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FACT SHEET: Panic Attacks
& Panic Disorder

Panic disorders can occur across populations and to people of
any age, gender or ethnicity, although it is less common among
children and older people.

Up to 40 per cent Australians will experience a panic attack at
some time in their life while around 5% will experience a panic
disorder. 

Panic is experienced as rapid waves of fear and dread that build
over the course of several minutes. Panic can occur to anyone who
is faced with an extreme situation, though panic attacks can occur
in the absence of a trigger. When thinking about panic attacks and
panic disorders, the key factor is that the panic response is in
excess of the context or trigger. For example, a though can trigger
the panic attack. Panic disorder occurs when a person has panic
attacks that are recurrent and disabling. Panic disorders are
characterised by recurring and (often) unexpected panic attacks,
accompanied by worry that another panic attack will occur.

Most commonly, a person experiencing a panic attack may say that
are finding it hard to breath, and that their heart is racing. They
may also be sweating, shaky or feel tingling in their body. Some
people feel chest pain, nausea, extreme heat or cold or tingling in
their body when they are having a panic attack. A person may feel
as though they have been removed from their body, and not be
certain about what is real and what they are experiencing. They
may say they feel out of control, or as though they are “going
crazy”. 

Experiencing panic is often quite frightening and distressing for a
person, and people who experience panic often worry deeply
about an episode of panic occurring. In many cases, people
experiencing panic disorders will consult a physician to try and
understand if there is a medical cause for these sensations. People
with significant panic disorders often report that they think they
are about to die and despite reassurance that they are ok, they will
continue to worry that they are medically unwell. Some people are
so fearful of experiencing panic that they change their behaviour
to try and avoid an episode occurring. 

The most common age for onset of panic disorders is in the
early to mid-20s or in mid-life.

Panic attacks and panic disorder can only be diagnosed by
professionals experienced in the identification of mental health
symptoms and conditions, such as a General Practitioner or
Psychologist. It is always recommended for someone to consult
with a medical professional to ensure medical causes are
excluded. 

Although there are often common sensations associated with
panic, everyone will experience them differently.  Some people
require a lot of support during a panic attack while others will
prefer to attempt to manage the episode on their own.

Factors that can contribute to panic disorders include genetic
and biological factors, phobias, short term triggers such as a
bereavement, certain medications, substance use or
withdrawal or chronic or serious illness. 

Certain substances can also trigger panic attack symptoms,
including caffeine and cannabis.

Panic disorders can negatively impact many areas of a person’s
life, including their ability to function in daily life and their
relationships with friends, family, and colleagues.

Once a person has been diagnosed as having a panic disorder
by a GP or other professional, there are several types of
treatments that may be offered, including psychological
treatments such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) or
more general behaviour therapy are typically offered first.
Medication can also be helpful for some people. 

If someone discloses to you that they experience panic attacks
or panic disorder, be supportive, compassionate and
understanding. Let them know you are available listen without
judgment and encourage them to seek professional help.

Sometimes people are uncomfortable about seeking
professional support due to stigma or previous negative
experiences. Supporting them to access an alternate treatment
provider or accompanying them to an appointment may give
them the confidence to take action.

There are many options for supporting someone who has a panic
disorder and who may also experience self-harm and suicidality.
See SRAAs other Fact Sheets or call Lifeline (13 11 14) for more
information.

https://www.priorygroup.com/addiction-treatment/cannabis-addiction

