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To treat motor and psychiatric disorders, transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) and transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) are used in clinics worldwide. We combined these two types of neuromodulation technique to increase the effective response of a single session of neuromodulation in subjective tinnitus. Eighty tinnitus subjects were split into four different treatment groups: tDCS, tDCS with sham TMS, tDCS-TMS, and TMS group. Subjects were given 1.5 mA tDCS on the bi-frontal area and TMS stimulated the contralateral single side of the temporo-parietal cortex with 200 pulses at 1 Hz stimulation. Comparing pre-treatment questionnaire scores to post-treatment questionnaire scores, all four groups showed statistically significant improvements. Although there was no significant difference among group comparison, the largest mean difference was shown in the combined group, especially for tinnitus intensity and tinnitus-related distress. Responders in the combined group were the highest for VAS intensity, with a maximum of 80% of twenty subjects. To summarize, dual-neuromodulation responders could consist of responders of frontal tDCS and temporal TMS. In addition, abnormal activity in the frontal or temporal area of the responders is presumed to be modulated by treatment and will be suggested as the target areas in future studies.
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INTRODUCTION

Regardless of age and gender, tinnitus can be developed at any point from childhood onwards. Hearing loss can cause hyperactivity in the bottom-up hearing pathway from the peripheral cochlear nerve to the auditory cortex (1–6). Maladapted signals feed back to the cortex from damaged hair cells or the cochlear nerve. Also, this process may cause central gain enhancement which can be detected as hyperactivity outside of the brain via neuroimaging techniques (7, 8). Previous studies have identified that tinnitus-related cortical circuits are associated with cognition, memory, and emotion (7–11). Some studies also discovered via functional neuroimaging that tinnitus can change these circuits into a strong maladapted connection (12–14). Recent tinnitus-related study results support this concept of a central mechanism that had already been discussed some decades ago (15, 16).

Transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS) and transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) have been used world-wide for non-invasive treatments via stimulation outside of the skull. The treatment modulates neuronal activity and this neuronal modulation then has therapeutic effects on psychiatric and neuro-muscular disorders (17–20). TMS has been approved for the treatment of depression and stroke by the US Food and Drug Administration, and tDCS has also been approved for depression and peripheral motor disorders by Conformité Européenne (CE) (21). Expecting similar therapeutic effects, TMS has begun to be used in clinical trials for tinnitus treatment (22, 23). In this way, by applying an effective method for diseases other than tinnitus, results indicating therapeutic effects of tinnitus have continuously been reported.

Response to a single session of frontal tDCS was reported to be 22.1–29% in previous studies (24, 25). On the other hand, temporal tDCS showed a response rate of 6.9% at 1.5 mA and 17.4% at 2.0 mA (26). In an 8-session study of frontal tDCS, 39% of the study subjects were found to be responders (27). As for TMS, previous studies have reported that single session TMS was effective in 15–23.9% of the participants with regard to the improvement of tinnitus (28, 29). The same research group reported that low frequency TMS was more effective than high frequency TMS, with low frequency TMS showing a response rate of 25% (30). Responders increased in repetitive TMS (rTMS) studies, i.e., rTMS at one area showed a response rate of 39 – 43 %, while rTMS at two different areas showed a rate of 43–48% (28, 31, 32).

Overall, previous tDCS- or TMS studies for the treatment of tinnitus have shown that responders reporting positive outcomes were, at a maximum, around 50% of the participants (23, 25–28, 31, 32). There has been no previous study in which all participants have experienced a treatment effect because of different study designs and heterogenous patient groups, and a standard neuromodulation protocol for tinnitus has not been established yet. In this regard, the current study compares four different study groups with various combinations of single-session tDCS and TMS.



MATERIALS AND METHODS


Subjects

Eighty-four subjects (an age range from 25 to 73 years) with subjective tinnitus were enrolled and participated in this clinical trial from August 2016 to July 2018. Of them, four subjects were excluded. Patients who had serious neurological disorders, severe psychiatric disorders or schizophrenia, and patients whose main complication was not subjective tinnitus, such as pulsatile tinnitus and Meniere's disease, were excluded from the study.



Clinical Trial

The aim of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness of a single session of combined tDCS and TMS treatment on subjective tinnitus as compared with single treatment groups. The clinical trial was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the Seoul National University, Bundang Hospital on August 29, 2016 (IRB No.: B-1607-355-004) and the clinical trial followed the guidelines of the Declaration of Helsinki. Also, the clinical trial has been registered at ClinicalTrials.gov (ID: NCT04262050). All included patients gave their written informed consent. Research volunteers who agreed to participate in the clinical trial were gathered from the tinnitus clinic of the Department of Otorhinolaryngology Head-and-Neck Surgery, Seoul National University, Bundang Hospital.

Subjects were randomly allocated to one of four types of treatments to receive a clinical consult, except for two subjects who had to be assigned to the tDCS group because of their history of coronary artery stenting. Subjects in both the combined tDCS and TMS group, and the tDCS with sham TMS group were given the same information about the treatment stimulation procedures. The total number of subjects was 80 with four groups of 20 each, and the male to female ratio was nearly 1:1 in all four experimental groups (Table 1). The clinical characteristics of the subjects in the four groups were not statistically significant [ANOVA, pre-treatment THI (P = 0.838), VAS intensity (P = 0.613), VAS distress (P = 0.517), VAS perception (P = 0.853), age (P = 0.478), tinnitus durations (P = 0.213), and gender ratio (P = 0.849)].


Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the study subjects in all four groups.
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Treatments

Experimental groups consisted of four different combinations of transcranial stimulations: (1) the tDCS group, (2) tDCS with sham TMS (tDCS-shTMS) group, (3) combined tDCS and TMS (tDCS-TMS) group, and (4) TMS group. According to previous studies, bifrontal tDCS was used in the current study as it is more effective than temporal tDCS with regard to tinnitus control (24). Using TMS, we stimulated the contralateral temporal area of the tinnitus side.

Subjects who were assigned to the tDCS (DC-stimulator Plus, Neuroconn, Germany) group were given a 1.5 mA-DC stimulation on both frontal areas for 20 min; the anode was placed on the left frontal area (F3), and the cathode on the right frontal area (F4) (33–35). While a tingling or stinging-like sensations were a commonly predictable response for about the first 3–5 min, none of the subjects who underwent tDCS asked us to stop the stimulation.

Subjects who were assigned to the TMS groups (the tDCS-TMS group and the TMS group) had their resting-state motor thresholds (RMT) measured by the MagPro X100 (Tonica Elecktronik A/S, Denmark) and were given a stimulation at 80% intensity of the measured RMT, which ranged from 5% to a maximum of 30% stimulator output (29, 36). The RMT was defined as the minimum stimulus intensity. The response was defined as the minimum stimulus intensity, which was reproducible by 3 times at about 50 μV. Using the 10–20 system, a single session of TMS was applied to the contralateral temporo-parietal cortex of the subject's tinnitus side, between T3 or T4 and the P3 or P4, for 3 min 20 s with 200 pulses at a low frequency of 1Hz (29, 30, 36, 37). The recording electrode was placed on the skin over the Abdoctor Pollicis Brevis muscle, and the reference electrodes were positioned to the interphalangeal joint. A ground electrode was applied around the flexor carpi radialis muscle.

Considering the placebo effects of the tDCS-TMS group, we did not inform the tDCS-shTMS group and tDCS-TMS group of the differences between the two groups. The subjects included in the tDCS-shTMS group had their RMT measured, and a figure-of-eight coil was placed on the temporal area of the contralateral side of tinnitus. The coil was set up on the temporal area with the stimulus facing outward.

Figure 1 summarizes the study protocol. On the second visit day, after the first day of treatment, two subjects complained of headaches lasting 2 to 3 h. Of them, one received tDCS and the other received tDCS with TMS.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Schematic summary of the study protocol.




Evaluation of Treatment Effects

The therapeutic effect of each treatment group was assessed using four questionnaires: tinnitus handicap inventory (THI), visual analog scales (VAS) of tinnitus intensity (loudness), distress (annoyance), and perception (awareness) (38, 39). Subjects completed the four questionnaires both before and after treatment.



Data Analysis

Each pre- and post-treatment questionnaire score was analyzed within a treatment group via Wilcoxon signed ranks test analysis. The mean values of the pre- and post-treatment scores of each group were obtained to confirm the differences, as shown in the box of Figure 2. Also, comparisons of the four questionnaire scores among treatment groups were performed via Kruskal–Wallis test (Figure 3).
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FIGURE 2. Pre- and post-treatment questionnaire scores of the four study groups. Single asterisk (*) designates P < 0.05 while double asterisks (**) designate P < 0.01. THI, tinnitus handicap inventory; VAS, visual analog scale; Tx, treatment; tDCS, transcranial direct current stimulation; TMS, transcranial magnetic stimulation; sh, sham.
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FIGURE 3. The percentage neuromodulation responders and non-responders with regard to respondents in intensity or distress (A), VAS intensity (B), and VAS distress (C) in the 4 study groups. VAS, visual analog scale; Tx, treatment; tDCS, transcranial direct current stimulation; TMS, transcranial magnetic stimulation; sh, sham.


The criterion for defining whether a subject is a respondent of a questionnaire is set by the minimum response scores. We set the responder criterion with regard to the THI and VAS perception as a decrease of a score of 5 or more, and the criterion for the VAS intensity and distress as a decrease of a score of 0.5 after treatment. Between and within group comparisons were also done for treatment responders. Pre- and post-treatment scores were analyzed by two related tests for comparing within groups, and a median test was done for between group comparisons. All the statistical analysis presented in the current study were performed by SPSS v.23 (IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Armonk, USA).




RESULTS


Pre-post Treatment Score Comparisons

Pre-treatment THI scores ranged from 12 to 92, and the mean pre-treatment THI scores of the four groups were designated as having moderate (THI score of 38–56) to severe (58–76) tinnitus (40) (Table 1). Figure 2 and Table 2 shows the results of the pre- and post-treatment differences within each group. With regard to the THI score, the tDCS and tDCS-shTMS groups showed statistically significant improvements (tDCS, P = 0.030; tDCS-shTMS, P = 0.047). VAS intensity and distress showed significant improvements (P < 0.05*) in all four groups. For tinnitus perception, the tDCS, tDCS-shTMS, and TMS groups showed significant improvements (P = 0.004, P = 0.025, and P = 0.026, respectively), but the tDCS-TMS group did not (P = 0.186) (Figure 2). In all four groups, responders and non-responders showed no statistically significant differences with regard to demographic factors such as age, duration of tinnitus, perception, gender, or questionnaire scores.


Table 2. The responders with regard to either VAS intensity or distress.
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The Percentage of Responders in All 4 Groups

Figure 3A shows the percentage of responders in all four groups with regard to either VAS intensity or VAS distress. As shown in Figure 3A, the tDCS-TMS group showed the highest percentage of responders (80%) with regard to either VAS intensity or VAS distress as compared to the other three groups. When we only considered the VAS intensity, the tDCS-TMS group indicated the highest percentage of responders (70%) (Figure 3B). Meanwhile, with regard to the VAS distress, the tDCS group showed the highest percentage of responders (60%) (Figure 3C).




DISCUSSION

In this study, all four groups showed statistically significant improvement with regard to VAS intensity and distress. Although <50% of the subjects responded in the tDCS-shTMS, tDCS-TMS, and TMS groups with regard to VAS distress, significant improvements were achieved in all four groups owing to some responders with stark improvements after treatment.

Of the 25 THI questions, most consist of questions about daily social lives, for example, “Does your tinnitus make it difficult for you to enjoy life?,” while VAS perception asks for the average percentage of time spent actively noticing tinnitus during the daytime of a routine day. Because the current study design was a single session neuromodulation and the review time was as short as 5 min, it was difficult to reflect the immediate treatment effect with regard to THI or VAS perception scores. In this regard, of the four questionnaire scores used in the current study, VAS intensity and distress scores may have reflected the immediate treatment effect better than THI or VAS perception scores. Although it was not statistically significant, the mean improvements after treatment in VAS intensity and distress in the tDCS-TMS group were larger than those of the other three groups (Figure 2).

Also, the tDCS-TMS group showed the highest percentage of responders (80%) with regard to either VAS intensity or VAS distress compared to the other three groups (Figure 3A). With regard only to the VAS intensity, the tDCS-TMS group indicated the highest percentage of responders (70%) (Figure 3B).

Commonly involved areas reported in most tinnitus-related functional imaging studies are the dorsal lateral prefrontal cortex, tempo-parietal areas, and amygdala (10, 11, 41, 42). These areas have shown relatively increased activity in tinnitus subjects as compared with normal controls in various functional neuroimaging studies using fMRI, PET, and EEG (7, 8, 13, 43, 44). Based on these previous studies, most of the previous tDCS studies on tinnitus have utilized bifrontal tDCS. Also, we have utilized tDCS using a right anode and left cathode because a previous study has reported that no tinnitus-suppressing effect was found for tDCS with s left anode and right cathode, while tDCS with right anode and left cathode modulated tinnitus perception in 29.9% of the study subjects (24). Our results have shown that left anodal stimulation, which has been proven to be effective for depression (33–35), is effective in abating tinnitus.

The current study has several limitations. First, because both tDCS and TMS are known to be effective in improving depression, significant tinnitus improvements in the current study might have partially been affected by mere improvement of depression, not tinnitus itself. Future studies exploring changes both in tinnitus-related questionnaire scores and depression-related questions such as The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (45) should be performed. Second, although we have found that tDCS-TMS has the potential to improve the neuromodulatory effect, thereby creating an improvement of tinnitus, the results are limited as we have utilized only 200 pulses of low-frequency TMS due to time and space constraints in our hospital. Most of the previous tinnitus studies utilizing low- frequency TMS used 2,000 stimuli (46–48). In this regard, future tDCS-TMS studies using conventional TMS with 2,000 stimuli should be performed to explore further additive neuromodulatory effects on tinnitus.



CONCLUSION

Taken together, the current study showed a tendency of additive effect in the tDCS-TMS group when compared with tDCS-only or TMS-only groups with regard to the treatment of tinnitus. Because 200-pulse-TMS with combined tDCS did not show significant differences when compared with the other three groups, future studies utilizing increased pulse numbers of TMS are warranted.
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THI, tinnitus handlicap inventory; R, responder; NR, non-responder; tDCS, transcranial
direct current stimulation; TMS, transcranial magnetic stimulation; sh, sham.
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THI, tinnitus handicap inventory; M, male; F, female; SD, standard deviation; T, treatment; tDCS, transcranial direct current stimulation; TMS, transcranial magnetic stimulation; sh, sham.
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