Medsafe Alert: Essential oils associated with seizures

Essential oils, obtained from plants, are widely used in aromatherapy and are included in some
medicines. Healthcare professionals are reminded that these substances, when administered orally
or topically, can rarely cause seizures in young children and in those patients with epilepsy.

The essential oils generally associated with seizures include:*

Active substances contained within camphor, thujone and cineole have also been associated with
seizures. In addition to the substances listed above, there is also a report in the literature of clove oil
causing fits, coma, coagulopathy and acute liver damage after unintentional exposure in a two-year-
old.2

Healthcare professionals are reminded that many over-the-counter products contain essential oils.
For example there have been reports of seizures in children who have unintentionally consumed
products such as Vicks vapour rub.2

Importantly, seizures have been reported when products have been taken orally or following topical
use. An adverse reaction report received recently in New Zealand describes vomiting, lethargy and
ataxia followed by a grand mal seizure in a 4-year-old girl who was treated with an over-the-counter
head lice treatment containing eucalyptus oil.2



The potential of exposure to a product containing an essential oil should be considered in any case
of a first seizure of unexplained origin. In addition, patients with epilepsy should be warned of the
risk of seizure following exposure to these substances.

While the risk of seizure appears to be very low, it is likely that adverse reactions to complementary
and over-the-counter medicines are rarely reported. Lack of reporting may be due to public and
healthcare professional perception that these products are safe, and/or a lack of knowledge by
consumers about where to report problems.

Any suspected adverse reaction to complementary medicines and over-the-counter medicines
should be reported to CARM.
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