
  
 

 

 

 

  

Dr Jim White 

This booklet goes with the first 

part of Session 5. In this session, 

we learn about panicky feelings 

and how to control them. 

 

 

 

Session 5a 
Controlling panicky feelings 

These booklets can only be used as part of a Stress Control® class 



  
 

 

© Dr Jim White 1996-2020 Page 2 
 

 

 

Part 1: INFORMATION 

 

 

From time to time, our stress flares up into panicky feelings. It is common to feel you are losing 

control when this happens. This may be more likely to happen in certain places, at certain times. 

So, it is important to see if there is any pattern to your panicky feelings.  This session looks at ways 

of staying in control by controlling panicky feelings.  

 

The two most important things about panicky feelings are: they can be terrifying, but they are not 

dangerous.  Common thoughts include: a sudden rush of intense fear, a strong sense of losing 

control and a strong sense that something awful is about to happen to you.  

 

There are three main types of panicky feelings: 

 

• Predictable panics. this is when you can predict when or where you will panic, e.g. “If I get 

stuck in a busy lift, I’ll panic”. This often leads to avoidance (remember – ‘face your fears’). 

 

• Out of the blue panics. Scarier as you have no way to predicting if or when they might happen 

 

• Night-time panics. This is where you wake from sleep in the panic. Often in the first two hours 

of sleep and the most common signs are trembling, fear of dying, shortness of breath.   
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Here are some of the most common signs of panicky thoughts. Decide if you get these when you 

feel panicky. Then rate how bad they are between 0 and 10 where 0 was ‘not at all’ and 10 was 

‘could not be worse’: 

 

I’m losing my mind  
I’m going to lose control of my 

bladder or bowels 

 

I’m having a heart attack  I’m going to do something stupid  

I’m losing control  They are all looking at me  

I’m going to die  I’ll never be normal again  

I’m going to pass out  Focus on body, e.g. pulse rate  

I’m going to make a fool of myself  Confused  

I’ve got to get out of here  I can’t stand this any longer  

 

 

 

Here are some of the most common signs of panicky actions. Decide if you get these signs when 

you feel panicky. Then rate how bad they are between 0 and 10 where 0 was ‘not at all’ and 10 was 

‘could not be worse’: 
 

BEHAVIOUR  AVOIDANCE  

Can’t sit still  Foot tapping   

Snapping at people  Staying alone  

Yawning or sighing  Busy places  

Gulping in air  Being far from home  

Exertion, e.g. running for a bus, 

sports 
 

Getting into arguments (fear of 

getting angry) 

 

Pacing up and down  Enclosed places  
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Here are some of the most common signs of panicky body signs. Decide if you get these signs when 

you feel panicky. As before, rate them between 0 ‘not at all’ and 10 ‘could not be worse’: 

 

Palpitations or heart racing  Sweating  

Tingling or numbness (fingers/toes, 

mouth and nose,  
 

Changes to vision, e.g. stars in front 

of eyes, blurring, tunnel vision   

 

Feeling (or being) sick  Feeling (or being) sick  

Breathlessness  Feeling smothered  

Chest pain or tightness  Hot and/or cold flushes  

Choking feelings  Cold, clammy hands  

Muscle tension  Exhaustion  

Shaking or trembling  Dizziness or faintness  

Feeling unreal  Upset stomach  
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The role of breathing 

We breathe in oxygen. It goes into our lungs, into our bloodstream and feeds the millions of cells in 

our body. The cells convert it into waste – carbon dioxide. This gets pushed back into the 

bloodstream and into our lungs. We then breathe it out. When we are breathing at the right speed, 

there will be a nice balance in our blood stream between carbon dioxide and oxygen.   This helps 

keep our body (and mind) calm. 

 

If you are playing five-a-sides, the cells need a lot of ‘food’, so you breathe 

much quicker to get a lot more oxygen into your lungs and bloodstream. But 

as the cells eat all the oxygen up and convert it, you keep the balance.  

 

Later, sitting in front of the TV, your breathing should be a lot slower as the 

cells don’t need much food (as your body isn’t burning up much energy). 

Now a lot less oxygen goes into your lungs and bloodstream. But it all gets 

gobbled up by your cells and converted into carbon dioxide. So, you keep a 

nice balance in your bloodstream, keeping your body and mind calm.  

 
 
Hyperventilation 

The problems start when you breathe too quickly for your needs, e.g. 

breathe at a rate you need for playing five-a-sides when all you are doing is 

sitting in front of the TV. Now, a lot of oxygen goes into your lungs and 

bloodstream. The cells gobble up only a bit of it (as they don’t need it) and 

push the rest back into your bloodstream along with the small amount of 

carbon dioxide the cells have converted. Now you have imbalance in your bloodstream -  too much 

oxygen, too little carbon dioxide. This produces unpleasant signs such as these: 
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Signs of Hyperventilation 

 

When under stress (circle Yes or No): 

Do you feel light-headed or dizzy? YES NO 

Do you feel you are going to faint? YES NO 

Do you yawn, sigh or gulp in air? YES NO 

Do you feel short of breath? YES NO 

Do you feel your breathing is shallow? YES NO 

Do you feel your breathing speeds up? YES NO 

Are you aware of chest pains? YES NO 

Do you get a numb or tingling feeling around the mouth and nose and/or 

in your fingers and toes 
YES NO 

 

 

The more times you circled ‘yes’, the more it is playing a role in your stress. This is good news as 

belly breathing is a great way to stop hyperventilation. 



  
 

 

© Dr Jim White 1996-2020 Page 7 
 

 

        Part 2: SKILLS 

 

 

 

 

  

Controlling your body 

 

 

 

 

 

Controlling your thoughts 

 

 

 

 

 

Controlling your actions  

 

 

 

 
 
Reducing the risk of feeling panicky       
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Combining your skills 

 

All the skills we have learned up to now will be used to help control panicky 

feelings. You now have a lot of weapons that you can use to fight back. So, 

this session is all about combining your skills.  

 

 

Controlling your body 

Using your belly breathing helps control hyperventilation 

(www.stresscontrolaudio.com or CD). Use progressive relaxation for that extra 

boost. Bear in mind that hyperventilation is about having too much oxygen in your 

body. Even though you feel you want to breathe more, you have to fight this urge 

and breathe less.  

 

Belly breathing uses 3/4 breathing. This is designed to stop hyperventilation so practice, practice 

and practice. Breathing into a paper bag seems to be a good idea: it isn’t – think back to the Comfort 

Zone last week. Learn to control this yourself. 

 

 

Controlling your thoughts 

What is your stressed voice saying? (I’m going to die, faint, go mad?). Build the 

foundation – stand back, pull back the blinkers, wait a minute. Then get your 

common-sense voice to challenge using one of the Big 5 to talk yourself out of stress.  

 

If you know there are some places or some times when panicky feelings are more likely, Break stress 

up: Prepare to face the stress, Face the stress, Review how it went 

 

 

Control your actions 

(Once you have prepared) Face your fears and use Problem Solving to work out ways 

of coping with the situations that cause you to feel panicky. 

http://www.stresscontrolaudio.com/


  
 

 

© Dr Jim White 1996-2020 Page 9 
 

 

 
Reduce the risk of panicky feelings: prevention 

 

                           

 

 

 

  

Poor sleep is a risk factor. In the second half of Session 5, you’ll 

learn some great ways to get a better sleep and, so, recharge your 

batteries 

This is nothing to do with diabetes. If you don’t eat, your blood sugar 

level drops. Eat breakfast, don't skip meals or go on crash diets. As a 

rough rule of thumb - eat something every three hours. 

 

This can be worse the morning after you have been drinking. You can 

get into a vicious circle where some people drink to control panic – 

which makes the panic worse – then drink more to control it again. 

It can be a bit of a slippery slope 

 

Feeling ill can make you more prone. Especially viruses like the flu 

leave you more at risk. As you feel so weak, you are less able to fight 

panicky feelings off. This may also affect you when you are 

recovering from illness. 

 

Too much caffeine can be linked to panicky feelings. Think back to 

Session 2 for ways to reduce your caffeine levels.  
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Many young women find that they are more prone to feeling 

panicky in the days before their period. This may be affected 

by a natural drop in carbon dioxide levels before a period, so 

hyperventilation takes its toll quicker at this time. Of course, 

PMT symptoms may increase stress in any case.  

 
 

 

The menopause is also a time when women are more prone to 

panic. Not much you can do about this, so you need to control 

as many of the ones you can do something about. 

 

 

 

 

This is the most common risk factor. Control stress and you are 

well on the road to controlling panicky feelings. 

 

 

 

Watch out for the things that make panicky feelings worse. Control the risk factors that you can to 

better cope with the ones that you can’t. 

 

 

Think of places or things that cause you to feel panicky. Using the skills you already have, work 

out how to overcome this. 

 


