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Sweaty palms, a racing heart, shallow breathing — these physical signs of stress are probably familiar to
most of us, but that doesn’t mean we respond to them in the same way. Findings published in 
Psychological Science suggest that being in sync with these sensations is linked with psychological and
physical well-being. 

“This study suggests that it’s good to tune into your emotions and your body because it seems like the
more those two things track together, the better off you are,” lead researcher Sasha Sommerfeldt, a
graduate student at the University of Wisconsin-Madison Center for Healthy Minds, said in a news
story. 

“In other words, it’s not just whether someoneexperiences more stress or less stress, or whether their
heart rate increases alot or a little under stress,” Sommerfeldt explained. “Rather, it is a
person’sawareness of his or her stress levels and how consistent that is with heartrate that is linked to
psychological and physical well-being.”

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797619849555
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Sommerfeldt and coauthors analyzed data from 1,065 participants in the longitudinal Midlife in the
United States (MIDUS) study. Participants completed a series of stressful computer tasks, including a
mental math task and a color identification task.

Before, during, and after the tasks, researchersmeasured participants’ heart rate and asked them to rate
their stress on ascale of one to 10 throughout the study.

Analyses revealed that some people’s stress levelsaligned with their heart rate better than others.

Those with greaterstress-heart rate coherence had fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression,greater
overall psychological well-being, and lower levels of inflammation.

Sommerfeldt noted that it’s unclear which comes first:good stress regulation or high stress-heart rate
coherence.

“If people can recognize that they’re stressed andhave a good relationship between their bodies and
stress levels, then maybeit’s less likely that their stress will spill over and affect their mood
andbehavior,” Sommerfeldt explained. “At the same time, if you have higher levelsof emotional well-
being, then you’re probably better at regulating youremotions. For example, you might say, ‘Yes, I’m
stressed, but I know what to dowith it and I can accept my stress.’ You use less denial in coping with
it.”

Teaching coherence may help people recognize their emotions, and it’s possible that it could be used in
conjunction with mindfulness, cognitive behavioral therapy, or other therapeutic interventions,
Sommerfeldt noted. As of now, it’s unclear whether these findings can be applied to emotions beyond
stress. 

Richard Davidson, senior author of the article and director of the Center for Healthy Minds, is excited
about these new findings.

“The data support the potentially beneficial role of awareness in psychological well-being and physical
health,” Davidson said.
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