
YOU’RE IN CONTROL!
Tips for managing your epilepsy



What is epilepsy?
Epilepsy is a medical condition that affects your brain - 
where you can have seizures (fits) that happen over and  
over again, over a long time in your life1

What are seizures (fits)?

We will discuss more about the main kinds of seizures (fits) later in  
this book

Seizures (fits) 
may cause 
your body to 
move without 
your control1

There are 
different kinds 
(types) of 
seizures (fits)1

Most seizures 
(fits) last from  
a few seconds 
to a few 
minutes2

Some people 
with epilepsy 
can only have 
about 1 seizure 
(fit) a year1

Some seizures (fits) mean that you 
lose attention for a short time or 
some of the muscles in your  
body jerk (pull)1

Other seizures (fits) mean that  
your body shakes or pulls  
(convulses) for a longer time1

Other people 
have many 
seizures (fits) 
every day1
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You are not alone2

The good news!1

More than  
7 out of 10 
people with 

epilepsy will have 
their first seizure 

(fit) before the 
age of 202

People can be treated 
at clinics and hospitals 
in South Africa1

Famous people 
like Vusi 

Mahlasela, Lil 
Wayne and Jonty 
Rhodes live with 

epilepsy and 
seizures2,3

7 out of 10  
Adults and children can have 
their seizures (fits) completely 
controlled with anti-epilepsy 

medicine1

1 in every 
100 South 
Africans has 

epilepsy2

Almost  
50 million 

people in the 
world have 
epilepsy2

More men 
than women 

have epilepsy2

Having 
epilepsy does 

not mean 
that you are 

cursed or 
bewitched2
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What causes epilepsy?

The connection 
between your 

brain and 
epilepsy4

In 6 out  
of 10

people, the 
cause of 

epilepsy is 
not known1

In other people, epilepsy can be caused by5:

•  Injury to your head like in a car accident

• Infections like AIDS and meningitis

•  Brain damage caused by infections, not enough 

food or not enough oxygen, to a baby before  

he/she is born

•  Stroke or brain cancer (growth in the brain)

• Being passed on in a family

The medicine 
that you take for 

your epilepsy, 
helps to stop 
the electricity 
from getting 

worse4

Everyone has a little 
bit of electricity 

in their brain. This 
electricity helps 
the brain send 

messages to your 
body to tell it what 

to do.4

Your brain controls everything 
that you do like walking, 

talking, seeing, hearing, and 
even sleeping4

4 2

Sometimes, too much electricity is 
made in the brain and the messages 

get all mixed up. That’s what happens 
when you have a seizure (fit).4
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What other problems can epilepsy 
cause?

Falling5

If you fall while having 
a seizure (fit), you can 

injure your head or break 
a bone

Drowning5

Your chances of 
drowning while bathing 
or swimming are high 

because you can have a 
seizure (fit) in the water

Car accidents5

A seizure/fit that causes you to 
lose control, can be dangerous 

if you are driving a car

Emotional health 
problems5

People with epilepsy have 
a higher chance of having 
problems like depression 

(sad), feeling very worried or 
stressed (anxiety)

Pregnancy problems5

Seizures (fits) can be dangerous to both mother and child.

Some medications used to treat epilepsy can harm your  
unborn baby.

You must speak with your doctor before you plan to 
have a baby.

! HELP!



What does epilepsy feel like 
(symptoms) or look like (signs)?
Some of the symptoms and signs are5:

What are the main kinds of seizures 
(fits)?

Feeling 
confused for a 
short time5

Generalised 
seizures – 
affects both 
sides of your 
brain6

Absence seizures – causes you to blink quickly or stare  
into space for a few seconds6

Tonic-clonic seizures – you may cry out, faint (lose 
consciousness), fall to the ground, have uncontrollable pulling 
or shaking of your muscles ( jerks or spasms). You may feel tired 
after a seizure (fit)6

Simple focal seizures – Changes the way things look,  
smell, feel, taste or sound. Part of your body may start  
to shake or shiver (twitch)6

Complex focal seizures – you can become confused.  
You may struggle to answer questions or do something 
someone tells you to do, for a few minutes6

Focal 
seizures – 
affects just 
one area of 
your brain6

Fainting (losing consciousness) or not 
knowing what is happening around 
you5

Uncontrollable pulling ( jerking) 
movements of your  
arms and legs5

Looking at nothing 
specific for some time 
(staring into space)5

Feeling scared, 
stressed or worried5



How does a doctor test to check  
if you have epilepsy?
Your doctor will have to look at a lot of information to check if you 
have epilepsy7

Questions that your doctor may ask you or the person who 
saw you having a seizure (fit)7

Before the seizure (fit)7

•  Did anything trigger (set off) the seizure (fit) – like did you feel tired, 
hungry, or sick?

•  Did you have any warning that the seizure (fit) was going to happen?

•  Did your mood change – for example, were you excited, worried or quiet?

•  Did you make any sound, such as crying out or mumbling (speaking softly or not 
clearly)?

•  Did you notice any unusual feelings, like a funny smell or taste, or a funny feeling 
in your stomach?

During the seizure (fit)7

•  Did you seem to be ‘blank’ or seem like you were looking at 
nothing specific (staring into space)?

• Did you faint (lose consciousness) or become confused?

•  Did you do anything unusual such as mumble (speech was not clear), walk around 
confused or ‘play’ with your clothing?

• Did any part of your body move, jerk (pull) or twitch (shake)?

•  Did you fall down, or go stiff or floppy (lose power in your muscles)?

•  Did you wet yourself (lose control of your bladder)?

•  Did you bite your tongue or cheek?

After the seizure (fit)7

•  How did you feel after the seizure – did you feel tired or need  
to sleep?

• How long was it before you were able to carry on as normal?

• Did you notice anything else?

Your doctor (usually a neurologist) may send you for7:
•  Blood tests

•  EEG (electroencephalogram). This records the electrical activity of 
your brain.

• Brain scans. This may help to find the cause of your seizures (fits)



How is epilepsy treated?
Doctors normally start by treating epilepsy with medicine. If the 
medicine does not work well enough, your doctor may look at treating 
your epilepsy with surgery or another kind of treatment.8

Medicine8

7 out of 10
Adults and 

children can have 
their seizures 

(fits) completely 
controlled with 
anti-epilepsy 

medicine1

Most people can control their 
seizures (fits) with one anti-epilepsy 
medicine8

To decide on which medicine is best for treating your epilepsy, 
your doctor will look at8:

• How bad your seizures (fits) are

• How often the seizures (fits) happen

• Your age

•  Other medicines you are taking for other illnesses to make 
sure that your anti-epilepsy medicine does not react with it

Your doctor may start your treatment with one medicine at a low 
dose (amount) and then increase the dosage (amount)  
slowly until your seizures (fits) are well-controlled8

Other people can lessen (decrease) 
how often a seizure (fit) happens or 
decrease the strength of a seizure 
(fit) with a combination of  
anti-epilepsy medicines8



Epilepsy treatment
Anti-epilepsy medicines can have some side-effects (unwanted effects of 
the medicine that can make you feel uncomfortable)8

Mild side effects of some anti-epilepsy medicines include8:

Why it is important to take your medicines properly8,9

You must take your medicines exactly as your doctor tells you to8

Never stop taking your medicine without talking to your doctor8

Surgery8

If your medicines are not controlling your seizures (fits), your doctor may tell 
you that you need surgery to remove the part of your brain that is causing 
the seizures (fits), as long as that part of your brain does not interfere with 
functions like speech, language, movement, your sight or hearing

Tiredness

Medicines 
only work 
if they are 
taken at 
regular 
times9

Your brain 
needs a 
constant 
supply of 
medicine 
to stop and 
prevent 
seizures 
(fits)9

If you miss 
doses or if you 

do not take 
the medicine 
regularly, you 
are at higher 
risk of having 
a seizure (fit)9

When the medicine level is low because you did not take your 
medicine, seizures (fits) can happen9

When the medicine level is too high, side-effects can happen9

Instead of having a 
balanced amount, 
you will have lots 
of ups and downs 

in the levels of 
medicine in your 

body9

Speech 
problems

Loss of coordination (makes 
normal muscle movement difficult)

Memory and 
thinking problems

Dizziness Skin rashesWeight gain



Get more useful tips from Epilepsy South Africa

Tel 086 037 4537, or visit www.epilepsy.org.za

Living with epilepsy
Start focusing on what you can do

Get enough sleep8

Lack of sleep can increase your chances of having a seizure (fit). Make 
sure that you get enough rest every night.

Exercise8,10

Daily exercise like walking with a friend or working in the garden, can 
make your mood better and can lower the number of seizures (fits) that 
you have. Make sure that you drink enough water, and rest if you get tired.

Watch what you drink8,10

Drink less coffee and cool drink. Try not to have alcohol as it can 
interfere with some of your medicines.

Lower your stress levels8,10

Relax. Try meditating. Try not to worry too much about having  
a seizure (fit).

Educate your friends and family8

Show them this book so that they can also learn about epilepsy.

  Make your home safer10

   There are many ways to make your home safer in case you have a seizure (fit)

• Cover hard floors or tiles with a carpet

• Use electrical appliances, like a kettle, that switches off automatically

• Get a chair that has high arms to stop you from falling off

• If you have a microwave, use that to cook your meals, rather than using a stove

•  Try to get a cup or glass that has a lid so that you do not spill what you are drinking



What are the rules for driving 
when you have epilepsy?11

•  If you suffer from uncontrolled epilepsy, you are not allowed to drive any 
vehicle

•  Even if your seizures (fits) are controlled, your doctor has to give you the 
OK to carry on driving

•  If you change or stop your medicine, you should not drive until your doctor 
tells you that it is safe for you to drive again

•  If you have a seizure (fit) after a long time, stop driving and go see your 
doctor

•  Do not drive if you are tired, stressed or sick as you are at a higher chance 
of having a seizure (fit) at such times

• Never drink and drive

Working when you have epilepsy12,13

If your epilepsy is well controlled, it may not have any effect on your work12

If you feel safe to talk to your boss, you can ask about making some 
changes at work to make it easier for you to work like12:

• Changing your work hours

• Making sure that you do not have to drive as part of your work

• Writing down instructions, instead of just telling you what to do

•  Letting you have extra breaks and time off for medical appointments

If you suffer from uncontrolled seizures, some kinds of work may not 
be right for you like working13:

• At heights • On or near moving vehicles

• Near open water • With unguarded fires, ovens and hot plates

• With high voltage electricity • Alone



Teach people how to handle a seizure (fit)8
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1. Carefully roll the person onto one side

2. Put something soft, like a cushion, under their head

3. Do not put anything in the person’s mouth

4.  Do not hold the person down

5. Move dangerous objects out of the way

6.  Time the seizure

7.  Be calm. Stay with the person until medical help arrives


