WHAT CAN A PANIC ATTACK DO TO YOU? 

If you're going to overcome panic attacks, you first need to know what you're up against. In this article, I discuss the common fears people have about panic, and clarify what can, and what can't, happen as a result of a panic attack. I offer this information knowing that, if you have panic attacks and phobias, it can be very hard to believe what appears below. Even when you do, these explanations by themselves won't stop your panic attacks from recurring. If it was that simple, we wouldn't need this site!
I suggest you read through this material and keep an open mind. Don't struggle with it. If you find it hard to believe, explore the rest of the site and make a bookmark to remind yourself to look at it again in the near future. You can also consult some of the sources listed in our Resource Directory for additional viewpoints.
Let's consider the typical fears of a person having a panic attack. 
FEAR OF DYING
You think you are dying of a heart attack, or perhaps from lack of air. Neither one happens. The chest pain you experience during a panic attack is pain in the muscles of the chest, which are extremely tight and tense. The sensation of not getting enough air is due to the shallow breathing, but it leaves ample air to live on, and even to talk. Both of these are uncomfortable, but not dangerous.
FEAR OF GOING CRAZY
Many people think if they get afraid or anxious enough that they will "go crazy". But they won't. Veterans of hundreds of attacks can tell you, they believed it each time and it never happened. If you have an anxiety disorder, you will experience episodes of anxiety until you've found a solution. But you won't "get promoted" to schizophrenia!
FEAR OF FAINTING
This is a very common fear among people suffering from panic attacks. Do you know what causes a person to faint?
Fainting is actually a valuable self protective response, caused by a sudden, significant drop in blood pressure. When blood pressure drops this way, there is a chance the brain won't get enough blood, because it's at the highest point of the body. That's no good - your brain needs a steady supply of the oxygen the blood carries. So when your body can't get enough blood to your brain because of low blood pressure, it protects you by bringing your brain down to the blood. In other words, the purpose of a faint is to ensure a blood supply to the brain by bringing your head down to the ground, so your heart doesn't have to overcome gravity.
If we had our brains in our feet, there wouldn't be any such thing as fainting, but stubbing your toe would be a real problem.
But here's the key point: What do you think is happening to your blood pressure during a panic attack?
That's right, it's going up. Probably not a lot, but it's doing the opposite of what you need to faint. In order to faint during a panic attack, you would need to have some other physical circumstance or condition which lowers your blood pressure to such a degree that it overcomes the increase. And, if you have such a condition, you would already know about it by the time you are an adult.
So it's extremely difficult to faint during a panic attack. Then why is the fear of fainting so common? Because people usually feel symptoms of dizziness and lightheadedness during a panic attack. This is the result of shallow, labored breathing, and has nothing to do with fainting. It's very uncomfortable, but it's not dangerous.
This sensation doesn't lead to fainting, but people get fooled into believing it will. To counter this, you need to learn how to do diaphragmatic breathing, which can quickly enable you to feel calmer and more clear.
PUBLIC HUMILIATION
I've never known this to happen either. While people feel like they're out of control, they're generally still walking in an ordinary way toward the exit of the supermarket, or the theatre, or wherever they are. In fact, it's usually very hard to tell when a person is having a panic attack. If they don't tell you, you probably won't notice. This has often happened in some of the groups I run - a member will have a panic attack during a meeting, and we don't find out until they tell us. 
This often causes conflict in the family, when loved ones say things like "You look okay to me", but this is why these fears of public displays typically don't come to pass. People often feel embarrassed, and may feel sure that others are laughing at them, or thinking that they're weird, but the fear that you will look, and act, so bizzarely as to be driven out of society and left to live with wolves doesn't happen either.
So, what does happen as a result of a panic attack?
You get scared, real scared.
And if you don't get some good information about panic disorder shortly after the first attack, you're likely to start developing ongoing fears of having more attacks, and to develop phobias.
That's the real danger with panic disorder. It can lead you to become so avoidant and phobic that you give up many ordinary and enjoyable parts of life.
HOW A PANIC ATTACK "WORKS" 

NOTE: In this article, I describe the inner workings of a panic attack, or an anxiety attack. This is a particularly long and important section. Don't try to read it all on the screen. Scan it first if you like, but then print it out for more comfortable reading.
I want to talk to you about the different parts of a panic attack, and how it "works". You may well feel that you've already thought about it too much, that you're all too familiar with panic, and that the last thing you want to do is to think about it more. I understand that.
But in order to master panic, you'll probably need to develop a new understanding of how it "works". And you'll need to know how to use this understanding to develop a game plan that will help you foster your recovery. So take your time with this information, and go at your own pace. As with all of our Self Help articles, I suggest you print or download it so that you can read it, and reread it, comfortably and on your own schedule.
THE 4 KINDS OF SYMPTOMS
A panic attack can include a variety of different symptoms, and it typically develops so quickly that it can leave a person feeling overwhelmed, confused, and unable to explain what happened. It's very helpful to understand what happens during a panic attack, because that helps you to counter the feelings of being overwhelmed and confused. Here's a way to do it. 
Let's start by dividing the symptoms into categories, based on what kind of symptoms they are. For instance, it's common for people to experience symptoms such as rapid heartbeat, labored and shallow breathing, lightheadedness, chest pain, sweating, stomach and intestinal distress, and tingling or numbness in the toes and fingers, among others. See what these have in common? They're PHYSICAL SENSATIONS. Physical sensations are a big part of a panic attack, but by no means are they the whole story.
What else do you experience during an attack? Maybe you're remembering from your last attack that you had an urge to flee, or that you were confused and couldn't focus, or that you thought you were having a heart attack. Psychologist have a fancy word for this kind of symptom. We call them "cognitions". I went to school for many years and spent lots of money so I could use this word! But all it means is THOUGHTS.
This is a second major category of symptoms during a panic attack, thoughts. People often don't think of thoughts as symptoms. As a culture, we value our intellect and thoughts so much that we find it hard to think of thoughts as symptoms, but it's true. And the characteristic thoughts during a panic attacks include these: "I'm dying"; "I'm going crazy"; "I'm going to faint"; and "I'm going to lose control and humiliate myself in a very public way and no one will ever respect or like me ever again".
You might think that's enough, that a panic attack consists of just physical sensations and thoughts, but no! There's more. It includes EMOTIONS. Mostly fear, but also anger, disgust, embarrassment,shame, and depression as the attack fades.
And finally...one more category. When I give lectures about panic attacks, I always ask the audience to guess what this last category is, and nobody ever does.
It's BEHAVIORS. Nobody ever thinks of it because nobody thinks an attack involves any of their own behaviors. They feel victimized by something "out of the blue" and feel like they've literally been attacked by something. But a panic attack comes from within you, and there are certain behaviors that people engage in, even as the attack begins, that play a big role in starting and building a panic attack.
For instance, many people hold their breathe during an attack, and many more (the great majority of people) breath poorly before and during an attack. By this, I mean they breathe shallowly, from their chest, rather than breathing from their diaphragm. This causes or increases many of the physical symptoms mentioned above, including lightheadedness, tingling, labored breathing, and rapid heartbeat.
When you have a first panic attack, you experience all or most of these symptoms, without any warning or apparent cause. No wonder you got so frightened! 
HOW IT WORKS: A FIRST PANIC ATTACK
Now let's consider exactly how a panic attack works, and in particular, a first panic attack, before you even know what one is.
You're going along, minding your own business. Maybe you're shopping in a busy grocery store; or driving on a highway; or sitting at a red light on a hot day; or sitting in church trying to follow along with the sermon, but your mind keeps wandering. Maybe you're on vacation somewhere nice, but far from home.
The next thing you know, you feel attacked by all these terrible symptoms, for no apparent reason. And because people generally want explanations for what happens to them, you look around and try to figure it out.
But you see no explanation in your immediate surroundings. If you had just had a close call with a runaway truck, or a wild animal, you would understand why you felt so afraid, and simply let it pass. But here, you don't see any explanation.
People don't like to have no explanation. So what do you do?
You guess.
That's right, you make something up. And do you know what? People always make the same kind of guess: "I'm either dying, going crazy, losing control of myself, or all of the above." 
That's the kind of guess you make, and you make it based on the symptoms you're feeling. And it's a reasonable guess, under the circumstances. It's a very understandable guess.
It's just wrong.
A panic attack doesn't do any of those things, as I explained in "The Panic Trick".
What's more, people will tend to continue to believe that a panic attack will kill them, or make them crazy, even after they've had many panic attacks which did neither. They're usually not reassured by the fact that the attacks haven't killed them or made them crazy.
In fact, they often think they survived only because they were "lucky", and worry even more because they figure their luck is running out!
We need to break this process down even further to help you understand how it works, and what you can do to change it. Here is a diagram I use with my clients which depicts the stages of a panic attack.

One of the first things to notice, even before we consider the individual parts, is that the panic attack is cyclical. This is a big advantage! Why? Because it always follows the same, predictable pattern. That will make it easier to manage than a problem that always follows changing, unpredictable patterns.
I know that many people feel there isn't a pattern. They'll say things like "It doesn't make any sense...it's irrational" and feel discouraged, because if I can't understand something, how can I change it? But, while it's true that the fears of a panic attack are illogical (meaning that they aren't really going to happen), the pattern a panic attack takes is predictable and regular. The symptoms often change over time, but the pattern remains the same.
A panic attack starts with what I labelled The Event. By this, I mean an internal event: specifically, one of the symptoms of a panic attack that I discussed in the previous section. So, this event could be any of the following: a physical symptom (say, labored breathing, or feeling lightheaded; a scary thought ("what if I have a panic attack at the party this weekend?"); an emotion; or a behavior, like holding your breath. The event, then, is simply a panic symptom.
Next comes the Reflex Reaction. By this, I mean that you experience more of the initial symptom, and perhaps some other symptoms as well. In the lingo of the old potato chip ad, "bet you can't have just one". If you feel lightheaded, you'll probably tense up in ways that make that feeling continue, and often produce other symptoms as well.
How does this happen? It occurs in response to the interaction between the Reflex Reaction and the Interpretive Reaction. What I mean by Interpretive Reaction is simply that you tell yourself what these symptoms mean; this is the "guess" that I referred to earlier. In some way, consciously or unconsciously, you decide what the symptoms of the event and reflex reaction mean, that is, you make an interpretation of those symptoms.
Before I go any further, let me explain what I mean by "unconscious", because that term means many different things to different people. I use it to describe thoughts, feelings and sensations of which I am unaware, or that I don't notice when they occur. For instance, as you read this now, you have probably not been consciously aware of the sensation in the soles of your feet...
...but now you are!
My clients often tell me, in describing a panic attack, that they weren't thinking anything, and that the attack just came "out of the blue." I know that's how it seems. If I had asked you earlier what sensations you had in your feet when you first looked at this site, you would probably have said "none". But they were there - you just had no reason to pay attention to them, or remember them.
I think very few attacks happen without some thought or other trigger. Very often these thoughts are unconscious, and the person experiencing the panic attack didn't notice them in a conscious manner. So, part of learning to handle a panic attack involves becoming a better observer of your own thoughts and feelings, and making what has been unconscious, more conscious.
Let's get back to the panic cycle. The interpretive reaction is usually some anticipation of doom - of dying, going crazy, and/or losing control of oneself. A person driving down the street might see a traffic signal ahead, think of it turning red, and anticipate "freaking out" while waiting for the light to change. That's an interpretive reaction.
And, that interpretive reaction produces more of the reflex reaction (maybe a more rapid heartbeat, or more lightheadedness) which in turn leads to an even more catastrophic interpretive reaction ("Oh NO! It's happening again!"). These two reactions escalate and fuel each other, and lead to the Panic Attack itself.
What do you think happens next, at the question mark? Stop and think about this for a moment. Remember that part of recovery from panic is retraining your thinking about it. In a small way, that's what you're doing with this exercise. 
This is another one of those questions I always ask when I lecture, and nobody ever offers the answer. The answer is: It Ends. What makes that such a big deal? Well, how many times have you had a panic attack and had this thought: "Will this ever end?" or "What if it never ends?" These are the kind of thoughts that make the panic attack feel worse if you don't have the right answer. And the right answer is that... 
This panic attack will end because they all end. It's not up to me to end the attack. That will happen regardless of what I do. Whether I do all the best things to calm me down, or all the worst things to get me agitated, the attack will end. It is not my job to end the attack. My only job is to make myself as comfortable as possible while waiting for the attack to end. I can do that by practicing coping skills while waiting for it to end.
So it ends, because they all end. And continuing with the cycle, you'll feel Relief. And other feelings, too...maybe tired, depressed, and other emotions. But at some point - maybe the next hour, maybe the next day, maybe the next week, it's bound to happen that you'll experience some "what if..." thinking, and enter into the Anticipation part of the cycle. And, once you've started anticipating, it's easy to produce another Event, and you're off again, into the vicious, repetitive cycle of panic.
THE ROLE OF SELF TALK
Let me ask you a few questions. 
Have you ever tried to get out of a panic attack by thinking of something else, by distracting yourself?
Or, have you ever been starting to panic when you were interrupted by an unexpected visit from a good friend, or a child falling down and getting hurt, and later realized that the panic attack simply ended?
Have you ever pulled out a bottle of xanax when you were feeling panicky and felt better just by looking at it?
Or gotten instant relief as soon as you took one, even before it could actually be working?
If you've done any of these things (and most people with panic have), you've noticed that distraction from the thoughts can help you get out of a panic attack.
Have you ever tried to avoid, or end, a panic attack by distracting yourself? 
Most people with panic have. This leads them to think along this line: "If I don't think about it, I won't panic". And so they try to distract themselves from panic by avoiding the subject entirely. And yet, while that can help sometimes, it's clearly not the answer. If simply thinking about panic were enough to cause a panic attack, who would read a Claire Weekes book? watch Oprah? or visit this site? Yet many people find all of these things helpful. 
In my work with clients, I ask them to fill out a questionnaire whenever they have a panic attack. Many of them think it's a crazy idea at first. Yet most of my clients report that they start to feel calmer as soon as they start answering the questions, even though the questionnaire asks them to think about, and describe, the panic.
They're thinking about the panic, rather than being distracted by it, and yet they feel better. What does that mean? I think it means that they're not thinking about the panic in a particular kind of way. Their viewpoint, or editorial stance, has changed. They're describing the panic more from an observer's point of view, rather than a victim's point of view. When they look at that bottle of xanax, or complete the diary, they are no longer engaging in Phobic Self Talk.
WHAT IS SELF TALK?
What do I mean by self talk? It's simply the process of thinking to yourself, about the world and your place in it. We do this all day long, every day of the year, every year of our adult lives, often without even noticing it. We probably all learned to do it in a similar way, even though we don't remember the process because we were too young.
When you were a child, you learned to talk, slowly and gradually. You learned a few nouns, for the important people and objects around you. Then you learned some verbs, and eventually other words so that you could put your thoughts into sentences. And you talked to yourself. Out loud. You'd talk yourself through walking, eating, and playing.
I watched my four year old son do this last night. "I pick up the ball and THROW IT! I"m BIG! I'm STRONG!!" And this talking comes to include a lot of commentary about you, and how you're doing.
As you got older, you noticed that the adults and older kids didn't talk to themselves that way. So you began to internalize it, and didn't say it out loud, but you kept thinking this way. Sometimes I can see my son's lips move when he's not talking, just thinking! And as he gets older, this thinking will become so automatic that he won't notice it much anymore (and he'll stop moving his lips, too!) But he'll keep thinking this way, all the rest of his life.
That's self talk. And one of the most important characteristics of self talk is that it's subliminal. In other words, you hear it as a background sound, without paying a lot of attention to it; and because you don't pay much attention to it, it has more influence with you, because you don't notice what you're telling yourself, and therefore don't have a chance to challenge or analyze it.
But when you're not paying close attention to your self talk, your body will still "hear it", and respond as if it were true, even when it isn't. This is okay when your self talk is reasonably positive, or realistic; but can cause you lots of trouble when your self talk is negative and unrealistic.
And phobic self talk, the kind of self talk that precedes and accompanies a panic attack, has three characteristics.It's
· unrealistic
· negative
· persistent
Imagine what we would hear if we could listen in to your self talk when you were having a panic attack. If you're like some of my clients, we'd hear things like
· I can't stand it
· Everybody is watching me for signs of weakness
· What if ...(fill in the blank)
· I'm trapped
Imagine how your body will respond to hearing these dire thoughts. It's going to trigger its emergency responses and flood you with adrenaline, speed up your heart, and make you feel like fleeing. That would be great if there really was an emergency, because it would give you the energy and motivation you need to protect yourself. But since there's really no danger to run from, it's going to make you feel worse.
Self Talk is a powerful influence in the production of panic attacks, but people usually don't recognize it. They tend to think it's something that panic is something that "just happens", or something that's a purely physical event.
Barely a week goes by without someone asking me if attacks are due to a "chemical imbalance".
Certainly there are chemical aspects to a panic attack, because we are literally made of chemicals; and the use of certain chemicals in medications can help some, though not all, people. But, in my opinion, panic attacks are not simply the product of a "chemical imbalance". Here's an exercise to help you see why not.
On a piece of paper, write down five situations in which you feel almost sure you would have a panic attack. Maybe this would include highway driving; flying; a crowded grocery store where the air conditioning has failed; and so on. Now write down five situations in which it would be practically impossible for you to have one.
Did you make your lists? One with situations practically guaranteed to produce a panic attack, and one with situations that probably can't lead to panic at all? Okay. My question for you is this.
How do the chemicals find out where you are?
That's right!
EXITING THE PANIC CYCLE
Let's turn our attention back to the panic cycle. If you're like most people, you've had incidents like the ones described above - instances when you started to panic, but interrupted it yourself by something you did or thought, or had it interrupted by the actions of others. These interruptions are actually common occurences.
So, you don't always automatically follow through with a full attack. Depending on what you do, how you play your hand, you might go on to have a full attack, or you might skip it entirely. So, what I've called the Event really deserves a different name.
It's an Invitation, not a command! 
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It isn't something that automatically forces you into a panic. It's a cue, just like a yellow traffic light. Depending on your situation, you might respond to a yellow light by slowing down and stopping; or speeding up and going through the intersection; or even maybe turning down a side street to avoid it entirely! It's an invitation to which you can respond in a variety of ways.
And what happens later - panic or no panic - depends on how you play your role. You have a role to play.
Let's consider what we've got so far. When you don't talk to yourself in a negative, scary, and unrealistic way, you generally don't panic. Instead of panicking, you cope. No one does it for you . They may provide the cue that reminds you to cope, but you cope. 
But, when you talk to yourself in a negative, scary, unrealistic way - when you fall for the trick - you panic. This is how it works, that your body responds to your self talk as if it were true. Regardless of how true or false it is.
So, there is an essential ingredient to panic attacks. That essential ingredient is the unrealistic, scary, misinterpretation of what's going on around you, and especially within you.
When you get distracted from this scary self talk, you don't panic. But you can't always count on distraction. When you're with your safe person you talk to yourself differently. But you don't want to always have to rely on your "safe person".
So, if you could find some other way to change the scary self talk, that would be a better, more reliable way of preventing panic. That's all you have to do to get over panic disorder. Pretty good, huh?
But, there's a catch.
You knew that.
You can't just say something to yourself and expect it to have an effect. You have to really know it's true. Hoping it's true, or trying to believe it just because you want to, won't be convincing enough to dispel the fear. You have to know it's true, from your own personal experience.
So, you need practice coping with panic symptoms. A little bit at a time. That's the catch.
Practice in which you respond to the panic in different ways than you used to, as you practice new ways of coping with the scary sensations. Enough gradual, progressive practice that you can determine for yourself that you are safe. Not because someone else tells you, but because you demonstrate it to yourself over time. And as you come to believe you can cope, from your own practice, you begin to talk yourself through, and out of, the attacks.
And, as you gradually lose your fear of the attacks, they fade away. Just like any other bully.

HOW COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL TREATMENT WORKS

In order to understand how cognitive behavioral treatment (cbt) works, you first need to consider why panic attacks recur, and why they lead to phobias. 
What maintains panic attacks? Why is it so rare to have just one, so common to have recurrent panic attacks, and so common to develop phobias as well?
In a typical case, a person will experience repeated anxiety attacks in which he/she fears one or more of the following: death (typically by heart attack or lack of air); insanity; fainting; "losing control" of themselves and acting in such a bizarre manner that they are scorned forever after. Now, the fact is that panic attacks don't cause these catastrophes. If you want to know why, see the article "What Can a Panic Attack Do to You?" But I don't tell you this in the hope that this information will cure you.
In fact, it's more likely to make you think "I bet I'll be the first!" than it is to cure you!
Being told that panic isn't dangerous won't stop anybody's panic attacks. Reading this here, or hearing about it on Oprah, or being told by your physician or therapist - none of that will do the job of ending your attacks.
You could look at your own experience. You could ask yourself "what's the worst thing that ever happened to me as a result of a panic attack?". And you could remind yourself that none of those catastrophes you fear has ever happened to you. That would be a useful thing to do, but it probably won't do the job either.
In fact, it often leads people to feel worse, because they think "I've been lucky so far but the odds in favor of dying (or whatever) keep going up!". 
If you're like most people with panic attacks, you tend to explain your survival by crediting factors other than yourself - for instance, that you were lucky; or only survived because you were interrupted by a friend's arrival; or because you remembered you had medication with you; or were because you were distracted by something.
Now, the fact is that you survived intact simply because you're not such a frail creature as to be killed, or rendered insane, by fear, no matter how sudden and intense. But I know simply telling you that isn't going to do the job.
Or maybe you can agree, when you're not having an attack, that they aren't really dangerous. Maybe you're like the people I've worked with who say "I know it's not dangerous, but when I have one, I forget that. My emotions overrule my logic, and I get convinced I'm going to die then, even though I know right now it's not true", And so that person flees the situation, or avoids it entirely.
What keeps the panic attacks coming? Ultimately, it's the avoidance and resistance that people engage in. It's ironic - the very things they do in an effort to help themselves are what make it worse. Because people avoid panic, and struggle against it when it occurs, it becomes more entrenched and they become more fearful. They don't get the opportunity to learn that they can handle and survive a panic attack all on their own. They don't get the chance to practice coping methods by which they can calm themselves down, and become more confident in their use.
If you wanted to learn tennis, you would first learn a few basics and practice them on your own (hitting a ball against a playground wall, or returning balls fired by a throwing machine) until you had mastered them somewhat. If that's all you did, you'd never become a tennis player.
To become a tennis player, you'd have to find an opponent to play against, and hopefully someone just a little better than you so you could learn from playing that person.
That's how you learn a new skill and get better - you practice! And that's what you need to do with panic attacks.
So, in order to bring recurrent panic attacks to an end, you need to do something about what maintains them. What maintains them is resistance and avoidance. And you can bring them to an end with a program based on coping techniques and progressive exposure.
You learn coping techniques so that you become skillful at calming yourself, rather than getting yourself more afraid. 
And you use progressive exposure to practice your coping techniques, first in easy situations and then in situations you find more challenging, in order to build your confidence that you know what to do during a panic attack, and you know how to calm down and handle it.
And as you get better and better with your practice, you develop an answer to all those "What if...?" questions that have been plaguing you. "I'll just do what I did the last time - that worked OK" becomes your answer.
Coping techniques and progressive exposure.
That's how cognitive behavioral treatment works.
WHY ME? 

Most people who have panic attacks want very much to know the cause of their troubles. They want to know "why" they have them, and frequently ask themselves that question, especially when they are having a panic attack. 
While it's perfectly natural that you want to know "why", it's not a useful question to ask yourself while you are having an attack. It's helpful to notice the specific cues and triggers that invite an attack, but not to focus on the more general question of why you have attacks at all.
I tell my clients that the "Why?" question is not helpful during an attack for several reasons:
· when most people ask themselves this question, they usually do it in an angry way, and are really just getting mad at themselves rather than trying seriously to answer the question.
· it's unlikely that you will actually find an answer to this question.
· even if you did find an answer, that wouldn't stop your panic attacks; you would just be a more informed person who panics! 
When you are actually having a panic attack, the "Why?" question is of no use. However, there are two questions that are very valuable during a panic attack, and these are the ones I urge you to use whenever you experience a panic attack:
1. "What's happening now?"
2. "How shall I respond to it?" 
The questions of "What and How?", much more than "Why?", can help lead you to helpful, coping responses during an attack. And as you read the information at this site about coping techniques and progressive exposure, you will learn how you can make these questions work for you.
But, if you're like most people, you're still going to want to know "why?" So, to make it easier for you to switch over to the "What and How?" questions, I'm going to give you a general explanation of why people get panic attacks. Read this, think about it, and then resolve yourself to work with "What and How?" rather than "Why?" when you panic.
There are three reasons why people develop panic attacks.
1. The first is that there is almost certainly a genetic predisposition to panic attacks. Some people are born likely to develop panic attacks under the right circumstances, and some people couldn't have a panic attack if you paid them. There isn't anything unusual about this. I think we will eventually find out that most people have an inborn tendency to respond to stress and change in one particular way or another. If you have panic attacks, this is yours.
2. A second reason why people develop panic attacks is that as children, they may have grown up in an atmosphere which, for one reason or another, failed to teach them that the world was a safe place in which they could happily pursue their own enjoyment. This could have happened in a variety of ways. Maybe there was an early death in the family, severe illness, or some other serious problem like alcoholism. Maybe the parents were themselves anxious and over protective. Or perhaps the child learned to spend too much time and effort taking care of others, trying too hard to please others, and feeling responsible for the happiness of others.
3. The third reason why people develop panic attacks is that they often experienced a period of high stress and stressful changes in the year or so prior to the onset of the panic attacks. These might have been bad events, such as feeling trapped in a bad job or relationship, or experiencing the loss of family and/or friends.Or they may have had a lot of changes which weren't bad in themselves - finishing school, changing jobs, getting married, moving, buying/selling a home, having babies, etc. - but which had a cumulative stressful effect on the person to the point that he/she found it hard to cope with them all.
It's interesting to note that, for most people who develop panic attacks, it usually begins in their twenties or thirties - the years of establishing an independent life for yourselves when you are most likely to experience these kinds of changes.
Now I have a question for you. What do these three factors have in common? 
Did you figure it out?
What they have in common is...none of them were under your own control. These are all developmental events in life which happen to people. They are not not something you can choose. 
So what, you ask? What this reveals is that there is no reason to feel guilty or ashamed of having panic attacks. They are not the result of living badly; or of making bad choices; or of being "stupid", or cowardly.
So if you have panic disorder, that is your problem...to solve or leave unsolved...but do not be confused into thinking it is your fault.

THE PANIC "TRICK" 

There is a fundamental "trick" to a panic attack. Understanding it will help you break the panic cycle. This article will explain the panic trick, and what you need to do about it. 
It's very important to understand that the physical symptoms of panic attacks are nothing more than the body's emergency alert system, the sympathetic nervous system. 
These are the same, sophisticated, automatic physical responses that your body uses to alert you to danger and give you the physical energy to respond to it.
Our body is kind of an old model. When our bodies were "designed", the main danger we had to face was a big predator that saw us as a meal. And, even though our world has changed a lot since then, our bodies still respond to danger in the same way.
Three ways, actually. When our bodies get a "danger" signal, they respond by preparing us for either FIGHT, FLIGHT, or FREEZE.
Which one? It depends on the circumstances. If the enemy is smaller, fighting is probably a good idea. If the enemy is bigger, but slower, flight would be good. And if the enemy is bigger and faster, maybe freeze would be good, and just hope it doesn't see so well. When your body gears up for danger, it prepares you for one of those responses.
If you think about the physical symptoms you experience during a panic attack, you can probably see that most of them have some adaptive value in a dangerous situation. They would all serve, one way or another, to help you survive an encounter with a predator. 
The urge to flee is useful when threatened. The movement of blood flow away from the digestive tract and other parts of the body not needed in fighting is helpful because it makes more energy available for fighting. The adrenaline rush motivates and energizes you to action. Even sweating is helpful, because these responses generate a lot of heat, and sweating is how the body cools itself.
Sweating has another advantage too. If you're being chased by a large predator, it's good to be as slippery as possible!
So, you can see that, far from being a sign that there is something wrong physically, these symptoms are actually very sophisticated responses by our bodies in order to protect us. They're evidence that the body is working well.
There's just one problem.
There isn't any predator. 
There isn't any danger of any kind. Our bodies got the wrong word somehow. The body got the impression that there was a real emergency, and this is how it responds. 
It's just like when you have a watchdog that tends to bark at the wrong times, bothering you when it's just schoolchildren out there. You want the dog to be alert, and to let you know when there's a burglar, but you also want him/her to be able to tell the difference between a burglar and some kids playing.
So, what has to happen? That watchdog needs retraining, so it can tell the difference between kids and burglars. And you need retraining too.
What kind of retraining?
The watchdog sees kids playing, and mistakes them for burglars. You experience discomfort, and mistake it for danger. The watchdog needs training so it can notice some of the key characteristics of children (short, high pitched voices, lack of face masks, etc.) which distinguish them from burglars. You need retraining so that you can better distinguish discomfort from danger.
Let's consider what happens to you when you experience a panic attack. You experience real fear, make no mistake about that.
Pay no attention to those who say "it's all in your head", because it's not. (They usually mean well, but the phrase is extremely misleading and usually unhelpful).
It's in your breathing, in your muscles, in your heartbeat, in your production of adrenaline, and so on. It's real physical fear. The problem is, you're experiencing this real fear when there's no danger.
Now, most people tend to assume that if they're afraid, they must be in danger. And that's probably true a lot of the time. Fear is often a useful signal that warns us, motivates us to do something to avoid danger. But not always.
QUESTION: Can you think of any situations in which a person might be very afraid, yet also not be in any danger? 
There's no one right answer, of course. But take a minute to think about it, and click the button when you're ready to proceed. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What did you come up with? You get extra points if you thought of a scary movie. There are a number of other good answers, but I think scary movie clarifies this issue the best because the movie goer becomes afraid despite knowing that he/she is not in any danger whatsoever.
A panic attack and a scary movie have much in common. A scary movie manipulates the information you receive in order to trick you into feeling afraid, even while you sit back in your seat and feel your shoes stick to the chewing gum. A scary movie is a trick. What is the trick?
It's this. You experience discomfort (physical tension, on the edge of your seat, holding your breath, heart rate increasing, etc.) in response to the drama of the film, and react as if it were danger. 
This is why people scream at scary movies. They become so focused on the story line that their bodies respond as if the story were real, and happening at that moment.
What can you do if you go to a scary movie and get more scared than you want to be? A lot of people with panic attacks simply won't go to scary movies, but maybe you can remember times you went before the panic attacks began. 
What can you do to feel less afraid at a scary movie? You can:
· Distract your self by thinking of something else, or eating popcorn.
· Reassure yourself by holding somebody's hand (only if you came with them, please!).
· Close your eyes and/or cover your ears to block out some of the story.
· And how about that old standby, reminding yourself "it's only a movie."?
· Or you can leave.
A scary movie and a panic attack have a lot in common. And all the responses a person makes to a scary movie have their counterparts in responses a person can make to a panic attack. In response to a panic attack, people try to help themselves by: 
· distracting themselves
· seeking the comfort and reasurance of support people 
· resisting or blocking out information
· talking to themselves in an effort to calm down
· leaving the scene 
The result of a scary movie, and the result of a panic attack, is that a person who is not in danger becomes afraid. In both cases, this is accomplished by the same trick. You experience discomfort, and get fooled into thinking it's danger.
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This is of critical importance, because the responses which are useful in dealing with danger are very different from those which help with discomfort.
If you are in danger, your body is going to respond in ways to help you survive, by giving you the energy, strength and motivation to resist the danger. Earlier I talked about the body's emergency response, and how the physical symptoms of a panic attack are nothing more than the results of the body gearing up to face a danger which doesn't exist. When your body gets a signal that says "DANGER" it quickly mobilizes itself to get you ready to fight the danger (if you're stronger/bigger); run away from it (if you're faster), or hide/play dead if the danger is too big to fight and too fast to outrun.
These responses will help you if there really is danger. But if they get triggered when there is no danger - nothing to hit or run from - then you're all dressed up and nowhere to go. You have all that energy and nothing to use it on. What happens? You experience it as panic.
So when you get the wrong signal - when you get tricked into thinking that the discomfort is danger - then your body is going to make things worse by gearing up for danger, and filling you with energy when what you really need is to relax and calm down.
This is what's so important about the trick of a panic attack. 
When you get tricked into reacting as if you face danger, you do all the things that get you more upset. You resist instead of accept. You flee instead of wait. You tense up instead of calm down. You hold your breath instead of breathing comfortably. 
This is why most people's initial reactions to a panic attack make them feel worse rather than better.
This is why people with panic disorder can benefit by retraining their reactions. And this can be done very effectively with a cognitive behavioral treatment that incorporates desensitization, coping techniques, and progressive exposure.
The Panic Diary 

A panic attack can really disrupt your concentration and short term memory, and this makes it hard to be a good observer.
A good way to get around that is to take notes during the panic attack. My clients often look at me like I've lost my mind when I first suggest this. "Take notes while I'm panicking?". But it's not as hard as you might think. My clients use a panic diary, a copy of which is here for you to download and reprint for your own personal use. It's a one page form (though, being a little wordy, I needed two pages for the instructions!). I suggest you make some copies and keep them wherever you might need them - in your glove box, your purse, your briefcase, wherever you are likely to experience panic. If you're working with a therapist, please review it with him/her! 
Click on the underline text for Adobe PDF Format of The Panic Diary and Instructions.
Date_______ Name_________________________________________________ 
Level (1 - 10) _____________________Time began :______Time ended: _____
Symptoms_________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
What type?

__________________________________________________________________ 
Where are you? 

__________________________________________________________________ 
What were you doing when the attack began?

__________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________
Are you alone? (If not, state who is present.) 
__________________________________________________________________
What were you thinking before the attack?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
What were you thinking during the attack?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
How did you talk back to the fears? 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
What did you do (behaviorally) that helped you calm down?
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
How did the attack end?
__________________________________________________________________
How do you want to respond differently next time?
__________________________________________________________________
 

PANIC ATTACK DIARY
Instructions
A person makes a recovery from panic attacks by learning how to cope with them. In order to do so, it is essential that you learn as much about your attacks as possible. Use the accompanying panic diary to record each attack and your response, by following the instructions below. Complete a description for each attack you have between now and our next session.
STEP 1: Fill in "Date" and "Name"
STEP 2: Next to "Level", rate your level of panic on a scale of 0 to 10, in which 0 means no panic, and 10 means the worst panic possible.
STEP 3: Next to "Symptoms", record the symptoms you experienced during the attack.
STEP 4: Next to "Time began" and "Time ended", record the time when the attack began, and when it ended. ALWAYS time your attacks whenever they occur. Don't rely on estimates!
STEP 5: Next to "What type?", classify your attack as one of the following types. Each attack will have only one classification.
SPONTANEOUS ATTACK. A panic attack that appears to come "out of the blue." This classification is not used when you are in a feared situation, or thinking about something fearful.
ANTICIPATORY ATTACK. A panic attack that occurred in anticipation of facing a feared situation, or thinking about something fearful.
SITUATIONAL ATTACK. A panic attack that occurred while you were in a feared situation.
STEP 6: Next to "Where are you?", record your location at the time of the attack.
STEP 7: Next to "What were you doing when the attack began?", record your activity at the time of the attack.
STEP 8: Next to "Are you alone?", answer yes or no. If no, write who was with you.
STEP 9: Record your thoughts immediately before the panic attack.
STEP 10: Record your disturbing thoughts during the panic attack. BE SPECIFIC!
STEP 11: Describe what you said to yourself to calm yourself.
STEP 12: Describe what you did to calm yourself.
STEP 13: Describe how the attack ended (what caused it to end?)
STEP 14: Record any different responses that you want to use next time you have an attack.
HOW TO CALM A PANIC ATTACK
 THE FIVE STEPS OF AWARE

If you seek a cure for panic, an essential first step is to learn a new way to respond to the experience of panic attacks. Here's a five step process you can use to guide your responses during a panic attack in a way that will enable you to overcome panic. I have borrowed this (with some modifications of my own) from Anxiety Disorders and Phobias: A Cognitive Perspective, an excellent text by Beck, Greenberg, and Emery 
As you read this, think about how it compares to what you usually do during a panic attack. 
The five steps are:
Acknowledge & Accept 
Wait & Watch 
Actions (to make myself more comfortable)
Repeat 
End
Let's take a look at what each step entails.
ACKNOWLEDGE & ACCEPT
Here I'm going to acknowledge the present reality, that I am afraid. I won't try to ignore it, or pretend it's not there. I won't struggle to distract myself, or command myself to "stop thinking about it!", because that probably won't work. Note that I am acknowledging that I am afraid, not that I am in danger. The thought that I am in danger during a panic attack is just another symptom of fear, not a realistic appraisal of reality.
And I'm going to accept the fact that I am afraid at this moment. I'm not going to fight the feeling; or ask God to take it away; or blame myself, or others. I'm going to accept, as best I can, that I am afraid in the same way I would accept a headache. I wouldn't like having a headache, but I wouldn't bang my head against the wall to try and get rid of it, because that would make it worse.
You might wonder, how can I accept a panic attack?
What makes it acceptable? The fact that, while it feels awful and fills me with dread, it is not dangerous. It will not kill me or make me crazy. Someone pointing a gun at me, that's not acceptable. I might get hurt or killed. If someone points a gun at me, I have to do whatever I can to change that: run, hide, fight, yell, bribe, or beg, because the consequence of being shot is so terrible that I have to do whatever I can to avoid it. 
What's the consequence of a panic attack?
I'll be afraid and, if I'm having a panic attack, I'm already there! 
I'm already experiencing the worst that will happen, I just need to ride it out. That's what makes the panic attack acceptable.
Why would I accept the panic attack? Just because the more I resist the attack, the worse it gets. And the more I accept it, the sooner it leaves. This is a very important aspect of panic attacks, one that's central to your recovery. I've already described this in the article entitled "The Panic Trick", so be sure to read that if you haven't already.
That's Acknowledge & Accept. How does it compare to what you usually do during a panic attack? 
WAIT & WATCH
What I mean by wait and watch is this: don't just do something, stand there. It's similar to the suggestion "count to ten before you get mad". 
One of the hallmarks of a panic attack is that it temporarily robs you of your ability to think, remember, and concentrate. This step will buy you a little time to regain those abilities before you take any action. When you react before you have a chance to think straight, what are you likely to do? If you're like most people, you'd probably flee, or struggle, or do something that makes it worse. This is what people mean when they say things like "I know I'm doing it to myself".
So, even though you have a powerful urge to leave, postpone that decision for a little bit. Don't tell yourself you CAN'T leave - keep that option open so you don't feel trapped - but put off the decision about whether or not to leave. Stay in the situation.
With respect to watch: use the occasion to observe how the panic works, and how you respond to it. I ask my clients to complete a panic diary whenever they have a panic attack. It's designed to help them notice important aspects of a panic attack, so we can discuss it later and figure out how they can respond more effectively the next time.
My clients often report that just filling out a diary helps them to calm down. How does this work? It's not that they're distracted, because the diary questions are all about panic. I think it works because, when they're completing a diary, they're in the role of an observer, rather than a victim. It helps them get a little distance from their emotions. If they're in a situation where writing is impractical, perhaps while driving a car, they can use a tape recorder to record their observations, or pull over for a few minutes to write.
How does "wait & watch" compare to what you usually do?
ACTIONS (to make myself more comfortable)
Now, having gone through the first two steps, is a good time to make yourself more comfortable while waiting for the panic to pass. Those first two steps are very important. If you jump right into action without going through the first two steps, you'll probably overreact and make it worse, so discipline yourself to stay with this program.
Remember, it is not your job to bring the panic attack to an end; that will happen no matter what you do.
Your job is to make yourself as comfortable as possible, while waiting for the attack to end.
So at this point, you can use any additional coping techniques you favor. The self help literature is full of suggestions, and you will find a listing of such books at our Resource Directory. Here are a few techniques that my clients have found particularly useful.
Regardless of what else you do, do diaphragmatic breathing. If you don't know how, check out our video & instructions. If you do know how, check out our video & instructions anyway. Many people think they know how to do diaphragmatic breathing, but don't do it correctly, so they don't get good results. A good diaphragmatic breathing technique is a very powerful tool! 
Second, talk to yourself (silently) about what is happening, and what you need to do. One way my clients find very helpful is to ask themselves this question: is this Discomfort or Danger?. Some of the other responses my clients like include the following:
1. Fine, let's have an attack! It's a good chance to practice my coping techniques.
2. They respond to all their "what if...?" fears by saying "So what? I'll get afraid, then calm down again." 
3. "It's okay to be afraid."
People don't panic in the present.
People panic when they imagine something bad happening to them in the future or in the past. This is why your panic attacks are almost always accompanied by some "what if...?" thought. The reason you have to say "what if...?" is because what you fear is not actually happening! You have to imagine losing control, going crazy, dying, etc. That's why people think "what if...?". In this context, "what if " means "let's pretend something bad!" 
To counter this, get involved in your immediate environment.
Get back into the activity you were engaged in prior to the attack, and become involved with the people and objects around you. If you're in a store, resume shopping, reading labels, comparing prices, asking questions, etc. It will be a big help to you to bring your focus and energy back to the present environment. By this I mean, work with what is around you.
Learn to identify, and relax, the parts of your body that get most tense during a panic attack. This typically involves first tensing, and then relaxing, the muscles of your jaw, neck, shoulders, back and legs. Do not allow yourself to stand rigid, muscles tensed, and holding your breath. That just makes you feel worse! Instead, work with your muscles and posture to regain a sense of control over your body. If you feel like you "can't move a muscle", start with just one finger! 
And if you're in a situation where it would be appropriate to get some cardiovascular exercise, either by running, walking, climbing stairs, dancing, or whatever, go ahead and do this. It will help you burn off some of that adrenalin. (This will be safe and very beneficial for the great majority of people but, as always, ask your personal physician if this is OK for you to do).
REPEAT
This step is here because you might start feeling better, then feel another wave of panic. Your first reaction might be to think "Oh No it didn't work!". The Repeat step is here to remind you that it's OK if that happens, just take it from the top again. It's not unusual or dangerous. You may go through several cycles, and you just need to repeat the AWARE steps again, as often as you need.
END
This is here to remind you that your panic attack will end; that all panic attacks end; that they end regardless of how you respond; that it's not your job to make the attack end; and that your only job is to make yourself as comfortable as possible while waiting for the attack to end. 
So the next time you panic and hear yourself thinking "Will this ever end?", you'll be ready to answer, "YES!" 
OVERCOMING PHOBIAS 
WITH PROGRESSIVE EXPOSURE
Most people with panic attacks develop various phobias. These phobias stem directly from their efforts to prevent panic attacks. You can overcome phobias with a method called Progressive Exposure.
If you have a first panic attack in a grocery store you may begin avoiding that store, and maybe big grocery stores in general; if you fear an attack on a highway, you're likely to restrict your driving to local roads.
Unfortunately, these avoidances will, over time, make a person feel less secure, not more; and the phobias often tend to become more inclusive over time. For example, a person who avoids highways may begin to get uncomfortable at some busy local roads as well. Such a person may find that, over time, he also becomes uneasy about other situations from which escape may be difficult, like airplanes, crowded malls, or meetings.
In addition to the phobic avoidance, many people with panic attacks develop other rules in an effort to feel better, and again these rules tend to aggravate their condition over time. A person may feel that he/she can only travel to certain locations in the company of a support person; or with a water bottle; or with that same old bottle of xanax that expired six years ago.
While these rules are not terrible by themselves (although the first one can be wearing for all concerned), they have the unfortunate effect of leading you to think that you can't take any credit for your successes. Instead, you may come to believe that a success you had was due to the presence of your support person (or object).
For this reason, when I work with a client who has panic disorder, we use progessive exposure to enable them to return to their ordinary activities and situations without any special limitations or aids.
Progressive exposure is the process of practicing with the activities and situations that you fear, a little at a time, in order to become less afraid of them. It's called "progressive" because we approach it gradually, beginning with items that are only moderately anxiety provoking, and move up to the most difficult items over time, as you succeed with the lesser ones. It's called "exposure" because the point is to expose yourself to the situations and activies which lead you to panic, in order that you can practice with the panic feelings, and get better at managing and overcoming them.
It's important to see that we do exposure to the panic, not to the situations themselves. When I ask a client to drive on a highway, he's not exposing himself to the highway; rather, he's going on a highway because that is where he might experience panic, and he needs to experience panic, and work with it, in order to overcome the phobia.
So if he goes out on the highway and doesn't panic, that's okay, but it's not what he went out there for, and I'll probably ask him to try again. If we can arrange for this client to first practice with some panic symptoms in my office (and that's often possible), so much the better! 
You might be wondering why anyone would do this.
My clients do this because they want to get better, and they've come to understand that avoiding the panic makes them worse. Only by experiencing the panic, accepting it, and letting it pass, will they become less afraid. It's a scary step for all of them, but one that leads to progress and recovery.
Think about what you would do if you wanted to learn self defense. Do you know how people learn self defense? They go to a coach, or a class, and learn a few techniques (blocking, punching, etc.) and then they practice them. How do they practice?
They ask somebody to take a swing at them.
That's right. They're learning self defense so that people won't hit them. Yet they need to have somebody hit them, so they can practice, and get better. If they avoid the classes, they won't learn self defense. If they go to all the classes, but won't practice with a sparring partner, they won't learn self defense either. They'll continue to be afraid, because they won't have any reason to be confident in their skills.
It's the same thing with panic attacks. If you don't learn a good set of coping techniques, you'll probably remain afraid of panic attacks. If you learn a good set of coping techniques but don't practice with actual panic situations, you'll probably still remain afraid of panic attacks. You only lose your fear of panic attacks by practicing with them, and developing confidence in your ability to cope. And the attacks only go away after you lose your fear of them.
Most people with panic disorder come to see me hoping that I will do something to take the panic away, so then they can resume driving, shopping in malls, or whatever they've been avoiding. And I tell them that I can help them get better, but the process will be the opposite of that. First they have to get back to driving and the malls, and then they can get rid of the panic.
Of course, I don't expect anyone to go out and experience a panic attack without first having a game plan, a way of responding to the panic attack. Before we do any exposure work, you first have to learn a variety of coping techniques. This is what distinguishes progressive exposure from a technique called "flooding" in which the client is asked to experience the panic and just wait it out, however long it takes. 
If I were helping you to develop this game plan, we would likely go through the following steps.
· You would first learn an approach to managing a panic attack, represented by the acronym AWARE. This consists of an overall approach to panic, an attitude, and a variety of coping techniques, with which to respond to the panic. 
· You would develop and use a hierarchical list of feared situations and activities, beginning with the easier ones and working up to the most difficult.
· You would make frequent, repeated ventures into the same and similar situations in order to build the confidence that will create a recovery. The principle here is "once is not enough".
· You would cultivate an attitude of acceptance toward the panic, and a willingness to experience panic, in order to have the necessary practice.
· When you did experience panic, you would focus on making the distinction between Danger and Discomfort. You would work with the discomfort, and recognize thoughts of danger as just another symptom of panic.
· You would let the panic peak and pass, in place. In other words, the best results come from your staying in the phobic situation, and following the AWARE steps, until the panic subsides. If you leave the situation before the panic subsides, you are unfortunately contributing to the strength of the phobia.
· During exposure practice, you would focus on behavior, not feelings. Do not expect to feel comfortable at first! During exposure you are supposed to get afraid. That's what we're doing it for, so you can practice. So you need to take it for granted that you will get afraid, and use the exposure time as a chance to practice different behaviors that will, over time, enable you to master the panic.
· And gradually, you would notice that it takes more and more effort to panic...that you have to travel further, go to scarier situations, to feel the fear. And you would become less and less afraid of panic. And as you lose your fear of panic, the panic attacks, which had been your constant companion, begin to feel more like a distant relative...and eventually fade away. 
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