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Abstract

BACKGROUND

Acute aortic dissection (AAD) is a high mortality disease that can lead to acute
ischemic strokes (AIS). Some of the patients with AAD combined with AIS
initially present with neurological symptoms, which can easily lead to missed or
delayed AAD diagnosis. This is attributed to the lack of physician awareness or
the urgency of patient thrombolysis. Intravenous administration of thrombolytic
therapy (IVT) for AAD is associated with poor prognostic outcomes. We report a
patient with AIS combined with AAD who developed a massive cerebral
infarction after receiving IVT for a missed AAD diagnosis.

CASE SUMMARY

A 49-year-old man was admitted to a local hospital with an acute onset of left-
sided limb weakness accompanied by slurred speech. The patient had a history of
hypertension that was not regularly treated with medication. Physical
examination revealed incomplete mixed aphasia and left limb hemiparesis.
Cranial computed tomography (CT) scan showed bilateral basal ganglia and
lateral ventricular paraventricular infarct lesions. The patient was diagnosed with
AIS and was administered with IVT. After IVT, patient’s muscle strength and
consciousness deteriorated. From the local hospital, he was referred to our
hospital for further treatment. Emergency head and neck CT angiography (CTA)
scans were performed. Results showed multiple cerebral infarctions, and aortic
dissection in the ascending aorta, innominate artery, as well as in the right
common carotid artery. Then, the CTA of thoracoabdominal aorta was performed,
which revealed a Stanford type A aortic dissection and aortic dissection extending
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from the aortic root to the left external iliac artery. Laceration was located in the lesser curvature of
the aortic arch. AAD complicated with AIS was considered, and the patient was immediately
subjected to cardiovascular surgery for treatment. The next day, the patient underwent aortic arch
and ascending aortic replacement and aortic valvuloplasty.

CONCLUSION

Clinical manifestations for AAD combined with AIS are diverse. Some patients may not exhibit
typical chest or back pains. Therefore, patients should be carefully evaluated to exclude AAD
before administering IVT in order to avoid adverse consequences.

Key Words: Acute aortic dissection; Acute ischemic stroke; Intravenous thrombolysis; Ultrasound evaluation;
Case report

©The Author(s) 2022. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: Acute aortic dissection (AAD) is a high mortality condition that can lead to acute ischemic
stroke (AIS). A patient was treated with thrombolytic therapy in a local hospital for AIS but his symptoms
did not improve and progressed to a large cerebral infarction. The patient was eventually diagnosed with
AAD. This is a rare case and we should rule out AAD before thrombolysis in patients with cerebral
infarction.

Citation: He ZY, Yao LP, Wang XK, Chen NY, Zhao JJ, Zhou Q, Yang XF. Acute ischemic Stroke combined with
Stanford type A aortic dissection: A case report and literature review. World J Clin Cases 2022; 10(22): 8009-8017
URL: https://www.wjgnet.com/2307-8960/full/v10/i22/8009.htm

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.12998/wjcc.v10.i22.8009

INTRODUCTION

For patients with acute ischemic stroke (AIS) presenting with moderate to severe neurological deficits,
intravenous rt-PA within 4.5 h of symptom onset remains the standard treatment option in the absence
of contraindications to thrombolytic therapy[1]. Some patients with acute ischemic cerebral infarction
present themselves to hospitals with little time left for thrombolysis, however, patient care should
involve ruling out conditions associated with increased risks of hemorrhagic complications, such as
acute aortic dissection (AAD), before administering thrombolytic therapy.

Because of the extension of the dissection into the common carotid artery, the prevalence of cerebral
infarction in patients with Stanford type A aortic dissection cases is approximately 6%[2]. The most
common presentation of AAD is a sudden onset of severe chest or back pains, without evidence of
myocardial ischemia. However, a subset of AAD patients initially present with neurologic symptoms,
including transient or permanent central neurologic symptoms (such as syncope) and various spinal
symptoms (such as paralysis or paraplegia)[3]. The AAD patients that present with neurological
symptoms can easily be misdiagnosed. Because of the high risk of aortic arch or ascending aortic
rupture, AAD is a contraindication for thrombolytic therapy[4].

A patient with AAD combined with cerebral infarction was diagnosed with cerebral infarction at a
local hospital and administered with thrombolytic therapy. Then, the patient was referred to our
hospital for further treatment. He was found to have cerebral infarction combined with AAD, and was
surgically treated. We intend to use this case report and literature review to provide basis for clinical
practice.

CASE PRESENTATION

Chief complaints
The main complaint was left-sided limb weakness and slurred speech.

History of present illness

A 49-year-old middle-aged man was admitted to a local hospital with a sudden onset of left-sided limb
weakness and slurred speech for 1 h. The patient was conscious upon admission and had no
discomforts, such as headaches or chest pain.
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History of past illness
He had a previous history of hypertension and was not on any oral medications to control blood
pressure.

Personal and family history
He denied any family history of brain diseases.

Physical examination

Clinical examination upon admission revealed consciousness, incomplete mixed aphasia, grade 2
muscle strength in the left upper extremity, grade 0 muscle strength in the left lower extremity, and
normal muscle strength in the right limb.

Laboratory examinations

Blood tests were performed. Routine blood tests: leukocyte counts, 15.8 x 10°/L; platelet counts, 119 x
10°/L; erythrocytes, 4.95 x 10'2/L; and calcitoninogen, 4.49 ng/mL. Cardiac enzyme profiling revealed:
lactate dehydrogenase, 768 U/L; creatine kinase, 1743 U/L; creatine kinase isoenzyme, 74 U/L. Blood
gas analysis revealed: lactate, 2.5 mmol/L With regards to coagulation function, prothrombin time was
15.2 s, with an international standardized ratio of 1.27, prothrombin time was 18.4 s, fibrinogen was 1.07
g/L, and D-dimer was 7.190 mg/L.

Imaging examinations

Cranial computed tomography (CT) scan revealed bilateral basal ganglia and lateral ventricular
paraventricular infarct lesions (Figure 1). This patient had a National Institute of Health Stroke Scale
score of 9. In this patient, recombinant tissue fibrinogen activator was used to perform intravenous
thrombolysis (IVT). The patient became less conscious and had grade 0 muscle strength in the left limb.
On the next day, he was transferred from the local hospital to our hospital for further treatment. He was
examined at our hospital and found to have a D-dimer greater than 100000 mg/L. Cranial CT was
performed, which revealed multiple cerebral infarctions in the right basal ganglia (Figure 2A) and right
frontotemporoparietal (Figure 2B). CT perfusion showed multiple ischemic cores in the right frontotem-
poroparietal lobe as well as relatively extensive hypoperfusion areas (Figure 3). Emergency head and
neck CT angiography (CTA) revealed aortic dissection in the ascending aorta, innominate artery, and
right common carotid artery. Then, CTA of thoracoabdominal aorta was performed, which revealed
aortic dissection in the ascending aorta, innominate artery, right common carotid artery, abdominal
trunk, common hepatic artery, splenic artery, superior mesenteric artery, left common iliac artery, and
left external iliac aorta (Figure 4). CTA revealed a Stanford type A aortic dissection that extended from
aortic root to the left external iliac artery.

FINAL DIAGNOSIS
Stanford type A AAD complicated by AIS was considered.

TREATMENT

The patient was immediately scheduled for cardiovascular surgery. On the next day, he was subjected
to aortic arch and ascending aortic replacement and aortic valvuloplasty. Laceration of AAD was
intraoperatively found in the lesser curvature of the aortic arch. Postoperatively, CTA at 19 d revealed
reconstructed and remodeled aortic arch and thoracic aorta with periaortic hematoma (Figure 5).

OUTCOME AND FOLLOW-UP

The patient had grade 1 muscle strength in the left limb and was transferred to a rehabilitation facility
for further care and management. Six months after discharge, the patient still has hemiparesis of the left
limb. The patient’s modified Rankin Scale score was 4.

DISCUSSION

We report a patient with a case of cerebral infarction as the first presentation who received intravenous
thrombolytic therapy after a missed AAD diagnosis, and who ultimately had a poor prognostic
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Figure 1 Cranial computed tomography within 2 h of the onset of illness. Cranial computed tomography revealed small lacunar lesions next to the
basal ganglia and lateral ventricles (red arrows).

DOI: 10.12998/wjcc.v10.i22.8009 Copyright ©The Author(s) 2022.

Figure 2 Cranial computed tomography on the second day of intravenous thrombolytic therapy. Computed tomography shows right basal ganglia
(A) and right frontotemporoparietal (B) brain tissue infarction (the red arrows).

outcome. A limited number of studies have reported cases with cerebral infarction as the first symptom
with concomitant AAD[4-10]. Clinical management of these patients is below optimal thresholds. We
report this case and review the relevant literature to provide a reference for clinicians.

AAD is a high mortality disease, and its incidence is about 3 cases per 100000 people per year[11].
Risk factors for AAD include long-term arterial hypertension, smoking, dyslipidemia, drug abuse
(cocaine, crack cocaine, or amphetamine), connective tissue disorders, vascular inflammation,
deceleration trauma and iatrogenic factors (catheter or instrument intervention as well as valvular or
aortic surgery)[3]. Hypertension is a common risk factor for aortic coarctation, with up to 75% of AAD
patients suffering from hypertension[12]. The patient in this article had no obvious history of trauma,
surgery, or drugs use, but had a history of untreated hypertension. Therefore, hypertension may be the
main cause of AAD in this patient. Through various mechanisms, including extension of the dissection
to common carotid artery, to intracranial carotid artery[13], thromboembolism and cerebral hypoper-
fusion[14], Stanford A AAD can be complicated by stroke[15]. Studies have reported that AAD often
involves the right common carotid artery. Therefore, patients often present with pulse weakness and
left-sided hemiparesis[6]. Consistent with previous reports, the patient in this report had a right-sided
common carotid artery dissection and first presented with left-sided hemiplegia. We hypothesize that
the patient had an unstable embolus in the right common carotid artery dissection, which dislodged and
led to an acute stroke.

Chest or back pains comprise the most common AAD symptoms. Most patients with AAD combined
with neurological symptoms present with initial pain, but one third of patients have no pain symptoms
[16]. Patients with neurological symptoms only, and without pain, may be missed for AAD at the time
of diagnosis. This was the case with our reported patient. He initially presented with painless
neurological symptoms and eventually, the disease. Aortic dissection was missed upon first admission
at the local hospital. In addition, some patients have aphasia or a reduced level of consciousness, and
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Figure 3 Axial computed tomography perfusion images on the second day of intravenous thrombolysis. Cerebral blood flow (A), cerebral blood
volume (B), mean transit time (C), PS (D), Tmax (E) and Time to peak (F) show multiple ischemic cores in the right frontotemporoparietal lobe as well as relatively
extensive hypoperfusion area.

are unable to report chest and back pain, leading to undiagnosed or delayed diagnosis of AADIS].
About 1% of patients with acute ischemic stroke have AAD[6]. Therefore, for patients with cerebral
infarction, in addition to focusing on patient’s chest and back pains, physicians should pay attention to
any unexplained hypotension, mild dyspnea, asymmetry in blood pressure between the arms
(differences in systolic pressure over 20 mmHg), loss of consciousness, electrocardiogram changes, heart
murmurs and cold extremities[17].

In addition to clinical symptoms, some ancillary tests can provide some assistance in the diagnosis of
AAD. Yoshimuta et al[18] reported that D-dimer levels are significantly elevated in patients with
ischemic stroke and AAD than in those without AAD. They concluded that D-dimer is a potential early
diagnostic marker for AAD with isolated neurological symptoms in ischemic stroke patients. Our
reported patient had elevated D-dimer levels (7.190 mg/L) in blood at the time of presentation,
implying that he was at risk of AAD. It has also been reported that chest x-ray can provide valuable
diagnostic information by detecting widened mediastinum and abnormally shaped aorta in 80% of
AAD patients[16]. Although abnormal chest radiography may be helpful in evaluation of suspected
AAD, it may be normal in a subset of patients[2]. Ordinary CT can detect a certain proportion of AAD
patients, but it is also negative in a significant proportion of AAD patients. CTA plays a central role in
the diagnosis of AAD, but some patients with cerebral infarction cannot be routinely subjected to CTA
to determine whether they have a combined AAD and whether they are eligible for thrombolytic
therapy because of the urgent time window. Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) can be used to compre-
hensively evaluate aortic dissection, but it is slower than CT imaging. Moreover, some AIS patients do
not have sufficient time to perfect MRI. In addition, MRI is difficult for unstable AAD patients during
imaging.

Ultrasound is a non-invasive, bedside, real-time diagnostic tool that can be used to detect AAD in
patients with cerebral infarction in a timely manner[8]. Carotid ultrasound is an effective method for the
diagnosis of AAD-associated carotid artery dissection[4,8,19]. Tsivgoulis et al[4] emphasized that
simultaneous ultra-early ultrasound evaluation and clinical assessment of acute stroke patients can help
in the early diagnosis of AAD and prevent inadvertent use of intravenous thrombolytic agents in such
patients.

Bainnidenge WICC | https://www.wjgnet.com 8013 August 6,2022 | Volume10 | Issue22 |



He ZY et al. stroke combined with aortic dissection

-~

) e &
DOI: 10.12998/wjcc.v10.i22.8009 Copyright ©The Author(s) 2022.

Figure 4 Enhanced computed tomography the day after thrombolytic therapy. A: Axial enhanced computed tomography (CT) showing type A thoracic
aortic dissection and an intimal flap within the innominate artery (long red arrow), left common carotid artery (short red arrow) and left subclavian artery (red triangle);
B: Axial enhanced CT showing an intimal flap (red arrow) separating the right common carotid artery into two channels; C: Axial enhanced CT showing carotid artery
dissection of the right external carotid artery (red arrow) and the right internal carotid artery (red triangle); D: Intracranial reconstruction CT angiography (CTA) did not
show abnormalities; E: Coronal enhanced CT showing an intimal flap (red arrow) within the innominate artery; F: Coronal enhanced CT showing aortic dissection
extending from the aortic root to the right common carotid artery (red arrow); G: Sagittal enhanced CT showing an intimal flap (red arrow) within the ascending aorta
extending to the left external iliac artery; H: Reconstructive CTA of the head showing aortic dissection involving the innominate artery and the right common carotid
artery.

Failure of physicians to take an adequate history or/and physical examination, failure to identify
atypical symptoms, failure to arrange or interpret diagnostic tests, and failure to arrange appropriate
specialized consultation were the main factors contributing to misdiagnosis of AAD in the emergency
department[20]. Due to the high mortality rate of AAD, reducing missed diagnoses of AAD can prevent
potential medical disputes.

IVT is an effective treatment for AIS within 4.5 h of symptom onset. However, IVT is contraindicated
in patients with AIS combined with AAD, as it may lead to aortic dissection[21], or delay life-saving
surgery[22]. IVT in patients with acute stroke caused by AAD has been associated with poor prognosis
[16,23]. The patient in this article presented with worse muscle strength and consciousness after IVT.
This outcome could be attributed to various reasons. When alteplase was used for IVT, more thrombus
disintegrated and were dislodged from the intima of the right common carotid artery, leading to
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Figure 5 Enhanced thoracoabdominal computed tomography 19 d after surgery for type A dissection. A: Reconstruction of a computed
tomography (CT) angiogram showing replacement of the aortic arch (red arrow) and a vascular stent implanted in the descending aorta (red triangle); B: Coronal
enhanced CT revealed replacement of the aortic arch (red arrow) and postoperative effusion surrounding the aortic arch (red triangle); C: Axial enhanced CT shows
periaortic arch effusion (red triangle).

excessive embolization of the right cerebral hemisphere and, ultimately, to a more severe cerebral
infarction in the patient.

For some patients with AIS due to large-vessel occlusion, mechanical thrombectomy within 24 h after
symptom onset may improve functional outcomes[24]. In patients with severe functional impairment
possibly caused by large vessel occlusion, a CTA or magnetic resonance angiogram of the head and neck
should be performed to determine the occlusion location and the eligibility for mechanical throm-
bectomy[24]. The patient in this article did not perfect a CTA examination at the initial visit because the
local hospital was only equipped to do non-enhanced CT. The patient was transferred to our hospital
more than 24 h after the onset of the disease and beyond the time window for mechanical
thrombectomy.

Acute Type A AAD has a mortality rate of 50% within the first 48 h without surgery, and surgery
remains the best therapy for reducing the risk of mortality[25]. However, it has not been conclusively
determined whether surgery should be performed in patients with Type A AAD presenting with
neurological deficits or coma. Coma, shock secondary to pericardial tamponade, malperfusion of
coronary or peripheral arteries, and stroke are significant predictors of postoperative mortality[25].
Although AAD patients with coma or cerebral malperfusion have a poor postoperative prognosis, some
patients have been reported to recover if rapid cerebral reperfusion is achieved[26,27], especially if the
time between symptom onset and arrival at the operating room is less than 5 h[28]. Ueyama et al[29]
successfully treated a patient with Stanford type A AAD combined with cerebral malperfusion through
urgent surgical therapy. Surgery can also provide IVT opportunities for patients with cerebral infarction
after AAD treatment. Intravenous recombinant tissue-type plasminogen activator therapy for ischemic
stroke has been shown to be effective and safe several days after surgical treatment of AAD[30].

CONCLUSION

AAD is a serious and lethal disease. Some AAD patients with acute stroke present atypical symptoms,
with only neurological deficits as first symptoms, making it easy to miss or delay AAD diagnosis. When
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treating AIS patients, clinicians should rule out AAD before IVT, if there is sufficient time. When timing
of IVT is urgent, simultaneous ultrasound evaluation and clinical assessment of the patient can be
performed to exclude AAD and avoid adverse consequences due to IVT.
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