First Aid

How do I recognize an epileptic attack?

Non-experts normally only recognize the “Grand Mal – Attack”:

People suddenly fall into unconsciousness, at the same time a sudden cry (initial cry) can be heard. People fall to the ground, the muscles first are rigid and then spasms on arms and legs start. Sometimes the colour of the skin becomes a little bluish.

As threatening as an epileptic attack seems to be, normally it is not dangerous to people who suffer from an attack, nor does it endanger their life.

If the attack lasts more than 10 minutes or if it is a series of several attacks following in short intervals, it is absolutely necessary to contact a doctor immediately or to take the patient to the hospital.

Mind the following 10 points:
1. Keep calm and stay with the person who has the attack.

2. Remove the person from dangerous situations (out of the water, away from the street, etc…).

3. Protect the person’s head (e.g. put a sweater under his/her head) and keep nose and air tube free.

4. Don’t hold the extremities, but protect them from injury.

5. Never place objects between his/her teeth.

6. Observe the epileptic attack as carefully as possible. It is important to physically localize the beginning of the attack, to find out if the entire body is affected or only one particular side and how many minutes the attack lasts.

7. If the epileptic attack lasts more than 10 minutes, contact a doctor. If it is possible, of course, ask the patient before doing so because normally they know how to handle best this situation.

8. Place the person solidly on the side as soon as possible.

9. After the attack has ended, allow the person to rest.

10. Stay with the person until he/she is completely conscious. Talk to him/her calmly, ask  questions (e.g. his/her name, what day it is …) So you can best judge the state of consciousness.

Petit Mal

Another kind of epileptic attacks are the “Petit Mal – Attacks”. In general they are less noticed so that even people around often do not recognize these epileptic attacks. The person who suffers from an attack can lose consciousness during the attack, so that different functions caused by the brain may be noticed: convulsions of different muscles, eyelid-convulsions, movements of face and mouth. Some people start walking aimlessly, some start doing senseless movements. Other patients talk unin- telligibly, etc.

Very often such people seem strange to their surroundings, as if  “being drunk”. It is only rarely the case that an epileptic attack is taken into consideration by the people around.
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In this case first aid only means protecting patients from doing uncontrolled actions like walking out on the street without watching out for the traffic, climbing out of the window (even it is in the 18th floor).

How do I protect a person during an epileptic attack?

During an epileptic attack it is most necessary to prevent injuries because the patient may beat around heavily in an uncontrolled manner. This means that sharp-edged objects, glasses, cigarettes etc. have to be removed. The patient has to be pulled out of the water.

If possible, try to place something under the patient’s head. Sometimes it is enough protection to put the patient’s hand under his or her head.

The same measures apply to all the other types of epileptic attacks, even if the danger of getting injured is smaller, as long as the patient doesn’t fall to the ground.

How do I protect a person after the epileptic attack?

By that time, usually first-aid professionals arrive.

First it must be found out whether the patient has hurt him- or herself. Examine head, legs and arms for bruises (maybe vaccination against tetanus may be necessary).

While doing so, one should always talk calmly to the patient. It is important to test the person’s consciousness: does he/she know his/her name, the date, the place… If all this is the case, one can assume that the person is able to act responsibly for him-/herself.
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If this is not the case, one has to stay with the patient to protect him/her from danger – do not hold the patient - just keep company.

No matter what kind of epileptic attack may happen, it is necessary to point out that the most dangerous situation arises in water.

Most of the worst accidents happen during an epileptic attack in the water, no matter whether it is a swimming-pool or a bath-tub. Please, don’t leave your child alone there! Just “sitting” in the water can be a fatal trap, if the child has an epileptic attack and loses control of his/her body. Natural waters like lakes, rivers or the ocean are much more dangerous because of their currents. People who have a tendency to suffer from epilectic attacks better shouldn’t stay there.
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