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What Can Trigger a Seizure?


The things that cause a seizure and trigger a seizure are very different.  People have something called a “seizure threshold,” which refers to their likelihood of experiencing a seizure.  Under certain conditions, any person can experience a seizure.  This threshold is different for every person.  Some may have a very low threshold, such as those who suffered a brain injury while being born.  Others may have a very high threshold and might never experience a seizure.  Certain situations or events that can push a person over his or her individual threshold – thereby increasing the likelihood of a seizure – are called “triggers.”  You will find the most common triggers listed in the table below.

Missing a dose of medication

· Missing just one dose of seizure medication can cause a seizure to occur.

· Suddenly stopping your seizure medication, unless ordered by your doctor, may be very dangerous and can cause a life-threatening condition called “status epilepticus” – one continuous seizure or a series of long lasting seizures.
Lack of sleep
· Lack of sleep may trigger, intensify, or prolong seizures.  This is because sleep patterns are associated with electrical activity in the brain.

Drug abuse

· Cocaine, PCP (“angel dust”), amphetamines (“uppers” or “speed”), heroin, and other narcotics

· Withdrawal from heroin and other narcotics, Valium®, sedatives (“downers”)
Alcohol

· Drinking too much alcohol can directly trigger a seizure

· Drinking too much alcohol can cause the person to forget to take his or her seizure medication

· Alcohol withdrawal

Over-the-counter (OTC) drugs
· Ingredients common to many cold, sleep, diet, and allergy medications – such as phenylporpanolamine, pseudoephedrine, or diphenhydramine – may trigger seizures when combined with prescription medications.

Herbal remedies
· Because they can act as triggers or weaken the effects of your seizure medication, be certain to tell your healthcare team about any herbal products you are using.

Menstruation
· Increased levels of estrogen during certain stages of the menstrual cycle can lower the seizure threshold

· (Progesterone – another naturally occurring hormone in the cycle – may have a preventive effect, raising the seizure threshold)

Flashing lights or patterns
· Referred to as “photosensitivity,” this trigger most commonly affects young people.  Activities such as watching television, playing video games, using computer graphics, looking at strobe lights or the sun glaring on water – even looking out of a train or car window on a sunny day – can trigger a seizure

Nutrition
· Very low levels of blood sugar, sodium calcium, or magnesium may lower the seizure threshold

Hyperventilation
· Rapid, shallow breathing may result in a trigger effect

Stress
· Stress can lead to a lack of sleep or make someone forget to take his or her medication.  Stress can also cause hyperventilation.

Illness
· Seizures can be triggered by fevers, colds, and infections as well as other illnesses

Avoiding Seizure Triggers

It is very important that you become familiar with the triggers discussed in this pamphlet so that avoiding them becomes a natural part of your daily routine.  Here are the seizure triggers that can be avoided most of the time:

· Missed medication

· Over-the-counter drugs (such as cold medicines, sleep aids, and, and diet pills)

· Drug abuse

· Lack of sleep

· Alcohol

· Caffeine

· Herbal remedies

· Poor nutrition

· Flashing lights and patterns

These triggers are less easy or impossible to avoid:

· Illnesses

· Menstruation

· Hyperventilation

· Stress

Let’s talk a little bit about stress.  Everyone has a certain amount of it in his or her life, especially during the pre-teen and teenage years.  But stress can have a particularly negative effect on epilepsy.  It can alter brain activity, disturb sleep, and cause hyperventilation, all of which can lower the seizure threshold.  While stress can be hard to avoid, it can be managed, which becomes especially important when you have epilepsy.  Practice any relaxation technique that works for you.  Examples can include meditation, yoga, biofeedback, active daydreaming or visualization, and listening to your favorite type of music.  Don’t be afraid to ask your healthcare team to give you more information about these techniques.  Sometimes it is necessary to get help from a counselor or mental health professional when dealing with stress.
The proceeding information is taken from A Guide for Adolescents: Teenagers with Epilepsy, Shire Richwood, 2000.
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