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How Smoking Leads to Stroke

Studies suggest smoking increases the risk of stroke (1). But how exactly does
smoking affect the structure and function of the brain to potentially cause a fatal
stroke? Here are a few facts to explain:
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1. Smoking changes the function of the brain

Long-term exposure to nicotine has many negative health effects. Some, such as a
persistent cough, are noticeable. Whereas the hidden damage that happens within
the brain is not often apparent until it’s too late. Research shows that the parts of
a smoker’s brain that control everyday tasks, such as hand-to-eye coordination,
are reduced in volume, which can impair its function (2).

2. Smoking reduces grey matter

You've probably heard of the term “grey matter” when it comes to talking about
brains. This includes the regions of the brain that are responsible for seeing,
hearing, memory and speech. It’s been suggested that a reduction in volume and
density of grey matter may also be present in smokers (2) which can lead to
problems with blood flow to the brain and, ultimately, stroke (3).

3. Smoking can cause blood clots

Smoking has long been associated with atherosclerosis or hardening of the
arteries. This is when plaque builds up on the artery walls and, if it breaks off, can
lead to blood clots. Any clots that restrict the blood flow to your brain are
responsible for stroke. And, it seems, popular e-cigarettes present just as big a
risk as conventional ones, because ‘vaping’ has also been shown to impact the
integrity of the blood-brain barrier, which is the protective membrane
surrounding the brain (4).

4. Smoking affects memory

Most people know that stroke can affect your memory. So, it’s worrying to learn
that smoking may already be setting off this chain of events. One study found that
cognitive performance in a working memory task was affected in smokers, both in
the strategies they used to complete it and how well their brains functioned
overall (2).



5. Smoking increases inflammation in the brain

Regular cigarette smoking has also been shown to increase inflammation and
oxidative stress (an imbalance of chemicals in the brain, which can lead to
damage) on the brain. Oxidative stress is known to play a role in the development
of ischaemic stroke, which is described by medical professionals as “the
disruption of blood flow to the brain and lack of oxygen to the affected area” (5).

It’s important to remember that stroke is a brain attack. The more damage you do
to your brain through smoking, the higher the chance of stroke. Although it can
be very hard to give up, you can seek help from your doctor or pharmacist, and
make sure you receive plenty of support from family and friends.
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