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Striking out stroke 
A practical approach to stroke prevention

SINéAd MCdoNNell, COMMUNITY NURSE, DUBLIN SOUTH EAST.  
RGN/DIP.MGT (HONS)/H.DIP(GERONTOLOGY)/B.SC/PG.DIP(ED) HONS/
PG.CERT(COMMUNITY NURSING)
Introduction
Stroke is one of the leading causes of mortality in the world. The 
World Health Organisation estimates that up to 6.7 million deaths 
in 2012 can be attributed to stroke.1 Stroke has a profound impact 
on the person, their family and greater society. Stroke occur-
rence is a significant economic, social and political driver in rising 
costs of healthcare internationally. In Ireland an estimated 10,000 
people suffer from a stroke each year.2 The Irish Heart Foundation 
have an awareness programme called the FAST campaign. It aims 
to educate society on the signs and symptoms of stroke and to 
respond immediately by seeking medical assistance.

Mortality 
An estimated 17.5 million people died from CVDs in 2012, 
representing 31% of all global deaths.2,4 It was estimated that 
of these deaths, an estimated 7.4 million were due to coronary 
heart disease and 6.7 million were due to stroke.2,4 Shockingly in 
2010, stroke caused 1 of every 19 deaths in the USA. On average, 
every 40 seconds, someone in the United States has a stroke, and 
someone dies of one approximately every 4 minutes.14

What are the signs of a stroke?
The signs of stroke include numbness of the face, arm or leg, 
especially on one side of the body; confusion, difficulty speaking 
or understanding speech; difficulty seeing with one or both eyes; 
difficulty walking, dizziness, loss of balance or coordination – 
severe headache with no known cause; and fainting or uncon-
sciousness.1

Recognising the signs and presentation of a stroke is vital; as 

early recognition of signs of stroke leads to early intervention and 
possible life saving treatment. 

What happens when a stroke occurs?
A stroke occurs when the blood flow to the brain is interrupted 
by a blocked blood vessel or a weakened or ruptured blood ves-
sel. This interruption or lack of blood flow can cause damage to 
brain cells and therefore affects body functions.3

What is the nurses role in stroke prevention? 
•	 Provide advice to clients on diet and exercise
•	 Assist clients who wish to stop smoking
•	 Assess each client individually for risk factors for stroke
•	 Educate clients on stroke prevention, signs and risks
•	 Empower older people to lead healthier happier lives
•	 Provide education and health promotion information during 

assessments
•	 Educate clients on the importance of taking their medications
•	 Run health promotion sessions eg FAST campaign, smoking 

cessation or diabetes information sessions
•	 Maintain awareness of new programmes and information such 

as WHO initiatives
•	 Raise awareness for clients on stroke prevention during World 

Stroke Day.

lifestyle risk factors
There are a number of risk factors associated with stroke. These 
include:
•	 Smoking 
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•	 Poor dietary intake
•	 Alcohol consumption
•	 Physical inactivity
•	 High blood pressure and or high cholesterol 
•	 Diabetes and or atrial fibrillation 
•	 Stress
•	 Obesity.

What will reduce the risk of a stroke occurring?
Patients can take a number of measures to reduce their risk of 
stroke. 

Smoking cessation1,2

Patients should be advised there are other benefits to stopping 
smoking such as:

•	 Within a few weeks you should feel less tired
•	 You will have more energy
•	 Your blood circulation will improve within a few weeks, making 

walking easier
•	 There will be an improvement in your sense of taste and smell, 

so you will be able to enjoy food more
•	 You will not smell of stale smoke, and will have fresher breath
•	 You will save money. 2,4,14

Healthy eating
Eating a healthy, balanced diet which is high in fruit, vegetables 
and fibre and low in fats, salts and sugars will help reduce the risk 
of stroke. 

Fruit and vegetables 
Eat a balanced diet which is high in vegetables, fibre, magnesium 
and potassium.5

Eating at least 400g, or five portions, of fruit and vegetables 
per day reduces the risk of chronic disease and ensures an 
adequate daily intake of dietary fibre.6

In order to improve fruit and vegetable consumption the 
following will be beneficial:
•	 always include vegetables in your meals
•	 eat fresh fruit and raw vegetables as snacks
•	 eat fresh fruit and vegetables in season
•	 eat a variety of choices of fruits and vegetables. 

Fats
Reducing the amount of total fat intake to less than 30% of total 
energy intake helps to prevent weight gain in adults.6,10

Fat intake can be reduced by:
•	 Removing the fatty part from your meat, use vegetable oil to 

cook
•	 Steam or bake food rather than frying
•	 Avoid processed foods
•	 Reduce intake of saturated fat (e.g. cheese, ice cream, fatty 

meat)

Salt, sodium and potassium
A significant number of people consume too much sodium 
through salt (corresponding to an average of 9–12 g of salt per 
day) and not enough potassium. High salt consumption and 
insufficient potassium intake (less than 3.5g) contribute to high 
blood pressure, which in turn increases the risk of heart disease 

and stroke.11 It has been reported that 1.7 million deaths could be 
prevented each year if people’s salt consumption were reduced 
to the recommended level of less than 5g per day.12 People are 
often unaware of the amount of salt they consume. 

Helpful tips to assist in eating less salt are:
•	 Not adding salt during the preparation of food
•	 Not having a salt shaker on the table
•	 Limiting the consumption of salty snacks
•	 Choosing products with lower sodium content.

Sugars
High sugar intake from foods and drinks high in free sugars 

also contribute to weight gain, which can lead to obesity and 
possible development of cardiovascular disease.5,7

Sugars intake can be reduced by:
•	 Limiting the consumption of foods and drinks containing high 

amounts of sugars (e.g. sugar-sweetened beverages, sugary 
snacks and sweets)

•	 Eating fresh fruit and raw vegetables as snacks instead of 
sugary snacks.13

Fitness
Adults aged 18–64 years
It is recommended that adults do at least 150 minutes of moder-
ate physical activity throughout the week, or do at least 75 
minutes of vigorous physical activity throughout the week.1 For 
additional health benefits, adults should increase their moderate-
intensity physical activity to 300 minutes per week, or equivalent. 
1,2,4 Muscle-strengthening activities should be done involving 
major muscle groups on two or more days a week 

Adults aged 65 years and above
Older adults should do at least 150 minutes of moderate physical 
activity throughout the week, or at least 75 minutes of intensive 
physical activity throughout the week. For additional health 
benefits, older adults should increase moderate intensity physical 
activity to 300 minutes per week.

Older adults should 
do at least 150 
minutes of moderate 
physical activity 
throughout the week.
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Older adults with poor mobility should perform physical 
activity to enhance balance and prevent falls, 3 or more days per 
week. 

Muscle-strengthening activities should be done involving 
major muscle groups, 2 or more days a week.1,2,4 For more 
information on activities for older adults log on to www.
olderinireland.ie. 

Tips for a healthier lifestyle
The following tips can be shared with patients to encouarge 
them to engage in a healthier lifestyle. 

•	 Drink less alcohol and consume less salt 14

•	 Pay attention to and monitor your weight 15

•	 Become more active and exercise. Walking routes available to 
download on Irish Heart Foundation website www.irishheart.ie

•	 Monitor your blood pressure
•	 Allow time to decrease your stress levels every day, do things 

that you enjoy
•	 Take up an enjoyable hobby.
•	 Plan ahead; take on one task at a time.

Medication compliance and stroke prevention
High cholesterol, hypertension and poor diabetic control are 
linked to occurrence of stroke. Medication compliance is a 
significant issue and has been correlated to poor clinical out-
comes, quality of life and generates economic loss.16 Medication 
compliance is a significant issue in the community setting and is 
multifactoral with complex barriers and dimensions.17 The rea-
sons for poor compliance are varied and often not well identified 
and managed by practitioners. All members of the community 

team, providing care to a patient, need to contribute to ensure 
that patients understand and are compliant with taking their 
medications. 

Medication Assessment Checklist (MAC) for Clients in the Com-
munity Setting
I developed the following Medication Assessment Checklist as a 
method of assessing medication compliance and understanding. 
This short checklist highlights any deficits or issues that may exist 
for the client.

Ask each client the following questions and place a √ in the 
appropriate box.

QuestiONs Yes NO
Is the client taking their medication as prescribed?
Does the client have a blister pack system in place?
Has the client got an up to date medication list?
Does the client have literacy problems or issues?
Is the client aware of possible interactions?
Has the client been seen by their GP in the last 
three months for a medication review?

If the client scores no to any question you are required to provide an intervention 
immediately such as individualised education, support or contact their GP or 
pharmacist for further advice. 

Stroke strategies in Ireland
It is estimated that 8,500 people are admitted to hospital every 
year with a stroke. Stroke kills more than 2,000 people each 
year in Ireland.18 There are 30,000 survivors of stroke in Ireland, 
many of whom have a variety of disabilities.18 In Ireland, Chang-
ing Cardiovascular Health: National Cardiovascular Health Strategy 
(2010–2019) focuses on the prevention and management of cardi-
ovascular disease including stroke. The Health Service Executive’s 
national clinical programme for stroke aims to enhance rapid 
access to best quality stroke services and sets out objectives for 
quality, access and cost. It is available to view on www.hse.ie

Conclusion 
Stroke prevention is of paramount importance in preventing pos-
sible disability, poor outcomes and risk of mortality for clients. 
Consequently, providing clients with health promotion and 
education on lifestyle risk factors is also a key consideration in 
modifying and preventing death from stroke. Reducing risk fac-
tors such as alcohol intake, smoking, poor dietary intake, physical 
inactivity, stress levels, blood pressure and cholesterol levels 
are key factors in reducing the risk of stroke occurrence. The 
practice nurse has a vital role to play in assessing each patient’s 
risk of stroke. Providing the patient with health promotion and 
education on stroke prevention is paramount in risk reduction. 
Nurses have an important role in assessing medication compli-
ance as part of stroke prevention. Significantly, nurses have the 
potential to be powerful drivers of change utilising cost effective 
individualised health promotion and education methods in a 
strategic manner to assist patients in reducing their risk of stroke 
and mortality.

Medication 
compliance is a 
significant issue and 
has been correlated 
to poor clinical 
outcomes, quality of 
life and generates 
economic loss.


