Peak Performance

What it is, how it works, how to get some

In the groove, in the flow, in the zone, in the pocket, peak performance – These are some of the phrases and terms people sometimes use to describe specific and usually short periods of experience in their lives. For most people, this experience is a relatively rare one and hard to recreate. Not anymore.

Human Peak Performance, more accurately called entrainment or coherence, occurs when multiple systems deeply synchronize causing new efficiencies, flexibility, responsiveness, perceptual acuity and a variety of other mental, emotional, and physical enhancements. What we feel is sharp, relaxed, ready, coordinated, loose, confident, and at ease.

I’d like to explain a little of the biology behind this experience, introduce you to a technique that will allow you to enter this state, and review new software that allows you to see this happen in real-time and serves as a wonderful tool for practice.

Bleak Performance

About 10 years ago, a striking medical finding made by the Institute of HeartMath began circulating in the medical and scientific community. They found that the heart, far from simply being just a remarkable pump, was in fact the center of control for many of the key systems of the human body. 

Heart rhythms were being communicated instantly from the heart into critical regions of the mid-brain via the Vegus nerve to a structure called the amygdala. It was discovered that erratic heart rhythms trigger the amygdala and set in motion a rapid response system that desynchronizes higher brain function and sets loose the stress response as a whole body/ mind experience. It was further found that the main culprit for creating erratic heart rhythms was “negative” emotions. 

Remember the last time someone said something to you and you immediately felt yourself reacting inside, perhaps getting angry or defensive or judgmental. Those feelings cause the heart rhythms to get erratic. 

Why? You have a nervous system made of two parts. The Sympathetic system speeds you up. When it fires, heart rate goes up, blood pressure goes up, your blood vessels constrict, your breath becomes shorter, your timing is thrown off in movement, thinking and interaction. Lose you temper or your confidence and you’ll activate the Sympathetic system in an instant. The Parasympathetic system slows you down. When it fires, your heart rate slows, blood pressure drops, your blood vessels relax, your breath becomes deeper, your timing is more synchronized in movement, thinking and interaction. Sincerely appreciate a friend and you’ll activate the Parasympathetic system. In reality, these systems constantly alternate between slowly speeding up and slowing heart rate and thus create our heart rhythms.

Ever try to come back with a snappy one-liner when you’re upset? Most likely, it is when we’re upset that we’re at a loss for words, or stumble over what to say or are more likely to say or do something that we’ll later regret. Why?

Anger or any kind of emotional upset causes sympathethic system activation. That causes heart rhythms to desynchronize and de-range. When the heart sends an erratic signal into the amygdala, thus triggering a stress response, the higher brain is literally desynchronized. Simply put, Nature has designed us in a way that if we feel threatened (whether the threat is real or misperceived) all of our systems skew toward survival mechanisms. If you’re running away from a tiger that is trying to kill you, you’re not entertaining ideas of what color to paint the kitchen or what you should study in college. All higher order thinking is profoundly diminished in exchange for survival thinking – where can I hide, how can I kill this thing, am I going to die now? 

As the heart and the nervous system are stress activated, erratic heart rhythms desynchronize the brain and make it harder not to react emotionally, harder to find the right thing to say or do. Often, it is only after we calm down that we finally think of the perfect thing to have said, or a better way out of the conflict, or a solution, or wider perspective. It is only after we restore a more stable heart rhythm that we can think clearly and with emotional maturity again. 

By the way, if there were humans who did casual thinking in high-risk moments, it is likely they fell prey to the predators and never got to pass on their DNA. We’re the descendants of the ones who got away. We carry their Hunter/ Gatherer nervous systems into the 21st Century as our inheritance. 

Peak Performance - The Coherence Zone

Because the heart affects virtually every system in the body, the power of the heart can be harnessed to quickly shift the human system into a peak performance or coherent state. Just as negative emotions quickly derail the harmony in human systems, “positive” emotions rapidly move the systems back into alignment and synchrony. Sincere positive feelings cause both parts of the nervous system to synchronize creating very ordered heart rhythms. The highly ordered heart rhythms communicate this harmony into the immune, hormonal, respiratory, circulatory, digestive, cognitive, emotive, and physical systems quite rapidly. These are moments of true coherence. This is Peak Performance. 
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In this graph you can see three separate tracks measuring one person’s respiration, heart rate variability, and blood pressure. The Black line indicates when this person begins the Freeze-Frame technique®. The results are almost immediate and profound. As you see on the right side of the Black line, three separate systems have synchronized.  
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In this slide, you can see that the heart and the brain have completely synchronized when analyzed in the electrical domain.

The Technique

The Quick Coherence Technique® is a simple, powerful and reliable technique developed by Doc Childre and the Institute of HeartMath. The goal is simple - to rapidly shift from a stressful, out-of-synch state to a more coherent one. 

Step One – Heart Focus

Heart Focus simply means shifting your attention to the center of your chest to the area around your heart. It is sometimes helpful to put your hand over the heart to localize your focus of attention. Try it now.

Step Two – Heart Breathing

With your focus in the center of your chest, in the area around your heart, pretend that your breath is flowing in and out through this area. Breathe in slowly, deeply and gently into this area to the count of 5 and then breathe out slowly, deeply and gently to the count of 5. Do this until you feel your breathing has become smooth and balanced and has found its natural rhythm. 

Step 3 – Heart Feeling

Continue Heart Breathing and now consciously recall a positive feeling or attitude and sincerely remember and re-experience it. Remember what you truly love and enjoy in your life, your friends, moments of laughter with companions, moments of tenderness with those we love, moments of deep appreciation for what is good in our lives. This step engages the biological power of positive feelings and attitudes to create coherence.

If you have trouble remembering anything with the power to move you to positive feelings like appreciation, give thanks for the simple things. Do you have eyes that work, ears that hear, limbs that follow your commands? When was the last time you were truly grateful for these simple gifts? There are many people who have lost these gifts and would gladly trade you all your troubles if it came with your working body parts. Have you eaten well these past few days? Half a billion people are searching for their next meal right now and not all of them will find one. Be sincerely grateful for your good fortune and your body will reward you with the biology of coherence. 

 Practice of this technique strengthens the neural circuits for re-entering this state at will. 

You form neural circuits for anything you do repetitively, and anything you feel repetitively. Putting something in your mouth today barely requires thought but a baby spends weeks and months mastering the art of precise self-feeding. You can do it effortlessly because you’ve built a neural pathway, a neural circuit from all the repetition. It is likewise almost natural for some people to react with anger, cynicism, fear, blame, for example, when certain subjects are brought up. It has become a pattern, a neural circuit unwittingly built. 

Practicing being coherent, being in the zone, will likewise build a neural circuit from repetition making it easier to activate this state when it is needed and wanted. Any length of time spent in this state regenerates the body, mind and spirit. Whether used in the few quiet moments of life or used in the busy movement of our daily lives, this little technique for entering coherence offers significant benefits. Most significantly, Heart Rate Variability, the pattern and range of heart rhythms, is now recognized as vital to health and life. Loss of HRV health underlies almost every cause of death and a multitude of illnesses. Keeping a vibrant HRV is critical for living and living well.

Several reviewed and published studies have shown improvements in HRV, immune health, hormonal balance, cardiac function, nervous system balance and many other maladies from the practice of the simple techniques developed by HeartMath. Other studies have focused on benefits achieved in schools, hospitals, government agencies, and corporations. You are welcome to get more of the details of these studies and the results that have been documented. (www.heartmath.org/research/research-papers/index.html)

I want to encourage you to undertake an experiment on yourself using the power of your own heart to spend more time in your Coherent state. See if you can detect a difference in your quality of daily life.

The Software 

One great way to conduct such an experiment is with the Freeze-Frame software. This program is fun, cool, informative and very helpful to really mastering the Coherent state. It monitors your pulse and heart rhythms and displays them in real-time. When you practice going into the Coherent Zone, you can see, measure and save the data you generate. The software is capable of distinguishing between three levels of Coherence. You can be the subject of your own experiments and capture this data even while playing one of the three training games imbedded in this heart monitoring software. 

Here’s how to use Quick Coherence with your Freeze-Framer. Start by just observing your heart rhythms and coherence scores without doing the technique for about a minute or so. Most people will start out at 100% low coherence so don’t worry if this happens. It’s normal.

Next focus your attention in the area of the heart and pretend you are breathing through the heart. Do this for about one minute and notice any changes you see in your heart rhythm patterns and coherence scores. Continue to breathe through the heart area and then, re-experience a positive feeling or attitude. Try to sustain the feeling for about a minute. 

Observe any differences in your heart rhythms and coherence score between when you started and were not doing the technique, when doing heart focused breathing, and when breathing through the heart while experiencing a positive feeling or attitude. Remember, you are learning a new skill so be patient with yourself. Your Quick Coherence skill, heart rhythms and coherence scores will improve with practice.    

Don’t be fooled either by the simplicity of the technique or by how interesting and fun it is to play with this software. Deep content within the program provides a rich scientific rationale, research studies, and also some simpler explanations of some complicated stuff. This program is designed to help you at being more coherent, more deeply, more easily and more regularly. It’s rare to find something fun that is also so very good for you.
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• This IHM study measures respiration, heart rate variability and pulse transit time in one person, pre and post Freeze-Frame.

• Left side of graph shows each oscillator or body clock is operating independently. Not much coordination between these different systems in the same body.

• Black dotted line indicated where this person did a Freeze-Frame.

• Entrainment means a much higher level of order and harmony in our body.

		 With practice, the body learns to be entrained more which can lead to head-heart entrainment.
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Heart-Head Entrainment
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• The top left graph shows Heart Rate Variability while in the entrained state.

• The bottom left graph shows brain wave activity while in the entrained state. 

• The right side top and bottom graphs show how the brain and the heart are now operating on the same frequency. 

• This helps explain why the brain functions better and we have clearer perceptions.










