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Letters

Deceptive drop?

B. Bower recently reported on the studies
by Chesney et al, suggesting that repeated
monitoring of blood pressure may be suffi-
cient to reverse mild hypertension (“Getting
the drop on blood pressure,” SN: 6/27/87,
p.405). While such expectations may not be
unwarranted and certainly the interest and
potential benefits of nonpharmacologic treat-
ments cannot be overstated, there may be
alternative explanations of these results that
do not relate to the “sense of control over
one’s body”

First is the well-known phenomenon of
regression toward the mean. This statistical
phenomenon has long been able to “control”
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blood pressure and is directly related to the
random variability of measurements of blood
pressure. In sampling a factor in which an
individual can vary, some individuals are at
that point in time at the highest extremes of
their own distribution. In any subsequent
measurement they would be lower. Those
who would normally be called hypertensive
but were at that moment at their lowest
extreme (below the cutpoint) are excluded
initially. One sees the drop of those at their
highest levels but not the rise in those at just
below the cutpoint; therefore the mean blood
pressure of “hypertensives” will appear to
drop, and some will drop below the cutpoint
and appear to be cured.

A second and equally potent therapy is
known as the cure of the false positives. In
virtually any protocol for the selection of
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mild hypertensives, there will be some indi-
viduals who are not truly elevated and who on
subsequent examinations do not exhibit ele-
vations, further decreasing the mean blood
pressures in both groups.

We do not offer these comments to thwart
the efforts of nonpharmacologic approaches,
but merely remind all of us of the need to
recognize alternative explanations.
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