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GENERAL STROKE INFORMATION 
 

About Stroke 
 

 
 

It is important to know about stroke when caring for your loved one. To be the best 

caregiver you can, you need to take care of yourself. Learn about the risks for stroke 

and how to prevent one. You and your loved one can both benefit from this 

information. 
 

What Is a Stroke? 
 

A stroke happens when the brain does not get the oxygen it needs. This causes brain 

cells to die. The result can be loss of memory, speech and/or movement. 
 

What Do You Need to Know? 
 

How the brain is affected depends on where the stroke occurs. It also depends on 

how much damage happens. The longer the brain goes without oxygen, the more 

damage there is. 
 

The two types of stroke are: 
 

 Ischemic (is-KEM-ik) – A stroke caused by a clot blocking a blood vessel to 

the brain. This prevents the brain from getting the oxygen it needs. It is the 

most common type of stroke. 

 

 Hemorrhagic (hem-o-RAJ-ik) – A stroke caused when a blood vessel to the 

brain bursts. This causes bleeding within the brain. 
 

What Are the Warning Signs of Stroke? 
 

Stroke symptoms happen very fast. Call 9-1-1 immediately if you or someone you 

know has any of the following signs or symptoms. 
 

The most common signs of stroke are sudden. This can include: 
 

 Numbness or weakness of face, arm or leg (mainly on one side) 

 Trouble seeing in one or both eyes  

 Trouble walking, dizziness or loss of balance  

 Confusion or trouble talking or understanding speech  

 Bad headache with no known cause  



For more information on stroke caregiving, visit the RESCUE home page: 
http://www.rorc.research.va.gov/rescue 

Page 2 of 6 

These symptoms may last more than a few minutes. They may start, briefly go away, 

and then return. Remember, a stroke is a Medical Emergency. Every minute counts.  

 

 Red Flag: Signs of a Stroke 
 

You can recognize a stroke by asking 3 simple questions. Remember “S-T-R.”  
 

 S – Ask the person to SMILE. 

 T – Ask the person to TALK or speak a simple sentence (clearly). Example: 

“It is sunny out today.” 

 R – Ask the person to RAISE both arms together. 
 

If the person has trouble with any one of these three steps, call 9-1-1 right away. 

 

What Risk Factors for Stroke Are Out of Your Control? 
 

 Age – The risk of stroke increases with age. It doubles each decade after 55 

years of age. Strokes are most common in the older population. However, a 

person can have a stroke at any age. 

 Gender – Stroke is more common in men than women. Men are more likely 

to have strokes at a younger age. Women are more likely than men to die 

from a stroke. 

 Race – African Americans are at a higher risk for strokes than Caucasians. 

This is due to their increased risk of hypertension, diabetes and obesity.  

 Family history – Stroke is more common if a close family member has had a 

stroke. A family history of transient ischemic attack (TIA) or heart attack also 

increases your risk. 

 

What Diseases or Conditions Increase Your Risk of Stroke? 
 

Previous stroke or Transient Ischemic Attack (TIA) – If you have a history of 

stroke, your risk for another one is much higher. A history of a TIA also raises your 

risk of stroke. A TIA produces stroke-like symptoms. It does not result in lasting 

damage. A TIA is often referred to as a “mini stroke.” It is a warning sign that the 

risk of stroke is high. 

 

Hypertension (High Blood Pressure) – This is the most important risk factor for 

stroke. It is known as the “silent killer” because there are often no symptoms. 

Hypertension causes the heart to work harder. This can damage the heart and blood 

vessels, leading to stroke. Have your blood pressure checked on a regular basis. 

Hypertension can be controlled by medicine and lifestyle changes, like diet and 

exercise. 
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Heart Disease – Heart disease consists of different conditions affecting the heart. 

These conditions include coronary artery disease (CAD) and arrhythmias (abnormal 

heart rhythms). When the heart is not working like it should, the risk of blood clots 

increases. This can lead to a stroke. Heart disease can be managed with medicine and 

lifestyle changes, like diet and exercise. 

 

High Blood Cholesterol – This increases your risk of having a stroke. Cholesterol is 

a waxy substance produced in the body. It can stick to the walls of your arteries, 

leading to heart disease and stroke. Often, high cholesterol can be controlled by diet 

and exercise. Your healthcare team may also prescribe medicine to lower your 

cholesterol. 

 

Diabetes Mellitus – Diabetes mellitus greatly raises the risk of stroke. Diabetes is a 

problem with how the body uses glucose (sugar) for energy. High blood sugar levels 

can damage blood vessels. This can lead to stroke. Diabetes is treatable. It should be 

monitored closely and managed by your healthcare provider. 
 

What Lifestyle Choices Increase Your Risk of Stroke? 
 

Eating an Unhealthy Diet – This can lead to many health problems. Diets high in 

saturated fats, trans fats and cholesterol increase your risk of high cholesterol and 

obesity. Too much salt intake can raise your blood pressure. Choose a healthy diet 

high in fruits and vegetables. This can help lower your risk of stroke. 

 

Physical Inactivity – Physical inactivity can increase your risk for heart disease and 

stroke. Getting regular exercise has many benefits. It can help manage your weight 

and lower your blood pressure. It can also prevent or control diabetes. Try to do at 

least 30 minutes of moderate exercise most days of the week. 

 

Obesity – Obesity is a major risk factor for heart disease. It also increases your risk 

of hypertension, high cholesterol, diabetes and stroke. Eat a healthy diet and exercise 

regularly to lose weight and lower your risks. 

 

Cigarette smoking – This is a major risk factor for stroke. Cigarette smoke lowers 

the amount of oxygen in your blood. Smoking makes the blood thicker. This makes 

it more likely to form a clot. For women, some birth control pills combined with 

smoking greatly increases the risk of strokes. If you smoke, it is important to quit. 

Talk to your provider about medicines and programs that can help you stop smoking. 

For all ages, quitting smoking lowers the risks of health conditions like heart disease 

and stroke. 
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What Can You Do to Lower Your Risks?  
 

First, know what your risks are – Start by getting a complete medical work-up or 

“physical”. Your healthcare team will ask you questions about your medical history. 

They will check your blood pressure. Blood work and other tests will also be done. 

 

Get regular medical check-ups – Make sure to get checked by your healthcare 

provider at least once a year. If you have any medical conditions, you will need more 

frequent check-ups. Be sure to take your medicines as prescribed. 

 

Follow a healthy lifestyle – Eat a healthy diet, low in salt and fat. Exercise 

regularly. If you smoke, stop. Only drink alcohol in moderation.  

 

Lower your stress level – People under stress are more likely to engage in an 

unhealthy lifestyle. This increases the risk of high blood pressure and stroke. Take 

note of what is causing your stress. For some people, meditation or prayer helps to 

lower stress levels. Exercise may also help. Find what works for you. Take time for 

yourself and do something you enjoy. 

 

Ask your healthcare team about taking aspirin* – Some people can benefit from 

a daily dose of aspirin. Aspirin helps to thin the blood and help prevent blood clots. 

Talk to your healthcare team about whether taking aspirin is right for you. 

 

Remember 
 

 Stroke is a medical emergency. Call 9-1-1 immediately if you or someone you 

know is having any symptoms. 

 Hypertension is the leading risk factor for stroke. Have your blood pressure 

checked regularly. Take medicines as prescribed. 

 Know your risk factors for stroke so that you can make changes. If you 

smoke, quit. Exercise more and eat healthier. 
 

More Resources  
 

The following resources contain internet links. The location of internet pages can 

change. Therefore the links provided may not always work. For the most current 

version of this list, go to http://www.rorc.research.va.gov/rescue/resources. This 

page will be updated frequently. 

http://www.rorc.research.va.gov/rescue/resources
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Link Disclaimer: Links to information and Web sites outside of the Department of 

Veterans Affairs do not indicate an endorsement of products or services offered by 

the sites. In addition, these sites may have privacy and security policies that are 

inconsistent with those of VA. 

 

American Stroke Association  
Web: http://www.strokeassociation.org  

Phone: 1-888-478-7653 

 

The American Stroke Association provides information on many aspects of stroke. 

Click on “Learn About Stroke” to get more information on the warning signs of 

stroke and ways to lower your risks. 

 

Internet Stroke Center  
Web: http://www.strokecenter.org/patients  

Phone: 1-314-362-3868 

 

The Internet Stroke Center has detailed information on stroke, from diagnosis 

through treatment and rehabilitation. 

 

My HealtheVet (MHV)  

Web: http://www.myhealth.va.gov 

  

My HealtheVet (MHV) provides trusted information on stroke and other health 

conditions. It also provides resources for stroke caregivers and tools to track your 

loved one’s health. 

 

Also visit the Caregiver Assistance Center on the My HealtheVet Web site. This 

section provides more information on caregiving. 
 

• Go to: http://www.myhealth.va.gov  

• Click on the button that says “Enter Here” 

• Click on “Research Health” on the top bar, then “Healthy Living Centers” 

• Click on “Caregiver Assistance” 

 

Stroke QUERI  
Web: http://www.queri.research.va.gov/str  

Phone: 1-317-988-3475 

 

Stroke QUERI is a Department of Veterans Affairs site that provides Veterans and 

their families with information on stroke. 

 

http://www.strokeassociation.org/
http://www.strokecenter.org/patients
http://www.myhealth.va.gov/
http://www.myhealth.va.gov/
http://www.myhealth.va.gov/
http://www.queri.research.va.gov/str
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*Brand names and types of medicines are provided as examples only. Their 

inclusion does not mean that these products are endorsed by VA or any other 

Government agency. Also, if a particular brand name is not mentioned, this does not 

mean or imply that the product is unsatisfactory. 
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