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Abstract-Noctunal leg cramps (NLC) are sudden, painful, 
involuntary muscle contractions that commonly occur 
during rest or sleep and may substantially disturb sleep and 
daily wellbeing. This community-based cross-sectional study 
assessed the prevalence and characteristics of NLC among 
100 adults aged over 60 years recruited through 
convenience sampling. Participants completed a structured 
questionnaire assessing NLC during the preceding 3 months, 
including sleep interruption, frequency, pain severity and 
intensity, anatomical location, duration, self-management 
practices, water intake and physical activity. Descriptive 
statistics were used to summarize the findings, and 
prevalence was reported with a 95% confidence interval. 
Sixty-five participants (65.0%) reported NLC (95% CI: 55.3–
73.6%). Among those reporting NLC, 95.4% experienced 
sleep interruption. The most common frequency was 1–3 
episodes per month (33.8%). Very painful cramps were 
reported by 46.2%, while 61.5% reported a pain intensity 
score >5. The calf was the predominant site (90.8%), and 
most episodes lasted 1–5 minutes (43.1%). Massage was the 
most commonly reported self-management strategy 
(53.1%). The findings indicate a substantial burden of NLC 
among older adults, particularly in relation to sleep 
interruption and pain, highlighting the need for greater 
recognition and appropriate community-based guidance.  
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Nocturnal leg cramps (NLC) are sudden, painful, 
involuntary contractions of the lower-limb muscles that 
commonly occur during rest or sleep, particularly affecting 
the calf. They may cause considerable pain and sleep 
disruption, especially when recurrent [1],[8]. 

 

NLC are common among older adults. Previous studies 
have reported substantial prevalence in this population, 
with the calf being the most frequently affected site and 
sleep interruption being a common consequence [4],[6]. 
Recurrent cramps may adversely affect sleep and overall 
wellbeing [3]. 

 

Despite their frequency, NLC may remain under-
recognized, and many older adults rely on self-
management rather than seeking professional advice [3],[5]. 
Understanding their prevalence and clinical characteristics 
is therefore relevant to community-based geriatric and 
physiotherapy care. 
 
Therefore, this study aimed to determine the prevalence of 
NLC among community-dwelling adults aged over 60 years 
and describe their clinical characteristics, sleep 
disturbance and self-management practices. 
 

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

2.1 Study Design and Setting - A community-based cross-
sectional study was conducted among community-
dwelling adults aged over 60 years. 
 

2.2 Sample Size and Sampling - A total of 100 
participants were recruited using convenience sampling, 
as specified in the study protocol. 

 

2.3 Eligibility Criteria - Adults aged over 60 years who 
were willing to participate were included. Individuals not 
meeting the eligibility criteria were excluded. 

 

2.4 Data Collection Tool - Data were collected in person 
using a structured Nocturnal Leg Cramps Questionnaire 
developed for the study. Participants reported NLC 
experienced during the preceding 3 months, including 
sleep interruption, frequency, pain severity and intensity, 
anatomical location, episode duration and self-
management practices. Daily water intake and physical 
activity were also recorded. 

 

2.5 Study Procedure- Ethical approval was obtained from 
the Institutional Ethics Committee before commencement 
of the study. Eligible participants were approached and 
provided with an explanation regarding the purpose and 
procedures of the study. Written informed consent was 
obtained from all participants prior to data collection. The 
structured Nocturnal Leg Cramps Questionnaire was 
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administered individually in person, and participants were 
asked to report their experiences during the preceding 3 
months. The completed questionnaires were checked for 
completeness, following which the collected data were 
systematically entered, compiled and analysed.  

 

2.6 Statistical Analysis - Data were entered and analysed 
using Microsoft Excel. Categorical variables were 
summarized as frequencies and percentages. NLC 
prevalence was calculated as the proportion of 
participants reporting NLC among the total sample, with a 
95% confidence interval (CI) calculated using the binomial 
approximation. The study was reported in accordance with 
the STROBE guidelines. 

 

3. RESULTS 
 

A total of 100 community-dwelling older adults 
participated in the study. Sixty-five participants (65.0%) 
reported NLC during the preceding 3 months, giving an 
estimated prevalence of 65.0% (95% CI: 55.3%–73.6%). 
 
Among participants reporting NLC (n=65), 62 (95.4%) 
experienced sleep interruption due to cramps. The most 
frequently reported occurrence was 1–3 episodes per 
month (33.8%). Very painful cramps were reported by 
46.2%, while 61.5% reported an NRS pain score >5. 
 
The calf was the predominant anatomical site (90.8%), and 
most episodes lasted 1–5 minutes (43.1%). Massage was 
the most commonly reported self-management strategy 
(53.1%), followed by self-stretching (23.4%) and walking 
(21.9%). 
 
Among participants with NLC, 44.6% reported consuming 
6–8 glasses of water daily, while 70.8% reported some 
form of physical activity. The complete distribution of NLC 
characteristics and lifestyle-related variables is presented 
in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Characteristics of nocturnal leg cramps among 
participants reporting NLC (n=65)  

 

Characteristic Category n % 

Sleep 
interruption 

Awakened from 
sleep 

62 95.4 

Not awakened 3 4.6 

Frequency of Every night 6 9.2 

cramps More than once 
per week 

16 24.6 

1–3 times per 
month 

22 33.8 

Less than once per 
month 

21 32.3 

Pain severity 

Not so painful 6 9.2 

Moderately 
painful 

29 44.6 

Very painful 30 46.2 

Anatomical 
location* 

Calves 59 90.8 

Feet 26 40 

Thighs 15 23.1 

Front of leg 7 10.8 

Buttocks 4 6.2 

Duration of 
episode 

<1 minute 19 29.2 

1–5 minutes 28 43.1 

5–10 minutes 10 15.4 

10–30 minutes 7 10.8 

>1 hour 1 1.5 

Self-
management* 

Massage 34 53.1 

Self-stretching 15 23.4 

Walking 14 21.9 

Drinking water 7 10.8 

No intervention 12 18.8 

Daily water 2–4 glasses 13 20 
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intake 4–6 glasses 15 23.1 

6–8 glasses 29 44.6 

8–10 glasses 8 12.3 

Physical activity 
Yes 46 70.8 

No 19 29.2 

 
*Multiple responses were permitted for anatomical 
location and self-management; therefore, percentages do 
not necessarily sum to 100%.  
 
Note: Water intake and physical activity are presented 
descriptively among participants reporting NLC and 
should not be interpreted as risk or protective factors 
because no inferential comparison was performed. 
 

4. DISCUSSION 
 
The present study found a 65% prevalence of nocturnal leg 
cramps (NLC) among community-dwelling older adults, 
higher than the 46% prevalence reported by Maisonneuve 
et al. in adults aged ≥60 years attending primary care.⁶ 
Differences may reflect variations in population, setting 
and methodology; however, previous literature confirms 
that NLC are common in older adults.⁴,⁸. 

 

Sleep interruption was particularly prominent, with 95.4% 
of affected participants reporting awakening because of 
cramps. This finding is clinically relevant because 
recurrent NLC can disrupt sleep and affect wellbeing. 
Previous studies have similarly linked NLC frequency with 
sleep disturbance.³,⁶ Pain was also substantial, with 46.2% 
reporting very painful cramps and 61.5% reporting an NRS 
score >5. 
 
The calf was the predominant site (90.8%), consistent with 
previous research.⁶ Most episodes lasted 1–5 minutes, 
suggesting that although individual episodes were 
generally brief, their impact may be considerable when 
associated with pain or sleep interruption.⁸ Massage was 
the most commonly used self-management strategy 
(53.1%), followed by self-stretching and walking. Previous 
research has described varied management practices, 
while evidence suggests that calf and hamstring stretching 
before sleep may help reduce NLC frequency and severity 
in older adults.⁵,⁷ 

Water intake and physical activity were recorded 
descriptively, with 44.6% reporting 6–8 glasses of water 
daily and 70.8% reporting some physical activity. These 
findings do not establish associations or risk factors, as no 
inferential comparison was performed. From a community 
physiotherapy perspective, the high prevalence, pain and 
sleep disruption support incorporating brief enquiry about 
NLC into routine older-adult assessment and providing 
appropriate education and referral when symptoms are 
recurrent or severe.⁸ 
 
The study was limited by convenience sampling, a single 
community setting, small sample size, self-reported data 
and its cross-sectional design, which limits generalizability 
and prevents causal inference. Objective assessment of 
possible underlying contributors was not performed, and 
the descriptive analysis did not permit assessment of 
associations with factors such as BMI, physical activity or 
water intake. Larger community-based studies using 
standardized assessment and inferential analysis are 
warranted. 
 

5. CONCLUSION 
 
Nocturnal leg cramps were common among community-
dwelling older adults, with 65% reporting NLC during the 
preceding 3 months. Sleep interruption, calf involvement 
and moderate-to-severe pain were prominent findings. 
These results highlight NLC as a potentially under-
recognized community health concern warranting greater 
awareness and appropriate clinical attention. 

 

6. PUBLIC HEALTH IMPLICATIONS 
 
Routine enquiry about nocturnal cramps and sleep 
interruption during older-adult assessments, along with 
appropriate self-management education and referral for 
persistent or atypical symptoms, may help address the 
burden of NLC in community settings. 
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