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Voices and Dissociative Parts. 
A Trauma informed approach

Dolores Mosquera 
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Clinical information is confidential. If 
you keep watching, you agree to 

keeping confidentiality.

The content of this presentation 
cannot be video, or audio recorded.
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WHAT DO WE 
USUALLY HAVE IN 

MIND WHEN WE 
THINK OF VOICE 

HEARING?

3

Voice hearing is often seen as 
a prime symptom of psychosis 

(American Psychiatric 
Association, 1994). 
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The International 
Hearing Voices 
Network –
Essential Facts

But voices can be heard by people with other diagnosis 
(and with no diagnosis).

There are three main psychiatric categories of patients 
that hear voices (Honig et al., 1998): 

Schizophrenia 
(50%)

Affective 
psychosis (25%)

Dissociative 
Disorders (80%)
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The International 
Hearing Voices 
Network -
Essential Facts

Studies have found that 
between 4 y 10% of people 

across the world hear voices.

Between 70% y 90% of people 
who hear voices do so 

following traumatic events. 

Voices can be male, female, 
without gender, child, adult, 

hauman and non-human.

People may hear one voice or 
many. 
• Some people report hearing 

hundreds, although in almost all 
reported cases, one dominates above 
the others.

Voices can be experienced in 
the head, in the ears, outside 

the head, in some other part of 
the body, or in the 

environment.

Voices often reflect important 
aspects of the hearer´s 
emotional state 
• Such as emotions that are often 

unexpressed by the hearer
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The International 
Hearing Voices 
Network -
Essential Facts

Hearing voices in itself is not a symptom 
of an illness. 

In a large study of 15.000 people, it was 
found that there was a prevalence of 2.3% 
who had heard voices frequently
• This contrasts with the 1% prevalence of 

shizophrenia (Tien, 1991).

Whilst one in three people who hear 
voices become a psychiatric patient – two 
in three people can cope well and are in no 
need of psychiatric care. 

7

The International Hearing Voices Network
Essential Facts

In a study by Honig and others (1998), of the differences between people who 
heard voices (non-patient and patients), it was not in form but content. 

Non-patient: heard voices both 
inside and outside their heads, but 

either the content was positive or the 
hearer had a positive view of the 

voice 

They felt control over the voices.

Patients: heard voices both inside 
and outside their head, but this group 

was more frightened of the voices 
and the voices were more critical 

(malevolent). 

They felt less control over the voices
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The International Hearing Voices Network
Essential Facts

In research concerning 
people who hear voices, it 
was found that 77% of the 

people diagnosed with 
schizophrenia, the hearing 
of voices was related to 
traumatic experiences 

(Romme & Escher, 2006).

These traumatic experiences 
varied from being sexually 
abused, physically abused, 
being extremely belittled 
over long periods from 

young age, being neglected 
during long periods as a 

youngster, being very 
aggressively treated in the 
marriage, not being able to 
accept ones sexual identity 
etc (Romme & Escher, 2006)

It was also found that only 
16% of the whole group of 

voice hearers could be 
diagnosed with 

schizophrenia (Romme & 
Escher, 2001).

9

The meaning of 
voices

In the last decades, 
hallucinations have 
been understood as 

experiences filled with 
meaning. 

Recently, the 
relationship between 

voice hearers and what 
they hear has become 
the focus of attention.
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The meaning of 
voices

And increased exploration of this process by Birchwood, 
Meaden, Trower, Gilbert, & Plaistow (2000) and Birchwood, 

Gilbert, Gilbert, Trower, Meaden, Hay et al. (2004).

Initial studies by Benjamin (1989), who described the
existence of coherent interpersonal relationships between

the person who hears the voice and the voice itself, 

This is a consequence of:

11

The meaning
of voices

Consequentially, especially for those cases that
refer experiences of hearing voices, therapeutic
approaches are moving away from eradicating
the symptoms towards an exploration of the
personal meaning of the experiences in order to
lower the distress that it often times generates.

Romme & Escher, 2000
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What makes the 
treatment different 
in dissociative 
disorders and more 
specifically DID?

13

What Makes 
Treatments 
Different for 
Dissociative 
Disorders?

The conflicts among dissociative parts regarding memory and other 
relevant issues –

The extent to which dissociative parts (and their memories) are 
experienced as “not me.”

The extent of the phobia for inner experiences and dissociative parts; 
degree of non-realization.

The need for the therapist to work with dissociative parts during 
trauma work (memory reprocessing with EMDR)

The need to gain cooperation of all parts prior to memory reprocessing 
and decide which parts should participate and when.

14
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What Makes 
Treatments 
Different for 
Dissociative 
Disorders?

More specifically 
in DID if we think 
of hostile voices 
and parts

The conflicts among dissociative parts regarding memory and other relevant issues –
often defended by parts that speak and are hostile.

The extent to which dissociative parts (and their memories) are experienced as “not me.” 
– hostile voices and parts are experience as foreign and some question the memories the 
client or other parts have.

The extent of the phobia for inner experiences and dissociative parts; degree of non-
realization – hostile voices are the most feared specially the ones that sound like the 
perpetrators (and are often confused with them due to lack of differentiation).

The need for the therapist to work with dissociative parts in memory reprocessing – and 
reduce the conflict with the guardians of those memories so they can become allies or at 
least, not get in the way of the work constantly. 

The need to gain cooperation of all parts prior to memory reprocessing and decide which 
parts should participate and when – protectors can be good at pacing the amount of work 
that can be done.

15

Client

There is 
something 

wrong 
with me

I am in 
danger

I can't tell

I cannot 
trust 

I have no 
control

I am weak

It's my 
fault

I deserve 
bad things

Lack of control, 
lack of options

Inappropriate
responsibility

Non-adaptive self-concept

Danger

Mosquera, 2020 

Common interferences in Phase 3 of EMDR – conflict inside – multiple negative cognitions about self, come up
Useful to understand the different perspective from different parts

16
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Client

There is 
something 

wrong 
with you There is 

no 
solution

If you talk 
about it I 
will hurt 

you / others

You 
cannot 
trust You don´t 

have
control (I 

do)

You are 
weak

It’s all 
your fault

You 
deserve 

bad things

Lack of control, 
lack of options

Inappropriate
responsibility

Non-adaptive self-concept

Danger

Mosquera, 2020 

The previous slide can even be more complex – conflict inside –
Multiple negative cognitions about self are maintained and fed by hostile parts – what clients hear frequently

You 
cannot be 

trusted

Why are you 
making this up?
That is not what 

happened

She (other 
part) cannot 
be trusted, 
she is weak

This is all her/his 
(part) fault; 

she/he must be 
punished

You are bad; you don´t 
deserve to be happy

You are defective, 
worthless, pathetic..

This (suicide) is the only 
way (to get rid of the 

hostile part)

17

Examples of 
things our clients 
often hear – from 
hostile voices

I hate you

You are worthless

You are pathetic

You are disgusting

You deserve that and more

You should die

Nobody loves you; they will be better if you are dead

Just get it over with you preek 

18
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What do we need 
to understand to 
keep curiosity and 
not lose 
perspective or 
hope?

19

What do we 
need to 
understand 
regarding hostile 
voices and parts?

Mosquera, 2010

� Working with all parts of the system is important, but the specific work 
with hostile and aggressive voices and parts is a crucial aspect of the 
therapeutic process because they generate much discomfort, 
confusion, and fear in our clients. 

� Helping the client to listen to these voices can be specially challenging 
since they may have invested much time and energy doing exactly the 
opposite: trying as hard as they could to ignore them. 

� As a first step, we must acknowledge how frightening and confusing it 
must be for them to deal with these parts/voices.

� In the case of voices that frighten the client by giving aggressive and 
harmful orders (e.g., hurting themselves or others), clients may think 
that listening to the voices means having to comply with what they are 
saying. 

� Explaining that listening to these parts does not mean having to 
necessarily act on any of their suggestions or commands may be 
surprising for the client and may help put them at ease. 

20
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What do we need 
to understand 
regarding hostile 
voices and parts?

The origin of 
hostile parts and 
voices

Mosquera, 2010

� Many hostile or aggressive parts came to be in traumatic 
and abusive environments and were originated through a 
simple learning process; they are often just repeating the 
behaviors they learned from their childhood perpetrators. 

� If we think about it, when someone grows up with no way 
of scaping, the only way in which the client can feel that 
they have some strength or control is developing a part or 
parts that seems as strong as the people who hurt them. 

� This is why they might mimic the same comments, type of 
thinking, belief system, tone of voice, and attitudes.

21

What do we need 
to understand 
regarding hostile 
voices and parts?

The origin of hostile 
parts and voices

Mosquera, 2010

� The sad truth is that they did not have healthy models 
to teach them other options. A person that grows up 
surrounded by verbal, physical, or sexual aggression, 
negligence, threats, etc., cannot internalize positive 
behaviors and attitudes towards the self or think of 
other possibilities since no one is there to model them.

� This is why it is so important to help clients understand 
the rationale behind these voices, to let them know 
that anger and threats are often how they learned to 
feel some control over their environment, and to teach 
them new ways of looking at the voices and 
themselves. 

� And that new ways can be learned.

22
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Useful concepts

Internalization of 
messages

Internal conflict

Trauma-related
Phobias

Internal conflict; 
internal dynamics

23

Internalization 
of messages

24
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INTERNALIZATION OF 
MESSAGES

25

INTERNALIZATION OF MESSAGES-
I TREAT MYSELF AS I WAS TREATED

If the internal experiences 
of the child– particularly 
emotions – are not 
recognized (or are ignored) 
by a caregiver, the child 
will learn to imitate and 
internalize the negative 
attitudes of the adult. 

26



2024 APS College of Counselling 
Psychologists Conference

Dolores Mosquera, 
doloresmosquera@gmail.com

14

INTERNALIZATION OF MESSAGES-
“I TREAT MYSELF AS I WAS TREATED”

Many clients learn that 
“needing” is “bad,” “selfish,” 
and not allowed in their 
attachment relationships.
Some parts and voices 
repeat these messages in 
“you” statements leaving no 
space to learn other ways 
of understanding what 
happens or the possibility of 
thinking of choices in the 
hear and now.

27

INTERNALIZATION OF MESSAGES -
“I TREAT MYSELF AS I WAS TREATED” From this perspective there is only one way to 

behave so they treat client and/or parts how they 
were treated

When there are hostile voices, they keep seeing the 
client and/or other parts from this toxic perspective

And they tend to treat themselves how they were 
treated as children. 

As adults, many keep seeing themselves through the 
eyes of the people who have hurt them

28
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INTERNALIZATION OF MESSAGES-
“I TREAT MYSELF AS I WAS TREATED”

If clients have been punished for 
expressing or feeling emotions, they will 
tend to do the same as adults. 

Some even punish themselves for “being 
bad”, when they feel emotions that were 
censured as children.

Some clients even hurt themselves in the 
same ways they were hurt; hostile 
voices/parts repeat messages and/actions 
that were useful for survival back then.
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INTERNALIZATION OF MESSAGES
“I SEE MYSELF AS I WAS SEEN”

You are useless

Nobody cares about you

You are pathetic

You should not have been born; you 
would be better off dead

You can´t trust anyone; everyone will 
hurt you

Nobody would love you if they really 
knew you

30
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Internalization of toxic messages

Paying 
attention to 
the internal 
structure of 

the client 
should be 
done with:

Curiosity about the protective function of critical 
parts and voices

An attitude of compassion and understanding of the 
different parts and voices

This models a new way of responding for the protector 
parts so clients can learn to accept and understand 

those parts of the self.

31
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THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

33

THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

Many clients have 
difficulties with 
voices that are 
hostile and critical. 

34
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THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

The internal conflict is 
sometimes so strong that the 
person will even have 
difficulties carrying on with 
an ordinary conversation 
with other people, including 
therapists. 

35

THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

How can you run 
away from 
something when it´s 
in your head?

36
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THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

One factor that 
affects this conflict is 
how the client deals 
with the voices or 
parts of the self. 

37

THE INTERNAL CONFLICT

Clients who develop an 
understanding of the 
different aspects of self, 
including dissociative 
parts and voices usually 
do better than those who 
are avoidant or despise 
aspects of themselves. 
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BUT DEVELOPING AN 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE PARTS 

AND VOICES IS NOT EASY

39

An example 
of internal 
conflict

40
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THE INTERNAL CONFLICT AND 
THE WORK WITH VOICES

Many approaches to 
helping people with voices 
have something to do with:

Trying to get rid of the 
voices, such as by taking 
drugs till they fade away

Ignoring the voices or 
distracting attention 

away from them. 

41

THE INTERNAL CONFLICT AND 
THE WORK WITH VOICES

One problem with the 
strategies mentioned in the 

previous slide, is that they all 
involve avoiding issues or 

emotions the voices may be 
bringing up. 

A key aspect of the work with 
voices is to listen and 

understand their function and 
the meaning behind their 

disruptive behaviors.
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THE INTERNAL CONFLICT AND 
THE WORK WITH VOICES

And the less they are 
heard and the more they 
are ignored, the more 
this voices need to 
scream …leading to 
more phobias and 
avoidance towards those 
voices.

43

INTRODUCTION TO THE 
WORK WITH HOSTILE VOICES 

AND PARTS

44
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Basic aspects in 
the work with 
dissociative parts 
and voices

Use the client´s language (parts, pieces, aspects, things in me, voices, 
…)

Our messages should keep in mind the whole system

Important to respect the feelings and thoughts of all parts

We do not take sides 
• This would only increase the conflict

The therapist needs to understand
• If therapist does not understand, the client doesn´t either

45

Basic aspects when exploring the internal system

When we 
explore the 

internal system 
of parts 

Make sure we 
include all parts 

and voices, 

Even the ones 
that cannot 

show 
themselves

Do not ignore 
any parts, 

especially the 
hostile ones 

Clients tend to 
avoid them and 
want to get rid 

of them

Therapists 
should not do 

the same

Accept how the 
client 

experiences 
what happens

Without 
necessarily 

agreeing with it

Validating while 
offering other 

options

46
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Examples of questions 

• What is this part/voice trying to achieve by doing …?
• If the part/voice was trying to help how would the part be helping?

What is this part’s / voice´s function?

• If the Adult does not get an answer or the part doesn´t know, we try to develop the Adult Self:  
What do you think this part/voice might need? 

What does this part / voice need? 

• Is there a way we can try to work with that?
• How can we help this part/voice ? (get answers from part, if possible, if not from the Adult Self)

What do you think about this need? (exploring phobias, a learned responses from environment)

Mosquera, 2013

47

Exploring the 
internal system

More useful 
questions 

• If the voice does not respond: How do you think the voice feels about 
…?

• How do you feel about that? (for example: it terrifies me). Then we 
would ask things like:  And does this part know that this terrifies you?
• Most of the time, parts/voices are not aware that they are actually 

making it worse

How does this voice feel about …?  

• I know it can learn to help in a way that does not frighten you so much. 

How can this voice help now?

• The voice might not know there is no need to keep repeating what it 
learned to say back then.

Does this voice know that the danger is over and that you are safe now?

Mosquera, 2013
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Improving 
Integrative 
Capacity 
by Working 
with Parts
Based on Mosquera & Steele, 2017

49

Improving 
Integrative 
Capacity by 
Working with 
Parts (Mosquera 
& Steele, 2017)

Promote curiosity

Enhance reflective thinking and capacity to mentalize

Promote compassion and understanding

Identify when and why parts / voices appear

50
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Improving 
Integrative 
Capacity by 
Working with 
Parts (Mosquera 
& Steele, 2017)

• When do they appear?
• Why do they appear?

Identify when parts / voices appear

• What are they trying to achieve?

• What is the purpose?

What is the function? 

• How does the client respond? 

How do they appear?

• Or are there other ways that work more effectively?

• Explore options – expand capacities in client and parts

Are their coping strategies working? 

• Most of the time these parts are not aware of this fact

Do the voices know that their attempt of help is making things worse?

51

Improving 
Integrative 
Capacity by 
Working with 
Parts (Mosquera
& Steele, 2017)

Promote collaboration and 
cooperation:

Engage voices /parts, help 
them feel they have an 

important role in achieving 
a better functioning 

Model new, more effective 
ways of communicating 

and relating between 
voices / parts
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Model new, more effective ways of communicating and relating 
between parts/voices

What does this 
voice think about 
what is going on?

What do you 
think about what 

is happening 
with the 

part/voice? 

Are there any 
other 

parts/voices that 
feel differently 
than you do?

If there are, can 
we listen to them 

too?  

53

Improving 
Integrative 
Capacity by 
Working with 
Parts (Mosquera 
& Steele, 2017)

Specially in DID cases where the switches have been an effective way to deal with 
problems in the past.

If the adult part can be present most of the time while being aware of and 
compassionate toward other parts, there can be better integration and less switching in 

the more dissociative cases.

Engage parts that function well in daily life, build their capacities to help with other 
parts.

Introduce an Adult perspective. 

54



2024 APS College of Counselling 
Psychologists Conference

Dolores Mosquera, 
doloresmosquera@gmail.com

28

Prepare clients for future difficulties with parts of themselves, given that work is ongoing. The process may 
not always go as smoothly as the client wishes for. 

This normalizes therapeutic challenges, 
helps the client hold the dialectical tension 

between acceptance of where parts are and 
the need for change and avoids going back 

to conflictual responses between parts. 

Helping the client anticipate potential 
problems supports them in being more open 
and understanding to challenges from parts 

of their system (e.g., hearing critical 
comments or commands to self-harm, or 

voices that wish to avoid therapy).

Improving Integrative Capacity by Working with Parts

55

First steps in the work 
with hostile voices and 
parts
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First steps in the 
work with hostile 
voices and parts: 
establish a good 
alliance.

We acknowledge the protective function the 
voices had and still have (and will have).

We rename the parts when these names 
are negative, disrespectful or threatening.

Remember they “protect” how they learned to 
protect; they cannot not see a different way of 
functioning (nobody taught them).

57

And after we 
establish a good 
alliance, we can 
introduce relevant 
information:

They are relevant parts of the Self

It is impossible for them to disappear or die

They can learn new ways of managing their emotions

They can keep control 

They won´t become weaker or lose strength

They can complain, be upset or feel bad

They can ask for help

58
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Setting up the Therapeutic 
Work and Structuring 
Clinical Sessions

Mosquera, 2017, 2019
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GENERAL STRUCTURE OF A 
CLINICAL SESSION

Once we start working with 
voices and parts, it can be 
useful to keep in mind a 
series of general steps to 
apply in each clinical 
session. 
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GENERAL STRUCTURE OF A 
CLINICAL SESSION

This will help keep our work 
organized and structured, 
as well as offer us a clear 
understanding of the effects 
our interventions are having 
in the internal system of the 
client and how to move 
forward.

61

GENERAL STRUCTURE OF A 
CLINICAL SESSION

One of the main ingredients when 
working with hostile parts is curiosity -
beginning with the therapist, who 
models for the client and the system of 
parts.

A key aspect of our work must be to 
explore how the client and the 
parts/voices left the previous session 
(better, worse, confused, motivated, 
etc.).

This information is the best way to get 
perspective and assess what may have 
worked or not during the previous 
session.
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Reference: Working with voices and dissociative parts. A trauma-informed approach. Mosquera, 2019
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Reference:  Working with voices and dissociative parts.  A trauma-informed approach. Mosquera,  2019
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MPI S4
If there is time

65

CTS 
Result of Step 2 
High integrative 
capacity
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION AND TIME!
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