
When someone is  
having a seizure

Provide Seizure First Aid:
Cushion the person’s head, remove eyeglasses and 
loosen tight clothing.

Turn the person on his/her side and provide ample 
space.

Avoid restraining the person during the seizure.

Look for ID indicating epilepsy or other medical 
conditions.

Remain calm and time how long the seizure lasts. 
If the seizure lasts longer than five minutes, call an 
ambulance.

Stay with the person until the seizure ends and he/she 
is fully alert. Be reassuring, comforting and calming.

Remember that most seizures last only a couple of 
minutes and end safely on their own. 

Avoid the Complications: 
Time the Seizure. If it lasts longer than five minutes, 
or one seizure follows right after another, call an 
ambulance. Non-stop seizures are dangerous and 
prompt medical care is needed.

Check for Injuries. Pay attention to any unusual  
pain reported after a seizure. While headaches are 
common after seizures, a severe headache should  
be checked out.

Track Awareness. If the person does not regain 
consciousness after a seizure ends, call for help. 
While people are often confused following a seizure 
and gradually regain their awareness, if confusion 
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The Epilepsy Foundation’s Seniors & Seizures  
Education Program is designed to address the rising  

incidence of epilepsy in seniors.         

In addition to educating seniors and their caregivers about 
the risks of misinterpreting possible  seizures as “senior 

moments,” the program reaches out to medical and  
non-medical health care providers with information  
about diagnosing and treating seniors with epilepsy.

In many locations across the country Epilepsy Foundation 
affiliates reach out to senior serving organizations to provide 
information and implement a training program for their staff 

on recognizing and responding to seizures appropriately.

To learn more about epilepsy in seniors, visit

www.epilepsy.com or  
call 1-800-332-1000  

to talk directly to one of our representatives who can 
answer any questions you may have, and help you find 

the Epilepsy Foundation affiliate nearest you.



Types of Seizures
The kind of seizure a person has depends on where the 
electrical disturbance takes place, and how much of the brain 
is affected. It is possible for a person to have one or more 
than one type of seizure.

Partial seizures are the most common type of seizure 
experienced by people with epilepsy. Partial seizures can 
be simple (during which a person remains fully aware) or 
complex (during which awareness 
is affected).

Generalized seizures happen when the whole 
brain is affected at once. These seizures begin with 
stiffening of the limbs, followed by jerking of the limbs 
and face. Generalized tonic-clonic seizures usually last 
1 to 3 minutes.

Epilepsy in most cases can be controlled with appropriate 
care. Epilepsy is not contagious, it is not a mental illness, 
not a symptom of intellectual decline and certainly not a 
reason for shame of family embarrassment.

Did you know?
• As we get older, our risk for developing epilepsy 

increases.

• Over 300,000 seniors nationwide are  affected by 
epilepsy and almost 50,000 new cases of epilepsy occur 
in people aged 60 and above each year.

• Causes of epilepsy and clinical manifestations of 
seizures in older adults can be different from epilepsy 
in younger individuals.

• Treatment for epilepsy may be impacted by other 
conditions and the medications that seniors take.

• Elderly people are more susceptible than younger 
people to having seizures that are hard to stop.

• Epilepsy can in many cases be treated successfully, 
enabling senior citizens to continue to live independently.

Seizures in older adults may be caused by stroke, head injury, 
brain tumors, brain surgery, serious infections, heart attack, 
cardiovascular disease, chronic alcoholism, toxic/metabolic 
disturbances, Alzheimer’s disease/dementia. For about half 
of the seniors with epilepsy, the cause is unknown.

Sometimes a first seizure is a symptom of a health problem 
unrelated to epilepsy that may need immediate attention. A 
senior or his or her family should let the doctor know about a 
first seizure.

Epilepsy is not always the first possibility that comes to mind 
when a senior has a seizure or related episode. It’s clinical 
presentation can resemble other conditions which are 
common in seniors, such as transient ischemic attacks (TIAs), 
stroke or dementia.

What is epilepsy?
Epilepsy is a neurological condition. A seizure is a symptom 
of epilepsy. A diagnosis of epilepsy is generally given after a 
person experiences two or more unprovoked seizures.  

During a seizure, an electrical overload occurs in part or 
in all of the brain. This may cause:

  Confusion    Strong emotions

   Hallucinations    Muscle contractions

  Loss of consciousness

Points to remember 
for Caregivers
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 You can make a diff erence in 
the quality of life for a senior 
living with epilepsy

Your regular, sustained 
contact with seniors can help 
identi fy subtle symptoms of 
epilepsy in older adults

With proper diagnosis and 
treatment of epilepsy, senior 
pati ents will have a higher 
quality of life and will benefi t 
more from the programs, 
services and care you provide.


