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Written by Paddy McGeoghegan, 
Epilepsy Ireland Advocacy & 
Communications Manager

A focus on epilepsy for International 
Epilepsy Day 2022!

social implications through the loss 
of a driving license; and it should 
not be forgotten that a seizure can 
be life-threatening in cases. 

The life-threatening nature of 
epilepsy is something that can 
often come as a surprise to the 
wider public when discussing 
the condition. However, this is 
unfortunately a reality of epilepsy. 

The public can be particularly 
surprised when we discuss 
Sudden Unexpected Death in 
Epilepsy (SUDEP). SUDEP is a rare 
but devastating aspect of epilepsy 
and approximately 21-44 people 
with epilepsy pass away due to 
SUDEP each year in Ireland. 

Discussing SUDEP with people 
with epilepsy and their families 
can be a difficult conversation for 
healthcare professionals to have 
as there is so much we don’t know 
about this aspect of the condition. 
However, at Epilepsy Ireland, we 
prefer to focus on what we do 
know. We know that the better a 
person’s epilepsy is controlled, 
the less a risk of SUDEP. We know 
that the better a person’s epilepsy 
is managed (knowing triggers, 
taking medication as directed etc), 
the less of a risk about SUDEP. 
Crucially, we also know that people 
with epilepsy in Ireland want to 

know about SUDEP – whether they 
are deemed as being high risk or 
not. In the past, SUDEP was often 
something that was not widely 
discussed but attitudes  
are changing. In a 2020 survey  
we conducted, it was found that 
81% of people with epilepsy 
wanted to know more about 
SUDEP and that they wanted 
to hear about it early in their 
diagnosis with the condition – 
preferably from their consultant. 

For healthcare professionals, 
knowing when to talk to a patient 
about SUDEP can be difficult but it 
is a conversation that most people 
with epilepsy want to have. Again, 
we have an information resource 
on www.epilepsy.ie about SUDEP 
and if you have direct contact  
with patients with epilepsy, please 
do take the time to visit it and  
learn more. 

With our contact with people with 
epilepsy and their families across 
Ireland, what is communicated to 
us daily is the importance of the 
public knowing what to do in the 
event of someone having a seizure 
– which brings us nicely into what 
the focus of our International 
Epilepsy Day campaign will be. 

Last year, in a survey of 1,000 
members of the Irish public, 9 
out of 10 respondents completely 
underestimated the prevalence 
of epilepsy in Ireland – believing 
it to be quite rare. The reality 
is that there are 40,000 people 
living with the condition around 
Ireland with approximately 2,000 
new diagnoses every year. The 
condition is far from rare and is 
actually one of the most common 
neurological condition in the 
country.This is why it is vitally 
important the public know what to 
do in the event of a person having 
a seizure as there are people  
within their family, friend group  
and workplace who may be living 
with epilepsy. 

However, seizure first aid is often 
misunderstood as being quite 
complex and this is not helped 
by the fact that there are long-
held myths about the seizure 
first aid when it comes to helping 
someone having a seizure. These 
include the belief that you must 

In advance of International 
Epilepsy Day 2022 on the 14th 
of February, I was delighted to 
be contacted by the Hospital 
Professional News editorial team 
to provide an update to you about 
Epilepsy Ireland’s plans for the 
day – and to give a general update 
on topics which may be of interest 
to readers of Hospital Professional 
News that could assist in your 
professional lives. 

On the behalf of everyone at 
Epilepsy Ireland, we would like 
to put on record our thanks to 
everyone involved in hospital 
services for your service over the 
last two years. The dedication 
and service of frontline workers 
across Ireland has been a constant 
throughout this pandemic and 
while I know that times remain 
challenging, we felt it wholly 
appropriate to outline our thanks 
to you all at the outset of  
this article. 

Our team here at Epilepsy Ireland 
have fielded many questions about 
COVID-19 and epilepsy and the 
potential impact of vaccination on 
persons with epilepsy. For those 
of you who may have patients 
with epilepsy, I want to highlight 
that there is a direct information 
resource on our website www.

epilepsy.ie addressing many of 
the common questions which are 
being received. Please feel free to 
visit the site and use the resources 
in working with your patients.

One key question we have 
received is whether a person with 
epilepsy will be more susceptible 
to catching the virus due to their 
condition. The answer here is that 
there is no known evidence to 
suggest people with epilepsy are 
at higher risk of catching the virus. 
Another key question has been 
around whether a person with 
epilepsy will be more adversely 
affected should they unfortunately 
contract COVID-19. Again, there 
is no evidence to suggest that 
people with epilepsy are more 
adversely affected by the virus 
in terms of developing severe 
infection which may lead to 
hospitalisation or death. However, 
we have highlighted throughout 
the pandemic how the virus could 
have an impact on their existing 
condition – i.e, their epilepsy. This 
is because in most cases the virus 
comes with a temperature and 
a temperature in a person with 
epilepsy could reduce the person’s 
seizure threshold. This could 
therefore lead to a breakthrough 
seizure which could lead to a 
deterioration in seizure control; 
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of people with epilepsy living in 
Ireland show, this is information 
that the public needs to know – 
you never know when they  
might need to use it. Any  
support which the readers of 
Hospital Professional News can 
give us would be warmly received 
and appreciated. 

Finally, I would like to remind 
readers that Epilepsy Ireland is 
here to assist and support people 
with epilepsy and their families on 
their journeys with the condition. 
Our 11 Community Resource 
Officers cover the entire country 
and each represent different 
regions so if you feel a patient may 
benefit from their support, please 
do not hesitate to put them in 
touch with us. 

Likewise, should our organisation 
be of assistance to you in 
your professional or personal 
life, please do get in touch. I 
can be contacted by emailing 
pmcgeoghegan@epilepsy.ie. 

Thank you for reading and I hope 
that this provided some insight on 
these topics for you. Keep your 
eyes peeled for the launch of our 
campaign on International Epilepsy 
Day on February 14th!

put something in a person’s mouth 
during a seizure to prevent them 
from swallowing their tongue; that 
there is only one type of epileptic 
seizure; and that a person should 
be restrained or pinned down 
during a seizure. As noted, all of 
these are myths! Thankfully, our 
survey from 2021 showed that 
these beliefs are deteriorating but 
the fact that these myths have 
existed for so long, means there is 
still much work to do in terms of 
public education.

Because of these myths, we  
have often been in the position  
of talking more about what not to 
do rather than what to do when 
we’re discussing seizure first with 
the public. 

For this year’s International 
Epilepsy Day campaign, we will 
be reinforcing key seizure first aid 
messaging which we developed 
last year in an effort to overcome 
the belief that seizure first aid is 
complex and to dispel the myths 
associated with seizure first aid. 
This message boils down to three 
key words: TIME – SAFE – STAY. 

TIME – if you encounter a person 
having a seizure, the first thing 
you should do is begin timing that 
seizure. This is because if it goes 
over 5 minutes, it is potentially 
dangerous for the person and an 
ambulance will need to be called. 

SAFE – keep the person having  
a seizure SAFE. Cushion their  
head if possible and remove any 
harmful objects from around their 
vicinity but never restrain them,  
pin them down or put anything in 
their mouth. 

STAY – after the seizure has 
ended, STAY with that person. 
Often after a seizure, a person 
will be dazed, confused and 
exhausted. Talk gently and stay 
with them until you know they  
are ok. 

With the key messages of  
TIME – SAFE – STAY that we  
will be delivering to the public 
as part of our International 
Epilepsy Day campaign, what 
we are seeking to do is create 
a key memorable message in 
an epilepsy context – taking 
inspiration from “Act FAST”  
in response to a stroke and  
“Staying Alive” in response to a 
cardiac arrest. 

We would appeal to readers of 
Hospital Professional News to 
please help us in advance of 
Epilepsy Day and on the Day itself 
to reinforce this key message of 
TIME – SAFE – STAY amongst  
the Irish public. 

We want to make sure that 
everyone knows what to do in 
the event of a person having a 
seizure and as the large numbers 


