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Stress can affect our physical/mental health and enjoyment of life in profound ways. While many
wish to reduce stress in their lives, people today are busier, move at a faster pace, and try to
accomplish more professionally and personally than ever before. It became such a part of our
culture that for some, unless they are overlooked- they feel they are underachieving. Over 75%
of all doctor's office visits are for stress-related complains. If excessive, in a patient that may
already have an underlying minor heart condition such as mild blockages in the heart vessels, it
can lead to Sudden Cardiac Death. 

Some of this increased pace is due to our new technological advances. The advent of
smartphones, computers, Internet and email were supposed to make our lives easier and
provide us with more leisure time. It has been the opposite. Rather than relaxing during the day
or while driving the car, people are making calls, answering calls and returning calls. At work,
we try to keep pace with lightening speeds of all our electronic "helpers."

  

How does stress affect our health? It mainly depends as to the personality type. People respond
to stress in a different manner. There are those that let it out- and those that hold it in.

  

  Shouting out is a way to relieve stress, but letting it out by exercising is much better avenue to
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relieve stress. If one does not let it out, then holding onto stress will manifest itself somehow
within our body. Our brains will even play tricks on our bodies, as stress can affect our cognitive
function. If the brain is stressed, it can perceive pain some place inside the body where nothing
is actually occurring but that does not mean you are imagining it. This is a psychosomatic effect
of stress (where the soreness appears real). Every part of our body has nerves that eventually
go up to the brain. The pain is real. It can shoot off anywhere. There might be nothing at all
wrong with the hand but the brain perceives pain coming from there. Same with the foot,
elbow... almost anywhere. 

  

What are the effects of stress on our cardiovascular system? There should be an understanding
of how our body functions to answer this question. Scientifically, Stress releases stress
hormones such as catecholamines which is also known as adrenaline. Excessive or
inappropriate amount can lead to increased oxygen demand on the body, spasm of the
coronary arteries, and chaotic electrical instability of the heart that can cause a Heart Attack and
a Sudden Cardiac Death, respectively. Briefly, our heart is built like a building: it has doors,
walls, plumbing, and electricity running through it. Excessive stress can stimulate the electrical
part of the heart negatively and cause malignant and chaotic electrical instability. In general, it is
the electrical part of the heart that stimulates the heart muscle to contract and thus pump blood
to the rest of our body. Clearly, if there is electrical instability then the pump fails and one can
pass out. If this is diagnosed quickly and the patient is electrically cardioverted back to normal,
he will survive. On the other hand, if it is too late, then one would suffer anoxic encephalopathy
(it is a brain damage caused by absence of oxygen) and death will follow. At the vascular level,
chronic stress can damage the endothelium or the inner lining of the vessel and decrease the
amount of healthy arterial dilating local chemical called Nitrous Oxide leading to arterial
constriction. Chronic arterial constriction can lead to hypertension and damaged inner lining of
the artery can create more sticky roadways leading the way to development of atherosclerosis
or fat buildup in the arteries.
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  At more clinical level, In general, our body needs the stress hormones mainly for fight or flightsituations. When we encounter a dangerous situation we have to think fast to either run as fastas we can or stay and fight. Both of these require a significant amount of stress hormones tohelp raise our blood pressure and our heart rates to be able to do the next reasonable actionthat is fight or flight. This is a natural response to stress. Yet, in our daily activities and becauseof aforementioned routines of life, we place ourselves into fight or flight situation and never getout of it. It is not transient rather it is constant. Stress that continues without relief may lead to acondition called distress-a negative stress reaction. This can significantly put stress on ourcardiovascular system. A good example is for those that have asthma and end up in theemergency room with status asthmatics meaning their bronchus is in spasm constantly andwheezing significantly; they end up needing significantly more medication to break the cycle.Similarly, individuals with chronic unrelenting stress need to break the cycle or face theconsequences. One approach to tackle this is to adopt an exercise regimen. Unfortunately,some people use alcohol, smoking, or drugs to relieve stress. These in return would lead toworsening of this malicious cycle and cause other undesirable side effects. We should alwaystry to treat the underlying situation inducing stress and not mask it with alcohol and drugs.  A study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association led by researchers atLaval University in Quebec, Canada has shown that patients that had a heart attack for the firsttime and returned to their stressful work environment compared to those that returned to theirstress free work environment ended up twice as likely to have a second heart attack.  Clearly, chronic unhealthy stress can lead to significant physiologic abnormalities that if notnoted and treated in time may cause significant health issues and possibly even death. It is bestto know the signs and symptoms and take control early. The motto to live by always for health ismoderation and incorporation of exercise in one's routine in life.  --------------------------------------------------------------------  Dr. Manshadi MD, FACC, FSCAI, FAHA, FACP is among the top American cardiologists. Heis the author of  The Wisdom of Heart Health. The physician is an Interventional Cardiologist who treats patients from prevention tointervention. He is a CMA (California Medical Association) member since 2001. He is aBoard-Certified physician with the American Board of Interventional Cardiology, AmericanBoard of Cardiology. He combines private practice with Academic Medicine. Presently, heserves as Associate Clinical Professor at UC Davis Medical Center and as Clinical Professor atUniversity of the Pacific among other positions. In addition, he is the Chair of Media Relationsfor American College of Cardiology, California Chapter. The multi-faceted physician is licensedand certified in nuclear medicine, a subspecialty of radiology. In this regard, he is a member ofthe American Board of Nuclear Cardiology. It is noteworthy to mention that in his practice, helikes to use innovative tests. If you want to know more about Dr. Manshadi, you can click here: Dr. Ramin Manshadi-Cardiologist. Dr. Manshadi is our health columnist and  is available to answer your questions. You cane-mail him at drmanshadi@megadiversities.comand the address of his official website is www.DrManshadi.com.
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