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 About me  

I’m no therapist nor professional nor do I claim any learned 

qualifications nor represent any venerable institution. 

Everything I’ve learned I’ve learned the hard way and with the 

help of others.  

I hear voices that you don’t: likely can’t, and I have done so for 

over forty years. I’ve learned to make sense of my experience 

my own ways and learning from others both voice hearers and 

supporters- that’s how the hearing voices approach works 

around the world. 

If you’re interested, my work background is in engineering and 

project management and organizational change. I’ve spent a 

lot of time working with teams and groups facilitating, training. 

So I bring some of that experience and put it to use working 

independently with organizations, teams, communities, groups 

and individuals - helping them make a dent in the world  

Kevin Healey 
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Hearing Voices – 

brief story 

Marius Romme is a Psychiatrist from 

The Netherlands, who first became 

curious about hearing voices when 

working with Patsy Hague one of his 

clients. 

Patsy asked Dr Romme a question that 

gave him pause to question the very 

assumptions upon which he had 

trained and practiced ---in regard to 

how psychiatry deals with people who 

hear voices. 

They began a stream of inquiry and 

Independent research discovered that 

many more people than imagined do 

hear voices – and that the majority of 

people are not troubled by the 

experience. Indeed many even see it as a 

positive experience. This lead to the conclusion 

that it is the relationship that a person has with 

their voices they hear that determines whether 

the experience is a good one or a frightening one. 

And learning from others and with support a 

person can learn to change that relationship.  

 Not long after Paul Baker visited and learned 

how things worked and on his return to 

Manchester was given a friendly challenge by 

Marius – “of course it’s possible this could only 

work here”. 

Twenty five years later England now has over 200 

groups and there are hearing voices networks in 

almost 30 countries round the world. The Hearing 

voices community is growing globally 

making innovative use of social media. 

Isolation and Illness 

When people become isolated by their 

experience of hearing voices – when they 

have no one to talk with about it, no one to 

hear from about how they make sense of 

their voices and live well, then people 

become isolated, can become scared, 

preoccupied, distressed, fearful, ill. 

And, let’s face it, our society falls short of 

treating people well when they come forward 

to talk about hearing voices - they tend not 

to be understood or treated very well- so 

would you? 
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Why “Hearing 

voices”  

This idea illustrate how diagnosing 

people with illness they may not have – 

or which may not even exist - is more 

about exercising power over that 

person than it is about attempting to 

find ways to help them heal. 

I’ve no idea who doctor Allan Smith is 

and likely he wasn’t talking about voices  

– apparently he said this on Oprah.so 

he must be right, eh? 

This is exactly how psychiatric 

diagnosis works – especially in regard 

to do hearing voices. That’s why we 

don’t use psychiatric language, we 

prefer to have people describe their 

own  experience in their  own terms. 

So why the term  “hearing voices” ?.  

Well, it’s the most common form of experience 

lumped by medicine under their label/category 

“delusion”, hallucinations”. 

Guy:        “doc, I hear a voice” 

Doc:         “it’s not real, it’s a delusion/ 

hallucination” 

Within this all too true example is contained a 

whole bunch of assumptions – not many of them 

useful, pleasant, or helpful. 

The term  “hearing voices” describes what many 

of us experience, in many different forms- the 

most common non ordinary experience that gets 

labeled “psychotic”. And in N America people 

reporting voices are many times more likely to be 

diagnosed with schizophrenia than in Europe, for 

instance. 

Yet we know the term is limited in it’s ability to 

capture the full range of misunderstood human 

experiences – visual, tactile, or otherwise 

visceral, some of which seem like the wildest of 

dreams.  

 

There are many other experiences that are 

normal to humans but that lie beyond our current 

limits of rational, medical, scientific understanding 

of ourselves. We think this is more a limitation of 

our understanding and our language than it is a 

limit of the range of phenomena that people might 

experience.  

We think they are all normal- and to experience 

them is also normal. Some may be more likely 

experienced in extraordinary circumstances or as 

a result of unusual experiences – but they are 

normal response to those circumstances.  
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The shrinking pool of 

normal 

At the heart of this talk is the idea that hearing 

voices is a normal human experience. So what do I 

mean by normal? Doctors typically receive  no 

training in “normal psychology” yet they do attend 

lectures, read very expensive  required texts, and 

write papers on how to spot and control – how to 

treat the abnormality- their whole worldview is to 

correct and control “abnormal psychology”. 

This focus on abnormal expands our ideas about 

abnormal, so diminishes ideas about normal. 

 

The illustration here is from the visual thesaurus 

and shows how many and various ideas about 

“normal” are / can be organized.  

Psychiatry has adopted a very geometric 

understanding of normal. And by default, the 

emphasis of psychiatry is on identifying and fixing 

what is wrong. 

This slide shows a few 

historical figures who 

heard voices, and some 

contemporaries who do .  

See how many you 

know.. 

For the answers and 

more info  go to  

www.INTERVOICEonline.org 

www.INTERVOICEonline.org
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Diagnosis For Dummies 

In our desire to categorize and catalogue human 

experience we’ve adopted these ideas: and 

absorbed the idea that difference means there’s 

something wrong – or at least diagnosable with 

all of us, that we all have some kind of 

“disorder”. 

Really, whether you believe we got here by 

intelligent design or evolution, it’s a big stretch 

that practically all of us have such fundamental 

flaws that only a psychiatrist can fix.  

There can’t be a person alive or ever lived who’s 

not diagnosable with something in DSM. And to believe that the memberships and committees of APA can 

do a better job than either evolution or /intelligent design [you choose] is, surely, the very epitome of 

“delusional”? 

Nature’s idea of Normal: infinite variety  

Nature’s idea of normal is simple – 

infinite variety. 

It is normal to be different. There are 

seven billion humans alive right now 

and each of us is different: normal. 

What’s clearly not normal is to think we 

can fit everyone into convenient 

categories. Yet history is full of 

examples and each one shows us its 

plain dumb and plain wrong; and 

sometimes plain evil. That’s a power 

over approach to the world.  

The diagram illustrates a different 

illustration of normal a - a normal 

distribution. Remember, at each end of 

the scale is infinity so there is no limit to 

the number of differences - we are all in this curve/ population somewhere. So, where are you ? 

Malcom Gladwell wrote about some of the remarkable people in the tails either side of this curve – “Outliers” 

as those who succeed remarkably. Some of those in the tails are also those who find themselves excluded 

because someone in some position of power decided they didn’t belong to their club- their idea of normal. 

Occupy Normal  

It’s time to reclaim normal- for all of us.. 
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A Few numbers 

Not many just enough to illustrate how normal, 

and how many people are currently confined to 

be kept outside our own comfort zone. 

The not helped by medications needs a little 

explanation… 

In most places especially 

in western countries – the 

same ones that WHO says 

have lowest recovery rates 

from serious Mental 

Illnesses- typically the only 

“help/therapy [therapy 

means “help”] offered is 

medical and 

pharmaceutical, you’ll 

likely get told “you have a 

chemical imbalance – 

these drugs will correct it” 

or something similar.” 

People are either told, or it 

is heavily implied, that, the 

voice they hear is caused 

by a chemical imbalance 

and that the voice will go 

away if they take the 

medications – like a light 

switch. 

Well, only a little over 20% find that the meds they 

take “make the voice go away” because that’s not 

really what they do- they flatten or dull emotional 

response. For a few folks this leads to the voice 

receding or quieting. 

When this doesn’t work the standard response is: 

more meds, - greater doses and additional meds.  

Eventually many people find themselves trapped 

in their head still hearing voices but so 

tranquilized that they feel “dead”; “like a zombie”:  

their limbic system so dulled that they cannot 

respond:  imprisoned and tortured. And we do this 

is the name of “healthcare”. 

Hopefully most people reach a level of comfort 

that they are not troubled. It is sad commentary 

on our “mental health system that this is the best 

that people can hope for – and which we have 

been slowly rebranding as “recovery”. 
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How we work 

The basic idea of the hearing voices approach is 

that we accept voices as real, and a normal part of 

human experience, and one better interpreted as 

making sense in terms of a person’s whole life 

experience. 

Accepting makes everything else possible… 

We accept the voices are real and believe they 

have meaning.  

That meaning is not always obvious and we do not 

pretend to know what the meaning is for everyone 

– but we can learn to understand how to help people 

discover the meaning of their voices and make it 

useful. 

Listening sharing and dialogue  
The basic practices of a hearing voices approach are 

simple human practices.   

Listen 

to the person hearing voices  

to the voices themselves. 

Listening inquiring, finding meaning negotiating new 

roles, new ways of communicating, new ways of 

making sense 

Dialogue: 

not telling, not arguing, for or against , not seeking to 

persuade or be right but simply  engaging – with each 

other and with the voices. 

Even dialogue in which voices engage with other voices - 

and this can even work on facebook. 

In the end the aim is to assist each person make 

sense of their voices and learn how to make 

peace with their own experience.  and to 

experiment with ways they can make living with it 

easier, less bothersome, distracting, troubling, 

energy sapping: steps toward making it easier to 

be who they are and .  to  live the life they want to 

live.  
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Hearing voices is emancipatory 
Hearing voices is emancipatory for voice 

hearers offering more roles than that of being 

broken, sick, depending on others, to be fixed, 

to make sure they take their drugs. 

Offers carers a greater role than asking : 

”have you  taken your meds?” 

Can help carers feel more involved, 

be real and offer what is most 

needed:  compassionate, caring 

relationships, also opportunities for 

self- understanding and personal 

growth, play key role in helping voice 

hearer find their own way to heal. 

It is not easy but it offers a more 

human and learningful experience 

and the opportunity to build stronger 

relationships that help both people. 

Workers who learn to work this way  

can find that they are more relaxed,  

more  engaged in their work, more 

effective in helping people empower 

themselves  and even enjoy it – 

finding themselves more open to  

and more often privileged  to witness 

more of those breakthrough 

moments in the lives of people with whom 

they work.  
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Hearing Voices - a 

worldwide 

community 

Facebook Here in Canada many 

people think hearing voices is new 

– well compared to the new world it 

is but it’s also not as new as you 

likely think… 

Hearing Voice started in The 

Netherlands, growing out of 

Resonance a support community of 

people who heard voices.  

Paul Baker took the idea to 

Manchester beginning the Hearing 

Voices Network in England now 

celebrating 25years in June 2012. 

England’s hearing voices network 

now has 220 groups. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/i

ntervoice/  

 

Some of the countries that have 

active hearing voices groups and 

networks 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/intervoice/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/intervoice/
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Hearing Voices in Canada  

Trois Rivieres 
[Awaiting data from Trois Rivieres] 

 

Vancouver 
Currently, there is a dedicated Hearing Voices group running at the Adult Community Mental Health and Addictions 

team in North Vancouver. This is a new group of about 7 people... and growing. The group is facilitated by an OT 

and a Peer Support Worker who has heard voices for many years.  

 

In addition, they will be presenting the 'Hearing Voices perspective' at the national PsychoSocial Rehab 

Conference: http://www.innovative4you.com/psr2012/conference.htm -- which takes place at the end of September in 

downtown Vancouver. 

 

Toronto 
Some of our posters you may have seen around the 

city and how you can reach us to talk about  

 Groups 

 Building hearing voices capacity in your 

organisation 

 Staff taining and coaching on working with 

voice hearers  

We now have a thriving group in Downtown Toronto 

that meets monthly.  

We partenred with COTA Health to run a highly 

successful pilot group in a drop. The project also  also 

included inclkuded training for the  staff working with 

those who with the people who use the drop in. 

Health have  

Media 

We’ve also been on radio and TV talking about 

voices, introducing public to the idea that hearing 

voices is normal human experience , helping change 

the conversation,  

  

http://www.innovative4you.com/psr2012/conference.htm
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Resources 

[Coming soon] 


