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Understanding Risk Factors for Stroke 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

About This Kit 
 
Risk factors have been identified that can predict who is most likely to have an ischemic 
stroke.  The same is true for those hemorrhagic strokes that are caused by high blood 
pressure.  Because heart attacks and most strokes are caused by atherosclerosis, many of 
the risk factors for stroke are the same as for heart attacks.  That is one reason why people 
with heart disease often have strokes and stroke survivors often have heart disease. 
 
Much is known about promising new treatments for stroke.  Most importantly, we know 
what steps you can take to dramatically reduce your risk factors for having a first or a 
second stroke. In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Identify risk factors for stroke 
Step 2. Know how to prevent a first or recurrent stroke 
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Step 1 
 

Identify Risk Factors for Stroke 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Your chances of having a stroke increase with the number of risk factors.  If you have any 
risk factors for stroke, you need to seriously consider a plan for aggressive risk factor 
management. HIPRC can help. 
 
Comparative Stroke Risk (By Risk Factor) 
 
Controllable Risk Factors   Rate of Increased Risk 
 Previous Stroke or TIA    1000% 
 High Blood Pressure     600% 
 Carotid Artery Disease    300% 
 Heart Disease     200-400% 
 Diabetes      200-400% 
 Smoking Tobacco     200% 
 Obesity      125-150% 
 
Uncontrollable Risk Factors   Rate of Increased Risk 
 Age (over 65 years)    175% 
 Family History of Stroke    150% 
 
Risk Factors You Can Control 
 
Fortunately, you can control or modify many of the important risk factors for stroke. 
HIPRC offers a comprehensive lifestyle management program that addresses all of these 
important modifiable risk factors for stroke. 
 
Previous stroke or TIA  Once you have had a stroke or TIA, you are at increased risk of 
having another one. Men have a 42 percent chance of recurrent stroke within five years, 
and women have a 24 percent chance of having another stroke.  TIAs are also strong 
predictors of stroke because 35 percent of those who experience TIAs have a stroke within 
five years.  If you have had a previous stroke or TIA, your doctor may recommend 
medication and/or surgery along with lifestyle changes – quitting smoking if you smoke, 
improving your eating habits, increasing your physical activity, and managing your stress. 
 
Heart disease, including atrial fibrillation  If you have coronary heart disease, your risk 
for stroke is increased.  Coronary heart disease is caused by the build-up of fatty deposits 
in the heart’s coronary arteries (atherosclerosis).  About 15 percent of all people who have 
a stroke have another type of heart disease called atrial fibrillation.  In atrial fibrillation, 
the upper chambers of the heart beat erratically and unpredictably.  Atrial fibrillation raises 
your stroke risk because it allows blood to pool in your heart, where it can form clots that 
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can be carried to the brain.  These wandering clots can clog a vessel and interfere with the 
blood supply to part of the brain.  In addition to coronary heart disease and atrial 
fibrillation, there are other types of heart disease  for example, value problems  that 
increase the risk for stroke.  Doctors may choose to treat heart disease by prescribing 
medication, surgery, and/or asking patients to change their diet, exercise and stop smoking.  
 
Carotid artery disease – A major contributor to ischemic stroke is the build up of plaque in 
one or both of the two main arteries in the neck (called the carotid arteries) supplying 
blood to the brain.  By aggressively managing certain stroke risk factors, it is possible to 
slow down the build up of atherosclerotic plaque in the carotid arteries.  It is even possible 
to cause some of the plaque to be removed  this is referred to as “reversal” of 
atherosclerosis.  
 
High blood pressure  High blood pressure is the single most important modifiable risk 
factor for stroke.  It increases the risk for atherosclerotic plaque build up in the arteries.  
High blood pressure puts stress on blood vessel walls and can lead to strokes from blood 
clots or hemorrhage.  High blood pressure is often called the “silent killer” because you can 
have it and not know, since it often has no symptoms.  
 
Your blood pressure is high if it is consistently 140/90 or higher.  You can lower your 
blood pressure or prevent it from getting high through lifestyle changes: 
 Participating in regular aerobic exercise 
 Losing weight if you are overweight and keeping it off 
 Reducing the amount of sodium (salt) you eat 
 Not drinking alcohol or drinking only in moderation 
 
Your blood pressure is monitored as part of your HIPRC program and goals are set for 
controlling your blood pressure.  You may need to complete the HIPRC kit “Preventing 
and Managing High Blood Pressure.”  There are also medications to help control your 
blood pressure.  If needed, your doctor will review your case to prescribe medications 
specifically for you.  Drug therapy works best when used in combination with lifestyle 
changes. 
 
High LDL (bad) cholesterol – Having high LDL cholesterol can increase your risk for 
stroke by putting you at greater risk for atherosclerosis. High cholesterol can be prevented 
or managed by eating foods low in cholesterol and fat, especially saturated fat, and 
participating in regular aerobic exercise. You may benefit from completing the HIPRC kit 
“Preventing and Managing Cholesterol and Triglycerides.” If your cholesterol is still high 
after making lifestyle changes, your doctor may prescribe medications to lower your 
cholesterol. 
 
Diabetes  People with diabetes are two to three times more likely to have a stroke.  There 
are two types of diabetes.  Type 1 diabetes usually develops early in life.  People with type 
1 diabetes don’t make insulin so they must take insulin injections for life.  Type 2 diabetes 
usually develops later in life but can be just as serious.  People with this type of diabetes 
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usually make insulin, but their body cells can’t use it efficiently.  Type 2 diabetes can often 
be prevented through exercise and weight management. 
 
Neither type of diabetes can be cured, but they can be controlled.  A self-care program that 
includes strict compliance with medications, self-monitoring of blood glucose levels, 
following a sensible food plan, and regular exercise can keep diabetes under control and 
reduce your risk for heart disease, stroke, and other serious complications.  If you have 
either type of diabetes, ask for the HIPRC kit “Understanding Diabetes.” 
 
Cigarette smoking  Smoking doubles the risk of having a stroke.  The more you smoke, 
the greater your risk.  Smoking raises blood pressure.  It increases the stickiness of blood 
cells that cause blood clots inside the arteries.  Over the years, smoking damages the inside 
lining of your arteries, which results in plaque build-up.  If you smoke, the single most 
important thing you can do for your health is to quit smoking entirely.  No matter how long 
or how much you have smoked, you will dramatically reduce the progression of blockages 
in your arteries if you quit.  Your risk of having a stroke or a heart attack decreases the 
minute you finish smoking your last cigarette.  If you smoke, ask about the HIPRC 
Smoking Cessation Program.   
 
Physical inactivity  Regular aerobic exercise helps reduce your risk for coronary heart 
disease, control blood pressure and diabetes, manage your weight, and relieve stress  just 
to name a few of its benefits.  Recent studies show that regular physical activity is 
beneficial in reducing the risk of having a stroke.  Exercise is a major part of your program.  
Your Personal Action Plan will recommend a personalized program for you. 
 
Obesity  If you are overweight, losing weight can reduce your blood pressure, decrease 
your LDL blood cholesterol, and help control diabetes – which are all risk factors for 
stroke.  Eating healthy and exercising regularly are the keys to weight loss and weight 
management. 
 
Alcohol – Excessive consumption of alcohol increases your chances of having a stroke.  
For most people, drinking no more than two drinks per day, doesn’t increase their risk of 
having a stroke. 
 
Drug abuse  People who use cocaine are far more likely to have a stroke.  Other illicit 
drugs have been linked to stroke, including marijuana.   
 
Oral contraceptives – Oral contraceptives with high estrogen content (more than 50 
micrograms of estrogen) have been associated with increased risk for stroke in women over 
30.  With the trend toward lower doses of estrogen for birth control purposes, the risk has 
declined.  If there is an increased risk for stroke among women taking oral contraceptives, 
the absolute risk is very small – less than the risk of pregnancy.  However, the risk for 
stroke is likely greater for certain women, especially those who take oral contraceptives 
and smoke. 
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Risk Factors You Can’t Control 
 
Some risk factors can’t be changed.  If you have any risk factors you can’t control, it’s 
even more important for you to control the ones you can! 
 
Age  It’s true:  The risk of stroke increases with age.  Risk begins to increase significantly 
at age 55 and more than doubles in each decade thereafter. 
 
Gender  Men are slightly more likely to have a stroke than women.  But more women die 
from strokes because women generally live longer than men. 
 
Race  Certain risk factors are related to race.  Blood pressure, a primary risk factor for 
stroke, is more common among African-Americans.  Compared to Caucasians, young 
African-Americans are two to three times more at risk to have an ischemic stroke, and 
African-American men and women are two and one-half times more likely to die of stroke. 
 
Family History – The risk is higher for people who have a family history of stroke.  An 
aneurysm, a common cause of hemorrhagic strokes, may be due to genetic factors.  If you 
have a family history that includes stroke or aneurysm, it is especially important for you to 
take action to control your blood pressure and reduce your other risk factors for stroke. 
    
Your Total Number of Risk Factors for Stroke 
 
Check those that apply to you. 
 
Risk Factor    Definition 
 Age*    Over age 55 
 
 Gender*    Males  
 
 Race*    African-American 
 
 Family history*   Stroke or aneurysm 
 
 Previous stroke 
 
 Previous TIAs 
 
 Atrial fibrillation 
 
 Other heart disease  Coronary heart disease or valve problems 
 
 Carotid artery disease   Atherosclerosis of the arteries of the head and neck 
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 High blood pressure  Consistently 140/90 mm Hg or higher (confirmed on 
two or more separate occasions) or taking high blood 
pressure medication 

 
 High LDL cholesterol   
 
 Diabetes    Type 1 or type 2 diabetes 
 
 Cigarette smoking 
 
 Obesity 
 
 Physical inactivity  
 
 Excessive alcohol use  More than two drinks of alcohol per day 
 
 Oral contraceptives  High estrogen doses in young women, especially  

smokers 
 
 
*____  = Ones You Can’t Control 
_____  = Ones You Can Control 
_____  = Total Number of Risk Factors for Stroke 
 



Version 05/2006  P13-7 
Copyright © 2000 INTERxVENTCANADA, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. 

Step 2 
 

Know How to Prevent a First or Recurrent Stroke 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The best way to treat a stroke is to prevent it from happening in the first place or recurring 
a second time.  If you have already experienced a TIA or stroke, or have carotid artery 
disease, you should think of prevention as treatment.  It is important that everyone, 
especially people who have already had a stroke, to know his or her personal risk factors 
and take action to minimize them. 
 
Modification of Risk Factors 
 
In addition to the early recognition of stroke warning signs, a key to stroke prevention is 
risk factor modification.  The goal is to help you reduce your risk for stroke, coronary heart 
disease and other chronic diseases through lifestyle changes.  Lifestyle changes are 
particularly helpful in reducing the risk of having a stroke stemming from high blood 
pressure, high cholesterol, physical inactivity, excess weight, excess drinking, diabetes, or 
smoking.  
 
Most strokes are ischemic strokes and most ischemic strokes are due to atherosclerosis.  
Recent research studies have shown that if you aggressively manage certain stroke risk 
factors it is possible to slow down the build up of atherosclerotic plaque in the carotid 
arteries.  It is even possible to cause some of the plaque to be removed.  This process is 
referred to as reversal of atherosclerosis.  The key to reversing atherosclerosis, and in the 
process reducing your risk for stroke, is to aggressively modify the following risk factors: 
 Cigarette smoking 
 High blood pressure 
 High cholesterol 
 Physical inactivity 
 Overweight  
 Diabetes 
 
These risk factors are also the most important risk factors for heart attacks and are covered 
in detail in the HIPRC educational kit “Understanding Risk Factors for Coronary Heart 
Disease” and other kits in the series Preventing and Reversing Heart Disease.   
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Medications and Surgical Procedures 
 
Along with lifestyle changes, drug therapy is often important for the prevention and 
treatment of strokes.  Drugs are primarily used to help manage risk factors, prevent or 
reduce blood clotting and protect the brain cells following a stroke.  Your doctor will 
determine which medications, if any, are appropriate for you. 
 
For patients with severe blockage in the carotid arteries (which carry blood from the heart 
to the brain), a surgical procedure known as carotid endarterectomy may be effective in 
reducing the risk of having a stroke.  In carotid endarterectomy, surgeons strip the arteries 
of blockage, restoring the free flow of blood.  Your doctor is the best judge of whether or 
not this surgery is appropriate for you. 
 
Because hemorrhagic strokes may be life-threatening, surgery may be required 
immediately following the stroke, depending upon the type of hemorrhage.  This surgery is 
performed by a neurosurgeon.  Surgery could remove a blood clot, repair an aneurysm, or 
repair other brain damage or problems. 
 
You will learn more about medications and surgical procedures in other HIPRC 
educational kits. 
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Understanding Risk Factors for Stroke 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 
In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”  
Bring this sheet with you to your next visit. 
 
 List all stroke risk factors that apply to you. 
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Because heart attacks and most strokes are caused by _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _, 

many of the risk factors for stroke are the same as for heart attacks. 
2. People with heart disease often have _ _ _ _ _ _ _ and stroke survivors often have 

_ _ _ _ _ disease. 
3. Your chance of having a stroke is increased several fold if you have _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ risk 

factors. 
4. _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is the single most important modifiable risk factor for 

stroke. 
5. Your blood pressure is high if it is consistently _ _ _ /_ _ or higher. 
6. You can lower your blood pressure or prevent it from getting high through 

 _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ change. 
7. Having high _ _ _ cholesterol can increase your risk for stroke by putting you at greater 

risk for atherosclerosis. 
8. People with diabetes are _ to _ times more likely to have a stroke. 
9. Risk for stroke begins to increase markedly at age _ _ and more than _ _ _ _ _ _ _ in 

each decade thereafter. 
10. _ _ _ are slightly more likely to have strokes than women. 
11. More women die from strokes because women generally _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ than men. 
12. Compared with whites, young _ _ _ _ _ _ _-_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ have a two- to three-fold 

greater risk of ischemic stroke. 
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13. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _, a common cause of hemorrhagic strokes, may be due to genetic factors. 
14. Heart disease, including _ _ _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ , raises your risk for stroke. 
15. One of the major contributors to ischemic stroke is the build up of plaque in one or both 

of the two main arteries in the _ _ _ _ (called the _ _ _ _ _ _ _ arteries) supplying blood 
to the brain. 

16. The best way to treat a stroke is to _ _ _ _ _ _ _ it from happening in the first place or 
recurring a second time. 

17. Aggressive management of certain stroke risk factors can slow down the build up of 
atherosclerotic plaque and even cause some of the plaque to be _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 

18. Along with lifestyle changes, _ _ _ _   _ _ _ _ _ _ _ is often important for the 
prevention and treatment of stroke. 

19. For patients with severe _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ in the carotid arteries, a surgical procedure 
known as carotid endarterectomy may be effective in reducing the risk of stroke. 

 
Answers:  1) atherosclerosis; 2) strokes, heart; 3) multiple; 4) high blood pressure; 5) 140, 90; 6) lifestyle;  
7) LDL; 8) 2, 3; 9) 55, doubles; 10) Men; 11) live longer; 12) African-Americans; 13) Aneurysm; 14) atrial 
fibrillation; 15) neck, carotid; 16) prevent; 17) removed; 18) drug therapy; 19 blockage 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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