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Health: Brain attacks
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SUZANNA PILLAY

In addition to a classic set of risk factors associated with strokes, there are rare causes such as congenital defects and drug abuse to look out for. SUZANNA PILLAY writes.

THIS week, news of the death of Malaysian filmmaker Yasmin Ahmad, who suffered a stroke, shocked many Malaysians.

She was active at work, and there were no signs or indications that anything was amiss until her collapse at a meeting last Thursday at TV3 headquarters in 1 Utama, Petaling Jaya. Then unconscious, Yasmin was hospitalised.

That’s what makes strokes so dangerous. They attack quickly, silently and their effects can be devastating.

In Malaysia, it is the most common cause of disability and affects an estimated 40,000 Malaysians yearly.

After heart disease and cancer, it is the third largest killer in Malaysia. It mostly strikes adults, most commonly the elderly but alarmingly is claiming younger victims in modern times.

“A stroke is a brain attack and happens when there is a disruption of blood supply to the brain, the nerve centre of the body which controls everything,” said Pantai Hospital Kuala Lumpur consultant neurologist Dr Lee Moon Keen.

There are two classic ways in which a stroke can occur, i.e., when a blood vessel in the brain either ruptures, causing blood to leak into the brain (haemorrhagic stroke) or gets clogged (ischemic stroke).

Both result in the blood flow halting and the brain cells deprived of oxygen and nutrients, causing the affected part of the brain to die.

Brain damage may affect the patient’s senses, speech, thought, memory and may even cause paralysis on one side of the patient’s body, said Dr Lee.

“Both types of stroke are aggravated by hypertension. But if you zoom into strokes where there is clogging, then another set of risk factors comes into play: the usual big five — high blood pressure, diabetes, elevated cholesterol, smoking and stress.

“Something can be done about all these,” she said.

Apart from the common cause of high blood pressure causing rupture, there are other rarer causes of stroke which are a little more difficult to prevent.

“This includes malformation in the arteries because of artery damage or congenital defects. There’s not a lot that we can do but we must focus on treatable factors.

“So we can have strokes increasing with age, but we can also have young people having premature strokes because of the high rate of risk factors.

“Strokes in the young by definition refers to people who get them before the age of 50. They are typically the over-worked, obese, hypertensive, smoking males who have many things stacked against them.”

There are psychological studies which show that men do not like to have health check-ups. If they do get their health checked, they ignore the warning signs for various reasons.

Unfortunately the incidence of strokes in men is higher, especially under the age of 65.

Dr Lee added cutting down on smoking and drinking, not overeating and getting regular exercise will help to keep strokes at bay.

But take note that any woman who is stressed and leads an unhealthy life can also get a stroke at a young age. In the extremely elderly, strokes are more common in older women simply because women live longer than men.

Then there’s another type of stroke which is not related to the classic risk factors. A person has a heart condition such as a valve abnormality or hole in the heart.

“There’s also a host of exotic conditions where there is arterial inflammation or diseases of altered immunity. They are rarer but account for a portion of strokes in the young. But if you have good health and go for regular check-ups this should help screen medical conditions.”

The medical profession targets the majority of people who have obvious risk factors but who are not doing enough for themselves.

They should keep tabs on their personal health by getting routine health checks.

“It is unbelievable that many people are too busy to get their blood sugar, cholesterol and blood pressure checked,” said Dr Lee.

Other things that cause strokes are drug abuse and the use of cocaine and amphetamines.

Binge drinking too can cause blood pressure to rocket and cause vascular excitability.

Women need to be aware that certain types of oral contraceptives may raise blood pressure.

It is important to eat healthily, cut down on salt and keep hypertension under control.

"Good heart health almost automatically brings down your stroke risk," said Dr Lee.

Prince Court Medical Centre senior consultant interventional cardiologist and chief of division of cardiology Datuk Dr Devan Pillay agrees.

"Embolic strokes (which are classified under ischemic strokes), for instance, often result from heart disease or heart surgery and occur rapidly and without any warning signs."

They are caused by clots which get dislodged from within the chambers of the heart or from cholesterol plaques which get detached from the aortic arch and flow upwards to the neck vessels and block a blood vessel in the brain. Abnormal heart rhythms, such as atrial fibrillation, are also a possible cause of stroke.

Dr Devan, who is also senior consultant interventional cardiologist of Gleneagles Intan Medical Centre, said diabetics, smokers and people with elevated cholesterol (who have same risk factors as coronary artery disease) are more prone to strokes.

If you have symptoms such as persistent severe headaches, trouble with vision and walking, experience a sudden weakness or numbness of the body or are confused or dizzy, Dr Pillay said it is vital to get to a hospital quickly for treatment.

Reduce the risk of stroke

1. Become more physically active.

Exercising helps to lower blood pressure (high blood pressure is the single biggest risk factor for stroke), controls weight, helps create a healthy balance of blood fats and improves your body’s ability to handle insulin.

Aim to do some kind of moderate physical activity for 30 minutes for at least five days of the week.

2. Eat a healthy diet.

Fresh fruit and vegetables are rich sources of antioxidant vitamins and minerals, which research has found, reduces the risk of stroke.

A high consumption of salt has been linked to high blood pressure, while too much saturated fat can lead to atherosclerosis (furring of the arteries).

3. Stay a healthy weight. Being overweight is a risk for a stroke.

4. Don’t smoke. Smoking increases your risk of stroke because it causes atherosclerosis (furring of the arteries) and makes the blood more likely to clot.

5. Drink sensibly. Watching your alcohol intake can help you avoid stroke.

Avoid heavy drinking, especially drinking large amounts of alcohol in one go, as this can cause blood pressure to soar.

Don't drink every day. Try to have at least a couple of alcohol-free days a week.

6. Get your blood pressure checked.

All adults should have their blood pressure checked at least once every five years (more often if they have high blood pressure, are taking medication or have other underlying conditions).

Seek advice from your doctor before taking a contraceptive pill or going for hormone replacement therapy.
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