
  
 
 
 
 

 
 

Restless Legs Syndrome
 
Restless legs syndrome (RLS) is a common condition of the nervous system that causes an 
overwhelming, irresistible urge to move the legs. This urge often occurs during the evening 
or at night, thus interfering with sleep and disrupting a person’s daily life. 
 
In the majority of cases, there is no obvious cause of RLS, although research into the condition 
suggests that it can be passed on from parents to their children. In some cases, it is caused by 
an underlying health condition such as a lack of iron. We all have iron in our blood as it is an 
essential element for blood production. It is unsurprising that frequent whole blood donation 
is associated with a decrease in iron, which can lead to iron shortage. As RLS is a common 
side-effect of regular blood donation and NHS Blood and Transplant (NHSBT) is responsible 
for the well-being of donors, understanding RLS is of interest to both the Blood and Transplant 
Research Unit in Donor Health and Genomics and NHSBT. 
 
One way to understand RLS is to compare the genes of individuals who have (or do not have) 
the condition. Our scientists analysed data from the INTERVAL study, the EU-RLS-Gene 
consortium (an international group of clinicians studying the genetic basis of RLS) and the 
personal genomics and biotechnology company, 23andMe. Their goal was to associate 
‘common’ genetic differences (defined as appearing in more than 5% of the population) with 
the presence of RLS; thus correlating specific genes or biological pathways with development 
of the condition. 
 
This study confirmed six genes that had previously been associated with RLS and identified 13 
new genes associated with the risk of developing the condition. 
The information can help NHSBT further understand blood 
donor characteristics, thus ensuring donor well-being. In 
addition, the findings are an essential step towards developing 
new and improved treatments for patients because 
pharmaceutical companies can develop drugs to target these 
genes. 
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