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What are the carotid arteries? 
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The carotid arteries are on the sides of your neck and supply blood 
to your brain. 
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What is carotid stenosis? 
 
 

 
1. Carotid stenosis occurs when the carotid 

arteries become narrowed by fatty deposits 
called atherosclerotic plaque. 

 
 

Carotid 
artery 
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2. The plaque can rupture. 
If this happens, a blood clot will form. 
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3. The blood clot can break into smaller 
pieces and travel to a smaller artery 
causing a blockage of blood flow to 
the brain. 

This can result in a TIA (transient 
ischemic attack) or stroke. 
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How do I know if I have carotid stenosis? 

Your doctor will order a test to measure blood flow in your carotid 
arteries and to look for any plaque build-up. This test is called a 
Carotid Ultrasound or a Carotid Doppler. 

 

You may also have a Computerized Tomography Angiography (CTA) 
or a Magnetic Resonance Angiography (MRA). 

 

 

Test What it does 

CTA You lay in a scanner. Contrast dye is injected into 
the arteries through an intravenous line. A CT 
scan is then used to take pictures of the blood 
vessels in your head and neck. 

MRA You lay in a scanner. You may or may not need 
contrast dye. Magnetic field and radio waves are 
used to take pictures of the blood vessels in your 
head and neck. 

 

 

How is carotid stenosis treated? 

A TIA or stroke is not always caused by carotid stenosis. 
Therefore, patients with carotid stenosis should be seen in a 
stroke prevention clinic by a stroke specialist to determine the 
best way to treat this condition. 

 

The goal of treating carotid stenosis is to reduce your chances of 
having a TIA or stroke. For more information on the signs of TIA 
and stroke, see page 12. 

 

Treatment of carotid artery disease usually involves a combination 
of lifestyle changes, medication and sometimes surgery. 
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Lifestyle changes 

Making healthy lifestyle choices can reduce your risk of having a TIA 
or stroke. 

 

Risk factor What you can do…. 

 High blood 

pressure 

 Keep your blood pressure in check. High blood 
pressure is the leading cause of stroke. 

 Check your blood pressure regularly. Your blood 
pressure should be less than 140/90, or less than 
130/80 if you have diabetes. If your blood pressure is 
consistently above these numbers, follow up with your 
family doctor. 

 
When to check your blood pressure: 

 Before taking your blood pressure medication 

 At least two hours after a meal 

 After emptying your bladder and bowel 

 One hour after drinking coffee or smoking 

 Thirty minutes after exercise 

 Always after resting five minutes, without talking 
 
How to measure your blood pressure: 

 In a comfortable, distraction-free environment 

 Without talking or moving 

 In the sitting position with back supported 

 Legs uncrossed with feet flat on the floor 

 Ensure your arm is bare 

 Use your non-dominant arm, unless told otherwise, 
with the lower edge of the cuff 3 cm above your 
elbow 

 Arm supported with the middle of the cuff at heart 
level (i.e. resting on the table in front of you) 
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 Tobacco use  Quit tobacco products. This will help to reduce plaque 
build-up in your arteries and will also help to prevent 
blood from clotting or sticking to the plaque. You are 
more likely to be successful in quitting smoking if you 
plan ahead and have support: 

 Get help and counselling from your health care 
provider 

 Make your home and car smoke-free 

 Use quit smoking medications like the nicotine 
patches to manage your cravings and withdrawal 
symptoms 

 Contact the Stroke Clinic Nurse for an up to date 
list of community resources to help you quit 
smoking 

 

 Excessive 

alcohol 

 Reduce alcohol intake. If you do not drink, do not start.  

 Do not exceed two standard drinks per week. 

 A standard drink means: 

 Beer: 341 ml (12 oz) of beer, 5 % alcohol 

 Cooler, cider, ready-to-drink: 341 ml (12 oz) of 
drinks, 5% alcohol 

 Wine: 142 ml (5 oz) of wine, 12% alcohol 

 Spirits (whisky, vodka, gin, etc.): 43 ml (1.5 oz) of 
spirits, 40% alcohol 
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Risk factor What you can do… 

 High 

cholesterol 

 Aim for an LDL cholesterol level less than 1.8. 

 Diabetes  Keep your blood sugars within the normal range. 

 If you have diabetes, see your family doctor every 
3 months to have your bloodwork checked. 

 Aim for a 3 month average blood sugar, also called 
Hemoglobin A1C, of less than 7%. 

 Food 

choices 

 Healthy food choices can improve your blood pressure, 
blood sugar, cholesterol and weight, reducing your risk 
for stroke. See pages 7 to 9 for more information. 

 Exercise  Include at least 30 minutes of exercise most 
days of the week. 

 Regular exercise can lower blood pressure 
and cholesterol, and improve your blood 
sugars. 

 Stress  Identify your stressors, be active, make time for 
yourself, and laugh often. 

 Try to find a balance in your work, personal time 
and activities. 

 Find someone you can talk to. This is an important 
way to reduce stress. 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 



7 
Carotid Stenosis 

 

 

Make healthy food choices  

Eat a variety of natural, whole and minimally processed foods at each meal. 

 Eat mostly plant-based foods daily. These include: 

o fresh, frozen or canned vegetables without additives 

o fresh or frozen unsweetened fruit, or fruit canned 

in water without added sugars 

o legumes such as kidney beans, black beans,  

chickpeas, lentils and soybeans   

*if using canned legumes or vegetables, choose cans with no added 
salt, or rinse the legumes well to remove excess salt 

o unsalted nuts and seeds, or their natural butters (without other added 
ingredients) 

o whole grains such as whole grain bread, brown rice or pasta, oats, 
quinoa, barley, bulgur and wheat berries 

o healthy oils such as olive oil or canola oil 

 Eat fish a few times a week. 

 Choose skinless white meat such as chicken or 
turkey.  Limit red meat.  

 Avoid processed or cured meats such as deli 
meats, sausage and bacon. 

 Include lower-fat dairy products such as milk, milk 
alternatives (like fortified soy beverage) or yogurt daily. 

 Drink water when thirsty. Avoid soft drinks, energy 
drinks, fruit drinks and juice. 

 

What do healthy servings look like? 

 Fill ½ of your plate with vegetables (such as broccoli, asparagus, green 
beans, carrots, tomatoes, beets, lettuce or other green leafy vegetables).  

 Aim to have at least two different colours of vegetables on your plate.  

 Fill ¼ of your plate with whole grains or starchy vegetables such as 
potatoes (white or sweet) or corn. 

 Fill the other ¼ of your plate with protein foods such as fish, lean meats, 
eggs, and plant-based protein choices like legumes (such as kidney beans, 
black beans, chickpeas or lentils) or tofu. 

 Have a glass of water, milk or milk alternative (such as fortified soy 
beverage) and a piece of fruit to complete your meals. 
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Vegetables 

 

Use this picture as a guideline to help you keep healthy servings on 
your plate. 

 

Water, milk or 
milk alternative 

 
 
 
 

 

Fruit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Whole grains or 
starchy vegetables 

Protein foods 

 
 
 
 

 

Fibre 

Did you know most Canadians get ½ of the fibre they need every day? 
In general, adults should get 21 to 38 grams each day. 

Fibre is only found in plant foods. 

To increase your fibre intake, include whole grains, fruits 
and vegetables, oats, oat bran, ground or crushed flax 
seed, psyllium, barley and dried or canned legumes such 
as kidney beans, black beans, chickpeas or lentils. 

When increasing your fibre intake, make sure to do so 
gradually and increase your water intake at the same 
time. 
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Salt 

Limit your intake of salt (sodium). 

Most of the sodium in our diet comes from 
processed foods and restaurant or take-out meals. 
Adults should have less than 2300 milligrams (mg) 
of sodium each day, which is equal to a teaspoon of 
salt from all sources 

 

Nutrition Facts Table 

It is important to read the Nutrition Facts Table labels to find out the 
sodium content of foods. 

1. Look at the serving size at the top. Compare this amount to the 
amount that you eat. 

2. Look at the milligrams of sodium. Choose foods with less sodium. 

 
Vegetable Soup #1 Vegetable Soup #2 Vegetable Soup #3 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Soup #3 has the least amount of sodium (milligram or mg) for each 1 cup (250 ml) 
serving. 

 

The best thing you can do is to eat unprocessed and homemade 
foods more often. That way you control the sodium! 

Use herbs, spices and lemon juice instead of salt-containing 
seasonings to flavour food. 

 

Ask your family physician for a referral to a Registered Dietitian for additional support if needed.

Nutrition Facts 

Per 250 mL (1 cup) 

Amount % Daily Value 

Calories 110 

Nutrition Facts 

Per 250 mL (1cup) 

Amount % Daily Value 

Calories 110  

Fat 1 g 2% 

Saturated 0.5 g 
+ Trans 0 g 

 
3% 

Cholesterol 10 mg 

Sodium 770 mg 29% 

Carbohydrate 22 g 7% 

Fibre 4 g 16% 

Sugars 6 g 

Protein 3 g 

 

Nutrition Facts 

Per 250 mL (1 cup) 

Amount % Daily Value 

Calories 120  

Fat 1.0 g 1% 

Saturated 0.5 g 
+ Trans 0 g 

 
3% 

Cholesterol 0 mg  

Sodium 410 mg                      17% 
  

Carbohydrate 24 g 8% 

Fibre 4 g 16% 

Sugars 8 g 

Protein 3 g 

 

Fat 2.5 g 4% 

Saturated 0 g 
+ Trans 0 g 

 
0% 

Cholesterol 0 mg  
  

Sodium 75 mg                 3% 
  

Carbohydrate 17 g 5% 

Fibre 3 g 12% 

Sugars 4 g  

Protein 3 g  
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Medications 

Medication will often be prescribed to control blood pressure, 
lower cholesterol and to keep your blood sugars in the normal 
range. These medications can help to prevent the further build-up 
of plaque in the carotid arteries. Your doctor may also prescribe a 
daily aspirin or other blood-thinning medication to prevent blood 
clots from forming. Patients on blood-thinning medications may be 
prescribed a medication to prevent stomach ulcers. 

Surgery 

For some people, carotid stenosis is an asymptomatic condition which 
means you have had no symptoms of TIA or stroke that can be linked 
to the carotid artery. Most patients are treated with medication and do 
not need surgery. However, surgery may be recommended for some 
patients. 

 

For some people one or both of their carotid arteries may be 100% 
blocked. Surgery is not needed at this stage since blood clots cannot 
travel to the brain from an artery that is completely blocked.  The blood 
has already found another way to the brain. 

 

Surgery to remove the plaque in your carotid arteries will depend on 
factors that include: 

 How much plaque is blocking flow in your artery 

 Whether or not you had any stroke symptoms coming from the 
affected artery 

 The length of time since you last had any stroke symptoms 
 

There are two options for surgery: 
 

1. Carotid endarterectomy  
2. Carotid stenting  
 

If you need to have surgery, the doctor will discuss the best option 
for you based on some of the following criteria:  

 

 plaque location within the cartoid artery 

 if you have carotid artery stenosis from radiation 

 if you have had a previous carotid endarterectomy or carotid stenting  

 if you have a blockage in both the right and left carotid arteries  

 the risk of general anaesthesia  

 other risk factors or reasons determined by the physician 
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Before After 

Carotid Endarterectomy 
A carotid endarterectomy is a 
surgery to remove plaque from 
inside your carotid artery to reduce 
the risk of TIA or stroke.  An 
incision is made on the side of the 
neck over the affected carotid artery 
and the plaque is removed. 

  
 

 
Before After 

Carotid Stenting 
Carotid stenting is a surgery to put a 
stent into one of your carotid 
arteries to reduce the risk of TIA or 
stroke.  It involves placing a small, 
expandable tube into a large artery 
(example: wrist or groin) which is 
then advanced into the carotid 
artery. The plaque is then pushed to 
the side of the vessel wall using a 
balloon.  A small metal mesh tube 
(stent) is placed in the newly 
opened vessel to prevent the artery 
from narrowing again.  
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For more information on stroke and TIA, visit: 

 www.heartandstroke.ca 

 www.csnstroke.ca 

http://www.heartandstroke.ca/
http://www.csnstroke.ca/
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Questions/Notes 
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