Panic Talking 101

What is panic talking? Common in autism but not exclusive to any neurotype, panic talking
means verbalizing more than one intends to. It’s a stress response similar to fight or flight,
but instead of running away, the brain scrambles to fill the silence with words. It can look like
someone is being open, chatty, or eager to share, but inside they may actually feel
overwhelmed, exposed, or even unsafe. Alternatively, if the person is a delayed processor,
they may not have any awareness that this is what’s going on until later when they reflect on
what they shared.

What should I look for? The presence of these qualities in speech do not individually indicate
that panic talking is what’s happening, as each one could simply be a part of the person’s
neurotype (e.g. external processing, circular storytelling). They become a flag for panic talking
when this is outside their regulated baseline speech patterns:

Talking quickly, repeating, or jumping between topics

Sharing personal details that later leave them feeling regretful
Giving long explanations when a short answer would do
Talking in a way that doesn’t match their usual style

Why does it happen? Silence can feel threatening if a person is worried about being
misunderstood, rejected, or in trouble. Panic talking is the brain’s way of trying to “fix” the
situation by over-explaining or people-pleasing with words. It’s more commonly known that
autistic people may struggle with “inconsistent and unreliable speech,” but the stereotypical
presentation of this is reduced or limited access to speech and apraxia. The other side of the
spectrum, panic talking, is also common but less understood. The speech is present, but it
doesn’t mean it’s reliable or in the person’s control.

How can | support a person | care about who panic talks?

e Don’t assume consent to share. Just because someone is talking a lot doesn’t mean they
want to be sharing.

e Often gentle pauses: “Just checking in - you don’t have to explain more if you don’t want
to, but if you do, I’'m totally here to listen.”

e Give permission to stop: “If you want to take a break, I'll still be here.”

e Check in afterwards. Some people feel vulnerable after panic talking. A simple “Thanks
for sharing” can ease the shame spiral. Alternatively, ask the person outside of a panic
talking episode what feels helpful to hear.

e Hold space without pushing. Silence can feel supportive if it’s framed as safety rather
than disapproval. If you’re someone who needs processing time before you can respond,
explicitly state that to prevent the person from jumping to the worst conclusions.
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