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Description

Panic attacks are single episodes of intense fear or 
discomfort that begin suddenly and reach a peak within 
minutes. Particularly common among those who suffer 
from anxiety (Schmidt, 2006), they are not dangerous, 
and do not by themselves indicate that treatment is 
required. Many people only experience a single panic 
attack in their lifetime, though experiencing one panic 
attack increases the probability of having another in the 
future. Physiological symptoms of panic include:

• Palpitations or a pounding heartbeat

• Sweating, trembling, or shaking

• Dry mouth, shortness of breath, or feelings of 
choking

• Chest pain or discomfort

• Hot flushes or cold chills

• Nausea, churning stomach, dizziness, or light-
headedness

• Fear of dying, losing control, going mad, or passing 
out

• Numbness or tingling sensations

Psychologist David Clark’s cognitive behavioral model 
of panic suggests that misinterpreting benign body 
symptoms as a threat leads to activation of the fight-
or-flight system, which can in turn exacerbate the 
intensity of panic symptoms (Clark, 1986). This increased 
physiological arousal is interpreted as further evidence 
of impending catastrophe, leading to an upward spiral 
of panic. 

Panic attacks can occur in different circumstances. Clark 
and Salkovskis (2009) identify three main types of panic 
attack:

• Those that follow a period elevated anxiety. 
Physiological sensations of the anxiety are 
misinterpreted, leading to panic (“I’m shaking > There 
must be something wrong”).

• Those that appear to happen unexpectedly. We 
all experience a wide range of body sensations 
throughout the day (e.g. feeling hot and sweaty 
if we run to catch a bus, feeling alert and twitchy 
after drinking coffee). When people who panic 
are unaware of the sequence of body sensations 
> misinterpretation > feelings of panic, it may 
feel to them as though the panic is occurring 
spontaneously.

• Nocturnal attacks. Waking from sleep in a state of 
panic is common in people who suffer from panic 
disorder. Some psychologists suspect that they can 
be triggered by conditioned reactions to internal 
physiological sensations.

Cognitive behavioral therapy for panic attacks and 
panic disorder seeks to address these catastrophic 
misinterpretations through psychoeducation about 
panic attacks, anxiety, and the fight-or-flight system. 
Other components of treatment include monitoring 
client symptoms, behavioral experiments, exposure to 
uncomfortable body sensations, decatastrophizing, and 
relapse prevention.

The What Is A Panic Attack? information handout 
demonstrates a typical escalation sequence for panic 
attacks. It is a client psychoeducation tool designed 
to explain how noticing and misinterpreting benign 
physical feelings can intensify into a panic attack. The 
design and language of this handout have been kept 
simple so that it can be used with a wide range of 
clients.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

04
 a

t 2
3:

48
:4

3.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



2

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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What Is A Panic Attack?
A panic attack is a sudden surge of intense fear which is accompanied by:
• Strong body feelings, such as your heart beating rapidly, �nding it hard to breathe, or feeling shaky.
• Catastrophizing thoughts, such as thinking that you will lose control or die. 

Panic attacks feel terrifying, but they are not dangerous. The feelings are caused by your �ght or �ight system 
activating when it thinks there is a danger. The body feelings this creates are all normal, but if you experience them 
for no apparent reason, they can feel very frightening. 

Panic symptoms are made worse by the thoughts you have about what you are feeling. Catastrophizing thoughts 
such as "I’m having a heart attack" or "I’m losing control" can make the body sensations even stronger. The example 
below shows how a panic attack can escalate quickly. 

Notice a physical feeling
“My breathing feels odd”

Misinterpret the physical feeling as a 
danger (catastrophize)

“Could this be dangerous?”

Fight or �ight system activated
Feel apprehensive or afraid

Anxiety strengthens the body 
sensations. Have more thoughts

“I can’t breathe”
“This is really bad”

?

Pay more attention to the body
Notice more symptoms

Feel more afraid

Have even more
catastrophizing thoughts

“This is getting even worse”
“I think I’m going to pass out”

Feelings of panic quickly escalate
and the cycle continues
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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: What Is A Panic Attack?
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title:  What Is A Panic Attack?

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/what-is-a-panic-attack
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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