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To my daughters, 
Madeline and Felicity: 
may you always thrive by 
embracing your resonance 
and cultivating a life 
based on your inner light.
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PREFACE

We spend years of our lives training to perform, whether it’s on the field, on a stage, or in a boardroom. No matter how well prepared we may be, the pressure of performance often sabotages us when it matters most. When a challenge presents itself, will you rise to the occasion and perform at your best? Or will you become overwhelmed, paralyzed, or derailed?

To a great extent, the answer depends on your physiological stress response. When facing a moment of intense pressure, whether you’re an NBA player at the three-point line, a parent managing multiple children, or an executive preparing to give a presentation before a large audience, your body responds: your heart rate increases, you breathe at a faster rate, your blood vessels constrict, and you feel a burst of energy from the release of stress hormones.

All these things happen automatically because your body is biologically programmed to respond to stress as if you’re in physical danger. The autonomic nervous system (ANS) — the master controller of those bodily functions that occur without thought, such as breathing, heart rate, and digestion — begins preparing you to either fight or flee. This is called the fight-or-flight response.

Here’s the problem, though — none of the stressful situations I mentioned above actually require fighting or fleeing. And the fight-or-flight response leaves you in a physiological state that is hardly conducive to peak performance. It’s nearly impossible to think clearly, make wise decisions, and perform confidently when your heart is racing, your breathing is ragged, and your hands are shaking. Surely, you’ve experienced this firsthand.

Thanks to the burgeoning field of sports science, we already have plenty of stress-reduction techniques to boost performance. A quick search reveals a multitude of books filled with well-researched cognitive and behavioral approaches to battling stress. Most of these focus on techniques to control your thoughts and modify your behaviors.

The problem with these methods is that our physical response to stress is not only in our head. It’s not just our thoughts that are causing stress hormones to flood our system or creating an erratic heart rate and breathing pattern. We can’t access a state for peak performance through mind-set alone. That’s because your stress lives in your body.

There is, however, a scientifically proven, safe, natural way to rewire your body’s baseline stress response and optimize your health and performance. The breathing exercises and peak performance strategies described in Invincible will take you on a journey from merely surviving stress to thriving despite it. A critical part of our work together will be developing your somatic awareness — a heightened consciousness of how your body is feeling — so that you will recognize when you are stressed and can take action to shift yourself out of a state of stress and into what is called parasympathetic dominance. You will learn how to rewire and optimize your body’s natural, immediate, and automatic response to stress. You will learn how to replace negative emotions such as anger, guilt, and anxiety with healthier responses such as compassion, forgiveness, and gratitude, changing your heart rhythms in the process. You will become adept at accessing flow, or what I call resonance, during critical moments so that you can more consistently perform at your prime across all of life’s arenas. We’ll start by using technology to help you find your ideal breathing rate, but with dedicated practice, you’ll be able to breathe without the technology, accessing your best self on demand and linking together your heart, breath, and mind in the way nature intended.

And it all begins in your body’s most superb instrument: your heart.

THE NEW SECRET TO PEAK PERFORMANCE

Most people are under the impression that their heart beats with the monotony and repetitiveness of a metronome. On the contrary, when you inhale, your heart rate (the number of times your heart beats per minute) naturally rises; when you exhale, it slows down again. This is true for everyone.

But the exact amount the heart rate accelerates on inhalation and how quickly it decelerates on exhalation vary quite a bit from person to person. This range from your maximum heart rate to your minimum heart rate is your heart rate variability (HRV).

In an ideal world, if electrodes were connected to your chest, your heart rate would show up on-screen as big, beautiful oscillations that rise and fall like rolling ocean waves. The greater the difference between the peaks and the valleys, the higher your heart rate variability. High heart rate variability is what you need to thrive under pressure; it signifies the body’s ability to quickly ramp up and feel a full range of emotions and ­energy — including stress, when needed — and then swiftly and efficiently let go, or recover. This dynamic allows you to effectively prepare for performance situations, navigate any challenges that arise, and then swiftly recover in between peak moments. Individuals with high heart rate variability have greater control over how their heart reacts under pressure and how quickly it recovers. If you’ve ever found yourself feeling in the zone, like you’re sinking every shot you make (be it at work or on the court), then you know what this feels like. It’s a state of flow when your mind clears, muscle tension dissipates, and you feel confident, making great performance easy.

But prolonged stress decreases heart rate variability, diminishing the amplitude, or height, of your heart rate oscillations. If I hooked you up to electrodes and studied your heart rate on a screen on a day when you had lost money in the stock market, had a clash with your spouse, or arrived 30 minutes late for an important meeting, those beautiful oscillations would decrease in size, and your heart rhythms might appear more erratic, signaling a system on high alert. With less variability in your heart rhythms and autonomic nervous system, you are unable to pivot efficiently between different emotional states or to adapt flexibly to the stressors in your specific situation, including work, competition, and relationships.

Low heart rate variability is, quite simply, the opposite of what you need for peak performance. Less variability between heartbeats indicates that the body is under stress, and can increase susceptibility to health conditions such as depression, diabetes, heart disease, and more. On the other hand, high heart rate variability is associated with psychological and physiological flexibility, cardiac resilience, and overall heart health. It is also known to enhance performance in a multitude of sports — golf, basketball, dance, baseball, gymnastics, and so on.

At the core of Invincible is a scientific process to systematically gain control over your heart, rewiring your stress response and unlocking your highest potential for performance and positive health.

GET OUT OF YOUR HEAD AND INTO YOUR HEART

You see, the heart is a muscle with far more responsibility than just pumping blood. It is an essential part of your autonomic nervous system, featuring an acceleration system and a deceleration system that, together, function as your body’s internal braking system. Heart rate variability is an indication of the balance within the two main branches of your autonomic nervous system: the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system. The sympathetic nervous system controls the fight-or-flight response, enabling your body to ramp up quickly to meet the demands of a stressful moment or prepare for elite performance. This is the branch that activates, or increases, the heart’s action. The parasympathetic branch slows the action of the heart, allowing your body and brain to rest, recover, and relax. The parasympathetic nervous system also handles your day-to-day vitals, like breathing, heart rate, digestion, and sexual arousal; it’s sometimes called the rest-and-digest system. You can think of them as the gas pedal and brake of a car; the sympathetic nervous system is the gas, revving up when it detects stress or danger, and the parasympathetic nervous system is the braking system to slow things down.

In order to be able to accelerate and decelerate quickly, like a high-performance racecar, you need balanced and finely tuned sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems. Yet most adults have a dominant sympathetic nervous system and an underactive parasympathetic nervous system. They have no problem feeling stress and physiologically preparing to fight or flee, even if the “danger” at hand is not a nearby hungry predator but a looming deadline at work, a speech before a large crowd, or an upsetting conversation with a loved one.

This isn’t surprising, given the world in which we live. In 2018, the most Googled medical symptom in the United States was stress, topping the list in one out of every five states. (Morning sickness was the frontrunner in Utah, and Maine seems to have an issue with night sweats.) The American Institute of Stress lists the future of our nation, money, work, political climate, and crime and violence as the top five stressors for Americans. We are a nation besieged by stress, whether it’s related to career, family, finances, romance, current events, or health problems.

Once you’re ramped up, though, it’s overly difficult for your physiology to recover. You’re driving a car that has no trouble reaching a high speed but is incapable of slowing down. This is true for most of us. Think about it: When you narrowly avoid an accident on the way to work or school or get into a heated confrontation with a family member, do you feel your heart rate speed up in the moment, then swiftly return to normal as you proceed with your day? Or does it take you a while to stop ruminating or replaying the incident and release that stress? For most people, the latter scenario is more common and is indicative of sympathetic dominance — an overactive sympathetic nervous system that keeps you stuck in a state of fight-or-flight longer than necessary. Your physiology — your heart — is what’s immobilizing you. And because your psychological well-being is governed by your physiology, you must address your heart’s response before you can control your emotions or thoughts.

When faced with a challenge, will you become overwhelmed, paralyzed, or derailed? Or will you rise to the occasion and perform at your best level?

It’s time to improve the way your mind and body react to stress.

THE MEETING THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

Fifteen years ago, I was working as a sports therapist at a collegiate counseling center treating student-athletes. I was frustrated by the fact that many psychological approaches weren’t time-oriented enough for my clients. They wanted a process that was scientific, short-term, and effective to gain control over their emotions and consistently be able to perform at their peak. Psychology was only getting them so far; all the positive self-talk in the world couldn’t help a competitive golfer decelerate his heart and regain his fine motor skills when he was stressed before a putt on the eighteenth hole. When they were unable to self-regulate, their stress responses created poor performance that would undo countless hours, weeks, or even years of training.

In 2004, I attended a presentation by Paul Lehrer, PhD, a Harvard-trained behavioral psychologist and a recognized authority in the field of heart rate variability. After Dr. Lehrer finished his talk about HRV’s link to health, resilience, and stress recovery, I introduced myself and asked him if HRV might hold promise for my athletes. Little did I know that question would alter the trajectory of my practice and career.

Dr. Lehrer introduced me to Russian physiologist Evgeny Vaschillo, PhD, and his wife, Bronya Vaschillo, MD, both faculty members at Rutgers University and pioneers in the field of HRV. Evgeny Vaschillo had spent years working with the Russian space program developing stress-alleviating breathing techniques for cosmonauts. Drs. Lehrer, Vaschillo, and Vaschillo had combined the principles of heart rate variability with a mind-body technique called biofeedback, in which one uses monitoring equipment to learn how to modify one’s physiology with the intent of altering or enhancing some physical or psychological outcome. Classic biofeedback applications include learning how to lower blood pressure, control blood flow to the extremities, and reduce muscle tension. In doing so, the Vaschillos and Lehrer discovered a way to breathe at a specific frequency to increase heart rate variability at baseline and thereby regulate anxiety and enhance performance.

I went through their training myself and was blown away by the effects. My mind became clearer. I found myself letting go of stress more easily than ever before. It became easier to access positive emotions on demand. I knew I had found the missing link.

But I didn’t want to leave my clinical research and practice behind as I embarked on this new physiological approach. For my clients to master the cognitive changes stemming from our psychological work, I believed, they first needed to learn to control what their hearts were saying to their bodies and brains.

I started to wonder if I could combine the two not only to train my clients’ hearts to respond more optimally during moments of stress but also to expedite any mindfulness training or other psychological techniques my clients may be using. My goal was to develop an optimization program featuring a two-tiered training process for maximizing performance and health, starting in the heart and leading to the brain.

HRV: Your Path to Your Most Optimal Self

In Invincible you have access to a scientifically proven, safe, natural way to increase your HRV and rewire your body’s baseline stress response to perform at your peak level of ability despite pressure or distraction. This is a revolutionary approach to stress management that aims not just to tame your stress but to master it. Through 10 weeks of systematically training your heart, you can train your body to engage in a reflex that helps you tighten and rebalance the way your autonomic nervous system responds during moments of challenge and stress. You will not only perform better, but you will also be healthier.

Our objective is to increase your heart’s ability to effectively and efficiently let go of stress. A key component of this involves relearning how to breathe the way nature intended — from your belly, not your chest. Learning to let go also requires an exploration of the negative thoughts and past upsets that have contributed to keeping you physiologically stuck in a state of fight-or-flight, whether you realize it or not.

The second objective is for you to learn specific heart protocols for anticipating stress, managing stress in the moment, and recovering quickly from stress to prepare for your next event, performance, or task. Using these heart protocols, you will learn to systematically create a heart state on demand, which gives you the ability to access any desired emotional state you need, in real time, to manage challenges. Together, these skills will provide you with system-wide control over your heart and mind to manage and release stress.

As a clinical health and performance psychologist with an expertise in psychophysiology — the relationship between the mind (psyche) and the body (physiology) — I’m endlessly fascinated by the body’s ability to shape and influence our cognitive well-being. This protocol has proven so effective that my client base has expanded from collegiate athletes to include elite performers of all kinds — entrepreneurs, investment professionals, award-winning actors, best-selling authors, business executives, Olympic athletes, professional basketball players, and more.

My clients report that our work together helps them find their power and respond more flexibly to stressful situations; teaches them to let go of negative thoughts and emotions; and prepares them to be focused, confident, and in an enhanced state to compete and perform. The athletes I treat can get back to baseline more quickly after an unexpected challenge; financial executives can quickly recover between stressful meetings and can continue making levelheaded decisions; spouses and romantic partners can become more empathic listeners and feel more united as a team. By learning to control their heart, they can more tightly regulate their emotions, turn off their busy brain, and live in the present.

This process is transformative, and while I can see only so many clients in my private practice, I’m delighted to share this groundbreaking training program with a much wider audience than I could ever possibly treat individually. I’m so honored to guide my remarkable clients — and now readers — through this process, but the truth is that the solution lies within each of us. We all have the power to control how our heart responds to stress and the ways in which we connect, compete, and lead during challenge as well as everyday life.


PART I

LAYING THE GROUNDWORK
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The Importance of Training Your Heart

Like all muscles, the heart has a memory. If you were a tennis player preparing for the US Open, you would practice hundreds of serves a day to teach the shoulder and arm muscles exactly how to respond on the day of the match. If you were a pianist whose professional success hinged on your concert performance skills, you would rehearse for days on end, searing the notes, rhythm, and dynamics into your mind. In Invincible you will learn how to do the exact same thing with your heart — to train it with specific muscle patterns so that your most important muscle operates flexibly when you’re under stress.

For example, if you’ve ever felt locked up by nerves, you may relate to one of my clients, an entrepreneur, who was preparing to pitch her company to investors. Halfway through her 10-week protocol, I taught her a technique called Heart Shifting, which involves shifting between a heart sensation she associated with being nervous and the way she wished to feel during her important presentation — confident, calm, and focused. She practiced this regularly, including the night before and morning of her presentation, to teach her heart how to respond during her performance moment. After engaging in this training, she was able to let go of her hypervigilance and tap into a relaxed, open sensation in her heart when delivering her pitch.

THE HEART-BRAIN BOND

Up until the 1960s and 1970s, the prevailing belief was that communication between the heart and brain was one-sided, with the heart responding to the brain’s commands and not the other way around. But thanks to groundbreaking work by pioneers like psychophysiologists (and husband-and-wife team) John and Beatrice Lacey; Harvard Medical School’s Herbert Benson, MD; Doc Childre and Rollin McCraty, PhD, of the HeartMath Institute; the aforementioned Lehrer and Vaschillos, both at Rutgers University; Julian Thayer, PhD; and many others, we now know that the heart and brain are engaged in a nonstop, bidirectional dialogue, each organ influencing the other’s behavior.

For example, McCraty’s research tells us that when our heart rhythm pattern is erratic and disordered, the corresponding pattern of neural signals traveling from the heart to the brain inhibits higher cognitive function. The prefrontal cortex — the part of the brain that controls complex cognitive behaviors such as planning and decision making — goes “off­line” when you are in a state of fight-or-flight. Evolutionarily speaking, this makes sense; your body prioritizes your survival by making sure you don’t end up in a state of “paralysis by overanalysis” when your life is in danger. Unfortunately, this also impedes your ability to think clearly, remember, learn, reason, and make intelligent decisions.

In contrast, a body in rest-and-digest mode, with high heart rate variability, produces a more ordered and stable heart pattern, sending input to the brain that facilitates cognitive functioning and reinforces positive feelings as well as emotional regulation. High heart rate variability is associated with smooth, efficient prefrontal cortex activity and executive-­function tasks including working memory and inhibitory control. This means that by increasing your heart rate variability, you improve your prefrontal lobe activity and with it your ability to self-regulate, inhibit negative thoughts, make objective decisions, and remember what you learn.

At its most basic level, heart rate variability (which I’ll refer to as HRV from now on) is a measure of the beat-to-beat changes in the heart. In general, high HRV represents a flexible autonomic nervous system that is responsive to internal and external stimuli and is associated with fast reactions and adaptability. Diminished HRV, on the other hand, represents a less flexible autonomic nervous system that struggles to recover from stress and is associated with poor health and performance.

As we’ve discussed, variation in heart rate can be caused by several factors, including emotion, stress, and various physical and behavioral changes. But the same malleability that renders HRV susceptible to the stressors of everyday life also allows it to be impacted by breathing and visualization. By improving HRV, we can train our bodies to flexibly shift into positive states on demand. Instead of leaving a frustrating business meeting feeling anxious or resentful for the rest of the day, your heart kicks into parasympathetic dominance, allowing you to let go and reset for your next performance.

YOUR NEW PROGRAM FOR OPTIMAL PERFORMANCE

A typical initial HRV biofeedback session in my office would look like this: Your heart rate, respiration, and HRV are all displayed on a large monitor. Once we identify your baseline HRV, our first step is to follow the Lehrer and Vaschillo protocol for identifying your resonance frequency breathing rate (more on that to come in just a moment.) Then, we can begin to alter how your body manages stress through a series of novel strategies to clear your brain and identify the positive states you wish your heart could connect with in times of stress. Through this process, you learn how to break free from chronic cycles of anxiety and shift into an optimal performance state of calmness and confidence.

The fact that a trainable reflex can increase HRV so that your braking system works more efficiently is extremely exciting to me. Thanks to advances in neurocardiology, we know that strengthening the parasympathetic system (brake pedal) is just as crucial as dampening the sympathetic response (gas pedal). Slow and deep breathing does suppress sympathetic activity, but unless you do it systematically, it won’t strengthen the parasympathetic branch at your baseline state. That’s where the braking action happens, thanks to something called the baroreflex.

The baroreflex is one of the body’s mechanisms for maintaining blood pressure. Receptors located in the walls of arteries trigger this reflex. Every time you inhale, your heart rate increases, followed by a rise in blood pressure approximately 4 or 5 seconds later. When you exhale, your heart rate slows, this time followed by a drop in blood pressure approximately 4 or 5 seconds later. This cycle is mediated by specialized receptors in the walls of your aorta and carotid arteries called baroreceptors.

The baroreflex is fixed and almost entirely mediated by unconscious mechanisms, but we do have control over our breathing rate. Most of us breathe at a faster frequency than our baroreflex, but when we purposefully slow our breathing to match the frequency of our baroreflex, we strengthen our control over it.

It turns out there is a particular rate of breathing, called resonance frequency, that maximizes the amplitudes of heart rate oscillations. For some people, it’s 6 breaths a minute; for others it might be 5 or 7. Regardless of the specific number, when you breathe at this rate, something amazing happens: it strengthens the baroreflex, creating even greater overall increases in HRV.

When you are stressed, your heart rate and breathing rate fall out of alignment, propelling you into a state of dissonance. But when you breathe at your resonance frequency, your heart rate oscillations become perfectly in phase with your breath. You enter a state called resonance, or flow.

As you train your heart by breathing at your personal resonance frequency, you are exercising your baroreflex, making it stronger and more efficient so that your HRV remains high even when you resume normal breathing. Breathing at resonance frequency improves your baseline stress response and trains your body to reflexively kick into a state of resonance, even during moments of stress.

High HRV demonstrated by parallel oscillations between heart and breath. (This also illustrates the max to min HRV measurement).

[image: image]

Source: Screenshot from Physiology Suite Software by Thought Technology, ProComp Infiniti Software, with permission
By strengthening your baroreflex, you can train your heart muscle so that the heart rhythms that you experience during relaxation and moments of gratitude appear, even when you are stressed. You develop an innate reflex.

The ability to physiologically let go of a difficult phone call or a missed putt and prepare for the next one in a matter of seconds is a hallmark of peak performance. My clients need to be able to quickly ramp up, act assertively, and get excited before a meeting or presentation, then quickly recover afterward. Our work increases their ability to deeply engage (turn on) as well as their ability to quickly let go (turn off). The more completely they can let go, the higher the peak of their performance grows. This ability to let go is a precursor to being able to perform at the very apex of your skill.

The effects of strengthening the baroreflex are far-reaching. I’ve watched in awe as clients battling several clinical conditions associated with autonomic nervous system dysfunctions, including headaches, insomnia, and even depression, have curbed or eliminated their symptoms. It also helps the CEOs and athletes I train gain tremendous amounts of stamina and resilience.

When I worked with a university golf team, I measured their heart rhythms before and after our training. Before experiencing HRV-biofeedback (BFB) training, their heart rates went up before they took a shot, then remained elevated after the shot as they prepared for the next one. After the 10 weeks of training, their heart rates increased less before each shot and more quickly returned to baseline afterward. In other words, they were less reactive prior to their performance and recovered faster between shots. For many, this led to greater stamina and better overall golf performance.

Heart rate patterns averaged across 18 shots for the virtual golf session.

[image: image]

Source: Author, Biofeedback Magazine.

Some people start noting a difference in their stress response starting around week 3 or 4, when the baroreflex begins exhibiting quantifiable gains in strength. By week 6 or 7, the cognitive benefits, such as improved focus, organization of thought, and executive functioning, will begin to kick in.

THE NERVE THAT UNLOCKS YOUR MAXIMUM POTENTIAL

But how do the baroreceptors in the heart communicate with the brain in the first place? Isn’t the brain the organ in charge, sending messages and directives along neural pathways to the rest of the body?

As it turns out, communication between the brain and body is bidirectional, with countless signals being sent in both directions — from the brain to the body and from the body to the brain. These messages travel along the vagus nerve, a large nerve that connects the brain stem with nearly every one of our organs, including the heart. (Vagus is the Latin word for wandering; it shares its language roots with vagabond and vague.) The vagus nerve bears responsibility for the regulation of an impressive host of functions, from heart rate, respiration, and digestion to reflexive actions like coughing, swallowing, and sneezing. But the reality is that the vast majority — between 80 and 90 percent — of vagal nerve fibers spend their time sending messages “up” from the body to the brain. The phrases “listen to your heart” and “listen to your gut” aren’t just clichés; they’re accurate descriptions of real physiological processes.

The strength of your vagus nerve activity is referred to as vagal tone. People with good vagal tone have high HRV and vice versa. The stronger your vagal tone and the tighter the balance between the sympathetic and parasympathetic branches of the nervous system, the better your body is at distinguishing between real and perceived threats. With increased vagal tone, impulses from the baroreceptors travel more quickly to the brain so that you can hit the gas when you need to rev up or hit the brake when you need to recover. Those with poor vagal tone are often hypervigilant, erroneously interpreting sensory input as a threat to their safety and becoming stuck in a chronic state of fight-or-flight.

THE DIFFERENCE THAT HRV TRAINING MAKES

Let’s say you frequently clashed with a parent who didn’t allow you to set your own rules and schedules as a teenager. You might have been infuriated by the lack of control and the feelings of inferiority. You might not connect that experience with the anxiety and panic you now feel when another person — a colleague, romantic partner, or friend, for instance — tries to take control of a situation you are perfectly capable of handling. But the link is there, lingering in your heart and sending messages of stress up toward your brain via the vagus nerve. Or maybe you were fortunate not to experience any major battles with your parents but had a traumatic illness or invasive surgery when you were young and now demonstrate fleeting feelings of panic in situations where you feel out of control of your safety or health, like when flying in an airplane. These are examples of how painful experiences become stuck in our physiology.

In order to address our pain, which is an essential step toward mastering stress, we need to be able to identify and release the painful or unpleasant sensations that often get stuck within our physiology. That is how you address autonomic imbalance in the body.

This can be a tricky mental hurdle for people to conquer. Many of us are used to traditional cognitive approaches such as talk therapy, visualization, and goal setting, which call for us to tune into our minds; but the notion of clicking into our heart and asking it how it feels can seem foreign. We are afraid of facing our deeper pain because we have not learned a specific method for letting go of the physiological experiences. It is not so much the people who hurt us or the cognitive memories of the experience, but our own bodily sensations that have become our adversary. Anxiety about being hijacked by uncomfortable feelings keeps us paralyzed, and our minds transpose those past sensations onto new situations to seek release.

If you need evidence of how this dynamic plays out in real life, look no further than the last time you reached out to a friend or family member to vent about an upsetting experience. It’s a common human instinct to reach out to trusted loved ones when we’re feeling distraught. Our support network is there to catch us when we fall; these people know us intimately, and it can feel cathartic to unload, to rehash, even to cry with someone who cares for us.

But I’ll bet that if you earnestly reflect on these moments, you’ll realize that even though sharing your pain with a loved one seems like a calming, soothing experience, doing so often rekindles your adverse emotions. Whether you’re recounting an argument with a friend, lamenting a harsh review from your boss, describing a fear, or just unloading after a really annoying day, you’re revisiting a painful memory. My guess is that while you’re talking, you don’t remain totally calm and estranged from your emotions. Your heart rate escalates. You might raise your voice or weep. You might feel like you’re right back in the unpleasant scenario even though you’re in a totally neutral space like a friend’s kitchen, a colleague’s office, or a neighborhood café.

Many of my techniques require you to let go of the mind’s processes, resist the urge to get into your head, and just trust in the somatic work. This is critical because the cognitive approach will block you from generating a physiological state that can be encoded into your body. Talk therapy, visualization, goal setting, and other cognitive techniques are certainly important, but to truly optimize the way your body interprets and manages stress, you need to gain control over your physiology as well. The skills in Invincible merge the science of HRV biofeedback with novel psychological strategies designed to optimize the way you respond to stressful situations. One technique, for example, asks you to practice connecting to a daily stress as you inhale, then breathe it away on the exhale for a powerful result called a Heart Clearing. With the Bubble technique, you envision surrounding yourself with a protective forcefield that shields you from a specific stress — a couple arguing on the subway; a micromanagerial boss barking orders; an impossible relative at Thanksgiving dinner.

The 10-week Invincible protocol is not only a process of sharpening your reflexes and adapting more flexibly to pressure, it’s a healing process that lets you release the sensations associated with aversive experiences, all without becoming overwhelmed and retraumatized. You’re about to train your most important muscle to maintain balance, enter stressful conditions from a stronger position, and perform at your peak when under stress and in daily life.
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Building a Life of Resonance

Believe it or not, it takes time and practice to learn how to breathe properly. In week 2 of this 10-week protocol, I’ll guide you through the mechanics of proper breathing, but suffice it to say, most of us are doing it wrong. We tend to breathe into our chests when we should, in fact, be breathing into our lower abdomens. (This is how we’re born breathing, but the stress of modern life, exacerbated by epidemic levels of poor posture, trains us out of it.) There’s also an ideal inhale to exhale ratio that, when struck, maximizes our ability to reset and helps fortify our parasympathetic nervous system.

Throughout the next 10 weeks, I’ll introduce you to multiple breathing-­based strategies, including ones that have you connecting to various heart-based emotions, both negative and positive, on the inhales and exhales. For example, one method I teach clients involves the repeated practice of releasing sensations associated with pain, such as anger, fear, or disappointment, on the exhale, while monitoring their heart rate deceleration on a heart rate tracking device.

But before you can attempt that, you’ll need to find your resonance breathing frequency — the rate that maximizes your heart rate oscillations, thereby gaining greater control over your autonomic nervous system and enabling you to nimbly navigate challenges.

The most universal resonance frequency for most individuals is 6 breaths per minute. Breathing at this rate activates resonance properties and induces high-amplitude oscillations in the heart rate at 0.1 Hz. (Individualized factors such as emotional sensitivity, physical fitness, or height can render the resonance frequency slightly higher or lower than 6 cycles per minute.) Clinical research shows that most individuals will locate their resonance between 4 and 7 breaths per minute, but over more than a decade and a half of practice, I have found that more than half of us fall within an even tighter range of 5 to 6.5 breaths per minute.

You might be thinking, “That’s a really small range. What could possibly be the difference between taking six breaths a minute and seven?” The answer? It makes all the difference in the world! In one recent study, subjects were divided into three groups and asked to breathe at different rates for 15 minutes. The first group breathed at their resonance frequency while the second group breathed at 1 breath per minute higher than their resonance frequency; the third group sat quietly for the 15 minutes. Afterward, the group that breathed at their specific, determined resonance frequency reported an elevated mood, lower systolic blood pressure, and other coveted HRV-BFB outcomes.

Classic mind-body relaxation techniques like yoga and meditation can help you achieve a near-resonance state for the time that you’re on your mat or cushion. But in order to embed that feeling deep within your physiology, you need to layer in the biofeedback training and breathe in a way that systematically exercises the baroreflex and strengthens vagal tone. Think of resonance breathing as a high-performance alternative to yoga and meditation.


THE VASCHILLOS

Drs. Evgeny and Bronya Vaschillo





RESONANCE BREATHING IRL




THE POWER OF RESONANCE



	Systems and organs connected to the vagus nerve become stimulated. One such organ is your brain — and more specifically, your prefrontal lobe — giving you the capacity for greater control over your thoughts, the ability to inhibit impulses and urges, and greater attention to detail. Also, with increased frontal lobe activity, small stressors don’t carry the same weight. You’ll spend far less time replaying events in your mind and will be more likely to stay in the present.

	Diaphragmatic resonance breathing increases HRV, which reliably leads to improvement in chronic medical issues related to anxiety or ANS dysfunction, including depression, anxiety, headaches, high blood pressure, GI troubles, and more.

	You become more skilled at connecting with desired positive emotions on a physiological level, steering your cardiovascular response back to baseline more quickly in the heat of the moment.

	Stamina increases as a result of augmented blood and oxygen flow to muscles, enhancing athletic performance.

	The depth and rate of your breathing impact your brain rhythms in a manner known to improve overall emotional well-being, perhaps because boosting the amplitude of heart rate oscillations in turn spurs oscillatory activity in regions of the brain associated with emotion regulation.

	You may experience a newfound level of empathy. Many of my clients find they can more easily see things from another person’s perspective. One client began viewing his mother, who had been abusive during his childhood, as injured and fighting to survive during his youth. Instead of bitterness and resentment, his heart shifted to empathy, which he was able to carry with him as he met up with her for occasional visits.












DEVELOPING RESONANCE ACROSS MULTIPLE AREAS OF YOUR LIFE
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