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Stress, heart health, and the amygda-
la: Links explained
Excerpts from Medical News Today
By Tim Newman 

That long-term stress is linked to cardiovascular disease is not breaking news. However, despite 
the well-known connection, exactly how the two are coupled has been difficult to pinpoint. Two 
studies recently published provide new insight.  

Psychological stress carries with it a wealth of ills. But there also appears to be a direct link be-
tween elevated stress levels and heart complaints. Although this relationship is common knowl-
edge to medical researchers and laypeople alike, the exact physiological processes behind it have 
remained difficult to unpick. How can an emotion that is constructed in the brain influence the 
physical health of the heart?

Studies in animals have found that stress increases inflammation. How this fits into the full picture 
is yet to be understood. Researcher, Dr. Ahmed Tawakol and his team, researchers from Massa-
chusetts General Hospital (MGH) and Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai (ISMMS) in New 
York, were able to show an association between the likelihood of a cardiac event and a specific 
part of the brain: the amygdala, a region known to be involved in emotional processing. High 
levels of activity in the amygdala at the start of the study were associated with an increased risk 
of experiencing a cardiac event. They also showed that activity in the amygdala could predict the 
timing of the events.

           
This pioneering study provides 
more evidence of a heart-brain 
connection, by elucidating a link 
between resting metabolic activ-
ity in the amygdala, a marker of 
stress, and subsequent cardiovas-
cular events independently of es-
tablished cardiovascular risk fac-
tors. We also show that amygdalar 
activity is related to increased as-
sociated perceived stress and to an 
increased vascular inflammation 
and hematopoietic activity.

Zahi A. Fayad, Ph.D., co-senior author”

“
Further research will help to deepen our understand-
ing of the so-called amygdala-bone marrow-arterial 
axis. In the future, medications that target this mech-
anism may be useful for controlling or minimizing 
cardiovascular disease. The findings also underscore 
the importance of addressing stress in order to reduce 
health risks.

As Dr. Tawakol says: “It would be reasonable to ad-
vise individuals with increased risk of cardiovascular 
disease to consider employing stress-reduction ap-
proaches if they feel subjected to a high degree of 
psychosocial stress.”


