
Why Are My Legs Cramping?
What are leg cramps?
Leg cramping is an incredibly common condition, seen in a third or more of adults over the age of 50.1 It is 
characterized by a sudden, involuntary, sustained or repetitive, and painful contraction of muscle(s) in the legs, with 
each episode lasting from a few seconds to many minutes. The symptoms typically occur in the calves, but can also 
occur in the feet and less commonly in the thighs. Cramps tend to occur while a person is in bed, either awake or 
asleep, and often cause difficulty sleeping as a result.1 

Leg cramps are different from restless legs syndrome (RLS), which also occurs at night, but is characterized by an 
uncomfortable sensation in the lower extremities with an associated urge to move the legs. Notably, RLS is usually a 
continuous sensation and may be associated with brief involuntary movements, but not sustained contraction 
of muscle.2

Cramping is also differentiated from pain due to peripheral neuropathy, which also occurs frequently at night but is 
often described as a painful burning, tingling sensation most often felt in the feet.

Finally, peripheral vascular disease may result in cramp-like leg pain; however, these symptoms typically occur during 
limb use and are relieved with rest, unlike typical leg cramping.

What causes leg cramps?
Leg cramping is most commonly idiopathic with no identifiable cause, though age-related shortening of muscle 
length has been suggested as a risk factor3 as well as certain medical conditions. Some diseases affecting the nerves in 
the legs, such as peripheral neuropathy and lumbar stenosis have been associated with leg cramping.4

Other neurologic disorders associated with leg cramping include Parkinson’s disease, myopathies, neuropathies, 
radiculopathies, and motor neuron diseases. Additional associated medical conditions include chronic liver and renal 
failure (particularly with dialysis), vascular diseases, and varicose veins.5,6

Leg cramping is also known to be a symptom of magnesium deficiency. This is true in pregnancy where such an 
insufficiency often causes leg cramps, another one of the many aches and pains of pregnancy. Notably, as just 1% of the 
body’s magnesium is found extracellularly, routine blood testing is often normal and unrevealing.9

Other electrolyte abnormalities (such as potassium and sodium) as well as dehydration can also cause cramping.3,7,8 
In addition, metabolic disorders associated with leg cramping include diabetes, hypoglycemia, alcoholism, and 
hypothyroidism. Finally, multiple medications are implicated with this symptom including diuretics, intravenous iron, 
raloxifene, estrogen hormone therapy, and certain inhalers used in COPD.3 

How are leg cramps diagnosed?
Leg cramping is diagnosed clinically, using a combination of history and physical exam. Assessing for predisposing 
factors, underlying medical conditions, and contributing medications is the first step. A thorough physical exam should 
include inspection and palpation of the lower extremities and a neurological exam.

An assessment of the vasculature is critical, which includes testing for lower extremity pulses and evaluating for other 
signs of vascular disease. In certain circumstances, laboratory tests and imaging studies may be indicated.
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Can I prevent leg cramping?
The safest intervention to prevent leg cramping is calf stretching and massage prior to bedtime. These stretches can 
also be used after a leg cramp has occurred to provide relief and shorten the duration of symptoms.

There is also limited evidence that light exercise (such as a stationary bike or walking on a treadmill) prior to bedtime 
can help prevent as well as alleviate symptoms.10  Walking or shaking out the legs, leg elevation, hot showers with the 
stream directed at the cramp, warm tub baths, and ice massage may also be helpful.

Finally, proper shoe wear, keeping bed covers loose at the end of the bed, adequate hydration, limiting alcohol and 
caffeine, and avoiding exercise in extreme heat are other strategies that can help prevent leg cramping.

What are the treatment options for leg cramps?
For an acute cramp, the most common strategy to relieve the pain is forceful active stretching such as actively 
dorsiflexing the foot (bringing the toes to the nose) while the knee is extended if the cramp is in the calf. Passive 
stretching like getting out of bed and standing with the foot flat on the floor and pressing downward can also be 
helpful.

In addition to stretching, magnesium has been suggested as a low-risk intervention for leg cramping. A recent 
large-scale analysis concluded that magnesium supplementation is “unlikely” to provide clinically meaningful 
prevention of leg cramping in older adults12, however, due to the low cost and relatively low risk, a trial of magnesium 
supplementation is often recommended.3 Vitamin B complex and vitamin E have also been used for leg cramps.

Finally, nerve pain medications (like gabapentin) can be helpful in some patients, but evidence is lacking to provide a 
strong recommendation for their use.13,14 In fact, due to limited evidence for their benefit, no medications are uniformly 
prescribed for leg cramping.

Historically, an anti-malarial drug called quinine was used for the treatment of leg cramps. However, in 2006 the 
FDA issued a warning suggesting that quinine’s potential risks outweigh the small symptomatic benefit, and thus 
discouraged the use of quinine-containing products for any use other than treatment of malaria.3,11 Quinine can also be 
associated with potentially fatal arrhythmias, low blood platelets, and allergic-type reactions.11

Schedule an Appointment Today
Most cases of leg cramping are idiopathic and without a directly identifiable cause. There are many conditions, 
however, that can contribute to this symptom, including vascular conditions as well as nerve disorders such as lumbar 
stenosis and peripheral neuropathy.

Your doctor may order blood work, imaging studies, or other testing to evaluate for such underlying conditions. A trial 
of stretching, massage and light exercise should be initiated in most patients prior to medication management. While 
magnesium supplementation is a low-risk strategy that may provide relief of symptoms, there is limited evidence to 
support regular use of any particular medication.

If you have questions regarding leg cramping, including whether it may be related to your spine or nerve-related 
conditions, please contact us to schedule your appointment at Desert Spine and Sports Physicians for an evaluation.
Complete list of references on our website.
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