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Craving is a key component of substance use 
disorders (SUDs).1 In recent decades, repeti-
tive transcranial magnetic stimulation (rTMS) 
has emerged as a promising treatment for 
individuals with SUDs by reducing their drug 
cravings and drug-associated cues, including 
methamphetamine, heroin, cocaine, nicotine 
and alcohol.2–7 Recently, the transdiagnostic 
consistency of the medial prefrontal cortex 
(MPFC)8 and anterior cingulate cortex 
(ACC)9 as neural substrates underlying cue 
reactivity was proposed. A recent study using 
high-density, 128-channel electroencephalog-
raphy (EEG) reported that beta-band (13–30 
Hz) activity in the MPFC could serve as a 
neurophysiological signature for the incuba-
tion of cravings in individuals with metham-
phetamine use disorder (MUD).10 Previous 
neuroimaging evidence has shown that the 
MPFC and ACC are critical neural substrates 
that generate cravings in patients with MUD.11 
Recently, the MPFC and ACC were posited as 
promising targets for the deep transcranial 
magnetic stimulation (TMS) treatment of 
SUD owing to their involvement in reward, 
emotions and habit formation.12 13 However, 
the potential effects of rTMS to the MPFC 
and ACC on the cravings of patients with 
MUD have yet to be elucidated.

Several studies on substance abuse treat-
ment have reported the use of the H7 coil 
(Brainsway, Jerusalem, Israel), a TMS coil that 
can selectively target the MPFC and ACC.12 13 
In the present study, chronic rTMS was deliv-
ered via the H7 coil to the MPFC and ACC of 
subjects with MUD (figure 1A). We hypothe-
sised that modulating the methamphetamine 
cue-processing circuitry by targeting the 
MPFC might reduce cue-induced cravings 

and investigate the potential changes in the 
large-scale EEG neural network and neural 
oscillation signature (eg, MPFC beta oscilla-
tion) of cravings that may occur in response 
to brain stimulation treatment.

The double-blind, sham-controlled, 
randomised trial was registered at ​Clinical-
Trials.​gov (NCT04202926). In accordance 
with the Declaration of Helsinki, all subjects 
provided written informed consent and 
voluntarily participated in the study.

The criteria for inclusion in this study are 
as follows:

What is already known on this topic
⇒⇒ Previous research has established the significance 
of cravings in substance use disorders (SUDs) and 
the potential of repetitive transcranial magnetic 
stimulation (rTMS) in reducing these cravings. Key 
brain regions, such as the medial prefrontal cortex 
(MPFC) and anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), are im-
plicated in craving generation, making them prom-
ising rTMS targets.

What this study adds
⇒⇒ This study demonstrates that chronic rTMS tar-
geting the MPFC and ACC significantly reduces 
cue-induced cravings in individuals with metham-
phetamine use disorder (MUD) and modulates 
neural oscillation signatures, specifically reducing 
MPFC beta oscillation in the 10 Hz group.

How this study might affect research, 
practice or policy

⇒⇒ This study could influence future research and clin-
ical practice by providing evidence for the potential 
use of rTMS in addiction treatment and highlighting 
the relevance of neural network changes in addic-
tion pathology.
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►► Individuals over 18 years of age with a main diagnosis 
of methamphetamine dependence (Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition) over 
the last 5 years. Prior to admission into the long-term 
residential treatment programme, their urine drug 
screening tests must have been positive. Since then, 
the subjects with MUD have been in abstinence.

►► No history of major medical illness and severe 
psychiatric disorders, such as schizophrenia, bipolar 
disorder and major depression.

The exclusion criteria were only classic contraindica-
tions to TMS treatment.

►► A history of epilepsy, brain injury, cardiovascular 
conditions, or skull implants that can interfere with 
TMS (eg, a metal implant).

►► Presence of a pacemaker.
►► Concurrent participation in another pharmaco-

therapy or non-drug therapy.
The sample size in this study was determined through 

a rigorous power analysis conducted prior to data collec-
tion. After the screening, the patients were randomised 
and classified into two groups: one receiving 10 Hz 
rTMS and the other receiving sham stimulation. The 
random allocation sequence was generated through a 
computerised randomisation procedure. Twenty-three 
male subjects who completed the pre-test and post-test 
were included in the analysis (figure 1B). Adherence to 
the treatment protocol was consistent between the two 
groups. No significant differences in adherence rates 
were observed during the study, minimising the potential 
influence of adherence on the results. The demographic 
and clinical characteristics of the subjects are summa-
rised in table 1. The baseline demographic and clinical 
data did not indicate statistically significant distinctions 
between the study groups. An overview of the study 
design is shown in figure 1C. High-frequency rTMS (10 
Hz, 100% resting motor threshold, 3 s ON and 17 s OFF 
for 16.67 min; 1500 pulses) or sham TMS (a sham coil) 
was applied to the MPFC and ACC with a Magstim Rapid2 
stimulator (Magstim Company, Whitland, UK) using 
the H7 coil (Brainsway). The treatment consisted of five 
active or sham sessions per week over a period of 3 weeks. 
During treatment, the coil was positioned 5 cm anterior 
to the motor spot of the leg to target the MPFC and ACC. 
The inactive sham coil replicated the noise and head 
sensations of the active coil. The subjects were assigned 
a coded magnetic card that determined the type of coil 
being activated (active/sham) in a blinded manner via 
an interactive web-based randomisation system. In the 
pre-test and post-test, cue-induced craving measures were 
administered as in our previous study, with subjects rating 
their cravings after watching a 5-minute video of meth-
amphetamine consumption.10 Resting-state EEGs were 
collected using the 128-channel EEG Geodesic Net Amps 
system (Electrical Geodesics, Eugene, Oregon, USA; www.​
egi.com). No adverse effects were reported in the study.

The primary endpoint is the change in cue-induced 
cravings from baseline to week 4, following 15 treatments 

administered over 3 weeks. Secondary endpoints include 
changes in the MPFC global functional connectivity at 
10 Hz (alpha band) and MPFC beta (13–30 Hz) oscilla-
tions from the pre-test to the post-test. The Brainstorm 
toolbox (http://neuroimage.usc.edu/brainstorm) and 
Fieldtrip toolbox (https://www.fieldtriptoolbox.org) 
were used for source localisation. Using the minimum 
norm estimation approach, we performed source locali-
sation analyses using the same head model and lead-field 
matrix as in our previous study. We filtered the current 
density in the source space and calculated the spectral 
power for different carrier bands: theta (4–8 Hz), alpha 
(8–13 Hz), beta (13–30 Hz) and gamma (30–50 Hz).10 
For each subject, the current source density for the beta 
band was extracted from the cortical clusters. We also 
computed the global connectedness of the MPFC, which 
reflected the average connectivity between the MPFC and 
all other brain parcellations.14 15 All statistical analyses 
were performed using SPSS V.25 and R V.4.1.2. Statistical 
significance is defined as a two-sided p<0.05.

Twenty-three subjects completed 3 weeks of treat-
ment (10 Hz group, n=12; sham group, n=11). For cue-
induced cravings, the significant effects of group (F(1, 

21)=9.736, p<0.001), time (F(1, 21)=16.65, p<0.001) and 
group×time interaction across subjects with MUD (F(1, 

21)=5.662, p=0.027) were observed. Craving scores signifi-
cantly decreased from the pre-test to post-test in the 10 
Hz group (n=12; Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank 
test: p=0.008; figure  1D), while no improvement was 
observed in the sham group (n=11; Wilcoxon matched-
pairs signed-rank test: p=0.125; figure 1E). The secondary 
outcome was the EEG activity of the MPFC (functional 
connectivity: weighted phase-lag index11; current source 
density at the source level). For MPFC connectedness 
(global connectivity), the significant effects of time (F(1, 

20)=10.91, p=0.003) and group×time interaction across 
subjects with MUD (F(1, 20)=13.93, p=0.001) were observed. 
Only the active rTMS-induced modulation of MPFC 
connectedness in the alpha band was significant (10 Hz 
group: Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test, p=0.003; 
sham group: Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test, 
p=0.234).

The activity of MPFC beta oscillations significantly 
decreased in the 10 Hz group (n=11; one subject was 
excluded owing to excessive artefacts; Wilcoxon matched-
pairs signed-rank test: p=0.007), while the change in 
the MPFC beta activity of the sham group was insignif-
icant (n=11; Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test: 
p=0.425). Moreover, in the 10 Hz group, the baseline 
MPFC synchronisation for the beta band was positively 
correlated with the percentage change in the cue-induced 
craving score (r=0.658, p=0.028) (figure 1G). The changes 
in beta activity in the MPFC were positively correlated 
with the percentage changes in the cue-induced craving 
scores (change percentages: r=0.913, p<0.001, figure 1H; 
change: r=0.866, p=0.001, figure 1I).

In summary, our findings show that rTMS with a 
midline prefrontal target (ie, MPFC) significantly 

www.egi.com
www.egi.com
http://neuroimage.usc.edu/brainstorm
https://www.fieldtriptoolbox.org


3Zhao D, et al. General Psychiatry 2023;36:e101149. doi:10.1136/gpsych-2023-101149

General Psychiatry

Figure 1  (A) Schematic illustration of rTMS with an H7 coil targeting the MPFC and anterior cingulate cortex in individuals with 
methamphetamine use disorder. (B) Flow diagram of the enrolment and eligibility of subjects. Seven subjects did not meet the 
inclusion criteria: two failed to make contact after the screening visit, three were excluded because they failed the metal safety 
screening and two were currently taking prescription medications. (C) Study timeline and assessments. Cue-induced craving 
and resting-state, 128-channel EEG recordings were collected during the pre-test and post-test. High-frequency rTMS (10 
Hz, strength at 100% resting motor threshold, 3 s ON, 17 s OFF for 16.67 min; 1500 pulses) or placebo rTMS (using a sham 
coil to produce similar acoustic and scalp sensations) was used to stimulate the MPFC. The active or sham treatments were 
administered five times per week over a period of 3 weeks. (D) The cue-induced craving scores significantly decreased in the 
10 Hz group (n=12; Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test: p=0.008) (**p<0.01). (E) The changes in cue-induced craving 
scores in the sham group were insignificant (n=11; Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test: p=0.125). (F) High-frequency 
(10 Hz) rTMS targeted the MPFC-induced modulation of the MPFC network connectivity in the alpha band (10 Hz group: 
Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test, p=0.003; sham group: Wilcoxon matched-pairs signed-rank test, p=0.234) (**p<0.01). 
(G) Higher pre-test MPFC beta activity predicted a greater cue-induced craving decrease in the 10 Hz group (rspearman=0.658, 
p=0.028). (H) The percentage changes in the MPFC beta activity were positively correlated with those of cue-induced craving 
scores in the 10 Hz group (rspearman=0.913, p<0.001). (I) Changes in MPFC synchronisation for the beta band were positively 
correlated with changes in the 10 Hz group (rspearman=0.866, p=0.001). The authors were permitted to reuse the figure. dTMS, 
deep transcranial magnetic stimulation; EEG, electroencephalography; MPFC, medial prefrontal cortex; ns, no significance; 
rTMS, repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation.
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Table 1  Descriptive statistics of the study participants

10 Hz group
(n=12)

Sham group
(n=11) P value

Age (years) 41.3 (7.5) 40.9 (7.2) 0.890

Male/female 12/0 11/0 NA

Education (years) 8 (3.3) 9.7/3.2 0.898

DSM-5 9.7 (1.6) 7.3 (2.7) 0.129

Total years of methamphetamine use 9.5 (3.7) 9.5 (4.2) 0.898

Age of methamphetamine initiation 32.8 (9.3) 29.6 (7.8) 0.626

Duration of current abstinence (days) 396 (236) 342 (183) 0.626

Methamphetamine use before abstinence (g/month) 17.2 (13.5) 16.6 (10.8) 0.898

Values are presented as mean (SD).
Mann–Whitney test was used to compare age, education, total years of methamphetamine use, age of methamphetamine initiation, duration of 
current abstinence and amount of methamphetamine use before abstinence.
DSM-5: number of criteria met by symptoms diagnosed.
DSM-5, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition; NA, not applicable.

reduced the cue-induced craving for methamphetamine. 
Using a high-density EEG and source localisation analysis 
approach, we found that stimulating the MPFC increased 
the global connectedness for the alpha band (10 Hz), 
indicating the efficacy of the treatment from a network 
perspective. These findings also indicate the involvement 
of large-scale functional network modulation (online 
supplemental figure S1) in the MUD pathology and 
TMS mechanism of action, as the MPFC beta activity was 
selectively altered in patients with MUD with decreased 
cue-induced craving. As a result of 10 Hz rTMS, the 
MPFC beta activity decreased, which was associated 
with reduced cravings. The high-definition EEG (HD-
EEG) source imaging results should be interpreted with 
caution owing to the small number of subjects in which 
altered MPFC activity was observed; however, these are 
compelling at a mechanistic level. Accordingly, increased 
MPFC connectivity could reflect top-down control over 
drug-seeking16 and indicate the strengthened influence 
of inhibition over methamphetamine craving and use. 
Future randomised controlled clinical trials with larger 
sample sizes, female subjects and long follow-up periods 
are required to evaluate the application of this technique 
in the addiction community.

Author affiliations
1Shanghai Key Laboratory of Psychotic Disorders, Brain Health Institute, National 
Center for Mental Disorders, Shanghai Mental Health Center, Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University School of Medicine, Shanghai, China
2Department of Arts and Sciences, New York University Shanghai, Shanghai, China
3Department of Life Sciences, Ben-Gurion University, Beer Sheva, Israel
4Co-Innovation Center of Neuroregeneration, Nantong University, Nantong, China

Acknowledgements  We thank Dr Wei Wu for providing the lead-field matrix of 
the head model and the 31-ROI parcellation of the brain.

Contributors  DZ: conceptualisation, validation, investigation, methodology, 
software, formal analysis, writing—original draft, visualisation. NZ, HZ, YZ, HL: 
methodology, software, formal analysis. JS: methodology, writing—review and 
editing. AZ: conceptualisation, supervision, methodology, writing—review and 
editing. TY: conceptualisation, supervision, methodology, writing—review and 
editing, funding acquisition.

Funding  This study was supported by the National Science and Technology 
Innovation 2030 Major Project of China (2021ZD0203900), NSFC grants (81822017, 
82271530, 32241015 and 31900765), Science and Technology Commission 
of Shanghai Municipality (23ZR1480800, 22QA1407900, 23XD1423000 and 
21YF1439700), Shanghai Municipal Commission of Health (2022JC016), Shanghai 
Municipal Education Commission - Gaofeng Clinical Medicine Grant Support 
(20181715), Lingang Laboratory (grant no: LG-QS-202203-10),and the Innovation 
teams of high-level universities in Shanghai, China.

Competing interests  None declared.

Patient consent for publication  Obtained.

Ethics approval  This study involves human participants and was approved by 
the Research Ethics Board and the local safety monitoring board (2019-04R). 
Participants gave informed consent to participate in the study before taking part.

Provenance and peer review  Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Supplemental material  This content has been supplied by the author(s). It has 
not been vetted by BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have been 
peer-reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations discussed are solely those 
of the author(s) and are not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and 
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the content. Where the content 
includes any translated material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and reliability 
of the translations (including but not limited to local regulations, clinical guidelines, 
terminology, drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible for any error 
and/or omissions arising from translation and adaptation or otherwise.

Open access  This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non-commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the use 
is non-commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iDs
Di Zhao http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6830-8920
Yi Zhang http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2643-067X
Huichun Luo http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7833-1358

References
	 1	 Vafaie N, Kober H. Association of drug cues and craving with drug 

use and relapse: a systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA 
Psychiatry 2022;79:641–50. 

	 2	 Ekhtiari H, Tavakoli H, Addolorato G, et al. Transcranial electrical 
and magnetic stimulation (tES and TMS) for addiction medicine: a 
consensus paper on the present state of the science and the road 
ahead. Neurosci Biobehav Rev 2019;104:118–40. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/gpsych-2023-101149
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/gpsych-2023-101149
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6830-8920
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2643-067X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7833-1358
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2022.1240
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2022.1240
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2019.06.007


5Zhao D, et al. General Psychiatry 2023;36:e101149. doi:10.1136/gpsych-2023-101149

General Psychiatry

Di Zhao is an associate researcher at Shanghai Mental Health Center, Shanghai Jiao Tong University School 
of Medicine (2021–present) in China. She obtained her doctoral degree through a joint program between 
East China Normal University in China (2013–2015) and the University of California, San Francisco, 
USA (2015–2017). She completed her postdoctoral training at the School of Medicine, Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University in China (2018–2021). She currently serves as the Deputy Secretary-General of the Cognitive 
Science Society of China, Cognitive and Brain Regulation Sub-Association. Her main research interests include 
uncovering abnormalities in the brain's circuitry associated with various psychiatric conditions, utilising both 
extracranial and intracranial neurophysiological data. In the clinical realm, she employs non-invasive brain 
stimulation techniques (transcranial magnetic stimulation/transcranial electrical stimulation) to specifically 
target cognitive functions and devise personalised interventions for individuals in clinical populations.

	 3	 Liu X, Zhao X, Shen Y, et al. The effects of DLPFC-targeted 
repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation on craving in male 
methamphetamine patients. Clin Transl Med 2020;10:e48. 

	 4	 Liu X, Zhao X, Liu T, et al. The effects of repetitive transcranial 
magnetic stimulation on cue-induced craving in male patients with 
heroin use disorder. EBioMedicine 2020;56:102809. 

	 5	 Diana M, Bolloni C, Antonelli M, et al. Repetitive transcranial 
magnetic stimulation: re-wiring the alcoholic human brain. Alcohol 
2019;74:113–24. 

	 6	 Zangen A, Moshe H, Martinez D, et al. Repetitive transcranial 
magnetic stimulation for smoking cessation: a pivotal multicenter 
double-blind randomized controlled trial. World Psychiatry 
2021;20:397–404. 

	 7	 Terraneo A, Leggio L, Saladini M, et al. Transcranial magnetic 
stimulation of dorsolateral prefrontal cortex reduces cocaine use: a 
pilot study. Eur Neuropsychopharmacol 2016;26:37–44. 

	 8	 Hanlon CA, Dowdle LT, Gibson NB, et al. Cortical substrates 
of cue-reactivity in multiple substance dependent populations: 
transdiagnostic relevance of the medial prefrontal cortex. Transl 
Psychiatry 2018;8:186. 

	 9	 London ED, Kohno M, Morales AM, et al. Chronic methamphetamine 
abuse and corticostriatal deficits revealed by neuroimaging. Brain 
Res 2015;1628:174–85. 

	10	 Zhao D, Zhang M, Tian W, et al. Neurophysiological correlate of 
incubation of craving in individuals with methamphetamine use 
disorder. Mol Psychiatry 2021;26:6198–208. 

	11	 Imperatori LS, Betta M, Cecchetti L, et al. EEG functional 
connectivity metrics wPLI and wSMI account for distinct types of 
brain functional interactions. Sci Rep 2019;9:8894. 

	12	 Harel M, Perini I, Kämpe R, et al. Repetitive transcranial magnetic 
stimulation in alcohol dependence: a randomized, double-
blind, sham-controlled proof-of-concept trial targeting the 
medial prefrontal and anterior cingulate cortices. Biol Psychiatry 
2022;91:1061–9. 

	13	 Martinez D, Urban N, Grassetti A, et al. Transcranial magnetic 
stimulation of medial prefrontal and cingulate cortices reduces 
cocaine self-administration: a pilot study. Front Psychiatry 2018;9:80. 

	14	 Howard JD, Reynolds R, Smith DE, et al. Targeted stimulation of 
human orbitofrontal networks disrupts outcome-guided behavior. 
Curr Biol 2020;30:490–8. 

	15	 Toll RT, Wu W, Naparstek S, et al. An electroencephalography 
connectomic profile of posttraumatic stress disorder. Am J 
Psychiatry 2020;177:233–43. 

	16	 Pfarr S, Meinhardt MW, Klee ML, et al. Losing control: excessive 
alcohol seeking after selective inactivation of cue-responsive neurons 
in the infralimbic cortex. J Neurosci 2015;35:10750–61. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/ctm2.48
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ebiom.2020.102809
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.alcohol.2018.05.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/wps.20905
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.euroneuro.2015.11.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41398-018-0220-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41398-018-0220-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.brainres.2014.10.044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.brainres.2014.10.044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41380-021-01252-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-45289-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsych.2021.11.020
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2018.00080
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2019.12.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2019.18080911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.2019.18080911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.0684-15.2015

	Deep magnetic stimulation targeting the medial prefrontal and anterior cingulate cortices for methamphetamine use disorder: a randomised, double-­blind, sham-­controlled study
	References


