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Health experts say up to 80 percent of strokes preventable

May is American Stroke Month

Stroke deaths continue to rise, even though 80 percent of strokes are preventable, state health officials say.

Stroke is Missouri’s third leading cause of death and the number one cause of disability in adults. High blood pressure is the leading risk factor for stroke.  

“If you have high blood pressure, take the necessary steps to get it under control,” said Margaret Donnelly, director of the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. “High blood pressure is easily detected and can usually be controlled by making changes to your lifestyle.”

May is American Stroke Month, and state health officials are urging Missourians to log on to their computers and use the High Blood Pressure Risk Calculator to learn about their risk for stroke.

“Using the calculator is a good step in determining your risk and how to decrease your chances of having a stroke,” said Donnelly. “It is based on an individual’s own data, and offers tips to reduce risks for developing many health problems.”

The calculator uses height, weight, blood pressure and other factors to determine the user’s stroke risk. The calculator can be found at: www.heart.org/missouriproject.  

Recognizing the signs of stroke and seeking immediate medical care if you experience those symptoms are crucial to preventing death or permanent disability. 

“Time is critical. Treating stroke as soon as possible greatly reduces the risk of permanent damage,” Donnelly said. “With stroke, time lost is brain lost.”

A stroke occurs when a blood clot blocks an artery or a blood vessel breaks, interrupting blood flow to an area of the brain. When either of these things happens, brain cells begin to die. 

The impact of a stroke can range from mild to severe and can affect a person’s speech, movement and memory. In 2008, Missouri reported 3,252 deaths from stroke, up nearly 1 percent from the 3,226 stroke-related deaths in 2007.

Health experts offer an easy-to-remember way to recognize and respond to stroke based on the word FAST: 

         F – Face numbness or weakness, especially on one side 

         A – Arm numbness or weakness, especially on one side of the body

         S – Speech slurred or difficulty speaking or understanding

         T – Time to call 911, especially if there is also a sudden loss of vision, loss of balance with dizziness     or a sudden, severe headache

Any of these symptoms may indicate stroke, but only a qualified health care provider can say for sure.

A number of factors can put a person at greater risk for stroke. To reduce the risk of having a stroke:

         Follow your health-care provider’s recommendations to keep blood pressure, cholesterol and diabetes under control.

         Take medications as prescribed.

         Don’t smoke.

         Walk, exercise or find another way to be physically active for at least 30 minutes on most days.

         Eat a healthy diet, including plenty of fruits and vegetables, to maintain a healthy weight.

The High Blood Pressure Health Risk Calculator is a joint effort by the state health department and the American Heart Association. The calculator evaluates the potential for developing stroke, heart attack, heart failure and kidney disease. It also estimates how lifestyle changes can lower a person’s chances of having a stroke and other health risks.   

Assessment participants are encouraged to take the post-test survey to assist the health department in evaluating results. More information about stroke can be found at www.dhss.mo.gov/Stroke/ or www.cdc.gov/stroke/.

