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Hypertension tends to run in families. Individuals whose parents have hypertension have 
an elevated risk of developing the condition, particularly if both parents are affected.

New frontiers in medicine are continually striving  to achieve 
greater success, especially with regard to Non-Communicable 
Diseases (NCDs) such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes and 
cancer. Exploring the intricacies of genetics and consequently 

gene therapy and including the use of biological medicines, are topics 
dominating many of the new scientific trials leading to the development of completely novel 
ways of combating chronic diseases.

The statistics of cardiovascular disease in South Africa are somewhat daunting, with one in 
four people being diagnosed with high blood pressure at some point in their lives. Since 
hypertension is the leading risk factor for heart disease, stroke and death worldwide, you need 
to take cognisance if you have been diagnosed with high blood pressure as there is much you, 
as an individual can do, to alleviate this risk. 

A study conducted in 2017 by the Imperial College London together with Queen Mary 
University of London, suggests that by using genetic testing, doctors could target medication 
to certain high blood pressure patients and advise on appropriate lifestyle changes to 
reduce the risk of heart attack and stroke.

According to this study, hypertension is a complex interplay between genetics and lifestyle 
factors such as diet, exercise, weight and alcohol consumption. This very comprehensive and 
complex study isolated 500 gene regions which could be linked to hypertension and therefore 
could be potential new drug targets for hypertension treatments.

Since the prevalence of hypertension in South Africa is not dissimilar to that in the UK,  we can 
safely assume that this statement refers to us as well. 

The potential for these new findings is that knowing which genes cause high blood 
pressure may help to identify people who are at risk BEFORE the damage is done!

What we DO know regarding genetics and hypertension, is that salt intake can affect 
your blood pressure depending on your gene expression. Whilst low-salt diets are 
frequently prescribed to every individual who has been diagnosed with hypertension, 
the response of the individual to salt intake appears to be genetically linked. Since not 
everyone can afford to have expensive DNA tests, it is not unwise to follow a low-salt 
diet in any case, but your individual response may not be as dramatic as you hoped as 
this is more than likely dictated by your gene expression. 

Whilst this new science and evidence is life-changing, the techniques and specific 
therapies that need to be formulated are still in their infancy. So, watch this space as 
science unravels a whole new era in treatment strategies.
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We cannot help our genetic makeup, but 
we can help our lifestyles and, in the future, 
we may be able to alter our lifestyles while 

knowing whether we are at a genetic 
advantage or disadvantage.

Professor Paul Elliott, who was co-lead author of the study said: 
“Ultimately, blood pressure in the general UK population 
is too high, and  we encourage everyone to 
maintain healthy lifestyles by eating properly 
and exercising enough,  as this will reduce the risk of all 
sorts of diseases. However, our new findings may help doctors to 
identify earlier, those who are most at risk of high blood pressure 
in mid-life and intervene to prevent that from occurring.”
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