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What do we know?

• Everyone’s experience is different and 
unique to them

• Young people want access to early, tai lored, 
compassionate options for support

• Parents and practitioners can feel deskil led 
and under supported

• It seems to be the ‘C & T’ of CBT 
approaches that young people state are 
most helpful

• Normalisation, psychoeducation and ‘space 
to talk without judgement’ are wanted by 
young people and parents



Challenging 
Stereotypes

“They were like special friends who I 
could confide in. They would all give 
me advice or comfort me when I felt 

bad.”

“Because I don't have any friends and 
they keep me safe”

“If I’m going through something bad, 
they mostly support me!” 





Practical tips and 
communication

• Try to l isten without judgement

• Explore the young person’s l ived experience 
with them, together

• Don’t assume the voices themselves are 
problematic

• Try to contain your own feelings

• View reliable information and speak with 
informed practitioners, such as at Voice 
Collective 

• Offer a safe space to talk and l isten

• We have developed some self-help guides 
and videos, based on young people’s 
recommendations

https://www.mmu.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2021-02/Advice%20from%20participants%20in%20the%20Young%20Voices%20study.pdf
https://www.mmu.ac.uk/research/research-centres/hpac/usen-network


Coping strategies
“Turn it into an imaginary setting and talk to 

them if they're bothering you”

“I've never been a "talker" I find it very 
difficult to express my feelings and talk 

about them in a structured way where I get 
my point across. I prefer metaphors and 

mantras. Writing is my way of communicating 
the truth. When I talk I hide or miss parts 

out. It isn't raw or real. When I write I can be 
me”

“Sometimes I listen to music and do 
mindfulness colouring but if the voice is 

strong enough I just have to ride it out and 
wait for the voice to stop which is awful” 

“Art helps me and my friends”



Next Steps
Collaboration is key!

• Developing an app for young people who hear voices

• Developing brief interventions for young people in CAMHS and 
schools

• Investigate why and how distressing hallucinations may increase 
risk of self-harm and suicidal thoughts in adolescence 



What  i s  Mu l t i p l i c i t y?

• The experience of having more than one self in the 
same body

• While Dissociative Identity Disorder is a diagnosis, 
multipl icity is an experience, encompassing a 
holistic range of experiences

• People’s experiences vary greatly and are thought 
to l ie on a spectrum

• Current focus is heavily medicalised, which 
excludes a range of people, especial ly younger 
people

• There is a need for tai lored support and 
understanding



Practical tips for living with 
multiplicity

• Ask about personal language preference

• Don’t ask for proof

• Share experiences with open-minded people, often 
onl ine

• Try to develop posit ive internal communication

• Schedules often help to minimise involuntary 
switching 

• Accept headmates on their own terms 

• If there is amnesia, everyone keeping a diary can 
help to f i l l  in gaps

• To join the mai l ing l ist for this PhD, please emai l  
Zarah at z.eve@mmu.ac.uk

mailto:z.eve@mmu.ac.uk


Compassion with voices
What research has been done so far?

A recent review found that not enough research or cl inical  
work focuses on bui lding compassionate relationships with 
voices.

In therapy, voice hearers are often encouraged to get r id of 
their voices or stand up to them as i f they were a bad 
influence.

The idea of making fr iends with your voices, and 
supporting each other, is rarely explored in therapy. But do 
some young people natural ly do this?

Chi ldren and young people are far more l ikely to hear 
voices than adults. Often this is at stressful t imes of l i fe, 
e.g. when a young person is being bul l ied, and the voices 
may stop natural ly when the stress ends. 

As researchers we could learn a lot from the ways young 
people make sense of their voices, and how they cope with 
hearing them.

To join the mai l ing l ist for this study, please emai l  
h.leach@lancaster.ac.uk

mailto:h.leach@lancaster.ac.uk


Hearing Voices in Childhood

• It is quite a common human occurrence, with around 75% of people 
experiencing hearing a voice or voices at least once in their lifetime!

• Contrary to what you may have heard, it doesn’t always mean it is due to 
a mental health problem.

• It can be caused by a whole wealth of other factors. This includes a lack of 
sleep, extreme hunger, stress or worry. Sometimes having a high 
temperature can also cause voice hearing, along with drug use.

• Hearing voices is not always a negative experience! Although some people 
describe their voices as annoying or intrusive, for some people, the voices 
are positive and welcomed.

https://www.mmu.ac.uk/research/research-
centres/hpac/usen-network#ai-18477-3

Check out the Uniting Senses and 
Experiences Network (USEN) 



IMAGINARY COMPANIONS

Imaginary companions can be an invisible friend, a personified object or an impersonation the 
child has created. They can also be a voice inside or around the head.

Enhance language skills

Greater theory of mind

Enhanced emotional skills

Better understanding of second 
order false belief

More advanced social skills

Most existing research has focused on psychosocial benefits of imaginary companions, considering 
and analyzing why a child may be experiencing them. My current research looks at the 

psychotherapeutic benefits of imaginary companions, making sure the data comes directly from the 
child.



Any 
Questions?

If you would like to know 
more about my research, 
please contact me at:

19089489@stu.mmu.ac.uk

mailto:19089489@stu.mmu.ac.uk
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