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Performance after training 
in a complex cognitive task 
is enhanced by high‑definition 
transcranial random noise 
stimulation
Quentin Chenot1*, Caroline Hamery1, Evelyne Lepron1, Pierre Besson2, 
Xavier De Boissezon3,4, Stéphane Perrey2 & Sébastien Scannella1*

Interest for neuromodulation, and transcranial random noise stimulation (tRNS) in particular, is 
growing. It concerns patients rehabilitation, but also healthy people who want or need to improve 
their cognitive and learning abilities. However, there is no consensus yet regarding the efficacy of 
tRNS on learning and performing a complex task. In particular, the most effective electrode montage 
is yet to be determined. Here, we examined the effect of two different tRNS montages on learning 
rate, short- and long-term performance in a video game (Space Fortress) that engages multiple 
cognitive abilities. Sixty-one participants were randomly assigned to one of three groups (sham vs. 
simple-definition tRNS vs. high-definition tRNS) in a double-blind protocol. Their performance on the 
Space Fortress task was monitored during a 15-day experiment with baseline (day 1), stimulation (day 
2 to 4), short- (day 5) and long-term (day 15) evaluations. Our results show that the high-definition 
tRNS group improved more on the long term than simple-definition tRNS group, tended to learn 
faster and had better performance retention compared to both simple-definition tRNS and sham 
groups. This study is the first to report that high-definition tRNS is more effective than conventional 
simple-definition tRNS to enhance performance in a complex task.

During the last 10 years, the number of publications studying the effects of the transcranial electrical stimulation 
(tES) on cognitive training and cognitive functions has blossomed1. Here, we sought to investigate the effect 
of tES on the learning and retention of cognitive skills in a video-game like complex task. More specifically, we 
assessed two different montages (large pad-electrodes in a bilateral configuration vs. multi smaller electrodes 
in a 4× 1 ring configuration) of a particular tES technique—the transcranial random noise stimulation (tRNS).

The effects of tES, especially transcranial direct current stimulation (tDCS) on cognitive performance has 
been widely studied2. Nevertheless, the results are mostly heterogeneous with some studies showing an increase 
of performance whereas other studies show no improvement2–4. The reasons for these heterogeneous results may 
be found in the limits of the tDCS, which delivers a direct electrical current with a constant intensity and fixed 
polarity1. This constant intensity may be a limit as it could prevent persistent changes in neuronal membrane 
potentials through homeostatic mechanisms5,6.

Recently, a focus has been emphasized on tRNS that delivers a low intensity current at random frequencies, 
producing noise in the neural system. While the precise effect of such noise is still debated1, the proposed mecha-
nisms include enhanced cortical excitability7, lower inhibitory thresholds in neurons8, facilitation of sodium 
channels reopening (i.e. repolarization) after a depolarization9 and stochastic resonance10. Stochastic resonance 
refers to the amplification of a weak signal with the addition of noise11. More specifically, it has been suggested 
that this phenomenon modulates, not only the activity of the neurons under the site of stimulation, but also the 
activity of the other distant, inter-connected, neurons12. By inducing noise, such stimulation may modify the 
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discharge threshold of the neurons in the related brain networks, which should in turn induce a modification 
of behavioral performance1.

These potential behavioral modifications have been investigated, and a summary of methods and results 
of studies (as of July 2021) that used tRNS and measured its effects on cognitive functions can be found in 
Table S2 in supplementary material. These include a wide range of high-level cognitive functions, spreading from 
attention13, working memory6,14, inhibition15–17, to mathematical skills18–21 and multitasking22. Noteworthy, the 
effects of tRNS on high-level cognitive functions are heterogeneous across studies with some studies showing 
no effects15,23,24 and several others showing significant effects6,18,21,22,25–27. For instance, Brem et al.25 showed that 
groups that received either tRNS or tDCS coupled with cognitive training (by means of a video game) had better 
transfer effect on fluid intelligence tasks compared to a sham stimulation. In the same way, another study26, using 
an executive function training protocol coupled with tES, showed that the tRNS group had better improvements 
than the sham group. In addition to longitudinal, multi-session studies, Harty et al.22 investigated the effect of 
tRNS on learning of a complex and ecological task (start-up procedure of simulated waste water treatment) dur-
ing one learning session. They showed that tRNS promoted better multitasking performance and better long-term 
retention of the task during the second session (after 2 weeks) compared to the sham group. Taken together, these 
results point out that tRNS is promising for training complex task skills that involve multiple cognitive functions.

Several studies presented above used a conventional bilateral tRNS montage over the dorsolateral prefrontal 
cortex (DLPFC), with large pad electrodes (typically between 25–35 cm2), soaked with saline and placed on F3 
and F4 scalp positions of the 10–20 international system20–23,26. We will refer to this montage as SD (simple defi-
nition). Recent development in tES have also used a 4× 1 montage (i.e. 4 peripheral and 1 central electrode), to 
which we will refer as HD (high definition). This type of montage has the advantage of being more focal thanks to 
the use of smaller electrodes (e.g. π cm2) distributed over a predetermined brain area. This HD-montage has been 
used with various types of stimulation, including tDCS28, but also transcranial alternating current stimulation29–32 
(tACS). Such HD-montage is now thought to be one the leads to optimize the stimulation effects on a specific 
area, regardless the type of stimulation28,33.

Specifically, both right and left DLPFC are typically thought to be recruited when performing complex tasks. 
It has been shown higher activity in these areas when individuals perform tasks involving executive functions 
tasks34–38 or multitasking39,40. Especially, the right DLPFC seems to be more involved during planing41, a key 
component of executive functions42. Therefore, a focal stimulation with the latter area may be more efficient than 
a conventional SD montage to improve training and cognitive performance in complex tasks.

However, to our knowledge, no study has attempted to investigate the potential advantages of HD-tRNS over 
a standard SD-tRNS montage during a 1-week training protocol of a complex task. In the present study, we used 
the Space Fortress (SF) video game as a complex task (Fig. 1). We selected this game because it has been specifi-
cally designed by psychologists to study complex task learning43. In this 2D game, the player’s performance is 
assessed through the practice of four concomitant sub-tasks: controlling a ship in the space, destroying a fortress, 
destroying moving mines and capturing bonuses (see Table S1 in supplementary material). Because of the multi-
tasking skills required to perform well in this game, it makes it an interesting task to learn and master, necessarily 
involving several high-level cognitive processes such as executive functions44,45. This assertion is supported by the 
fact that SF training has been shown to modify the activity and the connectivity of the fronto-parietal network46, 
which is typically involved in high-level cognitive functions47–49. Therefore, we aimed to stimulate a key brain 
region in this network—the DLPFC50—in order to drive brain plasticity during SF learning.

Based on previous literature that showed that tRNS may increase performance in complex cognitive 
tasks21,22,25,26, we expected (hypothesis 1) that the stimulated groups (SD-tRNS and HD-tRNS) would have a 
better learning rate in the SF task compared to the control group (sham). This higher learning rate would result 
in higher performance during both short-term, that is the day right after the training, (hypothesis 2.a.) and long-
term evaluation, 10 days after the training (hypothesis 2.b.). We expected that the stimulated groups would also 
have better retention of performance between the end of the training and ten days after (hypothesis 3). Finally, 
based on the studies that showed that HD-tDCS may have an increased effect compared to SD-tDCS51–54, we 
expected the HD-tRNS group to exhibit higher effects than the SD-tRNS group for all variables mentioned in 
the previous hypotheses (hypothesis 4).

To test these hypotheses, we ran a double-blind, randomized, placebo-controlled experiment. The experi-
mentation lasted for five consecutive days at a fixed schedule, with one additional session ten days later. Day 1 
was the baseline for SF performance, with no stimulation. From days 2 to 4 (training period), participants played 
two game sessions a day, each lasting 10 min. The stimulation was performed according to the group assignment 
(sham vs. SD-tRNS vs. HD-tRNS). The last two experimental sessions (short and long-term evaluations) were 
similar, but with no stimulation (see Fig. 1). To assess the effect of the stimulation, we computed the learning rate 
as the regression coefficient of a logarithmic adjustment model of SF performance over time55. We also measured 
the deltas of performance between baseline and short-term, baseline and long-term, and between short-term 
and long-term (retention) experimental sessions. One way ANCOVAs (analyses of covariance) were conducted 
to investigate differences between groups (sham vs. SD-tRNS vs. HD-tRNS) on the learning rate and on the 
deltas of performance, each time controlling for video game experience (the covariate). Gaming experience was 
established with a standardised questionnaire to assess the frequency and intensity participants used to and/or 
presently play video games.

Results
Assessment of individual learning rates.  The ANCOVA on the learning rates (Figs. 2 and 3) showed 
a significant effect of the gaming experience ( F(1,57) = 4.47 , p = 0.039 , η2p = 7% , b = 0.26 , power = 0.55 ), 
whereas the group factor did not reach significance ( F(2,57) = 2.50 , p = 0.091 , η2p = 8% , power = 0.48)
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Behavioural effects of the stimulation type.  Except for day 1, when the baseline was recorded, par-
ticipants performed two game sessions (GS) each day, leading to a total of 11 GS. We computed the performance 
improvement as the difference of scores between the baseline score at day 1 (GS1) and the second game session 
of day 5 for the short-term delta score (GS9–GS1), and between GS1 and the second game session of day 15 for 
the long-term delta score (GS11–GS1). The retention delta score was computed as the difference between the 
long-term (day 15) and short-term (day 5) second game sessions (GS11–GS9). Figure 1 gives an overview of days 
and game sessions distribution over time, and illustrates the timeline for the delta scores.

The short-term delta score was significantly and positively influenced by the gaming experience 
( F(1,57) = 7.37 , p = 0.009 , η2p = 11% , b = 0.36 , power = 0.76 ) but not by the stimulation group ( F(2,57) = 2.27 , 
p = 0.112 , η2p = 7% , power = 0.44 ) (Fig. 4a).

The gaming experience effect faded with time to become non significant for both the long-term delta score 
( F(1,57) = 2.87 , p = 0.096 , η2p = 5% , b = 0.20 , power = 0.38 ) and the retention delta score ( F(1,57) = 1.24 , 
p = 0.270 , η2p = 2% , b = −0.14 , power = 0.19 ). However, significant effects of the stimulation group were found 
for both long-term delta ( F(2,57) = 4.21 , p = 0.020 , η2p = 13% , power = 0.72 ) and retention delta ( F(2,57) = 4.32 , 
p = 0.018 , η2p = 13% , power = 0.73 ) (Fig. 4b,c).

tRNS Adverse Effects Questionnaire.  The results of the tRNS Adverse Effects Questionnaire can be 
found in Figs. S2 and S3 in supplementary material. A Kruskal–Wallis test compared the three groups on the 
post session questionnaire and revealed a significant effect ( p = 0.034 ). Post-hoc analyses showed that the HD-
tRNS group had higher scores than the SHAM group ( p = 0.048).

Figure 1.   Experimental design and performance evaluation. (a) A participant playing the Space Fortress game 
(in this example, the participant is equipped with a 4× 1 HD montage). (b) Space Fortress in-game screenshot. 
(c) Timeline of the experimental protocol. GSn stands for Game Session number n across days. Short-term is 
the delta of performance between GS9 and GS1. Long-term is the delta of performance between GS11 and GS1. 
Retention is the delta of performance between GS11 and GS9.
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Discussion
The present experiment is the first to investigate the effects of different tRNS montages (SD vs. 4× 1 HD) on 
learning a complex video game during a one-week training. We hypothesized that both tRNS groups would have 
a better video game performance compared to the sham group, with an additional advantage for HD stimulation. 
More specifically, we excepted higher learning rates and improvements on the short-term (day 5 vs. day 1), the 
long-term (day 15 vs. day 1) and on the retention period (day 15 vs. day 5). Although no short-term effect was 
observed, our data partially support our hypotheses with a tendency for the learning rate, along with a significant 
long-term effect for HD compared to SD, but not to sham. In addition, the highest retention performance was 
observed for the HD-tRNS group, compared to both sham and SD groups this time. In contrast, the SD-tRNS 
montage showed no differences with the sham group, whatever the comparison. To our knowledge, our study 

Figure 2.   Mean total scores for Space Fortress game (with standard error bars) per group across game sessions. 
The fitted ln model across game sessions and for each group is presented in the lower right part. D day.

Figure 3.   Learning rate by stimulation group (Hypothesis 1). Bold: p < 0.05.
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is the first to provide evidence that an HD-tRNS montage may be more effective than an SD-tRNS montage to 
train complex task skills in healthy adults. This study also confirms that the right DLPFC is a valid target for 
neuromodulation and enhancement of high-level cognitive functions23.

One important finding here is the positive effect of the neurostimulation, for the HD-montage only, during 
the retention period—10 days after the end of training and stimulation. The difference between the stimulation 
groups was indeed the strongest between day 5 and day 15, suggesting that HD-tRNS would have an outlasting 
effect on performance gain once the training is over56. This effect was not abrupt, but rather it seems to have 
strengthened over time. This observation is supported by the absence of short-term effect, followed by a superi-
ority of HD montage that became significant for the long-term (compared to SD only), and for retention period 
(compared to both sham and SD).

This delayed behavioral effect might be explained by the time necessary to modify the activity of the fronto-
parietal network, solicited while playing SF video game57. Indeed, one of the main action principle of tRNS is 
supposed to occur through stochastic resonance1. According to this hypothesis, by inducing noise, such stimu-
lation would modify the discharge threshold of the neurons in the targeted brain networks. Simultaneous neu-
ronal stimulation would induce subsequent synaptic strengthening according to the coincidence-detection rule 
proposed by Hebb58 and Konorski59. Long-term potentiation (LTP) has been proposed as one of the main con-
sequences of this synaptic modification, to explain how the memory and the learning are stored in the brain60,61 
following cognitive training and brain stimulation. More specifically, it has been proposed that cellular changes 
might be responsible for the long-term effects of tRNS62. On a more marcroscopic view, it has been shown that 
tRNS combined with cognitive training induced more efficient neurovascular coupling21. These neural mecha-
nisms take place as the cognitive training starts, but may be measurable with some delay. The low intensity (from 

Figure 4.   (a) Delta between short-term and baseline performance (Hypothesis 2.a.). (b) Delta between long-
term and baseline performance (Hypothesis 2.b.). (c) Delta between long-term and short-term performance 
(Hypothesis 3.). GS Game Session. Bold: p < 0.05.
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− .5 to .5 mA) of the tRNS and the few stimulation sessions (a total of 60 min) in our study, arguably limited 
the extent of such synaptic plasticity, both in time and intensity, which may have led to a delayed observation of 
these effects. It seems therefore important to extend the classical pre-post evaluation of cognitive training with 
additional long-term and retention assessments in future studies.

Another important result for future research in non-invasive neurostimulation is the superiority of the 4× 1 
HD-tRNS montage over the SD montage. Although the actual mechanisms of tRNS are still discussed1, this differ-
ence might lie in the distribution of the current flow, as illustrated in Fig. 5. First, the stimulation is more focal in 
the HD montage; the target area is narrowed and, therefore, receives a greater amount of current that may induce 
higher stochastic resonance effect1. Second, the HD stimulation only targeted the right hemisphere, while the SD 
targeted both left and right. The right and left DLPFCs have been described as crucial for multitasking39,40 and 
executive functions37,38 in general, but it has also been suggested that concomitant stimulation of two intercon-
nected brain areas might be more disruptive than beneficial because of inter-hemispheric inhibition63,64. The 
rapid (i.e. up to 2 ms) alternating stimulation of left and right DLPFCs with the SD montage may have induced 
such inter-hemispheric inhibition in the present study, which could have lead to an absence of behavioral dif-
ference with the Sham group. This superiority of unilateral over bilateral montage has been previously observed 
in a tDCS methodological article65. The authors measured a higher electrical dose within the targeted DLPFC 
and also within the connected network nodes (i.e. the ventral attention network, the limbic system and the 
executive control network).

Although the superiority of the HD montage was among our hypotheses, the non-significant difference 
between the SD-tRNS and the sham groups was not expected. From the few other studies that have used similar 
tRNS parameters (i.e. F3/F4 electrode position, frequency range, intensity range, stimulation duration), three 
did show significant effects of the stimulation20,21,26 and one did not23. Several factors such as lack of robustness 
in experimental designs, absence of full details about stimulation parameters, suitability of statistical approaches, 
and publication in favor of positive results66 have been proposed to explain the discrepancy of results23. Specifi-
cally, the present study (stimulation parameters) was designed based on Snowball et al.21 who found an improved 
learning rate and long-term performance in an arithmetic task for the tRNS group compared to a sham group. 
However, our study differs in the following points: lower frequency range (100–500 vs. 100–600 Hz), shorter 

Figure 5.   Stimulation montages and influence maps according to the montage type. Extracted from NIC2 
software v.2.0.11.7.
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training protocol (3 consecutive days of coupling tRNS and cognitive training vs. 5 consecutive days) and a dif-
ferent experimental task (Space Fortress vs. arithmetic task). All or some of these factors may explain the absence 
of effect found in our SD-tRNS group. Meanwhile, taking into account the superiority of the HD montage, we 
would recommend to rather consider this montage option over the SD one for a similar investigation. Further 
studies will be necessary to determine the tRNS parameters, brain location and/or cognitive training types most 
sensitive to the SD montage.

As expected, video game experience had a significant role during SF training45,67. Participants who were 
more exposed to video games (e.g. number of played hours per week) were more likely to perform better on 
SF. However, one interesting result is that the more the participants trained to the SF task, the lower this effect; 
eventually it became non-significant in the last session. On the contrary, the stimulation effect became more 
important as training went by. As a result, the gaming experience was an important variable to control for, even 
though its impact diminishes with training.

On average, the responses of the stimulated groups on the tRNS adverse effect questionnaire were slightly 
higher than those from the sham group (1.6 points higher for the HD-tRNS group, and 0.90 points higher for 
the SD-tRNS group compared to the 1.32 points Sham average score on the 48 point-scale, see Fig. S2 in sup-
plementary material). This result indicates that some participants within these groups experienced an effect of 
the stimulation which was not present in the sham group. Looking specifically at the responses on each question 
(see Fig. S3 in supplementary material), we can identify that participants from the stimulated groups reported 
slightly higher psychological (fatigue, difficulties in concentrating) and physical (tingling, itching, flickering) 
symptoms. However, one should note that most participants in all groups reported no symptoms at all, especially 
in some important ones (pain, nausea, headache). These results are in agreement with a systematic review68, 
which showed that active stimulated groups often report slightly higher (but often non-significant) adverse 
effects than sham groups.

A limit lies in the moderate statistical power of the present study (ranging from 0.19 to 0.76). While being 
slightly higher than most of recent tRNS studies that include 10 to 18 participants per group6,14,16,17,20,21,23–25,27,69, 
this is still not enough to obtain a 0.80 power with a p value criteria of 0.05, as recommended70. This statistical 
power should be further improved to increase the confidence we have in the significant and non-significant 
results. In general, future studies should embrace the open science opportunity in order to predetermine sample 
size and to produce registered reports when appropriate, in order to eliminate some common statistical biases71. 
Future studies should also consider investigating the neural mechanisms of tRNS. Indeed, experimental works 
with animals are crucially lacking, and to date, only hypotheses about these mechanisms have been proposed, 
with few empirical data to support them1,11.

In conclusion, this study is the first to report that a 4× 1 high-definition tRNS montage coupled with cognitive 
training on a complex video game task may be efficient to promote outlasting performance gain. This result is 
especially important because the learning period was relatively short—with only three 20-min learning sessions 
coupled with tRNS. This finding may have implications for students learning a profession with either complex 
tasks to be performed or prolonged training, such as pilots, air traffic controllers, surgeons, or software develop-
ers. Future studies may also explore the possibility of such montage to treat patients with cognitive disorders.

Methods
Participants.  Based on an a priori power analysis (available in supplementary material), 66 participants 
were initially planned. In total, 70 participants were recruited in the ISAE-SUPAERO (Toulouse, France) and 
Montpellier University campuses through flyers and mailing lists. Participants had to meet the following eligibil-
ity criteria and safety guidelines for tES use: to be free of a history of neurological, psychiatric or sensory disor-
ders, cardiac or cardiovascular pathology, and no recent use of medications or substances that might interfere 
with brain activity.

From these 70 participants, 61 constituted the final sample. Four participants withdrew from the study (two 
because they were not available for the long-term session, and two because they were not psychologically com-
fortable with brain stimulation after the first session), and five were excluded because of impedance unstability 
detected by the stimulation software. All participants were given detailed information about the experiment 
and gave informed consent prior to start. The demographics of the sample are described in Table 1. The study 

Table 1.   Participants’ demographics (mean ± SD). aEducation is measured on a scale from 1 to 20 (with 12 
= high school degree). bVideo Game experience (VGexp) is measured by a questionnaire and range on a scale 
from 0 to 10. ***ANOVA’s were performed for Age and Education, and a Kruskal-Wallis was performed for 
VGexp (available in Supplementary Information). LH Left-handed

Sham SD-tRNS HD-tRNS p-value***

N 19 21 21 NA

Gender 4 women 3 women 3 women NA

Handedness 1 LH 1 LH 1 LH NA

Age 24.0± 4.6 22.7± 3.1 24.1± 3.4 0.39

Educationa 16.2± 2.0 16.4± 1.6 16.3± 1.8 0.93

VGexpb 4.8± 2.4 3.8± 1.5 5.0± 3.0 0.32
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was approved by the local ethic committee of EuroMov-Montpellier (IRB1805A) and performed following the 
Declaration of Helsinki.

Design and procedure.  A double-blind, randomized, placebo-controlled design was used for this study. 
Each participant was randomly assigned (by computer generation) to one of the three stimulation groups (Sham 
vs. SD-tRNS vs. HD-tRNS) using a priori randomization schedule. To ensure the double-blind, and as sham was 
an SD-like montage, the experimenter was led to believe that the design also included an HD-Sham condition 
(fictive fourth group). The experimenter was not aware of our hypothesis of a superior effect of the HD over 
the SD montage. The principal investigator did not take part in the experiments. He created a list wich ran-
domly assigned each of the 66 participants to one of the three groups (HD-tRNS, SD-tRNS, Sham). To ensure 
the double-blind for the HD-tRNS group, the 22 participants in this group were then divided into two fictive 
groups in the list, HD-tRNS and HD-sham (also generated randomly). For each new participant entering the 
study, the experimenter was given the corresponding group, and only at this moment. In other words, he did 
not have access to the entire list prior to the study and was led to believe to the existence of 4 groups of 22 par-
ticipants each. The double-blind option resulting in 4 fictive groups (group 1, group 2, group 3 and group 4) for 
the experimenter was activated at the beginning of the study in the NIC software (Neuroelectrics, Barcelona, 
Spain). In addition, the principal investigator was the only one to know the password to unblind the protocol. 
The experiment was then stopped when we reached our goal of 66 participants. At this time, we unblinded the 
protocol, and we checked that the experimenter was indeed not able to identify the groups and was convinced 
by the fictive 4-group protocol.

For each participant, the experimentation lasted for five consecutive days at a fixed schedule with one addi-
tional session ten days later. At the beginning of the first day, participants completed questionnaires to gather 
demographics data (age, education level, handedness and game-level). Then, they read the rules of the SF task 
and practiced the video game for approximately 10 min in order to get used to the game rules (see below for the 
detailed practice description). Finally, they performed the first game session (baseline, day 1), playing SF for 10 
min. From day 2 to day 4 (training period), participants played two game sessions, each lasting 10 min. During 
these experimental sessions, stimulation was performed according to the group assignment (sham vs. SD-tRNS 
vs. HD-tRNS). The last two experimental sessions (short and long-term evaluation) were similar, but with no 
stimulation (see Fig. 1).

All experimental sessions were performed in an experimental room with no window and with a stable tem-
perature. The SF task was displayed on a 17′′ laptop. The stimulation device was systematically installed, and 
participants had to answer a questionnaire about potential sensations that could be related to electric stimulation 
(see below for details).

Transcranial random noise stimulation.  The tRNS was applied only during the training sessions (days 
2, 3 and 4, see Fig. 1b). The other days, such as baseline (day 1), short-term (day 5) or long-term (day 15), the 
participants did not receive stimulation.

During all sessions, the participants were mounted with a neoprene head cap (see Fig. 5). The SD-tRNS and 
sham groups had the same montage, with two circular sponstim ( 25 cm2) positioned on F3 and F4 (left and right 
DLPFCs) according to the 10–20 system of electrode placements. The HD-tRNS group had a 4× 1 montage, with 
5 circular ( π cm2) NG Pistim gel electrodes placed on the C4, Fp2, Fz, F8 locations for the peripheral electrodes 
and F4, over the right DLPFC, as the central electrode.

The tRNS waves for the stimulated groups (SD-tRNS and HD-tRNS) were generated using a Starstim device 
(Neuroelectrics®). The random level of current was generated for every sample (sampling rate 1280 samples/s). 
The current intensity was randomized, between − .5 and .5 mA (mean = 0; SD = 0.333) following a normal 
distribution, which was in line with previous studies21,25. As the current distribution in large band of high fre-
quencies has been recommended for tRNS72, we chose the largest possible range of current frequency allowed by 
our device, which was distributed between 100 and 500 Hz. In the case of SD-tRNS montage, the two electrodes 
always send or received 100% of the delivered current. In the HD-tRNS montage ( 4× 1 ), the “1” central electrode 
(F4) always send or received 100% of the delivered current, whereas the “4” peripheral electrodes send or receive 
about 25% (23% for F8 and Fz and 27% for C4 and Fp2) of the current, individually. Note that the percentages 
values have been calculated depending on the distance from F4. Both stimulated groups received a gradual rise 
(current ramp up) of 15 s at the beginning of stimulation and a gradual decrease (current ramp down) during 
the last 15 s. Between ramps, 20 min of stimulation matched the 20 min of Space Fortress training. Both stimu-
lated groups received a total of 394.6 mC during the whole stimulation. Resulting influence maps are presented 
in Fig. 5. Note, however, that this total of electric charge was differently distributed in these groups due to the 
montages. In the HD-tRNS montage, this amount of electric charge was distributed mainly on one brain area 
(the right DLPFC), while in the SD-tRNS montage, it was equally distributed across both hemispheres (mainly 
on right and left DLPFCs). The sham group received the same current ramp up and down than the stimulated 
groups at the beginning and end, respectively, but no stimulation during the 20 min of SF playing. Consequently, 
the sham group received a total of 7 mC counting both ramp up and ramp down.

The space fortress game.  For the purpose of this study, a Python-based (ver. 2.7) version of SF was chosen 
from the github.com/CogWorks website (see Fig. 1). A clear overview of the game is described by Boot et al.45. 
The authors’ description highlights the complexity of this complex task and the variety of cognitive resources 
needed to play the game. In brief, the main goal of the game is to control a spaceship in space with no gravity 
(first task). The second goal is to destroy the fortress (second task). In addition, the player has to memorize three 
specific letters that will help him to identify and destroy different types of mines (type-1 and type-2) that regu-
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larly appear in the game (third task). Simultaneously, she/he must keep focusing on sequences of symbols (e.g. 
# and $) that appear continuously throughout the game in order to capture bonuses (fourth task). To obtain the 
higher possible score, the participant has to perform the four sub-tasks in parallel. To this goal, participants were 
given the following instruction: “You will maximize your score by performing all sub-tasks to the best of your 
abilities”. A more precise description of rules and points distribution are available in Table S1.

During the first day, participants practiced the game. This practice started with reading a document that 
described the task (environment and rules). After reading, participants were asked to play the SF game for 
approximately 10 min. They practiced one task at a time following the variable-training methods used in previous 
studies45. More precisely, participants were asked: to control the ship and only focus on destroying the fortress 
(step 1); to capture bonuses only (step 2); to destroy mines only (step 3); and finally to perform all tasks together 
(step 4). Note that participants were informed about the points distribution prior to play. The experimenter 
made sure that participants understood and had experienced all the rules of the SF game before starting the 
baseline evaluation.

A total of 11 SF game sessions (GS) of 10 min each were performed by the participants during six experimen-
tal sessions (day 1 to day 5 plus day 15, see Fig. 1). Two game sessions per experimental session were completed 
except for day 1 that consisted of one game session only (baseline evaluation). Participants saw their score dis-
played at the end of each session. One SF total score was calculated per game session and corresponded to the 
sum of the points that included all sub-tasks.

Video game experience questionnaire.  Participants were asked three questions to assess their video 
game habits: (1) “In the last 12 months, how many times have you launched a video game (PC, home or port-
able consoles, smartphone)” (five-point Likert scale), (2) “Currently, on average, how much time per day do you 
spend playing video games?” (four-point Likert scale) and (3) “Have you had a period, or periods, in your life 
when you played video games intensively (more than 2 h a day on average for at least 3 months)?” (yes/no). The 
total score of this questionnaire was computed as the sum of all responses and ranged from 0 to 10.

tRNS Adverse Effects Questionnaire.  After each session, a translated version (french) of the tDCS 
Adverse Effects Questionnaire68 was administered to the participants (renamed tRNS Adverse Effects Question-
naire in this article). This questionnaire included 12 items on how they currently evaluate different sensations 
(headache, difficulty to concentrate, change of mood, change in visual perception, tingling, itching, burning, 
pain, fatigue, nervousness, unpleasant sensations and nausea, see Fig. S3) in which the participants rated on 
a five-point Likert scale (from 0 to 4). The total score of this questionnaire was computed as the sum of all 
responses and ranged from 0 to 48.

Statistical analyses.  Statistical analyses were performed using the R studio software (R v.4.0.573,74).The 
assumptions of normality and homoscedasticity were checked with visual inspection of residuals (normal proba-
bility plot and residuals vs. predicted values respectively). Statistical tests (Shapiro–Wilk and Levene tests respec-
tively) were additionally run when necessary.

We computed the learning rate using a log adjustment model ( y = a+ b× ln(x) ), where y is SF perfor-
mance, x is the game sessions over time, a is the intercept and b the regression coefficient)55. This learning rate 
was computed for each participant and comprised all experimental sessions (two games per session) including 
baseline training and short and long-term evaluations. The regression coefficient from the model is the individual 
learning rate.

A one-way ANCOVA was conducted to assess significant difference between groups (sham vs. SD-tRNS vs. 
HD-tRNS) on the learning rate (b) controlling for video game experience (hypothesis 1). As gaming experience 
is likely to influence SF performance45,67, we decided to add it as a co-variate to ensure that the results showed 
the effect of the stimulation, independently of gaming experience.

We then measured the delta of performance between the baseline and the short-term session (GS9–GS1), 
between the baseline and the long-term session (GS11–GS1) and between the short-term and the long-term 
sessions (GS11–GS9) corresponding to the retention period. ANCOVAs were conducted to assess differences 
between groups on the delta of performance of either short-term (hypothesis 2.a), long-term (hypothesis 2.a) 
or retention (hypothesis 3), each time controlling for video game experience.

Whenever significant effect of the group was observed on previous ANCOVAs, we performed post-hoc 
comparisons to assess the differences between each groups (hypothesis 4). P-values have been adjusted using 
the Holm correction75. To measure the effect size, we computed the η2p . We specified the assessed Beta value 
(referred to as b in the text) for the co-variate results to indicate the direction (positive or negative) of the effect.

Data availability
The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue 
reservation.

Received: 1 October 2021; Accepted: 28 February 2022

References
	 1.	 Fertonani, A. & Miniussi, C. Transcranial electrical stimulation: What we know and do not know about mechanisms. Neuroscientist 

23, 109–123 (2017).
	 2.	 Kuo, M.-F. & Nitsche, M. A. Effects of transcranial electrical stimulation on cognition. Clin. EEG Neurosci. 43, 192–199 (2012).



10

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:4618  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-08545-x

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	 3.	 Dedoncker, J., Brunoni, A. R., Baeken, C. & Vanderhasselt, M.-A. The effect of the interval-between-sessions on prefrontal tran-
scranial direct current stimulation (TDCS) on cognitive outcomes: A systematic review and meta-analysis. J. Neural Transm. 123, 
1159–1172 (2016).

	 4.	 Feltman, K. A., Hayes, A. M., Bernhardt, K. A., Nwala, E. & Kelley, A. M. Viability of TDCS in military environments for perfor-
mance enhancement: A systematic review. Mil. Med. 185, e53–e60 (2020).

	 5.	 Ho, K.-A., Taylor, J. L. & Loo, C. K. Comparison of the effects of transcranial random noise stimulation and transcranial direct 
current stimulation on motor cortical excitability. J. ECT 31, 67–72 (2015).

	 6.	 Murphy, O. et al. Transcranial random noise stimulation is more effective than transcranial direct current stimulation for enhanc-
ing working memory in healthy individuals: Behavioural and electrophysiological evidence. Brain Stimul. 13, 1370–1380 (2020).

	 7.	 Terney, D., Chaieb, L., Moliadze, V., Antal, A. & Paulus, W. Increasing human brain excitability by transcranial high-frequency 
random noise stimulation. J. Neurosci. 28, 14147–14155 (2008).

	 8.	 Moliadze, V., Antal, A. & Paulus, W. Electrode-distance dependent after-effects of transcranial direct and random noise stimulation 
with extracephalic reference electrodes. Clin. Neurophysiol. 121, 2165–2171 (2010).

	 9.	 Fertonani, A., Pirulli, C. & Miniussi, C. Random noise stimulation improves neuroplasticity in perceptual learning. J. Neurosci. 
31, 15416–15423 (2011).

	10.	 Stacey, W. C. & Durand, D. M. Stochastic resonance improves signal detection in hippocampal ca1 neurons. J. Neurophysiol. 83, 
1394–1402 (2000).

	11.	 Antal, A. & Herrmann, C. S. Transcranial alternating current and random noise stimulation: Possible mechanisms. Neural Plast. 
2016, 1-12 (2016).

	12.	 Miniussi, C., Harris, J. A. & Ruzzoli, M. Modelling non-invasive brain stimulation in cognitive neuroscience. Neurosci. Biobehav. 
Rev. 37, 1702–1712 (2013).

	13.	 Lema, A., Carvalho, S., Fregni, F., Gonçalves, Ó. F. & Leite, J. The effects of direct current stimulation and random noise stimulation 
on attention networks. Sci. Rep. 11, 1–15 (2021).

	14.	 Mulquiney, P. G., Hoy, K. E., Daskalakis, Z. J. & Fitzgerald, P. B. Improving working memory: Exploring the effect of transcranial 
random noise stimulation and transcranial direct current stimulation on the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. Clin. Neurophysiol. 
122, 2384–2389 (2011).

	15.	 Brauer, H., Kadish, N. E., Pedersen, A., Siniatchkin, M. & Moliadze, V. No modulatory effects when stimulating the right inferior 
frontal gyrus with continuous 6 hz tacs and trns on response inhibition: A behavioral study. Neural Plast. 2018, 1–11 (2018).

	16.	 Brevet-Aeby, C., Mondino, M., Poulet, E. & Brunelin, J. Three repeated sessions of transcranial random noise stimulation (TRNS) 
leads to long-term effects on reaction time in the go/no go task. Neurophysiol. Clin. 49, 27–32 (2019).

	17.	 Dondé, C., Brevet-Aeby, C., Poulet, E., Mondino, M. & Brunelin, J. Potential impact of bifrontal transcranial random noise stimula-
tion (TRNS) on the semantic stroop effect and its resting-state EEG correlates. Neurophysiol. Clin. 49, 243–248 (2019).

	18.	 Bieck, S. M., Artemenko, C., Moeller, K. & Klein, E. Low to no effect: Application of TRNS during two-digit addition. Front. 
Neurosci. 12, 176 (2018).

	19.	 Looi, C. Y. et al. Transcranial random noise stimulation and cognitive training to improve learning and cognition of the atypically 
developing brain: A pilot study. Sci. Rep. 7, 1–10 (2017).

	20.	 Popescu, T. et al. Transcranial random noise stimulation mitigates increased difficulty in an arithmetic learning task. Neuropsy-
chologia 81, 255–264 (2016).

	21.	 Snowball, A. et al. Long-term enhancement of brain function and cognition using cognitive training and brain stimulation. Curr. 
Biol. 23, 987–992 (2013).

	22.	 Harty, S. & Cohen Kadosh, R. Suboptimal engagement of high-level cortical regions predicts random-noise-related gains in sus-
tained attention. Psychol. Sci. 30, 1318–1332 (2019).

	23.	 Holmes, J., Byrne, E. M., Gathercole, S. E. & Ewbank, M. P. Transcranial random noise stimulation does not enhance the effects 
of working memory training. J. Cogn. Neurosci. 28, 1471–1483 (2016).

	24.	 Parkin, B. L., Bhandari, M., Glen, J. C. & Walsh, V. The physiological effects of transcranial electrical stimulation do not apply to 
parameters commonly used in studies of cognitive neuromodulation. Neuropsychologia 128, 332–339 (2019).

	25.	 Brem, A.-K. et al. Modulating fluid intelligence performance through combined cognitive training and brain stimulation. Neu-
ropsychologia 118, 107–114 (2018).

	26.	 Almquist, J.N.-F. et al. Fast: A novel, executive function-based approach to cognitive enhancement. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 13, 235 
(2019).

	27.	 Pasqualotto, A. Transcranial random noise stimulation benefits arithmetic skills. Neurobiol. Learn. Mem. 133, 7–12 (2016).
	28.	 Villamar, M. F. et al. Technique and considerations in the use of 4x1 ring high-definition transcranial direct current stimulation 

(HD-TDCS). J. Vis. Exp. JoVE 77, e50309 (2013).
	29.	 Heise, K.-F. et al. Evaluation of a modified high-definition electrode montage for transcranial alternating current stimulation 

(TACS) of pre-central areas. Brain Stimul. 9, 700–704 (2016).
	30.	 Reinhart, R. M. Disruption and rescue of interareal theta phase coupling and adaptive behavior. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 114, 11542–

11547 (2017).
	31.	 Klírová, M. et al. Modulating inhibitory control processes using individualized high definition theta transcranial alternating cur-

rent stimulation (hd θ-tacs) of the anterior cingulate and medial prefrontal cortex. Front. Syst. Neurosci. 15, 25 (2021).
	32.	 Lang, S., Gan, L. S., Alrazi, T. & Monchi, O. Theta band high definition transcranial alternating current stimulation, but not tran-

scranial direct current stimulation, improves associative memory performance. Sci. Rep. 9, 1–11 (2019).
	33.	 Wu, L., Liu, T. & Wang, J. Improving the effect of transcranial alternating current stimulation (TACS): A systematic review. Front. 

Hum. Neurosci. 15, 255 (2021).
	34.	 Wager, T. D., Jonides, J. & Reading, S. Neuroimaging studies of shifting attention: A meta-analysis. Neuroimage 22, 1679–1693 

(2004).
	35.	 Rottschy, C. et al. Modelling neural correlates of working memory: A coordinate-based meta-analysis. Neuroimage 60, 830–846 

(2012).
	36.	 Zhang, R., Geng, X. & Lee, T. M. Large-scale functional neural network correlates of response inhibition: An FMRI meta-analysis. 

Brain Struct. Funct. 222, 3973–3990 (2017).
	37.	 Garavan, H., Ross, T. J., Murphy, K., Roche, R. A. & Stein, E. A. Dissociable executive functions in the dynamic control of behavior: 

Inhibition, error detection, and correction. Neuroimage 17, 1820–1829 (2002).
	38.	 Panikratova, Y. R. et al. Functional connectivity of the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex contributes to different components of execu-

tive functions. Int. J. Psychophysiol. 151, 70–79 (2020).
	39.	 Erickson, K. I. et al. Training-induced functional activation changes in dual-task processing: An FMRI study. Cereb. Cortex 17, 

192–204 (2007).
	40.	 Anguera, J. A. et al. Video game training enhances cognitive control in older adults. Nature 501, 97–101 (2013).
	41.	 Kaller, C. P., Rahm, B., Spreer, J., Weiller, C. & Unterrainer, J. M. Dissociable contributions of left and right dorsolateral prefrontal 

cortex in planning. Cereb. Cortex 21, 307–317 (2011).
	42.	 Diamond, A. Executive functions. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 64, 135–168 (2013).
	43.	 Mané, A. & Donchin, E. The space fortress game. Acta Physiol. (Oxf) 71, 17–22 (1989).
	44.	 Donchin, E. Video games as research tools: The space fortress game. Behav. Res. Methods Instrum. Comput. 27, 217–223 (1995).



11

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:4618  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-08545-x

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	45.	 Boot, W. R. et al. Transfer of skill engendered by complex task training under conditions of variable priority. Acta Physiol. (Oxf) 
135, 349–357 (2010).

	46.	 Voss, M. W. et al. Effects of training strategies implemented in a complex videogame on functional connectivity of attentional 
networks. Neuroimage 59, 138–148 (2012).

	47.	 Niendam, T. A. et al. Meta-analytic evidence for a superordinate cognitive control network subserving diverse executive functions. 
Cogn. Affect. Behav. Neurosci. 12, 241–268 (2012).

	48.	 Martínez, K. et al. Changes in resting-state functionally connected parietofrontal networks after videogame practice. Hum. Brain 
Mapp. 34, 3143–3157 (2013).

	49.	 Chenot, Q., Lepron, E., De Boissezon, X. & Scannella, S. Functional connectivity within the fronto-parietal network predicts 
complex task performance: A FNIRS study. Front. Neuroergonomics. 2, 1–14 (2021).

	50.	 Fuster, J. The Prefrontal Cortex (Academic Press, 2015).
	51.	 Datta, A., Elwassif, M., Battaglia, F. & Bikson, M. Transcranial current stimulation focality using disc and ring electrode configura-

tions: Fem analysis. J. Neural Eng. 5, 163 (2008).
	52.	 Kuo, H.-I. et al. Comparing cortical plasticity induced by conventional and high-definition 4 × 1 ring TDCS: A neurophysiological 

study. Brain Stimul. 6, 644–648 (2013).
	53.	 Muthalib, M., Besson, P., Rothwell, J. & Perrey, S. Focal hemodynamic responses in the stimulated hemisphere during high-

definition transcranial direct current stimulation. Neuromodul. Technol. Neural Interface 21, 348–354 (2018).
	54.	 Lu, H. et al. Effect of repeated anodal HD-TDCS on executive functions: Evidence from a pilot and single-blinded FNIRS study. 

Front. Hum. Neurosci. 14, 609 (2021).
	55.	 Mathewson, K. E. et al. Different slopes for different folks: Alpha and delta EEG power predict subsequent video game learning 

rate and improvements in cognitive control tasks. Psychophysiology 49, 1558–1570 (2012).
	56.	 Bolognini, N., Pascual-Leone, A. & Fregni, F. Using non-invasive brain stimulation to augment motor training-induced plasticity. 

J. Neuroeng. Rehabil. 6, 1–13 (2009).
	57.	 Lee, H. et al. Videogame training strategy-induced change in brain function during a complex visuomotor task. Behav. Brain Res. 

232, 348–357 (2012).
	58.	 Hebb, D. O. The Organisation of Behaviour: A Neuropsychological Theory (Science Editions New York, 1949).
	59.	 Konorski, J. Conditioned Reflexes and Neuron Organization (Cambridge University Press, 1948).
	60.	 Bliss, T. V. & Collingridge, G. L. A synaptic model of memory: Long-term potentiation in the hippocampus. Nature 361, 31–39 

(1993).
	61.	 Stuchlik, A. Dynamic learning and memory, synaptic plasticity and neurogenesis: An update. Front. Behav. Neurosci. 8, 106 (2014).
	62.	 Cappelletti, M. et al. Transfer of cognitive training across magnitude dimensions achieved with concurrent brain stimulation of 

the parietal lobe. J. Neurosci. 33, 14899–14907 (2013).
	63.	 Daskalakis, Z. J., Christensen, B. K., Fitzgerald, P. B., Roshan, L. & Chen, R. The mechanisms of interhemispheric inhibition in the 

human motor cortex. J. Physiol. 543, 317–326 (2002).
	64.	 Ferbert, A. et al. Interhemispheric inhibition of the human motor cortex. J. Physiol. 453, 525–546 (1992).
	65.	 Soleimani, G. et al. Group and individual level variations between symmetric and asymmetric DLPFC montages for TDCS over 

large scale brain network nodes. Sci. Rep. 11, 1–13 (2021).
	66.	 Joober, R., Schmitz, N., Annable, L. & Boksa, P. Publication bias: What are the challenges and can they be overcome?. J. Psychiatry 

Neurosci. JPN 37, 149 (2012).
	67.	 Boot, W. R., Kramer, A. F., Simons, D. J., Fabiani, M. & Gratton, G. The effects of video game playing on attention, memory, and 

executive control. Acta Physiol. (Oxf) 129, 387–398 (2008).
	68.	 Brunoni, A. R. et al. A systematic review on reporting and assessment of adverse effects associated with transcranial direct current 

stimulation. Int. J. Neuropsychopharmacol. 14, 1133–1145 (2011).
	69.	 Van der Groen, O., Tang, M. F., Wenderoth, N. & Mattingley, J. B. Stochastic resonance enhances the rate of evidence accumulation 

during combined brain stimulation and perceptual decision-making. PLoS Comput. Biol. 14, e1006301 (2018).
	70.	 Button, K. S. et al. Power failure: Why small sample size undermines the reliability of neuroscience. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 14, 365–376 

(2013).
	71.	 Collaboration, O. S. et al. Estimating the reproducibility of psychological science. Science 349, aac4716 (2015).
	72.	 Moret, B., Donato, R., Nucci, M., Cona, G. & Campana, G. Transcranial random noise stimulation (TRNS): A wide range of 

frequencies is needed for increasing cortical excitability. Sci. Rep. 9, 1–8 (2019).
	73.	 Allaire, J. Rstudio: Integrated development environment for r. Boston MA 770, 394 (2012).
	74.	 R Core Team. R: A Language and Environment for Statistical Computing. (R Foundation for Statistical Computing, 2017).
	75.	 Holm, S. A simple sequentially rejective multiple test procedure. Scand. J. Stat. 6, 65–70 (1979).

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank Pierre Esteves for his help during data acquisition.

Author contributions
Q.C.: conceptualization, methodology, software, formal analysis, investigation, writing—original draft, writing—
review and editing. C.H.: software, formal analysis, investigation, data curation, writing—review and editing, 
visualization. E.L.: formal analysis, writing—original draft, writing—review and editing. P.B.: methodology, inves-
tigation, writing—review and editing. X.D.B.: writing—review and editing, funding acquisition. S.P.: resources, 
writing—review and editing, supervision. S.S.: conceptualization, methodology, formal analysis, resources, writ-
ing—review and editing, supervision, project administration, funding acquisition.

Funding
This work was supported by the French National Research Agency (ANR) and the Defence Procurement Agency 
(DGA), ASTRID program [Grant number ANR-17-ASTR-0005].

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary Information The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1038/​s41598-​022-​08545-x.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Q.C. or S.S.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-08545-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-08545-x


12

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |         (2022) 12:4618  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-08545-x

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2022

www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Performance after training in a complex cognitive task is enhanced by high-definition transcranial random noise stimulation
	Results
	Assessment of individual learning rates. 
	Behavioural effects of the stimulation type. 
	tRNS Adverse Effects Questionnaire. 

	Discussion
	Methods
	Participants. 
	Design and procedure. 
	Transcranial random noise stimulation. 
	The space fortress game. 
	Video game experience questionnaire. 
	tRNS Adverse Effects Questionnaire. 
	Statistical analyses. 

	References
	Acknowledgements


