What’'s Happening to Me?
A Voice Hearing Pamphlet

The difficulties you have been having may be related to the stresses you have been facing. You may be having
strange experiences that frighten or excite you. There may be problems with your family or at your work. You may
be thinking that neither your family nor anybody else understands.

When someone is under stress, it can affect him or her in all sorts of ways. Sometimes the very fact that others
don’t believe or understand can seem to be part of the problem.

Perhaps you are having trouble sleeping—lack of sleep can make you vulnerable. As an example, some people
can start to hear people talking when nobody is around, or else the talking seems to come from places or directions
where nobody seems to be. The conversation you hear might be about you, discussing or even criticizing you. There
might even be commands telling you to do things—often things that you don’t want to do. The voices that you hear
may be quite abusive and rude.

At some time or other, many people hear voices or see things when nobody’s around them. Surveys suggest that
voice hearing can occur in one in six people at some time, and in even more people when put under certain sorts
of stress. So voice hearing is not uncommon, but it can be very worrying, particularly if it keeps happening.

What Can | Do About It?

First, are you sure that nobody else can hear what is being said? Sometimes people speaking from outside a room,
or machinery (for example, air conditioning), can be deceiving. If you need to, check with someone you trust—
maybe a member of your family, a close friend, or the doctor, nurse, or psychologist whom you are seeing—whether
they can hear the voices that you are hearing.

If they can’t hear the voices, you need to consider why that could be. Do you think there is some special method
by which the voices are being transmitted to you? It is difficult to imagine what method there could be, but talk
with your therapist about any ideas you have.

Finally, it might be worth considering the possibility that pressures you have been under have stimulated the
voices and that your mind is “deceiving” you. These pressures might have occurred recently or been around at the
time when you first heard the voices. Voices, or hallucinations, can come on when you are not sleeping properly or
when you have been very isolated. They can occur when people are put in solitary confinement or held hostage. Very
emotional events—like being in an accident or being assaulted—can produce images and sounds that are very vivid.
These images and sounds can come on as flashbacks. These types of experiences can also occur during drug taking
and after drugs have been abused. Some people have described hallucinating as being just like “dreaming awake.”
Voice hearing and other hallucinations can happen with severe depression, schizophrenia, or nervous breakdowns.

What Can Help With Coping?

When voices seem to be caused by other people or agencies, it can be very frightening. Being able to understand
them better can reduce some of that fear and can make the voices less intense and worrying.

Fortunately, there is also medication that can be useful. You will probably be offered medication by your doctor.
Medication will be able to help you with sleeping—if that is a problem—and in more complex ways, help with wor-
ries and hallucinations. If you have any concerns about the medication you are taking, or are offered, ask your doctor
or therapist. There is good information available about how medication works and what it does.

Sometimes when people are hearing voices, they find that developing ways of coping can help, like listening to
the radio or to some music. Others have found assistance from physical exercise, such as going for a walk, or chatting
with friends or family. If the voices persist, it is worth trying to work out ways to help you cope.

But most of all, find someone you can trust and let them know how you feel. Ask about the problems and worries
you have. There are likely to be ways of helping you deal with the problems you are experiencing.

Source. Adapted with permission from Kingdon DG, Turkington D: Cognitive Therapy of Schizophrenia. New York,
Guilford, 2005.





