
Risk and epilepsy in the 
later years

Managing risk is an important part of living well with epilepsy. As people 
age, the risks involved in their day-to-day activities may change. Whether 
taking a shower, preparing a meal or going for a swim, some things become 
riskier with age. Putting in place supports to manage risk is a great way to 
keep an older person with epilepsy safe.

Did you know that 
an Occupational 
Therapist can 
conduct a safety 
assessment in 
an older person’s 
home or residential 
facility? They 
can also make 
recommendations 
to reduce risk and 
ensure the person’s 
safety.

Understanding risk
Each person’s epilepsy is unique to them. So too is their risk. Understanding risk for an 
older person with epilepsy should start with identifying any negative impacts that their 
seizures or medications are having on their life. Depending on the type of seizures they 
have, there may also be several related safety issues that need to be thought through. 

A good place to start is understanding the types of seizures the person has and how 
often they have them. It is also important to think about the following questions:

•	 Do they live alone or with a partner or family?
•	 Do they need help from a carer?
•	 Do they live in a supported care environment (e.g. an aged care facility)?

The amount of independence and support available to an older person directly impacts 
the risks associated with certain activities. For example, living independently and alone 
creates a higher level of risk around day-to-day activities than living within an aged 
care facility where risks are managed.  



Managing risk in the home
When managing risk, it is important to look for ways 
to either remove the risk or reduce the chances of it 
happening. Here are some common ways to manage 
risk around the home:

•	 Ensure that a trusted family member or friend has a 
key for the house.

•	 Ensure regular visits to reduce isolation.

•	 Remove slip hazards on the floor (e.g. loose rugs).

•	 Use firm or anti-suffocation pillows to avoid 
suffocation during night seizures.

•	 Remove fall hazards by limiting clutter around the 
house. 

•	 Replace slippery tiles in wet areas with no-slip 
alternatives.

•	 Consider a microwave instead of a stovetop and a 
food processor instead of a sharp knife.

Reducing bathroom and bathing risks
Bathing can be a risk activity for many older people with 
epilepsy. For this reason, consider:

•	 bathroom and toilet doors that open outward (and 
can be opened in case of a fall)

•	 using a shower instead of a bath as there is less 
chance of drowning if a seizure occurs

•	 using a shower chair to reduce the chance of falling.

Managing risk outside the home
Risks also exist outside of the home. When an older 
person is moving about in the community, it is a good 
idea to:

•	 Send another adult with them for support when 
shopping or travelling on public transport.

•	 Avoid situations where they need to negotiate 
ladders or ledges.

•	 Send a support person or companion with them if 
they go swimming.

What can you do to help? 
If you are supporting an older person to manage the 
risks associated with epilepsy and ageing, the following 
strategies may be helpful: 

•	 Consider having a home-environment safety 
assessment done by an Occupational Therapist.

•	 Ensure that all support staff and carers understand 
the impacts of epilepsy and are trained in 
reading and understanding the person’s Epilepsy 
Management Plan. 

•	 Ensure that all support staff and carers are trained 
in seizure first aid and administration of emergency 
medication. 

•	 Ensure the older person has regular visits from 
family or friends if living independently or alone, 
which will help to reduce the risk of isolation. 

•	 Help the person to complete the Personal Risk 
Register on the next page. This will assist in 
identifying strategies to manage risks. 

•	 Support the older person to assess whether 
additional carer support or access to personal 
alarms would be a good idea.

•	 Ensure an observer or swimming companion trained 
in seizure first aid is present to support the older 
person when swimming.



Personal risk register

Activity

Example:
swimming

Identified risk

A seizure may occur 
while swimming

Likelihood or risk of 
occurring

Low likelihood 
because most 
seizures occur at 
night

Impact should risk 
happen

Drowning, potentially 
fatal

Ways to minimise 
risk

Have a swimming 
companion, trained
in seizure first aid
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Other resources
•	 Epilepsy Wellbeing Mapping Tool 

www.epilepsywellbeing.com.au 

•	 Australia MedicAlert Foundation 
www.medicalert.org.au

•	 Epilepsy Smart Australia  
www.epilepsysmart.org.au

Epilepsy support
The National Epilepsy Support Service (NESS) is available 
Monday – Friday, 9.00am – 5.00pm (AEST) to provide 
support and information across Australia.  
Phone: 1300 761 487 
Email: support@epilepsysmart.org.au

Lived experience
We recognise all people living with epilepsy 
and the impact it has on their lives. We take a 
moment to acknowledge the lived experience they 
have shared with us. In sharing their stories, we 
acknowledge the strength and resilience people 
living with epilepsy have shown in the face of not 
getting a fair go. 

A medical note
The information contained in this publication 
provides general information about epilepsy. 
It does not provide specific advice. Specific 
health and medical advice should always be 
obtained from a qualified health professional.


