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aiming for a highly variable rhythm, 
where the time gaps between each heart 
beat are different. This would give us a 
high HRV score and be in response to an 
active parasympathetic nervous system.

Overall trend
Don’t get hung up on a single day’s result. 
It’s the overall trend that’s more important 
and interesting. Having said that, if an 
HRV app or your coach advises you to 
limit your intensity for a day then you 
should be prepared to really consider the 
training you had planned.

Think about the result in the context 
of your life and see if you can find an 
explanation. Have you been busy at 
work, recovering from a cold, or you’re 
12 weeks into a tough 16-week marathon 
programme? If you can’t explain 
the result, then treat it as a warning 
sign. Remember, it’s a measure of the 
physiological stress in the body and 
whether you consciously feel stressed or 
not, it’s a sign that you are.

If you notice a trend of declining HRV 
you should take action that reduces your 
stress or stimulates your rest and recovery 
mechanisms. This could mean taking 
an extra rest day or switching a tough 
interval session to an easy social run. It 
might mean you choose not to turn up 
for a race, or change your strategy to use 
it as a training event rather than gunning 
for a PB. You may decide to have a bath 
and an early bed or skip the 6am session 
for an extra hour of sleep.

Give it a rest
Heart Rate Variability (HRV) is different 
to Heart Rate (HR), which is measured 
in beats per minute (BPM) and is 
something you may be familiar with. 
You may even record your resting heart 
rate or use it to monitor how hard you 
are working during a training session. 
It can be a useful tool and does provide 
an indication of the level of fatigue. For 
example, if your resting heart rate is 
unusually high it may indicate you have 
overdone things, or it could be that you 
are fighting off an impending illness. It 
could be higher during a training session 
to reflect these things or simply because 
it’s an unusually hot day and the heart is 
working faster to try and pump cooler 
blood around the body.

HRV, on the other hand, enables us to 
look deeper into our heart beat rhythm, 
looking at the variability in time between 
each beat. If for example your resting 
heart rate is 60 bpm, you might expect it 
to beat once every second. If that was the 
case, the variability would be very low, 
which is not a good thing. 

Counter-intuitively, you might expect 
an even, equal rhythm to be a positive, 
but it’s not. It’s a sign that the sympathetic 
branch of your autonomic nervous 
system (ANS) is overly active. We are 

Training stress
Now let’s throw into the mix the stress 
from running and training. Whether 
a beginner or experienced runner, we 
are usually trying to get better at our 
favourite sport. That might mean getting 
faster, running further or practising  
your technique to make you more 
efficient. But let’s be clear, training is 
another form of stress. 

When you go out for a training 
session, physiologically speaking you are 
causing damage to your body such as 
micro tears in your muscles. Your brain 
and body identify this damage and take 
the necessary action to rebuild you so 
should you face the same stressor again 
(for example 400m intervals) you are 
better able to deal with them and it won’t 
cause the same level of damage. While 
you keep training this is a continuous 
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Unless you are an elite athlete, 
realistically life stress is likely to be a 
bigger cause of low HRV rather than 
training stress. Unfortunately, in the short 
term we are unable to control much of 
our life stress, so it’s important that we  
are prepared to adapt our running habits 
and training plans in response to our 
levels of life stress. 

A good coach can help you with  
this by creating a training plan that fits 
around your life. But if in doubt, less is 
more. We’re not saying don’t run. Just  
run mindfully, saving intense sessions  
for when you are most able to cope  
with them.

Periodise you training and make sure 
that you’re not always training for a race. 
It’s a good idea in a calendar year to set 
blocks of time where you’re in ‘exercising’ 
mode, rather than training mode. This 
way you can run for fun, whenever you 
feel like it, without the pressure of 
adhering to a plan.

Heart Rate Variability or HRV  
is a really useful tool that gives 
you an objective measure of 
the level of stress your body is 

dealing with. This is especially important 
to runners as research has shown the 
more stress we are experiencing the 
more likely it is we will get injured or ill; 
stopping us from being able to participate 
in the very sport that for so many of us 
helps to relieve stress. 

The problem is, as busy, active women 
we have become desensitised to life stress. 
We take it all in our stride, declaring 
‘I don’t feel stressed’ because a lengthy 
commute, getting the kids to school 
on time, dealing with argumentative 
colleagues, skipping lunch or staying late 
at the office to finish a presentation all 
seem normal, everyday occurrences. 

But each one of these, and practically 
every situation that arises during your 
day, are little micro-doses of stress, which 
add up to one huge hormonal surge of 
cortisol and adrenaline in your body.
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process of breaking the body down and 
then repairing it, slightly stronger. This 
adaptation is how we get fitter and faster. 
But it’s a fine line between causing just 
enough damage to the body’s systems, 
thus giving it time to repair itself, versus 
pushing so hard the damage is too great 
to repair before you want to train again. 
This is known as overreaching (which is 
good and necessary) versus overtraining 
(which is bad and can lead to serious 
injury or lasting fatigue if not addressed).

What’s all this  about the Autonomic Nervous System? 
To understand the concepts behind HRV it’s 
useful to have a basic grasp of the Autonomic 
Nervous System (ANS). 

The Central Nervous System (CNS) 
consists of our brain and spinal cord and 
enables us to control our body through 
conscious thought and feedback from our 
senses. The ANS also controls functions 
within our body, but it does so subconsciously 
(functions such as keeping your heart 
beating, managing your digestive processes 
and regulating your breathing). 

The ANS is further split into two branches 
– sympathetic and parasympathetic. The 
sympathetic nervous system stimulates 
the fight or flight response, which triggers 
the release of adrenaline and cortisol and 
activates stored glucose ready to be used  
by the heart, lungs and muscles. This is  

great if you need all of those things to help 
you run away from a marauding lion, but  
not so helpful if it’s in response to a 
particularly irritating email. 

The Parasympathetic Nervous System 
(PNS) initiates the rest and digestion 
functions. Heart rate rhythm is influenced by 
a series of processes going from the brain 
to the heart under the control of the ANS in 
an attempt to keep the body in balance and 
functioning optimally. Too much stress (over 
stimulated sympathetic nervous system) 
results in a more metronomic heart rhythm. 
Whereas if the parasympathetic nervous 
system is in charge and our physiological 
stress levels are under control, the heart can 
beat with a much more varied frequency – 
one way to think of this is as a happy heart 
dancing to its own rhythm!
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More information
Karen Weir (runwithkaren.com) is a running and triathlon coach working with athletes of all ability  
to help them achieve their sporting goals. Karen is also a co-founder of RunWell, an organisation  
with the goal of educating runners and endurance athletes about how to be fit and healthy rather  
than just fit. They offer multi-disciplinary workshops for coaches and endurance athletes to learn  
how to balance life stress with training stress (more information at runwellfeelwell.com). 
For more information about HRV monitoring visit hrv4training.com.

The best devices and apps, 
and the most effective 

methods, for monitoring 
your HRV and leading a 

less stressful life

1
Many sports and smartwatches offer 
an HRV function, but they are generally 
not as accurate and don’t give you 

the same data analysis options that 
you get with a specific HRV app. Search 
your preferred app store, but we like 
HRV4Training which is available for both 
Android and iPhone. We think it’s worth 
the small investment to get an accurate, 
research-based tool.

2
There are various different methods 
you can use to measure your HRV, 
such as chest straps, wrist straps and 

arm straps, but with recent technological 
advances the simplest and most accurate 
method is to use the camera/flash on 
your smartphone.

3
Remember, pretty much anything  
can be a stressor, so try to  
record your HRV with an absence  

of external stressors, before you  
look at your emails, drink coffee or wine, 
for example.

4
Record your HRV daily, preferably 
under the same circumstances. First 
thing in the morning before you get 

up is usually the best option. Time of day, 
digestive phase, physical activity and 
hydration levels will all have an impact  
on your HRV, so be consistent.

5
Allow at least a week of  
recording your HRV to set a 
meaningful baseline before you  

start trying to analyse the results.

my hrv monitoring 
Nicola Morris
“The biggest benefit of using HRV 
monitoring as part of my training is that it 
has really helped me mentally. Using HRV 
has demonstrated to me just how much 
everyday life affects my performance in my 
training and races – and also has made it 
much easier to deal with bad sessions.

It may be that after a stressful day or 
bad night’s sleep I don’t actually feel too 
bad, but when you can see how your HRV 
is affected the following day it’s really 
interesting to monitor how your body copes 
with every day stresses or activities.

I find that generally I can recover  
well from training sessions, but it’s life  
that has the biggest impact and using 
HRV has made me realise how important 
it is to listen to your body during training. 
Previously if I’d had a bad training session 
I would have done them and then felt 
disappointed and really dwelt on it. Now if 
I review a difficult session in combination 
with my HRV score it helps me to 
understand why things didn’t go to plan  
and enables me to move on.” 

How to measure 
your HRV 


