
Cerebrovascular Accident 

What is a stroke?  

A stroke is damage to part of the brain caused by interruption of the blood supply. A stroke causes loss of function in the part of the 
body that is controlled by the damaged part of the brain. Only one in three stroke victims recovers completely. Another one in three 
suffers permanent disability, and the remaining third are killed by the stroke.  

Stroke is rare before age 60 but increasingly more common thereafter. The risk of stroke is higher in people whose relatives have had 
strokes. You can't stop getting older and you can't change your family medical history, but your lifestyle can affect most of the other risk 
factors for stroke.  

Transient ischemic attack (TIA) and previous stroke  

"Transient" means temporary. "Ischemic" means an insufficient supply of blood. A TIA is a "mini stroke" caused by a temporary 
shortage of blood to the brain that results in symptoms of a mild stroke, such as loss of speech, movement, feeling, or vision. The 
symptoms may last for only a few minutes or may continue for up to 24 hours. An attack that lasts more than 24 hours is considered a 
stroke. One-quarter to one-third of TIAs are followed by a stroke within five years. People who have had a stroke risk having additional 
strokes if the underlying causes are not eliminated.  

What are the symptoms of a stroke?  

Symptoms may include:  

?  severe headache, dizziness, confusion, unconsciousness, coma, death  
?  slurring or loss of speech, difficulty in understanding speech  
?  weakness, paralysis, or numbness in the face, arm, or leg on one side of the body  
?  visual disturbances  
?  loss of bladder or bowel control.  

Medical conditions that increase risk for stroke  

High blood pressure (hypertension) puts strain on the walls of the arteries and increases the risk for stroke. If you discover you have 
high blood pressure, discuss it with your doctor. It may be possible to lower your blood pressure by dietary changes, weight control, 
exercise, relaxation, and stress reduction. You may require medication, however.  

Narrowed arteries due to atherosclerosis and high blood cholesterol (hypercholesterolemia) can also be helped by a low-fat, low-
cholesterol diet and, if necessary, by cholesterol-lowering drugs. Heart conditions can both cause and be caused by blood clots, but 
medication is available to thin the blood and reduce clotting. Adult-onset diabetes can be controlled by diet and, if necessary, can be 
treated with medication.  

Lifestyle habits that increase the risk for stroke  

Lack of exercise (a sedentary lifestyle) increases the risk for stroke. Regular exercise reduces the risk by lowering both blood pressure 
and blood cholesterol, helping control weight, and improving blood circulation. Both smoking and heavy use of alcohol increase the risk 
for stroke. Quitting helps lower the risk. Being overweight strains the heart, is a major cause of adult-onset diabetes, and increases both 
blood pressure and blood cholesterol. Exercise and a low- fat diet help reverse these conditions.  

How can I help protect myself from stroke?  

?  If you have had a TIA or stroke, follow your doctor's advice for preventing others.  
?  Don't ignore high blood pressure or high blood cholesterol. Talk to your doctor.  
?  Get regular medical check-ups. Follow your doctor's advice for health maintenance.  
?  If you are overweight, talk to your doctor about weight control.  
?  Switch to a low-fat, low-cholesterol diet.  
?  Exercise daily. Walk at least a mile a day. Don't skip days.  
?  Recreation is important for stress reduction. Enjoy life, relax more, and try to limit stress.  
?  If you smoke, quit. Tell your doctor if you need help quitting.  
?  If you regularly have two or more alcoholic drinks a day, cut back to one or none.  

 


