
Stroke in Black Americans

Anjail Sharrief-Ibrahim, MD, MPH, FAHA 

Associate Professor of Neurology 

Director of Stroke Prevention, Stroke Institute

University of Texas McGovern Medical School 



Objectives  

• To describe the differences in stroke risk and 
experienced by Black adults 

• To describe social determinants of health and 
their relationship to stroke and outcomes 

• To discuss strategies for improving risk factor 
control and reducing stroke risk in Black 
adults 



Definitions   

• Risk Factor: a medical, social, genetic, or  lifestyle 
factor that increases risk of a disease

• Health Disparity: A difference in health that is 
closely linked to  social, economic, or 
environmental disadvantage 

• Social Determinants of Health: The conditions in 
the environment where people are born, live, 
learn, work, play, worship, and age that impact 
health



Racial Differences in Stroke Risk

• Racial differences in the risk for dying from stroke have been 
described for over 100 years

• As early as 1970, Black adults were reported as having the second 
highest stroke related death rate in the world

• Black adults have an overall 2 times higher risk of dying from stroke
than White Americans

• Black adults age 45-65 have 4 times higher risk of dying from stroke 
than White Americans
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Why are there differences in stroke risk? 

• Medical Risk Factors 

• Lifestyle Factors 

• Social / Societal Factors 

• Genetic Factors 



Medical Risk Factors for Stroke 

High Blood Pressure 

• 58.3% of Black Men and 57.6% of Black Women have High Blood 
Pressure (>130/80 mmHg) 

• Black adults with high blood pressure are less likely to have controlled 
blood pressure 

• Black stroke survivors are less likely to have controlled blood pressure

Diabetes

• Black adults have higher rates of Diabetes Mellitus 

• Black adults are less likely to have controlled diabetes 



Many Other Medical and Lifestyle Risk Factors

High Cholesterol Tobacco use

Drug use

Lack of 
exercise

Sickle cell 
disease

Lack of 
sleep 

Poor diet 
Psychosocial 

Stress

Sleep Apnea

Atrial 
fibrillation 



Social Factors 
associated 

with Stroke 
and 

Cardiovascular
Disease



How Social and Economic Factors Impact Health? 

Lower Access to Education
Poorer understanding of 

how to control risk factors 
Lower educational 

achievement

Lower income 
Lower access to health 
insurance and quality 

healthcare

Lower likelihood of disease 
detection and control  

Lower economic instability  
Less savings,  less economic 
support on job (disability), 

less wealth 

More difficulty “bouncing 
back” from a catastrophic 

event

Poorer neighborhood, 
neighborhood segregation  

Less access to healthy foods, 
gyms, walkable spaces, 

pharmacies 

More difficulty maintaining a 
healthy lifestyle



Black 

Racial Differences in Stroke Treatment

• tPA is a well established treatment for 
ischemic stroke

• Black adults are less likely to be treated 
with  tpA than others

• Reasons include time to arrival to 
hospital, quality of hospitals that 
patients present to, delays in treatment 
in the emergency room, difficulties with 
BP control, others?



Black 

Racial Differences in Stroke Treatment

• Thrombectomy is an established 
treatment for ischemic stroke up to 24 
hours after onset of symptoms

• Available data suggest that Black 
patients are less likely to receive 
mechanical thrombectomy for stroke 

• Patient, provider, and structural factors 
may contribute to this 



Moving Forward – Reducing Stroke Risk 

Patient Factors 

• Identify risk factors

• Control risk factors 

• Be your own best advocate 

• Prepare for visits and ask questions 

• Change your provider if you don’t 
feel they are meeting your needs 

• Steadily work at lifestyle change 

Provider Factors

• Understand disparities in risk factor 
control and outcomes, and pay close 
attention to high risk groups 

• Educate patients on importance of risk 
factor control 

• Find common ground with patients to  
build trust and improve communication 

• Be familiar with the ways subconscious 
bias  can impact practice 



Improving Access to Stroke Treatment 

Patient Factors 
• Understand stroke signs and 

symptoms 

• Call 911 immediately for stroke 
signs and symptoms 

• Ask about tPA treatment and if 
you (your loved on) is/are 
eligible to receive it 

• Be your own best advocate 

Provider/ System Factors 
• Maintain stroke center 

certification 

• Examine differences in stroke 
treatment by race (within 
hospital/system) and work to 
understand them 

• Treat BP aggressively if patient is 
a candidate for treatment 



Getting BP Under Control – Barbershop Study  



Getting BP Under Control – Barbershop Study  

• 319 Black male barbershop 
patrons assigned to two 
different approaches to BP 
lowering 

• 52 barbershops participated 

• At 6 months, BP was lowered by 
27 points in one group and 9 
points in the other group 

• Partnering with community can 
help with BP control 



Post-Stroke BP Control – STOP Study



Addressing Structural Inequities 

Healthcare  Focused 
• Make insurance more affordable 

• Make medications  more 
affordable 

• Improve focus on prevention 
instead of treatment 

• Improve access to gyms and 
healthy foods (Food bank 
prescriptions, insurance 
coverage, etc)  

Political and Societal 
• Improve access to quality  

education 

• Improve access to affordable 
housing 

• Reduce crime 

• Improve access to healthy foods

• Increase funding for research on 
prevention  



Conclusions 

• Black adults have increased risk of first stroke and recurrent stroke  

• Some of this excess risk is related to increased risk of medical risk 
factors (especially high blood pressure) and poorer control of medical 
risk factors 

• A large component of this is related to social and economic factors 

• Social determinants of health impact development of risk factors, 
control of risk factors, and stroke risk 

• In order to reduce the risk and impact of stroke in Black adults, we 
must address medical factors and societal inequities that lead to 
increased risk 



Questions and 
Discussion 


