MISOPHONIA

Understanding Sound Triggers, Nervous System Responses, and Treatment Options

What Is Misophonia?

Misophonia is a condition involving a strong, often automatic emotional and physical response to particular
sounds, and sometimes related visual cues. Common triggers include chewing, lip smacking, sniffing,
repetitive tapping, or breathing sounds. The response can occur even when the sound is quiet. Misophonia is
more than simply disliking a noise; it can interfere with relationships, concentration, work, school, and daily
life.

What Happens in the Brain and Body?

The brain may assign unusually high importance or threat-like meaning to a specific trigger. This can
activate an immediate stress response before a person has time to think through what is happening.
Researchers are still studying the underlying mechanisms; misophonia is not simply a hearing problem or a
matter of willpower.

* Emotional reactions: irritation, anger, disgust, anxiety, distress, or feeling trapped.
* Physical reactions: muscle tension, increased heart rate, heat, agitation, or an urge to escape.

* Behavioral reactions: leaving the area, covering ears, avoiding meals or gatherings, or becoming
preoccupied with anticipating a sound.

Why Does It Develop?

There is no single established cause. Sensory processing, learned associations, attention, stress, and
individual nervous system sensitivity may contribute. Misophonia can occur alongside anxiety, ADHD,
autism, OCD, or other concerns, but it does not mean a person necessarily has any of these conditions.
Trauma is not required for misophonia to develop.

What Can Help?

¢ Assessment and individualized planning: A mental health professional familiar with misophonia can assess
triggers, impairment, other contributing conditions, and treatment goals. An audiologist may help evaluate
hearing or sound tolerance concerns.

» Cognitive behavioral approaches: Misophonia-focused CBT has the most promising direct research to date.
It may address attention to triggers, emotional responses, unhelpful beliefs, and avoidance patterns.

* Regulation skills: Practice slow, comfortable breathing, grounding, relaxing the jaw and shoulders, and
noticing early signs of escalation. These skills can reduce distress even if they do not eliminate triggers.

* Flexible sound supports: Background noise, music, sound masking, seating choices, or planned breaks can
make difficult settings more manageable. Earplugs or headphones can be useful selectively, without relying
on them in every situation.

* Gradual, collaborative behavior changes: Work toward meaningful activities and manageable exposure to
everyday situations at a tolerable pace. Forcing someone to endure triggers or using unsupervised, intense
exposure can worsen distress.

* Support for co-occurring concerns: Treat anxiety, sleep problems, stress, or other conditions when present.
No medication has been established as a specific cure for misophonia.
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A Practical In-the-Moment Plan

* Notice: “This is a trigger response. My body is reacting strongly.”

* Regulate: Unclench muscles, lengthen a comfortable exhale, and orient to the room.

* Choose: Use a neutral sound, move seats, request a short break, or communicate a need calmly.

* Return: Rejoin the activity when possible rather than treating every trigger as an emergency.

How Loved Ones Can Help

Validate the distress without blame or ridicule. Discuss reasonable accommodations before difficult
situations, communicate respectfully about needs, and avoid deliberately making trigger sounds. Work
together to balance practical supports with participation in everyday life.

When to Seek Professional Support

Consider support when sound triggers lead to significant distress, conflict, isolation, avoidance, or disruption
at work, school, or home. Treatment goals usually focus on reducing suffering and improving daily
functioning, rather than promising that all triggers will disappear.

Reflection Questions

Which sounds trigger me most? What changes do | notice in my body? What helps me recover? What is one
activity | would like to participate in more comfortably?
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