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The Body Knows What the Mind Does Not: 

Panic Attacks Can Be Predicted By Silent Physiologic Instability 
 

After many centuries, science has developed the ability to predict high-risk areas for earthquakes 

due to the seismographic evidence of instability in the earth’s crust. One might consider a panic 

attack - a sudden, unexpected episode of intense fear - to be the emotional equivalent of an 

earthquake. A new study in Biological Psychiatry now reports that careful measurements of 

physiologic activity may predict these emotional “eruptions”. 

Researchers repeatedly monitored individuals with panic disorder around-the-clock while they wore 

portable recorders during their normal daily routine. The recorders automatically captured changes 

in respiration, heart rate and other bodily functions during unexpected or “out of the blue” panic 

attacks. Patients were instructed to press a “panic button” if they experienced an attack and to write 

down their symptoms.  

First author Dr. Alicia Meuret detailed their expectations: “Since unexpected panic attacks seem to 

come on without warning, but are accompanied with intense physical sensations, we expected to 

see physiological changes take place during and following the onset of the attacks.” 

Interestingly, however, the scientists detected repeated bouts of cardio-respiratory instability as 

early as 47 minutes before panic onset. The final minutes preceding the attack were dominated by 

respiratory changes, and patients also experienced fluctuations in cardiac activity and breathing. 

Nevertheless, patients reported most of the attacks as unexpected, seemingly lacking awareness of 

either the coming attack or their changing physiology. 

“This study elegantly demonstrates that spontaneous panic attacks do not emerge out of the blue.  

Instead, they emerge from unstable states of autonomic arousal that occur outside of the 

consciousness of people and that reflect and contribute to the expression of these panic attacks,” 

commented Dr. John Krystal, Editor of Biological Psychiatry. “One wonders whether panic attacks 

can be prevented if this type of instability is targeted with treatment.”   

The authors agree that targeting such attacks is an important goal. If further research can decipher 

the contributing factors and the pattern of occurrence, scientists may be able to eventually develop 

predictors, which could lead to the elimination of such panic attacks. 
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Notes to Editors: 
The article is “Do Unexpected Panic Attacks Occur Spontaneously?” by Alicia E. Meuret, David 
Rosenfield, Frank H. Wilhelm, Enlu Zhou, Ansgar Conrad, Thomas Ritz, Walton T. Roth. Meuret, 
Rosenfield, and Ritz are affiliated with Southern Methodist University, Dallas, Texas. Wilhelm is from 
the University of Salzburg, Salzburg, Austria. Zhou is with the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, Champaign, Illinois. Conrad, Ritz, and Roth are with Stanford University, Stanford, 
California. The article appears in Biological Psychiatry, Volume 70, Number 10 (November 15, 
2011), published by Elsevier. 
 
The authors’ disclosures of financial and conflicts of interests are available in the article.  
 
John H. Krystal, M.D., is Chairman of the Department of Psychiatry at the Yale University School of 
Medicine and a research psychiatrist at the VA Connecticut Healthcare System. His disclosures of 
financial and conflicts of interests are available here. 
 
Full text of the article mentioned above is available upon request. Contact Donna Santaromita at 
d.santaromita@elsevier.com to obtain a copy or to schedule an interview.  

 

About Biological Psychiatry 
Biological Psychiatry is the official journal of the Society of Biological Psychiatry, whose purpose is 
to promote excellence in scientific research and education in fields that investigate the nature, 
causes, mechanisms and treatments of disorders of thought, emotion, or behavior. In accord with 
this mission, this peer-reviewed, rapid-publication, international journal publishes both basic and 
clinical contributions from all disciplines and research areas relevant to the pathophysiology and 
treatment of major psychiatric disorders.  
 
The journal publishes novel results of original research which represent an important new lead or 
significant impact on the field, particularly those addressing genetic and environmental risk factors, 
neural circuitry and neurochemistry, and important new therapeutic approaches. Reviews and 
commentaries that focus on topics of current research and interest are also encouraged. 
 
Biological Psychiatry is one of the most selective and highly cited journals in the field of psychiatric 
neuroscience. It is ranked 4th out of 126 Psychiatry titles and 15th out of 237 Neurosciences titles in 
the 2010 ISI Journal Citations Reports® published by Thomson Reuters. The 2010 Impact Factor 
score for Biological Psychiatry is 8.674. 

 
About Elsevier  
Elsevier is a world-leading provider of scientific, technical and medical information products and 
services. The company works in partnership with the global science and health communities to 
publish more than 2,000 journals, including The Lancet (www.thelancet.com) and Cell 
(www.cell.com), and close to 20,000 book titles, including major reference works from Mosby and 
Saunders. Elsevier’s online solutions include SciVerse ScienceDirect (www.sciencedirect.com), 
SciVerse Scopus (www.scopus.com), Reaxys (www.reaxys.com), MD Consult 
(www.mdconsult.com) and Nursing Consult (www.nursingconsult.com), which enhance the 
productivity of science and health professionals, and the SciVal suite (www.scival.com) and MEDai’s 
Pinpoint Review (www.medai.com), which help research and healthcare institutions deliver better 
outcomes more cost-effectively.  
 
A global business headquartered in Amsterdam, Elsevier (www.elsevier.com) employs 7,000 people 
worldwide. The company is part of Reed Elsevier Group PLC (www.reedelsevier.com), a world-
leading publisher and information provider, which is jointly owned by Reed Elsevier PLC and Reed 
Elsevier NV. The ticker symbols are REN (Euronext Amsterdam), REL (London Stock Exchange), 
RUK and ENL (New York Stock Exchange).  
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