
Complementary therapies

Living well with epilepsy involves more than just seizure control. It is 
also about having a good quality of life. Some people with epilepsy find 
that complementary therapies help to improve their overall wellbeing. 
Complementary therapies should never replace Anti-Seizure  
Medications (ASMs).

Complementary 
therapies may 
improve your 
wellbeing; however, 
they should 
never replace 
your Anti-Seizure 
Medications.

Can complementary therapies help?
There is limited scientific evidence to support the effectiveness of complementary 
therapies on epilepsy. Some people living with epilepsy say that complementary 
therapies help them feel better and have better seizure control. Other people have 
said that complementary therapies make them feel worse and have more seizures. It is 
important to remember that complementary therapies cannot cure or control epilepsy. 
It is good to discuss any complementary therapy approaches with your doctor before 
using them. 

Issues such as stress, anxiety, and lack of sleep can be seizure triggers for some 
people with epilepsy. In some cases, complementary therapies may positively affect 
these symptoms and therefore reduce seizure activity. Common complementary 
therapies include acupuncture, massage, aromatherapy, relaxation techniques (yoga 
and meditation), herbal medicine, and hypnosis.



Talk to your doctor
If you want to try complementary therapy, talk to your 
doctor about whether it may affect your seizure activity. 
Also, be sure to let your complementary therapist know 
that you have epilepsy and what to do in the event of a 
seizure. 

Acupuncture
Acupuncture is a central part of traditional Chinese 
medicine. It uses fine needles and sometimes heat to 
stimulate nerve endings. Acupuncture aims to help a 
person achieve better mental, physical and emotional 
wellbeing — some people with epilepsy report positive 
benefits from acupuncture.

Massage
Massage helps to reduce tension, assist with relaxation 
and minimise stress. A massage therapist offers general 
massage therapy, while an osteopath or chiropractor 
provides manipulative therapy. As stress can be a 
seizure trigger for some people, massage may have a 
relaxing and calming effect and improve seizure control. 
However, deep relaxation can have the opposite effect 
and trigger a seizure for some people. 

Aromatherapy
Aromatherapy uses pure essential oils from plants 
to improve relaxation, stress reduction, or healing. 
Aromatherapy therapists can select from a wide range 
of oils, with the types chosen to suit the purpose of the 
treatment. While many oils can assist with relaxation, 
others can have an opposite effect and act as a seizure 
trigger in some people. Oils that can trigger seizures 
include eucalyptus, fennel, hyssop, pennyroyal, 
rosemary, sage, savin, tansy, thuja, turpentine, and 
wormwood. Seek medical advice if you are unsure.

Relaxation techniques
Some people with epilepsy find that relaxation 
techniques such as yoga, meditation or hypnosis can 
ease tension and reduce stress-related seizure triggers. 
Like massage, these relaxation techniques can trigger 
seizure activity for some people. Hypnosis should only 
be carried out by a qualified hypnosis practitioner.
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Herbal medicine 
Herbal medicines typically are made of parts of plants 
or extracts of plants. They are easily accessible through 
pharmacies, supermarkets, herbalists, and naturopaths. 
Some ingredients found in the kitchen or garden can be 
used as herbal medicine.

While herbal medicines are often promoted as ‘natural’ 
or as a ‘dietary supplement’, they may cause seizures 
because of negative interactions with ASMs. Even if 
someone is not taking ASMs, herbal medicines can still 
have negative effects.

People with epilepsy should avoid herbs such as St 
John’s Wort and Evening Primrose Oil. Speak to your 
doctor about any herbs or herbal medicines you are 
interested in using.

Regulation of complementary therapists
The complementary therapy industry in Australia is 
largely self-regulated. Chiropractors and Chinese 
medicine practitioners must receive formal qualifications; 
however, most other complementary therapists do 
not need qualifications. Complementary therapists 
can register with a professional body; however, this is 
generally voluntary, and therapists are under no legal 
obligation to join. If a therapist is not registered with a 
professional body, then it means that their qualifications 
and ongoing practice are not necessarily being 
monitored, and they may not be practicing under legal 
and ethical standards.

Regulation of complementary medicines
Complementary medicines made in Australia are 
subject to strict product safety and quality regulations 
through the Australian Government’s Therapeutic Goods 
Administration (TGA).

Medicines made in other countries may not be as 
closely monitored and assessed for safety and risk, 
so be careful about purchasing any items made 
outside of Australia. Be especially aware of this when 
ordering products online. The TGA advises people not 
to order complementary medicine online unless they 
are completely sure of the legality and content of the 
product. Look for Australian-made products marked 
‘Listed Aust R’ or ‘Registered Aust R’, which means 
these products are manufactured in a laboratory 
licensed by the TGA. 

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.


