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Those of us with long-term stress and anxiety brought about by pain, illness or other life 
events may be prone to anxiety or panic attacks. 

Symptoms include feeling out of control, short of breath, a rapid heartbeat, pains in the 
chest, feeling faint or sick, hot and cold flushes and a sense of impending doom and fear as 
though the world is about to end. But, no matter how awful you feel during an anxiety or
panic attack, you are quite safe.*  The panic will subside of its own accord in just a few 
minutes. Even so, there is plenty you can do to handle panic attacks and reduce or even 
eliminate them. 

First of all, the causes of panic and anxiety attacks
Panic and anxiety attacks are often triggered by thoughts and feelings of fear, usually as the 
result of long-term stress and anxiety. Your body senses the fear and produces a surge of 
adrenaline to give you extra energy to deal with the danger it presumes is confronting you.
This is often called the 'Fight or Flight' response.

When there is no real or obvious danger to physically react to, such as when you are anxious 
about a situation in the future or past, the adrenaline is not used up and tends to remain in 
your system. If you remain in a high state of alert, and tension becomes a habit, the excess 
adrenaline may eventually produce panic attacks. Once you've had a panic attack, you fear 
the next one, and so the cycle goes on.

Steps to deal with anxiety and panic attacks
1. Understand how and why they are caused, as explained above, and that they won't harm 
you and will disappear of their own accord after a few minutes.
2. Learn some simple strategies for dealing with the physical symptoms of the attacks, such 
as the simple 'FAB' system below.

The 'FAB' system is based on learning not to fight the feelings of panic but to sit quietly 
through them until they pass. That sounds tough but each time you manage to this, it makes 
them easier to cope with. Once you face the fear, it will diminish and panic attacks will no 
longer be a problem. The attacks may disappear altogether or you will be able to dismiss 
them, as you will know exactly what they are and what you need to do, and so they won't 
affect you adversely.

Write down and learn these 'FAB' steps



1. Write the basic steps on a card
2. Write a list of simple calming phrases. 
Each step is described in more detail below. Keep the card with you everywhere you go, 
look at it often, memorize the steps and get to know them inside out. Learn and practice the 
steps in advance. If you have an anxiety or panic attack, get out your card and follow the 
steps. Once you are confident of the steps you won't need the card.

These are the steps to write on your card:
Remember 'FAB' 
Face up to it, don't fight the fear.
Accept and allow the feelings to happen, however unusual. Use calming phrases.
Breathe slowly and deeply, with long slow out-breaths.

On the back of the card, write some calming phrases. 
It's best to make up your own but here are some that others have found helpful:
OK, here it is. It's just adrenaline and will soon go away.
This isn't dangerous - I am safe.
I won't fight the feelings or try to stop them.
I'll watch and wait and let my body do what it wants to do.
I'll concentrate on breathing slowly right down to my abdomen.
I can still cope with this even though I feel anxious.
I go with the tide - not against it.

Each step explained
Face not Fight 
Although you want to escape from the panic, struggling with the fear and panic sensations 
just maintains the anxiety. The more you do to escape or protect yourself, the worse it gets! 
Your only job in a panic attack is to make yourself as comfortable as possible until it 
subsides. It sounds hard, but the way through is to ignore the urge to run away and to be 
still. You acknowledge that you feel frightened but you tell yourself that it will soon pass if 
you 'get out of the way', stop trying to change what is happening and let what is occurring 
occur and then the symptoms will subside much faster. You are not trying to bring the panic 
to an end, that will happen by itself. You are trying only to make yourself more comfortable 
while the panic takes its course. It will get easier as you gain practice.

Accept and Allow
Acceptance means that you tell yourself that yes, you feel afraid but that you know you're 
not in danger. You don't fight the feelings or try to stop them, you don't fidget, you stay still. 
You just watch and wait. You watch the sensations as they happen and stand back from your 
body, as though from afar, as though you were floating over the symptoms. You allow your 
body to do whatever it has to do and wait until the symptoms subside. It doesn't matter 
how uncomfortable or strange you feel. You allow the panic sensations to take their own 
course by not resisting and fighting them, and the panic will all the sooner subside. Talk 
yourself through the attack with your calming phrases, using a calm and slow voice. So 
instead of telling yourself, "Oh no, this is terrible, I can't cope, what shall I do!" you reassure 
and calm yourself with phrases such as, "It's OK, I know what this is, it's just adrenaline and 
will soon go away. This isn't dangerous - I am safe."



Breathe slowly and deeply
During a panic attack the tendency is to breathe from the top of the chest with short, 
shallow breaths, or even to hold your breath; this add to the feelings of panic and anxiety. 
Deep, slow breathing right into the abdomen will help you to feel calmer. Place your hand 
on your lower waist area and the other on your chest. If you can, start with an out-breath, 
like this: with your mouth slightly open, exhale slowly right down to your abdomen so that 
all the air is expelled, let the air out with a slight sigh. Breathe in gently and slowly through 
your nose. Your hand on your lower waist/abdomen should be moving and not the upper 
hand on your chest. Breathe like this for 8-10 in- and out-breaths and then breathe
normally. Within a few minutes the attack will recede. Practice this breathing exercise often 
so that you know what to do when you next have an attack. In time, early deep slow 
breathing will help to make panic attacks an infrequent event.

Some final reminders
The key to overcoming panic attacks is to understand the process and to learn the 'FAB' 
method.
Remember that no harm will come to you in a panic attack and they don't last long. 
Read your instruction card and calming phrases often during the day. 
Practice all the steps. 
Concentrate on breathing out fully before the next in-breath helps to switch off the 
adrenalin which fuels the panic attack.

Tackling the underlying anxiety is also helpful as this will help to stop the panic attacks 
occurring in the first place. There is no overnight cure and it takes effort and determination 
to overcome the attacks, but you can and you will if you use the 'FAB' method above.

More information:
http://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/panic-
attacks/

"Essential Help for Your Nerves: Recover from Nervous Fatigue and Overcome Stress and 
Fear" by Dr. Claire Weekes

See PainSupport’s pages on emotions:
http://www.painsupport.co.uk/pages/emotions.asp

*Please note that all the symptoms mentioned above are often part of the panic attacks but 
if you have those symptoms it is a good idea to see your GP for reassurance that nothing 
else is going on.
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