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About this book

This book is for people who hear distressing voices. You may know these as auditory hallucinations. We have had invaluable help from the experts in this field to put this book together – people who themselves hear distressing voices. The book is broken down into specific topics, each related to an aspect of hearing voices that research shows can increase distress. The story of Martin will be used throughout the book to illustrate what can be learnt from each section that can help you with your voices. Whilst Martin is a fictional character, his experiences are similar to many people who are distressed by hearing voices. If you would like to find out more about the ideas in this book, you might find it helpful to read the accompanying self-help book called Overcoming Distressing Voices (Mark Hayward, Clara Strauss and David Kingdon, Robinson, 2018 (second ed.).

At the end of each topic there is a ‘Key Points’ page that will cover all the things discussed. There is also a space for you to reflect on how you found the topic, what you found helpful and how you can put this into practice.

At the back of the book there are several diary pages (see page 136–7) that you can use to keep a track of what you have learnt and what you have done about it. You might like to photocopy this and use it to keep track of your progress as you work through this book.

Look out for headings that highlight certain helpful parts of the material:
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Tips from people who have previously used the book.
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Parts of the book featuring questions for you to think about and answer.




Using this book

The aim of this book is to reduce the negative impact that voices can have on your life. Sometimes voices go, but that’s not the aim – voices are a bit like memories, they may fade, become less distressing but usually don’t disappear altogether.

You can use this book in any way that is helpful to you – but here are a few tips from people who have used this book in the past:
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•   Write things down – it can help to write down any ideas or thoughts you have while completing this book because you might forget things, think of something particularly clever or really useful, or might want to come back to something at a later date.

•   Give it a go – some of the activities in this book might feel difficult, but it can be worth it in the long term.

•   Remember that it is self-help – completing the activities in this book will involve you dedicating some time and mental effort to it. As they say, the more you put into it, the more you get out.

•   Try to complete the book in the order it is written – generally people have found it helpful to develop more effective coping strategies and increase their self-esteem, before trying to change beliefs about voices and standing up to them.

•   Set yourself regular times to use the book or at least plan when you are next going to use it – it’s very easy to let it drift, forget and then never get back to it.

•   Do the activities more than once – it can be helpful to complete them several times on different occasions to help you learn and remember the lessons from each activity

•   Involve others – you might find it helpful to discuss the activities in this book with other people, like family, or friends, and get them to remind you to use it.

•   If you have a health worker, you might want to show them the book and see if they can help you with it.

•   Keep yourself safe – if you find yourself getting overwhelmed or voices are getting too distressing while completing this book, please take a break and come back to it later on, and if necessary use your usual sources of support.

•   Take the time to acknowledge your progress – you can use the diary pages in this book to make a note of any goals you have met or look back to see if anything has changed for you.




What is ‘voice hearing’?


‘Voice hearing’ means hearing someone or something talking when nobody or nothing seems to be speaking.



Voice hearing is common to many different mental health problems. But lots of people who do not experience mental health problems hear voices too. Voices sound like somebody talking out loud and range from being quiet to very loud. Sometimes the voices can make a lot of sense, they can also be confusing because other people say they don’t hear what you are hearing. It can sometimes be hard to believe that other people cannot hear what you can, but usually there is someone you trust enough that can tell you whether they can hear the voices or not. If it is just you hearing the voices, then this experience can be called a ‘hallucination’.

Voices can be difficult to explain: how can I hear someone talking when it’s not coming from any person? Sometimes the voice may seem to be coming through walls or from a distance – it may sound like your neighbours or machinery or something else. You might want to check out whether the sound is coming from the place you think it is. If it seems that the voices aren’t being spoken by somebody, it can still be helpful to try to work out what is causing them. It may take some time to come up with an explanation that makes sense and fits in with the other things happening to you. You may want to explore that explanation with others to see how reasonable it is.

Voices can arise for a lot of reasons. For example:

•   Severe lack of sleep

•   Bereavements

•   Stress or traumatic experiences.

Hearing voices can often be a response to the things going on for you at the time – rather like dreams or nightmares – except these dreams don’t switch off when you are awake.

When voices occur, the part of the brain that is responsible for processing ‘speech’ become active. It doesn’t mean that there is anything wrong with the brain – just that the brain is reflecting what is going on.

Many famous people report hearing voices, including actor Anthony Hopkins and footballer Vinnie Jones. It is quite common for people to experience ‘hallucinations’ when they are very stressed, bereaved or sleeping poorly.

Everybody’s experiences with voices are different:

•   It can sometimes be reassuring as the voice can sound like a familiar person.

•   It can sometimes be a pleasant experience that can relieve loneliness.

•   It can be neutral – neither good nor bad, but still a little confusing.

•   It can also be very distressing and disturbing.

This book is intended for this last group of people – those who are hearing voices and find the experience distressing.

Voices tend to be personal to the hearer in terms of their . . .



	Content

	•   Some voices may say nasty things or talk about us in a negative way.

•   Some may say things that are personally meaningful.

•   Some may say things that are pleasant or comforting.




	Location

	•   Some voices may be heard from a specific place (like the corner of the room) or heard ‘on the air’.

•   Sometimes they may come from within our body.




	Frequency

	•   Some voices may be fleeting and disappear with time.

•   Some voices may last longer.

•   Some voices may speak constantly whilst others speak only occasionally.




	Identity

	•   Some people can hear a single voice and others can hear many voices.

•   We may recognise a voice as someone that we know – maybe from our past – and some voices may not be familiar at all.





Whilst it may not be possible to make voices go away for everybody who hears them, there are lots of ways to make these experiences more manageable. The activities in this book are designed to help you reduce the distress associated with hearing voices.

Martin’s story

Martin is forty-four and lives on his own in a flat in London. He grew up with his parents and older sister and remembers seeing his parents constantly arguing. On one occasion, he saw his father hit his mother in front of him. When he was five, his father left the family home and he didn’t see him again. Martin’s mother remarried a couple of years later but, unfortunately, this was also an abusive relationship, with his mother frequently being beaten. As Martin became older he would try to protect his mother but this would only result in him being beaten as well. His mother ended the relationship when Martin was eleven. He continued
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