Managing Panic Attacks - Step-by-Step

A panic attack can feel terrifying — like losing control, being unable to breathe, or like something
terrible is happening inside your body. The good news is that panic attacks are manageable,
temporary, and not dangerous, even though they feel overwhelming. Below is a structured, step-
by-step guide to help you regain control during an episode and reduce future occurrences.

STEP 1: Recognize What Is Happening

The first and most powerful step is awareness.

e A panic attack is your body’s fight-or-flight system misfiring.
e It'suncomfortable, but not harmful.
e The symptoms will peak and pass — usually within minutes.

Tell yourself:
“This is a panic attack. It is uncomfortable but not dangerous. It will pass.”

This simple acknowledgement interrupts the fear cycle.

STEP 2: Ground Your Breathing (Slow the Body Down)

When panic hits, breathing often becomes shallow or fast, sending more alarm signals to your
brain. Slowing your breath brings your body out of “high alert.”

Try this technique:
4-2-6 Breathing

e Breathe in through your nose for 4 seconds
e Hold for 2 seconds

e Exhale slowly for 6 seconds

e Repeat this for 1-2 minutes

This activates the parasympathetic nervous system and reduces the intensity of panic.

STEP 3: Ground Your Body (Break the Mental Spiral)

Once breathing is under control, break the cycle of racing thoughts.
The 5-4-3-2-1Technique

Identify:



5 things you can see

4 things you can touch
3 things you can hear
2 things you can smell

1thing you can taste
This pulls your attention from fear to the present moment.

Alternatively:

Temperature Reset

e Splash cool water on your face
e Hold something cold
e Step outside for fresh air

Cold temperature signals the brain to calm down.

STEP 4: Relax Your Muscles

Panic causes tension. Relaxing muscles sends a physical message of safety to the brain.

Progressive Muscle Relaxation

Clench youir fists for 5 seconds
Release

Shrug your shoulders for 5 seconds
Release

Wiggle your toes

Relaxing from head to toe resets the panic response.

STEP 5: Challenge the Panic Thoughts

Panic feeds on catastrophic “what if” thoughts.
Examples:

e “What if | collapse?”
e “What if | stop breathing?”
e “What if | lose control?”

Challenge them gently:

e “My body has felt this before. It passed.”
e “This feeling is strong but temporary.”
e “lam safe. My body is simply reacting.”



Replacing fear thoughts reduces the adrenaline loop.

STEP 6: Stay Where You Are (If Safe)

Rushing out, running away, or escaping reinforces fear and makes future panic worse.
If you're in a safe environment:

e Stay still or sit
e Keep breathing slowly
e Allow the wave to rise and fall

Letting it pass teaches your brain that you are not in danger.

STEP 7: After the Attack - Recovery Phase

Once symptoms begin to fade:

e Sip water

e Take slow breaths

e Stretch lightly

o Reflect briefly on what triggered it

Do not scold yourself — recovery is part of healing.

Ask:
e “Was | stressed?”
e “Did something overwhelm me?”
e “Did I skip sleep or food?”
e “Have | been anxious lately?”

Understanding patterns can reduce future frequency.

STEP 8: Preventing Future Panic Attacks

Strengthen long-term resilience:

Daily Preventive Practices

e Regular deep breathing exercises

e Writing/journaling stressful thoughts

e Reducing caffeine, nicotine, and alcohol

e Consistent sleep schedule

e Light exercise, like walking

e Therapy, especially CBT, if attacks happen often



These habits retrain your nervous system.

STEP 9: Know When to Seek Professional Support

Reach out for help if:

Panic attacks happen frequently
You avoid places or situations
You feel out of control

Anxiety affects work or daily life

Therapists can teach specialized tools that are extremely effective.

STEP 10: Create a Personal Panic Plan

Write down:

e Your warning signs

e Your calming techniques

e Who to contact if needed

e A grounding object (elastic band, stone, perfume, etc.)

Having a plan makes you feel more in control.

SUMMARY

Managing a panic attack involves:

Recognizing the symptoms
Controlling your breathing
Grounding your body

Relaxing your muscles
Challenging panic thoughts
Letting the wave pass
Practicing recovery

Applying long-term prevention
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With consistent practice, panic attacks become less frequent, less intense, and less frightening.



