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Can Potential Stroke Victims 
Be “Scared Straight”?

B
ack in the 1970s, social workers set up a program
called “Scared Straight,” intended to keep delin-
quent kids out of jail by having them speak to hard-
ened criminals about life in prison. The strategy:
after hearing about the daily miseries of life behind

bars, the kids would eschew criminal behavior and take the
steps needed to improve rather than ruin their lives. By all
accounts, it was highly successful. 

Maybe we need something like that for stroke prevention, too. A report from
the American Stroke Association released last month at the ISC revealed that
half of all people who experience stroke symptoms don’t seek medical treatment.
Nevermind preventive measures to avoid a stroke in the first place like keeping
your weight down, refraining from smoking, and exercising regularly—one need
only look at the obesity data to realize how difficult those are to inculcate—we’re
talking about people actually experiencing cerebrovascular symptoms and doing
nothing about it! 

Stroke is the third most common cause of death in the US and the number
one cause of disability. I’d say that’s at least as scary as a stint in the big house.
And yet many of the people it strikes are either unable or unwilling to make any
effort to seek treatment. 

Maybe if the public were exposed to vivid depictions of the disabilities
wrought by stroke, they’d be more motivated to do something about it. Typi-
cally, however, the images in public service announcements, commercials and on
talk shows usually highlight survivors who worked hard to rehabilitate their bod-
ies and have largely resumed their everyday lives. Those warm and fuzzy images
bring in viewers for Oprah, but they send the wrong message. Don’t get me
wrong, were I to suffer any sort of disabling injury, I’d want all the encourage-
ment I could get and would welcome success stories that might motivate recov-
ery. But the images that really make an impression—and therefore can influence
behavior—are of people whose golden years have been forfeited to paralysis,
speech impediments and vascular dementia.

I still remember seeing Kirk Douglas make a rare appearance at the Oscars
10 years ago, soon after he suffered a stroke. Like many, I was shocked to see this
once-virile leading man of Hollywood’s golden era seem so frail. If a stroke can
cripple Spartacus, just imagine what it can do to you and me. For an industry
so obsessed with youth and vitality, it was a welcomed moment of candor. “I
don’t want people going through what I went through. If I can help them avoid
it, I will,” Douglas told CNN a few years ago when launching a public educa-
tion campaign about stroke prevention. He said in that interview that his post-
stroke depression was so profound he contemplated suicide. Just like the stories
told by prison inmates, frankness like that has the potential to change lives.

Individuals need to take responsibility for their own health instead of relying
on the wonders of medical science. The advancements in interventional stroke
care are indeed impressive and neurologists today have some remarkable tools
available, but the best weapon against stroke is self-reliance. PN


