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Abstract

Introduction: Opioid use disorder burdens healthcare facilities and causes significant annual mortality and healthcare
costs. Its current management focuses on biopsychosocial interactions; however, a high relapse rate prompts the search for
new treatment strategies, such as Transcranial Direct Current stimulation.
Methods: A systematic literature search of PubMed, MEDLINE, and clinicaltrials.gov databases was performed. The search
terms reflected the conditions and treatment modalities of interest. Trials reporting transcranial direct current stimulation
in opioid use disorders were eligible. The primary outcome was craving reduction, measured using different questionnaires.
According to the PRISMA guidelines, three research members independently performed article selection and data extraction.
Also, was performed Cochrane risk-of-bias tool for each article.
Results: Seven articles were selected from the 16 eligible papers. In total, 233 patients were included in this study. All
studies were conducted in Asian countries and included only male subjects, and the follow-up time was limited to less than
six months. Most studies (6/7) reported a significant improvement in craving reduction in the active transcranial direct
current stimulation group.
Discussion: Most studies concluded that active transcranial stimulation significantly reduced craving scores; however,
the studies had high variability in frequency, intensity, and stimulation site. The limited locations of the trials and small
sample sizes represent a threat to the external validity of the studies, which emphasizes the need for further large multicenter
randomized trials with adequate follow-up periods to test the efficacy of transcranial direct current stimulation in treating
opioid use disorder.

Introduction

Costing around $80 billion a year, the Center for Dis-
ease Control has declared opioid use disorder (OUD)
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as a worsening epidemic in the US (Imtiaz, M. S.
et al. 2021), with approximately 50,000 deaths in
the country only in the year 2019 (Opioid Overdose
Crisis,2022). The National Institute of Drug Abuse
estimates a 40–60% relapse rate for patients recover-
ing from drug abuse (Saitz R. et al., 2007). Moreover,
with OUD emerging as one of the most severe addic-
tion disorders, a 90% relapse rate in six months has
been reported despite being on treatment (Asl, S. N.
A. et al. 2013 ).
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Current treatment evidence focuses on the in-
teraction between pharmacotherapy and psychoso-
cial therapy with counseling (Lupi M. et al., 2017)(
Taremian F et al., 2019) [5-6]; however, researchers
are exploring new treatment strategies, such as tran-
scranial direct current stimulation (tDCS).

tDCS is a non-invasive brain stimulation technique
that induces polarity-dependent alterations in the
brain’s cortical excitability (Nitsche, M. A et al., 2000)(
Nitsche M. A et al., 2003). It has been shown to im-
prove neuropsychiatric conditions, including alcohol,
crack, and cocaine addictions, and reduce cravings.
Nonetheless, there is a lack of information and re-
views in the literature regarding the impact of tDCS
on patients with OUD directly [9, 10-12].( Martinotti,
G. et al 2019), (Conti, C. L. et al. 2014), (Gorini, A.
et al. 2014), (da Silva, M. C. et al. 2013) The objec-
tive of this study was to explore the effects of tDCS
described in the current literature on patients with
OUD.

In this systematic review, we evaluated studies,
including clinical trials, that utilized tDCS as a treat-
ment strategy for OUD by reducing cravings in pa-
tients in remission. Such evidence could help shed
some light on new therapeutics for patients with
OUD by assessing the effects of tDCS in these disor-
ders.

Materials and Methods

We searched the MEDLINE and ClinicalTrials.Gov
databases to identify studies investigating the use of
tDCS in people with OUD that were published from
inception until September 2022. Three authors in-
dependently selected the manuscripts and extracted
data. We included randomized clinical trials, quasi-
experimental studies, pilot studies, systemic reviews,
preliminary studies, and commentaries. We excluded
studies involving patients with abuse disorders other
than opioids and evaluations other than cravings; the
papers included in this review were fully published
in English. Three types of search were carried out,
using the following terms; as concept 1, we used tran-
scranial Direct Current Stimulation as the keyword:
"*" [tw] OR " [tw] OR " [tw] OR " [Mesh] and Mesh
term: "Transcranial Direct Current Stimulation;" as
concept 2, we used keywords: "opioid abuse disor-
der*," “opioid use disorder*," OR "OUD" OR "opioid
abuse*"OR "opioid addiction" [tw] OR "opioid de-
pendence" [Mesh] and Mesh term: "opioid-related
disorders;" and finally as concept 3, we used crav-
ings as the keyword: "craving*"OR "compulsion" OR
"addiction" OR "substance dependence" and as Mesh
term: "craving*" OR "compulsion" OR "addiction"
OR "substance dependence."Finally, the reviewer per-
formed a final search without a time filter because of

the small number of articles with concepts 1, 2, and
3.

After reading and in a meeting, the articles were
evaluated using the Cochrane risk-of-bias tool for
randomized trials.

Results

We identified 16 citations; then we screened 16 full-
text versions; nine of these were excluded due to
Randomized Controlled Trials (n=2), reviews (n=4),
Systematic reviews (n=2), and commentary (n=1).
After evaluation using the inclusion criteria, seven
studies were eligible for inclusion. Figure 1 shows
the article selection workflow based on the PRISMA
flowchart.

The characteristics of the search are described in
Table 1. There were 233 OUD patients in the seven
studies, all male. The evaluation tools for craving
were the Desire for Drug Questionnaire (DDQ) and
VAS craving score in five and two journals, respec-
tively. Additionally, five studies applied more than
ten sessions, with an average of 20 minutes, from 10
to 14 days; the rest only used one or two sessions. Six
studies reported significant improvement in craving
after the tDCS sessions, and only one, though with
a small sample size, found no difference between
craving scores at the baseline and the end of 20 tDCS.

The risk assessment is presented in Table 2. It is
important to note that most studies had an informa-
tion bias due to a lack of description and selection
bias because most participants were male. Addition-
ally, we evaluated the analyses using the Cochrane
risk-of-bias tool (Sterne JAC et al., 2019)

Discussion

This review aimed to demonstrate the effectiveness of
tDCS on craving-scale-level reduction in patients in
remission for OUD. All the included clinical studies
were published from inception to September 2022.

We found seven eligible studies enrolling 233 male
participants who received active or sham tDCS. All
studies showed a significant reduction in the crav-
ing scale in the active tDCS group compared to the
sham group; however, in most studies, no significant
changes were observed in the relapse rate.

All the trials were conducted in eastern or south-
western Asia (Iran, India, and China). Among the
seven studies in the review, five included only male
subjects, limiting the generalizability of the trial re-
sults. All trials had some limitations, such as a small
sample size, which might be related to the nature
of the studies. Loss of follow-up data was another
standard limitation, making it difficult to judge the
long-term side effects of tDCS. Although tDCS has
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Figure 1: Squeme of articles selection.

been evaluated in a few studies, it has provided
promising results sufficient to hypothesize its future
impacts as part of OUD treatment (Martinotti, G. et
al. 2018). Further, a few meta-analyses have revealed
a medium-sized effect of active tDCS stimulation in
decreasing substance dependence regardless of the
substance type (Chen, J. et al., 2020).

The clinically relevant effects of long-lasting treat-
ment using tDCS need to be studied. To date, only
the acute effects of stimulation have been explored.
[21]. Additionally, the mechanism of action of tDCS
still needs to be fully elucidated. Therefore, its future
clinical applications are yet to be determined.

The broader implications of tDCS could be aug-
mented by conducting future trials by adding ap-
propriate pharmacological agents or behavioral tasks
that facilitate synaptic plasticity (Brunoni AR et al.
2012).

In the future, the long-term effects of the treatment
and the methodology of measuring cravings should
be explored further with standardized measures and
not self-reported drawings. These results could also
be applied to treating other addictive disorders.

Conclusions

In conclusion, most studies present limitations, such
as geographical localizations focused on Asiatic coun-
tries, the low aggregate number of study subjects,
and the short study duration. Hence the external
validity is low. However, this is the first step to new
studies with broader implications.
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Table 1: Studies included in the review.
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Table 2: Risk of bias based on the Revised Cochrane risk-of-bias tool for randomized trials (RoB 2.0) (Sterne et al., 2019).
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