
CBT for Tinnitus: The Ultimate Guide

Discover how Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) can effectively treat tinnitus. 
Understand the science and methods behind CBT for tinnitus relief.
Are you tired of the incessant ringing in your ears disrupting your peace of 
mind? You’re not alone, and there’s hope!

While there’s no definitive cure for tinnitus, certain treatments have shown 
remarkable success in alleviating its symptoms. One such option that has 
garnered significant attention from both healthcare professionals and patients 
is Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT). Numerous scientific studies have 
validated the effectiveness of CBT in not just reducing the perception of tinnitus 
but also in improving the overall quality of life [1].

Ready to reclaim your peace and quiet? Keep reading this comprehensive guide 
to discover how CBT can be your pathway to a more serene life, free from the 
shackles of tinnitus.

Understanding Tinnitus: The first step in effective 
CBT treatment

Before we discuss how CBT can help, it’s essential to understand the nature of 
tinnitus and its impact on your life.

Root Cause of Tinnitus

Tinnitus is not a disease but a symptom of an underlying issue. It is often 
described as a phantom sound, as the ringing, buzzing, or hissing is not 
produced by an external source. The root cause of tinnitus can vary and may 
include:



• Exposure to loud noise
• Age-related hearing loss
• Earwax blockage
• Ototoxic medications
• Ear or head injuries
• Ménière’s disease
• TMJ disorders
• Certain medical conditions, such as high blood pressure or anaemia

In some cases, the exact cause of tinnitus may remain unknown. However, 
understanding the potential triggers can help you take appropriate steps to 
tackle the symptoms.

Root Cause of Tinnitus

The Risks of Leaving Tinnitus Untreated

If left untreated, tinnitus can have a significant impact on your quality of life. 
Some potential consequences of untreated tinnitus include:

• Increased stress, anxiety, and irritability
• Difficulty concentrating or focusing on tasks
• Sleep disturbances, such as insomnia or difficulty falling asleep
• Social isolation, as the constant noise can make it challenging to engage in 
conversations or social activities
• A higher risk of developing depression or other mental health issues

Given the potential consequences of untreated tinnitus, it’s crucial to explore 
treatment options like CBT to manage the symptoms and improve your overall 
well-being.

Can CBT Help With Tinnitus?

When it comes to treating tinnitus effectively, CBT stands unrivalled as the most 
effective, science-backed approach. But what makes CBT the gold standard for 



tinnitus treatment? Let’s explore.

What is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy?

CBT is a form of talking therapy that focuses on identifying and modifying 
negative thought patterns and behaviours to improve emotional well-being and 
coping skills. It is based on the idea that our thoughts, emotions, and behaviours 
are interconnected, and changing one aspect can have a positive impact on 
the others.

In the context of tinnitus, CBT will help you recognize and challenge the negative 
thoughts and beliefs you have about your condition, ultimately leading to you 
not being bothered by the sound of the tinnitus any more, and in some cases 
stopping noticing it completely.

Living a Normal Life with Tinnitus

Living with tinnitus can be challenging, but it is possible to lead a normal life 
despite the condition. Many people with tinnitus find ways to adapt to the 
persistent sounds and carry on with their daily activities. Some strategies that 
can help you live with tinnitus include:

• Using sound therapy, such as white noise machines or nature sounds, to mask 
the tinnitus
• Practicing relaxation techniques, like deep breathing, yoga, or meditation, to 
reduce stress and anxiety associated with tinnitus
• Seeking support from friends, family, or tinnitus support groups
• Implementing healthy lifestyle habits, such as regular exercise, proper sleep, 
and a balanced diet

Research Behind CBT for Tinnitus



Numerous studies have shown that CBT is an effective treatment for tinnitus. 
Here are some notable research papers:

• A 2010 study demonstrated that CBT led to significant improvements in 
tinnitus-related distress, depression, and anxiety. These improvements were 
maintained at a one-year follow-up [2].
• A 2020 systematic review found that CBT was more effective than usual care 
in reducing tinnitus-related distress and handicap, as well as improving the 
quality of life of individuals with tinnitus [3].
• A 2020 meta-analysis confirmed that CBT was effective in reducing tinnitus-
related distress, anxiety, and depression, with the effects being maintained over 
the long term [4].

These studies, along with many others, provide strong evidence that CBT is the 
most effective treatment option for tinnitus. By changing how your brain reacts 
to the ringing sound, CBT will help you manage your tinnitus more effectively 
and improve your overall quality of life.

Recommendations from Leading Health Organizations

CBT’s effectiveness in treating tinnitus has led to its endorsement as the first-line 
treatment for the condition by several leading health organisations across the 
globe.

• United States: The American Academy of Otolaryngology - Head and Neck 
Surgery (AAO-HNS) recommends CBT as an effective treatment for tinnitus, 
stating that it can help individuals “manage the stress and anxiety that often 
accompanies tinnitus, making it easier to live with the condition.”
• United Kingdom: The National Institute for Healthcare Excellence (NICE) 
guidelines for tinnitus management recommend offering CBT to people with 
tinnitus who are experiencing a significant impact on their quality of life or are 
distressed by their tinnitus.
• Europe: The European healthcare guidelines for tinnitus management also 
recommend CBT as an essential component of tinnitus treatment, emphasising 
its role in reducing tinnitus-related distress and improving patients’ well-being.

How Does CBT Work?



CBT offers a structured approach to manage tinnitus by changing your 
thought patterns, which in turn influences how you feel and behave. It provides 
actionable strategies to deal with the intrusive nature of tinnitus effectively.

For those living with the condition, it is often a lifelong companion that can lead 
to negative thought cycles. It’s not as straightforward as merely ignoring the 
noise or adopting a positive mindset; such approaches are generally ineffective. 

Instead, CBT teaches you to understand the power of your thoughts in shaping 
your emotional and behavioural responses. For instance, if you’re stuck in traffic 
and start to feel anxious, a simple shift in thought – like telling yourself, “There’s 
nothing I can do but wait” – can alter your emotional state and behaviour.

Your thoughts have an influence over how you feel and behave. For example, if 
you’re stuck in traffic and running late it’s easy to worry and become frustrated, 
even though there’s nothing you can do. If you were to take a breath and think, 
‘There’s nothing I can do but wait’, does it change how you feel and behave?

Here’s an example of a negative thought spiral that can happen when you 
perceive your tinnitus:

• Negative thought cycle about tinnitus
• Neuroplasticity is the brain’s ability to learn new thought patterns. The brain 
is constantly establishing new neural pathways. With CBT, you’re able to 
consciously forge more helpful pathways.

There might be a number of beliefs that you hold about tinnitus. For example:

• I’ll never be able to cope with this
• I’m not able to socialise with tinnitus
• No one has tinnitus as bad as mine
• I can’t focus because of tinnitus

By identifying these beliefs, you can start to challenge whether they’re accurate 
and true. This, in turn, will affect your thoughts and these then change how you 
feel, act and physically respond.

Some of the most common unhelpful thought patterns which surround tinnitus 
include:



1. Predicting the future overly negatively
2. Fixating on the negative
3. Blaming yourself or others
4. Denying the reality
5. Thinking in an ‘all or nothing’ way
6. Regretting past actions

CBT can help you understand these patterns and then learn cognitive skills to 
change them.

Techniques used in CBT for tinnitus

Some of the most effective techniques include:

• Cognitive restructuring: This involves identifying and challenging distorted 
thoughts that exacerbate tinnitus.
• Behavioural activation: This encourages you to engage in activities that not 
only bring joy but also aid in tuning out intrusive sounds.
• Mindfulness and relaxation: Techniques like deep breathing are employed to 
manage the stress often associated with the condition.

What Can I Expect From CBT?

When the brain perceives tinnitus it doesn’t understand where the sound is 
coming from, so it goes into ‘high alert’ mode.

The primal part of your brain is programmed to pay attention to dangerous and 
important sounds, like a baby crying, or a siren.

This ‘high-alert’ system pushes adrenaline and other biochemicals through your 
body in case you need to run, fight or freeze.

Until the brain learns that your tinnitus noise is not the sound of something 
dangerous or harmful, your body will continue to produce this ‘high-alert’ effect. 
That is what makes hearing tinnitus so stressful and intrusive to your day to day 
life and why negative thought cycles are so common.

By consciously understanding the beliefs, attitudes and thoughts around tinnitus 



you’ll be able to teach your brain that this is a sound it doesn’t need to give 
attention: it isn’t dangerous. The more your brain is ‘fine’ with your tinnitus, the 
less it will draw attention to it, and the less it’ll intrude day to day.

Here’s an example of a more helpful way to respond to the tinnitus sound you 
perceive:

• Helpful thought cycle responding to tinnitus
• CBT can’t rid you of the perception of your tinnitus altogether, but it can help 
you learn how to tune out the sound you perceive. 

At this moment, there’s likely a pronounced connection between the sound 
of your tinnitus and how your brain reacts to it. When this sound enters your 
awareness, it often elicits negative emotions such as anxiety, sadness, fear, 
anger, or frustration.

Habituation modifies your brain’s response to the tinnitus sound. With time and 
effort, you can adjust this innate response, lessen its impact, or even completely 
tune it out.

How To Access Tinnitus CBT

CBT is normally offered in individual sessions but can sometimes be offered as 
group therapy.

CBT is a talking-therapy so it will involve talking to a therapist about different 
aspects of your tinnitus and how it affects you.

Whilst these sessions will be helpful, they rely on you working hard at the 
techniques in your own time.

The therapist will equip you with tools and techniques and then you can work 
out how to best apply these day to day.



Contact Us

For more information and support, get in touch with our advisors and 
veterans with lived experience today.

enquiries@veteranswelfaregroup.co.uk

0330 056 0174


