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Using Quick Coherence® to Manage Stress and Depression  

(Understanding our physiology’s control over our choices) 
 

Our physiology evolved a negative bias so that we could survive the harsh conditions that existed for early man. This 
response served us well as a species until we began to build houses and fences and daily life threats were reduced to a 
minimum. Our physiology, in its ongoing efforts to “keep us safe” began to apply the stress response to emotional 
events. It now sees a rude clerk as a threat and even a life threat.  The physiology’s reaction to emotional events is well 
outside of a rational and reasonable response to the actual threat represented by some perceived slight or offensive 
reaction.   

Our stress response, “fight or flight”, floods the blood stream with cortisol “the stress hormone” raising our heart rate 
and blood pressure, slows or stops digestion and depresses the immune system.  Besides all that, it does something that 
literally makes us stupid and unable to reason at our highest and best.  The stress response drains blood away from the 
pre-frontal cortex to send more blood to our large skeletal muscles (for our “escape” from the tiger in the bushes or 
some other life threat) which diminishes our ability to reason.   

The prefrontal cortex is the center of our highest brain functions.  It is where cognitive thought and strategic reasoning 
take place.  Loss of blood flow there causes us to be unable to make sense of our lives and immediate challenges.  With 
less blood in the prefrontal region we lose the ability to think clearly. 

The pre-frontal cortex is also the spiritual center of our brain.  It provides the sense of connection with others and the 
feeling of being a part of the whole within a supportive relationship.  It nourishes the sense that “someone has our 
back.”  When blood is restricted to this region of the brain we not only lose our ability to reason we also feel isolated 
and unsupported. The stress response prevents us from acting at our highest and best both intellectually and 
emotionally. 

Due to the stress response taking on emotional events, in modern society we have evolved a highly stressed lifestyle.  
We now have a phenomenon that psychologists call the “chronic runaway stress response”.  This phenomenon is 
responsible for the epidemic of depression that has taken over too many people’s lives.  

Depression often manifests itself through ruminating on some “perceived” threat and loops the negative emotions into 
ever more intense and debilitating feelings.  When depressed, we stay in a physiologically stressed state with high levels 
of cortisol in our blood stream which prevents us from knowing we can choose how to feel in the moment, or that we 
are operating at a reduced ability to reason and to feel our connection with others. Depression creates a sense of 
hopelessness and that “no one has our back.” 
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Left unchecked, depression dominates every aspect of our lives. We need skills that allow us to stop the vicious cycle of 
stress driven depression so that we can take charge of our physiology and how we respond to events from moment to 
moment. 

By staying in a negative mind state we are encouraging our brain to support that mind state.  This is what the brain does.  
It is constantly creating new neural pathways to support our mind state right NOW.  If we are depressed it will support 
that mind state and create new or support existing neural pathways that encourage the negative mind state we have 
chosen. It works the same for the positive. This is known as neuroplasticity. Contrary to previous knowledge, within the 
past 20 years it has been verified that our brain is constantly re-inventing itself based on the mind state we maintain 
from moment to moment. This continues until death. 

Moving to the positive allows our physiology to stem the flow of cortisol and replace it with DHEA the “vitality” hormone 
which restores balance to our mind body system.  By returning to this exercise over and over again throughout the day 
we are training our physiology to support a positive mind state and to create neural pathways to maintain that positive 
mind state. We choose the mind state we wish our brain to create neural pathways to support.  This is called self-
directed neuroplasticity. 

We are not compelled to be depressed.  For most of us, no one ever explained that we can choose how to feel in THIS 
moment.  As long as we stay in the PRESENT, then we can choose from one moment to the next to focus on the positive.  
It is when we focus on regret for the past or are anxious about the future that we are vulnerable to go to the negative 
and/or a stress/depression driven mind state. 

A simple skill which turns our attention to a positive emotion and then allows us to focus on that positive emotion will 
retard the stress response and bring an end to flooding the blood stream with cortisol.  It only takes a second of shifting 
to the positive to signal the brain to start supporting this new mind state.  The longer we choose to stay positive from 
moment to moment the stronger the new pathways become. 

The skill I recommend that you learn and use is called Quick Coherence® and was developed by the HeartMath Institute.  

Set an alarm for at least 8 times a day.  Check your emotional state!  Am I in depressive rumination?  Am I focused on 
the negative?  Turn your attention away from the stress to your chest area and imagine that you are breathing in and 
out of your heart.  Breathe a little slower and a little deeper from the diaphragm.  

Focus your attention on the rising and falling of your chest with each breath. Allow yourself to get comfortable 
following your breathing. As thoughts enter your mind, acknowledge what you are thinking. Do not resist those 
thoughts. When a new thought arrives, say to yourself...."oh I am thinking about that." No judgment, no criticism, no 
condemnation, merely acknowledge those thoughts.  
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Continue breathing from the diaphragm. Pay attention to the movement of your chest as you allow thoughts to enter 
and leave...acknowledge and release them.   

 As you get into it, recall an event from the past when someone did something for you for which you are eternally 
grateful. Cherish that time and those feelings just as it was. You are not merely remembering the event. You are re-
experiencing that event. Feel what you felt, hear what you heard and see what you saw when it happened.  

Do not rush. Take your time. See, hear and feel what happened when you experienced that gratitude for what 
someone did for you in the past.  

Sustain those feelings.  When your thoughts waiver bring your attention back to your breath and to re-experiencing 
the positive emotions you were focused on before. Stay with this as long as life allows, but even a minute will help.  

 

Moving to the positive allows our physiology to stem the flow of cortisol and replace it with DHEA the “vitality” hormone 
which restores balance to our mind body system.  By returning to this exercise over and over again throughout the day 
we are training our physiology to take advantage of self-directed neuroplasticity and support a positive mind state to 
create neural pathways to maintain that positive mind state.   

This practice if followed daily, will create a “choice point” or inner pause which will allow us to short circuit our 
physiology from hijacking our emotional responses in order to “keep us safe”, and allow us to choose how to feel 
moment to moment.  

We shift our focus to the positive whenever we are triggered.  Doing that will diminish the negative and allow us to 
learn to choose to ignore the trigger and stay positive. 

Quick Coherence ® allows us to move from a reactive emotional life to a rational choice emotional life.  I have made a 
few minor additions to the skill, but it is essentially HeartMath’s process. Volumes of research have been done that 
demonstrate the science behind how and why this skill is so effective in returning our physiology to neutral and then 
helping it shift to the positive. 

Live your life in the moment which is the only place you have any power. Using a process like Quick Coherence ® allows 
you to be in the moment and make your choices based on what is happening NOW.  
 
What you choose now is what you get.  It is YOUR choice. 

 
Please let me know if this information has been helpful, any suggestions you have to offer will be greatly 
appreciated. 
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SENSATIONS - IMAGES - FEELINGS - THOUGHTS
Dan Siegel, Phd

You are going to create a list of the emotions that you are experiencing. Use
pen/pencil and paper to write down each emotion as you go through this process.

Starting with the letter “a” list every emotion that you are feeling…good and
bad…even those out of immediate awareness (that might be bothering you).

As you write down each emotion, your goal is to list any bodily Sensations, Images,
Feelings or, Thoughts (S.I.F.T.) that are associated with that emotion.

As you complete the list for each emotion, stop and state the name of the
emotion out loud and tap on each shoulder with the opposite hand.

Left hand crosses chest to tap right shoulder. Right hand crosses chest to tap left
shoulder. Repeat for each emotion as you complete its (S.I.F.T.) list.

Check for emotions for each letter of the alphabet all the way to z. You do not
have to find an emotion for each letter, but try each letter to be sure.

This process includes what psychologists call “name it to tame it”. Naming the
emotion and its properties shifts our perception of the impact of the emotion.

We have a better perspective for what we are feeling and how those emotions
affect us.

Please contact me with any feedback you have regarding this exercise.

John Staples

john@waronstress.org
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