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Many	people	–	approximately	10	per	cent	–	will,	at	some	point	in	their	lives,	have	the	experience	commonly	known	as	‘hearing	voices’.	What	does	that	mean,	exactly?	If	this	is	something	that	happens	to	you,	you	might	perceive	a	voice	talking	to	you,	or	about	you,	even	though	nobody	seems	to	be	present.	You	might	hear	comments	from	different	voices
at	different	times,	or	voices	talking	to	each	other	about	you.	These	voices	may	seem	familiar	and	belong	to	people	you	know	or	have	known	in	the	past.	Or	they	could	be	the	voices	of	complete	strangers,	or	of	spiritual	entities.	People	who	hear	voices	sometimes	even	recognise	the	voice	they	hear	as	their	own;	the	distinction	between	hearing	a	‘voice’
and	something	like	an	‘inner	critic’	is	control,	as	the	person	hearing	a	voice	will	have	no	sense	of	control	over	this	experience.	Some	people	who	hear	voices	perceive	positive	comments	in	the	form	of	advice,	compliments	or	reassurance.	They	might	hear,	for	example,	kind	words	from	the	voice	of	a	lost	loved	one.	Others	hear	neutral	comments,	with
the	voices	offering	a	running	commentary	on	what	they	are	doing.	These	positive	and	neutral	comments	often	do	not	cause	much	distress.	If	this	is	your	experience,	and	the	voices	aren’t	bothering	you	too	much,	you	might	be	happy	to	just	carry	on	as	usual.	Hearing	voices	is	not	a	problem	per	se.	It	becomes	a	problem	and	needs	to	be	managed	only
when	the	experience	is	causing	you	distress.	For	some,	voices	make	negative	comments	that	are	very	distressing.	These	often	include	critical	and	derogatory	remarks,	such	as	‘You’re	useless	–	no	one	likes	you.’	The	voices	and	their	comments	may	be	linked	to	difficult	times	from	a	person’s	past.	The	personal	nature	of	these	comments	can	make	them
very	hard	to	ignore.	Negative	comments	from	voices	can	also	include	commands	–	to	go	somewhere	or	do	something,	maybe	to	harm	yourself,	or	(less	often)	to	harm	others.	These	commands	might	be	accompanied	by	threats	that,	if	you	don’t	obey,	the	voices	will	harm	you	or	your	loved	ones	(‘If	you	go	out,	bad	things	will	happen	to	your	family’).
Again,	this	can	make	the	voices	very	difficult	to	ignore.	Distressing	voice-hearing	experiences	have	historically	been	linked	to	mental	health	problems	such	as	schizophrenia	and	related	conditions.	More	recently,	mental	health	researchers	have	learned	that	distressing	voices	can	be	experienced	by	people	with	a	range	of	emotional	and	mental	health
problems	(eg,	borderline	personality	disorder),	including	people	who	have	not	been	diagnosed	with	a	mental	health	condition.	Links	have	also	been	found	between	hearing	distressing	voices	and	past	adverse	experiences,	such	as	emotional	neglect	during	childhood,	bullying	at	school,	and	physical	or	sexual	abuse.	Voice-hearing	experiences	might	be
directly	related	to	a	specific	adverse	experience	or	abusive	relationship	(eg,	hearing	the	voice	of	someone	who	was	abusive)	or	to	more	general	difficulties	(eg,	voices	making	critical	comments	that	reflect	one’s	low	self-esteem).	Our	learning	in	recent	years	has	also	provided	a	clearer	sense	of	how	to	manage	voices	and	reduce	the	distress	they	can
cause.	If	you	hear	voices	that	trouble	you,	irrespective	of	how	long	you’ve	been	hearing	voices	and	how	much	distress	they	cause,	some	of	the	approaches	that	I’ll	describe	next	could	be	helpful	for	you	–	as	they	have	been	for	many	of	the	people	I’ve	worked	with	as	a	clinical	psychologist.	(If	it’s	someone	you	know,	such	as	a	family	member,	who	is
having	this	experience,	you	might	be	able	to	suggest	that	they	consider	these	approaches.)Get	to	know	the	voices	and	notice	how	they	behave	A	natural	and	understandable	response	to	hearing	distressing	voices	is	to	turn	away	and	try	to	ignore	them.	However,	the	urge	to	escape	can	prevent	you	from	getting	to	know	the	voices	and	noticing	any
patterns	in	how	they	work.	Voices	are	often	predictable	in	terms	of	what	they	say,	regularly	offering	the	same	or	similar	criticisms	and	commands.	Voices	can	also	be	predictable	in	terms	of	when	they’re	active:	this	may	be	at	certain	times	(eg,	nighttime),	when	you’re	in	certain	locations	(eg,	crowded	places),	or	when	you’re	experiencing	certain
emotional	states	(eg,	anxiety	or	low	mood).	If	you’re	able	to	turn	towards	the	voices	and	notice	any	patterns	in	their	activity,	this	can	help	you	to	develop	a	plan	for	managing	voice-hearing	experiences.	A	good	way	to	get	to	know	voices	is	to	keep	a	diary	–	recording	when	they’re	talking,	what	they’re	saying,	where	you	are,	what	you’re	doing	at	that
time	and	how	you’re	feeling.	This	might	help	you	to	notice	any	patterns	in	the	activity	of	the	voices,	and	then	(as	we’ll	discuss	in	the	next	step)	you	can	use	this	information	to	develop	a	plan.	Make	a	plan	based	on	what	you	notice	After	you	have	taken	some	time	to	observe	any	patterns	in	your	voice-hearing	experiences,	you	can	use	that	information	to
tailor	how	you	respond.	You	might	want	to	enlist	a	trusted	confidante	or	a	mental	health	practitioner	(such	as	a	clinical	psychologist)	to	help	you	develop	and	start	to	use	this	plan.	In	planning	your	responses,	consider:	Time:	if	voices	are	typically	active	at	certain	times	of	the	day	or	night,	you	can	anticipate	this	and	have	coping	strategies	ready	to
employ	at	these	times.	Coping	strategies	could	include	activities	that	distract	you	(eg,	listening	to	music	through	headphones),	absorb	your	attention	(eg,	gaming)	or	help	you	to	relax	(eg,	a	breathing	exercise).	Place:	if	voices	are	active	in	certain	places,	you	can	choose	not	to	visit	those	places.	But	if	visiting	those	locations	is	necessary,	you	can	have
your	coping	strategies	available	to	help	you	manage	–	for	example,	you	can	take	your	music	and	headphones	with	you.	Feelings:	if	voices	are	triggered	by	your	emotional	state,	can	you	do	something	to	manage	your	emotions	before	voices	become	active?	For	example,	could	you	do	some	relaxation	exercises	to	reduce	your	anxiety,	if	anxiety	seems	to
be	a	trigger?	As	well	as	noticing	the	patterns	of	the	voices,	pay	attention	to	the	helpfulness	of	your	coping	strategies.	If	some	of	your	strategies	are	especially	helpful,	can	you	use	these	strategies	more	often,	or	earlier,	to	maximise	the	benefits?	If	some	of	your	strategies	seem	to	be	less	helpful	(eg,	shouting	at	the	voices,	which	might	provoke	an
aggressive	reaction)	or	have	unhelpful	side-effects	(eg,	self-harming,	which	can	damage	the	body	and	attract	judgments	from	others),	can	you	use	alternative	ways	of	responding?	If	you	can	turn	toward	voices,	notice	any	patterns	in	their	activity	and	develop	a	plan	for	enhancing	the	helpfulness	of	your	coping	strategies,	this	can	give	you	some	sense	of
control	over	an	experience	that	can	otherwise	seem	uncontrollable.	Play	detective	and	question	what	voices	say	Another	approach	to	managing	voices	also	involves	turning	toward	them	but,	this	time,	it’s	more	about	considering	the	accuracy	of	what	the	voices	are	saying.	Voices	often	come	across	as	powerful	and	knowledgeable.	If	a	voice	says	that
you’re	useless	and	worthless,	it	might	be	easy	to	assume	that	it’s	telling	the	truth,	particularly	if	that’s	how	you	already	see	yourself.	Or,	if	voices	say	that	bad	things	will	happen	if	you	don’t	obey	them,	you	might	believe	that	they	have	the	ability	to	make	these	things	happen.	Beliefs	are	best	guesses,	not	facts.	However,	once	the	mind	has	formed	a
belief,	it	will	work	hard	to	maintain	that	belief	in	pursuit	of	stability,	often	disregarding	any	evidence	to	the	contrary.	This	is	the	case	for	all	minds,	not	just	the	minds	of	people	who	are	distressed	by	hearing	voices.	You	can	explore	the	accuracy	of	your	beliefs	about	what	voices	are	saying	by	‘playing	detective’	–	searching	for	evidence	that	does	not
support	what	you’re	hearing.	If	the	voices	say	that	you’re	worthless,	is	there	any	evidence	from	your	experience	that	goes	against	that?	An	example	might	be	some	recognition	that	you	received	from	someone	for	a	task	that	you	completed	well.	If	the	voices	say	that	bad	things	will	happen	if	you	disobey,	ask	yourself:	have	there	been	any	times	when
you	did	disobey	the	voice,	and	nothing	bad	happened?	Playing	detective	can	be	challenging,	as	you’ll	be	working	against	your	mind’s	tendency	to	maintain	its	beliefs.	This	is	another	area	in	which	the	support	of	someone	you	trust,	perhaps	a	mental	health	practitioner,	can	be	valuable.	It’s	also	important	to	note	that	your	goal	here	is	not	to	prove	that
the	voice	is	wrong.	Rather,	you’re	trying	to	gather	all	the	available	evidence	to	help	you	make	a	balanced	decision	based	on	the	facts:	am	I	useless	and	worthless	all	the	time?	Can	voices	make	bad	things	happen?	These	things	can	feel	true,	but	what	does	the	evidence	say?	Assert	yourself	when	your	opinion	differs	If	you	have	played	detective	and
developed	slightly	different	beliefs	about	yourself	and/or	about	the	voices,	what	can	you	do	with	your	changing	views?	If	you	wish	to,	you	can	express	these	views	by	talking	back	to	the	voices	(either	in	your	mind	or	out	loud,	whichever	you	prefer	and	seems	most	appropriate).	This	is	not	about	responding	aggressively,	but	about	being	assertive	–
calmly,	honestly	and	respectfully	expressing	your	opinion	and	acknowledging	that	it	differs	from	the	one	expressed	by	the	voice.	As	best	you	can,	try	not	to	get	drawn	into	an	argument	about	whose	opinion	is	the	right	one.	An	assertive	response	to	a	voice	might	sound	something	like	this:	Voice:	‘If	you	go	out,	I	will	punish	you.’	Hearer:	‘I	hear	what	you
say,	that	I’ll	be	punished	if	I	go	out.	I	used	to	feel	scared	when	you	said	that.’	Voice:	‘Yes,	you	will	be	punished.’	Hearer:	‘I’ve	got	a	different	opinion	now	–	I	no	longer	believe	that	you	can	make	bad	things	happen	to	me.’	Voice:	‘I	can	punish	you,	and	I	will.’	Hearer:	‘I’ve	been	looking	at	the	evidence	and	noticed	many	times	when	you	threatened	me,
and	even	though	I	disobeyed	you,	nothing	bad	seemed	to	happen.’	Voice:	‘I	was	lenient	before.	This	time	will	be	different.’	Hearer:	‘I	hear	what	you	say,	but	the	evidence	says	something	else,	and	I	want	to	go	out.’	Voice:	‘I	forbid	you.’	Hearer:	‘I	think	I’ve	got	my	view	across.	I’ll	stop	talking	now	and	get	ready	to	go	out.’	The	use	of	evidence	is
important	in	this	kind	of	exchange	as	it	can	help	you	mean	what	you	say.	It’s	also	important	to	end	the	conversation	when	you’ve	clearly	stated	your	opinion.	The	voice	is	likely	to	persist,	and	it	will	probably	wear	you	down	if	you	try	to	persist	in	responding	to	it,	so	when	you’re	ready,	leave	the	conversation	and	use	one	of	your	coping	strategies	to
focus	your	attention	away	from	the	voice.	If	you	are	able	to	regularly	respond	to	the	voice	in	an	assertive	manner,	the	voice	may	begin	to	seem	a	bit	more	distant	as	you	increasingly	focus	on	your	own	opinions,	needs	and	desires.	As	with	playing	detective,	this	work	can	be	challenging,	and	being	assertive	in	this	way	does	not	always	come	naturally	to
people.	With	the	assistance	of	a	trusted	confidante	or	therapist,	you	might	find	it	helpful	to	role-play	and	to	practise	responding	assertively	to	a	voice.	Make	connections	between	the	voices	and	other	parts	of	your	life	As	you	learn	more	about	the	voices,	you	are	also	likely	to	be	learning	about	yourself.	In	noticing	and	anticipating	the	patterns	in	their
activity,	you	might	learn	that	you	can	have	some	control	over	your	responses	to	them.	By	playing	detective,	maybe	you	learn	to	view	yourself	in	a	more	balanced	and	less	negative	way.	Through	talking	back	to	voices	assertively,	you	may	learn	that	you	can	be	strong,	and	have	greater	respect	for	yourself	and	your	opinions.You	may	likeAnother	possible
lesson	lies	in	connections	between	the	voices,	what	they	say,	and	previous,	difficult	life	experiences	you’ve	had.	These	connections	may	be	obvious	if	the	identities	of	the	voices	are	directly	linked	to	people	with	whom	you’ve	had	a	difficult	relationship	in	the	past,	such	as	a	parent	or	authority	figure,	a	bully	from	school	or	work,	or	another	person	who
abused	you.	If	the	identities	of	the	voices	are	unknown,	you	might	find	connections	between	the	content	of	what	a	voice	is	saying	and	any	negative	views	you	have	of	yourself	–	which	may,	in	turn,	reflect	how	you’ve	been	treated	by	others	in	the	past.Developing	these	connections	can	help	you	to	make	sense	of	the	voices	–	where	they	came	from	and
why	they	persist.	If	you	want	to	take	further	steps	toward	making	sense	of	voices	and	their	origins,	you	may	benefit	from	working	with	an	experienced	therapist.	You	might	additionally	find	support	and	increase	your	understanding	by	connecting	with	others	who’ve	had	their	own	experiences	of	hearing	voices.	Organisations	like	Hearing	Voices
Network	in	the	UK	and	Hearing	Voices	Network	USA	facilitate	the	creation	of	local	peer-support	groups,	and	you	may	be	able	to	access	such	a	group	near	you.	Since	the	start	of	the	Hearing	Voices	Movement	back	in	the	1980s,	we	have	amassed	a	wealth	of	information	resources	that	available	for	free	on	the	internet.	Some	of	these	will	be
downloadable	from	this	site	(where	we	have	permission	from	the	authors	to	do	this).	Others	will	be	linked	to	form	this	site.	We	are	not	responsible	for	the	content	of	any	resource	created	by	an	external	agency.	However,	we	will	endeavour	to	only	link	to	content	that	we	feel	will	interest	our	membership.	If	you	notice	any	content	which	you	find
worrying,	please	let	us	know	so	that	we	can	review	its	place	on	this	page.	Coping	With	Voices	Hearing	Voices	Coping	Strategies	Manchester	Hearing	Voices	Group		Download	Sheet	The	sheet	lists	suggestions	for	coping	with	the	experiences	of	hearing	voices,	and	seeing	visions	and	having	tactile	sensations.	It	is	hoped	some	of	these	ideas	can	help
you,	or	someone	you	care	about,	towards	living	positively	with	these	experiences	and	to	maintain	a	sense	of	ownership	over	them.	Remember	that	you	are	not	alone:	Research	shows	that	4%	of	people	hear	voices,	this	is	the	same	number	as	have	asthma.	Voice	hearers	throughout	history	have	included	a	great	many	influential	people:
religious	prophets,	doctors	and	psychologists,	philosophers,	artists,	poets,	explorers	and	politicians.	This	list	was	compiled	by	the	Manchester	Hearing	Voices	Group.	Strategies	for	Coping	with	Distressing	Voices	Hearing	Voices	Network	Australia	Download	Sheet	A	list	of	ideas	for	coping	with	difficult	voices	compiled	by	people	who	hear	voices	from
the	national	network	in	Australia.	Whilst	every	person	who	hears	voices	is	different,	and	finds	different	strategies	useful,	we	hope	this	might	give	you	some	ideas	to	work	with.	Better	Sleep	for	Voice	Hearers	York	Hearing	Voices	Group	Download	Sleep	Booklet	Many	voice	hearers	report	problems	sleeping.	Poor	sleep	can	mean	not	being	able	to	fall
asleep	in	the	first	place,	waking	during	the	night,	waking	up	too	early	or	not	feeling	refreshed	on	waking.	It	is	common	for	voice	hearers	to	report	that	their	voices	are	worse	at	night,	and	that	the	night	time	means	they	cannot	use	their	usual	coping	strategies	such	as	going	for	a	walk.	People	are	also	often	alone	at	night,	lacking	distraction,	and	in
trying	to	unwind	for	the	night,	their	lack	of	occupation	may	bring	on	their	voices.	This	booklet,	written	by	voice-hearers	for	voice-hearers,	provides	some	tips	and	guidance	on	how	people	manage	difficulties	sleeping	because	of	voices,	visions	or	intrusive	thoughts.	Young	People	Voices	&	Visions	#1:	A	straight	talking	introduction	for	parents	and
carers	of	children	and	young	people	who	hear	voices	Voice	Collective,	2012		Download	Booklet	No.	1	A	pdf	booklet	aimed	at	parents/supporters,	but	also	suitable	for	anyone	else	who	wants	to	understand	a	bit	more	about	voices	and	visions.	Includes	an	overview	of	the	range	of	experiences	people	can	have,	how	this	can	affect	them	and	basic	tips	on
how	to	speak	with	your	child	about	them.	Voices	&	Visions	#2:	A	guide	to	coping	and	recovery	for	parents	and	carers	of	children	and	young	people	who	hear	voices	Voice	Collective,	2012		Download	Booklet	No.	2	A	pdf	booklet	aimed	at	parents/supporters,	but	also	suitable	for	anyone	else	who	wants	to	understand	more	about	how	young	people	can
learn	to	cope	with	difficult	voices	and	visions.	Includes	a	range	of	strategies,	including	finding	safety,	expressing	yourself	and	taking	the	power	back.	Useful	Reports	Understanding	Psychosis	&	Schizophrenia	British	Psychological	Society,	2014	(Updated	2017)	Download	BPS	Report	Published	by	the	British	Psychological	Society,	this	booklet	presents
“an	overview	of	the	current	state	of	knowledge	in	the	field,	concluding	that	psychosis	can	be	understood	and	treated	in	the	same	way	as	other	psychological	problems	such	as	anxiety	or	shyness”.	Read	more	about	the	report	here	Power	Threat	Meaning	Framework	Johnstone,	L.	&	Boyle,	M.	(2018)	Download	PTMF	Overview	Published	by	the	British
Psychological	Society,	this	document	is	an	overview	of	the	PTM	framework.	Drawing	upon	a	variety	of	models,	practices	and	philosophical	traditions,	its	aim	is	to	inform	and	expand	existing	approaches	by	offering	a	fundamentally	different	perspective	on	the	origins,	experience	and	expression	of	emotional	distress	and	troubled	or	troubling	behaviour.
It	is	the	result	of	a	working	group	consisting	of	people	with,	and	without,	experience	of	psychiatric	diagnosis.	Read	more	about	the	publication/project	here


