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What is ET?

On behalf  of  the entire Essential Tremor research team here at the Duke 
Center for Human Genetics, we would like to welcome you to the first ET 
research newsletter.  This newsletter is for the individuals and families who 
have so generously contributed their time to support our continuing research 
effort to identify the genes that cause ET.  We hope you will enjoy reading 
about the progress we have made in the lab, the contributions we have made 
at scientific meetings, and the plans we have for the future.  

None of this work would have been possible without your help.  Thank 
you so much!

An estimated 5-10 million people 
in the US have essential tremor, 
the most common movement 
disorder in humans.  It affects males 
and females equally.  ET differs 
from Parkinsonõs disease, another 
common movement disorder, 
characterized by resting tremor, 
muscle stiffness (rigidity), and a 
generalized slowness of  movement 
(bradykinesia).  With ET, hand 
tremor is present with voluntary 
movement and is absent when the 
hands are at rest.  Also, ET does 
not cause slowness of  movement 
or muscle stiffness.  While hand 
tremor is the most common form 
of  ET, essential tremor may involve 
the head, voice, arms, and less 
frequently, the legs. 

ET is a slowly progressive, chronic 
condition.  The symptoms of  
essential tremor may begin at 
any age; however, onset is rare in 
childhood, and the incidence of  
ET increases with advancing age.  
The average age of  onset is about 
45 years. Symptoms of  essential 
tremor often involve both kinetic 
and postural tremors.  Kinetic 
tremor occurs when a person 
attempts any voluntary, coordinated 
movement.  These tremors may 
interfere with fine motor skills such 
as writing, eating, or drinking from 
a cup.  Postural tremor arises while 
voluntarily holding a body part 
in a fixed position against gravity.  
Within and among families, the 
tremors can range from being mild 

and a minor annoyance in one 
individual to severe and disabling in 
another family member.

Although ET is not life threatening, 
it can have a tremendous impact 
on the quality of  daily life. Medical 
as well as surgical treatments are 
available for ET; evenso, the cause 
of  ET remains unknown.  Further 
research to identify the genes that 
cause ET is the most promising 
way to more fully understand the 
disorder and develop new, more 
effective treatments.

Essential tremor is common yet 
relatively unknown.  Outside of  
individuals and families with 
essential tremor, the public at large 
is not familiar with this movement 
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