N

N

Long-term prophylactic efficacy of transcranial direct
current stimulation in chronic migraine. A randomised,
patient-assessor blinded, sham-controlled trial
Hasan Hodaj, Jean-Francois Payen, Gerard Mick, Laurent Vercueil, Enkelejda
Hodaj, Anne Dumolard, Bénédicte Noélle, Chantal Delon-Martin, Jean-Pascal

Lefaucheur

» To cite this version:

Hasan Hodaj, Jean-Frangois Payen, Gerard Mick, Laurent Vercueil, Enkelejda Hodaj, et al.. Long-
term prophylactic efficacy of transcranial direct current stimulation in chronic migraine. A ran-
domised, patient-assessor blinded, sham-controlled trial. Brain Stimulation, 2022, 15 (2), pp.441-453.
10.1016/j.brs.2022.02.012 . inserm-04679320

HAL 1d: inserm-04679320
https://inserm.hal.science/inserm-04679320v1
Submitted on 27 Aug 2024

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est

archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci-
entific research documents, whether they are pub-
lished or not. The documents may come from
teaching and research institutions in France or
abroad, or from public or private research centers.

destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
publics ou privés.

Distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License


https://inserm.hal.science/inserm-04679320v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

Brain Stimulation 15 (2022) 441—-453

journal homepage: http://www.journals.elsevier.com/brain-stimulation

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 2 E},}mAnl.ﬁ

Brain Stimulation

Long-term prophylactic efficacy of transcranial direct current N
stimulation in chronic migraine. A randomised, patient-assessor ot
blinded, sham-controlled trial

Hasan Hodaj ", Jean-Francois Payen * ¢, Gerard Mick b Laurent Vercueil ¢,
Enkelejda Hodaj 4" Anne Dumolard ?, Bénédicte Noélle ¢, Chantal Delon-Martin €,

Jean-Pascal Lefaucheur '

2 Centre de la Douleur, Pole Anesthésie Réanimation, CHU Grenoble Alpes, 38000, Grenoble, France

b Centre de la Douleur, Hopital de Voiron, CHU Grenoble Alpes, 38000, Grenoble, France

¢ Service de Neurologie, CHU Grenoble Alpes, 38000, Grenoble, France

d Centre d'Investigation Clinique, CHU Grenoble Alpes, 38000, Grenoble, France

€ Univ. Grenoble Alpes, Inserm, U1216, Grenoble Institut Neurosciences, 38000, Grenoble, France

fEA 4391, Service de Physiologie — Explorations Fonctionnelles, Hopital Henri Mondor, Université Paris Est Créteil, Créteil, France

ARTICLE INFO

Article history:

Received 24 November 2021
Received in revised form

31 January 2022

Accepted 20 February 2022
Available online 25 February 2022

Keywords:

Chronic migraine

Neuromodulation

Prophylactic treatment

Resistant migraine

Transcranial direct current stimulation

ABSTRACT

Objective: To assess the prophylactic effect of anodal tDCS of the left motor cortex in patients with
resistant chronic migraine (CM) and its long-term maintenance.
Methods: In a patient-assessor blinded, sham-controlled trial, 36 patients were randomized to receive
anodal tDCS (active group, n = 18) or sham tDCS (sham group, n = 18). The studied population was
characterized by a previous failure of at least 3 classes of preventive drugs and a mean duration of
migraine history of 26 years. The tDCS procedure consisted of an induction phase of 5 consecutive daily
sessions (week 1) followed by a maintenance phase of 1 weekly session during the next 4 weeks and two
bimonthly sessions in the next month, for a total of 11 sessions during 2 months. Anodal tDCS was
delivered at 2 mA intensity for 20 min over the left motor cortex. The primary endpoint was the
reduction in the monthly number of migraine attacks from baseline to each period of follow-up (months
1, 2, 3, 5) between the active and sham groups.
Results: The monthly number of migraine attacks expressed as the percentage of reduction from baseline
was significantly reduced in the active versus the sham group, from the end of first month (—21% + 22
vs. —2% +25, p = 0.019) to the end of follow-up (3-month post-treatment) (—32% + 33 vs. —6% +39,
p = 0.011). At this time, the rate of responders, defined as a reduction of the monthly number of migraine
attacks >30% from baseline, was significantly higher in the active group than in the sham group (50% vs.
14%, p = 0.043).
Conclusion: Our results show a marked prophylactic effect of anodal tDCS of the left motor cortex in
resistant CM extending several months after the stimulation period, and suggest that this neuro-
modulatory approach may be part of the prophylactic alternatives available for CM.

© 2022 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Abbreviations: CM, Chronic migraine; tDCS, transcranial direct current stimulation; a-tDCS, anodal tDCS; rTMS, repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation; HIT-6,
Headache Impact Test—6; MIDAS, Migraine Disability Assessment Scale; SF-12, 12-item Short-Form Health Survey questionnaire; HADS, Hospital Anxiety and Depression
Scale; CGI-I, Clinical Global Impression Improvement; rmANOVA, repeated measures analyses of variance; LMM, linear mixed-effect model.
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1. Introduction

Migraine is considered chronic when people “have 15 or more
headache days per month for more than 3 months, with at least 8 of
those days meeting criteria for migraine” (International Classifica-
tion of Headache Disorders, 2018) [1]. Chronic migraine (CM) is the
most common form of chronic daily headache and affects approx-
imately 2% of the adult population in Western countries [2]. The
severe reduction of life quality due to CM is directly correlated with
the frequency of migraine attacks and the resistance to prophylactic
treatments for migraine. Since CM may result in absenteeism from
work and exclusion from daily, family and social activities, its
impact in terms of direct and indirect costs at the individual and
societal level is substantial [3].

In CM, central sensitization or long-term changes in brain
plasticity may alter the modulatory systems of nociception [4—10].
These alterations have led to develop, for prophylactic purpose,
invasive and non-invasive neuromodulation techniques such as
occipital nerve stimulation (ONS), repetitive transcranial magnetic
stimulation (rTMS) or transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS)
[11—17]. ONS involves a surgical implantation of electrodes and
pulse generator by a specialized team, while rTMS requires costly
equipment and iterative hospital sessions for the patients.
Compared to these two techniques, tDCS is a low-cost, easy-to-
perform and well tolerated non-invasive technique that can be
implemented at home. In practice, tDCS corresponds to the delivery
of a weak electric direct current to the cerebral cortex, usually
performed by means of two large electrodes (anode and cathode)
placed on the scalp. In the context of chronic pain, the usual target
of cortical stimulation since the early 90s is the motor (precentral)
cortex [18], either of the hemisphere contralateral to pain in case of
focal or lateralized pain or of the left (dominant) hemisphere in
case of more diffuse or non-lateralized pain. Using anodal tDCS (a-
tDCS) delivered to this motor (precentral) cortical target, significant
analgesic effects have been demonstrated in various chronic pain
conditions [19—21], in particular fibromyalgia [22] and neuropathic
pain secondary to spinal cord injury [23] or multiple sclerosis [24],
although the clinical benefit was considered controversial [25,26].

The mechanisms of action of tDCS are not yet fully understood
[27]. Based on tDCS-induced changes in motor cortex excitability
[28], anodal stimulation was initially thought to produce an excit-
atory effect through membrane depolarization, while an inhibitory
effect could be produced by cathodal stimulation through mem-
brane hyperpolarization. However, tDCS effects on brain circuitry
are more complex, depending on the direction of current flow
(tangential or radial) and the neuronal compartment impacted
(somatodendritic axis or distal axon terminals) [29], and therefore
on polarity, size, or placement of the electrodes, on the targeted
cortical site or the duration of stimulation [27]. Moreover, it is now
assumed that tDCS can play a neuromodulatory role in the central
nervous system by acting on various systems of neurotransmission,
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e.g., GABAergic, glutamatergic, dopaminergic, serotonergic, or
cholinergic, leading to its potential clinical effect [30]. As
acknowledged in a recent review [31], a majority of studies
exploring the impact of tDCS on synaptic neurotransmission have
been performed using a-tDCS of the left motor cortex and investi-
gated GABA changes. These studies suggested decreased GABAergic
activities at the origin of plastic changes following a-tDCS. How-
ever, after-effects of a-tDCS of the left motor cortex were rather
found to be related to long-term potentiation of glutamatergic
synaptic transmission via NMDA receptors [32].

In migraine, changes in cortical excitability were associated with
alteration of glutamatergic neurotransmission and homeostatic
plasticity [33]. Therefore, there is a rationale to propose a-tDCS of
the left motor cortex as a therapeutic approach in migraine. Some
encouraging results have been published [12,16,34—36]. However,
the current level of evidence of the therapeutic effect of tDCS
protocols in migraine remains low [19]. Most of these studies were
based on short-term follow-up, small and heterogeneous pop-
ulations and various stimulation protocols. Notably, only a few
controlled studies have investigated the use of tDCS in patients
with CM [8,37,38], while patients with CM and episodic migraine
were mixed in other studies [39,40]. Also, the primary objective of
our randomized sham-controlled study was to assess the long-term
prophylactic effect of a-tDCS delivered to the left motor cortex on
the frequency of migraine attacks in a homogeneous population of
patients with long-lasting resistant CM.

2. Material and methods
2.1. Study design

The study was approved on December 14, 2013 by the Institu-
tional Review Board of Sud-Est V, Grenoble, France (N° 6705).
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants prior
to enrolment. The study was registered with clinicaltrials.gov
(NCT02120326).

This patient-assessor blinded, randomized sham-controlled trial
with two parallel arms (active versus sham a-tDCS) was conducted
between May 5, 2014 and December 18, 2019 at the Pain Centre of
the Grenoble Alpes University Hospital. The study consisted of 3
phases (Fig. 1): an assessment of the frequency of migraine attacks
for one month before treatment with a-tDCS (Baseline); after
randomization, a 2-month period of active or sham a-tDCS,
including an induction phase and a maintenance phase for a total of
11 sessions (Month 1, 2); a 3-month follow-up post-treatment
phase (Month 3, 4, 5). Patients were evaluated at 5 scheduled visits:
at one month before treatment (Day —30), at the end of the first
month of treatment (Day 30), at the end of the two months of
treatment (Day 60), at one month post-treatment (Day 90), and at 3
months post treatment (Day 150).

1-Month 9 5 g
Baseline Period 2-Month Treatment Period (11 sessions) 3-Month Follow-up Period
Migraine Aftacks Daily Diary = -=-=+= === === === mmmimmmimioomioisisiimimmmmmme >
Day-30 Day1 Day5Day 8 Day30 Day 60 Day 90 Day 150
Daily tDCS 1 tDCS session 1 tDCS session
session per week per 2 weeks
Visit 1 Randomization Visit 2 Visit3 Visit4 Visit5
Baseline Beginning of End of Treatment End of Follow-up
Evaluation Treatment

Fig.1. Protocol design: interventions and assessment time points. Assessments at each visit: Headache Impact Test (HIT-6); Migraine Disability Assessment (MIDAS); Patient Clinical
Global Impression (CGI); the short form 12-health survey questionnaire (SF-12); Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS).
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2.2. Study population

Patients with CM were included if they met the following
criteria: age between 18 and 85 years; diagnosis of CM [1]; disease
duration >12 months; > 8 migraine attacks in the past month;
absence of improvement by at least 3 different well-conducted
prophylactic treatments [41], which corresponds to a “resistant
migraine” according to a recent international consensus [42]; no
change in drug treatments during the last month; no introduction
of other prophylactic treatment for migraine until the end of the
follow-up study.

Patients were not included if they were pregnant or breast-
feeding women, or if they had intracranial ferromagnetic material
or implanted device, a history of drug addiction, epilepsy, or
neuropsychiatric comorbidities, which could interfere with
outcome assessments.

A total of 36 patients were included in the study and random-
ized to a tDCS treatment condition.

2.3. Randomization

After the baseline period, patients were randomly allocated in a
1:1 ratio into two groups using a secure Web-based random
number generator (Research Electronic Data Capture system) to
select permuted blocks, with a random block size. Patients and
assessors were blinded to the allocated group. The investigator who
performed the tDCS sessions had no access to the assessments.

2.4. tDCS procedure

The tDCS protocol consisted of an induction phase of 5 consec-
utive daily sessions during the first week (week 1) followed by a
maintenance phase of 1 weekly session during the next 4 weeks
and two bimonthly sessions in the next month, for a total of 11
sessions.

Stimulation was performed using a Starstim neurostimulator
(Neuroelectrics, Barcelona, Spain) with saline—soaked surface
sponge electrodes (35 cm?). The site of stimulation was determined
according to the International 10—20 EEG System. The anode was
placed on C3 to target the hand area in the left motor cortex and the
cathode was placed on FP2, i.e. the right supraorbital area. A con-
stant current of 2 mA intensity was applied for 20 min.

For the sham stimulation, the electrodes were similary placed
but the current was stopped 30 s thereafter: the subject felt the
initial itching sensation but no stimulation was continued. This
sham procedure was applied in most previous tDCS studies [28,43]
and considered the most usual placebo approach in a technical
guide of tDCS [44].

2.5. Clinical outcomes/endpoints

From the baseline (Day —30) to the last follow-up assessment
(Day 150), patients used a diary at home to record the following
information about migraine attacks: date, duration, pain intensity
using a 0—10 numerical rating scale (0 = no pain to 10 = worst pain
imaginable), and use of medication. A migraine attack was defined
according to the International Classification of Headache Disorders
(2018) [1], including criteria of intensity (moderate or severe) and
duration of attack (at least 30 min).

The primary endpoint was the reduction in the average number
of migraine attacks per month from the baseline period to each
period of follow-up (Month 1-5) between the active and sham a-
tDCS groups. The number of migraine attacks was calculated on
diary recordings over 30 consecutive days.
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For secondary endpoints, patients completed the following self-
administered questionnaires at each visit: the HIT-6 to assess the
impact of headache on the overall quality of life, ranging from 36 to
78 with larger scores reflecting greater impact [45]; the MIDAS to
assess the number of days of disability due to migraine, graded I-III
“minimal to moderate disability” (0—20 days) or IV “severe
disability” (more than >20 days) [46]; the SF-12 to assess the
health-related quality of life across two dimensions (physical and
mental component), using scores from 0 to 100 with a higher score
indicating a better quality of life [47]; and the HADS to assess
symptoms of anxiety and depression, ranging from 0 to 21 for each
subscale with higher scores indicating worse symptoms [48]. The
overall effect of the stimulation was estimated by the patients ac-
cording to the 7-point CGI-I scale, ranging from 1 (very much
improved) to 7 (very much worsened) compared to the pre-
treatment baseline period [49]. An “improvement rate” was
calculated as the percentage of patients improved.

Finally, we evaluated the responder rate at the end of follow-up
(3-month post-treatment), according to a reduction >30% from
baseline regarding the number of migraine attacks. Other second-
ary criteria of response were measured: a reduction >30% in the use
of triptan medication; a reduction >6 points on the HIT-6 score or
>5 days on the MIDAS according to the minimum clinical relevance
accepted for these questionnaires [50,51].

2.6. Blinding integrity assessment

The effectiveness of blinding was assessed at the end of the
follow-up by asking patients to indicate which treatment they
thought they had received (“active stimulation”, “sham stimula-
tion”, or “do not know”).

2.7. Sample size

The sample size of the population was calculated on the basis of
an average of 8.2 + 3.7 migraine attacks per month in CM patients
[52]. Assuming a two-sided alpha risk of 0.05, a power of 80% and a
correlation of 0.7 or more between repeated measurements, the
enrollment of two equally sized groups (30 patients per group)
could detect a 50% reduction in the number of migraine attacks per
month at the end of the treatment in the active group versus 20%
reduction in the sham group [53] (NQuery Advisor® 7.0).

The study was initially intended to be bicentric, but one centre
failed to start the study and recruit patients. The study therefore
took place in a single centre and the decision to stop the study was
taken without any prior review of the data, only due to a recruit-
ment challenge after a 5-year inclusion period. This issue reduced
the sample size, but did not affect the study, which was designed to
have independent recruitment and randomization for each center.
Thus, a total of 36 patients were enrolled in the study.

2.8. Statistical analysis

Continuous data are expressed as mean + standard deviation
(SD) or median (25th-75th centiles), while categorical data are
expressed as numbers and percentages. Comparisons were con-
ducted on an intention-to-treat basis by using the Chi-square or
Fisher's exact test, Student's t-test or Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney
test.

Efficacy analyses (active versus sham a-tDCS) were conducted
independently for each endpoint. For continuous variables, changes
from baseline to the end of the follow-up were analysed using 2-
way repeated measures analyses of variance (rmANOVA) with
“Time” as within-subjects factor and “Group” as between-subjects
factor and the calculation of “Time-by-Group” interaction. For
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diary data (migraine attack frequency and analgesic medications),
the factor “Time” was a 6-level variable (Baseline, Month 1, 2, 3, 4,
5); for questionnaire data (HIT-6, MIDAS, SF12 and HADS), the
factor “Time” was a 5-level variable (Day —30, 30, 60, 90, 150).
Bonferroni's post-hoc tests for comparisons to baseline were per-
formed for significant main effects or interaction. Between-group
differences from the baseline period to each time point of the
follow-up period were compared using unpaired Student's t-test or
Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney test. Effect sizes of group differences
were calculated using Cohen's d. A linear mixed-effect model
(LMM) that accommodates missing data using missing-at-random
and missing-not-at-random assumptions [54] was implemented
as a sensitivity analysis to assess for heterogeneity of the factor
“Group” across “Time”. Models included “Time”, “Group”, “Time-
by-Group” interaction as fixed factors and subject as random effect.
Because gender, age and migraine attack number at baseline might
differ between groups (p-value < 0.15), these variables were
included as fixed covariates at each of the models. The most
appropriate covariance structure for the residual correlation matrix
was selected. For categorical variables, we used the Chi-square or
Fisher's exact test to compare between-group differences at each
time point of the follow-up period.

Data were analysed using Stata 16.0 software (StatCorp, College
Station, TX, USA). The statistician was blinded to the treatment
groups. A two-sided P value < 0.05 was considered statistically
significant and no adjustments for multiple testing were
performed.

3. Results
3.1. Flowchart of the study

Of the 36 patients who were randomly assigned to a study group
(18 in the active group and 18 in the sham group), migraine diary
was lost by two patients (one in each group) (Fig. 2). Therefore, only
34 patients were included in the intent-to-treat (ITT) population for
the primary outcome. Finally, 28 patients (14 in the active group
and 14 in the sham group) completed the 5-month follow-up
assessment for the primary outcome. Of these, one patient in
each treatment group showed protocol deviation because they
changed migraine prophylactic treatment during the study. These
patients were excluded from the analysis for the period following
treatment change. Two patients in each treatment group stopped
completing the migraine diary and were excluded from the analysis
for the period of missing data.

3.2. Baseline demographics and clinical characteristics

The demographics and baseline characteristics of the 36
included patients are shown in Table 1. A greater percentage of
male patients and a higher age were found in the active group
versus the sham group: 44% vs 11% (P = 0.026) and 54.5 + 10.6 vs.
46.1 + 14.1 years (P = 0.051), respectively.

3.3. Primary outcome: evolution of the number of migraine attacks
per month

Whether expressed as an absolute difference or as a percentage
with respect to the baseline, a larger reduction in the number of
migraine attacks per month was found in the active group versus
the sham group throughout the follow-up (rmANOVA time-by-
group interaction F (5.145) 3.22, Greenhouse-Geisser
P = 0.0198; LMM time-by-group interaction F (5,146.4) = 3.29,
P = 0.008). Pairwise comparisons showed a significant decrease in
the number of migraine attacks per month expressed as the
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percentage of reduction from baseline in the active group versus
the sham group from the end of the first month of treatment
(—21.0% + 21.6 vs. —1.5% + 24.5, effect size = —0.85, P = 0.019) to the
end of follow-up (3 months post-treatment) (—-31.9% + 33.1
vs. —5.6% + 39.4, effect size = —1.03, P = 0.011) except at ‘Month 2’
time point (Table 2). Post-hoc tests of rmANOVA showed a signif-
icant reduction in the number of migraine attacks per month at all
time points compared to baseline in the active tDCS group (Month
1: P = 0.034; Month 2: P = 0.016; Month 3: P = 0.021; Month 4:
P <0.01; Month 5: P < 10-3) but not in the sham tDCS group (Fig. 3).
Overall, the tDCS sessions were very well tolerated and there were
no serious side effects to report.

3.4. Secondary outcomes: self-administered questionnaires

No significant differences between the two treatment groups
were observed regarding the scores of the different questionnaires
used in this study (HIT-6, MIDAS, SF-12, HAD) during or after the
period of stimulation (Table 3). Regarding CGI-I, statistical results
revealed no significant difference in the improvement rate between
groups at all time points (data not shown).

3.5. Secondary outcomes: impact on treatment of migraine attacks

A significant reduction in the consumption of triptans was found
in the active group versus the sham group at ‘Month 4’ time point
(2 months post-treatment) compared to baseline (—2.1 + 3.7 vs.
2.5 + 4.7, effect size = —1.07, P = 0.010). No significant difference
between groups was observed in the consumption of non-opioids
or weak opioids during or after the stimulation period (Table 3).

3.6. Analyses in terms of responders

According to the primary criterion of response (a reduction
>30% from baseline regarding the number of migraine attacks per
month), the rate of responders was significantly higher in the active
group versus the sham group at ‘Month 5’ time point (3 months
post-treatment) (50% vs. 14%, Chi2 = 4.09, P = 0.043) (Fig. 4).
Moreover, the rate of responders with a reduction >50% of the
number of migraine attacks per month tended to be higher in the
active group versus the sham group: 36% vs 7% respectively
(Chi2 = 3.39, P = 0.065). A tendency towards a better efficacy of
active versus sham a-tDCS was also observed for two secondary
criteria of response: a reduction >6 points on the HIT-6 score (36%
vs 8%, Chi2 = 3.06, P = 0.080); a reduction >5 days on the MIDAS
(75% vs 42%, Chi2 = 2.74, P = 0.098) (Fig. 4).

On the other hand, we did not find any significant difference
between the responders and non-responders (defined on the
reduction of the number of migraine attacks per month) regarding
their various clinical characteristics at baseline, failing to reveal any
predictive value of these characteristics (Table 4).

3.7. Blinding integrity

At the end of the follow-up period, most patients were not able
to indicate which treatment they had received: “active stimula-
tion”, “sham stimulation” or “do not know” was the response given
by 3, 2, and 9 patients, respectively, in the active group and by 5, 4,
and 6 patients, respectively, in the sham group (Chi2 = 1.73,
P = 0.42). The responses to the blinding integrity questionnaire

showed the reliability of blinding in both groups.
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Enrollment
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Assessed for eligibility and randomized N=36

Allocated to active a-tDCS N=18

¢ Received the allocated
intervention N=18

¢ Did not received the allocated
intervention N=0

—>| LostofdataN =1

A
ITT population for Primary
Outcome N =17

A4

1-Month Assessment
¢ Completed dataN=17

2-Month Assessment
¢ Completed data N=17

A
3-Month Assessment
¢ Completed data N=15
¢ Protocol deviation N=1
¢ Migraine diary recording
stopped N=1

A4
4-Month Assessment
o Completed data N=15

A
5-Month Assessment
o Completed data N=14
e Migraine diary recording
stopped N=1

Allocation

Analysis

A

Allocated to sham a-tDCS N=18

¢ Received the allocated
intervention N=18

¢ Did not received the allocated
intervention N=0

—bl LostofdataN =1

A 4
ITT population for Primary
Outcome N =17

A 4

1-Month Assessment
o Completed data N=17

2-Month Assessment
o Completed data N=16
* Protocol deviation N=1

v
3-Month Assessment
¢ Completed data N=15
* Migraine diary recording
stopped N=1

A4
4-Month Assessment
¢ Completed data N=15

A
5-Month Assessment
¢ Completed data N=14
¢ Migraine diary recording
stopped N=1

Fig. 2. Participant flow diagram. ITT (intent-to-treat) population included all randomized participants who received at least 1 session of the study treatment and recorded baseline

migraine attacks.

4. Discussion

This study assessed the prophylactic efficacy of a-tDCS of the left
motor cortex in patients with resistant CM and its long-term
maintenance. The strengths of this study were the design of the
study (sham-controlled trial and blinded assessors and patients)
and the homogeneity of the patient population (resistance to at
least 3 different prophylactic treatments and long disease duration
>12 months, 25.9 years on average).

To our knowledge, this is the first sham-controlled study eval-
uating the long-term reduction in the frequency of migraine attacks
using a-tDCS of the left motor cortex in the context of well-defined
resistant CM with a very long disease duration. In designing this
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study with an induction phase and a maintenance phase, we were
inspired by the protocols using rTMS in the long-term treatment of
chronic pain [55] and our observations in this domain [56,57]. In
the present study, a significant decrease in the number of migraine
attacks per month was observed from one month of treatment in
the active group. This positive effect was even more pronounced at
the end of follow-up (3 months post-treatment). Post-hoc tests of
rmANOVA also showed a significant reduction in the number of
migraine attacks per month at all time points compared to baseline
in the active group, but not in the sham group. Thus, a significant
prophylactic effect of a-tDCS treatment was observed, including
early and long-lasting beneficial effects.
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Table 1
Baseline characteristics of patients according to the allocated group.
Total (n = 36) Active a-tDCS (n = 18) Sham a-tDCS (n = 18) p-value

Age (years), mean (SD) 50.3 (13.0) 54.5 (10.6) 46.1 (14.1) 0.051
Female, n (%) 26 (72%) 10 (56%) 16 (89%) 0.026
Disease history
Time (years) since migraine onset, mean (SD) 25.9(14.6) 27.8 (13.5) 24.1(15.7) 0.444
History of prophylactic medication use:
Current use, n (%) 24 (67%) 10 (56%) 14 (78%) 0.157
Number of prophylactics used, median (IQR) 3.0(3.0,4.0) 3.0(3.0,4.0) 3.0(3.0,4.0) 0.580
Type of prophylaxis used:
Amitriptyline, n (%) 29 (81%) 14 (78%) 15 (83%) 0.999
Other antidepressant, n (%) 8 (22/) 5(28%) 3(17%) 0.691
Topiramate, n (%) 2 (61%) 10 (56%) 12 (67%) 0.494
Other antiepileptic, n (%) 0 (28%) 5(28%) 5(28%) 0.999
Oxetorone, n (%) 3 (64%) 10 (56%) 13 (72%) 0.298
Beta-blocker, n (%) 1 (58%) 12 (67%) 9 (50%) 0.310
Other antihypertensive, n (%) (194) 4 (22%) 3(17%) 0.999
Other, n (%) 4 (11%) 3 (17%) 1(6%) 0.603
Usual treatment of migraine attack:
Triptan, n (%) (89%) 15 (83%) 17 (94%) 0.603
Non-opioid analgesic, n (%) (92%) 17 (94%) 16 (89%) 0.999
Paracetamol, n (%) 18 (50%) 11 (61%) 7 (39%) 0.182
NSAIDs, n (%) (75%) 16 (89%) 11 (61%) 0.121
Weak opioid analgesic, n (%) (56%) 12 (67%) 8 (44%) 0.180
Disease characteristics during the month prior to tDCS
Number of migraine attacks/month, mean (SD) 16.2 (7.8) 18.29 (7.9) 14.12 (7.2) 0.118
Analgesic drug consumption (number of doses):
Triptan, median (IQR), n of patients 7.0 (4.0,11.0) 30 5.5(4.0,13.0) 14 7.5(3.5,10.5) 16 0.662
Non-opioids, median (IQR), n of patients 10.0 (4.0, 16.0) 30 10.0 (2.0, 14.0) 15 8.0 (5.0,19.0) 15 0.607
Weak opioids, median (IQR), n of patients 8.0 (3.0, 23.0) 19 4.0 (3.0,36.0) 11 8.5(0.0,13.5)8 0.433
Clinical scores at the inclusion visit, 1 month pre-tDCS
HIT-6, mean (SD) 65.2 (4.3) 65.2 (2.9) 65.1 (5.5) 0.947
MIDAS, mean (SD) 65.8 (48.6) 68.7 (48.6) 62.6 (50.3) 0.738
SF-12 Physical component scale, mean (SD) 34.4 (9.5) 34.4 (10.0) 344 (9.1) 0.987
SF-12 Mental component scale, mean (SD) 36.0 (11.3) 36.9 (9.8) 349 (13.1) 0.625
HADS-anxiety, mean (SD) 9.7 (4.6) 9.6 (4.7) 9.9 (4.7) 0.852
HADS-depression, mean (SD) 8.7 (4.5) 9.2 (4.5) 8.2 (4.7) 0.549

Abbreviations: ITT, intention to treat; SD, standard deviation; IQR, interquartile range; NSAIDs, Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs; tDCS, transcranial direct current
stimulation; HIT-6, Headache Impact Test—6 (36—78); MIDAS, Migraine Disability Assessment Scale (0—270); SF-12, 12-item Short-Form Health Survey questionnaire
(0—100): Physical and Mental subscales; HADS, hospital anxiety and depression scale (0—21): Anxiety and Depression subscales.

Table 2
Primary outcome: changes in the monthly number of migraine attack.

Number of migraine attacks per month  Active a-tDCS Sham a-tDCS Between-group difference  Between-group effect = Between-group
mean (95% CI) size p-value

Baseline to Month 1 n=17 n=17

Absolute change -3.3(3.9) -1.4(4.0) -1.9(-4.7t0 0.8) -0.49 0.082
Percentage change -21.0(21.6) —1.5(24.5) —19.6 (—35.7 to —3.4) -0.85 0.019
Baseline to Month 2 n=17 n=16

Absolute change -3.6 (4.7) -0.3(4.7) —3.3(-6.6 to 0.0) —0.71 0.050
Percentage change —20.1 (26.6) 2.6 (33.9) —22.8 (—44.4 to-1.1) -0.75 0.039
Baseline to Month 3 n=15 n=15

Absolute change —3.73 (3.63) —2.20 (4.8) -1.5(-4.7 to 1.6) —0.36 0.331
Percentage change —27.4 (28.4) -11.8 (38.1) —15.7 (-40.8 t0 9.4) —0.46 0.211
Baseline to Month 4 n=15 n=15

Absolute change —5.07 (4.4) 0.0 (6.2) -5.1(-91to -1.1) -0.94 0.015
Percentage change —35.6 (304) 2.2 (44.1) —37.8 (—66.2 to —9.5) -1.00 0.011
Baseline to Month 5 n=14 n=14

Absolute change -5.1(4.9) 0.1(7.5) —5.3(-10.2 to —0.4) -0.83 0.036
Percentage change -31.9(33.1) 5.6 (39.4) —37.5(-65.8 to —9.2) -1.03 0.011

Data are expressed as absolute and percentage changes from baseline (mean + SD). A negative change within groups means improvement. Between-group differences were
calculated as active minus sham tDCS group results: a negative difference favors the active tDCS group. SD, standard deviation; CI, confidence interval. Between-group effect

size based on Cohen's d.

Finally, the rate of responders (>30% reduction) at 5 month
follow-up (3 months post-treatment) was significantly higher in
the active group versus the sham group regarding the number of
migraine attacks per month and tended be higher regarding two
secondary outcome measures: the HIT-6 and the MIDAS.
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4.1. Prophylactic treatments of CM

The first-line prophylactic treatments of CM are based on
medications [58—62]. The anticonvulsant topiramate has been
recently recommended as the first-line prophylactic treatment for
CM in French guidelines [59], because of the highest level of
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Fig. 3. Change from baseline in the monthly number of migraine attacks. The line graph represents the mean values with standard errors bars on modified intention-to-treat
population. Bonferroni's post-hoc tests compared to baseline: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 10~3.

evidence of efficacy, notably based on a large, multicenter,
controlled clinical trial [63]. In this benchmark study, the efficacy of
topiramate (100 mg/day) was compared with placebo for the
treatment of 306 patients with CM. Topiramate intake resulted in a
significant reduction by 11% at 3 month follow-up in the mean
number of migraine attacks or migrainous headache days per
month from baseline compared to placebo (—371% + 34.8
vs —26.0% + 40.8, P = 0.012). In the present study, a significant
reduction in the monthly number of migraine attacks at 5 month
follow-up in the active group versus the sham group was also
found, but this reduction was of 264% (-31.9% + 33.1
vs. —5.6% + 39.4, P = 0.011). Although the sample population
studied was small, our findings indicate that a-tDCS of the left
motor cortex may be a prophylactic treatment for CM.

In chronic pain, it is recommended to report the percentage of
patients responding with a reduction >30% on a pain measure, as
reflecting a clinically important (at least moderate) difference in a
pain treatment trial [64]. In the present study, the response to
treatment was defined as a reduction >30% from baseline regarding
the number of migraine attacks per month. At the end of follow-up
(3-month post-treatment), the rate of responders was significantly
higher following active versus sham a-tDCS (50.0% vs. 14.3%). For
comparison, in the large, multicenter, controlled clinical trial on the
efficacy of topiramate mentioned above, this criterion of response
(set at > 25% reduction rather than >30%) was met by 68.6% vs
51.6% in the active and placebo groups, respectively [65]. We have
no explanation for the fact that the placebo response is much lower
in our study than in the previous study with topiramate, but it
appears not to be due to a break in blinding integrity (referring to
our assessment of the reliability of blinding). Thus, the efficacy of a-
tDCS of the left motor cortex seems to be comparable to topiramate
used as first-line prophylactic treatment in CM. The efficacy of a-
tDCS observed in the present study is also comparable to that
recently reported in studies considering the impact of botulinum
toxin type A (BTA) or monoclonal antibodies against CGRP (mAbs)
on the number of headache days as primary endpoint, reporting an
effect size and responder rate of 50% [62,66—69]. Thus, the efficacy
of a-tDCS of the left motor cortex seems to be at least similar to all

medications currently used as prophylactic treatment for CM and
also for resistant CM, an observation that must to be confirmed by
larger studies.

4.2. Previous tDCS studies in migraine

Previously published studies aimed at treating headache by
using tDCS are very heterogeneous in terms of stimulation setup,
patient clinical profile, sample size, and follow-up duration [13,35].
In the literature, we found 14 sham-controlled tDCS studies per-
formed in migraine patients. Six studies were based on cathodal
tDCS of the occipital cortex [70—75] and 5 studies were based on
anodal tDCS of the left motor cortex or the motor cortex contra-
lateral to the most frequent migraine side [8,37,39,76,77]. Other
studies included the cathodal tDCS of the right sensorimotor cortex
[40,78], the cathodal tDCS of a scalp region identified by thermo-
graphic examination [38], or the stimulation of the dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex [37,74]. The majority of these tDCS studies con-
cerned patients with episodic migraine. Two publications
addressed chronic medication overuse headache [74,77]. Finally,
typical CM was only addressed in 5 studies. In two of these studies,
patients with CM were mixed with patients with episodic migraine
without any distinction in the results provided [39,40]. Therefore,
only 3 studies were specifically conducted in patients with typical
CM. In one study, the tDCS protocol was based on the cathodal
stimulation of a scalp region identified by thermographic exami-
nation without any further detail on the corresponding cortical
anatomical area [38]. In a second study, only 6 patients received
active stimulation (anodal tDCS of the motor cortex) for a total of 12
sessions, with no follow-up after treatment [37]. Finally, only one
study can be compared to the present study. In that study, only 8
patients with CM received active anodal tDCS over the motor cortex
region contralateral to the dominant pain side for a total of 10
sessions within 4 weeks [8]. In the present study, 17 patients with
CM received active anodal tDCS over the left motor cortex for a total
of 11 sessions within 8 weeks, with a follow-up of 3 months post-
treatment. In the study of DaSilva et al., 2012 [8], the results ob-
tained with a-tDCS of the motor cortex were compared to a sham
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Table 3
Secondary outcomes.

Brain Stimulation 15 (2022) 441453

Active a-tDCS Sham a-tDCS Between-group effect Between-group p-value F (Time by Simulation)
size

Self-administered questionnaires
HIT-6
BL to D30 -2.9(3.5) -2.2(5.8) -0.13 0.747 FA4100 = 1.60, P = 0.180
BL to D60 -33(3.7) -1.9 (5.6) -0.30 0.432 Fly712 = 142, P = 0.236
BL to D90 -1.3(2.6) -0.9 (3.9) -0.11 0.781
BL to D150 -5.1(6.6) -1.1(54) —0.66 0.098
MIDAS
BL to D30 —5.4 (56.3) —20.2 (44.0) 0.29 0.507 FA493 = 0.55, P = 0.697
BL to D60 —6.5(62.5) 2.5 (46.8) -0.16 0.691 F'4041 = 0.55, P = 0.696
BL to D90 3.8(32.7) 3.5(52.9) —0.01 0.989
BL to D150 —20.9 (44.8) 2.8 (40.3) —0.56 0.187
SF-12 Physical component scale
BL to D30 3.6(7.9) 2.2 (8.6) 0.17 0.661 FA4.108 = 0.58, P = 0.678
BL to D60 4.0(7.5) 3.2(7.1) 0.10 0.785 Fl4108 = 0.53, P = 0.714
BL to D90 2.8(7.0) 4.8 (8.4) -0.26 0.496
BL to D150 34(5.2) 2.0(11.3) 0.17 0.668
SF-12 Mental component scale
BL to D30 -1.1(9.0) 1.3(8.2) -0.27 0.485 FA4108 = 1.23, P = 0.302
BL to D60 4.3(13.7) -1.3(9.9) 0.46 0.225 F'4108.4 = 1.10, P = 0.361
BL to D90 2.2(10.9) —0.5(10.0) 0.26 0.491
BL to D150 52 (11.1) —-0.9 (9.0) 0.60 0.141
HADS-Anxiety
BL to D30 -1.2(3.3) -0.8(2.2) -0.15 0.702 FA4108 = 0.74, P = 0.565
BL to D60 -1.0 (3.6) -1.6 (2.1) 0.19 0.619 F41077 = 0.74, P = 0.564
BL to D90 -0.9 (3.5) -2.2(33) 0.37 0.332
BL to D150 -1.3(3.3) -0.7 (2.6) -0.19 0.613
HADS-Depression
BL to D30 -0.9 (4.3) 0.0 (3.0) -0.23 0.555 FA4108 = 0.66, P = 0.623
BL to D60 -23(43) —-0.1 (4.0) -0.54 0.173 F'41083 = 0.75, P = 0.558
BL to D90 0.0 (2.6) 0.4 (4.0) -0.12 0.761
BL to D150 -13(3.2) 0.2 (4.1) -0.39 0.308
Treatment of migraine attacks
Triptan FA5127 = 1.84, P = 0.125
BL to M1 -1.7 (3.9) 0.1 (4.5) -0.42 0.259 Fl's1267 = 1.63, P = 0.156
BL to M2 -0.6 (5.7) 1.3(5.2) -0.35 0.354
BL to M3 -1.8(34) -0.1(3.1) -0.52 0.185
BL to M4 -2.1(3.7) 2.5(4.7) -1.07 0.010
BL to M5 -1.4(3.5) 0.5 (3.6) -0.53 0.208
Non-opioid analgesics FA5126 = 0.90, P = 0.486
BL to M1 -23(5.7) -1.0 (5.7) -0.23 0.526 Fls51258 = 0.39, P = 0.852
BL to M2 -3.1(5.9) -2.8(5.4) -0.06 0.870
BL to M3 -3.1(5.1) -3.3(6.8) 0.03 0.943
BL to M4 -4.1(4.7) -3.5(6.3) -0.12 0.751
BL to M5 —6.8 (23.9) -3.3(6.8) -0.20 0.649
Weak opioid analgesics FA5'82 =0.90,P =0.390
BL to M1 -4.9(10.7) -2.0(5.7) -0.32 0.455 Fl5619 = 0.95, P = 0.454
BL to M2 —5.0(10.3) -0.8 (5.3) -0.50 0.252
BL to M3 -0.3 (6.5) -2.6 (5.4) 0.38 0.439
BL to M4 1.1(12.7) 0.1(8.3) 0.09 0.847
BL to M5 -8.1(19.5) -0.3(5.8) -0.52 0.252

Data are expressed as absolute change from baseline (mean + SD). A negative change within groups means improvement except for SF-12. SD, standard deviation; BL, Baseline;
D, Day; M, month; HIT-6, headache impact test-6 (36—78); MIDAS, migraine disability assessment scale (0—270); SF-12, 12-item Short-Form Health Survey questionnaire
(0—100): Physical and Mental subscales; HADS, hospital anxiety and depression scale (0—21): Anxiety and Depression subscales. A Repeated measures analyses of variance.

LLinear mixed-effect models.

group of only 5 patients and showed only a trend for significant
reduction of pain intensity of the migraine attacks at the end of the
a-tDCS protocol. At a delayed follow-up of 3 months, the reduction
in the intensity of pain and the duration of migraine episodes was
significant. This could be considered as a preliminary study with no
reported data on the effect of a-tDCS on the number of migraine
days. The present study goes much further and shows the signifi-
cant therapeutic beneficial effects on the number of migraine at-
tacks in resistant CM.

Other studies found a significant reduction in the number of
headache/migraine days from one to 6 months following 3 to 20
sessions of a-tDCS of the motor cortex in episodic migraine or
chronic medication overuse headache [39,76,77]. Interestingly, one
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study showed that a prolonged treatment of 22 sessions (over 10
weeks) of monopolar cathodal tDCS of the right motor cortex (with
the anode on the left arm) could also reduce the number of
migraine attacks for a very long period, up to 12 months, compared
to a sham protocol [40]. In contrast, a shorter protocol of 5 sessions
of anodal or cathodal tDCS of the right motor cortex was ineffective
to improve the long-term efficacy of an acute withdrawal protocol
in patients with chronic medication overuse headache [78].

4.3. Duration and prediction of effects

As with rTMS, the analgesic effects of a single session of tDCS are
short-lived and session repetition is essential to achieve lasting
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Fig. 4. Responder rates at the end of the study (3 months post-treatment) from baseline. Responder status: number of migraine attacks: reduction of >30%; HIT-6: a score reduction
of >6 points; MIDAS, a score reduction of >5 points; use of triptan: reduction of >30%. The errors bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

relief through a cumulative effect. A recent meta-analysis showed
that treatment with tDCS repeated over several days for a period >4
weeks could be effective in reducing the intensity and duration of
migraine attacks [35]. Sustained and repeated tDCS sessions can
thus induce cumulative and lasting neuroplastic changes in the
cerebral cortex [79].

Regarding the duration of efficacy, a problem to be solved is the
potential synergistic effect with drug treatments. For example, one
study supported an add-on prophylactic effect of cathodal tDCS
delivered to various cortical targets as an adjunct to topiramate,
with a marked reduction in the frequency of migraine attacks in
patients treated for CM [38]. In the present study, there was no
difference between responders and non-responders regarding the
concomitant use of prophylactic drugs, as well as in the con-
sumption (number of doses) of analgesic drug to treat attacks.
However, the synergistic effects between tDCS and drugs have not
been well studied. In any case, the potential prophylactic long-term
effect of preventing migraine attacks by tDCS appears encouraging
in terms of routine clinical application, although intriguing
compared to the rather less prolonged therapeutic effects of tDCS
reported in other pathological conditions [19].

Unfortunately, the analysis of responder profile in the present
study did not reveal any predictor of therapeutic response (cf
Table 4), possibly due to a lack of statistical power due to the small
sizes of patient subgroups.

4.4. Mechanisms of action

The article of DaSilva et al., 2012 [8], included a modeling study
which supports a diffuse effect of anodal tDCS from the motor
cortex site of stimulation to various deeper structures of the pain
neuromatrix, such as cingulate gyrus, insular cortex, thalamic
nuclei, and brainstem. Neuroimaging investigations of CM-induced
brain plasticity, although sparse, have shown various types of
changes, including a bihemispheric increase in the regional cere-
bral blood flow in the primary somatosensory cortex, which was
positively correlated with headache attack frequency [80]. During
migraine attacks, there are also various changes in thalamo-cortical
connectivity, notably involving the motor cortex [10]. Therefore,
there is a rationale for the use of a-tDCS of the motor cortex as an
analgesic therapy in resistant CM, as one type of chronic pain
syndrome among others. Indeed, as reported in various reviews
[18,81—-83], beyond a direct modulation effect on the underlying
neuronal fibers running superficially in the precentral gyrus, a-
tDCS of the motor cortex is also able to modulate neuronal activities
in many cortical and subcortical structures distant from the site of
stimulation. These structures can play an important role in the
control of nociception, such as the thalamocortical pathways.
Stimulation of the motor cortex can also lead to strengthening or
restoring the descending inhibitory controls of nociceptive infor-
mation transmission. Finally, brain structures involved in the

Table 4
Baseline characteristics of responders versus non-responders.
Responders (n = 7) Non-responders (n = 7) p-value

Age (year), mean (SD) 55.0 (5.2) 52.9(11.2) 0.654
Female, n (%) 4 (57%) 4 (57%) 0.999
Time (months) since migraine onset, mean (SD) 33.3(10.7) 26.4 (15.2) 0.348
Current use of prophylactic medication, n (%) 4 (57%) 4 (57%) 0.999
Migraine attacks frequency, mean (SD) 15.7 (7.3) 224 (8.3) 0.135
Analgesic drug consumption (number of doses):
Triptan, median (IQR) 5.5 (4.0, 9.0) 4.5 (4.0, 8.0) 0.810
Non-opioids, median (IQR) 7.0 (2.0, 14.0) 12.0 (2.0, 14.0) 0.775
Weak opioids, median (IQR) 3.5(3.0,23.0) 28.0 (12.0, 57.0) 0.166
HIT-6, mean (SD) 64.5 (3.4) 66.0 (2.3) 0.365
MIDAS, mean (SD) 53.7 (58.7) 69.5 (38.4) 0.592
SF-12 Physical component scale, mean (SD) 39.3 (14.0) 30.7 (6.4) 0.175
SF-12 Mental component scale, mean (SD) 40.8 (9.4) 32.0(10.4) 0.140
HADS-anxiety, mean (SD) 8.9 (2.6) 11.7 (6.4) 0.295
HADS-depression, mean (SD) 7.7 (4.7) 114 (4.7) 0.164

SD, standard deviation; IQR, interquartile range; HIT-6, Headache Impact Test—6 (36—78); MIDAS, Migraine Disability Assessment Scale (0—270); SF-12, 12-item Short-Form
Health Survey questionnaire (0—100): Physical and Mental subscale; HADS, hospital anxiety and depression scale (0—21): Anxiety and Depression subscales.
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cognitive and affective aspects of pain, such as the cingulate, pre-
frontal, and orbitofrontal cortices, can also be modulated, via action
on various neurotransmitter systems. All these mechanisms remain
to be studied regarding the specific effect of a-tDCS of the left motor
cortex in patients with CM.

4.5. Limitations

Several limitations should be recognized. First, the sample size
was smaller than originally calculated for optimal statistical power.
Therefore, some estimates may not have followed the statistical
constraints necessary to show significant results. As mentioned
above, this may explain the lack of any predictor of therapeutic
response, possibly due to decreased statistical power.

Second, imprecision remains as to the location of the cortical
region stimulated by a-tDCS. Although the placement of the anode
was centered on the motor cortex, this site was defined as C3 using
the International 10—20 EEG System and not by means of individual
anatomical mapping using image-guided navigation, for example.
In addition, since the electrode used was a disc with a radius
<3.5 cm, this means that the electrode covered the premotor region
rostrally (the premotor cortex being 3—3.5 cm anterior to the
“motor hotspot” [84]) and the primary somatosensory region
caudally. However, as usual in the literature, this tDCS montage was
described as primarily targeting the motor cortex throughout the
article.

A third limitation is about the understanding of the mechanisms
of action of a-tDCS of the left motor cortex on the reduction of the
number of migraine attacks. As mentioned above, these mecha-
nisms remain speculative, although the long-term lasting effects
argue for a plasticity-induction protocol. However, whether plas-
ticity was induced by an increase or a decrease of cortical excit-
ability remains to be determined. Indeed, a-tDCS is usually
considered an excitatory protocol, but this varies according to
timing-dependent effects of homeostatic plasticity. For example,
the behavioral effects of a-tDCS on motor learning depend whether
a-tDCS is applied concurrently or prior to the motor task, reflecting
the influence of homeostatic interactions on GABAergic synaptic
changes due to the stimulation [85]. The polarity of the electrode
also plays a role, since cathodal but not anodal tDCS was found to
restore the normal facilitatory response to high-frequency rTMS in
patients with migraine, counteracting homeostatic mechanisms of
cortical hyporesponsivity [86].

4.6. Suggestions for future research

The limitations described above should be the basis for future
research to better understand and define the place of tDCS in the
treatment of CM.

In a recent narrative review, it was concluded that the data on
the prophylactic efficacy of tDCS in CM were conflicting [16]. This
has already been discussed previously, and the positive results of
the present study can be explained by the homogeneity of our
population, despite the limitation of the sample size. Multicenter
sham-controlled trials using the same stimulation parameters are
needed to confirm the present results, given the difficulties in
performing large single-center studies.

Second, although the motor cortex appears to be a promising
target, questions remain open about which hemispheric side to
stimulate (left, contralateral to the dominant migraine side, or even
bilateral). The value of the motor cortex also remains to be
compared with alternative cortical targets, such as the occipital
cortex. Finally, alongside conventional bipolar montages, multisite
(multifocal) tDCS is under development and is yielding interesting
results [87—89]. This targeting question is one of the most
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important challenges in the use of tDCS as a therapeutic strategy
and relies on a better understanding of the brain networks to be
stimulated and how to stimulate them to improve a pathological
neurological condition.

Third, with regard to the understanding of the mechanisms of
action, a major issue will be to study the effects of a-tDCS of the
motor cortex on the alterations of cortical excitability which are
known to exist in migraine patients [90,91]. Cortical excitability
changes can be assessed in particular by neurophysiological tech-
niques, such as non-invasive transcranial stimulation protocols,
even concerning the influence of homeostatic plasticity processes
[92,93]. The goal of future studies will be to determine what
excitability changes are induced by tDCS of the motor cortex
(especially according to the polarity of the stimulating electrode) in
patients with CM and to see if these changes are correlated with
clinical effects, such as the reduction of migraine attacks.

Finally, the place of tDCS alongside other neuromodulation
techniques, such as transcutaneous electrical stimulation of the
supra-orbital or occipital nerves, transcutaneous auricular or cer-
vical stimulation of the vagus nerve, or high-frequency rTMS of the
motor or the prefrontal cortex [13,17,94], remains to be confirmed
for the prophylactic treatment of migraine. The advantage of tDCS
relies also upon its safety and very good tolerance, leading to the
fact that its acceptance by patients is potentially better than drugs
treatments.

However, some constraints of tDCS should be mentioned,
including the need for iterative sessions, although the number and
timing of sessions needed to induce significant and prolonged
clinical effects remain to be determined. In this context, the
development of the at-home use of tDCS [75,95] constitutes an
interesting and costless alternative to be addressed.

In responders, a-tDCS of the left motor cortex may help reduce
drug consumption, thereby avoiding polypharmacy and its side
effects, including drug addiction and chronic medication overuse
headache. This aspect also deserves future studies, as well as the
interest of tDCS as a preventive tool to avoid the evolution of
resistant CM towards “refractory migraine”, defined as CM not
improved by at least 5 different and well-conducted prophylactic
treatments. Medico-economic studies will be also essential to
assess the cost-efficacy of tDCS in a medical environment, partic-
ularly in comparison with the newly proposed prophylactic but
costly treatments, such as BTA and anti-CGRP mAbs.

5. Conclusion

Our study shows the prophylactic efficacy of a-tDCS of the left
motor cortex in the treatment of CM, including several months of
lasting effects. However, the place of tDCS remains to be evaluated
in the therapeutic armamentarium of CM, in particular as an
alternative or in combination with prophylactic drug treatments
and not only as a last resort in severe forms of patients with CM,
who already have significant impact on mood and quality of life.
The use of tDCS could therefore be an interesting therapeutic
strategy to prevent the evolution of CM towards a refractory form.
Larger controlled trials are needed to confirm the efficacy showed
in the present study, and to identify predictive factors that may
influence the clinical response to tDCS.
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