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E and OE

Acute Training Solutions
Epilepsy Awareness - Vagus Nerve Stimulation
Vagus Nerve Stimulation therapy is a form of treatment for people with epilepsy whose seizures are not controlled with 
medication. Vagus Nerve Stimulation therapy uses a pulse generator to send mild electrical stimulations to the vagus nerve 
with the aim of reducing the number, length and severity of seizures.

What are the vagus nerves?
The vagus nerves are a pair of nerves that start in the brain and run through the body. They send and receive messages 
between the brain and the body.

What is VNS therapy and how does it work?
VNS Therapy involves a minimally intrusive technique, which is normally performed under general anesthesia by a surgeon. 
The procedure takes approximately 1 hour and patients usually go home the same day. Usually, two small incisions are made—
one in a natural crease on the left side of the neck and one in the left chest area, below the collarbone. The aim is to help calm 
down the irregular electrical brain activity that leads to seizures.

What is the stimulator like?
The stimulator is similar to a heart pacemaker. A lead connects the stimulator in the chest to the vagus nerve in the left side of 
the neck. Because the electrodes are coiled around the nerve in the neck, there will be a small scar where they are inserted, 
usually in the fold of the neck.

How does the stimulator work?
The stimulator is usually switched on within four weeks of it being implanted. The doctor or nurse will programme the 
stimulator using a small hand-held computer and set the amount (strength and length) of the electrical stimulation given. The 
amount of stimulation varies from person to person but is usually started at a low level and slowly increased to a suitable level 
for each person. Usually it is set at 30 seconds of stimulation every five minutes through the day and night.

The stimulator has a battery inside it, which can last up to ten years. When the battery is low, the stimulator needs to be 
replaced, during an operation similar to the one when it was put in.

The VNS Therapy magnet may provide additional benefits for some people, but it is not necessary to use it for your regular 
stimulation. By swiping the magnet over the generator when you feel a seizure coming on or during a seizure, you or your 
caregiver will be able to stop the seizure, shorten the seizure, decrease the intensity of the seizure, and improve the recovery.

Does VNS therapy have any side effects?
VNS therapy can cause side effects but usually only during the time that the nerve is being stimulated. Side effects may not 
happen for everyone but include discomfort in the throat, a cough, difficulty swallowing and a hoarse voice.

Side effects may reduce over time and do not usually mean that the stimulator has to be switched off. If side effects are a 
problem, the doctor or nurse can adjust the settings or the magnet can be held over the stimulator for a few seconds, to briefly 
stop the stimulation.

VNS therapy does not affect, and is not affected by, anti-epileptic drugs
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