Chronic Stress & Negative Emotions
are Bad for the Heart

Increasingly, research is implicating chronic stress and negative emotions such as hostility, anger and depression as major risk factors for cardiovascular disease. The results of recent studies published in such scientific journals as Circulation, Psychosomatic  Medicine, and Health Psychology, suggest that such “psychological” factors may predict heart disease more often than such traditional coronary heart disease (CHD) risk factors as high cholesterol, cigarette smoking, and weight.

Stress and negative emotions such as anger, hostil​ity, anxiety, fear, helplessness, hopelessness, and depression all have similar effects on the cardiovas​cular system; they activate the sympathetic branch of the autonomic nervous system (ANS) and increase heart rate, blood pressure, and cardiac output. Arousal of the sympathetic branch of the ANS is termed “the fight or flight response” because it pre​pares us physiologically to stand and fight or run away from the threat. Once the stressful event or threat has passed or our mood has become more positive or relaxed, sympathetic activation is reduced and the parasympathetic half of the ANS becomes more active again and body is brought back into a more relaxed state.

Such changes in the balance between the two branches of the ANS can has powerful effects on all aspects of the body’s functioning, especially the heart. 

Heart Rate Variability (HRV):
A Key Measure of Mental and Emotional Balance

If you go to your doctor’s office for a physical exam, you may be told that your heart is beating at 70 beats per minute. This is an average figure because the time intervals between heartbeats are always chang​ing, meaning your heart rate is always changing.
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Heart rate variability (HRV) is a measure of these beat-to-beat changes in heart rate as the heart speeds up and slows down in different patterns. These heart rate changes are influenced by almost anything the brain and mind process, such as thoughts and sounds, but they are especially influ​enced by your emotions.
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There is a two-way communication system between the heart and the brain that regulates heart rate and blood pressure and it is the interaction of signals flowing between the two that causes the heart rate to vary with each beat. Analysis of HRV is used by doctors to measure the balance between the sympa​thetic and parasympathetic nervous systems (SNS & PNS), two very important branches of this heart-brain communication system. Your thoughts, perceptions and emotional reactions are transmitted from the brain to the heart via these two branches of the auto​nomic nervous system (ANS) and can be seen in the patterns of your heart rhythms.
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Heart Rate Variability Biofeedback
Heart Rate Variability biofeedback uses computer technology to measure the moment to moment varia​tion in your heart rhythms and display these on a computer screen for you to see. With this constant feedback showing what your heart is doing in re​sponse to your thoughts and actions, it is possible to learn how to bring your heart into a harmonious rhythm through proper slow diaphragmic breathing and positive emotional set.
Through a combination of HRV biofeedback and some counselling in ways to change your negative thinking to more positive, sincere and appreciative thoughts, it becomes possible for you to quickly and easily manage your stress through the day and in​crease the amount of time that your heart is beating in a coherent rhythm.
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Numerous research studies— many carried out by scientists at the HeartMath Institute in the United States— have shown the positive effects of learning to increase your heart rate variability and harmonious heart rhythms. 

Learning to breathe from the diaphragm at a slow rate that is synchronized with your heart rate has been shown to help reduce high blood pressure and maintain more normal pressure, slow overly fast heart rates, decrease heart arrhythmias, improve immune system function, reduce symptoms of irritable bowel and severity of asthma attacks, and improve the bal​ance of the autonomic nervous system. HRV bio​feedback has also shown itself effective in helping persons with insomnia, anxiety disorders and panic attacks. 

HRV Biofeedback is a Psychological Therapeutic Intervention

Dr. Horst Mueller is an Alberta-registered psy​chologist with certification in biofeedback by the Biofeedback Certification Institute of America. Although his services are not covered by Alberta Health Care Insurance, they may be eligible for full or partial reimbursement under the psychological treat​ment benefits section of many private extended health care insurance plans. Check with your insur​ance provider.

For more information, contact Dr. Horst Mueller, RPsych at 780.485.9468.  
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Dr. Horst H. Mueller
Registered Psychologist
Private Practice in Clinical
and Health Psychology
Green Apple Health Care
#221, 9148-23 Avenue
Edmonton, Alberta T6N 1H9
780.485.9468
E-mail: drmueller@drmueller-healthpsychology.com
URL: www.drmueller-healthpsychology.com 
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Balance is Everything
Stress and Negative Emotions are Major Risk Factors in
Cardiovascular Disease
Heart Rate Variability Biofeedback

Learn to Reduce
the Effects of Stress
and Negative Emotions
on the Heart
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