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Seizures and Syndromes 

Complex Partial Seizures 

First Aid for Complex Partial Seizures 

 Do not restrain the person.  

 Remove dangerous objects from the person's path.  

 Calmly direct the person to sit down and guide him or her from dangerous 

situations. Use force only in an emergency to protect the person from 

immediate harm, such as walking in front of an oncoming car.  

 Observe, but do not approach, a person who appears angry or combative.  

 Remain with the person until he or she is fully alert.  

'During a complex partial seizure, a person cannot interact 
normally with other people.' 

Complex partial seizures affect a larger area of the brain than simple partial seizures 

and they affect consciousness. 

During a complex partial seizure, a person cannot interact normally with other 

people, is not in control of his or her movements, speech or actions; doesn't know 

what he or she is doing; and cannot remember afterwards what happened during the 
seizure. 

Although someone may appear to be conscious because he or she remains standing 

with eyes open and moving about, it will be an altered consciousness - a dreamlike, 
almost trancelike state. 

A person may even be able to speak, but the words are unlikely to make sense and 
he or she will not be able to respond to others in an appropriate way. 

Although complex partial seizures can affect any area of the brain, they often take 

place in one of the brain's two temporal lobes. Because of this, the condition is 

sometimes called "temporal lobe epilepsy." 

"Psychomotor epilepsy" is another term doctors may use to describe complex partial 
seizures. 

Typically, a complex partial seizure starts with a blank stare and loss of contact with 
surroundings. 
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This is often followed by chewing movements with the mouth, picking at or fumbling 

with clothing, mumbling and performing simple, unorganized movements over and 

over again. 

Sometimes people wander around during complex partial seizures. For example, a 

person might leave a room, go downstairs and out into the street, completely 
unaware of what he or she was doing. 

In rare cases, a person might try to undress during a seizure, or become very 

agitated, screaming, running or making flailing movements with his arms or bicycling 

movements with his legs. 

Other complex partial seizures may cause a person to run in apparent fear, or cry 
out, or repeat the same phrase over and over again. 

Actions and movements are typically unorganized, confused and unfocused during a 
complex partial seizure. 

However, if a complex partial seizure suddenly begins while someone is in the middle 

of a repetitive action – like dealing cards or stirring a cup of coffee – he or she may 

stare for a moment then continue with the action during the seizure, but in a 
mechanical, unorganized kind of way. 

Safety Issues 

Partial seizures take many forms and medical treatment does not always control 

them. People who live with frequent complex partial seizures may face many 

challenges. One involves personal safety. 

Things like fire, heat, water, heights, certain machinery and sharp objects are all 
potential hazards when people are unaware of what they’re doing and don’t feel pain. 

However, there may be ways to reduce obvious risks. For example: 

 Using a microwave oven for cooking instead of a gas or electric range;  

 Taking plates to the oven or stove to serve oneself to avoid having to carry 

pans of hot food or liquid;  

 Using a regular knife for carving, not an electric knife or, if possible, leaving 

the carving to someone else;  

 Keeping electric mixers and other electric appliances far away from the sink 

or source of water;  

 Setting the water heater low enough to prevent scalding during a seizure and 

taking sit down showers if drop attacks are frequent;  

 Making sure open fires have guards and that electric or other space heaters 

can’t be tipped over;  
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 Not smoking and not carrying lighted candles or hot ashes from the fireplace 

through the house;  

 Limiting ironing as much as possible;  
 Padding sharp corners and carpeting floors.  

Although some risks can be limited, others are accepted with partial seizures as part 
of living a normal life. 

Public Understanding 

Every day, people living with this type of epilepsy go to work, take care of their 

children, take part in sports, ride buses, cross busy streets, go on escalators, wait for 

trains and – perhaps most difficult of all – risk having a seizure in front of a public 
that too often does not understand. 

Dealing with the reactions of others may be the biggest challenge of all for people 

with complex partial seizures. That’s because many people find it hard to believe or 

accept that behavior which looks deliberate may not be. 

Lack of public understanding has led to people with complex partial seizures being 

unfairly arrested as drunk or disorderly, being accused by others of unlawful activity, 

indecent exposure or drug abuse – all because of actions produced by seizures. Such 

actions may even be misdiagnosed as symptoms of mental illness, leading to 

inappropriate treatment and, in some cases, commitment to an institution. 

The Epilepsy Foundation and its network of affiliates are committed to making the 

public more aware of this type of epilepsy so that painful misunderstandings can be 
avoided 
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