
FAQ: EMDR Therapy for Tinnitus 
1. What is EMDR therapy and how does it work?

EMDR stands for Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing. It's an 
integrative psychotherapy that uses bilateral stimulation, such as eye 
movements, hand tapping, or alternating sounds, to help process and 
reframe distressing memories or sensations. While widely recognized for 
treating trauma and PTSD, EMDR is also used for various conditions, 
including pain management and anxiety. Its effectiveness is believed to lie in 
its ability to activate the brain's natural information processing system, 
facilitating the resolution of past experiences and the development of 
adaptive coping mechanisms.

2. What is tinnitus, and how is it linked to trauma?

Tinnitus is the perception of sound in the absence of an external source. It's 
often described as a ringing, buzzing, or hissing in the ears, though the 
specific sound can vary. While the exact causes of tinnitus are not fully 
understood, it can be associated with hearing loss, ear infections, Meniere's 
disease, and head injuries. Importantly, research suggests a strong 
connection between tinnitus and trauma.

There are two main pathways linking tinnitus and trauma:

Physical re-experiencing: Tinnitus may be directly triggered by a past 
trauma, causing a physical re-experiencing of the sensations associated with 
the traumatic event. Cognitive and emotional re-experiencing: Unresolved 
trauma may lead to negative beliefs about oneself, such as self-
defectiveness or lack of control. These negative cognitions can heighten 
distress and contribute to the development or worsening of tinnitus.

3. Can EMDR be used to treat tinnitus?

Yes, emerging research suggests that EMDR can be an effective treatment 
for tinnitus, particularly in cases where trauma plays a role. Two published 
studies have shown promising results:

• Rikkert et al. (2018): This pilot study focused on using the standard 

EMDR protocol to process tinnitus-related trauma memories. 
Participants experienced significant reductions in tinnitus distress and 
general psychological distress.


• Phillips et al. (2019): This feasibility study explored the effectiveness of 
a bespoke EMDR protocol specifically designed for tinnitus (tEMDR). 
Participants showed clinically and statistically significant improvements 
in tinnitus symptoms, as well as a reduction in depressive symptoms.


4. How does EMDR for tinnitus (tEMDR) work?

tEMDR combines elements of the standard EMDR protocol and the EMDR 
protocol for pain management. It involves a thorough assessment to identify 
past traumas related to tinnitus and to explore current tinnitus-related 
distress.
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The protocol focuses on:

• Processing tinnitus-related trauma memories: If tinnitus is linked to a 

past traumatic event, the initial sessions of tEMDR address and resolve 
the trauma using standard EMDR procedures.


• Addressing current tinnitus symptoms and distress: For those with no 
trauma history or after resolving trauma, the tEMDR protocol targets 
the present experience of tinnitus, including distressing thoughts, 
emotions, and bodily sensations associated with the tinnitus.


• Developing coping mechanisms: tEMDR helps patients develop 
healthy coping strategies for managing tinnitus, reducing its impact on 
their lives.


5. Does EMDR work for tinnitus if there’s no trauma 
history?

Research suggests that EMDR can still be helpful for tinnitus, even in the 
absence of a trauma history. The tEMDR protocol, in particular, is designed 
to address present-day tinnitus-related distress, including:

• Symptom-related memories: These are emotionally distressing 

memories connected to the experience of tinnitus, such as waking up 
to loud tinnitus or struggling to participate in social situations due to 
tinnitus.


• Current bodily sensations: tEMDR can target the in-session experience 
of tinnitus, helping patients to reprocess and reframe the distressing 
sensations.


6. What are the possible mechanisms of action for 
EMDR in tinnitus?

Several theories propose how EMDR might work for tinnitus:

• Adaptive Information Processing (AIP): EMDR's theoretical foundation 

suggests that it facilitates the brain's natural information processing 
system, allowing for the resolution of distressing experiences and the 
development of adaptive responses.


• Working memory taxation: Simultaneous engagement in bilateral 
stimulation and focus on tinnitus may overload working memory, 
leading to a decrease in the vividness and emotional intensity of 
tinnitus-related memories and sensations.


• Exposure and relaxation: Repeated exposure to tinnitus in a safe 
therapeutic environment can desensitize patients to the distress, while 
relaxation techniques promote calmness and coping.


7. Are there any limitations to the research on 
EMDR for tinnitus?

The existing research on EMDR for tinnitus is promising, but further research 
is needed to confirm its efficacy and to explore optimal treatment protocols. 
The current studies have limitations:
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• Small sample sizes: Both published studies involved a limited number 
of participants, making it difficult to generalize the findings.


• Lack of control groups: Without control groups, it's challenging to 
determine the extent to which observed improvements are due to 
EMDR itself versus other factors.


Larger, randomized controlled trials are needed to address these limitations 
and to establish definitive evidence for the effectiveness of EMDR in treating 
tinnitus.

8. What are the future directions for EMDR therapy 
in the treatment of tinnitus?

Future research should focus on:

• Conducting large-scale controlled trials: This will help confirm the 

preliminary findings and provide robust evidence for the effectiveness 
of EMDR for tinnitus.


• Optimizing treatment protocols: Exploring different EMDR protocols 
and tailoring treatment to individual patient needs will enhance 
treatment outcomes.


• Understanding mechanisms of action: Further investigation into the 
neural mechanisms underlying EMDR's effects on tinnitus will inform 
treatment development and refinement.


• Integrating EMDR into multidisciplinary care: Collaboration between 
audiologists, psychologists, and other healthcare professionals can 
ensure comprehensive and effective tinnitus management.
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