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Abstract
Objective—This study was designed to evaluate the associated risk of RLS with pregnancy in
relation to family history and age of symptom onset of RLS.

Methods and subjects—Data from a prior RLS family history study in which 1019 subjects (527
males, 492 females) were interviewed provided a diagnosis and characterization of RLS and
determination of pregnancy status on which the current study analysis was undertaken.

Results—In the family members of RLS probands, the prevalence of RLS was significantly higher
for parous women than for nulliparous women (49.5% vs. 33.7%, OR = 1.92, 95% CI = 1.16-3.19)
or for men (49.5% vs. 30.0%, OR 2.29, 1.69-3.10), but no different for nulliparous women compared
to men (33.7% vs. 30.0%, OR 2.29, 1.69-3.10). When only those whose RLS started at or after age
30 was considered, similar differences occurred. These differences were not observed among family
members of control probands.

Conclusions—These data indicate pregnancy has a major impact on the risk of developing RLS
for those with a family history of RLS. This pregnancy effect appears to account totally for the gender
differences often reported in overall RLS prevalence data.
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Introduction
In most epidemiological studies, restless legs syndrome (RLS) has been reported to be about
1.5 to 2 times as common for women as for men (1-3). This, however, appears to only apply
to adults over 30. Moderately severe RLS is only slightly more common for females in adult
population under 30 (1) and there is no gender difference in prevalence for pediatric RLS (4).
It had been suggested that these gender differences relate to either iron or hormonal differences
that have been considered to possibly cause or exacerbate RLS (5), but both hormonal and iron
differences are fully present in adolescence when there is no gender difference for RLS (4).
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Thus, neither of these factors explains the interaction of gender difference with age. Berger et
al. (6) reported data from a large epidemiological study showing nulliparous women had the
same incidence of RLS as men. The gender difference may relate only to pregnancy and this
would, of course, explain the increase in the gender effect with age. If this is the case, it would
identify pregnancy as a major environmental factor for RLS risk and thus deserve further study.
Furthermore, an environmental risk factor would seem more likely to lead to expression of
RLS when there is an increased genetic risk such as is assumed for familial RLS. In the Berger
et al. study (6), there was no separation of the patients by family history.

Data from a large RLS family history study, which included information on RLS diagnosis,
RLS family history and pregnancy, were available for analysis. Our goals in this study were
to replicate the results of Berger et al. (6) in regard to the impact of pregnancy on prevalence
of RLS for familial RLS. We hypothesized that for family members of an RLS patient,
pregnancy would increase the risk of RLS and nulliparous women would have the same risk
as males.

Methods
Data from a family history study of RLS, conducted at Johns Hopkins and described in more
detail elsewhere (7,8), were the primary source material for this study. The population included
in this study was only family members of identified probands. RLS case probands were
recruited from sequential patients presenting to the Neurology and Sleep clinics of the Hopkins
Bayview Medical Center. Control probands were non-patients screened to be free of RLS and
to have low PLMS rates, i.e., PLMS/h < 15 if they were less than 80 years old and <25 if over
80. This was determined as the maximum of 3 nights of recording using the PAM-RL, a device
that has been validated for use with RLS patients (9). All first degree family members of all
probands and second degree family members of RLS case probands who were available were
interviewed by a single expert diagnostician (WAH) using the validated Hopkins diagnostic
telephone interview (HDTI) (8). This interviewer was blinded both to the diagnosis of the
family member's proband and to the relationship between the interviewee and the proband. All
probands signed a written consent approved by the Johns Hopkins Institutional Review Board
and provided contact information for their families. Family members consented over the phone
at the time of the interview.

The HDTI includes a series of specific diagnostic questions derived from the diagnostic
features of RLS (10). In addition, it includes a number of questions about sleep and pregnancy
(when appropriate), as well as situations in which RLS symptoms are likely to occur. The HTDI
supports making the diagnoses of definite, probable, possible RLS or not RLS. Both definite
and probable RLS require that the subject explicitly meets all 4 diagnostic criteria for RLS
(7,8). Definite RLS further requires that the subject satisfy all criteria for a “typical case”; this
includes symptoms while lying down as well as sitting. The minimum frequency of symptoms
for diagnosis of RLS was set at 20 lifetime events, or events at least once a month for three
consecutive months in order to detect acute secondary RLS as with pregnancy. In the current
analysis, we have classified as RLS both those diagnosed with probable and those with definite
RLS. Those with possible RLS were excluded as “unknowns.” All subjects with definite
secondary RLS, including women who had RLS only during pregnancy, were also excluded
from the analysis.

In these analyses, we examined all family members who provided information on the number
of pregnancies and all male family members. We stratified the sample by proband type (RLS
patient vs. control), age at interview, and family member diagnosis (definite and probable vs.
not RLS). The age groups were formed based on the strata defined by Berger et al. (6). Statistics
were performed by odds ratios, presented with 95% confidence limits, to assess the relative
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risks of RLS associated with pregnancy and by t-tests to evaluate differences between
nulliparous and parous women.

We specifically hypothesized that 1) pregnancy would increase the risk of RLS in family
members of RLS probands, and 2) nulliparous women who were family members of RLS
probands would have the same risk for RLS as men. Finally, we explored the effects of number
of pregnancies, age and limiting the population to exclude RLS onset before age 30. We also
examined the same data for a small set of family members from control probands.

Results
There were 527 men interviewed and 492 women interviewed who had pregnancy information
available. The mean (± sd) age was 50.2 (± 15.9). General population characteristics for the
RLS and control probands are shown in Table 1.

We found the overall rate of RLS to be 32.9%, but this high rate occurred only for family
members of RLS probands (37.8%). The rate for family members of control probands (11.6%)
was close to that for the general population data for RLS at any frequency (1).

Testing our first hypothesis, we found that for family members of RLS probands the prevalence
of RLS was higher for parous than nulliparous women (49.5% vs. 33.7%, OR = 1.92, 95% CI
= 1.16-3.19). Table 2 shows the prevalence of RLS in relation to age (stratified into under 40,
between 40 and 59, and 60 and over groups), gender and pregnancy status for these subjects.
The prevalence was higher for parous than nulliparous women for each of the separate age
groups, but the differences in each age group were not statistically significant.

Testing our second hypothesis, we found that the prevalence of RLS for family members of
RLS probands were essentially the same for nulliparous women and men (33.7 % vs. 30.0%,
OR 1.19, 0.72-1.96) but significantly greater for parous women than men (49.5% vs. 30.0%,
OR 2.29, 1.69-3.10). Men and nulliparous women within each of the age groups had
consistently lower rates of RLS than parous women (see Figure 1). We found no statistically
significant differences in the RLS prevalence related to number of pregnancies beyond the first
(see Figure 2).

The age at which RLS symptoms first occurred was significantly later for parous than for
nulliparous family members of RLS probands (mean ± sd: 34.3±16.4 and 26.6±11.7, t=2.62,
p=0.013). The family members of RLS probands whose RLS symptoms started at age 30 or
older showed a significantly increased prevalence of RLS for parous compared to nulliparous
women (28.7% vs. 16.4% respectively, OR 2.05, 1.06 – 3.98). The prevalence of RLS for male
family members of RLS probands ages 30 or older was 24.0%, which fell between the values
for parous (24% vs 28.7%, OR 1.28, 0.91- 1.79) and nulliparous women (24% vs. 16.4%, OR
0.62, 0.32-1.21) and was not significantly different for either comparison.

Limiting the sample to women who reported no RLS symptoms during pregnancy reduced our
sample size to 221 parous women and 83 nulliparous women. The difference in rates between
parous and nulliparous women were no longer significant (38.0% vs. 33.7%, OR 1.204,
0.71-2.05). However, in this sample, men still had significantly lower rates than parous women
(30.0% vs. 38.0%, OR 0.70, 0.50-0.98) and did not differ significantly from nulliparous women
(30.0% vs. 33.7%, OR 0.84, 0.51-1.39).

RLS prevalence for family members of control probands was not significantly greater for
females than males [13.0% (12/92) vs. 10.3% (10/97), OR 1.31, 0.53 – 3.19]. Of all the parous
women within this group 12.9% (11/85) had RLS, compared to 14.3% (1/7) among nulliparous
women (OR of 0.89 and a 95% CI of 0.1-8.13). There was also no significant difference in
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prevalence between parous women and males. The control proband sample size was too small
to be stratified into age groups.

Discussion
We confirmed both of our primary hypotheses. In this sample of family members of RLS
probands, the parous women had significantly greater prevalence of RLS then either
nulliparous women or men. In contrast, nulliparous women had about the same RLS prevalence
as men. These results in general confirm the findings by Berger et al. (6), except they indicate
that the pregnancy risk factor may be limited to women with a family history of RLS. It was
particularly striking that for the family members of control probands the prevalence of RLS
was not significantly greater for females than males. This would be consistent with the concept
that the environmental factor has more impact when there is greater genetic susceptibility,
supporting the expression of the disease. With a weakened genetic contribution, the pregnancy
effect could have less effect and the RLS female predominance should decrease. Thus, in this
study the female:male prevalence ratio was 1.54 for family members of RLS probands
compared to 1.26 for family members of control probands. It should be noted, however, that
our control probands were selected not only to have no RLS symptoms but also to have minimal
PLM. Selecting a population with few PLMS would likely also select a population with less
of the risk alleles for RLS (11). The risk alleles could still be present even in these control
probands and also from other progenitors in control families not screened for PLM or RLS.
Nonetheless, the probability of significant genetic factors contributing to RLS will be
somewhat reduced for family members of control probands. Thus, even those with RLS are
less likely to have the same degree of genetic contribution to their RLS if they are family
members of a control proband rather than an RLS proband. This may account in part for the
reduced pregnancy effect in this population. It seems likely that there remains some pregnancy
effect for RLS from families with reduced PLMS but the effect size would require a much
larger sample size than in this study.

We also failed to find any difference in RLS prevalence related to the number of pregnancies
more than one. This, however, may also be a problem of sample size, but clearly any effect
with increased number of pregnancies is much smaller than that from having just one
pregnancy.

The obvious major question is whether or not the increased incidence of RLS in parous women
occurred because the RLS started in pregnancy and then continued thereafter. Since we do not
have the women's ages when they became pregnant we cannot directly answer this question,
but it seems unlikely for several reasons. First, the age of onset of RLS was significantly older
for parous than nulliparous women. Second, the pregnancy effect was clearly present even
when considering only RLS that started after age 30. The average age for first pregnancy is
about 25 and most pregnancies occur before age 30 (12). Third, and most significantly, when
the data set were limited only to those women who denied RLS symptoms during their
pregnancies some significant findings remained despite the smaller sample size: a significant
difference in prevalence between parous women and men but not between nulliparous women
and men. The RLS prevalence was higher for parous than nulliparous women, but this
difference was no longer statistically significant.

Thus, overall the findings suggest that child bearing induces some long lasting effects leading
to development of RLS that may occur several years after pregnancy. Two obvious factors to
consider would be the large iron or hormonal changes during pregnancy. Either or both of these
could produce some lasting biological changes relevant to the development of RLS.
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The loss of significance between RLS rates of nulliparous and parous women when excluding
those who displayed RLS symptoms during pregnancy can be attributed to a decrease in sample
size. Despite this decrease, the results comparing men with both nulliparous and parous women
are consistent with the primary results.

One recent study noted that childhood restless sleep was related to increased risk of RLS in
adulthood (13) and, like pregnancy, it has been associated with iron deficiency (14). Taken
together, these findings of an increased risk of RLS with childhood restless sleep and pregnancy
occurring years after these events could be seen as indicating that any major disruption of the
normal iron balance increases the risk of RLS later in life for those with genetic susceptibility
to RLS.

Since pregnancy is such a large factor contributing to the expression of RLS, parous and
nulliparous RLS women should probably be evaluated as potentially separate RLS phenotypes.
Future studies should look at their RLS characteristics compared to each other and to men.

Conclusion
These data support the findings by Berger et al. (6), i.e., pregnancy is a major non-genetic
factor increasing the prevalence of RLS, and that this effect clearly occurs for familial RLS,
but, contrary to the findings by Berger et al. (6), does not appear to get much more pronounced,
if at all, with more pregnancies. The effect also occurs later in life years after the pregnancy.
This suggests that one pregnancy alone is enough to create a long-lasting alteration in some
biological factors in the body that later lead to RLS.
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Chart 1.
RLS prevalence for those with RLS probands based on sex, age, parous status
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Chart 2.
RLS prevalence for those with RLS probands based on sex, age (over/under 60), and number
of pregnancies
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Table 1

Population Characteristics

RLS Proband

Overall Not RLS RLS

Sample Size

Total 830 516 314

Men 430 301 129

Women 400 215 185

Average Age

Total 49.7±16.5 48.3±16.8 50.2±15.9

Men 49.0±16.3 49.5±17.0 47.5±14.5

Women 51.3±16.7 50.1±16.5 52.6 sd±16.8

Percent Female 48.2% 41.7% 58.9%

Control Proband

Overall Not RLS RLS

Sample Size

Total 189 167 22

Men 97 87 10

Women 92 80 12

Average Age

Total 52.2±17.1 49.7±16.8 53.2±19.4

Men 50.9±16.5 51.4±16.0 51.2±22.2

Women 48.0±16.6 45.9±17.7 47.1±10.7

Percent Female 48.7% 47.9% 54.5%
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Table 2

RLS Prevalence of Family Members of RLS Probands By Age

All Ages <40 40-59 60+

Men 30% (129/430) 30.7% (42/137) 31% (58/187) 27.4% (29/106)

All Women 46.2% (185/400) 40.4% (44/109) 44.9%(79/176) 53.9% (62/115)

Nulliparous 33.7% (28/83) 34.8% (16/46) 33.3% (9/27) 30% (3/10)

Parous 49.5% (157/317) 44.4% (28/63) 46.9% (70/149) 56.2% (59/105)

OR 1.92 (1.16-3.19) 1.5 (0.68-3.29) 1.77 (0.75-4.19) 2.99 (0.73-12.21)
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Table 3

Risk of Developing RLS Compared to Men, RLS Probands Only

RLS Probands OR (95% CI)

Men 1.00 (reference)

All Ages Preg Women 2.29 (1.69-3.10)

Non-Preg Women 1.19 (0.72-1.96)

Men 1.00 (reference)

<40 Preg Women 1.81 (0.98-3.35)

Non-Preg Women 1.21 (0.59-2.45)

Men 1.00 (reference)

40-59 Preg Women 1.97 (1.26-3.08)

Non-Preg Women 1.11 (0.47-2.62)

Men 1.00 (reference)

60+ Preg Women 3.41 (1.92-6.05)

Non-Preg Women 1.14 (0.28-4.70)

Men 1.00 (reference)

<60 Preg Women 1.93 (1.35-2.76)

Non-Preg Women 0.77 (0.46-1.28)
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