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PANIC AND ANXIETY COURSE 

UNDERSTANDING PANIC AND ANXIETY 

 

What is anxiety? 

Anxiety is common and affects us all.  Indeed, everyone gets anxious from time to time. 
Anxiety is your body's normal response to a stressful situation. Anxiety usually goes away 
when the stressful situation goes away. However, when this doesn't happen or you find 
yourself worrying constantly, anxiety may be becoming a problem.  Some of the common 
signs are: 

You are on edge all the time and can’t relax. 

You are snappy.  

You can't get over to sleep.  

You worry night and day.  

You go over things in your head again and again even though you don't want to.  

You try to switch off but can't.  

Your body reacts so experience headaches, rapid heart rate, tense muscles.  

You try to avoid going places or doing things that you think will make the anxiety 
worse.  

You are always waiting for the worst to happen.  
 

Exercise 

How does anxiety and panic affect me? 
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How does anxiety affect us?  

Anxiety can affect us in 4 main ways. It affects our: 

•   Body – the physical sensations you experience when you are anxious  
•   Thoughts – what goes through your mind when you are anxious  
•   Feelings – the emotions that you feel when you are anxious  
•   Behaviour – how you act/what you do/what you avoid when you are anxious  

 

These 4 areas (body, thoughts, feelings and behaviours) are all tied to each other and 
each can affect the other.  The following diagram illustrates what we call the ‘vicious 
circle of anxiety’. 

 

Cameron’s Example 

Cameron is stood in a busy supermarket queue. Cameron feels very uncomfortable in 
such a busy place and worries that he will have a panic attack. As he is stood in the queue, 
he can feel the symptoms of panic and anxiety starting. He can feel his 
muscles tensing, he becomes sweaty, shaky and his breathing 
becomes rapid. He starts to feel weak and dizzy. He starts to think “I 
can’t cope? What if I collapse? What if people look and laugh at me?”. 
He starts to worry that he will collapse or faint, and is finding it hard 
to concentrate and focus. Cameron decides to leave the supermarket 
queue immediately and did not buy his groceries. He notices that 
when he leaves he immediately starts to feel better.  
 

In this example we can see that panic and anxiety affects Cameron: 

Thinking 

 ‘I can’t cope?’ 

 ‘What if I collapse?’  

 ‘What if people look and laugh at me?’ 

 ‘What if I collapse or faint?’ 

Feelings 

 He becomes embarrassed and starts to worry that he will collapse or faint 
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Body 

 His muscles tense up, becomes sweaty, shaky and his breathing becomes rapid 

Behaviour 

 He finds it hard to concentrate and focus. He decided to leave the supermarket 
immediately and did not buy his shopping.  

CBT Vicious Circle 

 

 

 

 

 Anxious/Stressful Situation:  
Stood in a busy 

supermarket queue 
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THREAT 

"I'm short of breath" 

 

 

 

 

THOUGHTS 

"I am not getting enough oxygen." 

 

 

 

 

               FEELINGS                                                            BODY  

panicky, anxious, lost                                                                 rapid breathing, sweating 

 

 

 

ACTIONS 

Staying in the house, calling a doctor 

 

These diagrams shows us that what we think about a situation affects how we feel 

physically and emotionally and changes what we do, (behaviour).  If we begin to identify 

and recognise our unhelpful patterns (what keeps our vicious circle going), we can start 

to make changes and by doing so hopefully we can begin to weaken the circle.   

A ‘panic diary’ can help us to recognise patterns in our thoughts, feelings and behaviours 

when we feel anxious.  
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Exercise. Figure out your own cycle of panic… 

THREAT? 

 
 

 
 

 

 

THOUGHTS? 

 

 

 

 

                    FEELINGS ?                                                           BODY? 

 

 

 

ACTIONS 
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What is a panic attack? 

A panic attack is a sudden rush of intense feelings and changes in the body. Symptoms of 
a panic attack are similar to symptoms of anxiety, however, they are more intense, 
frightening and happen suddenly, often for no obvious reason.  

 

According to some surveys, one in three people will experience at least one panic attack 
at some point in their life. Many people get over this with no need for treatment and 
when treatment is required, it is usually short and often successful. 

 

There are different types of panic:  

 

 Panic you can predict e.g. in busy social situations, during public speaking, 
during an accident, in the shopping centre… 
 

 “Out-of-the-blue panic” panic can happen when there is no immediate threat 
and it can become unpredictable e.g. when sitting in front of TV. 
 
 

 Night-time panic - brain on ‘high alert’ (due to anxiety) and can detect small 
changes in your body which it then interprets as a sign of danger. 

 

What causes panic and anxiety?   

Panic and anxiety has many causes.  You may feel that you are a ‘born worrier’, or your 
family have tended to worry a lot.  But for most people anxiety develops over a long time 
from lots of little problems and events.  A build-up of stress and strains can trigger panic 
and anxiety, particularly if you are physically run down or not eating or sleeping properly.  
It is also common that a specific stressful life event can cause anxiety to develop. 
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What keeps anxiety going?   

1. Association:  When you become anxious in one setting, you often start reacting 

in the same way in similar places  

2. Anticipation:  If you have been anxious in some situations, it’s natural to worry 

about it happening again.  Worrying about things ahead of time can make things 

worse…. 

3. Avoidance:  Not facing up to things that make you feel anxious.  If you keep 

avoiding your fears you are unlikely to overcome them 

 

Getting started on controlling panic 

There are some things in our daily lives which increase the chances of us experiencing 
anxiety.  Let’s start controlling anxiety by getting rid of the things that make anxiety 
worse.    

 

1. Caffeine:   
 Stimulant that affects the brain and central nervous system and can be found 

in drinks e.g. tea, coffee, fizzy drinks, red bull, pro-plus, and also in pain killers 
e.g. aspirin, some cold remedies and headache tablets.   
 

 Too much caffeine (more than 4 cups per day) can leave us feeling nervous, 
irritable, restless, agitated, shaky, give us headaches, increase our heart rate, 
speed up breathing etc.  Your body can get so used to caffeine that if you just 
cut it out suddenly you may experience withdrawal effects such as 
headaches, tiredness, sickness, anxiety.  If you think you may be taking too 
much caffeine wean yourself off it slowly, perhaps try switching to decaff tea 
and coffee, or from fizzy drinks to caffeine free drinks etc.   
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2. Alcohol:   
 Many people with anxiety use alcohol to calm their nerves.  However, if you 

drink alcohol to cope with anxiety you may begin to depend on it.  Symptoms 
such as nausea, sweating, and shaking may be more to do with alcohol than 
anxiety. Drinking too much alcohol will disrupt your sleep and make you more 
prone to anxiety. 

 

3. Lack of exercise: 

 30 minutes of moderate exercise each day can make a huge difference to our 
physical and psychological well-being 

 Physical benefits –  
 Releases tension  
 Controls weight and improves body shape 
 Can reduce blood pressure 
 Reduces risk of heart disease, cancers and stroke 
 Bio-psychological benefits –  
 Reduces levels of the body’s stress hormones – adrenaline and cortisol  
 Stimulates the production of serotonin and endorphins – the body’s natural 

mood elevators  
 Try to increase the amount of exercise you are doing.  This does not always 

mean joining a local gym, it can also include walking, housework, gardening 
etc.  
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4. Poor sleep routine: 

Anxiety often leads to sleep trouble but lack of sleep can leave us feeling even more 
anxious the next day.  Try to get into a regular routine of going to bed and getting up at 
the same time every day – don’t spend more than 8 hours in bed.  ‘Put the day to rest’ in 
the early part of the evening – make a ‘to do’ list and deal with any problems or worries 
you have well before bedtime. Relax for at least 90 minutes before bedtime – listen to 
music, read, do a word puzzle etc.   
 

Homework 

 Try to get rid of the things that make anxiety worse. 
 

 Use your anxiety diary to record times when you feel particularly anxious over 
the next week – what happened? What thoughts, feelings, and behaviours did 
you experience? 
 
 

 Try 30 minutes of exercise over 3 days next week   

My Panic Diary 

Date/Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Situation Thoughts Feelings Behaviours 
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My Panic Diary 

Date/Time 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Situation Thoughts Feelings Behaviours 
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