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This edition of the Pfizer Australia Health 
Report looks at strokes and how they can be 
prevented.

Stroke is a condition where blood flow to the 
brain has been stopped. It is classified as a 
cerebrovascular disease. 

According to the National Stroke Foundation, 
stroke is the third-leading cause of death in 
Australia (behind coronary heart disease).

Yet just over half of people do not know 
the difference between stroke and a heart 
attack, according to the latest research 
carried out for the Pfizer Australia Health 
Report.

And although 68 percent of Australians say 
that they or someone close to them has had 
a stroke, only 55 percent believe strokes may 
be prevented.  

This booklet explains what strokes are, what 
forms they take and how they occur. It tells 

how they may be prevented and where to 
go for more information. 

Findings inside are based on research 
responses from 1469 people aged 16 and 
over in 805 households, conducted in July 
2004 by independent consultants Stollznow 
Research. 

The Pfizer Australia Health Report is produced 
monthly, in partnership with health consumer 
organisations and medical experts, and 
provides information and news that you and 
your family need to live a healthier, happier 
lifestyle. 

The Pfizer Australia Health Report is always 
available free from www.healthreport.com.
au where you can sign-up for e-mail alerts 
of future editions. You can also request 
additional copies by calling 1800 675 229. 
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A stroke happens when blood going to the 
brain is stopped. 

Blood is carried to the brain by blood vessels 
called arteries. Blood may stop moving through 
an artery because the artery is blocked by a 
blood clot or because the artery bleeds.

Some strokes are fatal while others cause 
permanent or temporary disability. 

The most common effects of stroke are 
paralysis or weakness on one side of the body 
and loss of the ability to speak, read or write.

There may be early warning signs of stroke. 
They may occur alone or in combination.  
These include: 

■  WEAKNESS or NUMBNESS or paralysis of the 
face, arm or leg on either or both sides of 
the body;

■  DIFFICULTY SPEAKING or understanding;

■   DIZZINESS, loss of balance or unexplained fall;

■   LOSS OF VISION, sudden blurred or 
decreased vision in one or both eyes;

■   HEADACHE, usually severe and of abrupt 
onset or an unexplained change in the 
pattern of headaches and;

■   DIFFICULTY SWALLOWING.

A temporary interruption of blood flow to the 
brain may result in a Transient Ischaemic Attack 
(TIA), sometimes called a "mini stroke". TIAs 
usually last from a few seconds to 24 hours.

TIAs indicate a hidden problem with blood 
flow, which could trigger a stroke, and should 
not be ignored. 

Stroke is a medical emergency. If you are 
experiencing one or more of the signs, get 
medical attention immediately. 

WHAT IS A STROKE? 
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Many people do not understand that many 
strokes, the third-leading cause of death in 
Australia, may be prevented.  Just under half 
of those surveyed did not know that strokes 
could be prevented and these people tended 
to be younger or did not know someone who 
had suffered a stroke. 

Dr Erin Lalor from the National Stroke 
Foundation says the findings from this 
new research are alarming and clearly 
demonstrate the need for further education.

“It is disturbing that so many people do 
not understand that many strokes can be 
prevented.  There are a number of risk factors 
that can be controlled to reduce the chances 
of stroke,” Dr Lalor said.

To help reduce the risk of stroke, the National 
Stroke Foundation recommends keeping 
blood pressure and cholesterol levels low, not 
smoking, a healthy diet and staying physically 
active.

Just over one-in-five Australians polled has had 
high cholesterol, with those over 51 years more 
likely to have higher cholesterol levels than 
other age sectors of society.   

The National Stroke Foundation estimates that 
48,000 strokes occur throughout the nation 
each year, with half of all strokes suffered 
affecting people under the age of 75. 

The research reveals that almost half of 
Australians surveyed said the figure of 48,000 
strokes a year is more than they expected.   

“Many people do not understand the high 
incidence of stroke in Australia.  The harsh 
reality is that one stroke occurs every 11 
minutes in this country.”

“Our message to Australians is that a stroke 
can occur at any age and the chances of 
one occurring can be minimised. This research 
further supports our current strokesafe™ 
program, developed to increase public 
awareness,” said Dr Lalor.

The National Stroke Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation that is 
aiming to save 110 000 Australians from death and disability over the next 
10 years. The National Stroke Foundation works with government, health 
professionals, patients, carers and consumers on minimising the impact of 
stroke on the Australian community. 

If you or someone you know needs information of a non-emergency nature about stroke, the National Stroke 
Foundation can be contacted on: 1-800-STROKE or 1-800 787-653

Poll shows ignorance of
stroke prevention 



Michael Watson ignored the early warning 
signs and suffered a major stroke at the age 
of 42. His story of recovery, however, is an 
inspiration.

The father-of-three and fresh fish shop 
operator from Sandringham, Victoria, 
suffered what he now knows was a Transient 
Ischaemic Attack (TIA). 

“It was two months before I had the major 
stroke. I was standing in the same spot 
talking to my kids,” Michael says.

“I felt extremely funny and my voice 
sounded really high pitched when I talked. 
I was dizzy but it only lasted less than a 
minute. I forgot about it and put it down to 
being very tired.”

Michael now knows that what he 
experienced was the early warning signs of 
stroke and, had he not ignored it, he may 
have sought medical assistance. The stroke 
that followed left him in bed for four months.

 “I remember lying in bed one day thinking 
about learning to play the guitar. I got up 
and made myself learn a couple of chords,” 
he said.

“I was exhausted afterwards and went back 
to bed. But then I’d go to sleep dreaming 
about playing music. I was determined to 
learn how to play."

“I didn’t know it then, but teaching myself 
music was my ultimate therapy to recovery.”

Michael’s recovery is inspirational and he is 
fortunate. Many stroke survivors are not able 
to achieve such a significant recovery. 

Michael says that he also has a very 
different view of life after his stroke: “I have 
taken a step back in life. I accept the way 

I am, I am doing much better and I look at 
life differently now.”

Michael is teaming up with many stroke 
survivors around Australia in order to teach 
us all to “look out for the signs of stroke and 
live”.

If you or someone you know is experiencing 
symptoms similar to Michael’s please call 000 
or see your Doctor immediately. For further 
information of a non-emergency nature 
about stroke, the National Stroke Foundation 
can be contacted on 1-800-STROKE or  
1-800-787-653.
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High blood pressure and stroke
High blood pressure is the most important 
known risk factor for stroke.  Among its many 
harmful effects high blood pressure puts 
unnecessary stress on blood vessel walls that 
can cause the blood vessel to thicken or 
narrow and break down, eventually leading 
to a stroke. 

In other cases the increased pressure on 
the walls of blood vessels taking blood to 
the brain can weaken them, leading to a 
bleed in the brain known as a haemorrhagic 
stroke.

Blood pressure is a measurement of the 
force your blood puts on blood vessel walls 
as it travels through your body.

Your blood pressure reading is expressed 
with two numbers; for example, 120/80. 
The first number is called the systolic blood 
pressure and is the force your blood puts on 
blood vessel walls as your heart pumps. The 
second number is known as diastolic blood 
pressure and represents the force your blood 
puts on blood vessel walls when your heart is 
at rest between beats.

High blood pressure is medically known 
as hypertension. Normal blood pressure 
is around 120/80. If your blood pressure 
is consistently over 140/90 you have high 
blood pressure. 

The levels for normal and high blood 
pressure are a guide only. In general, the 
lower your blood pressure, the lower your risk 
of stroke. 

In most cases the exact cause of high blood 
pressure is unknown. However, there are a 
number of risk factors that have been linked 
to high blood pressure. These include:

■   A family history of high blood pressure, 
stroke or heart attack;

■   Age (the occurrence of high blood 
pressure rises as people get older);

■  Excess weight;

■  Excessive alcohol drinking;

■  Diabetes;

■   Lack of exercise;

■   Smoking.

High blood pressure can often be controlled 
in most people by a combination of diet, 
exercise and medication.

If you have high blood pressure your 
doctor may prescribe medications to 
reduce it. There are many blood pressure 
medications your doctor may need to use,  
in combination, to effectively treat your 
blood pressure.  
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strokesafe™ for life

A stroke can occur at any age, but 
the chances of one occurring can be 
minimised. 

strokesafe™ for life is an important 
education program that aims to save 
110,000 Australians from death and disability 
from stroke over the next decade.

”Few people are aware that stroke is 
Australia’s third biggest killer,” said the 
National Stroke Foundation’s CEO, Dr Erin 
Lalor.

“The National Stroke Foundation has 
developed strokesafe™ in response to the 
increase of stroke in Australia.

”strokesafe™ is launching national programs 
on stroke prevention, involving health 
professionals and community groups 
encouraging Australians to learn the signs 
of stroke, and to ultimately adopt healthier 
lifestyles and reduce their risk.

“People who have had a stroke can often 
look back and see that there were some 
early signs.

“If Australians had recognised these signs, 
this may have led to much better recovery.”

The National Stroke Foundation's sister 
organisation, the National Stroke Research 
Institute, is acknowledged as one of the 
world’s leading centres for research into 
stroke. 

Its research over the past two decades 
has contributed to knowledge about: 
the incidence and causes of stroke, the 
profile of people at-risk, risk-reduction, 
and treatments to save lives and improve 
recovery.
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■   Every year 48,000 Australians have a 
stroke. With the ageing population this 
number will rise to a staggering 74,000 by 
the year 2017 if nothing is done. Of the 
48,000 people who experience a stroke 
each year, one third will die in the first 12 
months.

■  One half of those surviving will be left 
with a permanent disability which means 
they are dependent on their family or on 
others for assistance in daily living.

■  While stroke is more common among 
the elderly, it is not isolated to this age 
bracket.

■  Each year, stroke occurs in the lives 
of 2,000 Australians who are younger 
than 45 and in the lives of about 19,000 
Australians who are still in the workforce.

■  Stroke presents a sudden and 
devastating change of life not only for 
those it affects, but also for their families 
and friends.

■   Prevalence of stroke risk factors among 
1,469 Stollznow survey participants:

 l Just over one-in-five has had high   
       cholesterol;

 l  Two-in-five have, at some stage in 
their lives, been regular smokers;

 l Irregular heartbeat has been     
       experienced by one-in-10;

 l Six percent have diabetes;

 l One-in-10 feel they have been   
       excessive drinkers at some stage and; 

 l Just over one quarter have a family   
       history of stroke;

■   Most Australians polled associated a 
stroke with "something happening in 
the brain", with 49 percent correctly 
understanding that a stroke occurs when 
a blood vessel in the brain is blocked or 
bleeds.

Sources: National Stroke Foundation, 
Australian Institute of Health Welfare, 
Stollznow Research.

FACTS ABOUT STROKES 
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Diabetes Australia:  www.diabetesaustralia.com.au
Is a national body for people with diabetes, health professionals and researchers.

Council of the Ageing:  www.cota.org.au
An independent consumer organisation run by and for older Australians.

Continence Foundation of Australia:  www.contfound.org.au
Offers information & advice to people, their families, carers and health professionals in understand-
ing and managing incontinence. 

Australian Physiotherapy Association:  www.physiotherapy.asn.au
National body for the physiotherapy profession in Australia.

Speech Pathology Australia:  www.speechpathologyaustralia.org.au
The national body for the speech pathology profession in Australian.

Occupational Therapy Australia:  www.ausot.com.au
National body for the occupational therapy profession in Australia.

Centrelink:  www.centrelink.gov.au
The Australian Government agency administering disability payments.

HACC:  www.health.gov.au/acc
The Australian Health Department’s Ageing and Aged Care Division.

Carers Australia:  www.carersaustralia.com.au
Provides information for carers.

Carelink:  www.commcarelink.health.gov.au
Links to carelink centres that provide free and confidential information on community aged care, 
disability and other support services available locally, intrastate or anywhere within Australia. 


