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How do firing patterns in a cortical circuit change when inhibitory
neurons are excited? We virally expressed an excitatory designer
receptor exclusively activated by a designer drug (Gq-DREADD) in
all inhibitory interneuron types of the CA1 region of the hippo-
campus in the rat. While clozapine N-oxide (CNO) activation of
interneurons suppressed firing of pyramidal cells, unexpectedly
the majority of interneurons also decreased their activity. CNO-
induced inhibition decreased over repeated sessions, which we
attribute to long-term synaptic plasticity between interneurons
and pyramidal cells. Individual interneurons did not display sus-
tained firing but instead transiently enhanced their activity, inter-
leaved with suppression of others. The power of the local fields in
the theta band was unaffected, while power at higher frequencies
was attenuated, likely reflecting reduced pyramidal neuron spik-
ing. The incidence of sharp wave ripples decreased but the sur-
viving ripples were associated with stronger population firing
compared with the control condition. These findings demon-
strate that DREADD activation of interneurons brings about both
short-term and long-term circuit reorganization, which should be
taken into account in the interpretation of chemogenic effects
on behavior.
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The chemogenetic technology DREADD (designer receptors
exclusively activated by designer drugs) is a widely used ex-

perimental method to control neuronal activity with an exoge-
nous receptor that is engineered to respond selectively to an
injectable agonist (1–4). In contrast to traditional pharmacology,
chemogenetic techniques are both generalizable and specific
because a receptor–agonist combination can be used for cell
type-specific activation or inhibition of different neural pop-
ulations in any brain region (4). The most prevalent DREADD
platform exploits the human muscarinic receptors hM3Dq and
hM4Di that are not activated by endogenous neurotransmitters
but via the “designer drug” clozapine N-oxide (CNO). Subse-
quent experiments identified that the pharmacological actuator
of CNO in the brain is the metabolically derived clozapine,
arising from systemic CNO administration (4, 5). A recent im-
provement of the method introduced an ion channel-based plat-
form for more potent neuronal activation and silencing that is
controlled by pharmacologically selective actuator modules (6).
Because of their easy use and assumed selective action, chemo-
genetic tools have become popular in animal research, and there
is growing interest in developing chemogenetic techniques for
clinical therapeutics (3).
DREADD techniques have the advantage of activating or sup-

pressing neurons over longer time periods, allowing for testing the
contribution of specific neuron classes to behavior. However, it is
unlikely that CNO brings about sustained activation or sup-
pression in all target neurons uniformly and continuously be-
cause activation of interconnected inhibitory neuron populations
often brings about unpredictable effects (7–11). Long-lasting
excitation or inhibition of neurons typically induces synaptic
plasticity and homeostatic regulations (10–13) but such potential

circuit modifications have not yet been examined in connection
with DREADD.
The distal-less homeobox 5 and 6 (Dlx5/6) genes are specifi-

cally and transiently expressed by all forebrain GABAergic in-
terneurons during embryonic development (14) and the recombinant
adeno-associated virus (rAAV-hDLX) restricts gene expression
to GABAergic interneurons in several species tested (15). Using
rAAV-hDLX-Gq-DREADD in the hippocampus allowed us to
investigate the mechanisms of chemogenetic modulation of in-
terneuronal activity in behaving rats. CNO activation of all types
of interneurons in the CA1 hippocampal region leads to a par-
adoxical decrease of the overall firing of many interneurons,
coupled with a several-fold decrease of pyramidal cell firing.
Interneurons did not display uniform sustained firing but, in-
stead, enhanced activity of subgroups was interleaved with sup-
pression of others. The sustained suppression of pyramidal cell
activity was often interrupted by population bursts underlying
sharp wave ripples. During such events, spiking of pyramidal
cells was enhanced compared with control conditions. These
findings demonstrate that DREADD activation of interneurons
leads to dynamic circuit reorganization, which should be con-
sidered in the interpretation of chemogenic mechanisms in
behavior (5, 16–21).

Results
Two weeks prior to implantation of recording silicon probes in
the hippocampal region, 1,200 nL dlx5/6-Gq-DREADD AAV
was infused into the CA1 pyramidal layer in adult male rats to
express excitatory DREADD (hM3Dq) in all interneurons (Fig. 1A
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and SI Appendix). Previous histological evaluation has shown
that virus infection included all interneuron types in all layers of
the CA1 region spanning from the dorsal to the posterior hip-
pocampal segment (Fig. 1A) (15). Interneurons in minor parts of
the dorsal blade of the dentate/hilus region were also labeled in
some animals (Fig. 1A).
Daily neurophysiological recordings started at a fixed time

each morning while the animal was freely behaving or sleeping in
its home cage (Fig. 1 B and C). During the first hour, baseline
recordings were obtained (baseline control), after which the

animal received an intraperitoneal injection of either 5 mg/kg
CNO in 1% dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO) or only the 1% DMSO
(vehicle control) and recordings continued for 4 to 12 h. Hip-
pocampal local field potential (LFP), movement, and electro-
myogram were used to classify brain states into wake (immobility
and walking) and sleep (non-REM [non-rapid eye movement]
and REM) epochs (Fig. 1D) (22). Units were isolated and clas-
sified into putative pyramidal cells (n = 875 in eight rats) and
interneurons (n = 90; SI Appendix). The remaining unclassified
neurons (n = 31 in CNO and 4 in DMSO sessions) were excluded
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Fig. 1. Electrode implantation and data acquisition and analysis. (A) Histological section showing dTomato-expressing DREADD interneurons in all layers of
the CA1 hippocampal region. A few interneurons in the hilus are also labeled. Tips of the silicon probe shanks are aligned with penetration tracks. (B)
Representative LFP recording from two separate channels in the str. pyramidale and str. radiatum while running before (black) and 1 h after (red) CNO
injection. (C) Representative LFP recording from the same two channels during non-REM (NREM) sleep with representative sharp wave ripple complexes
shown. (D, Top) Multitaper spectrogram from 0 to 40 Hz of one entire session in two separate channels utilized for state scoring. Time t = 0 represents the
time of CNO + DMSO injection. (D, Middle) Accelerometer tracing (as a Z score; z.s.) over the same session. (D, Bottom) Automatic state scoring of the same
session. States are coded as listed (Right). (E) Pyramidal cell firing rates over the same session. Each cell is represented by a different-colored trace. Note the
uniform decrease in firing rate shortly after injection.
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from further analysis. We have not observed obvious overt be-
havioral changes in any of our animals after central nervous
system injection. However, we cannot exclude the possibility that
engagement in hippocampus-dependent tasks may reveal deficits
in specific cognitive tasks.

Firing Patterns of Pyramidal Cells and Interneurons. Administration
of CNO led to a several-fold suppression of the firing of the
recorded pyramidal neurons. Suppression of firing began within
5 min of the intraperitoneal injection and remained significantly
below baseline activity throughout the recording session (Figs.
1E and 2 A and B; P = 8.1e-70; paired t test). Unexpectedly, the
mean firing rate of the recorded putative interneuronal pop-
ulation also decreased after CNO (Fig. 2 A and B) and so did the
total number of action potentials of all interneurons per unit
time. The observed changes were not a consequence of the be-
havioral and/or brain state changes of the animals after CNO
administration because selective comparisons of log firing rates
confined to preclassified wake and REM and non-REM epochs
showed similar results: significant suppression of pyramidal cells
and variable overall responses of individual interneurons in all
brain states (SI Appendix, Fig. S1). Vehicle (DMSO) injection in

control sessions (n = 14) did not affect the overall firing rates
(Fig. 2 and SI Appendix, Fig. S1).
In an attempt to search for sources of neuronal heterogeneity,

we classified both pyramidal cells and interneurons into three
groups: CNO-induced decrease, CNO-induced increase, or no
firing rate change (SI Appendix, Fig. S2 A and C). Although the
predrug firing rates of these neurons were different from each
other, as expected by the long-term preservation of firing rates
(23), they were indistinguishable by their spike waveform or
bursting properties.
While the pyramidal cell population was uniformly sup-

pressed, interneurons varied both in their responses and their
post-CNO temporal dynamics (Fig. 3A). Of the 90 interneurons,
39% decreased their firing rates significantly (Materials and
Methods) during the first hour of CNO effect, whereas only 13%
showed a significant overall increase (SI Appendix, Fig. S2).
Several interneurons were highly active for various bouts of time
epochs, preceded and followed by reduced firing rates (Fig. 3A
and SI Appendix, Figs. S3 and S4). Thus, suppression of the py-
ramidal neuronal activity was achieved not by sustained in-
creased activity of all interneurons or a special subset but by a
perpetually changing interleaved activity of interneurons. These
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Fig. 2. Pyramidal cell firing rate reliably decreases following injection of CNO, while interneurons respond heterogeneously. (A) Firing rate over time for
pyramidal cells (Top) and interneurons (Bottom) in CNO + DMSO sessions (n = 36). Injection occurs at time t = 0. Each line is the color-coded firing rate of a
neuron, averaged over successive nonoverlapping 60-s windows. White areas indicate no recordings in those time epochs, as some sessions were longer than
others. (B) Average firing rate over time for all pyramidal cells (Left) and all interneurons (Right) in CNO + DMSO (red) or DMSO-only (blue) sessions. Shaded
areas represent SEM. Firing rates were first calculated over successive nonoverlapping 600-s windows and subsequently averaged across cells. CNO + DMSO
sessions: n = 875 pyramidal cells and 90 interneurons. DMSO (control) sessions: 366 pyramidal cells and 29 interneurons. (C) Changes in firing rate from
baseline to the first 2 h after injection of either CNO + DMSO (red; Left) or DMSO only (blue; Right) for individual pyramidal cells (Top) and interneurons
(Bottom). Individual changes are represented by light pink and light blue lines, while averaged change is represented by the thick red or blue lines. Changes
were significant only for pyramidal cells in CNO + DMSO (P = 7.03 × 10−86). ***P < 0.0001; n.s., not significant. (Other P values: pyramidal cells, DMSO only,
P = 0.72; interneurons, CNO + DMSO, P = 0.32; DMSO only, P = 0.28.) (D) Histogram of the ratio of the firing rates in C. (D, Top) Pyramidal cells. (D, Bottom)
Interneurons. CNO + DMSO is indicated in red; DMSO only is indicated in blue. FR, firing rate.
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longer-term (tens of minutes to hours) changes were also reflected
by the short-term (±50 ms) cross-correlograms between inter-
neuron pairs. Spikes of interneuron pairs with a positive corre-
lation at the theta timescale during baseline recording could
become negatively correlated for extended time periods under
CNO (Fig. 3B) or vice versa (SI Appendix, Fig. S3). To quantify
the within-session variability of firing patterns, we determined
the mean firing rates of the pyramidal cells and interneurons in
60-s-long successive time windows after CNO injection and cal-
culated the fraction of time windows with ≥20 to 100% (sup-
pression) and >100% (facilitation) of the baseline firing rate. As
expected, pyramidal neurons only exceptionally exceeded the
baseline firing rates in any time window and, in fact, in the
majority of post-CNO time windows had firing rates less than
20% of their baseline rates (Fig. 3C). Although several inter-
neurons exceeded their baseline spiking (100%) transiently in
many time epochs, the majority of interneurons typically fired
below baseline. In many epochs, interneurons did not even exceed
20% of their baseline rates (Fig. 3C and SI Appendix, Fig. S4).
We hypothesized that heterogeneous strengths of inhibitory

connectivity among interneurons can explain why a small group
of transiently active neurons can exert a strong inhibition on the
majority and counter the direct effect of homogeneous CNO
stimulation of all interneurons. To test this hypothesis, we con-
structed a population model from leaky integrate-and-fire py-
ramidal cells (n = 4,000) and interneurons (n = 1,000; SI
Appendix, Fig. S5A) (24). The firing rate distribution across model
neuron groups was adjusted to match those of the recorded
neurons (SI Appendix, Fig. S4 B–D). After a control period during
which both pyramidal cells and interneurons received noise
stimulation, we added tonic excitation to the interneuron pop-
ulation, mimicking the effect of CNO in vivo. Even though all

interneurons received a steady excitatory boost uniformly, the
overall firing rates of both interneurons and pyramidal cells de-
creased (SI Appendix, Fig. S5 B–D), similar to the in vivo situation.
The stronger the CNO activation, the stronger the suppression of
firing rates of both interneurons and pyramidal cells (SI Appendix,
Fig. S5E). The reason for this paradoxical effect could be
explained by the elevated firing of a minority, which suppressed
the activity of other interneurons and the pyramidal cell pop-
ulation. Since the simulated interneurons were of the same type
with similar biophysical properties, the overall distribution of fir-
ing rate changes after “CNO activation” can be explained only by
the synaptic connectivity strength differences among the inter-
neurons. As a result, the nature of the interaction between in-
terneurons and pyramidal cells also changed (SI Appendix, Fig.
S5 F and G).

Effect of Interneuron-Mediated Suppression of CA1 Pyramidal Cells
on the LFP. The CNO-induced large firing rate decrease of py-
ramidal cells did not bring about visually striking effects on the
LFP (Fig. 1 B–D). Spectral analysis of the LFP patterns revealed
that CNO administration decreased LFP power progressively
more effectively from 20 to 400 Hz. This effect was prominent in
both waking (immobility and walking) and sleep (non-REM and
REM; Fig. 4A). The smallest effect was seen in the theta (6 to
9 Hz) band, while the most prominent difference occurred in the
sharp wave ripple band (SPW-R; 110 to 160 Hz; Fig. 4A and SI
Appendix, Fig. S6). Since spikes and spike afterpotentials con-
tribute to the LFP down to 40 Hz (22, 25, 26), at least part of the
power decrease at higher frequencies could be explained by the
decreased spiking frequency of the majority pyramidal neurons.
During ambulation with regular theta oscillations, we exam-

ined the theta phase preference of neuronal spikes because theta
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phase assignment of pyramidal cell spikes is precisely regulated
by the temporal constellation of a variety of interneuron spikes
(27, 28). As a result of chemogenetic perturbation of interneu-
rons, the preferred phase of pyramidal cell spikes shifted forward
to earlier phases (i.e., to the trough) after CNO but not after
vehicle administration (Fig. 4 B and C). This may be explained by
the reduced efficacy of the time (i.e., theta phase) control of
perisomatic inhibition (28).

Population Bursts Persist during DREADD-Induced Suppression of CA1
Pyramidal Cells. Although CNO strongly suppressed the overall
firing rates, the population bursts of pyramidal cells and corre-
sponding SPW-Rs persisted (Fig. 5). To allow for a more con-
sistent assessment of these changes, SPW-R features were
computed only during non-REM sleep episodes, and separately
for sharp waves in the stratum (str.) radiatum and ripples in the
pyramidal layer. Ripple rate was expressed as the number of
detected ripples with peak envelop power >5 SD of the baseline
(29). The incidence of such magnitude-thresholded ripples was
reduced twofold across all animals and the reduction was con-
sistent in each rat (Fig. 5 A and B and SI Appendix, Fig. S7). The

amplitude and, to a small extent, duration of the persisting rip-
ples under CNO were also reduced, while ripple frequency was
not affected (Fig. 5 C–E and SI Appendix, Fig. S7).
In two rats, with a linear silicon probe placed in the CA1–

dentate gyrus axis, we were able to monitor the current sink and
source changes of SPWs and ripples. The depth profile of CA1
ripple and sharp wave remained unaltered by CNO injection
(Fig. 6A) but the magnitudes of both the ripple source in the
CA1 pyramidal layer and the sharp wave sink in the str. radiatum
were reduced. To assess this relationship quantitatively in all
animals with multishank probes, we visually inspected the dis-
tribution of LFP from each recording site in each animal. Since
some recording sites of the multiple-shank electrodes were below
the pyramidal layer in several sessions, we regarded the negative
waves recorded from these electrode sites as a proxy for sharp
wave (30). The voltage difference between the site with the
largest negative LFP deflection and an electrode in the pyra-
midal layer with a positive SPW was used to quantify the am-
plitude of SPWs and detect their incidence. Sharp wave
incidence after CNO injection decreased but it reached signifi-
cance in only two of the eight rats (Fig. 5B). The amplitude of

BA

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Frequency (Hz)

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

SWS
Baseline±SEM
CNO±SEM
DMSO±SEM

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Frequency (Hz)

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

REM

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Frequency (Hz)

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

Wake

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Frequency (Hz)

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

Run

0 5 10 15 20

Frequency (Hz)

92

94

96

98

100

102

104

106

108

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

0 5 10 15 20

Frequency (Hz)

90

92

94

96

98

100

102

104

106

108

110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

0 5 10 15 20

Frequency (Hz)

90

92

94

96

98

100

102

104

106

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

)

0 5 10 15 20

Frequency (Hz)

88

90

92

94

96

98

100

102

104

106

108

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

)

1000

1020

1040

1060

1080

1100

0-10Hz0-10Hz

Baseline (N
=56)

1030

1040

1050

1060

1070

1080

1090

1100

1110

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

CNO+DMSO (N
=35)

DMSO (N
=21)

2.55

2.6

2.65

2.7

2.75

2.8

2.85

2.9
104

***

20-400Hz

2.55

2.6

2.65

2.7

2.75

2.8

2.85

104

***

20-400Hz

1010

1020

1030

1040

1050

1060

1070

1080

P
ow

er
 (

dB
)

0-10Hz

2.7

2.75

2.8

2.85

2.9

2.95
104 20-400Hz

***

1000

1010

1020

1030

1040

1050

1060

1070
0-10Hz

2.7

2.75

2.8

2.85

2.9

2.95

104

***

20-400Hz

Theta Phase Preference - Pyramidal Cells

0 100 200 300

Phase

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

# 
C

el
ls

Baseline (N=406)
CNO (N=535)

0 100 200 300

Phase

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

# 
C

el
ls

Baseline (N=199)
DMSO (N=281)

0 100 200 300

Phase

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

# 
C

el
ls

Baseline (N=55)
CNO (N=68)

0 100 200 300

Phase

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

# 
C

el
ls

Baseline (N=19)
DMSO (N=25)

C Phase Change - Pyramidal Cells

-150 -100 -50 0 50 100 150

Phase Change (deg)
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45
# 

C
el

ls
Phase Change - Interneurons

-150 -100 -50 0 50 100 150

Phase Change (deg)
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

# 
C

el
ls

Theta Phase Preference - Interneurons

Fig. 4. LFP changes after CNO administration. (A) Average state-specific power spectra over 0 to 400 Hz and 0 to 20 Hz (Insets) at baseline (gray) and after
injection of CNO + DMSO (red) or DMSO only (blue) for all rats. Sessions were state-scored to identify slow-wave sleep (SWS), REM sleep, wake, and run states.
Note the relative decrease of high-frequency power after CNO + DMSO injection in each state. Averaged band power for 0 to 10 Hz and 20 to 400 Hz is shown
in the bar graphs for each state. Power after CNO injection was significantly affected only for the 20- to 400-Hz band in each state. (B) Distribution of spike
theta phase preference (in degrees) for individual pyramidal cells (Left) and interneurons (Right) at baseline (gray) and after injection of CNO + DMSO (Top;
red) or DMSO only (Bottom; blue). (C, Left) Change in spike theta phase for pyramidal cells with a significant phase preference in both baseline and injection
epochs for CNO + DMSO (red) and DMSO only (blue). The difference in phase change was significant (−11.1° in CNO + DMSO vs. −0.33° in DMSO, P = 0.04).
Means are indicated with dotted vertical lines. (C, Right) Same display for interneurons. The difference in phase change was not significant (−13.2° in CNO +
DMSO vs. −0.65° in DMSO, P = 0.36). Means are indicated with dotted vertical lines. ***P < 0.0005.
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the sharp wave also decreased significantly (SI Appendix, Fig.
S7). In DMSO vehicle sessions, the quantitative aspects of both
sharp waves and ripples remained unaltered (Fig. 5 and SI Ap-
pendix, Fig. S7).
The positive correlation between the negative sharp wave

amplitude and ripple amplitude (30) was not only preserved but
enhanced after CNO administration (Fig. 6B), that is, a similar
amplitude sharp wave coincided with a larger ripple amplitude
than prior to CNO injection or the control DMSO session. Many
sharp waves failed to induce a ripple, potentially indicating that
population bursts in CA3, which give rise to the sharp wave sink
in the str. radiatum, were not always effective in inducing ripples
in CA1. To quantify such failures, we calculated the ratio of
paired to unpaired sharp waves in each condition. “Paired” sharp
waves had a concurrently detected ripple in the pyramidal layer,
whereas “unpaired” sharp waves did not. The ratio of paired vs.
unpaired sharp waves decreased significantly after CNO injec-
tion (Fig. 6C), showing that while the CA3 region continued to
produce population bursts and associated depolarization of the
CA1 population (as reflected by the sharp wave), not all of them
succeeded in inducing a ripple event and the failures were ac-
centuated under the effect of CNO.

Although the incidence of SPW-Rs decreased and tonic spiking
activity of pyramidal neurons markedly decreased after CNO
administration, spike coupling to SPW-R in the surviving events
was, unexpectedly, stronger (Fig. 7 A–C). This was reflected by
comparing the normalized probability of firing between −50 and
+50 ms of SPW-R peaks before and after drug administration
(pyramidal cells in CNO sessions: control 0.46, CNO 0.57, P =
5.4669e-65; n = 716; pyramidal cells in DMSO sessions: control
0.49, DMSO 0.487, P = 0.548; n = 306; interneurons in CNO
sessions: control 0.38, CNO 0.42, P = 0.139; n = 48; interneurons
in DMSO sessions: control 0.45, DMSO 0.45, P = 0.794; n = 22).
In effect, CNO produced a larger excitatory gain during surviving
SPW-Rs compared with drug-free control epochs. These pop-
ulation burst changes were not brought about by a uniform firing
rate shift of individual interneurons. Instead, a variety of different
firing pattern alternations were observed, including no change,
increased ripple-related recruitment, ripple-related decrease, or
timing differences of interneurons (Fig. 7D). The spike coupling
of both pyramidal cells and interneurons to SPW-Rs was unaf-
fected by DMSO vehicle injection (Fig. 7).
Overall, these findings demonstrate that while CNO activation

of interneurons in the CA1 hippocampal region brings about a

BA

C D E F

Fig. 5. Effect of CNO on features of sharp wave ripples. (A) Ripple peak-triggered average LFP before (black) and after CNO (red) in the CNO session (Top)
and DMSO vehicle session (Bottom) in the same rat (R5). The CNO and DMSO injections were given on different days. (B, Top) Ripple rate for each rat (n = 8;
color-coded for each rat) at baseline (Left) and after injection of CNO + DMSO (Middle) or DMSO only (Right). Asterisks indicate statistically significant
differences from baseline after a Bonferroni correction (α = 0.05/number of comparisons). Rats 2 and 5 (dots on whiskers) had CA1-dentate gyrus-spanning
linear silicon probes. (B, Bottom) Same as above but for sharp waves detected independent of ripples. (C) Empirical cumulative distribution function (CDF) for
ripple amplitude for all detected SWR complexes (indicated by N in legend) in all sessions at baseline (black) and after injection of CNO + DMSO (red) or DMSO
only (blue). (D–F) Same display as in C for ripple duration, peak ripple frequency, and sharp wave amplitude. Refer to SI Appendix for details of calculations of
these metrics. Rates are calculated as number of ripples or sharp waves per second non-REM time.
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strong and long-lasting suppression of baseline firing rates of py-
ramidal cells and decreases the incidence of SPW-Rs, population
burst activity during the surviving SPW-Rs is paradoxically
increased.

Long-Term Plasticity of CNO-Induced Changes. In addition to alter-
ing the short-term temporal dynamics of interneurons and py-
ramidal cells, CNO injection also brought about long-term
changes (Fig. 8). After CNO injection, the firing rates of neurons
did not return back to baseline within the recording session (up
to 12 h; SI Appendix, Fig. S8A), yet recovery was complete within
24 h. This was demonstrated by comparing the daily pre-CNO
epochs (SI Appendix, Fig. S8 B and C). Although the identity of
the recorded neuronal populations changed in subsequent ses-
sions, due to small movement of the electrode after each session,
the population firing rates of both pyramidal cells and inter-
neurons were remarkably similar during pre-CNO control
epochs over days.
The recovery of predrug baseline firing in control conditions

from day to day does not imply that the impact of CNO-induced
effects remained the same over days (Fig. 8A). By calculating the
fraction of 60-s time windows pyramidal neurons fired above
20% of the baseline firing rate during post-CNO epochs (as in
Fig. 3B), we found that the same dose of CNO had a markedly
weaker effect on the second and subsequent CNO sessions, com-
pared with the first one (Fig. 8 A and B). In contrast, the firing rates
of interneurons did not change significantly over days (Fig. 8B).
These findings indicate that while CNO exerted the same activation
effect on interneurons each day, the interneuron-to-pyramidal
neuron inhibitory synapses underwent long-term change.

Discussion
We examined the physiological changes in the CA1 region of the
hippocampus in response to pharmacogenetic activation of all
inhibitory interneuron types. The firing rate of CA1 pyramidal

cells was strongly decreased for several hours but the duration
and magnitude of suppression were attenuated after repeated
daily injection of the DREADD activator CNO. Unexpectedly,
the population firing rate of interneurons did not increase after
CNO administration and only a small fraction of interneurons
showed sustained elevated firing activity. Instead, interneurons
alternated between low- and high-firing rate epochs over time.
The power of low-frequency LFP remained largely unchanged.
While the incidence of SPW-Rs decreased, the surviving population
bursts were stronger compared with the vehicle control condition.
Thus, DREADD activation of interneurons does not bring about
continual silencing of principal cells but, instead, a nonuniform
suppression with strong intermittent population bursts.

DREADD-Induced Nonuniform Activity Changes.DREADD methods
have been introduced with the intention of producing predict-
able perturbation of genetically identified neuron classes sus-
tained over long time periods (1–4). Activation and inactivation
of neurons are typically performed to study gain of function and
loss of function in particular classes of neuron types. The in-
duced physiological or behavioral changes are then interpreted
as the contribution of that neuron type. However, interpretation
of the outcome of perturbation in networks with feedback and
nonlinear gain is not straightforward. Computational and opto-
genetic studies have already alerted to the problem of non-
specificity in terms of the perturbation outcome (11, 31, 32). For
example, optogenetic activation of CaMKII neurons is tacitly
expected to bring about uniform enhancement of pyramidal cell
discharge. However, oftentimes a sizable portion of the CaMKII-
expressing neurons is suppressed via recruitment of local
inhibition (7–9).
In our experiments, CNO is expected to activate all inter-

neuron types (15). Yet, spiking of interneurons as a population
did not uniformly increase but, instead, CNO perturbed the
inhibition-stabilized CA1 circuit (33–36) and led to a decreased

A B C

Fig. 6. Effects of CNO on sharp waves and ripples. (A, Left) Schematic of a pyramidal cell extending through the layers of CA1. (A, Middle) Ripple peak-
triggered average current source density (CSD) map in a baseline epoch for a representative baseline session. Ripple-triggered average LFPs at each recording
site are superimposed. Sources are represented in blue and sinks in red. (A, Right) Ripple-triggered average CSD in a CNO + DMSO session of the same rat. (B)
Peak ripple amplitudes versus sharp wave amplitudes for paired SPW-Rs. Sharp waves were detected as a difference of traces from the str. radiatum and str.
pyramidale. Plotted values correspond to all baseline SPW-R complexes (Top; black), all post–CNO + DMSO SPW-R complexes (Middle; red), and all
post–DMSO-only SPW-R complexes (Bottom; blue). Best linear fits are displayed with corresponding slope (m) and R2 values. Note that similar sharp wave
amplitudes correspond to larger ripple amplitudes after injection of CNO (larger m). (C) Ratio of paired to unpaired sharp waves at baseline and after in-
jection of CNO + DMSO (individual pink lines) or DMSO only (individual light blue lines). Mean values are shown (thick red, thick blue lines). Paired sharp
waves are a subset of those sharp waves, detected in the str. radiatum, which do not have a concurrently detected ripple in the pyramidal layer. Unpaired
sharp waves are the remaining ones (i.e., those without a detected ripple).
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firing in many interneurons (10, 11). Only a few neurons showed
consistent and relatively sustained firing rate elevation. The
majority of interneurons increased and decreased their rates in
an intermittent and interleaved manner. Thus, the several-fold

decrease of pyramidal cell discharge was brought about by con-
tinually changing subpopulations of interneurons with transient
high firing rates. Although their local excitation was largely elimi-
nated by the silent CA1 pyramidal neurons, they still received
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Fig. 7. Persisting SPW-Rs after CNO are more synchronous. (A) Average peri-ripple time histogram for pyramidal cells at baseline (black line; ±SEM) and for
the first 2 h after injection of CNO + DMSO (Left; red line; ±SEM) or DMSO only (Right; blue line; ±SEM). Note the increased probability of firing during the
SPW-R after CNO + DMSO. (B, Top) Ripple-triggered raster plot of spike times for a single representative pyramidal cell at baseline (black) and after injection
of CNO + DMSO (Left; red; rat 7, day 5, unit ID 48) or DMSO only (Right; blue; rat 7, day 1, unit ID 31). (B, Bottom) Peri-ripple time histogram corresponding to
baseline (black) and the first 2 h after injection (red or blue) for the same units as above. (C) Average peri-ripple time histogram for interneurons at baseline
(black line; ±SEM) and for the first 2 h after injection of CNO + DMSO (Left; red line; ±SEM) or DMSO only (Right; blue line; ±SEM). (D) Ripple-triggered raster
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corresponding peri-ripple time histograms at baseline (black) and the first 2 h after injection (red or blue).
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feedforward inputs from CA3 pyramidal cells and entorhinal cortex
and subcortical sources (37). In principle, the variable firing pat-
terns of interneurons could be explained by these upstream affer-
ents. However, under this hypothesis, one might expect that the
majority of interneurons would fire in a temporally coordinated
manner and change predictably with brain state changes. However,
this is not what we observed even within the same brain state.
In addition to physiological phasic activation from extra-CA1

inputs, interneurons also received artificial steady-state excita-
tion by CNO. It is possible that some interneuron “types” (10,
27) were more effectively excited than others, although it is not
known whether some interneuron types express the Dlx5/6 genes
differentially (14) or whether they have differential affinity to

CNO. Another possible source of the variability is the nonuni-
form connectivity of different interneuron types (10, 27, 38) so
that one or a few types of interneurons were excessively active
and, in turn, suppressed both pyramidal cells and the remaining
interneurons. Finally, it is important to emphasize that even if all
interneurons were uniformly activated and randomly connected,
they are not expected to sustain tonically increased rates as our
computer model of interneuron networks illustrated. Both in the
experiment and in the model, the total number of interneuron
spikes decreased per unit time. Thus, it is unlikely that the su-
peractivity of a small subgroup of interneurons was responsible
for the depression of firing rates of both the pyramidal and in-
terneuron populations. Instead, it is more likely that the uniform
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Fig. 8. Long-term plasticity induced by CNO administration. (A) Population firing rates of pyramidal neurons before and after CNO injection on the first day
and sixth day of CNO exposure in a single rat (R3). Firing rates were time-averaged in 600-s windows (300-s steps) and Z-scored, and then averaged across all
pyramidal cells for a given session. (B, Top) Schematic demonstrating quantification of cell firing rate recovery. Baseline is determined using the preinjection
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activation of interneurons by CNO suppressed the activity of
pyramidal cells and thus disfacilitation was an important factor in
the decreased overall interneuron firing. On the other hand, the
heterogeneity of the interneuron firing rates can be explained by
their preexisting difference in synaptic connectivity.
We suggest further that the waxing and waning pattern of

neuronal firing of interneurons was due to the depressing nature
of interneuron–interneuron and interneuron–pyramidal neuron
synapses (39, 40), so that a fraction of interneurons can become
transiently active and, when their suppressing impact on other
interneurons wanes, a new population becomes active, as pre-
dicted by theoretical considerations (10, 11). Our findings and
modeling results are best compatible with this last scenario, given
that we did not find differences in waveform features, baseline
firing rate and burst index parameters, or relationship to SPW-
Rs. Further experiments, targeting homogeneous subpopula-
tions, will elucidate whether the temporal dynamics observed
here were brought about by a small minority of active neurons
with widespread connectivity or whether even within a homo-
geneous interneuron group interleaved activity is the norm.

Differential Impact of DREADD Activation on the LFP. Despite the
large reduction of firing rates of the pyramidal cell population
after CNO injection, the impact on low-frequency LFP was rel-
atively minor, especially in the theta band. This finding illustrates
that the major transmembrane currents that give rise to the ex-
tracellular LFP arise largely from the excitatory postsynaptic
currents brought about by the afferent inputs to CA1 and the
inhibitory postsynaptic currents (IPSCs) induced by the relatively
unchanged overall activity of interneurons (25).
In contrast to lower frequencies, faster bands were attenuated

in all brain states. More efficient volume conduction of extra-
cellular fields in the lower-frequency bands may be one possible
mechanism of this differential effect. A major source of gamma-
frequency oscillations is the IPSCs brought about by pyramidal–
basket interneuron interactions (41, 42). Since pyramidal neurons
were less active under the effect of CNO, their temporal coordi-
nating effect on perisomatic basket neurons also decreased. In
turn, the synchrony of IPSCs on pyramidal neurons was attenu-
ated. Such change may explain at least part of the power decrease
of high-frequency LFP. In addition to attenuated gamma oscilla-
tions, the reduced number of pyramidal neuron spikes also con-
tributed to the decreased power, especially in the “high-gamma”
(>150 Hz) band. Spikes and especially spike afterpotentials are
known to contribute to high-frequency power and their impact is
detectable down to 40 Hz (25, 22, 26).

Effect of DREADD Activation on SPW-R–Associated Population Bursts.
The SPW-R complex has two independent components. The sink
of sharp wave in the str. radiatum reflects the inward current
brought about by a convergence population burst from the CA2
and 3 regions. Sharp waves are most often coupled by an induced
ripple event in the CA1 pyramidal layer (30). Since our DREADD
manipulations targeted the CA1 region, we expected a disso-
ciation between the two events. Indeed, we found that both the
incidence and, to a moderate degree, the amplitude and dura-
tion of ripples decreased. After CNO, but not vehicle, injection,
a large fraction of sharp waves detected in the str. radiatum
were no longer associated with a ripple in the pyramidal layer
(“uncoupled” sharp waves).
During sharp waves that were coupled to ripples, the sink in

the str. radiatum under CNO was weaker compared with the
control and DMSO vehicle conditions. One explanation for the
decreased str. radiatum sink is the reduced perisomatic inhibi-
tion (an active source) and the consequently reduced passive
return current in the str. radiatum (30). Alternatively, the re-
duced sink in the str. radiatum may be interpreted as decreased
excitation of CA1 pyramidal neurons by their sharp wave-

inducing CA2 and 3 inputs. Although no virus-infected neu-
rons were observed in the CA2 and 3 regions, the minimal in-
fection of interneurons in the dentate gyrus/hilus region can
serve as a potential explanation. The activation of dentate gyrus/
hilus interneurons may also explain the reduced incidence of
sharp waves during the CNO effect, although reduction of sharp
wave incidence was much less affected than that of ripples.
Overall, these findings are compatible with the explanation that
the CA2/3-induced population bursts continued to excite CA1
pyramidal neurons, as reflected by the LFP sharp waves, yet
such bursts often failed to give rise to a ripple oscillation in the
CA1 circuit.
Unexpectedly, and in contrast to the striking suppression of

“background” firing of pyramidal neurons, half of the SPW-Rs
persisted after CNO injection. Moreover, population bursts of
pyramidal cells were stronger in the surviving sharp waves and
sharp waves of the same magnitude were coupled with large-
amplitude ripples. The pyramidal spike composition of pop-
ulation effects also varied. These findings support a hypothesis
that the physiological mechanisms responsible for inhibiting in-
dividual pyramidal cell spikes and synchronous population bursts
are different (28). While SPW-Rs are associated with increased
recruitment of both pyramidal cells and interneurons, pyramidal
cell recruitment exceeds the recruitment of the interneurons by a
factor of 2 to 3, yielding a large excitatory gain (29). This gain is
explained by the strong pyramidal cell–interneuron synapse and
the large synchrony of neurons during SPW-Rs. Because a single
pyramidal cell spike can induce a spike in its target interneuron
(43), other pyramidal neurons firing within 1 to 2 ms cannot
recruit further spikes in the same interneuron (29). The CNO-
induced impaired coordination of interneurons may explain why
doses of CNO which can bring about complete suppression of
spiking in individual pyramidal neurons still fail to suppress
population bursts.
Ripple frequency remained unchanged, despite the reorgani-

zation of interneuron interactions. Ripple frequency is remark-
ably constant in the same brain state. During development,
SPWs are present at birth and the magnitude of SPW burst in-
creases several-fold but ripples begin to emerge only at the end
of the second postnatal week. Once ripples emerge, the intra-
ripple frequency assumes adult values (44). Ripple frequency is
believed to be determined by the GABAA receptor time decay at
synapses between parvalbumin-expressing basket neurons (45)
and by voltage-gated Na+ channels in the dendrites of basket
cells (46).
An important practical implication of our findings is that

DREADD-induced physiological changes may not always bring
about the desired switch-off or switch-on effects because of the
immediate and effective reorganization of the escaping minority
of neurons. In the case of the hippocampal CA1 region, the
behavioral interpretation of DREADD-induced background si-
lencing should also consider the impact of the remaining pop-
ulation bursts in the form of SPW-Rs.

DREADD-Induced Long-Term Plasticity. Repeated DREADD ma-
nipulations are often used to probe behavior under the tacit
assumption that daily application of the ligand activator will
exert similar effects (5, 16–21). Our observations indicate that
this may not be the case. While suppression of pyramidal neu-
rons was prominent on each day of CNO administration, the
drug’s efficacy was reduced upon repeated injections. At least
two possible targets can account for this long-term plastic effect.
First, the CNO target receptor in interneurons may be plastic.
However, the observed stability of the interneuron responses
over days argues against this possibility. We acknowledge though
that a potential heterogeneity of CNO affinity in different types
of interneurons cannot be fully excluded. If long-term plasticity
took place in a small but specific subset of interneuron types, our
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sampling of relatively low numbers of unidentified interneurons
in each session would not be able to detect it. The second po-
tential site of plasticity is the interneuron–pyramidal cell syn-
apse. Our findings favor this interpretation. Both short-term and
long-term plasticity have been demonstrated between inhibitory
neurons and pyramidal cells and among inhibitory interneurons
(40, 47, 48).
The long-term (∼24 h) attenuation of the CNO-induced sup-

pressive effect on pyramidal neurons stands in sharp contrast to
the stability of the firing rate population during the daily pre-
CNO control epochs. In other words, the effect of the previous
day’s CNO was completely washed out when judged from the
baseline spontaneous firing rates of neurons yet was clearly
present when tested during post-CNO epochs. A potential
mechanism for such a drug-dependent effect is long-term po-
tentiation of the short-term suppression by interneurons, usually
referred to as metaplasticity (49). Under this hypothesis, physi-
ological levels of activity of interneurons would keep the
inhibitory–excitatory balance within boundaries during the pre-
CNO control epochs. However, when interneuron activity is
transiently enhanced, as was observed during CNO exposure, the
altered short-term suppression would inhibit pyramidal neurons
less effectively after repeated CNO injections (50). Confirming
this hypothesis will require directly monitoring the efficacy of
inhibitory synapses upon repeated activation of various inter-
neuron types. Overall, these findings illustrate how long-term
effects of neuronal circuits are brought about by repeated use
(51–56).
In conclusion, DREADD activation may bring about unex-

pected paradoxical effects, such as parallel decrease of pop-
ulation firing rates of both interneurons and pyramidal cells,

differential effects on background activity and population bursts,
and induction of plasticity in the affected circuits. These changes,
therefore, should be considered in the application of the
DREADD method and its impact on circuit function and be-
havior. Our findings likely generalize to cortical regions and
other manipulations, such as traditional pharmacological and
optogenetic activation of interneuron populations.

Materials and Methods
All experiments were approved by the Institutional Animal Care and Use
Committee at New York University Langone Medical Center (NYULMC).
pAAV-hDlx-Gq-DREADD-dTomato-Fishell-5 was infused into the hippocam-
pal CA1 region in rats to express excitatory DREADD (hM3Dq) in all inter-
neurons and 2 wk later implanted with silicon probes. After baseline control
recording, the animals received an intraperitoneal injection of either
5 mg/kg CNO to activate interneurons or DMSO (vehicle control). Recorded
neurons were separated into putative pyramidal cells and interneurons.
Details of surgery, physiological recordings, and data analyses are presented
in SI Appendix.

Data Availability. The processed and wideband data reported in this article
have been deposited in the Buzsaki Lab Databank, https://buzsakilab.com/
wp/public-data/, and are also available at http://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.
4307883 per PNAS policy.
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