Understanding Stress, Mental
Health, and Your Heart

The Mind-Heart Connection — and How Caring for Your Mind Protects
Your Heart

Stress and mood affect the heart. Caring for your mind is part of heart care.

The Mind-Heart Connection Is Real

Stress and mood and your heart affect each other — both ways.
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Caring for your mind is part of caring for your heart.
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Names & Terms You Will Hear

Mind-heart connection

The two-way link between your emotions and your heart's
health.

Chronic stress

Stress that lasts weeks or months, not just a hard day. It
can wear on the heart.

Depression More than sadness — low mood, low energy, and loss of
interest that lasts 2 weeks or more.
Anxiety Ongoing worry, fear, or a racing mind that is hard to turn

off.

Takotsubo cardiomyopathy

"Broken-heart syndrome" — sudden, usually short-term
heart-muscle weakening after intense stress.

Stress hormones

Chemicals like adrenaline and cortisol that rise with stress
and speed up the heart.

Inflammation

The body's alarm response. When it stays on too long, it
can harm blood vessels.

Cardiac rehab

A supervised exercise and counseling program after a
heart event. It helps your mood too.

CBT (cognitive behavioral
therapy)

A talk therapy that helps you change unhelpful thoughts
and habits.

SSRI

A common type of antidepressant that is generally
considered safe for the heart.
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What Is Stress, Mental Health, and Your Heart?

Your mind and your heart are connected. Chronic stress, depression, and anxiety are
linked to a higher risk of heart disease and worse outcomes after a heart event.

This happens two ways. Through biology — stress hormones raise your blood pressure and
heart rate and keep inflammation switched on. And through behavior — stress and low
mood lead to poor sleep, less activity, smoking or drinking, and missed medicines.

Intense emotional stress can sometimes trigger takotsubo ("broken-heart™)
cardiomyopathy — a sudden, usually short-term weakening of the heart muscle that can
mimic a heart attack. Strong stress can also set off chest pain (angina) or an irregular
heartbeat in people with heart disease.

It is a two-way street. Having heart disease also raises the risk of depression and anxiety.
And depression after a heart attack makes recovery harder.

Here is the hopeful part: managing stress and mental health is part of heart care. The
same steps that lift your mood also protect your heart.

This connects to our companion guides: Takotsubo (broken-heart) Cardiomyopathy and
Recovery After a Heart Attack.

Two Paths From Stress and Mood to the Heart

Biology

Stress hormones raise blood pressure

/ and heart rate; raise inflammation \

Chronic More
stress, low strain on
mood, anxiety the heart
Behavior

Poor sleep, less activity, smoking or
drinking, missed medicines

Stress and low mood reach the heart two ways: biology (stress hormones raise blood pressure, heart rate, and inflammation)
and behavior (poor sleep, less activity, smoking or drinking, missed medicines).
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How Stress and Mood Affect the Heart

Biology: When you are stressed, your body releases stress hormones like adrenaline and
cortisol. These raise your blood pressure and heart rate and keep inflammation switched on.

Inflammation: A short burst of inflammation is normal. But when stress keeps it on for
months, it can quietly harm blood vessels and speed up heart disease.

Behavior: Stress and low mood change daily habits. People sleep less, move less, smoke
or drink more, and miss medicines — and each of those adds heart risk.

Sudden stress: A shock or loss can trigger takotsubo ("broken-heart") cardiomyopathy, set
off chest pain (angina), or start an irregular heartbeat.

The two-way street: Heart disease also raises the risk of depression and anxiety. And
depression after a heart attack makes recovery harder. See our Takotsubo guide.

= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
i E‘-% 4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
, - Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/stress-heart-guide
-

Visit 40f21|Page

RiasAliMD.com Contact Info


https://go.riasalimd.com/takotsubo-guide

Why It Matters

It raises heart risk. Long-term stress, depression, and anxiety are tied to a higher chance of
heart attack, high blood pressure, and rhythm problems.

It changes recovery. Up to 1 in 5 people develop real depression after a heart attack.
Untreated depression makes outcomes worse — more symptoms, more hospital visits, and
lower quality of life.

Mood often gets missed. People focus on stents and pills and skip the mental-health side.
But screening and treating mood matters as much as the heart procedure itself.

The body keeps score. Stress hormones and ongoing inflammation can quietly harm blood
vessels over time, even when you feel "fine."

Help works. Therapy, stress reduction, and — when needed — medicine can improve both
your mood and your heart health.

Asking for help is strength, not weakness. Mental health is health. You would treat high
blood pressure; treating low mood is no different.
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Stress or Mood Issue -> Effect on the Heart -> What Helps

Stress or mood issue Effect on the heart What helps
Chronic stress Higher blood pressure and heart Activity, breathing, sleep,
rate; more inflammation over time. connection, and time off.
Depression Higher heart risk; worse recovery Therapy (CBT), cardiac
after a heart event. rehab, and SSRIs when
needed.
Anxiety or panic Palpitations, chest pain, and higher | Breathing skills, therapy,
blood pressure. and treating any heart
cause.
Loneliness Higher heart risk and slower Support groups, family,
recovery. faith communities, rehab
peers.
Sudden intense stress Can trigger takotsubo Seek care for symptoms;
(broken-heart) or angina. build steady coping habits.

You are not alone — and help is here.

If you are struggling with your mood, stress, or thoughts of harming yourself, reach out.
Call or text 988 (the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline) any time, day or night, or chat at
988lifeline.org. It is free and confidential. Asking for help is a sign of strength.
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Risk Factors

Some patients are more likely to develop this condition. Knowing your risk helps your care
team take extra precautions.

Risk Factor Why It Increases Risk

Long-term (chronic) Keeps stress hormones and blood pressure high day after day,
stress which strains the heart and blood vessels.
Depression Linked to higher heart-disease risk and worse recovery after a

heart event; often leads to less activity and missed care.

Anxiety or panic Raises heart rate and blood pressure and can trigger chest pain or
palpitations, especially in people with heart disease.

Social isolation or Less support is tied to higher heart risk and slower recovery.
loneliness Connection protects the heart.
Poor sleep Short or broken sleep raises blood pressure, blood sugar, and

stress hormones.

A recent heart event A heart attack, stent, or surgery itself raises the risk of new
depression and anxiety.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Treatment Options

Move your body. Regular activity is one of the best treatments for both mood and heart
health. Even a daily walk helps. See our Exercise and Your Heart guide.

Sleep well. Aim for a steady sleep schedule and 7-9 hours. Good sleep lowers stress
hormones and blood pressure.

Relax and breathe. Mindfulness, slow breathing, prayer, or meditation can lower heart rate
and blood pressure. A few minutes a day adds up.

Stay connected. Time with family, friends, faith groups, or support groups protects the heart
and lifts mood.

Join cardiac rehab. Supervised rehab after a heart event improves fithess AND mood, and
screens for depression. See our Cardiac Rehabilitation guide.

Talk to someone. Counseling or therapy — especially CBT (cognitive behavioral
therapy) — helps you manage stress, worry, and low mood.

Treat depression or anxiety when needed. SSRIs are usually preferred and considered
heart-safe. Some older antidepressants need extra care, and a few medicines need a
heart-rhythm (QT) check — your doctor will pick what is right for you.

Cut back on smoking and heavy drinking. Both are common ways people cope with
stress, and both harm the heart. See our Smoking and the Heart guide.

= This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

i E‘-% 4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
, - Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/stress-heart-guide

OL=o
Visit 8of2l|Page

RiasAliMD.com Contact Info



https://go.riasalimd.com/exercise-heart-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/cardiac-rehab-guide
https://go.riasalimd.com/smoking-heart-guide

What Actually Helps — Your Toolkit

Move
your body
Therapy Sleep
(CBT) 4 well
LY P 4
Calmer
heart
&
Cardiac 4 Relax &
rehab breathe

Stay

connected

Your toolkit: move your body, sleep well, relax and breathe, stay connected, join cardiac rehab, and consider therapy. Each
one helps both mood and heart.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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What Actually Helps

Activity: Regular movement is one of the best treatments for both mood and heart health.
Even a daily walk lowers stress and blood pressure.

Sleep: A steady schedule and 7-9 hours lowers stress hormones and helps blood pressure.

Relaxation: Mindfulness, slow breathing, prayer, or meditation calm the heart rate. A few
minutes a day adds up.

Connection: Family, friends, faith groups, and support groups protect the heart and lift
mood.

Cardiac rehab: Supervised rehab improves fithess AND mood and screens for depression
— see our Cardiac Rehab guide.

Therapy: Counseling — especially CBT — helps you manage stress, worry, and low mood,
often in just a few weeks.
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Comfort Measures at Home (No Medication Needed)

These simple steps support healing and ease symptoms. Use them alongside any medication
your doctor prescribes.

Take 5 slow breaths when you feel tense — breathe in for 4 counts, out for 6.
Step outside for a short walk; daylight and movement both calm the body.
Keep a simple bedtime routine and a dark, cool, quiet room.

Limit caffeine, alcohol, and late-night screens, which all disturb sleep.

Reach out to one person each day — a call, a text, or a visit.

Write down 3 small things that went well; it trains the mind toward the good.

= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.

i E‘-% 4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
, - Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/stress-heart-guide

[E] e
Visit 1l1of21|Page

RiasAliMD.com Contact Info



Risks, Benefits, and Alternatives

Every choice has trade-offs. Use this table to start the shared decision conversation.

Option Risks Benefits Alternatives
Therapy / Takes time and effort; = Improves mood, Stress-reduction
counseling may have a cost or stress, and sleep; classes, cardiac
(CBT) wait. can improve heart rehab counseling,
outcomes. No drug support groups,
side effects. self-help tools.
Antidepressant Possible side effects; Effective for Therapy alone,
medicine a few need a moderate-to-severe exercise, lifestyle
(usually an heart-rhythm (QT) depression or change, or therapy
SSRI) check; takes weeks anxiety; SSRIs are plus medicine

to work.

generally heart-safe.

together.

Lifestyle steps
(activity, sleep,
connection)

Needs daily effort
and habit-building;
results build slowly.

Helps mood AND
heart at once; no
cost; no side effects;
works alongside any
treatment.

Adding therapy or
medicine if symptoms
are moderate or
severe.

Doing nothing
about mood

Untreated depression
or anxiety worsens
heart outcomes and
quality of life.

None.

Any of the above —
even one small step
helps. Asking for help
is strength.
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Common Misconceptions

Myth Reality

hurt my heart.

Stress is all in my head — it can't really

Stress is real in the body. It raises blood
pressure, heart rate, and inflammation, and it
changes habits like sleep and activity. Over time
that affects the heart.

Depression after a heart attack is

normal, so | should just push through it.

Feeling down for a few days is common. But
depression that lasts 2 weeks or more is a
treatable medical condition — and treating it
helps your heart recovery, not just your mood.

weakness.

Asking for mental-health help is a sign of

It is the opposite. Reaching out is a strong,
smart step. Mental health is health, just like
blood pressure or cholesterol.

Antidepressants are bad for the heart.

Most are not. SSRIs are generally considered
safe for the heart and are usually the first
choice. Your doctor checks for the few that need
extra care.

"Broken-heart syndrome" isn't a real
heart problem.

Takotsubo cardiomyopathy is real. Intense
stress can suddenly weaken the heart muscle
and mimic a heart attack. It is usually temporary
but needs medical care.

If | feel fine, my stress isn't doing any
harm.

Stress can quietly raise blood pressure and
inflammation even when you feel okay. That is
why steady habits — sleep, activity, connection
— matter every day.

heart.

Therapy takes years and won't help my

Short, focused therapy like CBT often helps in
weeks. In heart patients, stress-reduction and
counseling can lower distress and improve
outcomes.
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Possible Complications

Knowing what can go wrong helps you spot problems early. Most complications are
uncommon, especially with treatment.

Where / What What Can Happen

Heart and blood vessels Long-term stress and depression are linked to higher
blood pressure, more chest pain (angina), and a higher
risk of heart attack.

Heart rhythm Strong stress or anxiety can trigger palpitations or
irregular heartbeats, especially in people who already
have heart disease.

After a heart event Depression after a heart attack is linked to slower
recovery, more symptoms, more hospital visits, and lower
quality of life.

Broken-heart (takotsubo) Sudden, intense stress can weaken the heart muscle and

cardiomyopathy mimic a heart attack. It is usually short-term but can

cause serious problems in the moment.

Daily habits Stress and low mood often lead to poor sleep, less
activity, smoking or drinking, and missed medicines —
each of which adds heatrt risk.

This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
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Points to Know

If you remember nothing else, remember these key points.

The mind-heart connection is real and works both ways.

Chronic stress, depression, and anxiety raise heart risk and can worsen recovery.

Up to 1in 5 people get depression after a heart attack — and treating it helps the heart.
Managing stress and mood is part of heart care, not separate from it.

What helps: activity, sleep, relaxation, connection, cardiac rehab, and therapy.

When needed, SSRIs are usually preferred and considered heart-safe.

Asking for help is strength. Mental health is health.

If you ever have thoughts of harming yourself, call or text 988 right now.

The hopeful message: managing stress and mental health is part of heart care. The
same steps that lift your mood — moving, sleeping well, connecting with others, and
getting support — also protect your heart. Small steps count. Start with one today.
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When to Call Us - and When to Call 911

If you are not sure, call. We would rather hear from you twice than miss a real problem.

Thoughts of harming yourself or ending your life — call or text 988 now, or call 911. You are
not alone.

Low mood, hopelessness, or loss of interest that lasts 2 weeks or more — call us; this is
treatable.

Constant worry, panic, or a racing mind that you cannot calm — call us this week.
Chest pain, pressure, or tightness — call 911. Do not assume it is "just stress."

New or fast palpitations that do not stop, or fainting — call us today.

Trouble sleeping most nights, or using more alcohol or tobacco to cope — let us know.

After a heart event, feeling down, fearful, or unable to return to normal life — tell us; cardiac
rehab can help.

If you are not sure whether it is your heart or your stress — call. We would rather check than
miss something.

Office: (727) 943-5200
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When to Seek Help

Depression signs: low mood, loss of interest, low energy, changes in sleep or appetite,
trouble concentrating, or feeling worthless — lasting 2 weeks or more.

Anxiety signs: constant worry, restlessness, a racing mind, or panic attacks that get in the
way of daily life.

Treatment is heart-safe: the steps that help your mood also help your heart, and SSRIs are
usually preferred and considered heart-safe.

Asking for help is strength. Mental health is health. Telling your care team is a smart,
brave step.

In crisis: if you ever have thoughts of harming yourself, call or text 988 right now, or call
911. Help is available 24/7.
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Trusted Resources

The links below are the trusted resources Dr. Ali used to write this guide and that he
recommends you visit for more information. Each is a clickable link in the digital version and a
Short.io tracked URL on the printed version.

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline - Free, confidential 24/7 support. Call or text 988, or chat online
— for anyone in distress.

AHA — Stress and Heart Health - Patient-friendly overview of how stress affects the heart,
with coping strategies.

Cleveland Clinic — Stress and Heart Disease - Plain-language guide to the stress response
and practical stress reduction.

Mayo Clinic — Stress and High Blood Pressure - How stress and stress-driven habits raise
blood pressure, and what to do.

NIH MedlinePlus — Stress and Your Health - Trusted federal overview of the body's stress
response and its health effects.
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https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/articles/8133-stress-and-heart-disease
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/high-blood-pressure/in-depth/stress-and-high-blood-pressure/art-20044190
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003211.htm

Sources Used to Build This Guide

Every recommendation in this guide is grounded in one or more of the studies, guidelines, or
trusted resources below. Short links are tracked so Dr. Ali can see which references patients
are reading; nothing personally identifying is captured.

AHA Scientific Statement — Psychological Health, Well-Being, and the Mind-Heart-Body Connection (2021
[Guideline]

Authoritative basis linking depression, anxiety, chronic stress, and well-being to cardiovascular outcomes, and
supporting screening and treatment of mood as part of heart care.

AHA Scientific Statement — Depression as a Risk Factor for Poor Prognosis After Acute Coronary Syndrome
(2014) [Guideline]

AHA elevation of depression to a risk factor for poor prognosis after acute coronary syndrome; supports the
two-way street and the value of screening after a heart event.

American Heart Association — Stress and Heart Health [Patient Education]
Plain-language overview of how chronic stress and the stress response affect blood pressure, behaviors, and
cardiovascular risk, with coping strategies.

Cleveland Clinic — Stress and Heart Disease [Patient Education]
Plain-language explanation of the stress response, broken-heart (takotsubo) cardiomyopathy, and practical
stress reduction for the lifestyle guidance.

Mayo Clinic — Stress and High Blood Pressure [Patient Education]
Patient-facing framing of how stress and stress-driven behaviors raise blood pressure, anchoring the biology
and behavior sections.

Cleveland Clinic — Broken Heart Syndrome (Takotsubo Cardiomyopathy) [Patient Education]
Supports the takotsubo cross-link — acute emotional or physical stress can trigger a temporary heart-muscle
weakening that mimics a heart attack.

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline [Patient Education]
Free, confidential 24/7 crisis support by call, text, or chat — the crisis resource cited in the When to Seek Help
section.

SAMHSA — 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline FAQs [Patient Education]
Federal description of how 988 works (call/text/chat, who it is for, confidentiality) to keep the crisis-line
guidance accurate.

AAFP — Depression and Anxiety in Patients With Cardiovascular Disease [Guideline]
Primary-care framing for recognizing and treating depression and anxiety, including that SSRIs are generally
preferred and considered heart-safe.

NIH MedlinePlus — Stress and Your Health [Patient Education]
Authoritative plain-language description of the body's stress response and its effects on heart rate, blood
pressure, and health behaviors.

Cochrane Review — Psychological interventions for coronary heart disease (Richards 2017) [Systematic
Review]

Evidence that psychological therapy and stress-reduction lower cardiac mortality and distress in heart disease
— supports counseling/CBT and the cardiac-rehab mood benefit.

= = This guide is educational only. Always follow your doctor's specific recommendations.
i E‘-% 4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
, - Online: https://go.riasalimd.com/stress-heart-guide
-

Visit 19of21|Page

RiasAliMD.com Contact Info


https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIR.0000000000000947
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https://www.aafp.org/pubs/afp/issues/2012/0301/p442.html
https://medlineplus.gov/ency/article/003211.htm
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD002902.pub4

About This Guide

Rias KS Ali, MD FACC | Board Certified in Interventional Cardiology & Cardiovascular Disease
4740 Mile Stretch Drive, Holiday FL 34690 | Office: (727) 943-5200 | Fax: (727) 943-5201 | RiasAliMD.com
Version: 2026-08-15

Reviewer note: Reviewed against AHA, Cleveland Clinic, and Mayo Clinic patient pages. This guide adds a
two-way mind-heart loop, an evidence-based 'what helps' toolkit, a 988 crisis resource, and links to cardiac rehab,
exercise, and recovery.

Disclaimer

This guide is for educational purposes only and does not replace medical advice from your physician.
Recommendations may not apply to every patient. Always follow the specific instructions of Dr. Ali and your care
team. In an emergency call 911 or go to the nearest emergency department.
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Take This Guide With You

Scan or visit: https://go.riasalimd.com/stress-heart-guide
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