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What are Panic Attacks and how can I cope if I have one?

As human beings we have a ‘built-in’ mechanism which enables us to be alerted to a real or perceived danger to ourselves.  Our body reacts to this danger by preparing itself to fight it or to run away from it.  This is known as the ‘fight or flight’ response and helped us to respond to danger in a way which increased our chances of surviving.

A Panic Attack is a sudden increase in fear and anxiety as a result of a danger that we perceive to ourselves which, can be for an identifiable reason or it can be for no apparent reason at all.  The symptoms we may experience include:
· A rush of blood to the brain and other essential organs to prepare the body to fight or run away
· Tension in our muscles, pain or tightness in the chest
· Shortness of breath, feeling it is difficult to breathe
· Tingling in hands and feet

· The need to urinate

· Our senses may become acutely alert to sight, sound, smell, taste or touch to give ourselves as much information as possible.
· Excessive sweating

· Trembling and a feeling of dizziness

· Feelings of uneasiness and of losing control
· Fear of dying

All the above responses are frequently followed by their reversal and we can then feel nauseous, dizzy, faint and tired as our body works on rebalancing itself.

What to do if you are having a panic attack

To reduce the immediate symptoms:
· Stop what you are doing and sit down, preferably somewhere quiet and comfortable
· Reassure yourself that a panic attack is not life-threatening and the attack will soon pass and you will be ok afterwards

· Breathe slowly and steadily count your breaths, trying to breathe in for a count of three and out for a count of three

· You can slow your breathing down by cupping your hands over your mouth to enable you to breathe your expelled carbon dioxide back in
· If you feel like running away, try to resist this for one or two minutes, saying to yourself that you can leave after this time if you really need to.  This time can be increased with practice

· Try distraction techniques to take your mind off the symptoms of the attack.

Helping yourself in other ways

· Learn to relax to reduce the tension in your body because increased tension can increase the likelihood of a panic attack.
· Take regular exercise to help yourself relax and reduce the amount of the stress hormone adrenaline in your body.
· Learn to breathe deeply into your stomach and out slowly.
· Look at reducing the amount of stimulants in your diet such as coffee and alcohol which can increase anxiety.

Counselling

You may want to think about having counselling sessions which could help you to look at areas of stress in your life, when the attacks first started and what seems to contribute to you having an attack.  The Counsellor can also work alongside you at ways forward to reduce the likelihood of you having a panic attack.

To contact the University Counselling Service:
· call Student Services 01326 213735 or 01326 370460

· come into Student Services Reception at either Woodlane or Tremough

· e-mail to StudentServicesWoodlane@falmouth.ac.uk or StudentServicesTremough@falmouth.ac.uk  
We would like to thank the University of the West of England Counselling and Psychological Services Department for their permission to adapt sections from the ‘Self-Help’ pages on their internet site.
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