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Arm Position During Ambulatory Blood Pressure Monitoring: A Review of
the Evidence and Clinical Guidelines
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Ambulatory blood pressure monitoring (ABPM) offers advan-
tages over clinic blood pressure measurement. Supporting
the arm at the level of the right atrium has long been
standard in clinic blood pressure measurement. In contrast,
there is no consensus regarding arm position in the
guidelines addressing ABPM. Research studies have used
a variety of arm positions during ABPM. Discussed in this
review are the merits of ABPM and a review of the several
arm positions recommended in ABPM guidelines, suggested

by cuff manufacturers, and used in research studies. To
address this lack of standardization, a rationale for a
clinically reasonable arm position during ABPM is offered.
Specifically, the authors recommend advising the patient to
keep the arm still and relaxed straight down at the side of the
body when the cuff is going to inflate, when safe to do so. J
Clin Hypertens (Greenwich). 2014;16:225-230. ©2014 Wiley
Periodicals, Inc.

Hypertension (HTN) is common and associated with an
increased risk of coronary heart disease events and
stroke. Whereas treatment of sustained HTN is associ-
ated with increased life expectancy,' treatment of
nonsustained (“white-coat”) HTN is likely of little
benefit.> Ambulatory blood pressure (BP) monitoring
(ABPM) has been recommended as a tool for identifying
white-coat HTN, as well as for identifying masked
HTN, nocturnal HTN, and well-controlled HTN.**
ABPM measurements are more strongly associated with
cardiovascular morbidity and mortality compared with
office-based measurements.>® However, unnecessary
variation in technique threatens to introduce errors into
ABPM measurements. We discuss why arm position in
ABPM should be considered a well-established source of
unnecessary variation. In addition, we review the
variation that exists in guidelines regarding arm position
during ABPM. We discuss the various arm positions
used in ABPM research studies, and we recommend a
standard arm position.

BP MEASUREMENTS DIFFER ACCORDING TO
ARM POSITION
In 1897, Hill and Barnard stated that arm position must
be standardized during cuff-based BP measurement
since the measurement changes as the arm is raised or
lowered. The expected change in BP attributable to
gravity upon raising or lowering of the arm can be
calculated” as:

Abp =d, - Sgb, where bp is the cuff-measured BP
in the arm (mm Hg), d, is the vertical distance from the
right atrium (in mm), sg;, is the specific gravity of blood
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(1.05 at 37°C),}
(~13.6).

This formula accurately predicts the observed change
in BP with passive arm elevation or lowering. The BP
changes by ~0.77 mm Hg for every centimeter
(~2 mm Hg per inch) of distance between the cuff and
the phlebostatic axis, commonly estimated at the fourth
intercostal space. When the arm is perpendicular to the
torso, systolic BP has been shown to be 8.8 mm Hg
lower and diastolic BP to be 10.1 mm Hg lower than
when the arm is parallel to the torso.” This is a chmcally
significant difference in measurement of BP similar in
magnitude to the typical effects of an antihypertensive
medication. The recommendation that the cuff be at the
level of the heart (ie, right atrial) is considered
indispensable in seated clinic BP measurement.* Despite
the well-known relationship between arm position and
BP measurements and a strong consensus regarding arm
position during office BP measurement, ABPM guide-
lines recommend a variety of arm positions, and ABPM-
based research studies have used a variety of arm
positions, as we discuss below.

RATIONALE FOR A STANDARD ARM POSITION
IN ABPM

and sg,, is the specific gravity of Hg

An Effect of Arm Position on ABPM Measurements
Has Been Demonstrated

The impact of arm position on BP measured by ABPM is
not a merely theoretical concern. At least two studies
clearly demonstrate that arm position affects BP mea-
surements in ABPM.'>'" Mourad and colleagues ran-
domized hypertensive patients to different arm positions
during ABPM monitoring. Waking ABPM measure-
ments with the arm “in the usual position for ABPM”
were an average of 13/8 mm Hg higher compared with
measurements taken with the arm in the horizontal
position (with or without arm support at the patient’s
discretion). In addition, they found that this arm
position—related artifact increased as BP increased.’'
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Kammila and colleagues noticed a large number of
patients with excessive nocturnal dipping after instruct-
ing patients to use a pillow to muffle the sounds of the
ambulatory monitor. They therefore evaluated whether
asking patients not to elevate their arm on a pillow
during ABPM would yield higher BP measurements.
After implementing this instruction, the percentage of
patients diagnosed with excessive nocturnal dipping
decreased from 17.4% to 8.8% for systolic BP and
37.0% to 24.4% for diastolic BP. The percentage of
patients diagnosed with inadequate nocturnal dipping
increased from 33.7% to 45.6% for systolic BP and
from 13.0% to 31.6% for diastolic BP.'” As illustrated
in these studies, ABPM measurements vary significantly
with arm position during the day and at night. There-
fore, whether BP measured by ABPM during clinical
practice is truly comparable to those reported by ABPM
research studies depends on the position of the arm in
both scenarios. Misclassification of patients’ BP and
unjustified adjustments of BP medications would be an
expected consequence if the arm position used in routine
clinical practice is unlike that employed in ABPM
research protocols, the results of which inform man-
agement guidelines.

Prior and Current Recommendations for Arm
Position in ABPM Lack Agreement

In 1995, Staessen and colleagues published a consensus
view in which they recommended an arm position for
ABPM (“parallel to the trunk”).'” Nonetheless, several
more recent clinical guidelines make no specific recom-
mendation regarding arm position. Other guidelines
recommend arm positions varying from “still and
hanging relaxed along the body” to “at heart level” to
“supported” at heart level to “extended.” The Table
lists the arm positions (if any) suggested in a variety of
clinical hypertension guidelines addressing ABPM. It is
clear that at present there is no uniformity to these
recommendations.

A Variety of Arm Position Have Been Used in ABPM-
Based Research

High-impact studies of ABPM have implemented dif-
ferent patient instructions regarding arm position. Of 25
ABPM studies reviewed by the Agency for Healthcare
Research & Quality, only 11 (44%) stated that
instructions regarding ABPM were given to patients.
In the Pressioni Arteriose Monitorate E Loro Associaz-
ioni (PAMELA) study, participants undergoing ABPM
were instructed to “hold the arm immobile at the time
of the measurements.”'® The position of the arm was
not prescribed by the investigators. Other publications
describe the arm position in adequate detail. Wendelin-
Saarenhovi and colleagues instructed their elderly study
participants to “to avoid strenuous physical exercise
and to keep the arm in a relaxed position by the side of
the body for the BP recording.”'* Another highly
productive ABPM research group has reported varying
patient instructions, including “arm by the patient’s
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side” (2007)'° and “arm extended” (2007, 2009 and
2011).'7'® The manuals for the ABPM devices used in
these and other research studies are not in accord with
regard to arm position. Surprisingly, even a study
designed to assess factors affecting reproducibility of
ABPM did not report instructing the patients regarding
the height of the arm during measurements.

The International Database on Ambulatory Blood
Pressure Monitoring in Relation to Cardiovascular
Outcomes (IDACO) is a database of results from 10
large ABPM studies conducted across several conti-
nents. Whereas IDACO has been highly informative
about ABPM, some publications from IDACO’s con-
stituent studies did not describe arm position during
ABPM. We cannot comment, therefore, on whether the

arm position was standardized during these seminal
studies.'?2072¢

A PROPOSED STANDARD ARM POSITION
In view of the increasing use of ABPM, we believe it is
critical to standardize the arm position during ABPM, as
much as is possible, to mitigate this important source of
variation. Any recommendation for a standard arm
position is open to criticism, since each arm position has
potential drawbacks. Extension of the arm perfectly
perpendicular to the body requires isometric exercise
(which may spuriously contribute to BP elevations) and
places the cuff slightly higher than the right atrium.
Placing the arm “at heart level” may or may not involve
isometric exercise since this instruction is open to a
variety of reasonable interpretations. The most accurate
BP measurements while standing and sitting during
ABPM measurement might result from instructing
patients to support the arm on a table while seated or
a shelf while standing so that the middle portion of the
cuff is at the fourth intercostal space. It would require
the patient to always be near a chair and table of
appropriate height for measurements or seek a support
to rest their arm on while standing. In addition, this
instruction requires patients to understand nonobvious
aspects of surface anatomy. Yet, some current guidelines
incorporate impractical aspects of this idealized method.
We suggest that healthcare providers performing
ABPM instruct patients: “If you are in a situation in
which it is safe to do so, keep your arm still and relaxed
straight down at the side of your body when the cuff is
going to inflate (whether seated, standing, or lying
down.)” Although the mid-cuff will likely be slightly
below the right atrium (ie, measurements may be higher
compared with those taken with the arm supported at
heart level), the instruction is simple, requires little or no
interpretation, requires no support for the arm, does not
involve isometric exercise, and accords with instructions
that have been used in some ABPM research studies. We
recognize that this arm position may lead to ABPM
averages that would be several mm Hg higher compared
with measurements done with the arm at a higher “heart
level” position. In addition, many studies have not
disclosed the arm position used during ABPM, so there

Arm position and ABPM | Byrd and Brook

may be more uniformity than can be appreciated from a
review of published manuscripts, minimizing the impact
of a standardization effort. Nonetheless, we believe the
well-understood benefits of standardization of research
and clinical BP measurements outweigh these limita-
tions. A reasonable recommendation would be to use
the ABPM cuff to measure the seated BP using standard
clinical technique and standing BP with the arm relaxed
by the patient’s side. This approach would suggest a
correction factor, at least for daytime measurements.
Finally, we believe that it is also technologically feasible
for manufacturing companies to provide a sensor of arm
position relative to the heart and to provide both raw BP
readings as well as those corrected for the estimated
extra hydrostatic pressures using this uniform protocol.

CONCLUSIONS

Studies establishing the usefulness of ABPM have used a
variety of patient instructions regarding arm position.
ABPM measurements remain a powerful predictor of
cardiovascular events despite the lack of arm position
standardization. To the extent that unnecessary arm
position variation exists in ABPM, noise is being
introduced into the measurements. We speculate that
should this noise be removed, ABPM levels might be an
even stronger predictor of BP-related cardiovascular
events. Unfortunately, present-day guidelines vary in
their recommendations regarding arm position in
ABPM. The variation in arm positions used in studies
presents a barrier to direct translation of ABPM-based
BP goals to clinical practice. A renewed effort to
standardize arm position during ABPM protocols for
research and clinical practice is needed. This standard-
ization effort should promote the instruction: “If you
are in a situation in which it is safe to do so, keep your
arm still and relaxed straight down at the side of your
body when the cuff is going to inflate (whether seated,
standing, or lying down.)”

Disclosures: The authors report no specific funding in relation to this research
and no conflicts of interest to disclose.
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