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What is a panic attack? 
Panic attacks are a type of fear response. They're an exaggeration of your body's normal response to 

danger, stress or excitement. 

What do panic attacks feel like? 
During a panic attack, physical symptoms can build up very quickly. These can include: 

• a pounding or racing heartbeat 
• feeling faint, dizzy or light-headed 

• feeling very hot or very cold 

• sweating, trembling or shaking 

• nausea (feeling sick) 

• pain in your chest or abdomen 

• struggling to breathe or feeling like you're choking 

• feeling like your legs are shaky or are turning to jelly 

• feeling disconnected from your mind, body or surroundings (these are types of dissociation – see 

our pages on dissociative disorders for more information). 

 

During a panic attack you might feel very afraid that you're: 

• losing control 

• going to faint 

• having a heart attack 

• going to die. 

 

What helps to manage panic attacks? 
Panic attacks can be frightening, but there are things you can do to help yourself cope. It could help 

to keep print these tips out and keep them somewhere easy to find. 

During a panic attack: 

• Focus on your breathing. It can help to concentrate on breathing slowly in and out 
while counting to five. 

• Stamp on the spot. Some people find this helps control their breathing. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/dissociative-disorders/


• Focus on your senses. For example, taste mint-flavoured sweets or gum, or touch or 
cuddle something soft. 

• Try grounding techniques. Grounding techniques can help you feel more in control. 
They're especially useful if you experience dissociation during panic attacks. (See our 

page on self-care for dissociative disorders for more information on grounding 
techniques.) 

 

After a panic attack: 
• Think about self-care. It's important to pay attention to what your body needs after 

you've had a panic attack. For example, you might need to rest somewhere quietly, or 
eat or drink something. 

• Tell someone you trust. If you feel able to, it could help to let someone know you've 
had a panic attack. It could be particularly helpful to mention how they might notice if 

you're having another one, and how you'd like them to help you. 

 

How can other people help? 
This is for friends and family who want to support someone who experiences anxiety or panic 

attacks. 

It can be really difficult when someone you care about is experiencing anxiety problems or panic 

attacks, but there are things you can do to help. 

Try not to put pressure on your friend or family member to do more than they feel comfortable with. 

It's really important to be patient, listen to their wishes and take things at a pace that feels okay for 

them. 

It's understandable to want to help them face their fears or find practical solutions, but it can be very 

distressing for someone to feel they're being forced into situations before they feel ready. This could 

even make their anxiety worse. Try to remember that being unable to control their worries is part of 

having anxiety, and they aren't choosing how they feel. 

 

[What helps me is] calmness, acceptance – 

not trying to dispel it with 'rational' or 

'logical' argument. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/dissociative-disorders/self-care/


Helping someone who is having a panic attack 

It's understandable to feel frightened if someone you care about experiences a panic 

attack – especially if it seems to happen without warning. But it can help if you: 

• try to stay calm 
• gently let them know that you think they might be having a panic attack and that 

you are there for them 
• encourage them to breathe slowly and deeply – it can help to count out loud, or ask 

them to watch while you gently raise your arm up and down 
• encourage them to stamp their feet on the spot 

• encourage them to sit somewhere quietly until they feel better. 
You should never encourage someone to breathe into a paper bag during a panic 

attack. This isn't recommended and it might not be safe. 

(See our page on panic attacks for more information and tips on how to cope.) 

 

Try to understand 

 
• Find out as much as you can about anxiety. This will help you understand what 

they are going through. Reading personal experiences can help too. 

• Ask about their experience. You could ask them how anxiety affects their day-to-day 
life, and what makes it better or worse. Listening to their experience could help you to 

empathise with how they feel. 

Be kind, be non-judgemental… let us know it 

will pass, let us know you are there. 
Ask how you can help 
Your friend and family member may already know how you can support them – for 
example, it might help to take them out of the situation, talk to them calmly or do 

breathing exercises with them. 

By asking them what they need or how you can help, you can support them to feel more in 

control themselves. Knowing that there is someone around who knows what to do if they 

start to feel frightened or panicked could help them feel safer and calmer. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/anxiety-and-panic-attacks/panic-attacks/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/your-stories/


Reminding me to breathe, asking me what I 

need... 
 

Support them to seek help 
If you think your friend or family member’s anxiety is becoming a problem for them, you 
could encourage them to seek appropriate treatment by talking to a GP or therapist. You 

could: 

• Offer to help them arrange a doctor's appointment. If they are scared of leaving 

the house, you could suggest they ring their GP to find out if they will do home visits. 
• Offer support when they attend appointments. You could offer to go with them to 

their appointments and wait in the waiting room. You can also help them plan what 
they'd like to talk about with the doctor. (See pages on seeking help for a mental health 

problem more information.) 
• Help them seek help from a therapist. (See our page on how to find a therapistfor 

more information). 
• Help them research different options for support, such as community services or 

peer support groups such as those run by Anxiety UK and No Panic. (See our useful 
contacts page for more information.) You could also call Mind's Infoline to find out more 

about local services. 

(See our page on suppporting someone else to seek help for more information.) 

Look after yourself 
It can sometimes be really challenging to support someone with a mental health problem – 
you are not alone if you feel overwhelmed at times. It is important to remember to look 

after your own mental health too, so you have the energy, time and distance you need to 

be able to help. 

For example: 

• Set boundaries and don't take too much on. If you become unwell yourself you 
won't be able to offer as much support. It is also important to decide what your limits 

are and how much you feel able to help. 
• Share your caring role with others, if you can. It's often easier to support someone 

if you're not doing it alone. 
• Talk to others about how you’re feeling. You may want to be careful about how 

much information you share about the person you’re supporting, but talking about your 
own feelings with someone you trust can help you feel supported too. 

• Find support for yourself. The organisations in useful contacts are there to support 
you, too. It could also help to explore peer support and talking treatments. 

 
Adapted From:  
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/anxiety-and-
panic-attacks/panic-attacks/#.W8lk_hMzbBI 
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