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Description

Understanding My Panic illustrates how cognitive 
behavior therapists think about panic attacks and panic 
disorder. The model shows how panic attacks start with 
a trigger, and then describes the steps that happen to 
keep a panic attack going. These include feeling body 
sensations and (mis)interpreting what they really mean. 
Models like this instill hope because they show domains 
(thoughts, feelings, behavior, body sensations) which 
can be targeted to treat panic using CBT.
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Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.
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Understanding My Panic

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Everyone’s panic is di�erent, but it often follows a typical pattern. Have a look at the diagram below and see if you
notice any parts which occur during your panic attacks.

Trigger
Internal or external

Threat perceived

Anxiety

Body symptom or
mental symptom

Catastrophic
misinterpretation

Safety behaviors

(1) Panic is triggered by something
in the world or in our own minds.

(2) This trigger is perceived as
a danger to the self.

(4) Emotional feeling
of anxiety is
accompanied by bodily
feelings of anxiety,
and/or symptoms of
anxiety in our minds.

(5) The body and mind symptoms
of anxiety are misinterpreted
as something dangerous in and
of themselves. This is one of
the key reasons why panic
continues.

(7) To try to control or reduce the feelings
of panic and anxiety it is normal to take
action to feel safe, such as avoiding certain
situations. These ‘safety behaviors’ often
have unintended consequences.

(9) Some safety behaviors, such
as ‘selective attention’ mean that
we end up paying even more
attention to the symptoms that
we find distressing. This can
inadvertently lead to even greater
anxiety.

(3) Danger leads to an emotional
feeling of anxiety.

(6) A vicious cycle is
set up:
Anxiety -> Body 
and mind symptoms
-> Misinterpretation
-> Anxiety.

(8) Some of the things we do to feel
safe when we panic mean that we
don’t get to find out how dangerous
the symptoms truly are. This can
inadvertently prolong the anxiety.

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: Understanding My Panic
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: Understanding My Panic

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/understanding-my-panic
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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