
 
Did you ever wonder why when under stress you said or did something that felt really stupid, or   answered a physics 
test question wrong when you really knew the answer? The answer has to do with the communication between the 
brain and heart.  When you feel stressed, it creates incoherent heart rhythms which in turn inhibit higher level 
brain functions, like focusing, mental clarity, creativity, and high-level decision-making. This cortical inhibition 
diminishes capacities which may help explain why you made those “stupid” mistakes on the exam.   

Negative emotions (i.e., anger, anxiety) create incoherent and chaotic heart rhythms:

    Positive emotions create a smooth or coherent heart rhythm:

    
Recent HeartMath studies define a critical link between the heart and brain. The heart is in a constant two-way 
dialog with the brain — our emotions change the signals the brain sends to the heart and the heart responds in 
complex ways. However, we now know that the heart sends more information to the brain than the brain sends to 
the heart! And the brain responds to the heart in many important ways. This research explains how the heart 
responds to emotional and mental reactions and why certain emotions stress the body and drain our energy. As we 
experience feelings like anger, frustration, anxiety and insecurity, our heart rhythm patterns become more erratic. 
These erratic patterns are sent to the emotional centers in the brain which it recognizes as negative or stressful 
feelings. These signals create the actual feelings we experience in the heart area and body. The erratic heart 
rhythms also block our ability to think clearly.  

 

“Stress and Your Performance:
  The Heart of It All” 

Two Simple Stressbusters 

• Take Out the Significance: External events like academic work overload, difficult relationships, financial worries 
and family gatherings are all things that can easily trigger a stressful response. However, the degree of stress they 
cause is directly related to the amount of significance we give them. When you find yourself stressing over some-
thing, step back and tell yourself to take out the significance. Try not to keep piling on the mental and emotional 
energy to the issue, as that will only make things worse. Try to find a balanced perception about whatever has 
triggered your stress. Ask yourself, "Is this really such a big deal?" Reducing your energy investment in your 
unpleasant perception of external events—by reminding yourself to take out the significance—is a great way to 
reduce your stress. 
• Find Something to Appreciate: When stress has you in its grip, one of the most effective things you can do is to 
replace the negative feelings with a feeling of appreciation. Stress narrows our view of friends, family, colleagues, 
ourselves, and of life. Appreciation, on the other hand, acts like a wide-angle lens on a camera, expanding our percep-
tion and opening the door to a more balanced perspective about whatever has caused you to feel stressed. Especially 
during finals, when you find yourself rushing or feeling overwhelmed, stop for a minute and find something to appre-
ciate. Think about the good things about your life and appreciate them—you friends, family, successes you've had, 
enjoyable events you have coming up and so son. As you begin to appreciate, you'll notice your stress level start to 
diminished. Stress can't own you when you‛re seeing life through the eyes of appreciation. 
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