Supporting Families was privileged to host a Hearing Voices workshop
facilitated by Debra Lampshire and Helen Hamer on Monday, 10 March 2008.
Debra and Helen have been working together at the Auckland District Health
Board for eight years, facilitating workshops for mental health workers and for
voice hearers. In a slight change from their regular audiences, 19 family
members were captivated with the stories, information and knowledge
conveyed in this workshop.

Debra is a talented and engaging speaker who clearly articulated what voice
hearing has been like for her. Since the age of four Debra has heard voices,
varying from a positive, motherly, guardian-like voice to negative, disturbing
and malicious voices. Helen has extensive experience working in the mental
health industry as a nurse, and is also a Cognitive Behaviour Therapist.

Debra’s and Helen’s characters and work and life experience compliment each
other exceptionally well. Their ability to make the experience of voice hearing
real and alive was impressive. The difference between automatic thinking and
hearing voices was explained. The former is the voice in our heads that
sounds like us and which we experience as thoughts. The latter is
experiencing voices internally and externally “that are not me” and sound like
the voice(s) of others.

Helen shared her clinical experience of people hearing voices but also
emphasised that some delusions and the hearing of voices are considered
normal. Examples of voice hearing and delusions that are deemed more
acceptable in western culture include: one off voice hearing; spiritual events
such as being spoken to by a dead person; contact with aliens; childhood
beliefs such as visits from the tooth fairy or Santa. As an ‘experience based
expert’ Debra was able to spend a significant section of the evening sharing
the remarkable story of her voice hearing experience. A few interesting points
she discussed were:



- Never having any privacy- very often the voices would be present
commenting on, or discussing Debra, for example showering could
be an embarrassing event.

- The voices want full attention- Debra’s voices were derogatory and
nasty about other people and discouraged social interaction, thus
impairing Debra’s ability to sustain proper relationships

- Some of her voices “feed on a trough of fear’- Debra was afraid of
her voices, they increase in volume and number when she is
anxious or stressed and they are able to make threats that feel very
real; therefore her voices asserted great power and control over her.

- Stigma and discrimination- on occasions when Debra discussed her
voices, friends and family who felt uncomfortable withdrew
relationships, leaving Debra isolated and alone with her voices.

The part of Debra’s story that had us all on the edge of our seats, is how she
taught herself to reclaim control over her life and the voices. Due to the
demanding nature of Debra’s voices, she did not leave her house for 18
isolated years. Following this unpleasant time of being afraid and feeling like a
failure, Debra concluded that she needed to work on her anxiety levels. With
reduced stress and anxiety Debra’s voice hearing also reduced; this increased
Debra’s confidence sufficiently that she decided to befriend her voices. By
reacting to the voices in an unthreatened way, the voices were disarmed and
lost their power over her. Responses such as “should | put the kettle on?” or
“will this be a long visit?” were a dramatic variation from her usual fear,
powerlessness and submission when her voices were present. Debra
emphasised that befriending is what works for her, but that this is a very
unique and individual process; various methods such as challenging or
arguing with the voices have found to be effective for others.

Debra discovered that hearing voices “is the way | do stress”. When she is
anxious or distressed the voices talk to her more, she believes they are telling
her something related to her lifestyle or a recent situation. Hearing Voices
groups are based on this concept of normalising voice hearing as a stress
response. Helen and Debra use Cognitive Behaviour Therapy as a tool to
teach listening to, interpreting one’s voices and identifying the consequences
of the voices; and the core skills of validation and normalising from Dialectical
Behaviour Therapy. They ask voice hearers what their understanding of the
voice is, and work with them to “translate’ it; put it in context of their life and
how to interpret it in a useful way. An example was of an individual whose
voices kept saying “stop it”. She initially believed that the voice meant “stop
your life”. By putting the voice in context of sleepless nights, working overtime
and arguments with her employer, the voice was understood to be saying “you
are working too hard you need to stop, take some time out and look after
yourself”.

The goal of the Hearing Voices group is not to eliminate the voices completely
but to control the frequency, negativity and distress that they cause, and instil
resilience to stress rather than avoidance of it. Debra expressed a sense of
loss during the time that her voices were totally gone, and explained that she
would never want to be rid of them entirely. Debra now has time when the
voices are “allowed” and others where they are not welcome but uses other
techniques for anxiety and stress monitoring.

Helen and Debra discussed benefits and results of Hearing Voices groups:



- Meeting other voice hearers who have some control over their
voices provides
hope.
- The shared experience of reveals commonality and normalises
voice hearing.
- Responsibility and drive for their own healing and recovery is
returned to the
voice hearers.
The initial participants, who heard voices on average for 20 years, reported a
30-70% reduction in voice frequency and distress on completion of the group.

The family members who attended the presentation in March were engrossed
in every word. Many questions were asked, and were openly and generously
answered by Helen and Debra. In fact the evening ran over time and we had
to insist that it conclude. If the families had their way we probably would have
been at the Fickling Centre all night! Audience feedback was positive, as
demonstrated in these comments:

“I was able to ask questions about hearing voices. My father has never
spoken to

me about the voices. | did not know what it was really like until
tonight.”

“This presentation is the first time | have been given hope since my
daughter was

diagnosed.”

To be enrolled in one of these Hearing Voices groups those people who hear
distressing voices can ask their Key Worker or contact their Community
Mental Health Centres for a referral. The groups are run weekly for eight
weeks through Auckland District Health Board, and some patrticipants repeat
the group if they would like to work on their skills further. For clinicians or
mental health workers interested in this training we recommend talking to your
employer!

Supporting Families would like to thank Debra and Helen for presenting to
families during Schizophrenia Awareness Week 2008. |If there are any
families who were unable to attend and would be interested in future
presentations please contact the Supporting Families office: by phone: 378
9134 or email admin@sfauckland.org.nz.




