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Safe prescribing of quinine for leg cramps 

Background 

Leg cramping is caused by a sudden contraction of 
a muscle causing pain and lack of control of the 
affected muscle.  

Patients are generally advised to visit a GP if the 
cramps they experience happen frequently, or if 
they are so painful that they disrupt their sleep 
and ability to function the next day. Legs cramps 
are most common in adults over 60 and pregnant 
women.  

What’s the problem with quinine? 

Research has found that it can be moderately 
effective in reducing the frequency of leg cramps, 
however, more research is needed in order to 
assess its long-term effectiveness and safety. It is 
not recommended for use in pregnancy. 

The MHRA issued a warning about the use of 
quinine in 2010 that recommended quinine 
treatment should be interrupted approximately 
every 3 months to reassess the benefit and that in 
patients taking quinine long term, a trial 
discontinuation may be considered. 

Quinine has a number of potentially significant 
drug interactions, including with digoxin and 
warfarin. 

An overdose of quinine can result in permanent 
blindness and death. A small number of deaths 
linked to thrombocytopenia, a rare but serious 
adverse hypersensitivity reaction, have been 
reported in patients taking quinine for the 
treatment of leg cramps, including two cases in 
the UK. 

A cohort study in 2017 pointed to an association 
between long-term quinine exposure and all-
cause mortality although unmeasured 
confounders were acknowledged as a limitation. 

Due to these potential risks we are recommending 
that GPs only prescribe quinine if there is evidence 
that the potential benefit of treatment outweighs 
the risks. 

It is recommended that quinine is only prescribed 
when: 

 Patients have tried exercise techniques and 
had no success. 

 For patients whose frequent leg cramps 
affects their quality of life. 
 

In these circumstances patients can be prescribed a 
four week course of quinine. After this time if the 
patient has not gained any benefit, the treatment 
should be withdrawn.   

Support Tools 

The CCG has developed a patient letter template 
which may be sent to existing quinine patients and a 
patient information leaflet (based on the advice on 
NHS Choices) that explains the reason for their 
prescription review.   

The letter advises patients to stop taking their 
quinine for a period of two weeks and asks them to 
record their cramp episodes in a “sleep and cramp 
diary”.  

The table below shows the prescribing of quinine 
(for all forms, strengths and indications) from March 
16 to February 17:  

Strength Total Items Total Cost 

Quinine Sulfate 47,674 £97,962 

Quinine 
Bisulfate 

8,910 £20,070 

Total 56,584 £118,032 
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