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Stress and
Pseudohypertension

The association between stress and hypertension is
so widely acknowledged that patients frequently
use the terms interchangeably. Pseudohyper-
tension or false hypertension is a term generally
used to refer to high systolic pressures in elderly
patients because of very sclerotic vessels. A false
diagnosis of hypertension is also made in many
individuals whose blood pressures are usually well
within the normal range but exhibit disturbingly
high readings in the medical office setting. This is
particularly true when the blood pressure is being
measured by the doctor rather than a nurse or
medical assistant. Family physicians have
recognized this for years, usually asking such
patients to relax in some quiet area for about 15 or
20 minutes after which high readings often return to
normal. In recent years, as more and more patients
have learned how to measure their blood pressure
at home, the difference between these readings and
those obtained in the office setting have become
even more apparent. Results from ambulatory
monitoring studies are even more impressive. In
one recent report, it was suggested that more than
1 out of 5 patients on medication for modest
hypertension really didn’t have high blood pressure
at all and could safely throw their pills away. Even
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5% of those with consistently high readings turned
out to have normal blood pressures when the
doctor wasn’t around. Blood pressure measure-
ments at 15-minute intervals throughout the day
also revealed that blood pressures really didn’t
jump very much with the usual stresses of daily life,
although marked elevations were occasionally seen
during stressful telephone conversations, especially
at work. The phenomenon of “white coat” or
“office” hypertension appears to be particularly
pronounced in females.

Job Stress and Workers’
Compensation Claims
Escalating

Stress now accounts for up to 15% of occupational
disease claims. In California, such mental stress
claims increased more than 5 times in the period
from 1980-1986, 47 times faster than other overall
disability claims. Further, awards averaged $15,000,
more than twice as much as those for ordinary
physical disability. In Oregon, the courts awarded
lifetime compensation to the president of a
company who claimed that being involved in bank-
rupt proceedings depressed him and drove him to
alcoholism. In Massachusetts, a training specialist
sued successfully because she had a nervous
breakdown after she was notified she would be laid
off and transferred to another department. A nurse
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