
STORY AT-A-GLANCE

Broken heart syndrome is real, on the rise, and is a potentially deadly condition. Also

called Takotsubo syndrome (TTS) or stress cardiomyopathy, more than 90% of cases are

in women between the ages of 58 to 75. It is estimated that up to 5% of women

suspected of having a heart attack actually suffered broken heart syndrome.

The symptoms mirror a heart attack. People who are experiencing broken heart

syndrome describe sudden heart attack-like symptoms that include chest pain and
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Negative emotions such as heartbreak, profound sadness and anger can lead to broken

heart syndrome. The symptoms mimic a heart attack but without broken blood vessels



During broken heart syndrome your heart muscles are stunned and weakened, leading to

your heart taking the shape of a balloon



The release of adrenaline during shocking and acutely stressful events, increasing blood

pressure and pulse adds further strain to a weakened heart



With prolonged spousal illness also linked to mortality risk, it is extremely important to

adopt a resilient and positive attitude when facing life’s challenges. A positive attitude

has been shown to be the single most influential factor in longevity studies



It is impossible to avoid all negative experiences as too much of life is beyond our

control. However, focusing on creating positive experiences and improving your health

heart are two strategies that can help reduce the threat of broken heart syndrome
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difficulty breathing. The condition can last for a few days or even weeks, with the

standard medications used to treat heart attacks often prescribed.

While it is a relatively rare condition, it is estimated up to 2% of people who visit a health

provider for a suspected heart attack actually suffered from TTS.  Most recover fully but

complications are possible and could be serious. Severe arterial blockages and clots

can complicate matters, resulting in irreversible heart, congestive heart failure and even

death.  While cardiac function typically returns within a month, the mortality rate is as

high as 8% according to a 2011 study.

While it is impossible to avoid all negative events and stress, there are steps you can

take to make yourself more emotionally and physically resilient to minimize your risk of

broken heart syndrome.

Broken Heart Syndrome Versus the Widowhood Effect

TTS is often compared to the widowhood effect, which describes an increase in

mortality rates shortly after a spouse dies. Studies have found excess mortality rates of

30% to 90% in the first three months after a spouse passes.  The primary difference is

that the cause of TTS has been narrowed down to the brain-heart connection, while the

widowhood effect is not restricted to one aspect of human biology.

A statistical analysis found that the death of a wife is associated with a 18% increase in

all-cause mortality for men. The death of a husband resulted in an increase in mortality

of 16% for women. In a notable parallel to TTS, a 7% to 10% increase of heart, vascular

disease and heart failure death impacted the women covered in this study.

Previous seizures and strokes have also been linked to a higher incidence of broken

heart syndrome.  Chronic stress and depression are also linked with significantly

increased odds of developing broken heart syndrome.

Women Are at Greatest Risk
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Women over 50 years of age are most at risk of broken heart syndrome. Overall, 85% to

95% of patients with TTS are women between 65 and 70. One study found that of 1,750

patients with TTS, the mean age was 67 and 89.8% were female.

Cases of TTS have been on the uptick over the last two decades, with an especially

pronounced increase among women aged 50 to 74. Some of this rise can be attribute in

an overall increase in the size of this demographic but socioeconomic and

environmental stressors may also play a role.

Data on this increase in broken heart syndrome cases relies heavily on appropriate

coding by the hospital. This is not a given when TTS presents so similarly to heart

attack, including the focal point being the left ventricle. Despite the great potential for

misdiagnosis, there is sufficient data to detect a steep increase in cases.

Severe Stress Precipitates Broken Heart Syndrome

Events that have been known to trigger broken heart syndrome include the following.

Seek medical attention right away if you suffer chest pains after a stressful event.

Car or other accident Asthma attack

Serious illness, surgery or medical

procedure

Death or serious illness or injury to a

loved one, including a pet

Domestic violence Financial loss

Intense fear Public speaking

Sudden surprise Job loss

Stress in general increases your risk of heart disease. Your body’s stress response is

supposed to protect you but constant stress takes a serious toll on your health. The

hormone cortisol is released in response to stress, and chronically elevated cortisol
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levels promotes high blood pressure and inflammation, both of which contribute to heart

disease.

Cortisol is also catabolic, meaning it breaks down your muscle tissue, and

antimetabolic, meaning it lowers your metabolism. It promotes fat storage around your

internal organs and inhibits collagen formation.

How to Protect Yourself From Broken Heart Syndrome

It is not possible or realistic to attempt to evade all stressful life events. Instead, the

best approach is to develop strategies to manage stress and escape the stress cycle.

This can help minimize the release and impact of stress hormones  and improve your

resilience. Here are several suggestions:

Minimize exposure to fear narratives — With endless access to screentime and

content, it is easy to “doom scroll” through a never-ending wave of infuriating and

depressing news. Constantly seeking and fixating on stressful events outside of your

control can be accomplished with a swipe or a click.

The average adult spends more time staring at a screen than sleeping. Putting down

your screen not only can not only help you break this cycle of stress but is an

important step towards getting more and better-quality sleep.

The narratives spun in our own heads can be as powerful as the false narratives spun

by the media. Changing the narrative is a powerful way to increase resilience and end

the rumination cycle. Rumination describes the process of reliving bad events in your

head over and over.

Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT) — Also referred to as tapping, EFT is one my

favorite tools to reduce stress and increase creative problem solving. Using the same

meridians as acupuncture, EFT instead stimulates these pathways with tapping while

voicing positive affirmations. EFT has a range of benefits, both physical and mental.
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Expressive writing — Another powerful tool is expressive writing. This practice

involves free writing for 20 minutes about an issue, exploring your thoughts and

feelings about it. A 1988 study found that expressive writing provides a sense of

control that reduces stress. Participants who wrote four times per week were

healthier in six weeks and happier three months later than those who wrote about

superficial topics.

Meditation — Avoiding stressful situations may be the first line of defense against

broken heart syndrome but meditation has proven helpful to some patients with

TTS.  Journaling mindfulness, yoga or even relaxing activities like a bath have also

been shown to reduce break the stress cycle and protect your heart.

Spend more time outdoors — There is compelling evidence that outdoor walks,

outdoor exercise, nature walks, and nature viewing contribute to improved heart rate

and blood pressure. Spending 120 minutes outdoors per week can improve your

health and well-being by reducing stress.  Depression and anxiety are linked to

broken heart syndrome. A simple walk in green and natural spaces can reduce anxiety

and boost your mood.

Gardening — A form of exercise and a popular hobby, gardening can reduce stress

and serve as a sleep boosting exercise.  A study during the first wave of COVID-19

related lockdowns found that gardening helped foster a connection with nature,

relieve stress, provide an outlet for exercise and a source of healthy nutrients.

Slow breathing through your nose — If you are looking to improve oxygenation and

bust stress, breathing through your nose is a practice worth mastering. A study to

measure the effect of slow nostril breathing found that twelve weeks of slow

breathing exercise reduced perceived stress and improved cardiovascular

parameters.

Protect your heart with better sleep — Chronic sleep deprivation leads to higher levels

of stress hormones like cortisol and affect appetite regulating hormones like leptin
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and ghrelin.  Cortisol contributes to cardiovascular disease.

Magnesium and B6 — The combination of magnesium and B6 can have a

complementary effect that reduces stress. Especially when compared to adults with

low magnesium levels.  Magnesium is also effective for the prevention and treatment

of cardiovascular disease.  In industrialized western countries, magnesium

deficiencies in the diet increase the risk of cardiovascular disease and death.

Building Resilience Is the Best Protection Against Broken Heart
Syndrome

Pursuing a lifestyle that enhances and protects your heart health can serve to protect

you from the worst effects of TTS. Broken heart syndrome can improve very rapidly if

treated on time and identified accurately by a doctor familiar with the syndrome. The

good news is that recurrence is fairly uncommon, and as long as the heart muscle is not

damaged, most people who suffer broken heart syndrome continue to lead healthy

lives.

A healthy heart is better able to endure the rapid weakening of the heart muscle that

occurs in broken heart syndrome. Reducing stress and using tools that protect you from

being overwhelmed by stress can protect your heart from stress damage. These tools

may also make you more emotionally resilient in the face of serious challenges and less

likely to suffer broken heart syndrome.
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