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PRESS RELEASE





PEOPLE WITH RESTLESS LEGS LOSE SLEEP AND CONCENTRATION 


Restless legs syndrome is too often overlooked by physicians, according to US and UK neurology and health-outcome specialists who presented their research today (Tuesday 29 October) at the European Federation of Neurological Societies Congress in Vienna.  Dr Richard Allen from the Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore and colleagues have, for the first time, assessed the specific effects on the  quality of life of this often very distressing condition. 





Restless legs syndrome - or RLS – affects five to ten percent of the population and is indicated when people have a strong urge to move their legs, often along with an uncomfortable sensation in the legs.  It can be temporarily relieved by walking or stretching.  It tends to begin during rest or inactivity, so it frequently disrupts sleep for several hours.  This, inevitably, has an adverse effect on daily life and cognitive function.  





Dr Allen sent a questionnaire to patients attending a specialist sleep clinic and of the 85 people who responded, the quality and quantity of sleep were significantly worse in patients with RLS compared to the general population.  Further analysis revealed a direct link between poor sleep and poor concentration. The adverse effect of RLS on quality of life was comparable to or worse than that from other chronic disorders such as arthritis, congestive heart failure, or diabetes. This adverse effect of RLS is far greater than has been generally recognized and it cannot be dismissed as unimportant for the patient. 





RLS runs in families, but also occurs in many people with no known cause.  It occurs more commonly in people with iron deficiency, pregnant women and patients with end stage renal disease.  Most people with RLS, however, have no known cause for the disorder.  “We think that insufficient iron in the brain may cause at least some RLS by altering the way dopamine works in critical brain areas, but this remains to be proven.  Although we don’t know the cause of RLS, it can often be treated successfully,” said Dr Allen.  For some patients, with advice from their doctor, iron supplement may be suitable.  For almost all patients, dopamine agonists that act on the areas of the brain partly responsible for movement, are effective.





Dr Allen emphasised that RLS is a serious condition because being deprived of sleep on a daily or regular basis significantly reduces the quality of life. “Patients are agitated and cannot relax. Yet doctors often do not recognize this disorder and patients may be embarrassed to admit to a sensation that feels like ants in their legs,” he said.   “If you have restless legs syndrome, go to your doctor and get treatment,” he concluded.   
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Note to Editors


The EFNS is the only organisation to unite and support neurologists across the whole of Europe. Founded in 1991, 38 European national neurological societies are registered members representing more than 12.000 European neurologists.  As well as handling political issues related to European neurology, the role of the EFNS is to advance neurology as an independent speciality,to support services to patients and research, and to provide training. See www.efns.org


