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Description

Tinnitus is thought to be associated with changes in the 
way in which the brain processes information. Normally 
a filter operates to ‘tune out’ unnecessary noises – 
including physiological noises – allowing for habituation 
to particular noises. In tinnitus this mechanism appears 
to fail – leading to awareness of physiological noises. 
Negative attributions regarding the noises can lead 
to emotional reactions, which can then exacerbate 
perception of the noise in a feedback loop. What Causes 
Tinnitus? is a description of this process. This information 
handout forms part of a cognitive-behavioral 
understanding of tinnitus.

References

McKenna, L., Handscombe, L., Hoare, D. J., Hall, D. A. (2014). A scientific cognitive-behavioural model of tinnitus: novel 
conceptualizations of tinnitus distress. Frontiers in Neurology, 5, 1-15.

Instructions

This is a Psychology Tools information handout. 
Suggested uses include:

• Client handout – a psychoeducation resource.

• Discussion point – to provoke a discussion and 
explore your client’s beliefs.

• Therapist learning tool – to improve your familiarity 
with a psychological construct.

• Supervision tool – to develop formulations and 
knowledge.

• Teaching resource – a learning tool during training.
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What Causes Tinnitus?

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Normally
Sound waves
(moving air)...

...enter the ear and are
converted into electrical

energy.

This electrical signal
is ‘�ltered’ by the brain.

...and is �nally perceived
as a sound

“sound”

‘Noise’ is �ltered out;
only ‘signal’ gets through...

But sometimes (e.g. after a concert, an infection, a cold, hearing loss, or a trauma)

Filter doesn’t
work properly.

We might hear the
hiss and clicks of

tinnitus.

“hiss & clicks” &
“sound”

‘Noise’ and ‘signal’
both get through.

Thoughts 
My ears are damaged.
I can’t cope with this.

I’ll go mad.
I’ll never sleep.

Emotions

Danger
Threat
Scared
Fear

Thinks = Danger!

It is quite common to have worrying thoughts about the noise

The �lter learns to associate noise with danger

If your �lter thinks something is dangerous it will make sure to always let it through – it’s trying to keep you
safe by keeping you aware of danger. The problem is that tinnitus isn’t dangerous or useful, so the �lter is
doing its job too well.

Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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About us

3

Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.

Resource details
Title: What Causes Tinnitus?
Type: Information Handout
Language: English (US) 
Translated title: What Causes Tinnitus?

URL: https://www.psychologytools.com/resource/what-causes-tinnitus
Resource format: Professional
Version: 20230721
Last updated by: JP
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