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A stroke is a condition caused by decreased blood flow to part of the brain.  The brain has 
many blood vessels that act as little hoses to deliver blood to the different parts of it.  A 
stroke is what happens when one of the blood vessels get blocked or obstructed.  When 
this happens any part of the brain supplied by that vessel that is downstream of the 
blockage will no longer get blood.  Similarly to a kink in a garden hose preventing the 
water from getting passed the kink and out to the end of the hose.  When the blood cannot 
bring oxygen from the lungs to the brain then the brain can no longer function.  This is 
how strokes prevent part of the brain from functioning.   
 
So how does the blood vessel get block? The answer is plagues can form inside of the 
blood vessel and if they get big enough they can plug it up.  Plaques form when damage 
occurs to the inside of the vessel.  This usually happens from high blood pressure pushing 
on the vessel.  Once damage has occurred cholesterol builds up on the weakened wall and 
hardens forming a plaque.  This is why it’s important not to eat too much cholesterol.  
Then after the plaque has formed, blood can stick to the plaque and form a clot. When a 
clot forms on the plaque it takes up more room in the vessel and prevents blood from 
moving by.   This is when a stroke occurs.    
 
So if you have had a stroke in the past it likely happened because of damage to your 
blood vessel.  The damaged blood vessels probably occurred because of high blood 
pressure.  And since you had a stroke before then we know that you have had damage to 
your blood vessels.  This means there is a chance that more plaques can form on your 
blood vessels and lead to more strokes.   
 
Because of this it is helpful to prevent more strokes from occurring.  So what can we do 
besides lowering blood pressure and cholesterol? —We can stop blood clots from 
forming on the plaques that are already there.  This is how a drug called Plavix work.  
Plavix binds to the cells in the blood that form the clot and prevent them from sticking 
together which prevents them from forming a clot.  Studies have shown that people who 
have had a stroke and take Plavix are at a much lower risk of having another stroke 
compared to people who do not take it.  This is why it is a good idea to take Plavix if you 
have had a stroke before.   
 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
For more information: 
National Stroke Association  
http://www.stroke.org/site/PageNavigator/HOME 
 
 



Mayo Clinic 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/stroke/DS00150 
 
For support, treatment, and other resources:  
National Stroke Association  
http://www.stroke.org/site/PageServer?pagename=support_groups 
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This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 


