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About This Book


This book will help you understand and overcome your panic attacks. Part 1 describes what panic attacks are and Part 2 describes what practical steps you can take to overcome them.


It’s very important that you read and work through the book from the beginning to the end. As you do so, you may need to return to earlier chapters to ensure that you are very familiar with all the material. Overcoming panic attacks takes hard work and you have to keep at it. The more effort you put into it, the more likely it is that you’ll get better, and this will make all the effort worthwhile. But don’t feel that you have to get everything right first time. Setbacks are a normal part of getting better and you can learn a lot from them. You’ll find throughout this book exercises for you to do. Keep a notebook handy to write down your responses to questions and to make copies of the tables in.


This book is written for you to use on your own. However, if you find that you don’t make as much progress as you’d like, you could ask your GP to put you in touch with a cognitive therapist to help you work through the material.


Charles Young




Part 1: ABOUT PANIC
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Anxiety and Panic


Anxiety, which can range from mild feelings of being nervous, on edge or frightened to sheer terror, is a normal – and essential – part of being human. Although the experience of anxiety is harmless, it’s unpleasant for a reason: in order to draw our attention to danger. It is for this adaptive reason that anxiety is not easily ignored.


To understand this better, imagine that you’re standing on the edge of a cliff. Most of us would feel a bit anxious staring down a cliff face, particularly if there were no barriers to prevent us from falling over. In fact, our feeling of anxiety would probably make us step back from the edge or, if we decided not to move away, at least take great care. Anxiety is meant to keep us safe.


Anxiety also prepares the body to respond to the danger. This is known as the fight-or-flight response. So, when we get anxious, our bodies get ready to respond quickly and firmly in the face of a physical threat. For instance:


• Our minds become alert and focused on the threat.


• Our heart rate speeds up and blood pressure rises. Meanwhile, blood is sent to the muscles and the muscles tense up in readiness for action.


• We start to sweat more to maintain our body temperature.


• We start to breathe more rapidly, and our nostrils and the air passages in our lungs open wider to allow air in and out more quickly.


• Our livers release sugar to provide quick energy.


• Hormones are released, particularly adrenaline.


• Our blood-clotting ability increases, preparing for possible injury.


• Non-essential processes, such as digestion and saliva production, slow down, causing a dry mouth, ‘butterflies in the stomach’ and, sometimes, nausea.


• Our sphincter muscles contract (tighten) to close the openings of our bowels and bladder.


This fight-or-flight response is very useful in the short term, helping us to react quickly to immediate physical danger. In the long-distant past humans had to deal with physical dangers all the time, so this response became, and still is, an inbuilt part of our bodily make-up. However, nowadays, many of the dangers we face are non-physical. For instance, we may experience anxiety when we have to speak in public, have relationship problems, or are worried about being able to pay the mortgage. The fight-or-flight response is not at all helpful for dealing with threats like these.


Another problem is that we sometimes see harmless events as dangerous, and this can cause unhelpful anxiety. This is exactly what happens when you experience a panic attack. When you panic, you do so because you regard the symptoms of anxiety as dangerous. For example, a man who fears that he may have a heart attack might think that his racing heart (a normal symptom of anxiety) is the beginning of a heart attack. This thought makes him even more anxious and his heart beats even more rapidly. Like a fire alarm that keeps going off for no good reason, panic attacks are brought on when you see unpleasant yet harmless symptoms of anxiety as signs of a disaster or catastrophe that is about to happen.


Fortunately, it’s possible to overcome panic attacks. This book will help you understand exactly what happens when you panic, and teach you to change the thoughts and behaviour that make you have panic attacks. As you become more confident, you’ll slowly become able to face the situations that have previously caused you to panic.
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What Is a Panic Attack?


How do you know if you’re having a panic attack? Panic attacks have four characteristics:


1. During panic attacks you experience intense fear or terror.


2. The attack comes on suddenly, often with little warning.


3. The very intense feelings tend to pass quite quickly, often within 5 or 10 minutes. (However, it may not feel quick when it happens, and can leave you feeling very drained and unsettled for a long time afterwards.)


4. During the attack you think that something really awful is about to happen or has already started to happen. You may think you’re having a heart attack, or are about to suffocate. Alternatively, you may think you are going to faint, vomit, go crazy, make a fool of yourself, or lose control of your bowels.


Panic attacks are common: As many as one in ten people will have an occasional panic attack in their lives, and around 3 per cent of all people, perhaps more, will struggle with recurrent panic attacks. Women are more frequently affected than men. Problems with panic attacks are rare amongst children, more common amongst teenagers and most common amongst adults. Despite being common, panic attacks can be very debilitating, preventing people from doing many of the things they enjoyed before their panic attacks started. People who have ongoing problems with panic may need the help of a psychologist, GP or therapist. This can happen because our natural response to panic often makes the situation worse. Fortunately, with help and guidance, people can usually make a lot of progress in overcoming panic attacks. The process of recovery starts with understanding exactly what drives the panic cycle.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
an OVERCOMING publication

Charles Young





OEBPS/images/pub.png





