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DEALING WITH PANIC ATTACKS AND FLASHBACKS 
 
 
In Week 3, “Purpose In Your Pain,” we examined some of the reasons why God has allowed you to 
experience trauma. Looking at the broader perspective – that God will use adversity in your life to make 
you stronger – can increase your optimism and confidence that God will bring good out of your difficult 
experiences. 

Still, some of the “collateral incidents” of your trauma can be debilitating, frustrating, and downright 
scary. 

Panic attacks, flashbacks, undefined distress or dread, daydreams, and nightmares are good examples of 
this. These “Intrusive Symptoms” occur when your mind starts spinning up in alert- or defense-mode, 
and you have difficulty bringing it back down to earth. 

In this week’s session, various “grounding techniques” were mentioned that will help get you plugged 
back into the here-and-now. They mostly have to do with introducing strong somatic stimuli that will 
help you recognize your present environment – things associated with your sense of taste, touch, sight, 
smell, and hearing. A brief mention was made of two other grounding techniques: 

1. Control Your Breathing 

Usually, when panic sets in, a person’s breathing becomes very shallow and accelerated. You’ve 
probably observed it in those you have served in the line of duty who have gone through trauma – it’s 
called “hyperventilating.” Soon, your body isn’t receiving enough oxygen, which causes you to panic 
even more, as you begin to experience dizziness, shortness of breath, a lump in your throat, tingling or 
numbness in your hands or feet, nausea, and confusion.  

By shifting your breathing rate and pattern, you can stimulate the body's parasympathetic response. 
This is the body's equally powerful and opposite system to the Emergency Response and is often called 
the Calming Response. 

First, take a long, slow “Calming Breath” in through your nose, feeling your diaphragm push down and 
your belly extend, filling your lower lungs. Then extend this filling to your upper lungs. Hold your breath 
to the count of three. Then exhale slowly through pursed lips, while you relax the muscles in your face, 
jaw, shoulders, and stomach. 

Next, engage in what is called “Calming Counts.”1 

1. Sit comfortably. 

2. Close your eyes. 

3. Take a long, deep, natural breath and exhale it slowly while saying the word "relax" silently. 

4. Let yourself take ten of these breaths. Count down with each exhale, starting with "ten." 

5. This time, while you are breathing comfortably, notice any tensions, perhaps in your jaw or 
forehead or stomach. Imagine those tensions loosening. 

6. When you reach "one," open your eyes again. 

This will take you about 90 seconds. You will spend that time concentrating on a specific task instead of 
paying so much attention to your worried thoughts. If you can let time pass without such intense focus 
on your fearful thoughts, you will have a better chance at controlling those thoughts. You will be giving 
yourself 90 seconds to cool your body out and quiet your thoughts. Then, after that time has passed, 
you will be less anxious than you were. 
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These skills work to the degree you are willing to concentrate on them. Put most of your effort into not 
thinking about anything else – not your worried thoughts, not what you will do after you finish the 
breathing exercise, not how well you seem to be at this skill. Listen to and visualize the air passing 
through your nostrils, down into your lungs, back up your trachea, and out between your lips.  

2. Aerobic Exercise 

As was mentioned earlier, when your body kicks into the “threat response mode,” a ton of 
neurochemicals and hormones are dumped into your system. The same thing happens when you 
experience panic attacks and flashbacks. Your body is primed to fight, run, or freeze for its life! If you try 
to dial things back now without doing something about all that jet fuel in your bloodstream, you’ll have 
a hard time calming down. Instead, exercise.  

Flexing and stretching your muscles, getting your heart and lungs working a little harder, rising to a 
physical challenge – these trigger beneficial responses all over your body. Your immune and endocrine 
systems get fired up; helpful antibodies are released; your white blood cell count increases; extra 
adrenaline and growth hormone is released, serotonin (a depression reducer) uptake is increased, 
pleasure-inducing hormones are released in the brain, creating the euphoria most people feel during 
and after exercise. Testosterone levels rise in both men and women.  

Clinical studies have shown that exercise promotes positive moods, a sense of meaning in life, and 
improves self-esteem. It will actually lower the concentration of stress hormones in the body.2 

Here are a few suggestions of some good aerobic excises: 

• Walking 

• Jogging 

• Running 

• Race walking 

• Swimming 

• Cycling 

• Aerobics/Dancing 

• Racquetball/Tennis 
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