
INTRODUCTION
The pathophysiology of systemic hypertension is 
complex and multifactorial. The main factors modulating 
the systemic arterial pressure are intravascular volume, 
sympathetic nervous system, renin-angiotensin-
aldosterone system and the functional and structural 
changes in vasculature. The diameter and the compliance 
of resistance vessels, that includes small arteries (100-
400 µm) and arterioles, predominantly determine the 
peripheral resistance and thus the arterial pressure. Two 
kinds of structural changes occur in microcirculation 
of hypertensive patients. One is rarefaction, defined as 
abnormally decreased spatial density of small arteries 
and arterioles. The other, termed vascular remodeling 
includes the structural modifications of resistance vessels 
causing reduction of their lumen size. In this article, 
we briefly review the basic concepts of remodeling, 
its pathophysiology and the effect of antihypertensive 
modalities on remodeling.

NOMENCLATURE
According to the terminology proposed by Mulvany et 
al, vascular remodeling includes any change in diameter 
in a fully relaxed vessel, as measured under standard 
intravascular pressure. The process of change in lumen 
without change in amount (wall cross sectional area) or 
characteristics of materials is called eutrophic remodeling. 
The process may involve increase (hypertrophic 
remodeling) or decrease (hypotrophic remodeling) in 
wall cross sectional area. Increase or decrease in lumen 
diameter is classified as external and internal remodeling 
respectively. For example, the increase in wall thickness, 
decrease in lumen diameter without any change in wall 
cross sectional area in resistance vessels of essential 
hypertension is termed as inner eutropic remodeling.  

MECHANISMS OF REMODELING  
Based on Laplace law, wall stress (force acting on unit 
cross sectional area) is calculated as P x r/h, where P is 
transmural arterial pressure, r is radius of lumen and h 
is wall thickness. In hypertension, the vascular smooth 
muscle cells of large elastic arteries are exposed to stretch 
from the elevated arterial pressure. To normalize the 
increased wall stress, large arteries like aorta undergo 
hypertrophy (outward hypertrophic remodeling) while 
maintaining the lumen size. On exposure to acute raise in 
arterial pressure, smaller arteries and arterioles undergo 
constriction through myogenic reflex, thus decreasing 
the lumen size and increasing the wall thickness so as 
to decrease R/h ratio and normalize the increased wall 

stress. Myogenic reflex is an intrinsic reflex that occur 
independent of neural innervation or endothelial function.  
Large arteries cannot autoregulate with constriction 
in case of raised arterial pressure and hence undergo 
hypertrophy. This reflex constriction in resistance vessels, 
when persistent, becomes permanent with structural 
changes in the form of inward eutropic remodeling. In 
inner eutropic remodeling, there is reduction in vascular 
lumen due to closer rearrangement of vascular smooth 
muscle cells in the extracellular matrix without any 
change in amount of wall material. This increases the 
media to lumen ratio (r/h ratio decreases) thus trying 
to normalize the wall stress. Intermediate sized arteries 
show features of both hypertrophy and reduction in 
lumen size in response to elevated pressures. 

The myogenic reflex, in resistance vessels, protects 
capillary bed from exposure to high pressures. Later 
inward eutropic remodeling does the same. When the 
reflex is impaired as in diabetes mellitus or in case the reflex 
is unable to compensate for accelerated hypertension, 
small arteries undergo inward hypertrophic remodeling. 
The same is observed in hypertension due to renovascular 
causes or primary aldosteronism. 

 The cellular pathways involved in vascular remodeling 
are not completely understood. Vascular smooth muscle 
cells are attached to their extracellular protein components 
through the transmembrane proteins called integrins. 
Along with these integrins, the cellular response also 
depends on the components of the extracellular matrix. 
When extracellular matrix is exposed to increased wall 
stress, the stretch is transmitted through the integrins to 
the intracellular protein kinases like Src-family kinases, 
Focal adhesion kinases (FAK) as well as cytoskeletal 
proteins like talin, paxillin and actin. This initiates the 
intracellular pathways and leads to gene expression for 
vascular remodeling. Initial intracellular event is likely 
the phosphorylation of Src followed by activation of FAK 
proteins. This pathway downstream leads to activation 
of MAPK/ERK (mitogen-activated protein kinases / 
extracellular signal-regulated kinases) pathway, which 
leads to expression of proto-oncogenes like c-fos involved 
in remodeling. Platelet-derived growth factor and 
epidermal growth factor receptors augment this signaling 
pathway. 

MEDIATORS OF REMODELING
Renin-Angiotensin-Aldosterone System (RAAS):  The 
RAAS contributes to hypertension mainly via the 
vasoconstriction by angiotensin II (A II) and sodium 
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635retention by aldosterone. Angiotensin II participates in 

the inflammation and remodeling of the small arteries, 
atherosclerosis of large arteries and contributes to 
vascular inflammation, fibrosis and other structural 
changes in target end organs. At cellular level, 
angiotensin II binds to angiotensin II type 1 receptors 
(AT1R) which leads to activation of tyrosine kinase 
receptors like epidermal growth factor receptor and 
platelet derived growth factor receptor and intracellular 
tyrosine kinases like Src family. It also activates NAD 
(P)H oxidase leading to production of reactive oxygen 
species (ROS), which in turn stimulate the MAP/ERK 
kinase pathway, growth promoting transcription factors 
like cytoplasmic nuclear factor κB (NFκB) and matrix  
metalloproteinases. Angiotensin II may down-regulate 
peroxisome proliferator-activated receptors (PPARs), 
which has anti-inflammatory effects. Angiotensin II also 
promotes expression of proinflammatory molecules like 
vascular cell adhesion molecule -1, intracellular adhesion 
molecule -1 etc. Aldosterone or mineralocorticoid receptor 
activation also plays a role in activation of inflammation 
and oxidative stress causing impairment of endothelial 
function and vascular remodeling. This occurs through 
complex molecular interactions of aldosterone on cellular 
pathways of angiotensin II and also by stimulation of 
mineralocorticoid receptor by angiotensin II. RAAS 
blockade can have positive impact on vascular remodeling. 
Apart from RAAS, increased endothelin 1 production also 
plays a role in vascular remodeling through its direct and 
indirect hypertrophic effects. 

Inflammation and Endothelial Dysfunction: Chronic 
persistent inflammation contributes to the pathogenesis of 
hypertension. Angiotensin II may be the major mediator 
of vascular inflammation by activating nuclear factor κB 
(NFκB), which up-regulates the cytokines, chemokines 
and the leucocyte adhesion molecules. It also causes 
oxidative stress and increased endothelin 1 synthesis 
leading to vasoconstriction. These all lead to endothelial 
dysfunction and vascular remodeling. Life style 
modifications and drugs blocking RAAS (independent 
of their vasodilation property) may reduce the vascular 
inflammation. 

Immunity: Both the innate and adaptive immunity 
contribute to the low grade inflammation seen in 
hypertension. Effector T cells including Th1 lymphocytes, 
Th2 lymphocytes and Th 17 lymphocytes as well as T 
suppressor lymphocytes including regulatory T cells 
are involved in vascular remodeling, mediated through 
the action of angiotensin II and aldosterone. Th1 cells 
predominantly promote remodeling while T regulatory 
cells may exert protective effects through their anti-
inflammatory action of IL-10. The initiating stimulus for 
immune activation is not clear but neo-antigens produced 
by elevated arterial pressure or other stimuli are proposed 
as likely cause. 

Obesity, Diabetes Mellitus and Metabolic Syndrome: 
These conditions can exhibit hypertrophic remodeling in 
small arteries even in normotensive. This may be attributed 
to the increased oxidative stress and inflammation 

associated with obesity or impaired myogenic reflex in 
diabetes. Life style modifications to control these can have 
a favorable impact on remodeling. 

REMODELING AND CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS
Remodeling in large arteries increases the arterial 
stiffness and wave reflection that leads to an elevated 
pulse pressure and systolic blood pressure. Studies have 
shown that an increased arterial stiffness as measured 
by aortic augmentation index or pulse wave velocity is 
an adverse prognostic factor of cardiovascular disease. 
In hypertension, vascular remodeling may be the earliest 
evidence of target organ damage. Increased media to 
lumen ratio and increased hypertrophy are associated 
with elevated risk of cardiovascular morbidity. In retina, 
a decrease in lumen diameter is associated with an 
increased risk of cerebrovascular accident. The vascular 
remodeling in small resistance arteries and arterioles 
may have significant role and prognostic significance 
in ischemic heart disease, cerebrovascular disease and 
chronic kidney disease. Lowering of arterial BP alone may 
not be sufficient in improving outcomes in hypertension 
unless other factors involved in impaired vascular function 
and remodeling are corrected. Conditions like diabetes 
mellitus with impaired myogenic reflex or accelerated 
hypertension or renovascular hypertension, hypertrophic 
inward remodeling is seen instead of eutrophic 
remodeling and these conditions are at higher risk target 
end organ damage than seen in essential hypertension 
and needs early and aggressive intervention. 

Anti-hypertensive agents ACE inhibitors, Angiotensin 
receptor blockers (ARBs), aldosterone antagonists and 
calcium channel blockers (CCBs) tend to decrease the 
arterial stiffness in both the large and small arteries. 
These effects are likely to be mediated through the down 
regulation of Transforming growth factor – beta (TGF-β) 
expression, thus displaying anti-fibrotic effect. ACE 
inhibitors, ARBs and CCBs can reverse the remodeling 
in small arteries and the effect may be primarily due to 
their vasodilatory action. Atenolol and likely other beta 
blockers do not reverse the remodeling in spite of their 
BP lowering effect, probably due to lack of vasodilatory 
action. Peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ (PPAR 
γ) agonists like rosiglitazone can prevent and reverse 
the remodeling in hypertension. Exercise training apart 
from its anti-inflammatory effects, can help to reduce the 
arterial wall thickness. Positive life style modifications to 
control the obesity and the metabolic syndrome improve 
the vascular remodeling associated with these conditions. 

CONCLUSIONS
The pathophysiological effects and the prognostic 
importance of vascular remodeling in hypertension are 
under active research and the exact role of remodeling 
either as cause or consequence of hypertension needs 
to be clearly evaluated with further studies. A better 
understanding of the molecules and the cellular pathways 
involved in hypertension and remodeling may help in 
development of more targeted treatment options and 
better clinical outcomes.            



636

HY
PE

RT
EN

SIO
N

REFERENCES
 1.  Feihl F, Liaudet L, Waeber B, Levy BI. Hypertension: 

A Disease of the Microcirculation? Hypertension 2006; 
48:1012–7. 

2.  Mulvany MJ, Baumbach GL, Aalkjaer C, Heagerty AM, 
Korsgaard N, Schiffrin EL, et al. Vascular remodeling. 
Hypertens Dallas Tex 1979 1996; 28:505–6. 

3.  Martinez-Lemus LA, Crow T, Davis MJ, Meininger GA. 
alphavbeta3- and alpha5beta1-integrin blockade inhibits 
myogenic constriction of skeletal muscle resistance 
arterioles. Am J Physiol Heart Circ Physiol 2005;289:H322-
329. 

4.  Prewitt RL, Rice DC, Dobrian AD. Adaptation of resistance 
arteries to increases in pressure. Microcirc N Y N 1994 2002; 
9:295–304. 

5.  Sonoyama K, Greenstein A, Price A, Khavandi K, Heagerty 
T. Review: Vascular remodeling: implications for small 
artery function and target organ damage. Ther Adv 
Cardiovasc Dis 2007; 1:129–37. 

6.  Rice DC, Dobrian AD, Schriver SD, Prewitt RL. Src 
autophosphorylation is an early event in pressure-
mediated signaling pathways in isolated resistance arteries. 
Hypertens Dallas Tex 1979 2002; 39:502–7. 

7.  Duprez DA. Role of the renin-angiotensin-aldosterone 
system in vascular remodeling and inflammation: a clinical 
review. J Hypertens 2006; 24:983–91. 

8.  Schiffrin EL, Touyz RM. From bedside to bench to bedside: 
role of renin-angiotensin-aldosterone system in remodeling 
of resistance arteries in hypertension. Am J Physiol Heart 
Circ Physiol 2004; 287:H435-446. 

9.  Brown NJ. Aldosterone and Vascular Inflammation. 
Hypertension 2008; 51:161–7. 

10.  Schiffrin EL. Vascular remodeling in hypertension: 
mechanisms and treatment. Hypertens Dallas Tex 1979 2012; 
59:367–74. 

11.  Ghanem FA, Movahed A. Inflammation in high blood 
pressure: a clinician perspective. J Am Soc Hypertens 2007; 
1:113–9. 

12.  Schiffrin EL. Immune modulation of resistance artery 
remodelling. Basic Clin Pharmacol Toxicol 2012; 110:70–2. 

13.  Grassi G, Seravalle G, Scopelliti F, Dell’Oro R, Fattori 
L, Quarti-Trevano F, et al. Structural and Functional 
Alterations of Subcutaneous Small Resistance Arteries in 
Severe Human Obesity. Obesity 2010; 18:92–8. 

14.  Stepp DW. Low-flow vascular remodeling in the metabolic 
syndrome X. AJP Heart Circ Physiol 2003; 286:964H–970. 

15.  Ecobici M, Voiculescu M. Importance of arterial stiffness 
in predicting cardiovascular events. Romanian J Intern Med 
Rev Roum Med Interne 2016 Aug 4; 

16.  Asmar RG, London GM, O’Rourke ME, Mallion JM, Romero 
R, Rahn KH, et al. Amelioration of arterial properties with 
a perindopril-indapamide very-low-dose combination. J 
Hypertens Suppl Off J Int Soc Hypertens 2001; 19:S15-20. 

17.  Park JB, Schiffrin EL. Small artery remodeling is the most 
prevalent (earliest?) form of target organ damage in mild 
essential hypertension. J Hypertens 2001;19:921–30. 

18.  Rizzoni D, Porteri E, Boari GEM, De Ciuceis C, Sleiman I, 
Muiesan ML, et al. Prognostic significance of small-artery 
structure in hypertension. Circulation 2003; 108:2230–5. 

19.  Izzard AS, Rizzoni D, Agabiti-Rosei E, Heagerty AM. Small 
artery structure and hypertension: adaptive changes and 
target organ damage. J Hypertens 2005; 23:247–50. 

20.  Wong TY, Klein R, Couper DJ, Cooper LS, Shahar E, 
Hubbard LD, et al. Retinal microvascular abnormalities and 
incident stroke: the Atherosclerosis Risk in Communities 
Study. Lancet Lond Engl 2001; 358:1134–40. 

21.  Cipolla MJ, Bishop N, Vinke RS, Godfrey JA. PPAR 
Activation Prevents Hypertensive Remodeling of Cerebral 
Arteries and Improves Vascular Function in Female Rats. 
Stroke 2010; 41:1266–70. 

22.  Thijssen DHJ, Cable NT, Green DJ. Impact of exercise 
training on arterial wall thickness in humans. Clin Sci 2012; 
122:311–22.


