
 
O P I N I O N

S1/3HealthWEDNESDAY, MAY 11, 2022EDITOR SAM L. MARCELO

MEDICINE
CABINET
TEODORO B. PADILLA

Philippines (PHAP), which represents 
the biopharmaceutical medicines 
and vaccines industry in the country. 
Its members are at the forefront of 
research and development efforts 
for COVID-19 and other diseases that 
affect Filipinos.

Cardiovascular disease (CVD), which in-
cludes heart disease and stroke, is the 
leading cause of death in the country, ac-

cording to the Department of Health (DoH).
One of the major contributing factors of CVD 

is hypertension or elevated blood pressure. The 
World Health Organization 
(WHO) said that hypertension 
is a serious medical condition 
that significantly increases the 
risks of heart, brain, kidney 
and other diseases. Other 
important CVD risk factors are smoking, high 
cholesterol, diabetes, physical inactivity or 
sedentary lifestyle, being overweight or obese, 
and family history of CVD.

The prevalence of hypertension in the 
country has been progressively increasing, 
a key finding of the latest Philippine Heart 
Association (PHA) Study on Hypertension or 
PRESYON 4. From 11% in 1992, hypertension 
prevalence among Filipinos ballooned to 37% 
in 2021.

“Awareness on hypertension, treatment, 
compliance, and blood pressure control rates 
in the country have been low over the years. 
Fifty-eight percent of Filipinos with hypertension 
have end organ damage, which is damage in 
major organs such as the heart, kidneys, brain, 

and eyes due to uncontrolled 
hypertension. Hypertension-
related stroke is the most 
common cause of death in 
hospitalized patients,” said 
PHA past president Dr. Jorge 

A. Sison, who presented the results of Presyon 4, 
a nationwide hypertension survey, in 2021.

Conducted in 13 regions from January 2021 to 
April 2021, Presyon 4 involved almost 2,800 in-
dividuals aged 12 years and older. Ilocos had the 
highest hypertension prevalence (51%) followed 
by Western Visayas (43%), Cagayan Valley (42%), 
Central Visayas (41%), and Metro Manila (40%). 
Hypertension was most prevalent in the 70-79 
age group (78%) followed by 80 and up (73%), 
60-69 (69%), 50-59 (60%), and 40-49 (51%).

Hypertension prevalence was slightly higher 
in urban areas (51%) than in rural areas (49%). 
Hypertension has the highest prevalence among 
Filipino adults in socioeconomic class Broad C (41%) 
followed by AB/C+ and E (both 37%), with D (36%) 
trailing closely. Widows and widowers had the 
highest hypertension prevalence (62%) followed by 
separated (56%) and married individuals (44%).

Sixty-seven percent of adult respondents 
were on antihypertensive medication, but 
61% of them had uncontrolled hypertension. 
Combining respondents with and without medi-
cations, only 36% had controlled hypertension. 
Sixty-seven percent were taking angiotensin 
receptor blockers while 41% were on calcium 
channel blockers. The majority of respondents 
(78%) were taking one antihypertensive medi-
cation; 18% were on two medications and 2% 
were taking three medications for hypertension. 
Only 1% of respondents were on four medica-
tions and fixed-dose combinations.

Treatment compliance rate was a high 
87%. Among compliant respondents, 40% had 

controlled hypertension compared to 32% among 
those who were noncompliant. Almost half of re-
spondents (45%) had their blood pressure checked 
in a health center, 25% at home, 17% in a clinic, 
and 8% in a hospital. There were more overweight 
and obese adult and adolescent hypertensives 
compared to their non-hypertensive counterparts.

The country observes National Hypertension 
Awareness Month this May, and information 
about the condition could help in good heart 
health. The DoH is reminding everyone to check 
their blood pressure regularly as hypertension is 
also called a “silent killer.”

The WHO said that some symptoms, should 
they occur, include early morning headaches, 
nosebleeds, irregular heart rhythm, vision 
changes, and buzzing in the ears. Severe symp-
toms, meanwhile, can cause fatigue, nausea, 
vomiting, confusion, anxiety, chest pain and 
muscle tremors.

If the blood pressure is 140/90 mmHg 
or higher, it is important to consult a doctor 
for appropriate diagnosis and treatment. If 

prescribed with medication, take it as directed 
by the doctor.

Another way to care for the heart is to eat 
a healthy diet rich in fruits and vegetables, 
and low in sodium (less than 5 grams daily). It 
will also be helpful to achieve and maintain a 
healthy body weight. Engage in at least 30 min-
utes of moderate and age-appropriate physical 
activity on most days of the week.

Smoking is a modifiable risk factor for 
hypertension, and thus, it will be important to 
quit and avoid secondhand smoke. Working on 
reducing and managing stress are also effective 
ways of preventing or controlling hypertension.

Controlling hypertension
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NOVARTIS Healthcare Philip-
pines, Inc., launched on April 30 
a breast cancer testing program 
that enables doctors to predict 
which medications will work bet-
ter for specific patients. 

Called PIK3CA, the test is 
named after the most commonly 
mutated gene in hormone recep-
tor positive breast cancer. 

“[Patients’] outcomes may 
improve if they are treated with 
targeted therapy. I, together 
with other medical oncologists, 
will continue to educate and 
guide our patients so that they 
can make the informed decision 
that is best for them,” said Dr. 
Josephine Tolentino, oncology 

head of The Medical City (TMC) 
in Ortigas.

TMC is implementing the 
program along with Hi-Precision 
Diagnostics, and the Philippine 
Society of Medical Oncology 
(PSMO).

She added that around 40% 
of those who have this type of 
cancer, also known as epidermal 
growth factor receptor-2 nega-
tive (HR+/HER2-) breast cancer, 
have the PIK3CA mutation. 

This mutation is often asso-
ciated with “tumor growth, re-
sistance to endocrine treatment, 
and a poor overall prognosis,” 
according to a 2019 study by No-
vartis.  

In a statement,  Novartis 
cited the lack of awareness of 
the effects of PIK3CA mutation 
on breast cancer patients as its 
motivation to roll out the testing 
program, which is done via tissue 
samples. 

The Philippines has cancer as 
its third leading cause of death 
in the first half of 2021, as per 
the Philippine Statistics Author-
ity. Breast cancer itself is also 
the third leading cause among 
cancer-related deaths. 

“There is a new target in breast 
cancer, the PIK3CA mutation. 
Advanced laboratory testing en-
ables doctors to predict which 
medicines work better and which 

do not for specific patients. As 
such, doctors and patients are 
able to make educated decisions,” 
explained Joel Chong, oncology 
general manager at Novartis Phil-
ippines. 

 “Patients can save money by 
not taking a drug that may not 
work for them,” he added. 

The cost to the patient is ap-
proximately P12,000, with an ad-
ditional fee for handling outside 
of the National Capital Region.  

For more information, e-mail 
Hi-Precision Diagnostics at sales.
endorsement@hi-precision.com.
ph or The Medical City at mo-
leculardx@themedicalcity.com. 
— Brontë H. Lacsamana 
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