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Reduce Stress for a Healthier Heart

Whether it’s from everyday deadlines, financial struggles, or the COVID-19 pandemic, stress shows up often in life. And
your body reacts to it: your heart rate increases, your blood vessels narrow—and over time, these little blows can add up
and do damage to your health, particularly your heart. With chronic stress, you’re more likely to have high blood pressure,

heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and poor sleep. Even other parts of your body — from your lungs to your gut — can take a
hit.

But while you can’t always limit the amount of stress in your life, you can work on changing how you respond to it. Just like
the automatic “fight or flight” response that kicks in when you’re scared — your muscles tense, heart rate increases, and
brain becomes more alert — your body also has a built-in, healthy relaxation response. When that’s triggered, the opposite
happens: your breathing and heart rate slow down, and your blood pressure decreases.

Luckily, with practice, you can learn to trigger that response. Try these techniques on your own or find a teacher or class to
help you get started. Don’t get discouraged if you don’t get the hang of it quickly. And if one approach doesn’t work for

you, try something new. You can learn to de-stress in lots of other ways.

Meditation. One of the most studied approaches for managing stress, this involves developing your ability to stay focused
on the present, instead of worrying about the past or future. Find a quiet location with as few distractions as possible. Get
comfortable by either sitting, lying or walking. Focus your attention on a specific word or set of words, an object or your
breathing. And let distractions, including thoughts, come and go without judgment.
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Progressive muscle relaxation. To feel the effect, first tense your muscles for a few seconds, then relax them.
Start by tensing and relaxing your toes, then your calves and on up to your face. Do one muscle group at a
time.

Deep breathing. Take in a slow, deep breath, let your stomach or chest expand and then exhale slowly.
Repeat a few times. Many people don’t breathe deeply, but it is relaxing and something you can do anytime,
anywhere.

Guided imagery. This involves a series of steps that include relaxing and visualizing the details of a calm,
peaceful setting, such as a garden. Getting your mind and body to a place of calm doesn’t always mean being
still, however. Other healthy ways to manage stress include taking a yoga or tai chi class, talking to a
professional counselor, joining a stress management program or an art class, or meeting up with friends for a
brisk walk. Being in nature can be very soothing for some people.

Combining de-stressors like these with other healthy habits can go a long way toward strengthening your
heart. Eat more veggies, fruits and whole grains, and less sodium, sugar and saturated fats, for example.
Move your body more — like through dancing and walking meetings. Find exercises you actually love and do
them regularly. Get enough good, quality sleep. And develop a strong social support system. Then rethink
some of the familiar ways you may be coping with stress, such as drinking alcohol frequently, using drugs and
other substances, smoking or overeating. They can actually worsen your stress — and your health.

Taking care of your heart health is a lifelong journey, but at a time when the risk of severe illness from COVID-
19 remains higher in people with poor cardiovascular health, learning new ways to make your heart strong
has become even more important.

You can learn more about heart health from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute by visiting
www.nhlbi.nih.gov. If you need help finding additional resources to help you cope with stress, talk to a
healthcare provider. Seek urgent care if you can’t cope at all or have suicidal thoughts. Resources are also
available at nimh.nih.gov/health/find-help.
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Aetna” Behavioral Health AbleTo support
Here for you when you need it

Convenient eight-week program
with counseling and coaching by video or phone.
Just call AbleTo at 1-844-330-3648.

Consider AbleTo support if you have experienced one of these health conditions or life changes:

[mfertility ? Digestive health issues

Ereast or prostate ? Painmanagement

cancer recovery

Breathing problems

Heart issues

Fostpartum depression

Caregiving stress (child,
elder or autism)

Grief and loss

Alcohol or substance abuse

Diabetes

Military transitions

Depression, anxiety or panic

Once a week with a therapist to address
emotional challenges like depression,
stress and anxlety that can come with a
medical diagnosls

@

Once a week with a behavior coach to
identify health goals and develop an
action plan

aetna.com

Aetna is the brand name used for products and services provided by one or more of the Aetna group of subsldlary companles
(Aetna). The Aetna companles that offer, underwrite or adminlster benefits coverage Include Aetna Health Inc., Aetna Health of
California Ine., Aetna Health Insurance Company of New Yark, Aetna Health Insurance Company and/or Aetna Life Insurance
Company (Aetna). In Florida, by Aetna Health Inc. and/or Aetna Life Insurance Company. [n Mary and, by Aetna Health Inc., 151
Farmington Avenue, Hartford, CT 06156. Aetna Behaviora| Health refers to an internal business unit of Aetna. Each insurer has

sole financial responslbllity for its own products.
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Healthy Corner Recipe

Shrimp Scampi with Zoodles
4 Servings, 30 minutes

Ingredients:

6 oz Linguine

1% Ib. peeled, deveined large shrimp

4 cloves garlic, grated

2 tbsp. olive oil

Kosher salt and pepper

1 tbsp. lemon zest

2 tbsp. lemon juice (from 1 to 2 large lemons)
% tsp red pepper flakes

% c. dry white wine

1 tbsp. unsalted butter

12 oz zucchini (about 3), spiraled on the thickest setting
Y% c flat-leaf parsley, chopped

Directions:

1. Cook pasta per pkg. directions. Reserve % cup cooking water, drain pasta, and return it to the pot.

2. Meanwhile, in a large bowl, toss shrimp, garlic, olive oil, % tsp salt, and % tsp pepper. Let sit at least 5 minutes.

3. Heat a large skillet on medium. Add shrimp mixture and cook until just barely opaque throughout, 3 to 4 minutes per side.
Transfer to a plate, leaving any oil in the skillet.

4. Addlemon zest and pepper flakes and cook, stirring, 30 seconds. Add wine, scraping up any browned bits, then reduce by
half. Stirin lemon juice and butter, then add zucchini noodles and simmer 2 minutes.

5. Return shrimp to the skillet along with pasta and toss to combine, adding some reserved pasta water if mixture seems dry.

6. Sprinkle with parsley.

Per Serving: 390 calories, 12.5 g fat (3.5 g saturated fat), 30 g protein, 1, 100 mg sodium, 36 g carb, 3g fiber

WD TEST KITCHEN TIP: For extra flavor, let the shrimp and garlic sit, refrigerated, for a few hours instead of just a
few minutes.
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