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Understanding your blood pressure
reading
When your doctor tells you what your blood pressure is, they will give you two
numbers. For example, your doctor may say that your blood pressure is '120 over
80'. This would be written as 120/80.

• The first number is called the systolic pressure. It measures the highest level of
pressure in your blood. This is when your heart beats to pump blood out around your
body. 

• The second number is called the diastolic pressure. This is the lowest pressure in your
blood vessels. It is measured when your heart relaxes between beats.

People usually find out they have high blood pressure (also called hypertension) after
a routine blood pressure check. If you have a high reading, you’ll need to have your blood
pressure measured again another time. This is because your blood pressure naturally goes
up and down during the day. It can also go up if you are nervous. Repeating the test at
another time or at home can confirm whether you have high blood pressure. You should also
have your blood pressure measured in both arms. 

If these tests confirm that you have high blood pressure, your doctor will probably recommend
changes to your lifestyle to help lower it. This could include changes to your diet, increasing
exercise, and stopping smoking. Most people are also prescribed medicines to lower their
blood pressure. There is more on this in our patient information called High blood pressure:
what are the treatment options?

Here is a general guide as to what your doctor might recommend depending on how high
your blood pressure is. However, treatment recommendations can vary from person to
person. For example, if you have other health problems, such as kidney disease or diabetes,
your doctor may want to start treatment earlier.

Blood pressure from 120 to 139 (systolic) or 85 to 89 (diastolic)
This is sometimes called 'high-normal' blood pressure. It means you may have an increased
chance of developing high blood pressure. Your doctor may give you advice on how to reduce
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your blood pressure by making some healthy changes to your lifestyle. For example, losing
weight if you are overweight, and avoiding drinking too much alcohol.

Blood pressure from 140 to 159 (systolic) or 90 to 99 (diastolic)
This is sometimes called grade 1 hypertension. Your doctor will probably offer you drug
treatment, as well as lifestyle advice. However, if you’re older (say, over age 80) your doctor
may not recommend drug treatment unless your systolic pressure climbs to 150 or above.

Blood pressure from 160 to 179 (systolic) or 100 to 109
(diastolic)
This is sometimes called grade 2 hypertension. Your doctor will probably offer you treatment
with more than one drug, as well as lifestyle advice.

Blood pressure at or above 180 (systolic) or 110 (diastolic)
This is called severe hypertension. It may also be called grade 3 hypertension, or
hypertensive crisis. Your doctor will probably offer you treatment with more than one drug, as
well as lifestyle advice. Occasionally people with severe hypertension will need emergency
treatment in hospital.

The patient information from BMJ Best Practice is regularly updated. The most recent version of Best Practice can be found
at bestpractice.bmj.com . This information is intended for use by health professionals. It is not a substitute for medical
advice. It is strongly recommended that you independently verify any interpretation of this material and, if you have a medical
problem, see your doctor.
   
Please see BMJ's full terms of use at: bmj.com/company/legal-information . BMJ does not make any representations,
conditions, warranties or guarantees, whether express or implied, that this material is accurate, complete, up-to-date or fit for
any particular purposes.
   
© BMJ Publishing Group Ltd 2025. All rights reserved.

   

What did you think about this patient information guide?
   
Complete the  online survey or scan the QR code to help us to ensure our
content is of the highest quality and relevant for patients. The survey is
anonymous and will take around 5 minutes to complete.
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