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1.1 What is anxiety?

Anxiety is a feeling that arises when we are worried, scared or under pressure. It 
is a natural human response to a threat that developed during human evolution 
in the form of an alarm system built into our brain. In a situation of danger or 
threat, specific centers in our brain release hormones such as adrenaline and 
cortisol, which:

• Awaken our body,
• Increase our awareness of the danger,
• Increase the pulse and blood flow to our muscles to avoid this danger.

This reaction is called "fight or flight", and is a completely automatic reaction of 
our body in dangerous situations, such as exams, control tasks, job interviews or 
visits to a doctor or dentist.
 

The terms "fear" and "anxiety" are similar in meaning, but there are some 
differences. In terms of duration, the fear lasts for a short period of time 
and disappears at the moment when the intimidated person overcomes 
or avoids the danger, while the anxiety lasts longer and is repeated more 
often, regardless of space and time. Fear and anxiety are reactions to 
danger, but in the case of fear the danger is clear and objective, while in 
the case of anxiety it is hidden and subjective. In other words, fear is 
always tied to a certain object and situation, while anxiety is an indefinite 
emotional experience.

Anxiety
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All in all, almost every person at some point in their life experienced anxiety as a 
normal reaction to a stressful situation. However, anxiety becomes a problem 
when it dominates and disrupts our daily, family, social and professional life.

In other words, anxiety is a problem if:

• Feelings of anxiety are intense and last for a long time,
• Feelings of fear and anxiety are out of proportion to the situation,
• Feelings of fear and anxiety cause anxiety and are impossible to control 
• You intentionally avoid situations that would cause anxiety
• Physical and mental symptoms of anxiety are more common.

1.2 What are the symptoms of anxiety?

Physical symptoms:
• accelerated and irregular heartbeat,
• breathing difficulties, shortness of breath and hyperventilation,
• increased sweating and heat waves,
• chest tightness,
• headaches and body aches
• dizziness and fainting,
• internal tension, restlessness and inability to stay in one place,
• feeling of nausea
• stomach cramps ("butterflies in the stomach") and increased / decreased need 
to use the toilet,
• tingling and stinging in the arms and legs,
• trembling of the whole body,
• dry mouth,
• difficulty swallowing ("dumpling in the throat"),
• sleep problems,
• panic attacks *.
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Psychological symptoms:
• feeling of tension and agitation,
• inability to relax,
• feeling of constant fear and dreading the worst,
• feeling of panic,
• irritability, 
• attention and concentration problems
• memory problems,
• a feeling of separation from yourself (depersonalization) or from the world 
around you (derealization),
• Rumination (repetitive thinking of bad experiences and feelings)

1.3 What are anxiety disorders?

If the symptoms of anxiety can be classified according to certain medical criteria, 
then it is an anxiety disorder diagnosed by a psychiatrist.

1.4 Types of anxiety disorders

Generalized anxiety disorder - frequent and uncontrollable feelings of anxiety 
and worry about many things in life.

Social anxiety disorder - intense fear and anxiety caused by social situations and 
constant worry of humiliation or embarrassment.

Panic disorder - frequent panic attacks that occur for no apparent reason. It is 
characterized by a constant fear of experiencing a new panic attack; to the extent 
that the fear itself can trigger further panic attacks.

Post-traumatic stress disorder - anxiety that occurs after experiencing some 
kind of trauma.
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Obsessive compulsive disorder - anxiety related to repetitive thoughts 
(obsessions) and urges and repetition of specific routines to relieve anxiety 
(compulsions).

Phobia - intense fear and anxiety caused by a specific object, place, situation or 
feeling.

1.5 What causes anxiety?

Everyone experiences anxiety, so it is difficult to define exactly what causes anxi-
ety. 
However, there are a few factors worth mentioning:

Genetics - if you have a close relative who has anxiety problems, you have an 
increased chance of experiencing anxiety problems yourself or developing an 
anxiety disorder.

Physical and mental health problems - living with a long-term health condition 
(illness, special needs) or other types of mental health problems or disorders that 
contributes to the onset and worsening of anxiety.

Experiences from the past or childhood - negative and traumatic experiences 
of the past or childhood (physical and emotional abuse, neglect, parental loss, 
bullying, and social exclusion by friends or family) have a particularly strong 
impact on the development of anxiety.



2.1 What is a panic attack?

A panic attack is a sudden and intense feeling of fear and anxiety. It can occur at 
times when our "fight or flight" reaction is activated, but we are not in any real 
danger.

Panic attacks are especially disturbing because they occur quite suddenly, but it 
is important to remember that they are not dangerous and that like all feelings, 
they pass after a short period of time.

Panic attacks

Current life situation - current problems in our lives can cause anxiety. For 
example, exhaustion or accumulation of stress, many changes or uncertainties, 
work or school pressure, long working hours, money problems, unemployment, 
homelessness, loss of a loved one, loneliness and isolation, problems with family 
or friends, etc.

Chemical and hormonal imbalances - the uneven release of chemicals and 
hormones by the brain have a major impact on the control and regulation of our 
mood.

Drugs and Medications - anxiety can sometimes be a side effect of some of the 
following: psychiatric medication, medication for physical health problems or 
recreational drugs and alcohol. 
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Panic attacks usually last between 5 and 20 minutes. Symptoms usually 
peak within 10 minutes and then begin to disappear. If it lasts longer, you 
may have multiple panic attacks (although this is rare) or you may experi-
ence other symptoms of anxiety.

Panic attacks occur at different times and for different reasons in everyone. You 
may notice that you experience them during particularly stressful times (exam 
session, mental or physical abuse, family or friends problems), or that certain 
places or activities trigger them. Sometimes, panic attacks occur without any obvi-
ous incentive.

But if you have a lot of panic attacks for no apparent reason, you may be diag-
nosed with panic disorder, which is a type of anxiety disorder.

2.2 What are the symptoms of a panic attack?

Physical symptoms:
• accelerated heartbeat,
• breathing difficulties, shortness of breath and suffocation,
• strong feeling of cold or heat,
• increased sweating,
• abdominal cramps,
• headache and chest pain,
• trembling of the whole body,
• feeling of fainting, dizziness or malaise,
• feeling of nausea,
• feeling stuck,
• feeling of crying and inability to stop.
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Psychological symptoms:
• a feeling of alienation from our mind, body and environment,
• feeling of losing control,
• feeling similar to a heart attack,
• fear of dying.

2.3 How to deal with a panic attack?

In the event of a panic attack, you may feel like you are losing control of your body 
and mind, but there are a few things you can do to regain control of your life 
again.

Concentrate on your breathing - focusing on slow and deep breathing can help 
you deal with rapid breathing or anxious feelings. It is useful to count while 
breathing in order to focus your mind. You can start by counting to three: Inhale 
and count to three, then exhale and count to three again. Over time you will feel 
calmer and you will be able to increase each breath holding time to five seconds 
or seven seconds.

Recognize and accept your panic attack - it is not a heart attack and you are 
not dying. It is a temporary condition and will pass.

Find a safe space - If a situation makes you feel panicky, try to find a space where 
you feel safe and where you can focus on your breathing and calm your thoughts. 
If you can not physically go to a safe place, try to imagine yourself in a quiet place 
where you feel calm (on the beach, in the mountains, in the woods or any of your 
favorite places).
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Focus on your senses and surroundings - this is called a "grounding" exercise 
and can help you if you feel alienated from your body or environment and help 
you feel in control again. All you have to do is think of five things you can see; four 
things you can feel; three things you can hear; two things you can smell and one 
thing you can taste.
 
2.4 How can you help someone who has a panic attack?

If you are in a situation where you meet someone who is having a panic attack, it 
is important to know how you can help.

Stay calm - it is very important to stay calm yourself - if you are under stress, it will 
not be of help to the person who experiences a panic attack! Remember that you 
can always call for help if you need it, but knowing that panic attacks are not dan-
gerous and you just need to stay close to the person.

Stay with the person - most panic attacks last between 20 and 30 minutes, so do 
not leave the person after a minute or two. He/she needs you to be there during 
his/her panic attack, and if you leave, it could make things worse. This is a really 
stressful time for the person who has a panic attack, so staying with him, comfort-
ing and encouraging him is really helpful.

Talk to the person - tell encouraging and reassuring things to the person experi-
encing a panic attack. When you make a person talk – this action distracts him 
from his thoughts and will help him regulate his breathing. Try to get him to talk 
rationally about the way he/she feels, but if asking questions about why they 
happen to be stressed causes them to feel panicky, then talk about other things 
instead.



3.1 How to deal with anxiety and panic attacks?

Living with anxiety can be very difficult, but there are some things you can do to 
help yourself. 

Talk to someone you trust - talking to someone you trust about what makes 
you upset can be a great relief. Simply knowing that someone truly listens to you 
and shows you that they care about you can be of help by itself. 

Deal with your worries - when you have anxiety, it is very difficult to stop wor-
rying. You may have worries over which you have no control. Or you may feel like 
you need to keep worrying because you think bad things can happen if you stop. 

Coping
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Check the condition of the person after the panic attack is over - there is a 
high probability that due to the panic attack they have experienced, they will not 
feel well for a long time after the attack is over. Check and take care of his condi-
tion later that day or the next day to make sure he is alright. Remind them how 
strong, brave and amazing they are and make sure they know that they can always 
contact you to talk if they need to.
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It is helpful to try different ways to deal with these worries. For example, you 
could try the following:

Take some quality time to focus on your concerns. 
This will help you realize that you did not forget to think about them. Some 
people find it helpful to set a timer.
Write down your worries and keep them in a safe place. For example, you could 
write them in a notebook, or on pieces of paper that you would put in an enve-
lope or a box.

Take care of your physical health.
Try to get enough sleep - sleep can give you energy to deal with difficult feelings 
and experiences.

Think about your diet - eating regularly and maintaining a stable blood sugar 
level has a big impact on your mood and energy levels.

Do some physical activity - exercise can be really beneficial for your mental 
state
Avoid caffeine, alcohol and smoking - they can make your anxiety and panic 
attacks worse.

Do breathing exercises - they can help you deal with your feelings and feel 
more in control of them.

Keep a diary of anxiety - this can help you notice what happens when you are 
anxious or experience a panic attack. It can also help you spot patterns about 
what motivates these experiences, and what are the early signs that they are 
starting to happen.



This handbook is prepared within the programme “MladiHub - building employment 
skills, competencies and networking for youth” funded by the UK Government with the 

support of the British Embassy Skopje. The content of this publication does not 
necessarily reflect the position or the opinions of the UK Government. 


