Hearing voices

“Take your hands out of your pocket….swine…  take your hands….swine…..I came for you…..I came for you….we chose you…you have the way.” These are the sort of constant jarring and distressing messages that people with schizophrenia or other mental illness regularly hear. The often critical and menacing internal voices and intrusive noises can be in their heads throughout the day - voices which are very real, which influence actions and cause anxiety and depression. 

It's a daily battle for those struggling with these voices. Supporting Families Wairarapa recognizes this and through their ‘Like Minds,Like Mine’ community workshops they are helping people understand what it is like for those experiencing mental illness. A range of people have already attended these three-hour interactive “Hearing Voices” workshops – family members, mental health professionals, nurses, journalists – people interested in addressing and reducing the stigma and discrimination associated with mental illness.  
The workshop begins with ‘Like Minds, Like Mine’ Presenters sharing their personal stories about their journey with Mental Illness and their road to recovery. They talk about what it is like to hear distressing voices, have suicidal thoughts, lose motivation and feel depressed in a world where the light is always fading. There is hopelessness, low confidence and self esteem and a loss of dignity. One presenter told how he felt like “a spectator in life, in a shrinking world”. He escaped from his small Wairarapa town when he went on his OE for eight years where he discovered another hell. “I loved being anonymous and free but I fell into a drinking and drug habit and spun out of control.” By the time he returned he was alcohol dependent and depressed. Now he is studying for a national certificate in mental health support and wants to help people of like minds. 

Another presenter admitted laughing and crying at the things she watched on television, not realizing that the TV was switched off. She described her psychotic episodes accompanied by menacing voices, paranoia and delusion. Standing in the carpark, wondering why she was there. An intelligent and articulate woman, she talked about her schizophrenia and deep depression and how her family and friends helped her and coaxed her along the difficult journey from self doubt to recovery. 
These presenters shared a vision of a world without stigma or shame. After hearing these powerful stories workshop participants learnt first hand what it might be like to be faced with the challenges of studying, working or living with hearing voices. Wearing headphones playing discordant music and disturbing messages in their ears, they had to carry out a variety of tasks –answering general knowledge questions, problem solving, having a conversation, remembering items in a shop, doing errands –all the time with noises in their ears.

It reinforced the message that recovery from mental illness is enhanced when people are accepted, understood, believed in and given the same rights and respect that other members of the community enjoy. At the participant debrief they said “It was tiring, hard to concentrate and remember.” It was an exercise in understanding and experiencing how difficult everyday life must be living under this cloud of confusion and menace. 

These community based workshops are available by contacting ‘Like Minds, Like Mine’ Co-ordinator, Corrinne Oliver 06-377-3081 ext 710, 027 294 9027 or corrinne@sfwai.org.nz 
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Concentration
Workshop participants work on one of the problem solving exercises with distracting voices being played through the headphones. 
