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STRESS ALCHEMY: 
THE EASIEST AND FASTEST WAY TO TRANSFORM 

STRESS INTO STRENGTH 
 

Note: The information in this report is not to be used to diagnose or treat any 

symptom or condition or as a substitute for care from a licensed healthcare 

provider. 

 

INTRODUCTION – HOMEO WHAT?! 

Have you ever felt stressed?  Of course you have but have you 

ever stopped to ask yourself what stress really is? 

There isn’t a day that goes by that the average individual isn’t 

affected by stress. Whether you are aware of it or not, stress and its 

effects are an integral (and important) part of life. The question is, if 

everyone is affected by stress, why do some people seem to deal 

with it better than others? 

The answer is simply that some people have a strong physiological 

ability that allows them to recover from stress efficiently while 

others do not. 

This function is called “homeodynamism” or dynamic natural 

balance and is the natural ability of the body to recover from stress. 

The problem is that when a single stressful event is severe enough 

or many small stressors invade our lives over long periods of time, 

the ability to recover from stress is weakened. When this occurs, 

we begin to see the outward symptoms of stress leading to what we 

might call “burnout.” Here are just a few: 

 Head and muscle aches 

 Insomnia 

 Hyperventilation 

 Reduced immune function 

 Irritability 
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 Trouble remembering and concentrating 

 Arrhythmias and other serious conditions  

Surprisingly, research has estimated that 70-90% of all visits to 

healthcare practitioners are caused by unresolved or “chronic” 

stress. Unresolved stress can also become so severe that it results 

in life-threatening conditions and sudden death. 

In most cases, chronic stress is treated with a combination of 

medication, diet, exercise, relaxation techniques, etc.; all of which 

result in varying degrees of relief. 

The problem is that while most of those approaches can be 

somewhat effective in reducing the impact of stress on a case-by-

case basis, none are very good at actually improving one’s ability to 

become “stress resilient.” That is, in order to truly be able to 

respond and recover naturally from the impact of stress one must 

improve homeodynamism. 

Over the last several years, independent research has revealed 

that a very interesting phenomenon seems to be present in the use 

of a very simple but powerful breathing technique. This breathing 

technique when practiced regularly (about ten minutes once or 

twice a day), has been shown to increase the body’s natural ability 

to build stress resiliency as well as “reset” the stress buildup that 

leads to chronic, out-of-control stress and the symptoms mentioned 

above. 

First, let’s take a quick look at what stress is, how stress works, and 

then we’ll move on to what you can do about it. 

 

A SIMPLE DEFINITION OF STRESS 

“STRESS IS  SIMPL Y A ST ATE OF READ INESS .   IT IS  THE W AY WE 

P REP ARE TO MEET THE CHALL ENGES OF L IFE  BOTH P OSITIVE AND 

NEGATIV E .   THE FACT IS WE COUL DN ’T L IVE W ITHOUT A CER TAIN 

AMOUNT OF STRESS AND  AN APP ROP RIATE RESP ONSE TO IT .”  
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HOW YOU CONTROL STRESS 

Your reactions to stress are controlled by the part of your nervous 

system called the Autonomic Nervous System (ANS).  This 

system has two branches that work together to help you deal with 

any situation. 

These branches are: 

 The sympathetic branch (controlling the fight-or-flight 

response) that works to arouse you, and  

 The parasympathetic branch (controlling the relaxation 

response) that helps you to recover from that arousal. 

Human bodies were designed to react to stress with certain 

changes.  Our ancient ancestor’s evolved with a fight or flight 

response that was necessary for them to survive in dangerous 

environments. 

Although we don’t have the same survival threats faced by the 

cavemen, our bodies still react to the challenges of modern life with 

the same physiological and psychological changes. 

 

TWO TYPES OF UNHEALTHY STRESS 

Stress can be divided into two main types – acute and chronic. 

Acute stress is a result of reacting strongly to a stressor for a short 

period of time.  You may feel “hyper” for a while, but then the 

situation is over and that feeling goes away. 

Chronic stress is a result of a continuation of stressors the effects 

of which build over a longer period of time.  You feel “hyper” for a 

long period of time and eventually just feel worn out as your ability 

to recover weakens. 

 

RESPONDING TO STRESS 
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When responding to acute stress, first your brain perceives a 

threat.  This is a stressor, whether it is real or imagined. 

Your brain sends a message to the autonomic nervous system 

which activates the fight-or-flight response.  This triggers the 

release of stress hormones (such as cortisol and adrenaline) from 

your Adrenal Glands. 

The major systems within your body are primed and activated to 

stand and fight or run away. 

The stressful event comes to an end either by you taking action or 

simply no longer perceiving it as a threat.  In other words, it is 

resolved! 

Finally, the brain signals the autonomic nervous system to withdraw 

the fight or flight response, allowing the stress hormones to 

subside.  The body returns to normal balance through activation of 

the relaxation response. 

ACUTE STRESS 

What happens in your body when facing an acute stressor? 

 Your Heart Rate, Blood Pressure, and Breathing Rate speed up.  

This helps to bring more oxygen to prepare for a quick 

response. 

 Your blood vessels tighten. Your blood is redirected away from 

fingers and toes and toward the arms and legs. 

 Your muscles tense. The large muscles in your body are getting 

ready for action. 

 Your liver converts starch into sugar. This provides a potent 

burst of energy needed to fight or run. 

 Short-term memory, concentration and rational thought is 

suppressed. There is no time to think – you must react!  

 Your blood clots more easily. This will decrease your chances of 

bleeding to death from injury. 

 Your Immune function is temporarily enhanced.  This helps 

prevent infection from potential wounds. 
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A healthy response to acute stress looks something like this:  

 

 

 

 

 

CHRONIC STRESS 

Chronic (long-term) Stress is different than acute stress. 

 The stressor is NOT resolved 

 Your relaxation response becomes overtaxed and unable to 

return the body to balance 
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 Your fight-or-flight response continues 

 Every cell in your body remains bathed in stress hormones 

 Healthy nervous system balance of the two branches does not 

occur 

During Chronic Stress, physical and mental changes resulting from 

the fight-or-flight response remain active. 

Your body is not built to handle these mental and physical changes 

for long periods of time.  Over time, stress-related symptoms or 

illness may result (70-90% of all doctor’s visits are due to stress-

related symptoms). 

Chronic stress looks like this: 
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Several conditions can turn acute stress into chronic stress. Among 

them are (from WebMD): 

 Traumatic level one-time events 

 Simultaneous stressful situations that do not get better (like job 

stress and trouble at home). 

 Continuous stress following a traumatic event (such as loss of a 

loved one). 

 An inefficient or insufficient relaxation response (as seen 

above). 

 Acute stress in people with serious illness, such as heart 

disease. 

 

EFFECTS OF CHRONIC STRESS 

Chronic stress has been shown to be related to the onset or 

exacerbation of many unhealthy conditions.  Some of these include: 

Heart and Lungs: 

 Arrhythmias (skipped or uneven heart beats) 

 Angina (chest pain) 

 Heart Attacks 

 High Blood Pressure 

 Asthma 

 Breathing Dysfunction 

 Increased AVERAGE Heart Rate.  But Decreased Heart Rate 

Variability (the highs and lows of heart rate) 

Blood Vessels: 

 Constricted arteries 

 Increased blood clotting 

 Higher cholesterol 

 Stroke 

 Increased Homocysteine (tied to increased risk of heart 

disease) 

Brain and Psychological: 
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 Decreased Short-term Memory and Concentration 

 Impaired Learning 

 Depression and Anxiety 

 Reduced quality of life 

 Fatigue 

 Sleep Disorders 

 Unhealthy habits, such as smoking, alcohol, drugs, high-fat and 

high-salt foods 

Immune Function: 

 Increased infections 

 Low white blood cell count 

 More colds and flu 

 Allergy-like symptoms increase 

 Increased cytokines, an immune protein that can damage cells 

Muscles and Joints 

 Headache 

 Shoulder and neck pain 

 Back pain 

 Exacerbated arthritis symptoms 

 Non-cardiac chest pain 

Gastrointestinal: 

 Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS) 

 Diarrhea or constipation 

 Cramping and bloating 

 Peptic Ulcers 

Hormonal: 

 Insulin-resistance, which can lead to diabetes 

 Lowered Estrogen in women 

 Increase of Cortisol, one of the main stress hormones 

 Weight Gain, especially around the middle 

 Increased signs of aging, such as wrinkles, from decreased 

DHEA 
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Stress can accumulate over time, and you might not be aware of 

how stress is affecting you. 

 

ARE THERE WAYS TO MEASURE THE IMPACT OF STRESS IN YOUR BODY? 

YES!  Scientists discovered over 35 years ago that Stress and its 

level of impact on your autonomic nervous system CAN be 

measured using something called Heart Rate Variability. 

 

WHAT IS HEART RATE VARIABILITY (HRV)? 

Your heart rate constantly changes in response to your body’s 

needs – this is called heart rate variability.  The more variability in 

your heart rate, the healthier your system. 

This may sound contradictory when, during a physical, the doctor 

says your heart rate is “72” beats per minute. It is important to 

understand that the 72 beats per minute is an average comprised 

of a series of constantly changing heart rates measured over that 

minute. The difference between the highest and lowest heart rate 

over that minute is heart rate variability. 

These changes are directed by your autonomic nervous system. 

Under normal, healthy conditions, the two branches of the 

autonomic nervous system are dynamically balanced and this is 

reflected in good HRV. 

Lots of variability is a GOOD thing – a lack of variability is not (think 

flat line – not good). So as in our previous example, a constant 

heart rate of 72 beats per minute would actually reflect no variability 

and be deadly. 

The size of this variability gives an indication of the impact that 

stress is having on your cardiovascular system, autonomic nervous 

system, and overall health. 



Copyright 2011 Advanced Cardiologix All rights reserved Page 11 
 

During chronic stress, heart rate goes up (fight-or-flight response) 

and heart rate variability goes down and stays down. 

INCREASING YOUR HEART RATE VARIABILITY IS ONE OF THE FASTEST 

WAYS TO BUILD STRESS RESILIENCE.   

So, what can I DO to improve my reaction to stress? 

The answer lies in building “resilience” to stress.  Stress 

Resilience is the ability to physically and mentally rebound from 

stress quickly, thus reducing its negative impacts.  It is being able 

to “bounce back” from the stressors of life. 

 

BUILDING STRESS RESILIENCY 

Studies have shown that one of the best ways to increase 

resilience to stress is through breath training, using a specific 

technique that, in many cases can increase HRV.  This breath 

training has been shown to improve and strengthen autonomic 

nervous system balance and function. 

This positive effect, created by daily breath training over time, will 

be reflected by increased heart rate variability. 

Strengthening your heart rate variability and improving autonomic 

nervous system function and balance will lead to building greater 

stress resilience.  You will begin to bounce back faster from 

stressful situations. 

Remember when we went over the impacts of chronic stress in the 

different systems earlier in this document?  One of the symptoms is 

“Breathing Dysfunction.”  While everyone under stress may not 

notice disturbances in their breathing patterns, it does occur in 

most. 

 

WHAT IS INCLUDED IN BREATHING DYSFUNCTION? 
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 Irregular breathing patterns 

 Unconscious breath holding 

 Rapid, shallow breathing 

Rapid, shallow breathing is also called hyperventilation, and there 

are many symptoms that may be associated with this type of 

breathing.   

Below is a chart that shows some of the differences between 

Chronic Hyperventilation and Healthy Breathing: 

 

CHRONIC HYPERVENTILATION 
 

HEALTHY BREATHING 

Anxiety, panic attacks Relaxation response 

Emotional distress Mood stability 

Tingling in the extremities Increased blood flow to the extremities 

Confused or “fuzzy” thinking, Headaches Clarity of Thought 

Fatigue Increase in energy 

Muscle twitching, tightness, pain Reduced muscular tension 

Blurred vision Increased visual clarity 

Increased blood pressure Reduced blood pressure 

Digestive problems Normalization of appetite and fat stores 

Increase in colds and infections Enhanced immune function 

Increased menopausal symptoms (hot 
flashes, etc.) 

Decrease in menopausal symptoms 

 

Rapid and shallow breathing can put you into a state of fight-or-

flight, or keep you there if you are already in that state. 

The way in which you breathe can have a profound impact on the 

way you function physically, mentally, and emotionally. 

 

CHANGING BREATHING PATTERNS 

It makes sense, then, that changing your breathing pattern could 

change what is happening in your body. 

Taking 10-20 minutes to breathe more slowly and deeply, from your 

abdomen rather than from your chest, is a great way to put the 
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brakes on the stress cycle and allow your body to return to a more 

relaxed state. 

But the right kind of breath training can do even more than that! 

Researchers were so fascinated with the health improvements that 

could be made through changes in breathing, they decided to study 

it.  (Researchers are ALWAYS studying something!) 

They tried various breathing techniques and breathing rates.  They 

looked at how changing the rate impacted the heart.  And they 

began to notice a curious thing . . .  

While under chronic stress, there was no relationship between 

breathing and changes in heart rate. 

 

 

 

BUT… 
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As people slowed their breathing down to about six breaths per 

minute, the changes in their heart rate started to follow the changes 

in breathing! 

 

 

 

In a healthy person, heart rate follows inhalation/exhalation.  It no 

longer works that way once a person is chronically stressed. 

 

HERE’S WHAT TO REMEMBER 

1. When you are stressed, breathing is impaired. 

2. When breathing is impaired the relationship between your heart 

rate variability and breathing goes away (we call that “de-

coupling” – the relationship is broken). 
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3. Breathing at a special rate (about six breaths per minute) can 

bring back that relationship, or re-couple changes in your 

breathing with changes in your heart rate, if practiced regularly 

over time. 

This is partially accomplished through a structure called a 

“baroreceptor.” 

I know this sounds geeky but it is really cool! 

 

BARORECEPTORS 

Baroreceptors are pressure-sensitive nerve endings that live in the 

large arteries around your heart.  They sense changes in blood 

pressure, which cause the arteries to either expand or contract. 

Assuming that you are healthy, when you react to a stressor your 

flight-or-flight response is triggered. 

 This causes an increase in blood pressure. 

 An increase in blood pressure will be detected by your 

baroreceptors. 

 The baroreceptors cause activation of the relaxation response. 

 You return to a normal state. 

 

BUT, IF THERE IS INSUFFICIENT RECOVERY FROM STRESSORS: 

 The baroreceptors begin to lose some of their ability to detect 

subtle changes in pressure. 

 Parasympathetic activation (relaxation response) happens less 

and less. 

 You enter a chronic stress cycle, which left unchecked can lead 

to “burnout.” 

 

ALCHEMY BREATHING CAN RETRAIN THE BARORECEPTORS! 
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“Alchemy” breathing is the name we gave to a special technique 

that we have found may re-set and strengthen the stress/relaxation 

response with very little effort over a short period of time. It is 

simple, easy to learn and you only need to practice for a few 

minutes a day. 

Practicing breathing at about six breaths per minute actually 

stretches out your baroreceptors, making them more responsive. 

 

BREATH TRAINING IS LIKE A WORKOUT AT THE GYM (ONLY MUCH EASIER)! 

Breathing like this exercises your baroreceptors very much like 

going to the gym to work out your muscles. 

In the beginning, it may feel awkward to slow your breathing and 

the first few times you may not notice lot of change. 

For example, with regular practice at a gym, your muscles soon get 

stronger and in about 4 weeks, you notice a difference in your 

body.  It looks and feels better! 

Just like going to the gym, with regular breath training your 

baroreceptors get stronger and in about 4 weeks you notice a 

difference.  Your life feels less stressful and your thinking gets 

clearer. 

 

WHAT DOES “REGULAR” BREATH TRAINING MEAN? 

Studies show that practicing slow breathing – at about six breaths 

per minute – once or, preferably twice, daily for at least 10 

minutes at a time – can retrain your baroreceptors and bring back 

balance to your autonomic nervous system.  

Practice sitting or reclining, breath from the abdomen. While this 

technique is not a meditation technique, it can be incorporated into 

your meditative practice. 
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DO NOT practice while driving or operating machinery. If you find 

yourself feeling light-headed or dizzy, simply breathe normally for a 

minute or two. 

Warning: Big words ahead! 

Alchemy Breathing also has a positive impact on your HPA axis – 

a complex set of interactions between your hypothalamus, pituitary 

gland and adrenals.  This is a part of the neuroendocrine system 

that controls reactions to stress and is involved in regulation of the 

immune system, digestion, mood and emotions, and energy 

regulation.  

The good news is that you don’t need to know any of these big 

words for this simple technique to work. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This brief report cannot even begin to tell you everything that is 

known about stress and its effects on your body, mind and life. 

However, we have given you enough information to begin to break 

the vicious cycle that can lead to chronic, debilitating stress. 

Give the Alchemy Breathing technique a try with a timer or watch 

then check your inbox tomorrow for an email from cardiologix.com 

with important advanced details about how to easily and quickly get 

the most out of this breathing technique! 


