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So, the dog has been to the vet, has had more than one
isolated seizure, been diagnosed, and placed onto
medication. The vet has most likely described what
happens during a seizure, and what to do in an emergency.
Hopefully they have told you to keep a diary of your dog’s
seizures, petit mals, trips away and special treats given - to
help identify if there are any patterns to the seizures.
But here is some additional information that most people
don’t know, but really should!

1. How to handle a dog during a seizure
The most important thing to remember is to not handle the dog at all if the dog is in a safe place. During a
grand mal seizure the dog will move quickly, violently and unpredictably. The dog’s claws can do a lot of
damage, and the power behind an accidental dog bite is extreme. Additionally, in the first few seconds as a
dog recovers, they are likely to be disorientated and frightened, we do not want to be in the way of a bite as
the dog panics.
If the dog is in a position where he or she is likely to repeatedly hit it’s head or legs, or otherwise cause
damage, position yourself behind the dog and place one hand at the back of the top of the dog’s scull and
another over the hip. Always use a thick towel or blanket as a barrier between you and the dog. It is common
for a dog to urinate or defecate during a seizure, and so a towel can help quickly remove this mess whilst
you are busy in the post-seizure recovery period. Some dogs have a single seizure, but some will cluster. If a
dog has been in a single seizure for a continuous five-minute period, it is time to seek emergency veterinary
assistance.

2. The recovery period
This is by far the longest component of a seizure cycle, and the least well documented. A dog may recover
from a seizure in a matter of minutes, but the recovery time may well last up to 6 hours. During the recovery
period the dog can sometimes temporarily lose their sight, be dazed and confused, have extreme touch
sensitivity and have an overwhelming need to pace.
The need to pace is brought about by the build-up of lactic acid in the muscles due to the extreme
activity exerted in a seizure. Sometimes, the pacing is controlled, but often it is very fast and uncontrolled
and results in the dog banging into furniture, walls and radiators repeatedly at alarming speed. Crating or
physically restraining a dog at this stage is extremely uncomfortable and distressing for them. Most
commonly the owner will have to follow the dog and cushion the head before it hits a surface, some dogs
will allow a lead to be put on to stop an impact that way. Owners of dogs with extreme extended seizures
often convert a garage or ‘safe room’ by lining the walls with a soft material such as carpet off-cuts, to allow
the dog to pace without risk of injury.
The recovery period can be improved by feeding the dog a high-sugar item such as vanilla ice-cream or a
honey sandwich. Although this is very effective, great care has to be given when giving the items as with
poor eyesight and disorientation, the dog will often snap out in the direction of the food with the speed of
a crocodile whipping round. The sound of the jaws crashing together is unforgettable and there must be no
chance of any part of a human being in the way.

3. Other household dogs
People often forget how having an epileptic dog
can affect the behaviour of other dogs in the
household. This can take two forms.
Some dogs become very protective of the
epileptic dog when they sense that a seizure is
brewing. They may start defending the dog from
others that are met on a walk, or even others in
the household, long before the humans know
that the seizure is coming.
These otherwise beautifully-behaved dogs can be labelled as dog-reactive and handled or punished as
such, when they are actually trying to protect their own.
It is also very natural – although distressing - for dogs that love each other and live together to attack a
fitting dog. For everyone’s long-term well-being, dogs should be separated from the moment the dog has a
seizure, until well after the recovery period has ended. This can be easy to do when owners are home, but
thought has to be provided for when the owners have to leave the house, or cannot be with the dogs. If the
epileptic dog is crated for a short time to achieve this, it should not be in a crate with bars as these can cause
real damage to legs and claws should they have a seizure when inside them.

4. Behaviour changes part 1 - Dogs and humans
For the most part a dog’s behaviour towards other dogs and humans will go unchanged. However, care
should be taken for up to two days following a seizure. The dog is going to feel as if it’s body has been
through a marathon, and is likely to have a cracking headache, making it far less tolerant than it usually
would be. Care should be taken on walks during this time so that defensive behaviour does not become
practiced behaviour, a pitfall many epileptic dogs experience. They should be exercised during this time, but
try to take them somewhere quiet, and be proactive about creating the space they need.
It is helpful to introduce the concept of a ‘dog sick bed’ to young children, so that the dog is allowed to
recover fully in peace, and that children do not get the chance to engage with a dog with a lower than
normal reactivity threshold.
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5. Behaviour changes part 2 - Day to day
Just coping day-to-day with an epileptic dog – especially in the early stages of medication - is the biggest
area of change, and the one that rarely gets talked about. The medication used to bring the seizures
under control can also have significant impact on the dog’s behaviour. Some behaviourists and even some
researchers have recently started labelling dogs with epilepsy as also having ADHD. Personally, given my
experience of working with multiple dogs with epilepsy I feel that the opposite is true; these dogs become
ultra-focused, to the point of obsessive, but just probably not on what you want them to focus on! What
many dogs on medication experience is a complete lack of impulse control.
If they are hungry, thirsty, need the toilet, want to greet someone, want to go for a walk, they are loud, direct
and often desperate in their actions to achieve their goal - a goal that they really can’t be distracted from.
This can get them the label of being ‘badly behaved’, and practically can include toilet accidents in the
house, bin raiding, chewed out pockets, general food stealing from surfaces at home (or litter in the street),
extreme lead pulling and over-the-top enthusiastic mauling of guests (no matter how friendly the
intention!). This is where aversive methods, or even reward-based training will not help. Telling the dog off
will not stop it’s need to wee instantly or from being hungry.
Introducing a straight click and treat for attention may stop the initial behaviour, but now you have a new
extreme impulse reaction to control - as you try and save your fingers! The only answer is to set up your
home to ensure that the dog succeeds, so…. remove the fruit bowl from the coffee table, put your bin
behind a closed door or in a cupboard, don’t allow the dog to see their normal toilet area if you are leaving
the house and they cannot access it, put dog walking coats with treat pockets out of reach, and give the dog
a really good chew or frozen Kong as you hear your guest’s car arrive, not once they have entered the house
This might all seem arduous at first, but it’s worth it.

6. Increased thirst and hunger
If a dog is placed onto medication be prepared for it
to get hungry. Very hungry! There will be a real
desperation for food no matter how much or often
they are fed. A previously perfectly-behaved dog may
start raiding the house looking for food, and even
cause damage as they do so. Their desperation may
lead them to snatch food offered by people, refuse to
give up items of food that they should not have taken,
and begin to eat their own defecation, or that of other
animals. Good prevention is the only way to tackle
this.
Excessive thirst is also a common side-effect. To some, a full water bowl is a challenge, so it may be better to
half-fill a water bowl several times a day rather than leave a very large water bowl to be drained.

7. Intolerance to heat
A very under-discussed side effect is the dog’s intolerance to heat. Epileptic dogs will begin to feel
uncomfortable in temperatures lower than unaffected dogs. It is important to avoid exercising them in hot
temperatures. Cool coats and frozen Kongs can help to keep them comfortable - in what other dogs would
deem normal summer temperatures - as well as providing shade in the garden and constant access to the
indoors.
If an epileptic dog is usually allowed on the sofa or owner’s bed, you may find that they choose to avoid this,
as well as cuddles, during the summer months. The relationship with the owner has not been damaged, the
dog is not avoiding them, many just find it uncomfortable. Normal service will resume with relish once the
cooler temperatures arrive.

8. Co-ordination
When first put on medication to reduce seizures, the dog may become so disorientated that it is unable to
stand or walk unassisted. Unfortunately this is a common side effect, and with the owners’ help should pass
within two weeks.
After the initial period, if the dog is on a high medication dose, a dog may struggle to get full co-ordination
back. They will still live perfectly full and healthy lives, but agility or walking along the edge of a canal may
now be a step too far for them. Some will even appreciate having raised food and water bowls.

9. How diet can help
Anecdotal evidence over the last 10-15 years has shown that diet can have a significant impact upon the
frequency of seizures. Only in the last two-three years is science catching up with what owners have been
telling their vets.
Practically, often the most dramatic improvement in seizure frequency is removing all grain from the diet.
This includes the kibble, wet food, any topper and all treats. The latest science also indicates that
removing white potato and peas, as well as adding MCT containing products (such as coconut oil) can
benefit the dogs. There are a variety of grain-free foods available that meet these requirements, and when
combined with medication really do help reduce seizure frequency.
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10. The long term effects Of seizures
Sadly, the long-term effects of seizures can include brain injury – even if a dog is experiencing ‘focal’ seizures
rather than grand mal. This is one of the reasons why it’s so important to control the epilepsy using
appropriate medication, and to ensure that once the dog is on medication, this is not suddenly withdrawn
or reduced without careful veterinary guidance and monitoring.
Other long-term effects include obesity - which is easily brought about with the increased hunger of many
dogs who are on meds. Obesity brings it’s own health complications that owners should be very aware of –
and do their utmost to avoid.
There is also the rarely mentioned impact of explosive grand mal seizures on the dog’s joints - especially the
patella in small to medium breeds. It is important to keep epileptic dogs well-muscled right into old age to
support the joints. Readily available supplements such as glucosamine have also proven to be beneficial.
Overall, it may feel very scary at the outset of diagnosis and treatment with your dog. However, the most
important point to remember is that dogs with epilepsy - no matter how severe - are fully capable of
leading very full, very happy lives! Libby can attest to that!
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