WHAT IS HEART RATE VARIABILITY?

Tension Can Break Hearts

Protect your blood-pumping muscle by increasing relaxation and exercise time

                                        -by Susan Hayes Reprinted from Prevention Magazine

Garden-variety stress--little spats, minor frustrations, short-lived blue moods--can raise your odds for fatal and irregular heartbeats, new research suggests.

When 135 heart patients tracked their moods for 2 days while wearing portable heart monitors, scientists found that "as stress increased, heart rate variability--the heart's ability to beat faster or slower in response to emotion or physical demands--decreased," notes researcher Simon Bacon, PhD, of Hôpital du Sacré-Coeur in Montreal.

Heart rate variability (HRV) is a cutting-edge measurement of cardiovascular health. It's so new that your doctor can't check it with a simple test, and so subtle that you can't assess it by taking your own pulse. "More HRV means your heart is better able to adapt to changing circumstances," Bacon says. Less HRV means nerves and heart muscle can't respond easily to change, potentially leading to out-of-rhythm beats or an abrupt, fatal stop. About 250,000 Americans die each year from sudden cardiac arrest.

Stress may reduce HRV by affecting nerves that control the heart, Bacon says. What you can do: Soothe and protect your heart with stress reduction and exercise. Preliminary evidence suggests that both improve HRV.

Susan Hayes is a Brooklyn-based freelance writer whose specialties include health and children's health.

 Relationship of the sympathetic & parasympathetic 
Sympathetic and parasympathetic divisions typically function in opposition to each other. But this opposition is better understood as complementary in nature rather than antagonistic. For an analogy, one may think of the sympathetic division as the accelerator and the parasympathetic division as the brake. The sympathetic division typically functions in actions requiring quick responses. The parasympathetic division functions with actions that do not require immediate reaction. The main actions of the parasympathetic nervous system are summarized by the phrase "rest and repose" or "rest and digest" in contrast to the "fight-or-flight" of the sympathetic nervous system. 

Sympathetic Dominance – Fight or Flight
Negative effects of the stress response in humans
Although the emergency measure of the stress response is undoubtedly both vital and valuable, it can also be disruptive and damaging. In most modern situations, humans rarely encounter emergencies that require physical effort, yet our biology still provides for them. Thus we may find our stress response activated in situations where physical action is inappropriate. This activation takes a toll on both our bodies and our minds. Also, simple stresses that can be acted upon quickly are more easily overcome allowing the body to return to homeostasis, but with the more complex stresses of modern societies, with many factors and individuals involved, the danger may seem unavoidable and stress may continue indefinitely, which ends up compromising the system rather than helping the system.

Disruption of the sexual response and the digestive system are common negative results. Diarrhea, constipation, and difficulty maintaining sexual arousal are typical examples. These are functions which are controlled by the parasympathetic part of the autonomic nervous system and therefore suppressed by sympathetic arousal. Prolonged stress responses may result in chronic suppression of the immune system, leaving the sufferer vulnerable to infection by bacteria and viruses. Repeated stress responses can be caused not only by real threats, but also by mental disorders in the individual shows a stress response when remembering a past trauma which the stress response is activated apparently by nothing.
