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The Use of Humour & Other Coping Strategies

Initially | only used to hear derogatory voices. And at
times there were a lot of them. | remember being on a
ward one day when the nurse told me it was dinner
time. | said hang on a minute and when she asked me
what | was doing | told her, “I’'m counting my voices.”
She asked me where the voices were, and | told her that
they were outside in the garden. She asked me how
many | could count, and | said somewhere between 16-
20. That was a pretty bad day.

There are two ways of hearing voices, one is with your
ears as if they are in the room with you or in the garden
outside. And the other is when you hear them in your
head it’s very difficult to convey what this is like.
Imagine going into someone’s house. You walk into the
kitchen where there is someone you know, and they
have a go at you for something which you have not
done. Imagine standing there arguing with this person
for half an hour. Finally, when you realize this is not
going anywhere and you just want to get away, you
walk out of the kitchen out onto the street slamming
the door. You are trying to escape, but the argument is
still going on. You can still hear the other person’s
critical voice and you can still hear your own. You can’t
leave the arguing behind. You can’t run from them.
They are there with you — everywhere. Or imagine being
in a really boring conversation that you just want to



escape from, but it is in your head. Nowhere you go is
free from those voices.

When this first happened | just couldn’t believe it. It was
a whole new experience. | couldn’t explain it. | couldn’t
understand it and | didn’t really want to try to convey it
to others because it seemed so alien. | don’t mean that
the voices were aliens, although some people think this,
but that the experience was so obscure. It was as if it
wasn’t really happening but it bloody well was. Why
was this happening to me? What had | done to deserve
it? When were they going to go away? These are the
sorts of questions that people ask themselves for days
or weeks or months or years.

Humour

| learnt early on that what was helpful to me was
humour. So, what | would do, whenever my
concentration was okay, was to read joke books and
humorous stories. I'd listen to comedy on the radio and
watch it on television and | started to make up very bad
jokes. What | found was that if | could put on a smile on
somebody’s face, it would make me feel better. The
negative voices always take advantage of when | am
vulnerable. So the less vulnerable | am the easier my life
is. Over years | have learnt how to use humour to
overcome feeling so vulnerable. I've researched it
almost. For me, there is nothing much better than being
on a natural high laughing with other people. When |
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am with happy people and the whole place is alive with
good spirit, | know the voices will not come. To be
honest, | know this really annoys the critical voices.

Even though there are many hard times in life, there are
also funny moments. For instance, | remember when |
was just boarding a bus and | sat down and started
quietly singing to myself a record that was currently in
the charts. One of my voices then said, “Oh no, not that
one again.” And another voice chimed in too, “Yeah |
agree why don’t you sing something else?” So | asked
them under my breath “Well what do you want to
hear?” And they said, “Something from Elvis,” In
response | started singing, “We can’t go on together
with suspicious minds” and they sang along with me. In
hindsight | think that was pretty funny. That’s the sort of
incident that | talk about with others. It was a true and
good experience.

Now that | am involved in the Hearing Voices Network, |
am on the lookout for times when humour can be
helpful. But most people who have heard bad voices
feel very vulnerable when they first come to the groups,
so | have to take a lot of care.

When I’'m taking a distressed phone call, or when I'm
first talking to someone about the voices, | tend to be
on the serious side. | take time to get to know the
person. After a while they might ask me what coping
strategies | use in difficult circumstances and that’s
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when | might share some of my stories. | don’t
introduce them at the beginning though. At first it is all
about listening to what the people have to say.

Learning How to Cope

| first started hearing voices many years ago and to try
to cope with the experience | went to bed for about 4-5
months. | completely shut out life | remember the
morning after about four months of hearing voices that
| woke and thought “Fine, if you’re going to keep
swearing at me then perhaps, I'll swear back at you.”

Shortly afterwards, the nurse came and said, ‘who are
you talking to?” When | said the voices, he said, “Well
can you please keep it down because you’re upsetting
the other patients.’ | didn’t know | was talking so loudly
so | kept it down a bit from then on.

Some people say that you should ignore or not talk back
to your voices, but this didn’t work for me. Over those
four months of maintaining my silence. | had just
become more vulnerable, more depressed and helpless.
My voices were bullies and by not saying anything back
to them, they began to dominate me. They knew | was
vulnerable and would keep putting me down. | had to
turn and speak up for myself and when | did so, this
surprised the voices. But it’s different for everyone. We
all need support in finding our own ways to respond.



Knowing what it’s like when the voices really get going
helps me to speak to other people about their
experience. One day | remember taking nine distressed
phone calls. Sometimes we even get calls from other
countries from people who simply want to be able to
talk to another voice hearer. The shortest distress
phone call | have taken is about 20 minutes, while the
longest was about an hour and 45 minutes. When
someone rings, first of all | just listen. After about two to
three minutes, | tend to say that | am also a voice
hearer, which sometimes shocks people because they
have thought that they were the only one.

Often then the conversation changes and the person
feel free to talk about the more extreme or difficult
aspects of their life. | tend to find that what the person
initially wants is understanding. Once they know that |
am a voice hearer, then they will ask question about
how | cope, how | go about things, how | live with
hearing voices. So, then | might share some of my
coping strategies and then | would ask about their own.

Everyone’s situation is different.

No-one hears the same voices. Some say they know the
person whose voice it is. Some say they are people who
have passed on as it’s quite common that people begin
to hear voices after someone has died. Other people say
that they don’t know who the voice is. Some people
hear male voices, others hear female voices, some hear
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both and some voices are not of a specific gender, some
of the voices can be hostile, others can be friendly, or
there can be a mixture.

Good voices can cheer you up, mine even tell me jokes
sometimes. Some people only hear one voice, some
hear many, everyone’s situation is different.

This means that we need different groups too. We have
recently started a women’s group and also a group in
the Chinese community. All of the groups are based on
trust. What is said within those four walls stays within
those four walls. The biggest group we’ve ever had is 34
people and we only had 32 chairs so two people had to
sit on the floor, but they didn’t really mind. Sometimes
you get no people at all turning up to a group and that’s
usually when there’s about two feet of snow on the
ground, or when the sun is blazing, and they are all out
sunbathing — which is okay as long as you’re not on
chlorpromazine!

Progress

We have seen the groups make a difference in people’s
lives and that is what is satisfying. Some people have
come to the group and then gone back to college.
Others have even gone onto university. Once people
discover they are not the only one, and that there are
ways of living with voices, then they can work to find
the ways of living they have longed for.



We've seen progress in other ways too., we’d been up
and running for about six months before we heard some
people in the group say that their community
psychiatric nurse or their approved social worker, had
suggested that they visit us.

After about nine months we made a further break
through when someone said to us, “My doctor told me
to come and see you.” Six months later we had an even
bigger breakthrough when we heard someone say, “My
psychologist asked me to come.” And then after
eighteen months one bloke turned up and said, “My
psychiatrist told me to come and see you.”

That’s how the group is going, we are gradually moving
forward.

In September 1993 there were eight Hearing Voices
Support groups and 350 members. Today, in this
country alone, we have more than 180 support groups
and well over 1,300 members.

| find doing voluntary work extremely beneficial. I've
not yet found that | wish to move on. Sure, the work can
be intense. Sometimes a phone call makes me feel like
getting on the next train to go to the destination where
the person is ringing from to help them.

Sometimes after a group or a phone call | need to go
home and rest for an hour or two on the bed. But when
someone rings to say “Thanks for your help. | am using
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these coping strategies and | am not suffering as much
as | did.”. It means a lot to me. There have only been a
very few people who have rung up and said the voices
have completely gone away, but we often hear from
those who are living much better lives thanks to
conversations they have shared. When we get those
sorts of phone calls, it is better than being in a paid job,
although | would like to be in a paid job one day in my
life. Just not now.

If I had a chance to talk to someone about the voices on
my first visit to the hospital, | don’t think | would have
paid so many visits since then. | needed to talk to
someone, but | didn’t know who. The staff were kind,
they would take me away and play cards or scrabble,
but no one was willing to talk about the voices. Over
time | became very good at cards and scrabble, In fact, if
you want to get out of hospital quickly, the best way is
to start beating the staff at scrabble, cards, pool and
ping pong. If there had been such a thing as the Hearing
Voices Network in those days, | would have been on the
phone a lot of the time.

| enjoy the life that | am now living, through the
network | have met very good friends, good people,
who help me along the journey of my life. As voice
hearers talk to one another it helps us find and develop
our own coping strategies.



Coping Strategies

To deal with paranoia, | use a Walkman, If | feel people
are talking about me, | can get from one place to
another by listening to my own music. This means |
can’t hear other people’s voices which otherwise, |
might interpret as them talking about me. Another
strategy that some people find helpful is to negotiate
with the voices. For some people when the voices come,
they excuse themselves from present company and pay
a visit to the toilet. After making sure that no one is
around then they say to their voices “Look, | can’t talk
to you now, but if you go away and come back tonight
between nine and ten, I'll give you an hour. We can talk
then in my bedroom about whatever you want.”

This sort of thing works well for a lot of people. But I'm
told that it's very important not to keep the voices
waiting at the appointment time because they can get
really annoyed at you.

| have one other coping strategy | would like to share
with you. One morning | woke up and decided to go into
town. | had a bit of money, so | thought I'd go and buy
myself some new clothes. Treating yourself can uplift
you so | thought I'd head off and buy new shirt or
trousers or even both. Then | thought I'd come home
and have a bath and then get dressed up in my new
clothes and go and see some friends. Doing that sort of
thing can make you feel better about yourself. It can
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keep the voices at bay. At the very least | thought I'd go
and window shop. But as | began to go out of the house,
one of the voices from the corner of the room said “no”
it was a powerful voice, so | went to get a cup of tea and
another cigarette to re-gather myself. Having done so, |
went to try to leave again when a few voices this time
said “No.” At this point, | looked in the corner of the
room and said “bollocks, I'm going.” Please excuse my
language but that is what actually happened.

So | went into town with my voices really pestering me.
There was no one | could really talk to and there was no
one | knew in town. When | got off the bus, | knew that |
had to try to get my voices back under control, So | went
to a phone box and pretended to dial. As soon as it
looked like | could be on the phone to someone, | then
gave my voices back what they had been giving me,
which was a load of rubbish, for about half an hour.
Eventually they went into a whisper, and | felt as though
a weight had been lifted off my shoulder. | then left the
phone box and got on with the rest of my day.

There was a side effect to this approach though. People
approaching the phone box tended to give it a wide
berth, but | tried to think to myself that | wasn’t like to
ever see them again. More recently | have worked out
an even better approach. | decided to buy myself a
mobile phone. Now | can talk to the voices whenever |
want, and people always think that | am talking to
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someone on the other end of the line. If you can’t afford
a real mobile phone, you can buy a cheap replica. If | am
talking in the street, | still have to be a bit careful with
what | say, but it has made a real difference about being
out and about.

Each individual is different. What works for me might
not work for someone else. But we have found that
what seems to be good for everyone is to have a chance
to be believed, to talk with others about what the
voices say to and to share ways of coping. | never try to
say that | have answers. For instance, when a person
says to me “I have met a new partner, we have become
lovers, when do | tell them | hear voices?” | can’t give an
answer to that question. It is different for everybody.

If we were all the same in this world, it would be really
boring, and I'd spend a lot of time in bed. But because
we are all so different, | want to get out there and face
the world. It is a new day. Let’s go for it. Sometimes
when you are hearing voices though it is raining every
day. You don’t wish to venture out and you just wish to
stay under the covers. It's at those times that people
need to know about the Hearing Voices Network and
National Paranoia Network
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3 Common Challenges of Having Emotionally
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Neglectful Parents

You have spent your life feeling emotionally let
down by your parents. This makes it hard for you
to have full trust and love for them. You may
have always blamed your lack of positive feelings
on yourself and/or felt guilty about it.

Your parents are the ones who birthed and
raised you, so they should be the ones who
know you best. But since they have overlooked
your emotions all this time, they have
overlooked the deepest, most personal
expression of who you are. So sadly, they may
not actually know you in any kind of deep or
meaningful way. This is painful.

Once vyou realize your parents emotionally
neglected you, it can be hard to be around them.
It’s like going to a well for water over and over
again, only to find that it’s still dry. To cope with
the let-down and disappointment, you may try
to convince yourself that you don’t want or need
their love or approval anymore.

3 Key Steps to Start Protecting Yourself in Your
Relationship with Your CEN Parents

Stop viewing your emotional needs as a sign of
weakness. Your need for emotional connection
and approval from your parents is a sign of only
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one thing: your humanity. It's neither bad nor
good, it’s built into your nervous system. It just is
what it is.

Accept that, no matter how you feel toward
your parents, it’s okay. Since you can’t choose
your feelings, you are not allowed to judge
yourself for any feeling you have, no matter
what it is. So, acknowledge and accept your
feelings as they are, because managing any
feeling starts with accepting that feeling.

Shift into self-protection mode. | know this may
seem uncomfortable. No one wants to think that
they need to protect themselves from their
parents, but, in this case, it is necessary.
Consider the type of parents you have. Do they
seem to hurt you on purpose? Are they too
absorbed in their own needs and pursuits to
notice yours? Or are they simply unaware of
feelings in general and so aren’t capable of
noticing or responding to yours? Then, taking
into account the type of parents you have, start
forming a plan to protect yourself. | am talking
about boundaries.

How to Set Up Protective Boundaries

Take control of the time you spend with your
parents. You may need to alter your patterns of
phone calls and visits, keeping them shorter or
more structured. You may need to say, “No,” to
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some of their invitations, see them only on your
own home turf, or meet in neutral territory.
Start taking charge of the plans, and do so
without guilt, since your first responsibility is to
protect yourself.

Create an internal boundary. Become much
more mindful of what you expect from them or
ask of them. Share less personal information
with them as needed in order to make yourself
less vulnerable. Lower your expectations for
understanding and emotional support so that
you will not set yourself up to be disappointed
by what they are unable to give you.

Consider talking with your parents about CEN.
Some parents, especially ones who mean well
but simply don’t understand the psychology of
emotions well enough to respond to you
emotionally, (I call these parents the Well-
Meaning-But-Neglected-Themselves or WMBNT)
will at least try to understand. For extensive
guidance on whether and how to have such a
conversation with your parents
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Self Esteem
How can | build up my self-esteem?

Take care of your physical health. Make sure you have
good food, relaxation, and enough sleep. Try to do 10-
15 minutes of moderate exercise (such as brisk walking)
every day and about 20 minutes of more vigorous
exercise three times a week (something that raises your
heartbeat and makes you sweat.) Have a massage
whenever you can. Nothing is better for increasing self-
esteem and beating stress! Learn to recognize your own
stress indicators, and when they occur, take time out to
look after yourself.

Reduce your stress levels.

Whenever possible, avoid situations where you have
little power and institutions that undermine your self-
esteem. This may be difficult to appear impossible in
the short run but may be essential to your long term
mental and physical wellbeing. Keep your home as
stress free as possible; make sure it is tidy as suits you,
with good lighting and supportive seating,

Accepting a Challenge

Set yourself a challenge that you can realistically
achieve and then go for it! Start with something
relatively small, such as ‘getting fit enough to walk up
the steps to my flat without getting out of breath or
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taking the lift’ (But not ‘running the marathon this year’
unless, of course, that is a realistic goal for you!) Then
when you have achieved it, reward yourself! Tell your
friends and let them praise you for it. Then set yourself
another challenge. Learn to enjoy your own
achievements.

Learn something new, it doesn’t really matter what it is,
whether it’'s car maintenance, speaking Russian or
flower arranging. The important thing is that it interests
you and will give you a sense of achievement. The
longer you have been away from learning anything new,
and the more different the new subject is from your
normal life, the more benefit it will give you. For
example, if you are an intellectual sort of person, take
up weight training or yoga, if you work on a manual
trade, you might try learning a foreign language or
studying local history.

Enjoying Yourself

Find out what you most enjoy and then find a way of
doing it as much as possible. If you enjoy it, you
probably have some talent for it, whatever it is. Doing
what we are best at is the most empowering and self-
nourishing kind of activity.

Taking Action

Join in with others, if possible, to take action about the
things that annoy you, whether it’s the amount of dog
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mess in your street, government policy on asylum
seekers, the worldwide arms trade, or whatever most
angers you.

Of course, the trick here is to find the right group of
fellow campaigners, a group where you feel respected
and empowered. Unfortunately, political campaigning
groups can be as damaging to the self-esteem of their
members as any other kind of institution! This is
perhaps an area where continuing struggle is not
necessary but a sign of love for oneself, one’s fellow-
humans and for the world in general.

Giving yourself a Treat

Give yourself regular treats, to remind yourself that you
deserve nurture and pleasure. Programme some fun
into your plans for each week, to bolster your sense of
humour and creativity.

Making Music

Learn to sing! To free your voice is empowering to mind,
soul and body. Singing strengthens the lungs and the
legs, gives joy and hope, and is a powerful medium for
self-expression. You can do it alone, or as part of a
group. Many places now have ‘Choirs for the Tone Deaf’
or ‘Can’t Sing’ groups which take on the fact that many
of us may have had painful experiences with music
teachers in the past. They can teach ways of addressing
this, involving breathing and relaxation techniques.
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Maastricht Interview Training for Hearing Voices &
Problematic Thought Beliefs & Paranoia Is available
online and face to face from the National Paranoia
Network. Other training available Working through
Paranoia, Making Sense of Hearing Voices & Working
with Childhood Trauma It can be delivered across the
world for more information and costings Email
enquiries@nationalparanoianetwork.org

Online Hearing Voices & Paranoia Support Groups Join
our online Hearing Voices & Paranoia Support Group
Meetings on ZOOM

Thursday 3pm -4.30pm with Paul Meeting ID
88460268952 Password 375878

Sundays: HVN USA on ZOOM 6:30p - 8:00p USA Time
with Cindee 11.30pm — 1.00 am UK Time Meeting ID
827 5463 8654 No Password Needed

Saturdays Texas USA HVN Meeting on ZOOM 10am-
11.30 USA Time with Paul 4pm-5.30pm UK Time
Meeting ID 83079149464 No Password Needed

Monday Sheffield Hearing Voices & Paranoia
Support Group with Emma & Lyn on ZOOM 11am-
12pm UK Time Meeting ID: 558 685 8263
Password 6DyVca
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Online Hearing Voices Group in Ireland Facilitated by
Michael Ryan

Hearing Voices Group Ireland
A group for people who hear voices or experience
paranoia and unusual beliefs, on Zoom
Facilitated by Michael Ryan
Every Sunday @ 4pm

Zoom Link https://us02web.zoom.web/{/89201253186

Email:vhmichael9345@gmail.com
With enquiries

Families/friends can contact
families@usahearingvoices.org

For support groups
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