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Breathlessness and Anxiety

Coughs, colds and chest infections can cause 
a number of physical symptoms such as 
breathlessness, coughing and dizziness. These can 
feel very frightening and most people who have had 
breathless episodes have felt worried, anxious or 
frightened about their health.

Anxiety and Panic Attacks

Lots of people with breathlessness say they have 
panic attacks. These may only happen occasionally 
or some people may have them every day. Panic 
attacks are a form of anxiety that feels very intense 
and may seem to come out of the blue or be 
triggered by breathlessness. There is usually a 
frightening feeling that something awful is about to 
happen.

What is anxiety?

Sometimes the body thinks there is a threat when 
there isn’t one so the anxiety is a false alarm. The 
body reacts as if there is a threat and you feel the 
physical effects of that reaction.
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The body’s reaction The effect

The brain releases 
adrenalin     

Palpitations Heart 
Pounding 

The body is ready to 
react  Muscle tension

Pupils dilate Blurred vision

Heart rate increases 
to send oxygen to the 
muscles 

Ringing in ears, light 
headed

Blood pressure rises Dry mouth, short of 
breath 

Breathing changes Tight chest

Digestion slows down Indigestion, 
butterflies, nausea

Muscles tense, ready for 
action Tremor, jelly legs

The physical effects of anxiety are NOT dangerous, 
but they can feel very frightening. You may have 
thoughts such as ‘I am choking’, ‘I can’t breathe’ or 
‘I am going to die’ which makes the anxiety or panic 
worse. You may leave that situation (for example, 
leave the shop, go outside, etc) and try to avoid 
situations where you tend to have panic attacks.
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Trigger
For example, breathlessness.

Anxiety

Behaviour 
For example, escape, 

avoid the situation.

Physical e�ects
For example, heart pounding, 

feeling hot, short of breath.

Thoughts
For example, I can’t breath.

I may pass out.
I have to get out of here.
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Panic attacks can begin /be triggered for a number 
of reasons

•	 Stress

•	 Health worries

•	 Breathlessness or an increase in symptoms of your 
illness

•	 Out of the blue

Panic attacks are kept going because of vicious cycles 
of

•	 Physical effects for example, breathlessness, 
palpitations

•	 Thoughts for example, interpreting the physical 
effects as being life threatening

•	 Unhelpful behaviours for example, escaping and 
future avoidance

By escaping and avoiding future situations you will

•	 Never find out that you may in fact be able to 
control the anxiety

•	 Lose confidence in your ability to cope

•	 Start avoiding situations more and more
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Panic attack….What can you do?

There are several things you can do to help break 
this vicious circle of panic and to manage times 
when you feel anxious. They may take some practice 
so stick at them and find out what works best for 
you.

Things you can do to help yourself

There are several self-help techniques you can use to 
help treat the symptoms of panic disorder yourself.

Some of these techniques are listed below.

Stay where you are

If possible, you should stay where you are during a 
panic attack. The attack could last up to an hour, so 
you may need to pull over and park where it’s safe 
to do so if you’re driving.

Focus

If you have a panic attack, remind yourself that the 
frightening thoughts and feelings will pass. During 
an attack, try to focus on something that’s non-
threatening and visible, such as the time passing on 
your watch or items in a supermarket.
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Slow breathing

•	 While you’re having a panic attack, try to focus on 
your breathing. Fill your lungs with air. Feelings of 
panic and anxiety can get worse if you breathe too 
quickly.

•	 To begin, sit still and tall somewhere comfortable. 

•	 Close your eyes and begin breathing through your 
nose.

•	 Then, breathe in for a count of two… hold the 
breath in for a count of one… breathe out  gently, 
counting out for four… and finish by holding the 
breath out for a count of one. 

•	 Keep your breathing even and smooth. 

•	 If the 2:4 count feels too short try increasing the 
breath lengths to count of four in and count of 
six out, or six in and eight out, and so on. But if 
longer breaths create any anxiety, there is no need 
to push yourself. The most important thing is that 
you breathe out longer than you breathe in.

Distraction activity

Many things can go through your mind during a 
panic attack – for example, some people think about 
disaster or death. Instead of focusing on negative 
thoughts, try to concentrate on positive images. 
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Think of a place or a situation that makes you feel 
peaceful, relaxed or at ease. Once you have this 
image in your mind, try to focus your attention 
on it. It should help distract you from the situation 
and may also help ease your symptoms. Thinking 
positively can be difficult, particularly if you’ve got 
used to thinking negatively over a long period of 
time. This process requires practice, but you may 
gradually notice positive changes in the way you 
think about yourself and others.

Don’t fight a panic attack

Fighting a panic attack can often make it worse. 
Trying to resist the attack and finding you’re unable 
to can increase your sense of anxiety and panic. 
Instead, during a panic attack, reassure yourself by 
accepting that although it may seem embarrassing, 
and your symptoms may be difficult to deal with, the 
attack isn’t life-threatening. Focus on the fact that 
the attack will eventually end and try your best to let 
it pass.
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Relaxation

If you have panic disorder, you may feel constantly 
stressed and anxious, particularly about when your 
next panic attack may be. Learning to relax can help 
to relieve some of this tension, and it may also help 
you to deal more effectively with your panic attacks 
when they occur. Some people find other therapies, 
such as massage and aromatherapy, help them to 
relax. Activities, such as Yoga and Pilates, can also 
be helpful. You can also practise breathing and 
relaxation techniques, which you can use during a 
panic attack to help ease your symptoms.

Exercise

Regular exercise, particularly those that increase 
your heart rate, will help reduce stress and release 
tension. It can also encourage your brain to release 
the chemical serotonin, which can help improve 
your mood. It’s recommended that adults aged 
19-64 years should do at least 150 minutes (two 
hours and 30 minutes) of moderate-intensity activity, 
such as cycling or walking, every week. They should 
also do muscle-strengthening activities on two or 
more days a week that work all major muscle groups 
(legs, hips, back, abdomen, chest, shoulders and 
arms).
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Diet

Unstable blood sugar levels can contribute to the 
symptoms of a panic attack. Therefore, you should 
maintain a healthy, balanced diet, eat regularly and 
avoid eating sugary food and drinks. Also, avoid 
caffeine, alcohol and smoking because they can all 
contribute to panic attacks.

Other management options

The main aim in treating panic disorder is to reduce 
the number of panic attacks and ease the symptoms.

Psychological therapy and medication can be used 
to treat panic attacks. Depending on your individual 
circumstances, you may need one of these treatment 
types or a combination of the two. If you’re offered 
psychological therapy, it will probably be in the 
form of cognitive behavioural therapy. If this doesn’t 
work, medication may be recommended. Before 
starting any form of treatment, your GP will discuss 
all of the options with you, outlining the advantages 
of each type and making you aware of any possible 
risks or side effects. No single treatment works for 
everyone and you may need to try a number of 
treatments before finding one that works for you. 
The treatment that’s recommended will depend 
on your general level of health, the severity of your 
condition and your personal preferences. 
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Your notes
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