
Causes of Stroke:
Relating Causes & Risk Factors 



Risk factors –
May / May Not   
be Controlled

MODIFIABLE

 Health History
 Overweight, Sleep apnea

 Medical conditions 

 High blood pressure, Diabetes, Artery disease 

 Unhealthy cholesterol levels 

 Lifestyle
 Lack of exercise, Unhealthy diet

 Smoking, Alcohol intake 

NON-MODIFIABLE
 Age, Race, Gender

 Family history 

 Prior Stroke, TIA or Heart Attack 



Risk Factors:

 Age

 Chances of stroke increase with age

 Gender 

 Females have more strokes than men

 Live longer than men, oral contraceptives, pregnancy related 

 Race

 African-Americans have a higher risk of death from strokes 
compared to Caucasians

 Likely related to higher risk of high blood pressure, diabetes, obesity

 Family History 

 Increased risk if immediate family has a stroke before 65

 Genetic disorders (blood clots too easily)

 Prior Stroke, TIA or Heart Attack 

 Prior stroke -> increased risk of another

 TIA -> 10x increase in stroke risk

 Heart attack -> caused by plaque buildup, same happens in brain 

Not Within Your Control



Risk Factors:

Top 4 Modifiable Risk Factors 

 High Blood Pressure – the higher the BP, the higher the risk 

 Smoking – 53% increased risk compared to non-smokers

 Diabetes – doubles stroke risk 

 Artery Disease – diagnoses of coronary (heart) or peripheral 
(legs) artery disease also means that the vessels in the brain 
are likely to be similarly affected 

All of the above risk factors affect the structure of the vessels 
carrying blood and oxygen to the brain.  

 Vessels become narrower, restricting blood flow and easier for clots 
to block  Ischemic Stroke

 Vessels can be stressed and can rupture  Hemorrhagic stroke 

Within Your Control 

#1 
High Blood Pressure



What is 
High Blood 
Pressure?  

 High blood pressure puts stress 
on blood vessels                                    
________________________

 Systolic (top number) is pressure 
against the vessel walls when 
the heart beats

 Diastolic (bottom number) is the 
pressure when the heart rests 
between beats.  

 Blood pressure rises as people age due to 
 Vessel walls becoming stiffer 
 Plaque builds up  

 Risk of stroke doubles with every 20 mm Hg rise in systolic or 
10 mm Hg diastolic

 If blood pressure is too high for too long 
 Ischemic stroke – clots are more likely to lodge in narrowed, stiff 

vessels 
 Hemorrhagic stroke – vessels will burst from excess pressure 

High blood pressure = 
“HYPERTENSION” 

Blood pressure is measured 
in millimeters (mm) of 

mercury (Hg) 



Treating high 
blood pressure 

Changes that matter 

 Eat a well-balanced diet, low in salt 
 Vegetables, fruit, whole grains, fish, skinless poultry, … 

 Avoid processed foods (often high in salt) 

 Limit alcohol (men limit of 2 per day, women 1 per day) 

 Enjoy regular physical activity

 Manage stress

 Maintain a healthy weight

 Quit smoking

Medications 
 May require 1 , 2 or even 3 medications

 Dosages may need to be adjusted over time 

 Take as ordered!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
https://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/high-blood-pressure/the-facts-about-high-blood-pressurehttps://www.heart.org/en/health-topics/high-blood-pressure/changes-you-can-make-to-manage-high-blood-pressure



Smoking 

 A proven risk factor for stroke and heart attack 

 Both smoking and secondhand smoke 

 Causes plaque buildup inside arteries (atherosclerosis) 

 While smoking, BP is temporarily increased 

 Every 5 cigarettes = 12% increase in stroke risk 

 Newer studies reporting increased risk in hemorrhagic strokes 
(subarachnoid hemorrhage)  

 QUIT ! 

 Quit …smoking, vaping, second hand smoke, ALL nicotine

 Benefits are many 

 Within in 20 minutes BP and heart rate recover from nicotine 
induced spikes 

 Sense of smoke and taste return, less short of breath 

 5 years after quitting, risk of stroke return to normal

Presenter
Presentation Notes
https://www.heart.org/en/healthy-living/healthy-lifestyle/quit-smoking-tobacco/the-benefits-of-quitting-smoking-now



Diabetes

With diabetes: 

 Over time, high blood sugar levels cause many other problems:  
damage to blood vessels, nerves, kidneys, eyes and more 

 Including damage to blood vessels of heart and brain 

 “Good” cholesterol is too low and “bad” cholesterol is too high 

 Common to also have high BP and be overweight

 Manage blood sugar

 Check blood sugars frequently 

 A1C should be below 7% 

 Is a measure of average blood glucose over 3 months 

 Diet, exercise, weight 



Artery Disease 

 Cholesterol is a waxy substance in the body that helps build 
new cells

 HDL is called good cholesterol - Carries LDL back to the liver 

 LDL is called bad cholesterol  - Builds up inside of arteries

 Triglycerides - most common type of fat, it stores up fat in your 
body 

 GOALS

 HDL – keep high 

 Triglycerides & LDL – keep low 

 How

 Eat heart-healthy foods, Exercise regularly, Quit smoking, Lose 
weight, Drink alcohol only in moderation 

 Medications – Statins

 These meds help lower cholesterol levels 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Total Cholesterol = 125 – 200Atorvastatin = LipitorLovastatin = MevacorSimvastatin = Zocor Rosuvastatin Calcium = Crestor Foods – Red saturated fats Exercise – most days of the week https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/high-blood-cholesterol/in-depth/reduce-cholesterol/art-20045935



Atrial 
Fibrillation 

 A-fib is when the heart beat is irregular (arrhythmia) 

 Because the top part of the heart is                                                  
quivering, blood clots will form

 Then, the blood blot can travel up to                                                       
the brain, causing an ischemic stroke 

 Very high risk of stroke in A-fib 

 Heart tends to beat fast too

 To prevent a stroke from A-fib, a blood thinner will be ordered  

 Common blood thinners 

 Warfarin (Coumadin) 

 Apixaban (Eliquis)

 Rivaroxaban (Xarelto)

 Medications to slow down the heart 



Patent 
Foramen Ovale

 PFOs can lead to stroke, esp in younger ages  

 It’s common to have tiny clots in the legs that travel up to the 
lungs, causing no harm                                           

 When there’s a hole in the heart, those tiny clots can mover over 
to the left side of the heart, then to the brain – causing a stroke

 Treatment

 Blood thinners

 Close the hole in the heart 



Sleep Apnea

 Sleep apnea is when breathing starts and stops during sleep 
 Snoring is a common symptom - but not all snoring is apnea

 Stress hormones are released, which leads to heart disease, 
stroke and high BP 

 Affects more men than women 

 Obstructive sleep apnea 
 Associated with obesity

 Diagnosis  
 Sleep study

 Treatment
 CPAP – machine delivers constant pressure to keep airway open

 Lifestyle changes – avoid caffeine before bed, limit alcohol, 
physical activity 



Obesity

 Excess body weight is linked with increase risk of high BP, diabetes, 
heart disease and stroke

 Metabolic syndrome – ¼ of all adults
 Set of factors includes large waistline, high BP, high blood sugar, high 

triclycerides, low HDL

 How to maintain weight loss?
 Set realistic goals 

 Understand how much and why you eat

 Manage portion sizes

 Make smart choices 

 Be physically active 

 Even a loss of 5-10 pounds can reduce risk of stroke 



Activity Level

 Inactivity is correlated with all other stroke risk factors 

 How to be active 

 Regular exercise, partner with someone  

 Move more often, take extra steps 

 Everyday activities – raking, shoveling, household chores 

 After stroke – physical limitations may slow you down 

 Focus on what you can do 

 Begin with daily chores, moving frequently, count and increase 
your steps 

 Steadily increase activity level



Risk Factors 
Unique to 
Women

 Older women, 55+
 Relates to all other common stroke risk factors
 Women tend to have strokes later, which makes them less likely to 

recover 
 3rd leading cause of death. 

 Younger women
 Some Birth Control Pills (especially if a smoker) 
 Pregnancy can increase risk too

 High blood pressure, eclampsia (very high BP)

 Gestational diabetes

 Blood clots easier, especially towards end of pregnancy

 Older women,
 Refer to general recommendations

 Younger women
 Don’t smoke if on birth control pills
 Good prenatal care – to recognize and treat complications of 

pregnancy & stay active 





Lower your risk   
of a 2nd stroke 

Stroke.org/OneIsEnough



Take-Away…

Identify Your 
Risk Factors!
Work on Your 
Risk Factors!

WHAT ARE YOUR RISK FACTORS?  

 Do you have the top 4 – High BP, smoking, diabetes, artery 
disease? 

 What are your lifestyle habits?  

ARE YOU WORKING ON YOUR RISK FACTORS? 

 Is your BP under control?

 Is your blood sugar under control

 Are you eating a healthy diet? 

 Are you active?  Exercising?  

 Are you taking medications as ordered? 





Take-Away…

Know what to do 
when you see 
stroke 
symptoms!

RECOGNIZE STROKE 

 Know BEFAST 

 Teach BEFAST to others 

CALL 911

 Best to call an ambulance 
 They will notify the hospital and doctor prior                                   

to arrival

 Then the stroke team can be prepared and                                      
respond promptly
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