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E and OE

Definition

Epilepsy - a tendency  
to have recurrent 
seizures (often 
described as fits).  
A seizure is caused 
by a sudden burst 
of excess electrical 
activity in the brain, 
causing a temporary 
disruption in brain 
cells (neurones).
The clinical manifestations

 Range from a major motor convulsion 
to a brief period of lack of awareness.

Common causes of epilepsy
For seventy percent (70%) of people with epilepsy the cause is unknown, the 
remaining thirty percent (30%) common identifiable causes include

• Brain trauma
• Brain lesions (e.g. tumors)
• Poisoning (lead)
• Infections of the brain (e.g. meningitis, encephalitis, measles)
• Brain injury at birth
• Abnormal brain development

Diagnosis
The main way epilepsy is diagnosed is by taking a detailed description of the 
seizures experienced. Tests may also help to provide more information about 
the possible type and cause of the epilepsy. They can also help rule out any 
other conditions that could be causing seizures. The tests can include bloods, 
an EEG and brain scans. There isn’t a single test that can prove if someone does 
or does not have epilepsy. 

What are epileptic seizures?
There are many different types of seizure. What happens to someone during a 
seizure depends on which part of their brain is affected. During some types of 
seizure the person may remain alert and aware of what’s going on around them, 
and with other types they may lose awareness. They may have unusual sensations, 
feelings or movements. Or they may go stiff, fall to the floor and jerk.

Triggers
Stress Lack of sleep

Missed meals Hormones

Substances: drugs, alcohol or medication

Sugar levels Lighting and patterns

Broad classification
Reclassification by the International League against Epilepsy (ILAE)

Focal Excessive neuronal activity confined to one hemisphere 
with focal symptoms

Generalised Indicate involvement of both hemispheres

Epilepsy Awareness
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Seizure types
Focal seizures Generalised seizures

Motor
• Atonic
• Automatisms
• Clonic
•  Epileptic spasms
• Hyperkinetic
• Myoclonic
• Tonic

Non – Motor
•  Behaviour arrest 

(autonomic) 
(cognitive)

•  Emotional 
(sensory)

Absence with eyelid myoclonia, 
epileptic spasms (infantile 
spasms), myoclonic-atonic (e.g. 
Doose), myoclonic-tonic-clonic 
(e.g. JME)

Combined seizures

Focal to bilateral tonic-clonic.

Rules for classifying seizures
Onset Decide whether seizure onset is focal or generalized, 

using an 80% confidence level. 

Awareness For focal seizures, decide whether to classify by degree 
of awareness or to omit awareness as a classifier.

Impaired 
awareness at  
any point

A focal seizure is a focal impaired awareness seizure if 
awareness is impaired at any point during the seizure.

Onset 
predominates

Classify a focal seizure by its first prominent sign or 
symptom. Do not count transient behavior arrest.

Behaviour arrest A focal behavior arrest seizure shows arrest of behavior 
as the prominent feature of the entire seizure. 

Motor/Non-motor A focal aware or impaired awareness seizure maybe 
further sub-classified by motor or non-motor 
characteristics.  Alternatively, a focal seizure can be 
characterized by motor or non-motor characteristics, 
without specifying level of awareness. Example, a focal 
tonic seizure.

Elements of consciousness

•  Awareness of ongoing activities
•  Memory for time during the event
•  Responsiveness to verbal or 

nonverbal stimuli
•  Sense of self as being distinct  

from others

Key role of impaired consciousness

Among many possible behaviors 
during a seizure, impairment of 
consciousness has always had a key 
role in classifying the seizure, because 
of practical importance for...

• Driving
• Safety during seizures
• Employability
•  Interference with schooling  

and learning
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Sudden unexpected death in epilepsy
•  70% of people with epilepsy could have their seizures fully controlled
•  In the UK, about 456,000 people have epilepsy and It’s estimated that 

SUDEP causes about 600 deaths each year
•  Many people with epilepsy are unaware of SUDEP

Risk factors for SUDEP
•  Poor control of medication
•  Seizures occurring at night time
•  Having sleep seizures 
•  Having seizures when alone 
•  Drinking large amounts of alcohol

Treatment options
 Medication is the main treatment. Often called anti-epileptic drugs or AEDs, 
they do not cure epilepsy but help to reduce or stop the number of seizures.

If AED’s prove unhelpful other options include…

• Brain surgery 
• Vagus nerve stimulation
•  A special diet called the ketogenic diet which is sometimes used for 

children

The recording process
• Type of seizure
• Describe the seizure
• Is there a pattern developing?
• Frequency and duration
• Speed of recovery (post ictal)
• Triggers if any
• Warnings if any

Status epilepticus

Tonic clonic
Continuous seizure activity greater 
then 5 minutes

Focal with impaired consciousness
Continuous seizure activity greater 
then 10 minutes

Absence status epilepticus
Continuous seizure activity for  
10 – 15 minutes

•  Tonic clonic seizures lasting longer 
then 30 minutes may cause long-
term consequences including 
death

•  Focal with impaired consciousness 
lasting longer than 60 minutes may 
cause long-term consequences 
including death

•  Absence status epilepticus – long 
term consequences unknown

Statistics

•  Epilepsy is the one of the most 
common serious neurological 
conditions in the world. It affects 
around 600,000 people in the UK

•  This means that almost 1 in 100 
people in the UK have epilepsy, 
around 87 people are diagnosed 
with epilepsy in the UK every day


