
 Hyperventilate is when a person breathes faster and deeper than normal. Normally, 
breathing is balanced: oxygen is taken in, and carbon dioxide is released in steady 
amounts. But when someone hyperventilates, they breathe out too much carbon dioxide. 
This upsets the balance in the blood, making it more alkaline, which can cause 
noticeable changes in how the body feels and functions. People often think 
hyperventilation means they are not getting enough oxygen, but in many cases, the 
problem is actually that they are losing too much carbon dioxide. 

One common trigger of hyperventilation is anxiety or panic. When someone feels 
panicked, their body reacts with a “fight-or-flight” response, which speeds up breathing 
even if they don’t need extra oxygen. Stressful situations, emotional upset, or even 
excitement can set it off. However, hyperventilation can also happen in response to 
certain medical problems like asthma, lung infections, or high altitudes where the body 
tries to get more oxygen. Understanding the cause helps determine whether it is 
harmless or a sign of something more serious. 

The immediate symptoms of hyperventilating can be unsettling. People might feel 
lightheaded, dizzy, or even faint. Tingling in the hands, feet, or around the mouth is also 
common because of the low carbon dioxide in the blood. Some may feel chest tightness 
or think they are having a heart attack, which can make the panic worse and the 
hyperventilating continue in a cycle. These sensations are real, but they are mostly 
caused by the chemical imbalance rather than by a lack of oxygen. 

When the body is over-breathing, muscles in the chest and abdomen also work harder 
than normal. This can cause muscle tension, cramps, or a feeling of not being able to 
catch one’s breath. It is important to remember that hyperventilation is not usually 
dangerous by itself, though it can be frightening. In most cases, the body has enough 
oxygen even if the person feels like they are suffocating. 

To manage hyperventilation in the moment, slowing down the breathing is the key. One 
method is to take slow, steady breaths through the nose, hold the breath briefly, then 
exhale gently through the mouth. Breathing into cupped hands or a paper bag is 
sometimes suggested, as this allows a person to breathe back some carbon dioxide, 
though this should only be done when it is clear the hyperventilation is from anxiety and 
not from another medical condition. The main goal is to calm both the body and the 
mind. 

Preventing hyperventilation often involves dealing with the underlying cause. If it is 
related to anxiety, relaxation techniques, meditation, or counseling can help reduce 
episodes. Regular exercise, proper sleep, and avoiding stimulants like caffeine can also 
improve overall breathing patterns and stress levels. For those with medical conditions, 
treating the illness is essential to stop repeated episodes of rapid breathing. 



Children and teens can hyperventilate as well, often when upset or nervous. Teaching 
them calming strategies, such as counting breaths or practicing slow breathing when 
they are calm, helps them handle episodes better when they happen. It is useful for 
teachers, parents, and caregivers to recognize the signs so they can reassure the child 
instead of making them more anxious. 

Hyperventilating is when someone breathes too quickly or deeply, lowering carbon 
dioxide in the blood and causing lightheadedness, tingling, and chest discomfort. It is 
often linked to anxiety but can also come from medical issues. While the symptoms feel 
alarming, learning how to calm the breathing can bring relief. Understanding what is 
happening inside the body helps reduce fear and break the cycle of panic that can make 
hyperventilation worse. 

 


