
The Connection 
between Stress 
and Hypertension

Is there a link between stress and high blood pressure? A common perception seems to 
exist,  as many people will refer to their blood pressure going up due to stress? Let us 
examine what and how the relationship between stress and blood pressure is manifested.

There is definite evidence that stress can cause short term spikes in blood pressure. Think of 
situations such as going to see the doctor and finding out your blood pressure is always high 
when she takes it but always normal when it is taken by yourself or anyone else 
other than a doctor. This is referred to as the ‘White Coat Syndrome” as it is 
a temporary spike and usually resumes to normal levels within a couple 
of hours. The same situation can occur if one has an argument with 
a work colleague or family member, in which negative emotions 
are aroused. Most physicians will ignore these temporary high 
blood pressure readings and no intervention is usually required, 
but there is still some doubt as to the long term effects of 
the additive effects of all these short-term stress-related blood 
pressure spikes on blood pressure.

Firstly let us look at what happens to the body when you are in a stressful situation or if you 
perceive that you are stressed. The body will produce a cascade of hormones as a result of stress. 
The two main stress hormones (adrenaline and cortisol) act in the following manner:

Adrenaline increases the heart rate, elevates the blood pressure and boosts 
energy supplies

The long-term reaction to stress is not much different, and is largely 
dependent on how   YOU   react to stress.

Cortisol, which is the primary stress hormone, increases the release of glucose 
(sugar) into the bloodstream, enhances the brain’s use of glucose and increases the 
availability of substances that repair tissues.

HOW DOES THE BODY RESPOND TO STRESS?

Therefore what we are mainly talking about here, is the immediate reaction to a sudden 
stressful situation, such as being confronted by an aggressive dog or other frightening 
situation (stepping on a snake!) These situations are frequently referred to as ‘the fight-
or-flight’ response. Cortisol will help to curb functions that would be detrimental or 
non-essential in these situations. Cortisol will also alter the immune system responses and 
temporarily suppress activities such as digestion, reproduction and growth metabolism. 
This complex, natural alarm system also communicates with the brain regions that control 
mood, motivation and fear. 

What does stress make YOU do?
This is a question I ask all my patients the moment the ‘stress’ subject comes up. At this point 
I would ask you RIGHT NOW to reflect on the question and write it down somewhere. We 
ALL have a reaction to stress and many of these behaviors will have become so ingrained into 
our psyche that we don’t comprehend what these habitual responses are and how much we 
engage them. 

Referring back to the science and what we don’t know is whether or not stress itself can cause 
a long-term condition of hypertension. However, what we DO KNOW, is that reacting to 
stress in unhealthy ways will increase your RISK of long term high blood pressure, heart 
attack and stroke. Specific behaviours that are directly related to hypertension are:

Smoking Alcohol

Overeating of 
unhealthy foods

Exercising more or 
not exercising at all

So, as yourself again ...

What does stress make YOU do? Ninety percent of people will respond by saying 
they do one of the above, in excess, to deal with stress. If you also suffer from any other 
chronic conditions such as anxiety or depression, then stress will be exacerbated and all 
the negative effects will be compounded.


