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e Americans are aging at a rapid rate. As we age, we
"‘,‘ are at risk for the development of vascular disease.
Public interest is appropriately focusing on heart
attacks as a major killer in adults in our country, but stroke is
another vascular disorder that has received less attention. In
fact, stroke is the third leading cause of death in the US today.
Stroke survivors are frequently left with permanent physical and
mental disabilities. More than $70 billion are spent each year in
this country to care for stroke and stroke survivors. About
700,000 Americans each year suffer a new or recurrent stroke.
That means, on average, a stroke occurs every 45 seconds!

Stroke is a syndrome, which means it may be caused by differ-
ent things. A stroke occurs when part of the brain is damaged.
In some forms of stroke the brain damage is caused by bleeding
— these are called “hemorrhagic strokes” and the hemorrhage
(bleeding) may be caused by severe high blood pressure, or
aneurysms of the smaller arteries within the brain. Most strokes
(80% or more) happen because the circulation to part of the
brain is cut off and brain cells die. These strokes are called
“ischemic strokes”, and most of these are caused by blockages
in the carotid arteries.

Carotid artery disease occurs when the major arteries in your
neck become narrowed or blocked. These arteries, called the
carotid arteries, supply your brain with blood. Your carotid
arteries extend from your aorta in your chest to the brain inside
your skull. A carotid blockage (also known as a “stenosis,” a
narrowing of the arteries normal diameter) is more likely to
develop as you age. Only 1 percent of adults age 50 to 59 have
significantly narrowed carotid arteries, but 10 percent of adults
age 80 to 89 have this problem.

Carotid arteries are normally smooth and unobstructed on the
inside, but with age, a sticky substance called plaque can build-
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up in the walls of the carotid
arteries. Plaque is made up of
cholesterol, calcium, and
fibrous tissue. As more plaque
builds up, the arteries narrow
and stiffen. This process is
called atherosclerosis, or
hardening of the arteries.
Eventually, when enough
plaque builds up to reduce or
disturb blood flow through the
carotid arteries, it can cause a
stroke.
Severely reduced flow may cause a stroke, but we think most
strokes are actually due to small bits of plaque, or bits of clot that
form around the plaque washing up into the small vessels that
supply oxygen directly to brain cells. This helps explain why
many patients have “mini-strokes” (called trans-ischemic
attacks or TIA’s) as a warning sign before they suffer a real
stroke. TIA’s resolve completely (often within minutes) of their
occurrence. Many people do not seek medical attention when
TIA’s occur. This is unfortunate, because fatal or disabling
strokes often quickly follow in these patients. Common symp-
toms of TIA or stroke include: a weakness, numbness, or a
tingling sensation on one side of your body, for example, in an
arm or a leg, being unable to control the movement of an arm or
a leg, losing vision in one eye (many people describe this sensa-
tion as a window shade coming down), or being unable to speak
clearly.

Fortunately, preventing carotid disease (and therefore stroke)
is relatively easy. Quitting smoking is the most important change
you can make to avoid this disease. Taking aspirin if you are
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