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Seizure Classifications:

Absence Seizures


Absence seizures, also known as petit mal seizures, produce short periods of blank staring or momentary changes from a normal to a blank facial expression.  These seizures are not convulsive in nature and last only a few seconds, but may occur multiple times over the course of a day.  Children are most often affected, with the average age of onset just short of four years of age.  Approximately 80% of children with typical (simple) absence seizures, without other seizure types, will have disappearance of their seizures by age 10 years. Some will continue to have seizures beyond puberty.


Persons having this kind of seizure are momentarily completely unaware of people and things around them.  They quickly return to full consciousness without falling or loss of muscle control, and there is no memory of the occurrence.  These seizures happen so quickly that the person, and sometimes other people, may not notice that anything has happened. 


The additional symptoms are usually quite subtle; for example, eye blinking, chewing movements, turning the head or picking at clothing.  These movements are referred to as automatisms.  Parents and teachers of children who have absence seizures often think the child is being inattentive or is daydreaming.


When an absence seizure includes a clonic (rapid muscle contraction and relaxation) component they are referred to as complex absence seizures.  Another form of absence seizure is the atypical absence seizure.  While these events do not differ a great deal from the typical absence seizure, the seizure may last a few seconds longer and is more likely to include automatisms. In addition, the EEG may have more significant abnormalities than in the typical (simple) absence seizures, and a remission is less likely.


Some people with typical absence seizures and almost all who have atypical absence seizures also have generalized tonic-clonic seizures. Those who have the atypical form of absence seizure may also experience other types of generalized seizures.  Partial seizures (those that do not involve the whole brain) are not often seen in people with absence seizures.
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The Epilepsy Foundation (EF) is pleased to be a primary resource for information on epilepsy and seizure disorders.  Publications are based on the opinions of our professional advisors but do not constitute medical or legal advice or recommendations.  Expert medical or legal services should be obtained from a health care or legal professional.
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