Understanding the link between blood pressure and dementia risk
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Patients frequently arrive at Accident & Emergency (A&E) departments across the UK in a state of confusion or desperation, often stemming from a lack of understanding about alternative avenues for assistance. One such case involved a gentleman in his late 60s, who attended A&E not due to an accident but rather as a last resort for help with concerning cognitive issues that had surfaced recently.
On the day of his visit, he presented as calm and fit, with his wife assuming most of the communication. She expressed her distress, stating, "We shouldn’t be here... I just don’t know what to do. I can’t cope any more. It’s not safe at home any more. He leaves the oven on and wanders out of the house and forgets things." This gentleman, who had until recently led an active and healthy lifestyle, had worked as an IT director for a prominent pharmaceutical company and had anticipated a fulfilling retirement following his departure from the workforce three years prior.
During the examination, medical professionals arranged for a head scan due to the patient's recent fall. The results indicated brain shrinkage associated with dementia, which was a considerable departure from his previous medical history, where high blood pressure was the only notable concern. His blood pressure, although not classified as high by typical standards, had consistently been in the 140s. This observation has led to discussions about the nuances of blood pressure management and its implications for brain health.
Recent studies have established a link between high blood pressure and an increased risk of dementia. A significant 2023 study published in JAMA Network Open analysed data from over 34,000 adults and concluded that untreated hypertension could elevate dementia risk by 42% when compared to individuals with normal blood pressure. Another study published in the journal Alzheimer’s & Dementia tracked participants over several decades and found that even slight elevations in blood pressure can result in accelerated brain ageing. 
Furthermore, findings from a recent pivotal study demonstrated that adults over 50 with high blood pressure benefited from more intensive treatment regimes, achieving systolic blood pressure targets lower than 140 mmHg. Those receiving intensive treatment were 11% less likely to experience mild cognitive impairment or probable dementia over a seven-year follow-up period.
Professor Rob Galloway has voiced concerns over the understanding of blood pressure metrics and their consequences for cognitive health, asserting that proactive measures in midlife can be pivotal for maintaining quality of life in later years. He emphasised the importance of monitoring one’s blood pressure regularly, advocating for personal health management strategies rather than relying solely on general medical recommendations.
Several studies have highlighted dietary factors that may contribute to better blood pressure control. A review conducted in 2012 outlined that garlic supplements could produce reductions in systolic blood pressure similar to some prescription medications. In 2022, research published in Frontiers in Nutrition demonstrated that daily consumption of beetroot could lower blood pressure significantly, suggesting that natural dietary changes may play a crucial role in cardiovascular and cognitive health.
As the public becomes increasingly aware of the long-term health implications associated with hypertension, the need for early detection and intervention grows. The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence currently advises that blood pressure should remain below 140/90 mmHg for those under 80 years, a threshold many experts are now questioning in light of new research findings regarding the risks of even mildly elevated blood pressure levels earlier in life. 
The trajectory of brain health in older adults may heavily depend on lifestyle choices made during middle age, underscoring the critical nature of preventative healthcare measures in combatting dementia and maintaining cognitive function.
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