
Seizures in dogs and cats 

What is a Seizure? 
A seizure, or fit, is a brief event where your pet may lose awareness and experience abnormal 
body movements before recovering. These episodes are short and can have a variety of causes, 
including neurological disorders, structural brain diseases, metabolic issues, or primary 
epilepsy. 

 

Common Causes of Seizures 
• Idiopathic Epilepsy (something you are born with) 
• Liver disease or liver shunt (abnormal blood flow in the liver) 
• Low blood sugar 
• Head injury 
• Inflammatory brain diseases 
• Brain tumours or other types of brain cancer 
• Ingestion of toxic substances (e.g., chocolate, chewing gum, antifreeze) 

What is an Epileptic Seizure? 
Epileptic seizures often indicate a neurological origin and can vary in type. These may be focal 
(affecting a specific part of the body, like the face or a limb) or generalized tonic-clonic 
(involving the entire body). 

What is Epilepsy? 
Epilepsy in pets refers to recurring epileptic seizures caused by abnormal brain activity over 
time. This condition can significantly impact your pet's health and lifestyle. 



What Causes Epilepsy in Pets? 
The most common cause of epilepsy is primary epilepsy (also called idiopathic epilepsy), where 
certain breeds are more predisposed to the condition. Breeds such as Labradors, Golden 
Retrievers, German Shepherds, and Border Collies are often affected. While their brain 
structure appears normal on MRI scans, these pets experience abnormal brain function, 
leading to seizures. With appropriate treatment, many dogs with epilepsy can lead normal lives, 
though long-term anti-seizure medication may be required. 

Diagnosing Primary Epilepsy 
To diagnose primary epilepsy, your veterinarian will rule out other potential causes of seizures, 
such as structural brain diseases or organ issues. Primary epilepsy is typically suspected in 
healthy, young pets (usually between 6 months to 6 years old) of breeds predisposed to the 
condition. Diagnostic tests, including blood work, urine analysis, MRI, CT scans, or spinal taps, 
can help rule out other causes. In most cases, the MRI of a pet with primary epilepsy appears 
normal. 

 

Treatment Options for Primary Epilepsy 
While there is no cure for primary epilepsy, it can be effectively managed with medication. Anti-
epileptic drugs like phenobarbital, levetiracetam, potassium bromide, and zonisamide are 
commonly used to control seizures. In some cases, pets may need a combination of 
medications to reach an acceptable level of seizure control. The goal of treatment is to reduce 
seizure frequency, but it's important to note that approximately 25% of dogs may have a poor 
response to treatment. 

When Should You Seek Emergency Care?  
Epileptic seizures can become an emergency in the following situations: 

• A seizure lasts longer than 5 minutes 
• Multiple seizures occur in a short period (cluster seizures) 
• Your pet remains unresponsive after the seizure ends 



Life Expectancy with Epilepsy 
With proper management, dogs with epilepsy can live relatively normal lives. Seizure control is 
key to ensuring your pet’s quality of life. 

What if There’s a Structural Cause for the Seizures? 
Seizures may also result from structural brain issues or other organ diseases. To learn more 
about these conditions, including inflammatory brain disease and brain tumors, please explore 
our other resources on these topics. 
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