6 ways to de-stress (your heart will thank you)

Stress is an inevitable part of life – whether to do with work, relationships, money or health – we all experience some degree of stress. But, when this becomes chronic and lasts for days, weeks or even months, stress can have a very negative effect on our physical and mental wellbeing. 

Are you experiencing any of these symptoms[footnoteRef:1]? [1:  Yale Medicine. Chronic Stress. Link ] 


· Headaches, muscle tension or pain
· Fatigue, digestive problems or sleeping problems 
· Anxiety, irritability, depression or hopelessness
· Difficulties with focus, memory or decision-making
· Impatience with others or withdrawing from people

If yes, you may be experiencing chronic stress. According to the American Heart Association, there is a clear link between psychological health and cardiovascular disease and risk factors[footnoteRef:2]. [2:  American Heart Association. Mental wellness is important for a healthy heart and brain. Link ] 


“Some stress is good for us. We’re designed to experience and react to stress. It’s called the adaptive response and it helps us be more alert and face challenges” says Tonja Dodd (MPH), Senior Health Strategy Analyst at Vitality USA. “But, when stress becomes constant it can overwhelm this adaptive response and lead to serious health problems[footnoteRef:3].” [3: National Library of Medicine. Physiology, stress reaction. Link ] 


Chronic stress can affect heart health in several ways. It can lead to inflammation, which in turn increases blood pressure, cholesterol, obesity and your chances of type 2 diabetes – all significant risk factors for heart disease[footnoteRef:4]. Stress can also be a negative spiral. In addition to the physiological effects, it can result in poor behaviours and lifestyle choices like smoking and overeating as coping mechanisms or not exercising and missing medications. These in themselves are all risk factors for heart disease. [4:  American Heart Association. Chronic stress can cause heart trouble. Link ] 


How to reduce stress

Managing stress is key to maintaining good heart health. Here are some strategies to help you:

· Exercise regularly: Exercise is a great way to relieve stress and improve heart health. Aim for at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity exercise per week.

· Watch what you eat: Eat a heart-healthy diet which includes fruit and vegetables, fibre, healthy fats and low-fat proteins. Be mindful of your portion sizes so that you don’t overeat. 

· Get enough sleep: It’s important to invest in rest. Lack of sleep can increase stress levels and contribute to poor heart health. Aim for between 7 and 9 hours of sleep each night.

· Practise mindfulness: Techniques such as deep breathing, meditation and yoga can help reduce stress and lower blood pressure.

· Seek support: Talking to friends, family or a mental health professional can help reduce stress and improve your overall wellbeing.

· Make healthy lifestyle choices: Quitting smoking, limiting alcohol consumption and taking time to disconnect from news and social media can all improve heart health and reduce stress.

Chronic stress is common and affects millions of people worldwide. The difference between healthy stress and harmful stress lies in how you manage it. Focus on better lifestyle behaviours and seek the right support when you need it.

For more information about Vitality’s evidence-based approach that encourages and rewards members for healthier living, visit the Vitality Global website. Always consult your healthcare professional for personalised medical advice.



