HEARING VOICES
TIPS FOR STAFF

Voices Unlocked works throughout the UK to develop peer support groups for people in prisons, secure units
and immigration removal centres who hear voices, see visions, have other unusual sensory experiences or
have alternative realities.
We also provide free training and support for staff working in these settings.

For more information, contact us:
voicesunlocked.com
@MICPrisons
020 7625 9042

I?ve been hearing voices
since I was a teenager. At
first it was hard to cope
and I ended up in
hospital. It felt like there
was a party in my head,
but I wasn?t invited.

Listen and believe
Many people who hear voices have had experiences of people telling them that they?re crazy or just trying to
get attention. In forensic settings, especially, workers are sometimes unsure whether the voices are ?genuine?,
or not.
It?s helpful to remember that hearing voices isn?t specific to any type of mental health problem. People with
PTSD, depression and ?personality disorder?can hear voices, as can people without mental health problems.
No-one, no matter how medically qualified, has a sure fire way of telling whether someone is really hearing
voices. Whilst some people appear very distracted, many appear ?ok?.
Hearing voices is such a common experience, especially during times of stress, that it?s likely many people in
prison hear voices. Listening to, and believing, someone is the best place to start.

Don?t panic

'I?d been living all these years in a
strange isolated bubble, thinking I
was unique, and then I realised that
there were alll these other people
just like me'

If someone tells you that they?re hearing voices (or
having other unusual experiences) the most important
thing you can do is stay calm and listen to them.Some
people hear truly horrible voices. Whilst these voices
can say shocking things, and terrorise the voice-hearer by claiming that they have special knowledge or
powers, remind yourself that they are just voices. They have no more power than the voice hearer - and those
around them - gives them.

The voices might not be the issue
Whilst dealing with voices in a prison settings can be really hard,
this isn?t the whole story. For some, the voices they hear are
comforting. They might help the individual deal with feelings of
loneliness and isolation, for example.
So, if someone tells you about their voices, try not to assume that
it?s necessarily a problem for them. Give them the opportunity to tell
you about the good bits as well as the bad.
Even when the voices are problematic, there may be other issues that are more pressing. Find out from the
voice hearer themselves what the most pressing issue is for them. Once they deal with some of the added
stresses, sometimes voices can be easier to deal with.

Make it count
Every interaction you have with someone who is struggling with voices counts (no matter how big or small).
Be respectful, validate how someone is feeling and be honest about what you can, and can?t, do. For people
who have learnt to expect others to dismiss or laugh at them - this is worth its weight in gold.

Reassure/normalize
If someone talks with you about their experiences, it can be really helpful to let them know that they?re not
alone. Between 3 and 13% of the general population hear voices too
Hearing voices, in itself, is not a sign of illness. The vast majority of people who hear voices do not need
support from the mental health services, and live alongside their voices. Famous voice-hearers have included
Ghandi, Socrates, Joan of Arc, Freud, Brian Wilson, Zoe Wannamaker and Carlos Santana.
These facts do not minimise how difficult and scary the experience can be at times, but it can help combat
some of the stigma people feel.

It is individual
Hearing voices is an individual experience. The impact of the voices is related to the way the person feels
about, and makes sense of the voice. It depends on who they think it is, what they think it means and what
power they believe it has over them.
For example, a voice saying ?it?ll all work out ok, just wait and see?could be reassuring. It might help someone
carry on with their day without anxiety. For someone else, this voice could be devastating. They might sit at
home worrying whether or not the voice was telling the truth.
They might take the voice literally, believing
they should sit at home and wait for
things to improve.

I hear people talking about me all the time,
even when I?m alone in my cell. It makes
me feel paranoid - even though I know
that I?m the only one who can hear it.

What?s the trigger?
Voices and visions aren?t as random as they appear. If someone can identify what makes the voices worse (or
what triggers them) they can start to build up some control over the experience. It can be empowering to know
that these experiences do have a pattern.
Common triggers include:
-

Anxiety/worries
Strong emotions (anger, guilt, sadness)
Powelessness (e.g. a letter from home about a difficult situation that they can?t do anything about)
Date/time (anniversaries or specific times of the day that are hard)
The environment (isolation, crowds ...)
Sleeplessness and physical issues

Often, people struggle to identify these triggers or patterns. If you work with someone who finds this hard to do
- don?t give up. The important messages to give out is that there IS some sense to be made of this, it just takes
time.

Forward planning
Most voice-hearers already have some ways of dealing with their voices. In prison, however, they may find that
these are either unavailable or ineffective.
When someone is calm, chat with them about things they find helpful when they?re struggling. Build a list with
them, and ask if you can make some suggestions too. Make an agreement about the best way to help when
they?re next struggling. Forward planning can help the voice-hearer feel more in control, and gives you an idea
of the kinds of strategies that work the best for them.

Hope is a life saver
People can, and do, recover. For some, the voices stop completely. For others, the voices change - becoming
less frequent or more pleasant. For others the voices stay the same, but they feel stronger and are no longer
bothered by them. The voices lose their power.

