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INTRODUCTION 

O Distinguishing between a heart attack and a 

panic attack can be difficult, especially if 

you have never experienced one or both of 

these conditions.  

 

O Both conditions have physical and emotional 

effects.   

O Which aspect of the event comes on first?  

O What can be controlled in the situation?  

 



DIFFERENCES BETWEEN A PANIC 
ATTACK AND A HEART ATTACK 

O Most panic attack symptoms are driven by anxiety 

and tend to peak within 10 minutes and then fade 

away.  Heart attacks have a physical cause and can 

last much longer if nothing is done.   

 

O Panic attacks can appear to come out of the blue.  A 

heart attack is much more likely to accompany 

exertion (e.g. after shoveling snow, running up a flight 

of stairs) especially for someone who is not used to 

exercise.  

 



INTRODUCTION 

O There is some overlap in the symptoms for 

these two conditions which can  sometimes 

increase the uncertainty about the cause of 

the symptoms. 

 

O Additionally, other conditions may also share 

similar symptoms such as blood clots or 

lung infection/collapse. 



PANIC ATTACK !!! HEART ATTACK ♥ 

Shortness of breath Shortness of breath 

Sweating Sweating 

Abrupt sharp or stabbing pain that 

lasts 5-10 seconds 

Constant pain, pressure, fullness or 

aching in the chest area 

Pain that is localized to one small 

area 

Pain/discomfort that travels from the 

chest to other areas 

Pain that usually occurs at rest Pain that is brought on (or increased) 

by exertion 

Fear of losing control, fear of dying 

during the event 

Fear of dying during and after the 

event. 

 

Pain that is relieved or worsened with 

a change of position 

Escalating chest pain/pressure that 

reaches maximum severity after a few 

minutes. 

Racing heart Heart rate can slow down or 

accelerate 

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE? 



PANIC ATTACK !!! HEART ATTACK ♥ 

Onset at any age Usually occurs after age 45 for men 

and 55 for women. 

Prior history of panic attacks No history of panic attacks 

 Anxiety 

 

 Sense of gloom and doom or not 

feeling quite right. 

Numbness in the extremities (e.g. 

fingers, toes, feet, hands) and face. 

Numbness to arms/shoulder, 

neck/jaw or back. 

 

  

    

    

     



WHAT NOT TO DO 

O When you are in the middle of an attack: 

 Do not rely on Dr. Google.  This may lead to 

misinformation and a waste of precious time 

if you are having a heart attack.  It may also 

lead you to feel worse about the situation 

that you are in.   

 



WHAT CAN I DO? 

O You have not previously had a panic attack or a 
heart attack: 

 If you are really not sure, check it out promptly.  If 
you think it is a heart attack, call 911. 

 

O You experienced a similar episode in the past 
that turned out to be stress-related: 

 Practice deep breathing, meditation, or another 
relaxation technique to see if the symptoms 
subside.  If the symptoms are not reduced, seek 
medical assistance. 

 

 

 

 



STRATEGIES TO STOP A 
PANIC ATTACK 

 Diaphragmatic breathing. 

 Helps to reduce hyperventilation, which often 

accompanies a panic attack and stimulates 

other physical symptoms. 

 Recognize that you are having a panic 

attack. 

 Identifying the condition can help reduce a 

fear of dying and increase the person’s focus 

towards reducing the symptoms of the attack.   

 

 



STRATEGIES TO STOP A 
PANIC ATTACK 

 Close your eyes. 

 Being in a fast paced environment can sometimes 
feed a panic attack.  Closing the eyes can help 
block out excess stimulation and allow for a better 
concentration on breathing.  

 Practice mindfulness. 

 Panic attacks can be accompanied by feelings of 
detachment or separation  from reality.  Focusing 
on what is going on around you or physical 
sensations that are familiar to you can return you 
to the present (e.g. feeling the pressure of digging 
your feet into the ground, feeling the softness of 
your skin). 

 

 



STRATEGIES TO STOP A 
PANIC ATTACK 

 Focus on a single object or thought. 

 Focusing all your attention on one single object 

may help you reduce the symptoms of panic.   

 Repeating a mantra internally (e.g. This too shall 

pass) can be reassuring or relaxing. 

 Use muscle relaxation techniques. 

 Muscle relaxation techniques help put the body’s 

responses under conscious control.   

 These techniques are most effective when 

practiced before the panic attack. 

 

 



FINAL THOUGHTS 

 Is it a heart attack? 

 Call 911 

 

 Is it a panic attack? 

 Check it out. 

 Use strategies to help reduce the anxiety. 

 

Having a plan prepared (and practice) can help 
reduce both your heartache and your anxiety. 

 



QUESTIONS? 

 


