
A Guide for Patients:

Cerebrovascular Disease

Cerebrovascular disease 
encompasses various conditions 
affecting the blood vessels in the 
brain. It can result in reduced 
blood flow (ischemia) or bleeding 
(hemorrhage) within the brain, 
commonly known as a stroke. These 
conditions can lead to serious 
consequences, including permanent 
disability or death if not promptly 
treated to restore blood flow to 
the brain. Cerebrovascular diseases 
include strokes and other vascular 
conditions affecting the brain’s blood 
vessels. Early intervention is crucial 
to prevent irreversible damage to 
brain cells. 

Symptoms

Symptoms of cerebrovascular disease can 
vary depending on the specific condition 
and the area of the brain affected. Common 
symptoms include:
•	 Sudden weakness or numbness, often on 

one side of the body
•	 Difficulty speaking or understanding 

speech
•	 Vision changes, such as blurred vision or 

sudden loss of vision
•	 Severe headache, especially if sudden and 

accompanied by other symptoms
•	 Dizziness or loss of balance
•	 Confusion or difficulty with coordination
•	 Trouble walking or sudden loss of 

coordination
•	 Nausea or vomiting
•	 Seizures

It’s important to note that symptoms of cere-
brovascular disease can develop suddenly 
and require immediate medical attention, as 
they could indicate a stroke or another seri-
ous vascular event. 



Causes and Risks
 
The causes and risks of cerebrovascular disease 
include:
•	 Atherosclerosis: The buildup of plaque 

(cholesterol, fat, and other substances) in the 
arteries, leading to narrowing and blockage of 
blood vessels supplying the brain.

•	 Hypertension (high blood pressure): Prolonged 
elevation of blood pressure can damage the 
blood vessels in the brain, increasing the risk of 
stroke and other vascular complications.

•	 Diabetes: Uncontrolled diabetes can 
damage blood vessels throughout the body, 
including those in the brain, contributing to 
cerebrovascular disease.

•	 Smoking: Tobacco use is a significant risk factor 
for cerebrovascular disease, as it promotes the 
formation of plaque in the arteries and increases 
the risk of blood clots.

•	 High cholesterol: Elevated levels of cholesterol 
in the blood can lead to the accumulation of 
plaque in the arteries, narrowing blood vessels, 
and impairing blood flow to the brain.

•	 Obesity: Excess body weight is associated 
with a higher risk of hypertension, diabetes, 
and atherosclerosis, all of which contribute to 
cerebrovascular disease.

•	 Family history: A family history of stroke or other 
vascular conditions can increase an individual’s 
risk of developing cerebrovascular disease.

•	 Age: The risk of cerebrovascular disease 
increases with age, with older adults being more 

susceptible to conditions such as stroke and 
atherosclerosis.

•	 Sedentary lifestyle: Lack of regular physical 
activity can contribute to obesity, hypertension, 
and other risk factors for cerebrovascular 
disease.

•	 Poor diet: A diet high in saturated fats, 
cholesterol, and sodium, and low in fruits, 
vegetables, and whole grains can increase the 
risk of cerebrovascular disease.

These factors can contribute to the development 
and progression of cerebrovascular disease, 
leading to conditions such as ischemic stroke, 
hemorrhagic stroke, TIA, and vascular dementia. 

Diagnosis 

Diagnosing cerebrovascular disease typically 
involves a combination of medical history review, 
physical examination, and diagnostic tests. The 
process may include:
•	 Medical history: Your doctor will ask about your 

symptoms, risk factors, and any relevant medical 
conditions or family history of cerebrovascular 
disease.

•	 Physical examination: Your doctor will perform 
a physical examination to assess neurological 
function, blood pressure, heart rate, and signs of 
vascular disease, such as carotid bruits (abnormal 
sounds in the neck arteries).

•	 Imaging tests: Various imaging studies may 

Talking to a Doctor

Patients should discuss symptoms of cerebrovascular disease with their doctor as soon as possible, 
especially if they experience sudden onset symptoms, such as weakness or numbness on one 
side of the body, difficulty speaking or understanding speech, vision changes, severe headache, 
dizziness, confusion, trouble walking, or seizures. Prompt medical attention is crucial for diagnosing 
and treating cerebrovascular disease, as it can lead to serious complications such as stroke. Even if 
symptoms seem mild or transient, it is important for patients to seek medical care.
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be used to evaluate blood flow and detect 
abnormalities in the brain’s blood vessels. These 
tests may include:

•	 Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) and 
magnetic resonance angiography (MRA)

•	 Computed tomography (CT) scan and CT 
angiography (CTA)

•	 Doppler ultrasound of the carotid arteries
•	 Transcranial Doppler ultrasound (TCD) to 

assess blood flow in the brain’s arteries
•	 Cerebral angiography, an invasive procedure 

that involves injecting contrast dye into the 
blood vessels to visualize them on X-ray 
images.

•	 Blood tests: Blood tests may be performed to 
assess cholesterol levels, blood glucose levels 
(for diabetes screening), and other factors that 
may contribute to cerebrovascular disease.

•	 Electrocardiogram (ECG or EKG): This test 
records the electrical activity of the heart to 
detect abnormalities that may increase the 
risk of stroke, such as atrial fibrillation or other 
arrhythmias.

•	 Neurological evaluation: A comprehensive 
neurological assessment may be conducted 
to evaluate cognitive function, motor skills, 
coordination, and sensory perception.

•	 Transcranial Doppler ultrasound (TCD): This 
test measures blood flow velocity in the brain’s 
arteries and can help diagnose conditions such 
as vasospasm or blockages.

Based on the results of diagnostic tests, doctors 
can determine the presence and severity of 
cerebrovascular disease, identify any underlying 
causes or contributing factors, and develop 
an appropriate treatment plan for the patient. 
Early diagnosis and intervention are crucial for 
preventing complications and improving outcomes 
in patients with cerebrovascular disease. 

Role of Vascular Surgeon

The role of a vascular surgeon in treating 
cerebrovascular disease is multifaceted. First, 
they work closely with other healthcare providers 
to confirm the diagnosis and determine the most 
appropriate treatment approach. Vascular surgeons 
also develop individualized treatment plans based 
on the diagnosis and severity of the condition. 

Vascular surgeons are skilled in performing a 
variety of minimally invasive procedures to treat 
cerebrovascular disease, which may include 
angioplasty, stenting, embolization, or thrombectomy 
to open blocked or narrowed blood vessels, remove 
blood clots, or repair damaged vessels. 

In some cases, vascular surgeons perform 
procedures such as carotid endarterectomy to 
remove plaque buildup from the carotid arteries, 
bypass surgery to reroute blood flow around 
blocked arteries, or aneurysm repair to prevent 
rupture and bleeding.

Treatment

Overall, the treatment of cerebrovascular disease 
requires a comprehensive approach involving 
medication management; lifestyle modifications; 
and, in some cases, surgical or endovascular 
interventions to optimize outcomes and improve 
quality of life for affected individuals. Treatment 
plans should be tailored to each patient’s specific 
needs and may evolve over time based on patient 
response to therapy and disease progression. 
Regular follow-up with healthcare providers 
is essential for monitoring progress, adjusting 
treatment as needed, and preventing recurrent 
vascular events.


