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Cardiovascular Disease
and Mental Health



Cardiovascular disease and mental illness are among the leading causes of 
illness and mortality worldwide. Research has revealed some surprising links 
between cardiovascular disease and mental illness, and it has even been 
suggested that both may actually cause one another. However, the precise 
nature of these links has not yet been established.

In this article, we look at how cardiovascular disease (CVD) and mental 
health are interlinked; how a heart issue can affect emotional and 
psychological well-being and how depression and mental illness might make 
someone more susceptible to a heart condition.

Cardiovascular disease and mental health



The mind and body are interconnected and interdependent systems, and 
when one part of that system experiences a shock, like a heart attack, this 
is likely to have an impact on psychological well-being. 

We assume that heart disease is linked only with physical activities, like a 
lack of exercise, poor diet, smoking and excessive alcohol intake – which 
heighten the risk of high blood pressure, heart attacks, strokes and other 
cardiovascular problems – but good mental health is an important factor 
in heart health too.

A percentage of people with no history of depression can also become 
depressed after a heart attack or after developing heart failure. 

There is also evidence to show that poor mental health can accelerate the 
onset of heart disease, can slow down the recovery process in some patients, 
and can also prevent someone from taking positive steps to improve their 
health and wellbeing.

A connected system 

A two-way relationship 



The British Heart Foundation (BHF) surveyed nearly 3000 Heart Matters 
magazine subscribers, who were living with a heart condition and more than 
two-thirds of the respondents said that they were affected psychologically 
and emotionally, as well as physically. 

Fear is a big factor. The BHF respondents’ most common fears were of 
having a heart attack, stroke, or cardiac arrest, especially among people 
who have already had one of these, and of course, a fear of dying 

Depression can also complicate the aftermath of a heart attack, stroke, or 
invasive procedure such as open-heart surgery. The immediate shock to the 
body is heightened by the prospect of a long recuperation, as well as the fear 
that another, potentially more serious event could occur without warning.

Other ways that people who have CVD can be affected include: 
• Their outlook and mood can become more pessimistic
• Anxiety and uncertainty about the future
•	 Lose	confidence	about	no	longer	being	able	to	fulfil	their	role	as	a	
 productive employee/good parent/dutiful child
• Guilt about previous habits that might have increased their heart 
 disease risk
•	 Lose	confidence	and	feel	self-doubt	about	their	physical	capabilities

How CVD can affect mental health



In 2020 another BHF study found that although only slightly increased, 
people with more severe symptoms of depression were more likely to have 
since developed heart disease or to have had a stroke, compared to people 
who had reported feeling less depressed. 

Negative psychological health, including depression, anxiety, and stress, is 
also associated with smoking, alcohol and substance abuse, lower levels of 
physical activity, poorer diet quality, and being overweight or obese. These 
are all linked to an increased risk of the development of CVD.

Depression, anxiety and stress can increase the heart rate and cause blood 
pressure	to	rise,	reducing	blood	flow	to	the	heart,	so	the	body	produces	
higher levels of cortisol, a stress hormone. Over time, these effects can lead 
to heart disease.

Mental illness and increased risks



CVD and depression are serious conditions that require close monitoring. 
There are however some things you can do to reduce your risk for 
cardiovascular problems to live a full, active life, even if you have had a heart 
attack. For anyone struggling with their mental health, it’s also important to 
be aware of the risks and to seek professional help. 

• Don’t ignore the symptoms of depression. Sad, empty feelings, loss of 
 interest in ordinary or pleasurable activities, lethargy, and eating and sleep 
 disorders are typical warning signs. If they persist for more than two weeks, 
 seek help from a doctor. 

• Everyone is different and some treatment or risk reduction strategies may 
	 be	inappropriate	or	even	harmful,	so	find	something	that	works	for	you.	

• Talk to someone. Social support is vital for overcoming feelings of 
 depression and isolation.

• Focus on an achievable goal, like changing one existing habit. 
 Work towards meeting it at your own pace. 

•	 Identify	the	main	causes	of	stress	in	your	life	and	find	out	how	to	manage	
 them. This is helpful not only for preventing heart disease but also for your 
 mental well-being.

What you can do



Managing a diagnosis of heart disease and coping with the negative 
psychological fall-out, can be overwhelming, and many clinical cardiologists 
will feel ill-equipped to have substantial discussions about mental health.

For patients who are experiencing substantial mental distress, we would 
always recommend that they consult experts who can advise on the best 
approaches to reducing stress and addressing psychiatric conditions.

At Dorset Cardiology Practice we have created a new programme, My New 
Self, that offers exercise, meditation, dietary advice and other self-care that 
can	have	both	mental	health	and	cardiovascular	benefits.	

My New Self is primarily about optimising heart health through preventative 
strategies, but it will help patients develop personal strategies for setting 
and achieving reasonable health improvement goals, to lead a happier, 
healthier life. 

Please	get	in	touch	if	you	would	like	to	find	out	how	we	can	help.

My New Self

Dr	Edney	Boston-Griffiths		MB	BS	MD	MRCP



t: 07557 376983 (secretary – Georgina Jessup)
e: info@dorsetcardiologypractice.com

dorsetcardiologypractice.com
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