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DESCRIPTION
Panic disorder is a serious mental health condition characterized
by recurrent and unexpected panic attacks intense periods of
fear and discomfort that typically peak within minutes. These
attacks are often accompanied by physical symptoms like rapid
heartbeat, sweating, dizziness, chest pain and a fear of dying or
losing control. While the exact causes of panic disorder are
multifaceted, increasing evidence suggests that childhood trauma
plays a significant role in its development.

Panic disorder

Panic disorder is a type of anxiety disorder that affects both
children and adults, though it is most commonly diagnosed in
late adolescence or early adulthood. The hallmark of the
disorder is the spontaneous occurrence of panic attacks without
a clear trigger. In between attacks, individuals often live in fear
of future episodes, which can severely limit their daily
functioning and quality of life.

Although the causes of panic disorder are not fully understood,
research has consistently pointed to a combination of genetic,
environmental and psychological factors. Childhood trauma
such as abuse, neglect, or the experience of chronic stress has
emerged as a critical risk factor for the development of panic
disorder, along with other anxiety and mood disorders.

The impact of childhood trauma on mental health

Childhood trauma refers to experiences of harm or distress that
occur during formative years, often under circumstances where
the child feels powerless or unable to escape. These experiences
can include physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, as well as
neglect, exposure to domestic violence, or the sudden loss of a
parent. The impact of such trauma on mental health is extreme,
as the brain and body are particularly vulnerable during
childhood.

During traumatic experiences, children’s stress systems are
activated and if the trauma is chronic or severe, these stress
responses can lead to long-lasting changes in brain function. The
hippocampus (responsible for memory), the amygdala

(responsible for fear processing) and the prefrontal cortex 
(responsible for executive functions like decision-making) can all 
be affected. These changes can create a predisposition for anxiety 
disorders, including panic disorder.

The link between childhood trauma and panic
disorder

The relationship between childhood trauma and the 
development of panic disorder is complex, but several factors 
help explain this connection:

Hyperactivity of the stress response system: Childhood trauma 
can result in dysregulation of the body’s natural stress response 
systems. For example, the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Adrenal (HPA) 
axis, which controls the release of stress hormones like cortisol, 
may become overactive in response to trauma. This heightened 
state of arousal can make individuals more sensitive to stress 
later in life, triggering panic attacks in response to minor 
stressors or situations that would not normally provoke such a 
strong reaction.

Cognitive and emotional patterns: Trauma can also shape the 
way individuals perceive the world and their own emotional 
experiences. Children who experience abuse or neglect may 
develop maladaptive beliefs about themselves and the world, 
such as viewing the environment as dangerous or themselves as 
helpless. These cognitive distortions can persist into adulthood, 
contributing to the development of panic disorder.

Poor coping mechanisms: Many children who experience 
trauma do not develop healthy coping strategies for dealing with 
stress or negative emotions. They may rely on avoidance or 
dissociation to cope with overwhelming feelings, both of which 
are common responses to trauma. As adults, these individuals 
may struggle to deal with anxiety or fear effectively, increasing 
the likelihood of developing panic attacks. The inability to 
tolerate discomfort or emotional distress can make even minor 
stresses feel unmanageable, leading to the onset of panic 
disorder.

A vulnerable nervous system: Traumatic experiences can alter 
the development of the nervous system, leading to heightened 
vulnerability to anxiety disorders. Early trauma can lead to a low
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threshold for anxiety and heightened sensitivity to physical
sensations, making individuals more prone to panic attacks.
These physiological changes may include altered heart rate

variability, reduced ability to self-regulate and increased muscle
tension, all of which can trigger or exacerbate panic episodes.
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