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Abstract

Background: Gait problems are an important symptom in Parkinson’s disease (PD), a progressive
neurodegenerative disease. Transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) is a neuromodulatory intervention that can
modulate cortical excitability of the gait-related regions. Despite an increasing number of gait-related tDCS studies
in PD, the efficacy of this technique for improving gait has not been systematically investigated yet. Here, we aimed
to systematically explore the effects of tDCS on gait in PD, based on available experimental studies.

Methods: Using the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) approach,
PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, and PEDro databases were searched for randomized clinical trials assessing the
effect of tDCS on gait in patients with PD.

Results: Eighteen studies were included in this systematic review. Overall, tDCS targeting the motor cortex and
supplementary motor area bilaterally seems to be promising for gait rehabilitation in PD. Studies of tDCS targeting
the dorosolateral prefrontal cortex or cerebellum showed more heterogeneous results. More studies are needed to
systematically compare the efficacy of different tDCS protocols, including protocols applying tDCS alone and/or in
combination with conventional gait rehabilitation treatment in PD.

Conclusions: tDCS is a promising intervention approach to improving gait in PD. Anodal tDCS over the motor
areas has shown a positive effect on gait, but stimulation of other areas is less promising. However, the
heterogeneities of methods and results have made it difficult to draw firm conclusions. Therefore, systematic
explorations of tDCS protocols are required to optimize the efficacy.
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Background excitatory signaling from the thalamus to manifold cor-
Parkinson’s disease (PD) is a progressive neurodegenera- tical areas is decreased, leading to widespread cortical
tive disorder [1] caused by degeneration of the substan-  dysfunctions [3, 4]. Bradykinesia, dystonia, tremor, and
tia nigra and dysfunction of the striatal pathway [2].  postural balance disorders are prominent motor symp-
This leads to the increased GABAergic signaling from toms of PD [5]. Gait disturbances are debilitating im-
the output nuclei of the basal ganglia to the subcortical  pairments that increase the risk of falling in patients and
structures, including the thalamus. Consequently, the negatively impact the quality of life [6]. Dopaminergic
medication and deep brain stimulation are current
standard interventions for PD [7, 8]. However, some
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result in motor and sensory symptoms [7, 8]. Therefore,
non-pharmacological, noninvasive therapies are cur-
rently increasingly being probed for their therapeutic
value, including the non-invasive brain stimulation
approaches.

Transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) is a
non-invasive brain stimulation technique in which a
weak electrical current is applied through the scalp. It al-
ters cortical excitability by modulating the neuronal rest-
ing membrane potentials toward hyperpolarization or
depolarization [9] and can produce acute and neuroplas-
tic alterations of cortical excitability at the macroscale
level of brain regions [10]. While anodal stimulation
with standard protocols increases the cortical excitabil-
ity, cathodal stimulation decreases it [11]. Stimulation
for a few minutes produces neuroplastic after-effects,
which share some characteristics with long-term po-
tentiation and depression, including the involvement of
glutamatergic synapses and calcium-dependency [12,
13]. Beyond these regional effects, tDCS modulates local
intracortical circuits [13] and induces modifications of
large-scale functional networks, which might also be
useful for improving PD symptoms [14].

PD involves degeneration of dopaminergic neurons of
the substantia nigra and impairment of dopaminergic
circuits, especially motor circuits [15, 16]. Brain imaging
studies with positron emission tomography and func-
tional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) have shown
subcortical striato-nigral deficits in PD, which affect the
activity of the cortical motor network [17]. In addition,
the movement-related activity of the supplementary
motor area (SMA) is significantly reduced in PD [17,
18]. It has been hypothesized that structural and func-
tional connectivity between the SMA and the mesen-
cephalic locomotor region, a region that contributes to
the control of locomotion, is abnormal in PD [19, 20],
and reduced activity of the SMA contributes to the
pathogenesis of freezing of gait (FoG) [6]. Given the re-
duced activity of premotor and primary motor cortical
regions in PD [21], there has been a growing interest in
clinical application of tDCS to counterbalance respective
alterations, and improve gait in PD.

Gait is a useful indicator for the therapeutic effects of
motor rehabilitation in PD [22]. Anodal tDCS has the
potential to enhance excitability and activity of motor
regions in the brain and thus improve gait initiation. In
animal models, tDCS even increased extracellular striatal
dopamine levels [23], which might further ameliorate
the motor symptoms of PD. Recent systematic reviews
have confirmed that tDCS improves motor functions of
PD patients [24, 25]. Moreover, some studies have sug-
gested that tDCS combined with conventional gait re-
habilitation therapy can have superior effects [26-28].
These effects might be partially due to the effects of
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tDCS on larger motor networks, given the dense con-
nectivity of the motor cortex and the basal ganglia, and
an impact of tDCS over the cortical regions to target the
basal ganglia-thalamocortical motor circuits [26, 29-32].
In accordance, a functional MRI study has shown that
the anodal tDCS over the primary motor cortex (M1) in-
creases the functional connectivity between the left
caudate nucleus and parietal association cortices and
modulates the functional connectivity of cortico-striatal
and thalamo-cortical circuits [33]. Furthermore, tDCS
affects the functional connectivity between cortico-
striatal and thalamo-cortical circuits [33], which is im-
paired in PD [34].

The efficacy of tDCS for gait improvement has not been
reviewed specifically with respect to clinical effects and suit-
ability of specific intervention protocols. In this systematic
review, we set out to evaluate the effect of tDCS alone and
in combination with other rehabilitation techniques on gait
in PD patients, with consideration of specific parameters of
tDCS that are assumed to affect the outcomes, such as the
electrode position, stimulation intensity/duration, timing of
medication, and performance. The main questions of this
systemtic review are: 1) does tDCS improve gait parameters
in PD patients? and 2) which protocols are best suited to
improve gait in PD patients?

Methods

Data sources and search strategy

This systematic review was performed following the
PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Re-
views and Meta-Analyses) guidelines [35] and was regis-
tered on 23 October, 2020, in the PROSPERO database
(CRD42020177459).

We conducted an electronic search in the following
databases: PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, and PEDro,
with the last search updated in February, 2021. The
search terms were “Parkinson’s disease”, “Parkinsonian”,
“transcranial direct current stimulation”, “gait”, “walking”
and their respective synonyms (i.e., timed up and go,
step, cadence, stride), and acronyms (i.e., tDCS).

Study selection

Our research question was based on the PICOS (Popula-
tion, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome measures, and
study design) principle. Studies were included if the fol-
lowing inclusion criteria were met: (a) included sham-
controlled tDCS; (b) employed patients with the diagno-
sis of PD or Parkinson syndromes; and (c) had a ran-
domized controlled trial design (parallel groups or cross-
over). Studies were excluded if they involved non-human
subjects, written in a non-English language, or involved
other techniques of transcranial stimulation (e.g., trans-
cranial magnetic stimulation). The titles and abstracts of
the retrieved papers were initially screened by two
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independent reviewers (HB and FP), and duplicates were
eliminated by Endnote. After that, a full-text analysis
was performed to determine whether these studies met
the inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Data extraction

After identifying relevant articles for inclusion in this
study, data extraction was carried out independently
by the two evaluators (HB, FP). The data included au-
thors, year of publication, demographics of the partic-
ipants, study design, tDCS protocol (electrode
placement, stimulation intensity, duration, electrode
size, and the number of sessions), combined treat-
ments, outcome measures, main findings, and occur-
rence of adverse effects of tDCS. Disagreements
between the evaluators were resolved through a third
researcher (AS).

Risk of bias

To assess the methodological quality of trials, the
PEDro scale was wused (http://www.pedro.org.au),
which has been shown to represent high reliability
and validity for this purpose [36, 37]. The PEDro
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scale includes 11 items that rate the internal and ex-
ternal validity of a study. The first item, which refers
to external validity, is not considered as part of the
final PEDro score [38, 39]. Two researchers (HB and
FP) rated the articles independently, and any disagree-
ments were resolved by discussion or, if required,
with the consensus of a third reviewer (AS). The PE-
Dro cut-points for determination of study quality
were 9-10 (excellent), 6-8 (good), 4-5 (fair) and,
below 4 (poor) [37].

Results

Data overview

The initial search resulted in 156 articles. After elim-
inating 37 duplicates, 99 articles were excluded after
screening by titles and abstracts. Two studies did not
report sham stimulation results and were removed
after reading the full text [40, 41]. Although our
search space included not only PD but also
Parkinsonian syndromes, all studies identified with a
randomized design were conducted in PD. Eighteen
articles, published between 2010 and 2021, were
included in the final analysis of this study (Fig 1).
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Fig. 1 The PRISMA flow chart of included studies investigating the effects of transcranial direct current stimulation on gait symptoms in Parkinson's Disease
J



http://www.pedro.org.au

Pol et al. Translational Neurodegeneration (2021) 10:22

Risk of bias

Thirteen studies had a PEDro score of 9 and 10, repre-
senting excellent quality [26, 32, 38, 39, 42-49], four
studies had a score of 8 [50-53], and one study had a
score of 7 [27]. Sixteen studies were designed double-
blinded. Two studies were single-blinded but had other-
wise good quality, as shown by a score of 8 [52, 53].
Three studies reported dropouts without conduction of
an intention-to-treat analysis [27, 50, 51]. In all studies,
the allocation procedure was not described (Table 1).
Five studies delivered data showing that the participants
could not discriminate sham from real tDCS [39, 44,
48-50], while the other studies did not monitor discrim-
ination between real and sham stimulation by the partic-
ipants. Inter-rater agreement with respect to the PEDro
scale ratings was calculated using Cohen’s kappa coeffi-
cient, and the resulting x value was 0.82.

Participant characteristics

A total of 322 individuals participated in the included
studies. The mean age in each study ranged 62-72.4
years, and 173 of the participants were male (one study
did not report the number of males and females [54]).
The mean disease duration ranged 4.3—11 years among
the studies (Table 2). The disease severity was quantified
by the Hoehn-Yahr scale in 12 studies [27, 32, 38, 39,
42, 44, 45, 47, 49, 50, 52, 53] and the mean value re-
ported in the studies was between 1.3 and 2.8.

The effect of tDCS on gait

The effect of motor area stimulation on gait

Ten studies assessed the effect of motor area stimulation
on gait, and seven of them showed that tDCS improved
gait. In the studies with positive findings, the anodal
electrode was positioned 1-2 cm anterior to the vertex
[26, 27, 50, 54], over the vertex [38], at the M1 corre-
sponding to the leg with which the patient used to start
walking after a freezing episode [53], or over the hotspot
of the first dorsal interosseus muscle of the more af-
fected side [48]. The stimulation intensity was 2 mA in
six studies [26, 27, 38, 50, 53, 54]. Only one study, which
tackled the motor cortex hand area, applied tDCS with
1-mA intensity [48]. The stimulation duration was 30
min in one study [38], 20 min in two studies [50, 53], 15
min in two studies [27, 54], 13 min in one study [26]
and 10 min in one study [48]. Most of these studies in-
cluded multiple-session interventions, comprising 10
sessions [26], 8 sessions [50], 6 sessions [38], and 5 ses-
sions [53]. A single session approach was used in two
studies [27, 54]. Six studies with positive findings mea-
sured gait immediately after the intervention, while in
one study the first post-intervention assessment was per-
formed one day after intervention [50]. The positive ef-
fects of tDCS lasted at least for three months in one
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study [50], for two months in one study [38], for one
month in four studies [26, 38, 50, 53], and for two weeks
in one study [53]. In two of these studies, tDCS was used
as a stand-alone treatment [50, 53]. Other studies ap-
plied tDCS before gait training with visual cues [26], or
before 1Hz transcranial magnetic stimulation [48].
Other studies showed that tDCS had an impact on gait
in PD patients who participated in a group-based exer-
cise program [27], gait was improved in groups that re-
ceived only real tDCS or a combination of real tDCS
and physical therapy [38], or that only simultaneous
tDCS and physical therapy improved gait in PD [54].
The state of medication during intervention was on in
three studies [26, 27, 50]. The other four studies did not
report the state of medication during intervention [38,
48, 53, 54]. Gait improvement was assessed via various
methods, including the 10 m walk test [26, 50], timed up
and go (TUG) test [26, 54], cadence [27, 38, 48], double
support time [48], gait velocity [38, 54], stride length
[48, 54], step length [38, 48], step width [38], 6-min walk
test [54], stand walk sit test [53], and number of steps
[48]. These outcomes were obtained during the
medication-on state in two studies [27, 48]. In one study
the gait was measured in both best medication-on state
(considered by the patients and blinded rater to be the
best response to their usual dopaminergic medication)
and medication-off state (more than 12 h of withdrawal
of dopaminergic medication) [50]. In another study out-
comes were assessed in the off state and one hour after
drug intake [26]. Two studies did not report the state of
medication during assessment [38, 53] (Table 3).

Different from those studies with positive findings,
Dagan et al. [44] reported that tDCS over the motor cor-
tex alone did not improve gait, but a single session of
combined stimulation over the motor and the dorsolat-
eral prefrontal cortex resulted in positive effects. How-
ever, this study differed from the above-mentioned
studies with regard to the electrode size and type, and
the stimulation intensity, which utilized relatively small
electrodes and comparatively lower stimulation intensity
(max, 1.5mA). In the study by Schabrun et al. [32],
tDCS at the left M1 applied for the first 20 min of each
of the 9 dual task gait training sessions did not improve
gait compared to the sham tDCS group. In this study,
gait was not measured immediately after intervention
and the first post-intervention assessment was per-
formed one week after treatment. Gait was assessed
under the dual task condition [32] (Table 3).

The effect of prefrontal area stimulation on gait

In eight studies, tDCS was applied over the dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) to improve gait [39, 42-45,
47, 51, 52]. In four studies that reported an improve-
ment of gait by the intervention, the anodal electrode
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Included Studies Trial design n Age (years) Sex (m,f) Hoehn-Yahr Mean duration of Medication dosage
disease in years  (LED) in mg/day

Benninger et al. 2010 [50] Parallel groups; double blind 25 63.9 (87) 16, 9 ~28 ~10 ~ 1155
Bueno et al. 2019 [42] Cross-over; double blind 20 6445(898) 12,8 2.25 (0.63) 7.8 (5.32) NR
Chang et al. 2017 [43] Parallel groups; double blind 32 ~63 20,12 NR 93 ~817
Costa-Ribeiro et al. 2017 [26]  Parallel groups; double blind 22 ~62 15,7 NR ~6.2 ~815
Criminger et al. 2018 [51] Cross-over; double blind 16 68.13 (9.76) 12,4 NR 8.69 (9.7) NR
da Silva et al. 2018 [27] Parallel groups; double blind 21 66 10, 7 ~25 ~55 NR
Dagan et al. 2018 [44] Cross-over; double blind 20 688 (6.8) 17,3 25(06) NR 5547 (401.1)
Kaski et al. 2014 [54] Cross-over in two parallel 16 NR NR NR NR NR

groups; double blind
Lattari et al. 2016 [45] Cross-over; double blind 17 69.18 (998) 13,4 235 (1.1) 706 (2.7) 748.29 (343.80)
Lu et al. 2018 [46] Cross-over; double blind 10 66.3(9.9) 7,3 NR NR 761.0 (362.2)
Manenti et al. 2014 [47] Cross-over; double blind 10 67.1(72) 6,4 1.3 (1.1) 8.1 (3.5) 749.2 (445.5)
Mishra et al. 2021 [39] Cross-over; double blind 20 639 (8.7) 14, 6 ~2 NR NR
Schabrun et al. 2016 [32] Parallel groups; double blind 16 ~67 10, 6 ~2 ~575 ~ 626
Swank et al. 2016 [52] Cross-over; single blind 10 687 (102 8,2 ~2 79 (7.0) NR
Valentino et al. 2014 [53] Cross-over; single blind 10 723 (36) 55 2.8 (0.5 11 (4.9) NR
von Papen et al. 2014 [48] Cross-over; double blind 10 63 (9 3,7 NR 7 (6) 794 (360)
Workman et al. 2020 [49] Cross-over; double blind 7 724 (64) 572 1.9 (04) 43 (25) 889.8 (497.7)
Yotnuengnit et al. 2017 [38]  Parallel groups; double blind 60 65.0 33,20 ~25 ~79 ~863

LED Levodopa equivalent dosage; NR not reported. Mean (SD)

was placed over F3 or F4 [39, 43, 45, 47]. These studies
assessed the effect of tDCS applied on five consecutive
days [43] or in a single session [39, 45, 47] at intensity of
1 mA [43] or 2mA [39, 45, 47]. The stimulation dur-
ation was 30 min [39], 20 min [43, 45] or 7 min [47].
While in three studies the participants received the
intervention during the medication-on state [39, 43, 47],
the other study did not report the state of medication
during intervention [45]. In three studies, tDCS was used
as a stand-alone treatment [39, 45, 47], while in one
study the effects of isolated tDCS and a combination of
tDCS and repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation
(rTMS) were compared [43]. The outcome measures in-
cluded TUG [43, 45, 47], gait speed [39], FoG [43], and
dynamic gait index [45]. The gait assessment was con-
ducted in the medication-on phase in three studies [39,
43, 47], while the other study did not report the state of
medication during assessment [45]. All the included
studies targeting the DLPFC reported an immediate ef-
fect of tDCS. Furthermore, in the study by Mishra and
Thrasher [39], gait was assessed during, as well as 15
min and 30 min after stimulation, and in another study
the outcome measures were obtained one and five weeks
after intervention [43]. Two studies did not report any
follow-up assessment [45, 47] (Table 4).

Dagan et al. [44] reported that the dual-site tDCS
of the DLPFC and M1 improved the gait speed in

PD. In that study, single-session tDCS was used as a
stand-alone treatment, and the intensity and duration
of stimulation were 1.5mA and 20 min, respectively
(Table 4).

In contrast, in the remaining three studies, DLPFC
stimulation by anodal tDCS did not improve gait in
PD. The intensity and duration of tDCS applied in
these studies were 2mA and 20 min respectively [42,
51, 52]. Criminger et al. paired tDCS with simultan-
eous stationary bicycling or a golf video game, and
the stimulation intensity was 1 mA [51]. Swank et al.
[52] assessed the single-session effect of isolated
tDCS. The intensity and duration of tDCS were 2 mA
and 20 min respectively. In contrast to the studies
with positive findings [39, 43, 45, 47] that placed the
return electrode over the contralateral supraorbital
area, they used dual site stimulation in which both
anodal and cathodal electrodes were placed over the
DLPFC (Table 4).

The effect of tDCS over the cerebellum

Workman et al. [49] reported that the cerebellar
tDCS at an intensity of 2 mA or 4 mA with a stimu-
lation duration of 20 min did not improve gait in PD.
However, 4-mA tDCS improved balance immediately
after intervention, as assessed by the Berg balance
scale (Table 5).
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The effect of tDCS on FoG

Four studies evaluated the effect of tDCS on FoG [43,
44, 46, 53]. In three studies, unilateral M1 stimulation
[53], unilateral DLPFC stimulation [43] and M1 + DLPF
C dual-site stimulation improved FoG in PD. The dur-
ation of intervention was 20 min in all the three studies
and the intensity was 1 mA [43], 1.5 mA [44], or 2 mA
[53]. In two of these studies, tDCS was applied as a
stand-alone intervention [44, 53], while in one study it
was combined with rTMS [43]. While two studies did
not report the state of medication during intervention
and assessment [44, 53], in the other study both inter-
vention and assessment were conducted in the
medication-on state [43]. The outcome measures were
conducted immediately after intervention [43, 44, 53]
and 2 days [53], 1 week [43], or 2 and 4 weeks [53] after
intervention. In contrast, Lu et al. [46] reported no im-
provement of FoG by tDCS over the motor area. In that
study, tDCS was applied as a stand-alone intervention at
1 mA intensity with 10 min duration, and FoG was how-
ever measured in the medication-off state immediately
and up to 1h after intervention.

Reported side effects of tDCS

In six studies, participants reported no side effects [26,
27, 39, 46, 47, 53]. Seven studies reported mild and non-
lasting side effects, including headache [43], tingling [32,
45, 49, 50], itching [45, 49], and burning sensations [38,
49]. Five studies reported no data about side effects [42,
44, 48, 52, 54].

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first systematic
review to evaluate the efficacy of tDCS in the treatment
of gait symptoms in patients with PD. In general, the
study results showed that tDCS over motor areas holds
some promise, whereas the prefrontal stimulation was
comparatively less explored, and the results of available
studies were heterogeneous. The results of different
studies were however at least partially heterogeneous,
which might be caused by the differences in intervention
protocol, state of patients during intervention, and as-
sessment, etc. The heterogeneity of outcome measures
used, and relevant heterogeneities with respect to stimu-
lation intensity, duration, electrode position, and other
factors between studies, which were often intermingled,
make it difficult or impossible to track back differences
between studies to a single factor at present. Given these
limitations of the available data set, we decided to con-
duct a narrative review.

A systematic review by Beretta et al. [24] has suggested
that combined tDCS and motor intervention improves
gait in PD. This review, however, did not include studies
that used tDCS as a stand-alone treatment. Moreover,
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the results of the present review are in general accord-
ance with systematic reviews suggesting the gait-
improving effects of other non-invasive brain stimulation
techniques for PD, and the positive effects of tDCS on
gait in diseases other than PD. Nardone et al. [55] have
suggested that rTMS targeting the M1 bilaterally de-
creases motor symptoms in PD, and a meta-analysis by
Li et al. [56] has shown a significant effect of tDCS in
improving mobility in individuals after stroke.

The present review suggests that placing the anode
electrode anterior to the vertex is a promising approach
to improving gait in PD. Stimulation of this area with
relatively large electrodes may affect both M1 and SMA
bilaterally. Since the cortical gait regions are represented
bilaterally in the brain [57], bilateral stimulation may be
required to modulate cortical excitability and improve
gait. For the leg area of the primary motor cortex and
the SMA, the more vertical orientation and deeper ana-
tomical position as compared to the hand area of the
motor cortex, make it more challenging to apply tDCS
at the lower limb representations and SMA than at the
upper limb representations [58]. However, transcranial
magnetic stimulation showed that the anode tDCS an-
terior to the vertex can change the excitability of the leg
motor and premotor regions, which suggests that tDCS
over the leg motor and premotor regions can be used to
improve locomotor control in PD patients [59].

In contrast to studies that showed a positive effect of
motor area tDCS on gait in PD, Lu et al. [46] reported
that bilateral anodal tDCS over the M1 did not improve
FoG. In their study, tDCS was, however, applied only for
10 min at an intensity of 1 mA, and outcomes were mea-
sured during the medication-off state. Likewise, in two
studies with unilateral rather than bilateral application
of tDCS over the M1, no improvement of gait was re-
ported [32, 44]. de Paz et al. [28] concluded in a system-
atic review that further research is required to identify
the optimal stimulation targets for gait rehabilitation in
neurological diseases.

There is some evidence supporting for an effect of
tDCS over the DLPFC on gait in PD [39, 43-45, 47]. In
one study, a significant improvement in FoG after 10 Hz
r'TMS over the DLPFC was reported [60]. The general
rationale for this stimulation approach is that the frontal
areas are relevant for locomotion [61]. Anatomical stud-
ies have shown that the DLPFC is an important part of
the frontostriatal neural pathway that connects the
frontal lobe regions with the striatum [62, 63]. In PD,
the frontostriatal dysfunction is associated with signifi-
cant deficits in executive functions, resulting in impaired
walking [64]. A more recent study has shown higher
DLPFC activity in PD patients compared to controls
during both usual walking and walking while subtracting
conditions, and impaired walking performance in PD
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patients as compared to controls only during the walking
while subtracting task [65]. In addition, dual-site stimu-
lation of M1 and DLPFC has exerted positive effects on
gait in PD [44], which is consistent with the observation
that FoG is caused by impaired communication among
the prefrontal cortex, motor cortex, and subcortical
structures [44, 66].

However, other studies targeting the DLPFC have not
reported positive results [42, 51, 52]. In one study [51],
tDCS was applied at a relatively low intensity (1 mA) and
in combination with stationary bicycling or watching a
golf video game, which are motor-related activities yet not
as specific as the gait training exercise. In the study by
Swank et al. [52], bipolar bilateral stimulation, in which
both the anodal and the cathodal electrodes were placed
over the DLPFC, might have resulted in the heteroge-
neous effects on this area because of the up- and down-
regulation of both hemispheres. In this connection, it is
interesting to note that in the DLPFC studies with positive
findings, a return electrode was positioned over the
contralateral supraorbital area, rather than the DLPFC.

In the only study that applied tDCS over the bilateral
cerebellum, the score of the Berg balance scale was in-
creased, but no significant change of gait was found [49].
This result is not surprising, as the cerebellum plays a
strong role in balance control [67]. These mixed findings
indicate the importance of stimulation parameters (e.g.,
electrode placement, stimulation intensity, duration,
repetition) that need to be adapted in order to improve
treatment efficacy (e.g., [68]).

For the optimal electrode placement, in addition to
anatomically defining areas, model-based optimization of
electrode placement may be helpful, especially for target-
ing surface-away areas, such as the target regions for gait
improvement. The individual models also allow for
personalization of intervention, thereby improving the
efficacy of the intervention and reducing the between-
subject heterogeneity of results.

Based on available studies, the anode stimulation is a
preferred target stimulation polarity. In this systemic re-
view, all included studies have applied anodal tDCS, and
two of them compared the effects of anodal and cathodal
stimulation but reported no significant change of gait
after cathodal tDCS [48, 51]. Since the activity of pre-
motor and primary motor cortical regions is reduced in
PD [21], the excitability-enhancing anodal tDCS may be
suitable for restoring the activity of these areas [9].

In this review, most included studied applied tDCS at the
intensity of 2 mA. tDCS at 1 mA intensity might be too low
to facilitate the leg motor cortex and improve gait in PD
[46], at least in some patients. This assumption is con-
firmed by the results of a study which showed that tDCS at
2mA intensity performed better than 1-mA stimulation in
modification of the postural response to an external
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perturbation in PD [69]. Furthermore, anodal tDCS with
higher current density enhances the efficacy of tDCS to in-
crease the excitability of the leg area of the motor cortex
in healthy subjects [70]. Consistently, a study compar-
ing the effects of anodal tDCS at different levels of
intensity over the upper limb representations of M1
showed a trend of higher cortical excitability enhance-
ments with increased current intensities [71, 72].

Regarding the stimulation duration, while most studies
applied tDCS for 20 min, positive findings have also been
reported for shorter stimulation durations. Nitsche and
Paulus [73] have shown that 13 min of tDCS is sufficient
to elevate the motor-evoked potential amplitudes at ~ 1
h after intervention in young healthy adults, and another
study has reported no significant differences in the ef-
fects between 15 min and 30 min of anodal tDCS over
the upper limb M1 on cortical excitability [71]. Although
our review did not identify an association between the
duration of stimulation and the efficacy in PD, studies in
healthy humans have shown that longer stimulation du-
rations can induce better effects [74, 75]. Therefore, a
systematic evaluation of the impact of tDCS duration on
its efficacy to treat PD symptoms would be required.

In the studies included in this review, both single-session
[27, 44, 45, 47, 48, 54] and multiple-session intervention ap-
proaches [26, 38, 50, 53] improved gait in PD. Since the fa-
cilitatory effect of single-session tDCS on M1 excitability
can last for about one hour after intervention [73], the
single-session approaches might be well suited for screen-
ing of immediate intervention effects. In multiple-session
approaches, the after-effects last for at least 3 months [50]
in one study, 2 months [38] in one study, 1 month in three
studies [38, 50, 53] and 2 weeks [38, 53] in two studies. One
study has shown that the real and sham tDCS combined
with visually cued gait training have similar positive effects
immediately after the intervention, but at 1month after
intervention, these effects are only preserved in the real
tDCS group [26]. The remote effects of tDCS on training-
induced gait improvements may be due to the stabilization
of training-induced plasticity, which could result in a long-
lasting preservation of respective motor memories. The
prolonged effects of repeated tDCS have also been reported
for motor learning in healthy humans [76]. However, as the
follow-up evaluations have not covered extensive durations
after intervention, and comparisons of face-to-face inter-
ventions with different session numbers are missing, the
exact duration of effects and the superiority of specific
stimulation protocols remain to be determined. In addition,
since the number of sessions in multi-session approaches is
limited in the available studies, it might be the case that
more extended interventions can cause larger, and more
stable effects.

The results of the reviewed studies further suggest that
combining tDCS with conventional gait training [26, 54],
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group-based exercise [27] or rTMS [48] may enhance
the effect of intervention. Kaski et al. [54] have reported
superior effects of combined tDCS and physical training,
as compared to the isolated tDCS or the isolated phys-
ical training, on gait rehabilitation in PD. Enhancing cor-
tical excitability via tDCS in combination with other
interventions might reinforce the positive effects of each,
which can be translated into improved clinical outcomes,
as compared with application of these interventions
alone. The underlying mechanisms may be the synergis-
tic induction of neuroplasticity, and enhanced motor
network activation induced by these interventions and
tDCS, as shown in healthy humans [77] and patients
with motor deficits [78]. As mentioned above, this result
mirrors those obtained in healthy humans by combining
anodal motor cortex tDCS with motor learning [76]. In
contrast, a systematic review by de Paz et al. [28] did
provide conclusive results for an enhancing effect of ad-
junctive stimulation with current tDCS methods in com-
bination with gait exercises in patients with neurological
disorders.

With regard to the timing of combined intervention, it
is so far unclear if tDCS during or before physical train-
ing is better suited in PD. Both online [54] and offline
[26, 27, 48] tDCS resulted in positive effects in the in-
cluded studies. It has, however, been shown that online
stimulation has better effects than offline stimulation on
motor learning in healthy humans [79]. Therefore, sys-
tematic face-to-face studies exploring the impact of on-
line and offline stimulation on the effect of tDCS on gait
in PD are needed to address this question.

In all studies that have reported the medication state
during the intervention, tDCS was applied in the
medication-on state. Dopamine modulates the motor
cortex plasticity in M1. Hypo-dopaminergic states may
prevent plasticity in PD patients and healthy humans
[80, 81], thus it makes sense to conduct tDCS during the
medication-on state. The state of medication is also im-
portant for the validity of the assessment of outcome
measures. In six studies with positive findings, the par-
ticipants were in the on state during assessment [27, 38,
45, 47, 48, 53]. However, Costa-Ribeiro et al. [26] found
a positive effect of tDCS under both on and off condi-
tions of medication. More investigations are needed to
clarify whether tDCS can improve gait also in the off
phase. The levodopa equivalent dosage was similar
across the studies included in this review. Since dopa-
minergic medication can have non-linear dosage-
dependent effects on plasticity in healthy humans [82,
83], it might be worthwile to assess the correlation be-
tween levodopa equivalent dosage and the intervention
effects in future studies.

With respect to the demographic factors, the mean
age of participants in the majority of the included
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studies was between 60 and 70 years, while only two
studies reported a relatively higher mean age of >70
years [49, 53]. For disease duration, the minima and
maxima were 4.3 years [49] and 11 years [53], respect-
ively. In the other studies, the mean disease duration
was between 5 and 10 years. In 12 studies, the severity of
the disease of the participants was evaluated by the
Hoehn and Yahr scale, which had a mean value between
1.3 to 2.8 in these studies. This means that the patients
were moderately affected, and patients with severe
symptoms were under-represented. Although the
present review showed no association between age, dur-
ation of disease, disease severity and gait improvement,
future studies are needed to investigate the possible as-
sociations between these factors and the tDCS effects.

With respect to the impact of assessment methods on
the outcome of interventions, most of the included stud-
ies used the TUG as the main outcome parameter, while
others reported spatiotemporal parameters of gait. A
systematic review by Mollinedo et al. [84] has shown
good reliability and validity of TUG in PD [84] and also
a high sensitivity of this test for monitoring medication-
dependent effects [85]. Measurements of the spatiotem-
poral parameters of gait and balance can provide useful
information on subtle effects that might not be identified
by the TUG or other bed-side clinical tools. However,
changes of these parameters may not provide informa-
tion on clinically relevant effects for evey case. With re-
spect to the reviewed studies, we did not find an
association between the type of outcome assessment and
the effect of tDCS, however, most of the studies differed
in more than one intervention parameter. Therefore, the
possible discernable effects of identical stimulation pro-
tocols on different outcome measures should be ex-
plored in future studies.

The loss of dopaminergic neurons in the substantia
nigra pars compacta within the basal ganglia is a cause
for gait impairments in PD [86]. In patients with PD,
frontostriatal dysfunction has been associated with sig-
nificant deficits in executive functions that are associated
with difficulties in walking [64]. The cortical motor net-
work and the movement-related activity of the SMA are
altered in PD [17, 18], which contribute to the gait prob-
lems in PD [19, 20]. The lasting effect of tDCS on gait
shows that although PD is a neurodegenerative disease,
there is a potential for compensation by neuromodula-
tion techniques.

Limitations and suggestions

Besides the limitations already mentioned above, an im-
portant common limitation of the reviewed studies is
the small sample size, making it difficult to generalize re-
sults. Future studies should include larger sample sizes.
Furthermore, the substantial heterogeneity of study
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protocols makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions
about the best suited protocols to improve clinical symp-
toms at present. Here, systematic evaluation of the im-
pact of variations of specific aspects of tDCS protocols,
which are known to affect the efficacy of the interven-
tion, including the target area, the stimulation intensity,
the session frequency, the number of sessions, set of
combined vs stand-alone interventions, online vs offline
stimulation in the case of combined interventions, asso-
ciation of stimulation effects with dopaminergic medica-
tion, is required to shape clinically useful interventions
for future application. Additionally, most of the studies
conducted so far have purely behavioral outcome param-
eters. For future studies, it will be relevant to add
physiological assessments to clarify the mechanisms
underlying the respective effects. The quality assessment
of the included studies was conducted with PEDro,
which evaluates the minimum requirements of study
quality, e.g. not taking sample size into account as qual-
ity parameter. Most studies were proof of principle, and
not designed to define clinically meaningful intervention
protocols, which would require systematic evaluation of
dosing and other intervention parameters. The effect
size was only reported in a minority of studies and none
of the papers delivered data about clinical meaningful-
ness of the effects. Such data are crucial for future clin-
ical implementation, thus should be reported in future
studies.

Conclusions

The present review suggests that tDCS is a promising
intervention approach to improving gait in PD. While
applying anodal tDCS over the motor areas has shown a
positive effect on gait in the majority of studies, stimula-
tion over other areas like the DLPFC might be less
promising. In addition, the small sample size and the
heterogeneity of intervention protocols and outcome
measures make it difficult to identify the best suited
intervention protocols based on the current data, and to
come to clear conclusions about the clinical usefulness
of this intervention at present. Stimulation intensity,
state of medication during intervention and assessment,
and online versus offline tDCS in combination with trad-
itional gait rehabilitation techniques are main aspects of
variability of study protocols, which deserve further in-
vestigation. Although higher stimulation intensity has
been shown to be more efficient in improving motor
learning in healthy subjects, such a dosage-dependent ef-
fect needs to be tested directly in PD. The intervention
has been conducted in the medication-on state in the
studies as far as reported. This makes sense, because the
plasticity-related effects of non-invasive brain stimula-
tion are reduced in hypo-dopaminergic states; however,
the impact of state of medication on the results of
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intervention needs to be explored directly. Furthermore,
although the online tDCS has better effects than offline
tDCS as shown for motor learning in healthy young
adults, face-to-face studies in PD are lacking. The lon-
gest follow up was 3 months, but many studies only cov-
ered short timelines after intervention. More studies are
thus needed to explore the duration of clinical effects of
the intervention.
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