
How COVID-19 affects the vascular system
You’re helping researchers understand the impacts on heart and brain health

Staying safe, staying healthy
If you have an existing medical condition, it’s more 
important than ever

W hen people with COVID-19 started getting 
strokes and heart attacks, scientists began 

researching the connection. They soon realized that the 
virus was attacking not just the respiratory system, 
but the vascular system as well.

The vascular system means all the arteries and veins that 
carry blood, nutrients and oxygen through your body.

The coronavirus attaches itself to the human body via 
receptors called ACE-2. They are found in a lot of places 
in the body, especially the lining of the arteries and veins, 
says Dr. Richard H. Swartz, stroke neurologist and Heart & 
Stroke-funded researcher. 

“The coronavirus can get in there and inflame the 
blood vessels,” he says. And this inflammation can 
trigger heart events and strokes. Because of the vascular 

connection with COVID-19, people with existing heart 
conditions, a previous stroke, or those with risk factors such 
as high blood pressure should consider themselves at 
higher risk for complications.

Dr. Swartz says it’s important to balance the very small risk 
of contracting COVID-19 and becoming seriously ill, against 
the much higher risk of serious problems that come from 
avoiding medical care.

It’s important to go to the doctor for 
regular tests, keep up your medications 
and seek immediate medical attention 
for any sudden worsening of symptoms, 
Dr. Swartz advises.

R esearch is showing that people with heart conditions, stroke, 
and high blood pressure are more like to die from COVID-19 

compared to those with no underlying conditions. While this is worrying, 
it’s important to know that due to the coronavirus disease outbreak, 
hospitals have taken extra precautions. 

Do not hesitate to call 9-1-1 if someone you  
love shows the signs of heart attack, stroke 
or cardiac arrest. 

Some diseases of the vascular system can cause 
heart attacks and strokes.
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