
What is epilepsy?  
Epilepsy is a term used to describe a group of conditions that affect the 
central nervous system and cause seizures. A seizure is a sudden burst 
of electrical activity in the brain that can impact how a person moves, 
behaves, thinks, feels, and understands things. There are many different 
seizure types. Epilepsy is not just one condition; there are many forms of 
epilepsy and epilepsy syndromes.

Epilepsy in young people  

Anyone can have 
epilepsy. It is 
most commonly 
diagnosed in 
children and 
adolescents. 

What causes epilepsy? 
There are different causes of epilepsy, but some epilepsies have no known cause. 
It is important to understand that the process of getting an epilepsy diagnosis might 
take some time. Multiple tests may be conducted during this period to understand the 
underlying cause. 



The most common causes of epilepsy include:

•	 Acquired brain injury

•	 Infections

•	 Injury before birth

•	 Strokes, tumours, or cysts

•	 Genetic factors (predisposition  
to seizures) 

•	 Developmental conditions (such as autism spectrum 
disorder or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder)

•	 Unknown causes.

How is epilepsy treated? 
The first line of treatment for epilepsy is anti-seizure 
medication. Medication will provide good seizure control 
for 70% of people. Some people may need more than 
one anti-seizure medication. When medications don’t 
seem to have a significant impact on seizure control, 
there may be other options, such as:

•	 Dietary therapy

•	 Epilepsy surgery

•	 Vagal nerve stimulation.

The type of epilepsy medication a doctor will prescribe 
is based on multiple factors, including the type of 
seizures, age, and other factors and preferences, such 
as potential side-effects. As teenagers begin to take 
more responsibility and control of their epilepsy, it is 
essential to discuss any medication side effects with 
your doctor or epilepsy support team. 

Seizure triggers
Certain factors can sometimes trigger a seizure. Below 
are common triggers to be aware of. However, it is 
important to remember that some people may not have 
a trigger for their seizures or they may not be aware of 
one without keeping a seizure diary.

Diet 
Drinks containing large amounts of caffeine may 
trigger seizures in some people. Some people also 
have seizures due to missed meals and low blood 
sugar levels. Regular meals and eating within similar 

periods can help keep blood sugar stable and reduce 
the chance of a seizure. The ketogenic diet is a therapy 
commonly used to help improve seizure control. 

Sleep
Teenagers often are tempted to stay up late talking 
to friends and browsing the internet. However, it is 
important to set a routine. It is best to avoid extreme 
changes to sleeping habits. Instead of going to sleep 
straight after working on the computer, reading a few 
book chapters can help the mind to wind down.

Stress
Stress is a normal part of life and is often helpful in 
motivating us; however, extreme stress can lower 
seizure thresholds. It is important for young people to 
learn how to recognise when they feel stressed and 
practice effective relaxation and coping techniques. 
Some helpful ideas include: 

•	 Taking time to do activities that are enjoyable  
(e.g., reading, gaming, drawing)

•	 Following a healthy diet

•	 Participating in yoga, massage, pilates 

•	 Engaging in sports and exercise 

•	 Making a plan to complete tasks 

•	 Working through what is stressful with a  
support person.

Alcohol
If you are over 18, epilepsy shouldn’t stop you from 
having an occasional drink of alcohol. However, high 
quantities of alcohol may trigger a seizure. Alcohol can 
also interact with medication and increase its sedative 
effects. Late nights, dehydration and hangovers can 
result in missed medication doses, missed meals and 
poor seizure control. It is important to plan recreational 
activities carefully and ensure that you have eaten and 
had plenty of water to drink.
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Mental health
Having epilepsy can cause unwanted stress and 
anxiety, and it can affect a person’s mental health.  
The following organisations provide information and 
support services for managing mental health: 

•	 Kids Helpline
Phone: 1800 55 1800 
Web: www.kidshelpline.com.au

•	 Beyond Blue 
Phone: 1300 22 463 
Web: www.beyondblue.org.au

•	 Headspace  
Phone: 1800 650 890 
Web: www.headspace.org.au

Other resources
•	 Epilepsy Smart Australia 

www.epilepsysmart.org.au

•	 Driving with epilepsy 
www.epilepsysmart.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2022/09/Driving-with-Epilepsy-1.pdf

•	 Disclosing your epilepsy to an employer 
www.epilepsysmart.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2023/05/Disclosing-your-Epilepsy-to-an-
Employer.pdf

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.


