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Who might have a carotid Doppler ultrasound?

If you have never had a stroke but have very high blood pressure and your doctor suspects or
has heard an abnormal whooshing sound in your neck (carotid bruit) with a stethoscope, a
carotid Doppler ultrasound may be done to see if there are blockages or narrowing in your
1 A carotid bruit
carotid artery.
is a sign that plaque is interfering with the blood flow in your carotid artery and you may be at
risk for stroke. Routine screening for stroke is not recommended if you do not have any
2
symptoms.

A carotid Doppler ultrasound is also the first screening test to determine if you are eligible for
treatment to prevent a first or repeat stroke. 3 If you have recently had a stroke, an ultrasound to
evaluate your risk of another stroke will only be performed after your first stroke has been
diagnosed (with CT or MRI) and treated (with tPA, if you are eligible). If the test shows signs of
severe narrowing (70% or more) you will usually undergo a more sensitive test such as
angiography
to determine if you would benefit from treatments such as
carotid endarterectomy
and
carotid stenting
. In some hospitals a carotid Doppler ultrasound is the only imaging test used to screen patients
for carotid endarterectomy.
3, 4

The test may also be used after you undergo one of these procedures to make sure the
treatment was successful and blood is flowing normally through the artery. 3

Should carotid Doppler ultrasound be used for stroke screening in healthy people?

Recently, some companies have started to offer stroke screenings for healthy people using the
carotid Doppler ultrasound test. Screening for stroke refers to tests given to people who have no
signs or symptoms of artery blockage or stroke. Many people have a "better safe than sorry"
viewpoint, reasoning that peace of mind is worth the price of the test. However, in 2007 the US
Preventive Services Task Force issued a statement saying that neither carotid ultrasound nor

1/2

Carotid Ultrasound - Page 2 - Heart Healthy Women

any other imaging test should be used as a screening test for stroke in the general population. 2

At first glance, a test like ultrasound might seem harmless, but there are hidden risks when it is
used in people who are not at high risk for stroke ( click here to find out your stroke risk). There
is a chance of a false positive with this test, meaning that it could detect a blockage that is not
there. When this happens, an
ang
iogram
is usually used to try to confirm the results of the ultrasound; the angiogram test requires
inserting a catheter into your arteries, which can cause serious complications such as stroke or
even death.

If you are generally healthy but are concerned about your stroke risk, the best thing you can do
is have regular tests for stroke risk factors like high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and
diabetes, and work to control any risk factors you do have. See Preventing Stroke: The Basics
for more.

Next: Test Procedure
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