Osteoporosis and epilepsy
Some people who take epilepsy medicines are at risk of decreased bone mineral
density.1 This information looks at why this happens, how you can protect your
bones, and where you can find more information.

What is bone mineral density?
Bone mineral density (BMD) is a measure that shows the strength of your bones at a
given time. Up to the age of 18 - 20 years, your bones increase in density and
become stronger, bigger and heavier.2 This is possible by an ongoing process of
growth and repair. By the time you reach middle-age, you will gradually lose bone
strength, which could lead to a condition called osteoporosis. Osteoporosis is
common in women over the age of 70, who take epilepsy medicines.3 If you have
osteoporosis, your bones are more likely to break.

Am I at risk of having osteoporosis?
There are lots of different risk factors, including:
•
•
•
•
•

Reduced exposure to sunlight4
Having an overactive thyroid gland5
Having a family history of osteoporosis6
Being a heavy drinker or smoker7
Having taken epilepsy medicines for a long time.8

Some epilepsy medicines that can affect your bones
In 2009, the Medicines, Healthcare Products Regulatory Authority (MHRA) advised
that people taking the following older epilepsy medicines long-term were at risk of
osteoporosis or broken bones:9
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•
•
•
•

Carbamazepine
Phenytoin
Primidone
Sodium valproate

Phenobarbital can also affect bone health.
Some people take newer epilepsy medicines, such as oxcarbazepine (Trileptal),
levetiracetam (Keppra)10 and gabapentin (Neurontin11). Currently there is not
enough information to tell us whether or not the newer epilepsy medicines affect
bone mineral density.
If you are concerned about your epilepsy medicines affecting your bone health, speak
to your doctor. Don’t stop taking your medicines, as this could cause you to have
more seizures.
Epilepsy Action has more information about epilepsy medicines

Can I check my osteoporosis risk?
The National Osteoporosis Society (NOS) has a quiz that you can use to assess your
risk of developing osteoporosis12. If your answers suggest you need to take measures
to protect your bones, you will be given that information at the end of the quiz. You
can also print a copy of your results to show your doctor. If you are at high risk of
developing osteoporosis, your doctor may refer you for a bone density scan, known
as a DEXA scan. This is brief and painless.

Managing and treating osteoporosis
Your doctor will look at all your risk factors, which will include how old you are,
your sex, and the results of your DEXA scan. They might prescribe one of a number
of different medicines and calcium and vitamin D supplements.13 See NHS Choices
website for more information about treating osteoporosis: nhs.uk
You can watch a video on the NHS Choices website by Dr Pam Brown GP. Dr
Brown explains about how you can keep your bones healthy.
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About this information
This information is written by Epilepsy Action’s advice and information team, with
guidance and input from people living with epilepsy, and medical experts. If there is
anything you would like to say about the information, please contact us at
epilepsy.org.uk/feedback
Epilepsy Action makes every effort to ensure the accuracy of information but cannot be
held liable for any actions taken based on this information.
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Your support
We hope you have found this information helpful. As a charity, we rely on donations to
provide our advice and information. If you would like to make a donation, here are some
ways you can do this.
Visit epilepsy.org.uk/donate
Text ACT NOW to 70700 (This will cost you £5 plus your usual cost of sending a text.
Epilepsy Action will receive £5.)
Send a cheque payable to Epilepsy Action to the address below.
Did you know you can also become a member of Epilepsy Action from as little as £1 a
month? To find out more, visit epilepsy.org.uk/join or call 0113 210 8800.
Epilepsy Action Helpline
Freephone 0808 800 5050; text 0753 741 0044; email helpline@epilepsy.org.uk;
tweet @epilepsyadvice
Contact details
Epilepsy Action, Gate Way Drive, Yeadon, Leeds LS19 7XY, UK, +44 (0)113 210 8800.
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