to tolerance, 

resistance or pseudo-resistance. 

❖ Usually other drugs are combined with vasodilators to avoid this problem. 

The figure to the right explains 

the compensatory 

mechanisms that occur 

following the administration of 

vasodilators, which eventually 

lead to increased arterial 

pressure, which we were 

aiming to reduce in first place. 

Therefore, resistance develops 

to this type of 

antihypertensive, and they will 

no longer be effective. 

We can overcome this 

compensatory mechanism by 

using drugs that inhibit important pathways. Number one (in the figure) are diuretics, while 

number two are drugs which reduce the sympathetic nervous system activity, usually beta or 

alpha blockers. 
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Mechanisms of action of vasodilators: 

Mechanism Examples 

Release of nitric oxide from drug or 
endothelium 

Nitroprusside, hydralazine, nitrates, histamine, 
acetylcholine 

Reduction of calcium influx (Ca channel 
blockers) 

Verapamil, diltiazem, nifedipine 

Hyperpolarization of smooth muscle 
membrane through opening of potassium 
channels 

Minoxidil, diazoxide 

Activation of dopamine receptors Fenoldopam 

 

Hydralazine 

❖ It is the oldest vasodilator (1950s) and it was withdrawn as it produced resistance due to 

reasons unknown at that time, but later came back (1970s). 

❖ It is a pure arteriolar dilator and works by releasing NO. 

❖ Tachyphylaxis (tolerance or pseudo-resistance).  

❖ When hydralazine is used alone, there will be a drop in blood pressure the first few days. 

After that, the BP starts to increase, and may reach pre-treatment levels (tolerance). 

This tolerance (or resistance) is due to hydralazine’s effect on stimulating the renin-

angiotensin aldosterone system. The addition of a beta blocker can prevent this. 

❖ Activates baroreceptor reflex (due to decreasing peripheral vascular resistance). 

❖ Metabolized by acetylation, some people are rapid acetylators while others are slower, 

therefore responses to the drug differ from one population to another. 

❖ Drug-induced lupus syndrome. 

❖ Has other side effects such as hypotension and postural hypotension (orthostatic 

hypotension). 

❖ It’s no longer used alone it must be given in combination with diuretics or beta blockers. 

❖ Can be replaced by calcium channel blockers (CCBs). 

❖ Used in heart failure, combined with isosorbide dinitrate (a venodilator). 
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Diazoxide 

❖ Thiazide derivative (structurally), but it’s not a diuretic. 

❖ Potent arterial dilator. It works by opening potassium channels, allowing k+ efflux. 

❖ Causes excessive hypotension. 

❖ Used in emergencies by rapid I.V. bolus injection. 

❖ Rapidly bound to albumin. 

❖ Onset 10-30 seconds. 

❖ Duration 2-4 hours. 

❖ Does not require constant monitoring, unlike other drugs such as sodium nitroprusside. 

 

Sodium Nitroprusside 

❖ Cyanide-containing molecule. 

❖ Useful in emergencies, surgery, heart failure, malignant hypertension. This is because it’s 

a short acting drug and has a fast onset of action. 

❖ Relaxes both arterial and venous smooth muscle, works by release of NO. 

❖ No excessive reflex increase in cardiac output. 

❖ Might increase cardiac output if there is heart failure 

❖ Short half-life. 

❖ Action is immediate, requires constant monitoring in ICU.  

❖ Drug is light sensitive, meaning that you have to protect it from light by covering the 

container. 

❖ Can elevate thiocyanate levels (cyanide poisoning) and disturb acid-base balance 

causing weakness, nausea, tinnitus, flushing, lactic acidosis and anoxia 

 

Minoxidil 

❖ K+ channel-opener: Increases K+ efflux leading to hyperpolarization. 

❖ Prolonged arterial relaxation (an arterial dilator). 

❖ Superior to hydralazine. 

❖ For severe intractable hypertension or renal insufficiency, it is usually given in 

combination with a diuretic and β blocker. 
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❖ One of the side effects is hypertrichosis (increased growth of hair) caused by vasodilation 

in hair follicles, leading to stimulation of hair growth, so it’s very useful and now mainly 

used for baldness :( Available as topical solution applied locally to the scalp. 

❖ Can cause pericarditis, one of the reasons why it’s not used for treating hypertension. 

 

Fenoldopam 

❖ Dopamine D1 agonist, which results in vasodilation, especially renal vessel dilation (renal 

vessels have D1 receptors), and natriuresis. 

❖ Rapidly metabolized, short acting. 

❖ Used by continuous infusion in emergencies or postoperatively.  

❖ After surgery or in patients with critical conditions it’s not advisable to give a long acting 

antihypertensive because these patients need continuous monitoring. A long acting drug 

might interfere with the monitoring. 

 

“And those who were seen dancing were thought to be insane by those who could not hear the music.”               
-Friedrich Nietzsche 

Good luck 
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