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Auditory Hallucinations: Causes, Symptoms, & Treatment

Introduction and Definition of Auditory Verbal Hallucinations

Auditory Verbal Hallucinations (AVHS), often colloquially referred to as "hearing voices," represent
a profound and complex perceptual disturbance characterized by the subjective experience of
hearing speech or sounds in the absence of any corresponding external acoustic stimulus. These
experiences are typically perceived as distinct from the individual's own thoughts, possessing the
characteristics of external reality, such as distinct location, volume, and conversational quality.
AVHs are among the most debilitating symptoms associated with severe mental illnesses,
particularly schizophrenia, but they are also observed across a spectrum of psychiatric,
neurological, and even non-clinical populations, suggesting a heterogeneity in their underlying
mechanisms and clinical significance. A defining feature is the involuntary nature and the
conviction of reality that accompanies the experience, differentiating them fundamentally from
normal internal speech or intrusive thoughts, which are generally recognized by the individual as
self-generated. Understanding AVHs requires a detailed examination of their phenomenology, the
cognitive processes that underpin them, and the diverse clinical contexts in which they manifest,
moving beyond a simplistic view of them merely as symptoms of psychosis toward recognizing
them as disturbances in the fundamental processes of self-monitoring and reality testing.

The distinction between AVHs and related perceptual anomalies is crucial for accurate diagnosis
and theoretical modeling. Unlike illusions, which involve the misinterpretation of a genuine
external stimulus, hallucinations are entirely fabricated internally, yet they possess the sensory
vividness of real perception. Furthermore, AVHs must be differentiated from
pseudohallucinations, which, while internally generated, are generally perceived as being located
within the head or subjective mental space and lack the full external realism of true hallucinations.
Similarly, the experience of hearing voices is distinct from thought insertion, where individuals
believe external forces are placing thoughts into their minds, even though the content is usually
recognized as non-auditory. The voices experienced in AVHSs typically take the form of speech--
sometimes involving single words or phrases, but frequently manifesting as running commentaries,
conversations between two or more entities, or direct commands. These characteristics
underscore AVHs not merely as a sensory deficit but as a complex disruption of cognitive
processes responsible for distinguishing self-generated information from external environmental
input, impacting the very core of subjective reality.

The prevalence of AVHs highlights their significant public health impact. While they are a hallmark
symptom, affecting approximately 60% to 80% of individuals diagnosed with schizophrenia, they
also occur in conditions such as Bipolar Disorder, Major Depressive Disorder with psychotic
features, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and certain neurological disorders like temporal
lobe epilepsy. Moreover, epidemiological studies have indicated that a small but significant
percentage of the general population--estimates range from 1% to 15%--report having experienced
transient or persistent voice-hearing experiences without meeting criteria for a formal psychiatric
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diagnosis. This latter finding has spurred considerable debate regarding the pathological nature of
all AVHs, suggesting a continuum of experience rather than a strict categorical distinction between
health and illness. The clinical significance, therefore, lies not only in the presence of the voices
but critically in the level of associated distress, the degree of belief in their reality, and the extent to
which they impair daily functioning, necessitating careful, individualized assessment and
intervention strategies tailored to the specific phenomenology and context of the experience.

Phenomenology and Core Characteristics

The phenomenological landscape of AVHs is remarkably diverse and complex, extending far
beyond the simple perception of sound. Key descriptive characteristics include the content, clarity,
location, and emotional valence of the voices. The content can range from innocuous commentary
to highly critical, abusive, or threatening dialogue, often reflecting themes of persecution or self-
deprecation that align with underlying delusional beliefs. The voices may be perceived as
whispering, shouting, or speaking in a normal tone, and the speaker may be identified as a familiar
person, a stranger, or an abstract entity, such as God or the Devil. Crucially, the location of the
voices is typically perceived as external to the head, often localized in specific spatial coordinates--
behind the individual, above them, or emanating from a specific object--lending them a vivid sense
of objective reality. The clarity of the voices is also variable; some individuals report voices as clear
as real speech, while others describe muffled or indistinct sounds. This variability in sensory detail
profoundly influences the emotional impact and the subsequent behavioral response of the voice-
hearer, demanding highly detailed clinical inquiry to capture the full scope of the subjective
experience.

A particularly distressing and clinically critical subset of AVHs are command hallucinations,
where the voices explicitly instruct the individual to perform specific actions. These commands can
range from mundane tasks to high-risk behaviors, including self-harm or violence toward others.
Assessing the risk associated with command hallucinations requires a nuanced understanding of
several mediating factors, including the perceived power of the voice, the emotional relationship
between the voice-hearer and the voice, and the individual's capacity to resist the command.
Research suggests that compliance with commands is not automatic but is influenced by factors
such as the perceived malevolence of the voice and the individual's attributional style. If the voice
is perceived as powerful, omniscient, or highly threatening, the likelihood of compliance increases
significantly, making the assessment of the voice's perceived authority a paramount consideration
in risk management. This highlights that the phenomenology of the voice is inextricably linked to
cognitive appraisal processes, where the interpretation of the voice's characteristics dictates the
resulting emotional and behavioral outcome.

The emotional valence associated with AVHs is a major determinant of clinical distress and
functional impairment. While some individuals experience neutral or even benevolent voices, the
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majority of clinically significant AVHs are associated with negative emotions, including fear,
anxiety, shame, and anger. Voices are frequently reported to be critical, derogatory, or mocking,
resulting in intense feelings of worthlessness and reinforcing negative self-schema. This chronic
exposure to negative verbal content can lead to significant secondary psychological morbidity,
including chronic depression and social withdrawal, as individuals attempt to minimize
environmental stimuli that might trigger or exacerbate the voices. Furthermore, the experience
often leads to social isolation due to the stigma associated with 'hearing voices' and the difficulty
individuals face in explaining their reality to others. Therefore, effective intervention must address
not only the sensory experience itself but also the deeply entrenched negative emotional reactions
and cognitive appraisals that surround the voices, aiming to shift the voice-hearer's relationship
with the experience from one of fear and submission to one of control and acceptance.

Neurobiological and Cognitive Theories of Etiology

The dominant etiological framework for AVHs posits a failure in the cognitive mechanisms
responsible for source monitoring, specifically the distinction between self-generated internal
speech and externally perceived sounds. The leading hypothesis, often termed the 'Self-Monitoring
Hypothesis,' suggests that AVHs arise when an individual's own inner speech or thoughts are
misattributed to an external source. This failure is thought to involve a disruption in the feed-
forward mechanism known as the corollary discharge, which normally signals to the sensory
cortex that an action (such as speaking or internally generating speech) is about to occur. In
healthy individuals, this signal allows the brain to anticipate and dampen the sensory
consequences of self-generated speech, ensuring it is correctly identified as 'self." When this
mechanism fails, the individual's internal verbalization is not tagged as self-generated, resulting in
the experience of their own thoughts or inner speech being perceived as foreign voices emanating
from the external world. This cognitive model provides a compelling explanation for why the
content of many AVHs often reflects the individual's own anxieties, beliefs, or emotional state.

Neurobiological research, heavily relying on functional neuroimaging techniques such as fMRI and
PET, has provided substantial support for the cognitive models by identifying specific brain regions
implicated in AVH generation. Studies frequently demonstrate aberrant activation in language-
processing areas during the experience of voices. Specifically, hyperactivation is consistently
observed in areas related to speech production (Broca's area in the left inferior frontal gyrus) and
speech perception (Wernicke's area in the superior temporal gyrus) immediately preceding and
during an AVH episode. This simultaneous activation of both production and perception networks
strongly supports the notion that the brain is engaging in an internalized speech act that is
simultaneously being perceived as external input. Furthermore, research points to reduced
structural and functional connectivity within the language execution network and the auditory
cortex, particularly involving the arcuate fasciculus, which connects Broca's and Wernicke's areas.
These connectivity deficits may impair the brain's ability to seamlessly integrate motor preparation
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with sensory prediction, leading directly to the breakdown of the self-monitoring mechanism that
underlies the accurate attribution of internal speech.

In addition to structural and functional abnormalities in language circuits, neurotransmitter
dysfunction, particularly involving the dopaminergic system, remains central to the
pharmacological understanding of AVHs. The success of typical and atypical antipsychotic
medications, which primarily act as dopamine receptor antagonists (D2 blockade), suggests that
excessive dopaminergic activity, particularly in the mesolimbic pathway, plays a role in generating
positive psychotic symptoms, including hallucinations. Elevated dopamine activity may lead to
heightened salience attribution, causing internally generated mental events to be inappropriately
tagged as highly significant external stimuli. While the dopamine hypothesis offers a robust
pharmacological target, modern research acknowledges that AVHSs are likely the result of complex
interactions involving multiple neurotransmitter systems, including glutamate and GABA, which
modulate the excitability and connectivity within the cortical circuits responsible for language and
self-awareness. Integrating these neurochemical findings with the cognitive models allows for a
more comprehensive understanding where neurobiological imbalances create the conditions for
cognitive misattribution errors to occur.

Associated Clinical Conditions

While Auditory Verbal Hallucinations are most strongly associated with Schizophrenia Spectrum
Disorders, where they constitute a key criterion for diagnosis, their presence spans a diverse
range of clinical psychopathologies. In schizophrenia, AVHs are often persistent, complex, and
highly distressing, frequently taking the form of running commentaries or antagonistic
conversations. The clinical relevance in this context is paramount, as the presence and severity of
AVHs often correlate with functional disability and poor prognosis. Furthermore, AVHs in
schizophrenia are frequently accompanied by systematized delusions (e.g., persecution or
reference), where the content of the voices aligns with the false beliefs, reinforcing the individual's
conviction of the voices' reality and external threat, thereby complicating treatment and recovery
efforts. The sheer pervasiveness and resistance to medication in a significant subset of
schizophrenia patients underscore the need for dedicated research into treatment-resistant AVHs
within this population.

AVHs are also significant features in severe Mood Disorders, notably Bipolar Disorder and Major
Depressive Disorder, when accompanied by psychotic features. In these contexts, the content of
the hallucinations typically aligns with the prevailing mood state. For instance, in psychotic
depression, voices are often derogatory, accusatory, or nihilistic, confirming the individual's
feelings of guilt, worthlessness, or impending doom. Conversely, during a manic episode with
psychotic features, the voices might be grandiose, commanding the individual to perform
extraordinary or dangerous feats. The key differentiator from schizophrenia, beyond the presence
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of a primary mood disturbance, is often the transient nature of the hallucinations, which frequently
remit following the successful treatment of the underlying mood episode. However, the presence of
psychotic symptoms, including AVHSs, in mood disorders generally signals a more severe course of
illness and higher rates of recurrence, requiring careful monitoring and aggressive treatment of
both the affective and psychotic elements.

Beyond primary psychiatric illness, AVHs can manifest in various Neurological Conditions,
highlighting the connection between brain structural integrity and perceptual experience.
Conditions such as complex partial seizures originating in the temporal lobe, cerebrovascular
accidents (strokes), neurodegenerative diseases like Parkinson's disease and Alzheimer's disease,
and even severe hearing loss (Charles Bonnet Syndrome) can precipitate auditory hallucinations.
In these cases, the mechanism is often thought to involve either direct irritation of the auditory
cortex or, conversely, deafferentation leading to spontaneous neuronal firing. For example, in
epilepsy, AVHs may occur as an aura or ictal phenomenon, characterized by brief, often non-
verbal or simple verbal sounds. Identifying a neurological etiology is critical, as the treatment focus
shifts from antipsychotic medication to addressing the underlying organic cause, such as seizure
control or managing neurodegeneration.

Assessment and Diagnostic Methodologies

Accurate clinical assessment of AVHSs is fundamental for differential diagnosis, risk management,
and tailoring therapeutic interventions. The primary tool remains the detailed clinical interview,
focusing on the specific phenomenology of the experience. Clinicians must gather information
regarding the frequency, duration, volume, location, and content of the voices, as well as the
emotional response elicited. Standardized rating scales are essential for quantifying severity and
tracking treatment response. The Psychotic Symptoms Rating Scale (PSYRATS) is widely used,
offering detailed subscales that measure the distress, frequency, and conviction associated with
the voices. Another valuable instrument is the Peters et al. Delusions Inventory (PETERS),
which helps assess the relationship between the AVHs and any co-occurring delusional beliefs,
quantifying the degree of conviction and preoccupation.

A critical aspect of assessment involves differentiating genuine AVHs from other subjective
experiences that may mimic voice-hearing. Clinicians must systematically rule out malingering,
cultural or religious experiences (where voices may be viewed as spiritual communications), and
the effects of substance intoxication or withdrawal. Furthermore, a careful distinction must be made
between AVHs and intrusive thoughts. While intrusive thoughts are unwanted and often
distressing, they are typically recognized by the individual as their own mental product, lacking the
external, sensory vividness characteristic of true hallucinations. The patient's insight--their ability to
acknowledge that the voice is not real--is a crucial factor, though lack of insight does not invalidate
the diagnosis of a hallucination. Comprehensive assessment protocols often include a thorough
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review of the patient's medical history, a neurological examination, and toxicological screening to
exclude organic or substance-induced etiologies.

In research settings, advanced methodologies are employed to objectively study the neural
correlates of AVHs. Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) allows researchers to
observe brain activity in real-time during an AVH episode, confirming the activation of primary
language processing areas. Electroencephalography (EEG) and Magnetoencephalography
(MEG) offer high temporal resolution, enabling the precise timing of neural events leading up to
and during the experience, which is essential for testing the corollary discharge failure hypothesis.
Techniques such as Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation (TMS) are also utilized, both as a
research tool to probe cortical excitability and as a potential therapeutic intervention to modulate
activity in the temporal-parietal junction, an area highly implicated in AVH generation. These
technologies, while not yet standard clinical tools, are vital for advancing the theoretical
understanding and ultimately developing targeted, mechanism-based treatments.

Psychosocial and Functional Impact

The functional consequences of living with Auditory Verbal Hallucinations extend far beyond the
immediate sensory disturbance, profoundly compromising an individual's quality of life, social
integration, and occupational stability. The chronic nature of derogatory or commanding voices
often leads to extreme social withdrawal, as individuals attempt to conceal their internal struggles
or avoid situations where they might be publicly perceived as responding to unseen entities. This
isolation is compounded by the intense emotional distress--including chronic anxiety, fear, and
hopelessness--that is frequently associated with the content of the voices. The continuous need to
manage and resist the voices consumes significant cognitive resources, severely limiting the
capacity for attention, concentration, and executive functioning necessary for maintaining
employment or engaging in educational pursuits. Consequently, severe AVHs contribute
substantially to the high rates of unemployment and dependency observed among individuals with
psychotic disorders, creating a vicious cycle where social failure reinforces negative self-appraisal,
which in turn feeds the negative content of the voices.

A crucial dimension of the functional impact is the individual's perceived relationship of power and
control with the voices. When voices are perceived as omnipotent, malicious, or persecutory, the
voice-hearer may adopt a submissive or defensive posture, leading to behaviors such as ritualistic
actions, avoidance, or self-harm in an attempt to appease or escape the perceived external entity.
Conversely, individuals who develop coping strategies and successfully challenge the authority of
the voices often report reduced distress, even if the frequency of the voices remains unchanged.
This highlights that the distress caused by AVHSs is often less correlated with the raw frequency of
the voices and more strongly linked to the individual's cognitive appraisal of the voices' power,
intent, and reality. Interventions that empower the individual to re-establish control and alter their
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appraisal of the voices' meaning are therefore critical for improving functional outcomes and
reducing the debilitating effects of chronic voice-hearing.

Treatment Approaches: Pharmacological Interventions

The cornerstone of pharmacological treatment for clinically significant AVHs, particularly those
associated with schizophrenia, involves antipsychotic medications. These agents primarily exert
their effect by blocking dopamine D2 receptors, thereby reducing the excessive dopaminergic
signaling hypothesized to underlie the heightened salience of internal mental events. Second-
generation (atypical) antipsychotics, such as risperidone, olanzapine, and clozapine, are generally
preferred due to a more favorable side-effect profile compared to first-generation (typical) agents,
although individual response remains highly variable. While antipsychotics are effective in reducing
the severity and frequency of AVHs in the majority of patients, achieving complete remission of
voices is challenging, and many individuals remain symptomatic, albeit at a reduced level. The
clinical goal is often focused on achieving a level of symptom reduction that minimizes distress and
improves overall functioning, rather than complete elimination.

A significant challenge in managing AVHs is treatment resistance, defined by the persistence of
severe symptoms despite adequate trials of two or more antipsychotic medications. For these
refractory cases, clozapine remains the gold standard treatment, demonstrating superior efficacy
in reducing both positive symptoms and suicidal ideation, even in patients who have failed to
respond to other agents. The mechanism of clozapine's unique effectiveness is not fully
understood but involves a broader range of neurotransmitter activity beyond D2 blockade,
including action on serotonin (5-HT2A) receptors. Despite its efficacy, clozapine requires rigorous
monitoring due to the risk of serious side effects, such as agranulocytosis. For patients unable to
tolerate clozapine or those who show partial response, adjunctive pharmacological strategies,
including the addition of mood stabilizers or antidepressants, may be considered, although the
evidence base for these combinations remains less robust than for standard antipsychotic
monotherapy.

Treatment Approaches: Psychological Interventions

Psychological therapies offer vital non-pharmacological avenues for managing AVHSs, particularly
by focusing on reducing associated distress and improving coping mechanisms. Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy for Psychosis (CBTp) is the most empirically supported psychological
intervention. CBTp does not aim to eliminate the voices but rather seeks to modify the individual's
appraisal of the voices' power and malevolence. Techniques involve challenging the content and
perceived authority of the voices, normalizing the experience, developing behavioral coping
strategies (e.g., distraction, self-talk), and testing the reality of any associated delusional beliefs.
By shifting the interpretation of the voices from that of an omnipotent external threat to a
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manageable, albeit distressing, internal experience, CBTp significantly reduces associated anxiety,
depression, and functional impairment, often providing benefits that endure long after the therapy
concludes.

Specialized psychological approaches have emerged specifically for voice-hearers. Voice
Dialogue Therapy or Relating Therapy encourages the individual to engage with the voice in a
structured, controlled manner, allowing them to explore the meaning, intent, and origin of the voice.
This approach helps externalize the voice, viewing it as a separate entity with its own history and
motivations, which can lead to a shift in the power dynamic from submissive fear to assertive
interaction. Furthermore, techniques derived from Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
and Mindfulness emphasize non-judgmental awareness of the voices, encouraging the individual
to accept the presence of the voices without letting them dictate behavior or emotional response.
This focus on psychological flexibility allows individuals to pursue valued life goals even while the
voices persist, dramatically enhancing overall quality of life and functional recovery.

The Hearing Voices Movement (HVM) represents a significant paradigm shift in the
understanding and management of AVHs. Originating from the perspective of voice-hearers
themselves, HVM challenges the purely medicalized view of AVHs as symptoms of illness,
suggesting instead that voices are meaningful, albeit often distressing, experiences that can be
understood and lived with. The movement promotes peer support groups where individuals share
experiences, develop collective coping strategies, and work toward personal empowerment. HVYM
emphasizes the importance of finding meaning in the voices and reclaiming agency over one's life.
While not a formal psychotherapy, the HVM provides a crucial psychosocial framework that
complements clinical treatment by reducing isolation, combating stigma, and fostering a sense of
community and hope for recovery among those who live with persistent auditory verbal
hallucinations.
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