I Love Licorice!

[excerpt from Time to Care by Norman Makous, MD]
At times, patients with blood pressures under control in treatment present with an unexpected exacerbation that offers a new diagnostic dilemma. 

Helen was a patient of mine whom I had been following for 20 years. In one visit when she was in her 70s, Helen presented with a blood pressure that was very high – 200 systolic over 100 diastolic millimeters of mercury. Her blood pressure had been unstable for years, and I had started her on a treatment about 10 years earlier. The drug had been very effective until this visit.
Helen had no new symptoms and had not changed her diet or medicine. The only difference in her situation was that her husband was increasingly ill and had been a patient at Pennsylvania Hospital for a number of weeks.

Eventually, I prescribed three new medications in addition to the one she had been taking. Helen’s blood pressure improved, but only moderately. It was still marginally elevated. I saw her two to three times at weekly intervals to adjust the dosages with little improvement, and this was somewhat puzzling.

On her last visit, as Helen was walking out of the examination room, I shot a question to her on a hunch. I knew it was a long shot. “Do you like licorice?” I asked.

“I love licorice!” She replied.

Licorice contains a chemical called glycyrrhizin, which acts like aldosterone, an adrenal gland hormone that can elevate the blood pressure when excessive. As it turns out, every noon for weeks, Helen had been visiting her husband in the Hospital. On each visit, she bought a package of licorice in the Hospital’s gift shop on the way up to his room. During the course of the afternoon, she would eat the entire package of licorice. 

I checked at the gift shop and found that a full package of their licorice contained an amount of glycyrrhizin that was sufficient to elevate the blood pressure. As soon as she ended her licorice addiction, her blood pressure returned to its prior level, successfully controlled by the usual treatment. All of her new medications could be stopped.
