
 

Hypertension and prehypertension
underdiagnosed and undertreated in US
children

November 22 2016

Hypertension and prehypertension in children often go undiagnosed,
according to a new study published today in Pediatrics. The study
focused on children with abnormal blood pressures across the United
States, and is the first to show a widespread underdiagnosis of these
conditions by pediatricians in children ages 3 to 18.

Researchers analyzed the electronic health records of 400,000 children
from nearly 200 pediatric primary care sites across the country, between
1999 and 2014. They found that only 23 percent of those who had blood
pressures consistent with hypertension at multiple primary care visits
were diagnosed with the disease, and only 10 percent of patients with
symptoms of prehypertension were diagnosed. Of those children and
adolescents with diagnoses of hypertension for at least a year, only 6
percent of those who needed anti-hypertension medication received a
prescription.

"Although over 95 percent of children and adolescents are checked for
high blood pressure, doctors taking care of children are not putting all of
the pieces of the puzzle together in terms of interpreting the results and
following the appropriate guidelines for treatment," said lead author
David Kaelber, MD, professor of pediatrics, internal medicine,
epidemiology and biostatistics at Case Western Reserve University and
chief medical informatics Officer of The MetroHealth System. He is
also the co-chair of the American Academy of Pediatrics task force that
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is rewriting the pediatric blood pressure guidelines.

Pediatricians were more likely to diagnose hypertension and
prehypertension in children who were tall, male, overweight or obese.
Additionally, they were more likely to recognize the diseases in children
with more abnormal blood pressure values and/or more frequent blood
pressure reads. The researchers found that underdiagnosis could still
occur in these populations.

"The new reality for pediatricians is that we're taking care of more and
more children who are winding up with chronic conditions, such as
hypertension, that were previously seen primarily in adults," said senior
author Alexander Fiks, MD, MSCE, a pediatrician at Children's Hospital
of Philadelphia (CHOP), faculty member at CHOP's PolicyLab and
director of the Pediatric Research in Office Settings network at the
American Academy of Pediatrics that coordinated this research. "This
study shows that many pediatricians are not responding to this new
reality - not only are we underdiagnosing hypertension, but we're often
not providing recommended treatment to children with the condition in
order to minimize health risks."

Hypertension (high blood pressure) is one of the ten most common
chronic diseases in childhood, and predisposes children to adult
hypertension. Children with hypertension can also show early signs of
cardiovascular disease, that if left untreated can increase long-term
morbidity and mortality.

In 2007, Dr. Kaelber found that within one health care system, studying
approximately 15,000 pediatric patients, less than 25 percent with
hypertension were diagnosed. The current study used "big data,"
combining electronic health record data from almost 200 practices
around the U.S. to show a very similar result at the national level. The
authors said this demonstrates the importance of combining electronic
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health record data across many practices and health systems to examine
treatments and outcomes that rarely occur.

  More information: David Kaelber et al, "Diagnosis and Medication
Treatment of Pediatric Hypertension: A Retrospective Cohort Study," 
Pediatrics, published online Nov. 22, 2016, to appear in print Dec. 2016.
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