PANIC ATTACKS

A Handbook for Parents and Adolescents
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At Fegans we believe that everyone is amazing.
Whatever situations Fegans are called to support,
whatever confessions we hear, whatever people have suffered
or inflicted, we always, always, believe that they are precious.
You are perfect, made just right!
There is always a place for you.
Nothing you have done will be held against you.
No-one and nothing has the right to bully or control you.
You are free to be the best you.
You are wanted, full of worth.
You have an amazing life ahead, you are full of promise.
Whatever you feel today, you are loved, precious and adored.

What i s a P a n i c At t a c k ?
A panic attack is a sudden and intense feeling of fear and anxiety.
It can happen quite suddenly and feel overwhelming or scary.
When you are having a panic attack, your body can react in different ways.
You might:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

feel light-headed, like you might faint
find lights a lot brighter and more intense
experience your heart beating really fast
sweat more than usual
feel shaky
have wobbly legs
have pains in your chest
be teary, or feel like you can’t stop crying
have stomach cramps
feel sick
sweating
nausea
chest pain
shortness of breath
trembling
hot flushes
chills
a choking sensation
dizziness
numbness or pins and needles
dry mouth
a need to go to the toilet
ringing in your ears
a tingling in your fingers
feeling like you’re not connected to your body

Pan ic D i s o r d e r i n c h i l d r e n

Panic disorder is more common in teenagers than in younger children.
Panic attacks can be particularly hard for children and young people to deal with. Severe
panic disorder may affect their development and learning.
If your child has the signs and symptoms of panic disorder, they should see a GP.
After taking a detailed medical history the GP will carry out a thorough physical
examination to rule out any physical causes for the symptoms.
They may refer your child to a specialist for further assessment and treatment. The
specialist may recommend a course of CBT for your child.
Screening for other anxiety disorders may also be needed to help find the cause of your
child’s panic attacks.

Why mi g h t I h a v e a P a n i c A t t a c k
By knowing your triggers, you can start
to think about what you can do in those
situations to cope, or talk to someone
about how you can deal with those
Because a panic attack is an intense feeling feelings in that situation or place.
of fear and anxiety, it often happens
if you are feeling very anxious about
Sometimes, we might find it easier to avoid
something happening in your life, or you
a situation or place that makes us anxious.
have experienced something difficult or
It’s very reasonable that we would want
stressful.
to do this, but in the long term, avoiding
situations can make the anxiety feel bigger.
This might be:
The goal is not to find a way to always
avoid situations that make us anxious, but
• a difficult situation at home that is making to learn to cope with how we are feeling in
you anxious
those situations.
A panic attack can happen at any time or
place, and because it can happen quite
quickly, it might feel unexpected.

• a frightening experience like abuse, or
neglect

Most panic attacks last between 5 and
20 minutes. Some have been reported to
last up to an hour. The number of attacks
• feeling stressed about things like exams, you have will depend on how severe your
work, friendships or relationships
condition is. Some people have attacks
once or twice a month, while others have
• if you have lost a friend or family member them several times a week.
• if you are being bullied
• anxiety around school, college or
university
There are many reasons why you might
feel anxious and have a panic attack.
Everyone has different experiences and
that’s okay.
Sometimes, it might feel like there is no
clear reason why you are having a panic
attack.
What’s important is to try and understand
what you might be feeling anxious or
stressed about, and what types of
situations or places can cause you to have
panic attacks.

Although panic attacks are frightening,
they’re not dangerous. An attack will
not cause you any physical harm, and it’s
unlikely you’ll be admitted to hospital if
you have one.
Be aware that most of these symptoms
can also be symptoms of other conditions
or problems, so you may not always be
experiencing a panic attack. For example,
you may have a racing heartbeat if you
have very low blood pressure.
The first step to doing this is to talk to
someone you trust, like a friend, family
member, teacher or GP. They can help you
understand what you are experiencing and
help you find the support you need.

What t o d o i f y o u’ r e h a v i n g
a Pa ni c A t t a c k
During a panic attack, you may feel like you are losing control, but there are things you
can do to feel back in control, or feel ‘grounded’ again.
Concentrate on your breathing
Focus on breathing in slowly, then breathing out slowly.
It can be helpful to count when you’re breathing to focus your mind. You can start small
at first, like counting to three as you breathe in and counting to three as you breathe out.
When you begin to calm down, you can increase how long you hold each breath to five
seconds or seven seconds.
Find a safe space
If a situation is making you feel panicked, try and find a space where you can take a
moment to breathe and calm your thoughts.
If you can’t physically go to a safe space, try visualising yourself somewhere where you
feel calm, like on a favourite holiday.
Focus on your senses and surroundings
When you are having a panic attack, you can feel out of touch with things around you.
One way you can feel back in touch with your surroundings is by picking out five things
you can see, hear, taste, touch, or smell. This is called a grounding exercise. You can pick
a couple for each sense, or focus on one sense, like finding five things that you can see.
This can help you feel connected with your surroundings and in control.

Afte r y o u ’ v e h a d a P a n i c A t t a c k
Once you feel your breath returning to normal, you start to feel more in control of your
body and your thoughts start to calm down, you’ll likely feel drained and tired from the
panic attack. It can be a good idea to take some time out to look after yourself and rest
if you are able to. If you are not sure what to do to relax, here are some things that might
help:
• Breathing exercises – a simple breathing exercise can have a calming effect and
help you to relax
• Use a self-soothe box. A self-soothe box contains things that make you feel
relaxed. You can put some of your favourite things in there to focus your mind.
• Listen to some of your favourite music or watch your favourite TV show. This can
help you switch off from your anxious thoughts and help you to calm down.
• Drinking some water can help if you were breathing quickly, felt out of breath or
were crying a lot during your panic attack, as your throat might feel dry or you may feel
dehydrated.

Everyone experiences panic attacks differently
and your feelings are valid.
During a panic attack, you might also feel like
you can’t control what’s happening to your body,
or feel out of touch with what’s going on around you.
You might feel scared that your body is in danger
or feel like you’re having a heart attack.
Although this can feel very frightening,
it’s important to know that a panic attack
won’t cause you any harm.
Even if you don’t feel it during an attack,
try to remember you are in control and the feeling will pass.

How to c o p e w i t h P a n i c A t t a c k s
When you have had a panic attack, you
might worry about if - or when - you are
next going to have one. This can make
everyday tasks like going to school, leaving
the house or meeting up with friends much
more difficult. But remember, you are not
alone and there is support available to
help you get through this.

If you are worried about having a panic
attack at school, college, or university,
speak to a teacher or a member of staff.
They can work with you to help you with
things like finding a safe space to take
some time out if you are feeling anxious or
panicked.

If you are feeling anxious or worried that
you might have a panic attack, talk to
friends or family. They can help you take
your mind off what is making you feel
panicked and support you to find the help
you need. If you are struggling to say how
you are feeling, you can always write your
thoughts down or put them in notes on
your phone if you are planning to speak to
a teacher or your GP.

If you feel like you’re struggling to cope
with everyday tasks, speak to your GP.
They can listen to how you are feeling
and suggest different types of treatments
like therapy or counselling to help you
tackle your panic attacks.

How to h e l p :
If you have a friend or family member who is having a panic attack, here are some tips on
how you can help them get through it.
• Stay with the person. If you can, stay with the person during their panic attack.
Just by you being there, you can help them to calm down and remind them that help is
available. It is okay if you are finding it overwhelming. You can find another friend, family
member or teacher they trust to support your friend and you.
• Talk to them and encourage them. You can chat to the person about how they
are feeling or anything that they like, such as favourite Netflix shows or their hobbies.
This can distract them from their anxious thoughts, helping them to feel calm and to
slow down their breathing. They might find it difficult to talk and might want to focus on
their breath - that’s okay and it’s important to respect their boundaries and how they are
feeling. If you can and they let you, hold both their hands in yours and ask them to take
deep breaths. Do this with them, one breath in, one breath out.
• Check in with your friend. Even though your friend may no longer be
panicking, they can still feel anxious or on edge afterwards. You can check in with them
to see how they are feeling. This will remind them that they are not alone and you are
there for them.
• Talk about how you can support them. If your friend feels comfortable to, you
can suggest talking about how you can support them in the future. This can be things
like helping them find a safe space or finding breathing exercises that can help in the
moment. This will help them feel better about coping with panic attacks.

Ways t o p r e v e n t a P a n i c A t t a c k
You may need to try to work out what particular stress you might be under that could
make your symptoms worse but t’s important not to restrict your movements and daily
activities.
Doing breathing exercises every day will help to prevent panic attacks and relieve them
when they are happening.
Regular exercise, especially aerobic exercise, will help you to manage stress levels,
release tension, improve your mood and boost confidence.
Eat regular meals to stabilise your blood sugar levels.
Avoid caffeine, alcohol and smoking – these can make panic attacks worse.

Gett in g h e l p :
If you are having regular panic attacks, please see a GP.
They’ll ask you to describe your symptoms, how often you get them, and how long you
have had them.
They may also carry out a physical examination to rule out other conditions that could be
causing your symptoms.
It can sometimes be difficult to talk about your feelings, emotions and personal life, but
try not to feel anxious or embarrassed.
You may be diagnosed with panic disorder if you have regular and unexpected panic
attacks followed by at least a month of continuous worry or concern about having further
attacks.
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) and other talking therapies can identify and
change the negative thought patterns that are feeding your panic attacks.
Panic support groups also have useful advice about how you can effectively manage
your attacks. Knowing that other people are experiencing the same feelings can be
reassuring. Your GP can put you in touch with groups in your area.

NO PANIC
No Panic specialises in self-help recovery and our services include providing people
with the skills they need to manage their condition and work towards recovery, enabling
them to lead more fulfilled lives.
https://nopanic.org.uk/
ANXIETY UK
Whether you have anxiety, stress, anxiety-based depression or a phobia that’s affecting
your daily life, we’re here to help you; fully supported by an expert team of medical
advisors.
https://www.anxietyuk.org.uk/
NHS
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/panic-disorder/

Fegans offers counselling to teenagers in schools, GPs surgeries,
in our centres and also via Zoom.
160 St James Road
Tunbridge Wells TN1 2HE
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