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Acute Training Solutions
Basic Observation: How to monitor your blood pressure
How does a blood pressure monitor work?
Blood pressure is measured using a sphygmomanometer, or blood pressure monitor. It consists of an inflatable cuff that’s wrapped 
around your arm, roughly level with your heart, and a monitoring device that measures the cuff’s pressure.

The monitor measures two pressures: systolic, and diastolic. Systolic pressure is higher, occurring when your heart beats and 
pushes blood through the arteries, and diastolic pressure is measured when your heart is resting and filling with blood. 

Blood pressure monitors may be manual or digital, but home monitors are usually digital and the whole measurement process 
is automatic apart from placing the cuff around your arm.

The cuff then inflates until it fits tightly around your arm, cutting off your blood flow, and then the valve opens to deflate it. As the 
cuff reaches your systolic pressure, blood begins to flow around your artery. This creates a vibration that’s detected by the meter, 
which records your systolic pressure. In a traditional analogue sphygmomanometer, the blood sounds are detected by the doctor 
using a stethoscope.

As the cuff continues to deflate, it reaches your diastolic pressure, and the vibration stops. The meter senses this, and records the 
pressure again.

How to take blood pressure readings?
Taking readings requires some thought and preparation, though it will soon become second nature. There are several things to 
remember:

•  Relax. Steer clear of caffeine and exercise for thirty minutes beforehand, and rest for a few minutes. Sit comfortably 
upright with your feet flat on the floor and with your back supported.

• Position your arm correctly. Rest it on a flat surface, with your upper arm level with your heart.
• Position the cuff correctly, with the bottom edge just above your elbow.

The instruction manual of your device will also provide you with clear instructions.

When to check blood pressure?
If you’re using a blood pressure monitor on your doctor’s advice, he or she should tell you when to take readings. As a rule, 
though, you should take them at the same time of day on each occasion, so you’re comparing like with like.

Take a few readings each time, a couple of minutes apart, and calculate the average to make the figures more representative. And if 
your blood pressure monitor doesn’t store your readings for you, jot them down in a notebook to get an idea of long-term trends.

How to measure blood pressure?
Blood pressure is measured in millimetres of mercury, mmHg. It consists of two numbers, such as 130/80, which we say as 
“130 over 80”. The first is your systolic blood pressure, the maximum pressure your blood attains as your heart beats and 
pushes it around your body. The second is your diastolic pressure, the minimum level it reaches between beats.
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And what’s the definition of high blood pressure?
High blood pressure, also known as hypertension, puts a strain on your heart and blood vessels and makes you more 
susceptible to heart attacks and strokes.

Normal blood pressure is regarded as being between 120-129 (systolic) and 80-84 (diastolic).

The definition of high blood pressure, according to 2018 ESC/ESH Guidelines, is anything above 140/90 mmHg. If you measure 
it in the comfort of your own home, where you’re likely to be more relaxed, the limit is slightly lower at 135/85.

If your blood pressure is between 120/80 and 140/90, you may be at risk of developing hypertension at some stage in the future 
unless you take action to bring it under control. This is called prehypertension.

A blood pressure reading of over 180/120 is dangerously high. Doctors call this a hypertensive crisis, and it requires immediate 
treatment.

Systolic blood pressure, the top number, is more important than diastolic blood pressure in people over 40. That’s because it’s 
a better predictor of stroke and heart attack. And only one of the two numbers has to be higher than it should be to count as 
high blood pressure.

All this can be summarised in a blood pressure chart, like this:

To check your blood pressure against the chart, start from your systolic pressure on the left-hand side, and move your finger to 
the right until you reach your diastolic pressure. The colour will tell you whether you have normal or abnormal blood pressure.

Tracking blood pressure over time
Bear in mind that a single reading doesn’t tell you very much – you need to take an average of multiple readings, for example 
morning and evening for a week.
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