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At the present time the most successful treatment for epilepsy is anti- epileptic medication, which achieves control of seizures in 70-80% of people with epilepsy. Research into the use of complementary therapies in epilepsy is ongoing, although limited. However this is an area in which there is growing interest and more work is being carried out. 

There is little scientific evidence as to the effectiveness of many of the following treatments, and success is usually variable and limited. They can be helpful in giving people with epilepsy a sense of control over their bodies and fives. 

These therapies are sometimes referred to as 'alternative therapies' but it is important to remember that they are not an alternative to anti-epileptic medication. They are best used as a complement to any existing drug treatment, with both the knowledge and approval of your doctor. 

The therapies and treatments discussed below have been found to be helpful for some people with epilepsy. 

Up to a third of people with epilepsy find that they have an increased number of seizures during times of stress. Therefore any means of reducing stress may lead to greater seizure control in these people. Many activities which individuals find enjoyable, such as exercise and the creative arts, may help to lower stress for them. Techniques which increase self-esteem and assertiveness may enable people to deal with stressful situations more effectively. There are also various complementary therapies involving relaxation, which may improve seizure control in some people. 

AROMATHERAPY 

involves the use of pure aromatic oils extracted from plants. The oils have distinct properties which act on the body and the brain. The oils may be massaged in a dilute form into the skin, or used in an oil burner to assist in the reduction of stress. The oils jasmine, ylang ylang, camomile and lavender have a calming effect and may be helpful in epilepsy. Certain  oils, such as hyssop, rosemary, sweet fennel and sage, are thought to have  an alerting effect on the brain and should be avoided by people with epilepsy, but there is a lack of clear evidence on this. Before beginning to use this therapy it is important for a person to consult a qualified aromatherapist, explaining about their epilepsy and any medication they are taking. 

Recent research has involved people learning to associate the smell of an oil with a state of relaxation. In time the smell of the oil can be used to induce relaxation and prevent seizures. The technique in some people, however it takes a lot of practice and in some cases may also require the use of self-hypnosis.
ACUPUNCTURE is an ancient system of healing which aims to stimulate energy pathways in the body and restore the balance of energy. During treatment needles are inserted for a few seconds or left for up to 30 minutes. This may be effective in reducing stress and anxiety. 

REFLEXOLOGY is based on the principle that the anatomy of the body is reflected in Miniature on reflex zones on the feet and hands. The treatment involves the application of pressure over the foot to initiate healing in the body, and can promote relaxation and reduce stress. 

BIODYNAMIC MASSAGE can be useful for general relaxation. Talking and release of emotions arises during the course of the massage and these emotions are dealt with to enable the person to move on. 

AUTOGENIC THERAPY is a self-help method for managing stress. It combines easily learned mental exercises with relaxation, allowing the mind to calm itself by switching off the body's stress response. 

Other therapies such as HYPNOTHERAPY, MEDITATION, TAI CHI 

and YOGA can also help to induce relaxation and lower stress. 

BIOFEEDBACK

Bio-feedback is a type of behavioural therapy which may be helpful for people who experience partial seizures or secondarily generalised seizures that begin with some kind of warning or aura. Over time some people can learn mental techniques to regulate electrical activity in the brain and stop the seizure spreading. In addition, the technique may increase a person's self-esteem by giving them a sense of control over their epilepsy. This therapy is less widely used than before, as it requires a lot of input from the therapist and much Motivation and concentration on the part of the patient, to achieve results. It is also only thought to be helpful in people over the age of fourteen. Bio-feedback may be offered by clinical psychology departments in a few hospitals. 

HOMEOPATHY

Homeopathy is a branch of medicine which sees symptoms as the body's reaction to illness as it attempts to overcome it. A homeopathic practitioner uses extremely small doses of substances in order to stimulate the body's natural healing forces and restore health. Homeopathy is a holistic therapy, meaning that it is concerned with the whole person; remedies are chosen according to the patient's individual reaction to illness. It may be used alongside conventional drug treatment, in consultation with a qualified homeopathic practitioner. 

HERBAL MEDICINE

Herbal medicine uses plant remedies to fight disease. The approach is holistic, aiming to identify the underlying cause of a problem and treat this, rather than treating the symptoms alone. The plant extracts used have a combination of active constituents, which restore the natural balance of the body and encourage healing. Herbal medicine is not generally used to treat epilepsy. lt is recommended that a person raking conventional anti-epileptic medication does not try herbal medication for another condition, without consulting a herbal practitioner. This also applies to over the counter herbal remedies, especially Chinese herbal medicines. In particular, note the following: 

The use of Schizandra and Kava Kava by people with epilepsy should be avoided. Comfrey should not be taken internally, while Cod Liver Oil is not recommended for people taking the anti-epileptic drug phenytoin. The use of Ginkgo or St john's Wort should be approached with caution. Evening Primrose Oil and Borage Oil usually present no problem but should not be used if there is a diagnosis of schizophrenia as well as epilepsy. 

Ayurverda is an ancient Indian branch of medicine which uses herbal combinations and other therapies. Ayurverdic medicines may aggravate epilepsy and should be treated with caution. 

DIET

Dietary and nutritional therapies address the relationship between diet, health and disease. It has been suggested that food allergies might affect seizures in some people, but there is little evidence to support this. For most people with epilepsy, as for the general population, a healthy, balanced diet is best.

The ketogenic diet is a high fat, low protein diet designed to treat children with very severe epilepsy, such as those with Lennox Gastaut Syndrome. Due to the high fat content it is quite unpalatable and difficult to maintain. It is therefore only followed in consultation with a dietician and with the knowledge of the patient's doctor. The diet may help to control seizures in some children but its success has been found to be limited and usually short-lived. 

Some branches of medicine support the use of nutritional supplements in the treatment of disease. There is a specific type of epilepsy which responds to vitamin B6 in childhood and infancy, but this is rare and does not occur in adults. Unnecessary and excessive vitamin and mineral supplementation may actually be harmful. The use of folic acid supplements in women before conception and during pregnancy, is important (see NSE leaflet 'Pregnancy and Childcare'). 

With all of these therapies, it is important to consult a qualified complementary therapist and to declare your epilepsy - including any conventional medication which you are taking - before your treatment starts. It is worth treating with caution any therapist who teils you to reduce or stop taking your medication. Anti-epileptic medication should not be withdrawn without prior consultation with your GP or neurologist. 

The following organisations are a source of additional information, and may also be able to provide details of local qualified practitioners. 

The Centre for the Study of Complementary Medicine, 51 Bedford Place, Southampton, SO15 2DT Tel:(01703)334752 

International Federation of Aromatherapists, 

Stamford House, 214 Chiswick High Street, London W4 1TH 

Tel: (0181) 742 2605 

Birmingham University Seizure Clinic, 

Queen Elizabeth Psychiatric Hospital, Birmingham B15 2QZ (aromatherapy/self-hypnosis) 

British Homeopathic Association, 

27A Devonshire Street, London W1N lRj Tel: (0171) 935 2163 

The National Institute of Medical Herbalists, 

56 Longbrook Street, Exeter EX4 6AH 

Tel:(01392)426022 

Paediatric Department, Central Middlesex Hospital, Acton Lane, Park Royal, London NW10 7NS (ketogenic diet) 

Epilepsy Unit, Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children, Great Ormond Street, London WC1N 3JH (ketogenic diet) 

The Society for the Promotion of Nutritional Therapy, PO Box 47, Heathfield, TN21 8ZX Tel: (01852) 792088 

The British Acupuncture Council, 

Park House, 206-208 Latimer Road, London W10 6RE Tel: (0181) 964 0222 
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British Association for Autogenic Training and Therapy,

c/o Royal London Homeopathic Hospital, NHS Trust,
Great Ormond Street, London WC1M 3HR
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To receive regular updates on epilepsy education and research join the
NSE Associate Membership Scheme. Details available from the address
below.
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a large SAE to: :
The National Society For Epilepsy

Chesham Lane, Chalfont St. Peter,
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Telephone: 01494 601300

National Helpline: 01494 601400
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