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				Introduction

				It starts with a boy and a girl. They’ve never met, but their stories begin the same. They’re from the Midwest, with blue-collar parents and not enough money. Neither of their families knows what to make of them. They’re different from other kids, you see, and it’s starting to show.

				Sometimes the boy seems normal enough. He follows the rules in kindergarten. He’s polite to his teachers, and kind to the other kids, but when recess rolls around, he shrinks. Something about the playground is too much for him. Instead of joining for kickball, or tag, or king of the jungle gym, he runs away. He flees from the screaming and laughing and hides in the only place he can find: an old storm sewer pipe.

				At first, the teachers don’t even notice, because he always slinks back at the end-of-recess bell. But one day he takes a kickball with him so he won’t be alone. It might be cute under different circumstances, but there are never enough balls to go around, and the other kids complain when they see him run off with it. That’s when the teachers find him, and the concern starts. His parents don’t understand: Why do you hide in a sewer pipe? What do you do in there? His answer—that it’s quiet—doesn’t help. He’ll need to learn to play with the other kids, they tell him, no matter how loud or overstimulating it is.

				The girl, on the other hand, doesn’t run away. In fact, she seems to have a knack for reading people. She becomes the ringleader of her group of friends, sensing easily what each kid wants or what will make them happy. Soon, she organizes them to pull off neighborhood events: a family carnival, complete with games and prizes, or a particularly elaborate haunted house for Halloween. These events take weeks of effort, and she’s perfectly at home refining every detail. Yet when the big day comes, she’s not out in the middle of the action, howling at the puppet show or running from game to game. Instead, she stays on the edges. There are just too many people, too many emotions, too much laughing and shouting and winning and losing. Her own carnival overwhelms her.

				It’s not the only time she gets overstimulated. She has to modify her clothes, cutting off straps so the fabric doesn’t rub her skin (when she was a baby, her mom recalls, they had to cut the feet off her footed sleepers, too). In the summer, she’s excited to go to a week-long camp, but her mom has to drive her home early; she can’t sleep in a crowded bunk, let alone one crackling with the feelings and intrigues of a dozen little girls. These reactions surprise and disappoint people, and their reactions in turn surprise and disappoint the girl. For her parents, her behavior is a cause of worry: what if she can’t handle the real world? Still, her mom does her best to encourage her, and her dad reminds her she has to say things out loud rather than just thinking them in her head. But she has a lot of thoughts—libraries of them—and people rarely understand them. She is called many things, sometimes even sensitive, but it’s not always a good thing. It’s something to be fixed.

				No one calls the boy sensitive. They do call him gifted when he reads and writes above his grade level, and he eventually gets permission to spend lunch hours in the school library—it frees him from the roar of the lunchroom, and it’s less alarming than a drainpipe. His peers have other words for him. They call him weird. Or that worst-of-all word, wuss. It doesn’t help that he can never hide his big feelings, that he sometimes cries at school, and that he breaks down when he sees bullying—even if he’s not the victim.

				But as he grows older, he increasingly is. The other boys have little respect for the dreamy kid who prefers a walk in a forest over a football game, who writes novels instead of coming to parties. And he has no interest in vying for their approval. It costs him: He gets shoved in hallways and mocked at lunch, and gym class may as well be a firing squad. He is seen as so soft, so weak that an older girl becomes his biggest bully, laughing as she writes obscenities on his shirt with a marker. He cannot admit any of this to his parents, least of all his dad, who told him the way to handle a bully is to punch the person in the face. The boy has never punched anyone.

				Both the girl and the boy, in their separate lives, start to feel as if there is no one else like them in the world. And both seek a way out. For the girl, the solution is to withdraw. By high school, each day overwhelms her, and she comes home so fatigued that she hides in her room from her friends. She often stays home sick, and though her parents are nice about it, she wonders if they worry about her. For the boy, the way out is to learn to act tough. It’s to say he doesn’t care about anyone—as if he could take them all on. The attitude fits him about as well as a grown-up’s army helmet. Nor does it have the intended effect: Rather than coming to respect him, the other kids avoid him completely.

				Soon the boy is skipping school and hanging out with a clique of stoner artists—people who feel as deeply as he does, who don’t judge his way of seeing the world. The girl finds acceptance in an abusive church. The church members don’t think she’s weird, they assure her. They think she has miracle powers, even a special purpose, as long as she does everything they say.

				What no one says is, You’re perfectly normal. You’re sensitive. And if you learn how to use this gift, you can do incredible things.

				
					The Missing Personality Trait

					 

					In common usage, sensitive can mean a person has big emotions—crying for joy, bursting with warmth, wilting from critique. It can also be physical; you may be sensitive to temperature or fragrance or sound. A growing body of scientific evidence tells us that these two types of sensitive are real and that they are in fact the same. Physical and emotional sensitivity are so closely linked that if you take Tylenol to numb a headache, research shows you will score lower on an empathy test until the medication wears off.

					Sensitivity is an essential human trait, and one that is tied to some of our species’ best qualities. But as we’ll see, it is still not widely understood by the public, despite being well studied by the scientific community. These days, thanks to advances in technology, scientists can reliably test how sensitive a person is. They can spot differences in the brains of sensitive people on functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans, and they can accurately identify the behavior of sensitive people in scientific studies, including the powerful advantages that come with being sensitive. Yet most people—perhaps your boss, your parents, or your spouse—do not think of sensitivity in this way, as a real, measurable personality trait.

					More to the point, sensitivity is often seen as a bad thing. We discourage it in our kids (“stop crying!” or “shake it off!”), and we weaponize it against adults (“you’re overreacting” or “you’re being too sensitive”). We hope this book will change that. We envision a world where the word sensitive is commonplace in our everyday conversations, so that a person can say “I’m very sensitive” at a job interview or on a first date and receive an approving smile. This is a tall order, but it’s not impossible. Introverted was once a dirty word, too, but today there’s nothing unusual about introducing oneself in this way. We want to create a world where the same is true of sensitivity. We believe that normalizing this deeply human quality will finally allow sensitive people to thrive—and when they do, society will benefit from their unique gifts.

					Over the last decade, we’ve been privy to many conversations in which someone learns for the first time what sensitivity really is. When they do, something that was previously missing clicks into place. They have an aha moment about who they are and why they do the things they do—or they finally understand their child, coworker, or spouse in a different way. Thus, we believe that sensitivity is often the missing personality trait. It is missing from our daily conversations and from our awareness as a society. It’s missing from our schools, workplaces, politics, institutions, families, and relationships.

					This missing knowledge matters. It’s what makes sensitive people hide who they are, like our boy, or feel so out of place, like our girl. Perhaps this knowledge has been missing from your life, too. If so, we hope you find comfort in these pages and gain a deeper understanding of yourself.

				

				
					Who This Book Is For

					 

					This book is written for three types of people. The first is the reader who already knows they are sensitive, and perhaps even identifies as a highly sensitive person. If this is you, we hope everything in this book will be of value to you and that you will learn something new. We have drawn on the most recent research, across many disciplines, to offer you the tools you need to harness your tremendous gifts and to protect yourself from overstimulation. More than that, we aim to help you do the crucial work of flipping the conversation about being sensitive. You will learn how to thrive in an often overbearing world, how to change shame-based patterns, and how to step up when needed as a leader (even if you don’t feel like one). In the end, we hope you will feel empowered to advocate for a better, more sensitive age in our increasingly loud and cruel world.

					The second is the person who may never have thought of themselves as sensitive but who is starting to wonder. Perhaps you’ve always known you’re different in how you think and react to situations. Perhaps you have a deep sensitivity on the inside that you do not always show on the outside. Or perhaps you are simply starting to recognize a part of yourself in what we’ve described. If this is you, we hope our book will give you some answers. You may even find a sense of peace in learning that others have shared struggles much like your own and that you are not alone in what you’ve experienced. In the end, it may feel good to call yourself a sensitive person. There is power in words, names, and labels, as sensitive people already know. Often, when we give something a name, it helps us make sense of it and embrace and nurture it in a healthy way.

					The third type of person is our treasured guest. It’s the reader who was handed this book by a friend, a spouse, a child, or an employee. If this is you, someone in your life knows that they are sensitive, and they want you to understand them. This is a sign of trust. It may mean they’ve been cautious sharing their sensitivity up until now, worrying that others would see it as a weakness. Or it may mean they have struggled to put it into words. Either way, this person is probably hoping that as you read, you will come to understand their experiences and needs—and accept them as valid. They are asking you to be on their side.

				

				
					What’s in This Book

					 

					The first half of this book will give you a clear picture of what it really means to be sensitive and what strengths sensitive people bring to the world. It will also help you see which parts of sensitivity you relate to and determine for yourself if you are a sensitive person. We’ll get into the science behind sensitivity and the five mighty gifts that all sensitive people are born with. We’ll also look at the cost of those gifts—overstimulation—and how sensitive people can overcome that cost and thrive. Finally, we’ll zoom in on one of the most misunderstood gifts of all, empathy, and how to transform it from a source of hurt to a world-changing strength.

					The second half of this book will get into the specifics: How, exactly, does a sensitive person thrive in life—and how are their needs different from those of less-sensitive people? We’ll look at sensitive people in love and friendship, raising a sensitive child, building a meaningful career, and the powerful traits of sensitive leaders, who are often the most effective leaders of all. Finally, we’ll paint a picture of what comes next: how we can stop hiding our sensitivity and start valuing it. Despite living in a loud, fast, and too-much world—one that is increasingly harsh and divided—we believe there has never been a better time to be sensitive. In fact, our world’s biggest challenges are sensitive people’s greatest opportunities to shine. We believe they are the leaders, healers, and visionaries that our world needs the most right now, if only we can recognize their strengths.

				

				
					Sensitive Is Strong

					 

					None of this is easy, as our boy and our girl discovered. As adults, both found only half the solution. The boy built an independent lifestyle that let his mind roam free, riding a bicycle across Mexico and sleeping under the stars while he wrote books. It was a meaningful way to live, and he didn’t have to worry about overstimulation. But he still denied he was sensitive and hid his powerful emotions.

					The girl knew very well that she was sensitive and led with her heart in all things, but she struggled to build a life that worked for her. She burned through a series of relationships and careers that she had hoped would fill her life with meaning—journalism, marketing, and teaching—but each bombarded her sensitive mind until she came home in a fog. She could feel herself burning out—again.

					And then they met.

					A curious thing happened. The girl taught the boy what it means to be sensitive, and he finally stopped hiding his feelings. The boy taught the girl how to live a different life, one where she no longer spent every waking minute worn out. Soon they joined forces. They began to work together, they founded a website together, and bit by bit, they each built a happy sensitive life.

					And they became the authors of this book.

					Those little kids were us. Jenn got out of the harmful church and made a life in which her strength came from inside, not from the approval of others. Andre retired his bicycle—temporarily, he insists—and he learned to take pride in his sensitive mind. And, together, we created Sensitive Refuge, the world’s largest website for sensitive people. We are sensitive, and we are proud of it.

					Our story is just one of many, many ways that sensitive can be strong. Every sensitive person gets to choose their own path. But there’s one step that we all have to take, and it’s the hardest of all: to stop seeing sensitivity as a flaw and to start seeing it as a gift.

				

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
					chapter 1

					 

				

			

			Sensitivity: Stigma or Superpower?

			
				I can’t stand chaos. I hate loud environments. Art makes me cry. No, I’m not crazy; I’m a textbook example of a highly sensitive person.

				—Anne Marie Crosthwaite

			

			The year was 1903. Picasso danced at the Moulin Rouge, electric lights burned at all-night clubs, and Europe’s cities thundered into a new era. Streetcars rushed commuters down buggy-packed streets, telegraphs connected faraway places, and breaking news crossed continents in minutes. Technology charmed its way into people’s homes, too, with phonographs squawking out music on demand for parties. The songs may have been a prelude to an evening at the picture house—or they may have covered up the sound of streets being ripped up to install modern sewers. Even the countryside was abuzz, with farmers using mechanized equipment for the first time. Life was changing, and progress, it was believed, was good.

			The German city of Dresden wasn’t about to be left behind. Its leaders wanted to show off their own steps forward and crib achievements from other cities. Votes were held, committees were formed, and a citywide expo was announced, complete with a series of public lectures. One of the speakers was the early sociologist Georg Simmel. Although little known today, Simmel was influential in his time. He was one of the first people to apply a scientific approach to human interaction, and his work tackled every part of modern life, from the role of money in human happiness to why people flirt. If city officials hoped he would praise progress, however, they were badly mistaken. Simmel took the podium and promptly threw out the topic he’d been given. He wasn’t there to talk about the glories of modern life. He was there to discuss its effect on the human soul.

			Innovation, he suggested, had not just given us more efficiency; it gave us a world that taxed the human brain and its ability to keep up. He described a nonstop stream of “external and internal stimuli” in a loud, fast, overscheduled world. Far ahead of his time, he suggested that people have a limited amount of “mental energy”—something we now know to be more or less true—and that a highly stimulating environment consumes far more of it. One side of our psyche, the side built around achievement and work, may be able to keep up, he explained, but our spiritual and emotional side was absolutely spent. Humanity, Simmel was saying, was too sensitive for such a life.

			Of particular concern to Simmel was how people coped. Unable to react meaningfully to every new piece of information, overstimulated citizens were apt to become “blasé” or, simply put, apathetic. They learned to suppress their feelings, to treat one another transactionally, to care less. After all, they had to. They heard terrible news from around the world daily, like the eruption of Mount Pelée, which killed twenty-eight thousand people in minutes, or the horrors of British concentration camps in Africa. Meanwhile, they tripped over homeless people and tuned out strangers packed tightly in the streetcar. How could they possibly extend empathy, or even simple acknowledgment, to everyone they met? Instead, they closed off their hearts out of necessity. Their demanding outer world had devoured their inner world and, with it, their ability to connect.

			Simmel warned that by living under such overload, we face “being levelled down and swallowed up.” As you might expect, his words were initially met with scorn. But once published, they became his most-talked-about essay. The piece spread quickly because it put to words something that many people secretly felt: The world had become too fast, too loud, too much.

			That was more than 120 years ago, when much of life still moved at the speed of the horse and buggy. It was before the invention of the internet, the smartphone, and social media. Today, life is even busier, as we work long hours, care for our children or aging parents with little support, and squeeze friendships into text threads between errands. No wonder we are stressed, burned out, and anxious. Even the world itself is objectively more overstimulating than in Simmel’s day. By some estimates, we are now exposed to more information each day than a person living in the Renaissance encountered in their entire lifetime: As of 2020, we produce 2,500,000,000,000,000,000 bytes of data per day. At that rate, roughly 90 percent of all the data in human history has been created in the last five years. Every scrap of this data, in theory, is aimed at someone’s brain.

			The human animal is not designed for such unlimited input. Rather, our brain is a sensitive instrument. Researchers who study that instrument now agree that, just as Simmel warned, it can only process so much. Push its limit, and everyone, no matter their personality or how tough they are, eventually hits overload. Their reactions start to slow, their decisions suffer, they become irate or exhausted, and if they keep pushing, they burn out. This is the reality of being an intelligent and emotional species: Like an overworked engine, our big brain eventually needs time to cool off. Humanity really is, as Simmel knew, a sensitive creature.

			What Simmel did not know, however, is that not everyone is sensitive to the same degree. In fact, there is one group of people who are wired to be more physically and emotionally responsive than others. These people—the sensitive people—feel our too-much world very deeply.

			
				The Stigma of Being Sensitive

				 

				Although you are reading this book, you may not want to be called sensitive, let alone highly sensitive. To many people, sensitive is a dirty word. It sounds like a weak spot, a guilty admission, or, worse, an insult. In common usage, sensitive can mean many things, and most of them are based in shame:

				
						When we call someone sensitive, what we really mean is they can’t take a joke, are easily offended, cry too much, get their feelings hurt too easily, or can’t handle feedback or criticism.

						When we refer to ourselves as sensitive, what we often mean is we have a habit of overreacting.

						Sensitivity is associated with softness and femininity; in general, men especially do not want to be seen as sensitive.

						A sensitive subject is one that is likely to offend, hurt, anger, or embarrass the listeners.

						Likewise, the word sensitive is often paired with an intensifier: Don’t be too sensitive; why are you so sensitive?

				

				In light of these definitions, it makes sense why you might bristle at being called sensitive. Case in point: As we wrote this book, curious friends and family asked us what our book was about. “Highly sensitive people,” we’d reply. Occasionally, people would get excited because they knew what this term meant. “That’s me!” they’d tell us enthusiastically. “You’re describing me.” But the vast majority of the time, people had the wrong idea of what we were talking about, and their misconceptions about sensitivity became clear. Some thought we were writing a book about how our society has become too politically correct. Others thought we were giving advice on how to be less easily offended (the word snowflake came up more than once).

				Another time, we asked a friend who is an author to read an early draft of our book and give us feedback on it. While reading, she realized that she herself is a sensitive person and that the man she is dating fits the sensitive description as well. For her, this revelation was deeply affirming. Yet when she broached the topic with her boyfriend, he got defensive. “If someone called me sensitive,” he retorted, “I’d be really offended.”

				Sensitivity, then, as a dimension of human personality, has gained an unfortunate reputation: It has wrongly become associated with weakness. It’s seen as a defect that must be fixed. Just type the word sensitive into Google, and you’ll see what we mean: As of December 2021, the top three related searches were “suspicious,” “embarrassed,” and “inferior.” Or, type the phrase “I’m too sensitive,” and you’ll find articles with titles like “I’m Too Sensitive. How Can I Toughen Up?” and “How to Stop Being So Sensitive.” Because of the misconceptions around sensitivity, even sensitive people themselves have internalized a sense of shame about who they are. For years, we have run an online community for sensitive people called Sensitive Refuge. Although there is growing awareness around the topic, readers still frequently ask us, “How do I stop being so sensitive?”

				The answer, of course, is not to stop being sensitive—because, in reality, these shame-based definitions are not what sensitive means at all.

			

			
				What Being Sensitive Really Means

				It began with a simple observation about babies: Some were upset by new sights and smells, while others remained unfazed. In his lab in the 1980s, psychologist Jerome Kagan and his team performed a series of tests on about five hundred babies. They dangled Winnie the Pooh mobiles before them, held cotton swabs dipped in diluted alcohol to their noses, and projected a face onto a screen that seemed to speak in an eerie synthetic voice. Some babies hardly reacted at all, remaining calm throughout the entire forty-five-minute session. Others moved constantly, kicking, thrashing, arching their backs, and even crying. Kagan labeled these babies “high reactive,” while the others were “low reactive” or fell somewhere in the middle. The high-reactive babies, it seemed, were more sensitive to their environment and had probably had this trait since birth. But would this temperament stay with them for life?

				Today, we know that it does. Kagan and his associates followed many of the babies into adulthood. Those high-reactive infants, now in their thirties and forties, have become high-reactive adults. They still have big reactions—they confess to getting nervous in crowds, overthinking things, and worrying about the future. But they also work hard and excel in many ways. Most earned high grades in school, built good careers, and made friends just as easily as anyone else did; many were thriving. And many described how they had built confidence and calm in their lives while still preserving their sensitivity.

				While Kagan associated this temperament with fearfulness and worry, connecting it to the amygdala (the “fear center” of the brain), today we know it’s a healthy trait. Dozens of researchers have confirmed this finding—most notably Elaine Aron, arguably the founder of the field of sensitivity research. (In fact, the fearfulness that Kagan observed in some of those high-reactive kids largely went away by adulthood.) Today, the same trait Kagan studied is known by many names: highly sensitive people (HSPs), sensory processing sensitivity, biological sensitivity to context, differential susceptibility, or even “orchids and dandelions,” with sensitive people being the orchids. The experts behind each of these terms agree they all refer to the same trait, however. And, recently, there has been a move to bring these theories together under a single umbrella term: environmental sensitivity. We take our cue from these researchers and will refer to the trait as environmental sensitivity, or just sensitivity for short.

				No matter what you call it, sensitivity is defined as the ability to perceive, process, and respond deeply to one’s environment. This ability happens at two levels: (1) perceiving information from the senses and (2) thinking about that information thoroughly or finding many connections between it and other memories, knowledge, or ideas. People who are sensitive do more of both. They naturally pick up more information from their environment, process it more deeply, and are ultimately more shaped by it. Much of this deep processing happens unconsciously, and many sensitive people aren’t even aware that they do it. This process applies to everything a sensitive person takes in.

				However, we prefer a simpler definition: If you’re sensitive, everything affects you more, but you do more with it.

				In fact, a better word for sensitive might be responsive. If you are a sensitive person, your body and mind respond more to the world around you. You respond more to heartbreak, pain, and loss, but you also respond more to beauty, new ideas, and joy. You go deep where others only skim the surface. You keep thinking when others have given up and moved on to something else.

			

			
				Not Just Artists and Geniuses

				Sensitivity, then, is a normal part of life. All humans—and even animals—are sensitive to their environment to some degree. There are times when all of us cry, get our feelings hurt, and feel overwhelmed by stressful events, and there are times when all of us reflect deeply, marvel at beauty, and pore over a subject that fascinates us. But some individuals are fundamentally more responsive to their surroundings and experiences than others are. These are the highly sensitive people.

				Like other traits, sensitivity is a continuum, and everyone falls somewhere along it, from low to average to high sensitivity. All three categories are considered normal, healthy traits. And sensitive people are not alone: Recent research suggests that highly sensitive individuals make up approximately 30 percent of the population. (Another 30 percent are low sensitive while the remaining 40 percent fall somewhere in between.) Being sensitive, in other words, isn’t some rare fluke, reserved only for artists and geniuses. It’s about one out of every three people in every city, workplace, and school. Sensitivity is also equally common among men and women. Men may be told not to be sensitive, but that doesn’t change the fact that they are.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Does Being Sensitive Mean to You?

					“I am sensitive, and I spent most of my life believing I was flawed because no one else I knew was quite like me. Now I see my sensitivity as a blessing. I have a very rich and imaginative inner life. I’ve never been bored. I feel sorry for some of my friends who live their lives on the surface, never experiencing the deep, inner attunement to nature, the arts, and the universe in all its magnificent splendor. They do not ask the big questions about life and death. They talk about what they watched on TV or where they’re going next Sunday.” —Sally

					“To some people, the word sensitive has the connotation of being touchy or weak. But it can be a great asset to be emotionally in touch with what others are feeling as well as what you are feeling. I view being sensitive as a way of being respectful and kind to yourself and others. It’s a special and important awareness that not everyone has.” —Todd

					“As a guy, toxic masculinity meant that being labeled sensitive was akin to being labeled effeminate, moody, or touchy. In reality, I was none of those things. I was hyper-aware of my own self and feelings, and I knew those other labels were not true—but I had no idea what it was until I happened upon some literature about HSPs [highly sensitive people].” —Dave

					“I used to view the word sensitive as a negative thing because my dad would tell me, ‘You are too sensitive.’ Now I see the word in a different light. I feel good about being sensitive, and I now know that it is a positive thing in this world that can be so cold. Overall, I would not trade my sensitivity if I could. I love how deeply I can appreciate all that is around me.” —Renee

					“I used to think of sensitivity as a weakness because my family of origin and my ex-husband constantly told me that I needed to grow up or grow a thicker skin and that I was overreacting. I was constantly put down for it. But now that they’re out of my life, I’m focusing on it as a strength, and I’m actually back in grad school getting a second master’s degree to change careers and become a therapist. Now I’m going to use my sensitivity to help others.” —Jeannie

				
			

			
				Are You a Sensitive Person?

				 

				Maybe you can taste the oak in a chardonnay before anyone else at a dinner party. Maybe you become pleasantly overwhelmed by Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, or you tear up while watching pet rescue videos. Or maybe the constant click-clack of someone typing nearby makes it impossible to concentrate. These can all be signs of heightened sensitivity—and many of us are more sensitive than we realize.

				So, here is a checklist of the most common characteristics of sensitive people. The more boxes you check, the more sensitive you are. You don’t need to check every box—or relate to every point in this book—to be considered a sensitive person. Remember, sensitivity is a continuum, and everyone will fall somewhere along it.

				Also, keep in mind that your life experiences will influence how your sensitivity is expressed. For example, if you were taught to set healthy boundaries from a young age, you may have never struggled with people pleasing or conflict avoidance as some sensitive people do. Other aspects of your personality will also make a difference in how closely you relate to the following statements. For example, if you consider yourself more of an extrovert than an introvert, you may need less downtime than an introverted sensitive person needs.

				Which of the following statements are true for you?

				
					☐ In general, you tend to pause before acting, giving your brain time to do its work.

					☐ You notice subtle details, like the slight difference in shade between brushstrokes on a painting or a microexpression that quickly vanishes from your coworker’s face.

					☐ You feel strong emotions. You have a hard time shaking intense emotions like anger or worry.

					☐ You have a lot of empathy, even toward strangers or people you only hear about in the news. You easily put yourself in other people’s shoes.

					☐ Other people’s moods really affect you. You easily absorb emotions from others, taking on their feelings as if they were your own.

					☐  You feel stressed and fatigued in loud, busy environments, like a crowded shopping mall, concert, or restaurant.

					☐ You need plenty of downtime to maintain your energy levels. You often find yourself withdrawing from other people so you can calm your senses and process your thoughts.

					☐ You read people well and can infer, with surprising accuracy, what they are thinking or feeling.

					☐ You have a hard time watching violent or scary movies or witnessing any kind of cruelty toward animals or humans.

					☐ You hate feeling rushed and prefer to do things carefully.

					☐ You’re a perfectionist.

					☐ You struggle to perform at your best under pressure, such as when your boss is evaluating your work or you are participating in a competition.

					☐ Sometimes your environment is your enemy. A chair with a hard back, lights that are too bright, and music that is too loud can make it feel impossible to relax or focus.

					☐ You startle easily at sudden noises, like when someone sneaks up on you.

					☐ You’re a seeker. You think deeply about life and ask why things are the way they are. You may have always wondered why other people aren’t as captivated by the mysteries of human nature and the universe as you are.

					☐ Your clothing really matters. Scratchy fabrics or restrictive clothing—like pants with a tight waistband—can throw off your day.

					☐ You seem to have a lower pain tolerance than other people.

					☐ Your inner world is alive and present. You’ve been described as imaginative and creative.

					☐ You have vivid dreams (and nightmares).

					☐ You seem to have a harder time adjusting to change than other people.

					☐ You’ve been called shy, picky, intense, dramatic, too sensitive, or high maintenance.

					☐ You’ve also been called conscientious, thoughtful, wise, insightful, passionate, or perceptive.

					☐ You read a room well.

					☐ You are sensitive to changes in your diet and blood sugar levels. If you haven’t eaten in a while, you might get “hangry” (hungry + angry).

					☐ For you, a little caffeine or alcohol goes a long way.

					☐ You cry easily.

					☐ You desire harmony in your relationships, so conflict can be very distressing for you, perhaps even making you feel physically ill. As a result, you may people-please or go to great lengths to avoid disagreements.

					☐ You desire depth and emotional intensity in your relationships. Transactional or surface-level connections aren’t enough for you.

					☐ Your mind moves quickly. Thus, you often feel out of sync with other people, and this feeling can be profoundly lonely.

					☐ Words really matter to you. You can’t easily brush off hurtful or critical words.

					☐ You are self-reflective, knowing your strengths and weaknesses well.

					☐ You are deeply moved by art and beauty, whether it’s a song, a painting, or just the way the sunlight hits the autumn leaves.

				

				Or, consider the following simple self-assessment about what is easy for you versus what is challenging for you. If you relate to most of these statements, you are likely a sensitive person.

				It’s easy for me to…

				
						
						read people’s moods or intentions.

					

						
						do slow, careful work to high standards.

					

						
						notice details that others ignore.

					

						
						seek holistic solutions that benefit the group.

					

						
						find beauty and meaning in the everyday world.

					

						
						make art, be creative, or deliver unique insights.

					

						
						empathize with others, especially when they are hurt.

					

				

				It’s challenging for me to…

				
						
						deal with strong emotions from other people, especially anger, stress, or disappointment.

					

						
						work fast under pressure or scrutiny.

					

						
						prioritize my own needs.

					

						
						ignore intrusive scents, textures, or noises.

					

						
						endure overly busy or active environments.

					

						
						spend time in ugly or harsh settings.

					

						
						watch or read depictions of violence.

					

				

				Perhaps you are realizing for the first time in your life that you are a sensitive person. If so, welcome to the club; you are not alone. In fact, you’re in good company: Many of history’s greatest scholars, artists, leaders, and movement builders have been sensitive. Without the sensitive mind, the world would not have:

				
						The theory of evolution

						Germ theory

						West Side Story

						The theme music from Star Wars

						The end of apartheid

						Studio Ghibli

						Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings

						Netflix

						Maslow’s hierarchy of needs

						Klimt’s The Kiss

						The Declaration of Independence

						The first non-fungible token (NFT)

						Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein

						Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood[*]

				

				The most important thing to know is you’re not broken or wrong because you’re sensitive. The truth is, you have a superpower—one that the human species has relied on for millions of years.

			

			
				An Evolutionary Advantage

				 

				More than just being normal, sensitivity is a good thing. In fact, scientists believe it’s an evolutionary advantage, one that helps organisms survive in a variety of environments. For evidence, you need only look at how many species have developed the trait: The list stands at more than one hundred, including cats, dogs, fish, birds, rodents, insects, and numerous primates. What’s more, researchers have found that sensitivity has evolved multiple times in separate primate lineages—a strong sign that it has survival and social benefits. Just following around rhesus macaques shows those benefits in action. One study found that sensitive macaques who had caring mothers grew to be precocious, clever individuals who were resilient to stress. They frequently became leaders in their monkey troop. Sensitivity can be seen all across the animal kingdom. Maybe you’ve witnessed a particularly cunning squirrel outsmart your attempts to keep it off your bird feeder, or you’ve had an exceptionally smart pet. (One of Jenn’s cats, Mattie, who we think was highly sensitive, learned to open cabinet doors.)

				Among early humans, the advantage may have been even more vital—and it still is today. After all, the ability to see patterns and notice key details means that sensitive people are often good at predicting events; they have strong intuition. This connection between intuition and sensitivity is measurable: In one study, sensitive people outperformed others at a gambling game. Another study, using a computer simulation of natural selection, showed that sensitive individuals came out ahead of less-sensitive individuals over time. Effectively, they spent more time studying their options and comparing them to past results, and this discernment earned them more resources over time—more than enough to offset the extra time and energy they spent.

				Thus, researchers theorize, sensitive people probably increase the survival odds of the whole human species. When you see and hear what others miss, you are better able to avoid predators and threats, or to find resources. When you learn well from your mistakes, you don’t make them twice and you help others avoid pitfalls, too. And when you read others well—including what they don’t say—you’re better equipped to form alliances and help people cooperate.

				On the tundra or in the jungle, then, sensitivity is an advantage. Sensitive people may once have been our weather predictors, spiritual advisers, and trackers. Take that same trait and apply it to a teacher, a stock market trader, or a CEO, and you can see how sensitive people are still built to thrive today—even if society doesn’t think so.

			

			
				Our World Needs Sensitive People and Their Superpowers

				The nurse didn’t like to complain, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Her latest patient, a middle-aged woman, was recovering from heart valve surgery. She told her story in Ted Zeff’s book The Power of Sensitivity but wished to remain anonymous. So, let’s call her Anne. Anne was a Canadian nurse with over twenty years of experience working in critical care. “Although I’m the type of nurse that thrives on the excitement of the high-paced intensive care unit, on my days off, I lay on the couch watching movies to recover from all the overstimulation,” she said. “My colleagues tease me, since my downtime is so different from most of their ‘adrenaline seeking’ behavior.”

				Until this point, Anne’s patient had been recovering well, and the doctor thought no further care was needed. It would have been easy for Anne to sign her off her list and let the surgical team manage her instead. But something in her gut kept stopping her from doing that. Each time Anne checked on her, the patient seemed a little worse. For one, the patient only felt comfortable lying on her right side, which was unusual.

				Anne had recently learned that she was a sensitive person, so she had come to work that day acutely aware of her superpowers. Taking a break in her office to process the events of the day, she wondered, “If [the patient’s] body was trying to tell me something, what would it be?…And why am I so worried about her?” Perhaps, as a sensitive person, she was picking up on things that other people on her team couldn’t see yet. Usually, at the end of her shift, she felt peaceful, as if she could go home knowing that she had helped someone. But today, she didn’t feel that way.

				Anne thought about what would happen if she contradicted the doctors. Nurses who step out of line are reprimanded or retrained—or sometimes even fired. Even if the worst didn’t happen, Anne didn’t want to offend or upset her colleagues, because she knew that strained relationships could compromise patient care. To top it all off, she admitted, she was a little afraid of the lead surgeon, who was overseeing her patient’s case.

				Despite her fear, Anne knew what she needed to do—speak up. “I knew that I might be her only chance for survival,” she said. When one doctor dismissed her concerns, she didn’t give up; she went to someone else. He believed her, and he asked if he should scan the patient’s heart with a portable ultrasound machine to see if fluid was accumulating around it. Anne said yes, even though it meant performing the procedure without the surgeon’s consent, an action she hated to take. But the test immediately validated her intuition—the patient had a large blood clot in her heart. Her heart was mere minutes away from stopping.

				The patient was rushed into surgery, and the clot was removed. Thanks to Anne, she made a full recovery. Later, Anne was told that if she hadn’t done what she did, the patient would have died. “I felt honored that I could use my HSP gifts to help her,” she said. “I now know that my keen observation skills and inner strength helped me see the situation from many levels.” And if she could do it all again, she would not be so afraid of the reaction from the surgical team. She “would just kindly, but forcefully, explain my concerns, knowing I could make myself heard.” As word of her intervention got around, Anne became the hero of the unit.

				Anne is just one person whose sensitivity gives her an advantage on the job. Her story shows that sensitivity isn’t just a personal superpower—it’s a trait that evolved to benefit the whole human species. If you or your loved one were sick, Anne is exactly the kind of nurse you would want on your side. Sensitivity might just save your life.

			

			
				The Deep-Processing Sensitive Brain

				 

				So how do sensitive people like Anne do it? What gives them their superpowers? The answer lies in how the human brain works.

				To a neuron, all kinds of input, from the roar of a cargo train to a smile on a loved one’s face, are just data points to be processed. Some brains—those of sensitive people—process more deeply and at greater length than others. A brain can be a bored teenager working a part-time job and missing half of what goes on around it, or it can be a lawyer poring over every detail of a case. Sensitive brains are the lawyers, and like a top lawyer, they don’t take time off. They are wired to go deep.

				Science backs these differences up. In 2010, Jadzia Jagiellowicz and her team used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to peek inside the brains of sensitive people. They looked at both highly sensitive and less sensitive people while showing them black-and-white images of natural scenes, like a house with a fence around it or hay bales in a field. Then the images were changed in some way and shown to the participants again. Sometimes the changes were major, like the addition of a post to the fence, and sometimes they were minor, like slightly enlarging one of the hay bales.

				You might think you know where this is going. But if you were going to guess that the most sensitive people spotted the differences quicker than the less-sensitive people did, you’d be wrong. Instead, the most sensitive people took slightly longer to notice the changes—in particular, the minor ones. They took longer probably because, according to the researchers, “they are attending more closely to the subtle details of that scene.” (If you scour those spot-the-difference images shared on social media and you spend a good amount of time doing it, you might be a sensitive person.)

				When the scientists reviewed the brain scans, they noticed another difference. The highly sensitive people showed significantly greater activation in key areas of the brain related to visual processing and evaluating complexities and details rather than just superficial traits. Specifically, highly sensitive people had more activity in the medial and posterior parietal regions and the temporal and left occipitotemporal regions. These differences remained even when the researchers controlled for other traits, like neuroticism and introversion. In other words, it was the trait of sensitivity—not something else—that made them process more deeply.

				And this deep processing didn’t stop after the experience was over—the sensitive mind kept going. We know this because Bianca Acevedo, a neuroscientist at the University of California, studied the sensitive brain at rest. To do so, Acevedo and her team scanned the brains of sensitive people while they performed an empathy task: They looked at images and descriptions of happy, sad, or neutral events, then saw the faces of their significant other and strangers making the emotion that corresponded with the event. Between viewing the photos, they were asked to count backward by seven from a large number “to wash away the effects of experiencing any kind of emotion,” Acevedo explains. They were also asked to describe how they felt after viewing each photo and, finally, were told to relax while their brains were scanned.

				The researchers found that even after the emotional event was over—and even after washing away the resulting emotions—the brains of sensitive people were still processing the event deeply. This depth of processing, Acevedo explains, “is a cardinal feature of high sensitivity.” So if you regularly find yourself reflecting on something—an idea, an event, or an experience—long after others have moved on, you might be a sensitive person.

			

			
				High Intelligence Meets High Empathy

				These brain differences show why physical and emotional sensitivity are essentially the same trait: The sensitive mind spends more time processing everything, whether it’s a bright overhead light, a child’s smile, or a new scientific theory. In turn, sensitivity shows itself in different ways: a deep, thoughtful intelligence and a profound, empathetic awareness of people. If you relate to one of these sides more than the other, that doesn’t mean you’re not sensitive; many sensitive people do lean in one direction. But you have the capability for both.

				In fact, the deep processing that a sensitive mind does is so valuable that sensitivity is often linked to brilliance. Linda Silverman, the director of the Gifted Development Center in Denver, says that most gifted individuals are highly sensitive—especially gifted people who rank within the top 1 or 2 percent in terms of intelligence. “My clinical research, spanning more than 42 years, with over 6,500 children assessed with individual intelligence scales at the Gifted Development Center, suggests that there is a correlation between giftedness and sensitivity,” she tells us. “The higher an individual’s IQ, the more likely the person is to fit the characteristics of an HSP.”

				Research on successful musicians supports these findings. Psychologist Jennifer O. Grimes studied performers at Ozzfest, of all places, which is one of the largest and wildest heavy-metal festivals in the United States. She found that behind the scenes, these rockers were often sensitive and withdrawn, the opposite of their flamboyant stage personas. This pattern isn’t found just in the arts, though. To be sensitive means to think deeply in any situation, so high sensitivity leads to innovation in science and good leadership in business. The more sensitive a person is, the more connections they see—connections that others tend to miss. The fact that they can also be warm and empathetic only sweetens the deal.

			

			
				What Sensitivity Is Not

				 

				Just as important as understanding what sensitivity is, is knowing what it is not. The trait of sensitivity is not the same as introversion, autism, sensory processing disorder, or trauma.

				It’s easy to see how introversion and sensitivity are mistaken for each other. Recently, introversion has become less stigmatized, thanks in part to Susan Cain’s groundbreaking book Quiet. Sensitivity, however, is still highly stigmatized, despite the tendency of introverts and sensitive people to share some characteristics, like needing regular downtime, thinking deeply, and having a vivid inner world. (Some experts, including Aron, believe that Cain was actually writing more about highly sensitive people than introverts.) It makes sense that if you are more sensitive to your environment, you may prefer to spend less time around people as a way to reduce stimulation.

				Yet there are some key differences between introverts and sensitive people. Introversion describes a social orientation: a person who prefers the company of small groups and enjoys spending time alone. Sensitivity, on the other hand, describes an orientation toward one’s environment. Therefore, we could say that introverts are primarily fatigued by socializing, while sensitive people are fatigued by highly stimulating environments, whether they involve socializing or not. In fact, Aron estimates that about 30 percent of sensitive people are extroverts, while 70 percent are introverts. So, you can be an extroverted sensitive person who is outwardly expressive and thrives on relationships, or you can be an introverted sensitive person who cherishes solitude and quiet. (In other words, there’s no wrong way to do sensitivity.)

				Likewise, autistic people and sensitive people may share some characteristics, such as the tendency to avoid certain smells, foods, or textures, or to be overwhelmed by certain stimuli. However, according to Acevedo’s research, there are differences in the brains of autistic people and sensitive people. For one, the autistic and sensitive brains are almost opposites in terms of how they process emotional and social cues. Specifically, the sensitive brain shows higher-than-typical levels of activity in areas related to calmness, hormonal balance, self-control, and self-reflective thinking. The autistic brain, on the other hand, is less active in regions related to calmness, emotion, and sociability. You can see this in the way that individuals with autism may have to learn strategies to interpret social cues, whereas sensitive people read others almost effortlessly—more easily, in fact, than less-sensitive people do.

				Sensory processing disorder is sometimes confused with sensitivity because both conditions involve sensitivity to stimuli. However, sensory processing disorder occurs when the brain has trouble receiving and responding to information from the senses. For example, a child with this disorder may overrespond to stimuli and scream when touched, or the child might underrespond to stimuli and play roughly on the playground. Although some sensory discomfort is a characteristic of sensitivity, it does not impair day-to-day functioning the way sensory processing disorder does. Nor is sensory discomfort the only characteristic of sensitivity. Rather, sensitivity means having unusually deep or elaborate mental processing.

				Trauma is anything that is too intense for the nervous system to process in the moment. Severe situations like abuse, food scarcity, or violence may cause trauma, but so can experiences like losing a cherished relationship (or pet), becoming ill, or being bullied. Experiencing trauma fundamentally changes the nervous system, leaving the survivor in a state of hypervigilance and hyperarousal. Sensitive people, too, can easily enter a state of hyperarousal, because of their deep mental processing. We call this experience overstimulation, which we discuss in more detail in Chapter 4. Experts agree that sensitive people may be more easily traumatized than others because they are more responsive to all stimuli, including stimulation that is traumatic. However, trauma and sensitivity are not inherently the same thing; again, Acevedo found differences in the brains of sensitive people and those with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

				A final note: Just as a person can be both tall and left-handed, it’s possible to be sensitive and experience another trait, condition, or disorder alongside sensitivity. For example, you can be a sensitive person and have PTSD (or depression, anxiety, sensory processing disorder, etc.). But sensitivity in and of itself is not a disorder. You cannot be “diagnosed” as a highly sensitive person, and sensitivity does not require treatment, although sensitive people will benefit from learning strategies to deal with overstimulation and emotional regulation. Some people are even starting to consider sensitivity a form of neurodiversity. The theory of neurodiversity says that brain differences should not be considered deficits; rather, they are healthy variations on the spectrum of normal human traits. Sensitive people perceive the world differently and have different needs than less-sensitive people do. Sensitivity isn’t substandard or deficient. It helps our species thrive.

			

			
				The Toughness Myth

				 

				As you consider whether you are a sensitive person—or whether someone you know is—keep in mind that sensitive people don’t always look like sensitive people. A sensitive person might look like a man who feels out of sync with the dating game because of his uncommon desire for emotional depth and intensity in romantic relationships. Or a new mother who wonders why she can’t handle the demands of parenthood the way that other mothers seemingly can. A sensitive person might look like an employee who feels distressed by the competitive nature of her work environment or by the unethical behavior of her boss. Another sensitive person might look like a soldier whose intuition keeps his whole unit safe. Or a scientist whose nagging questions lead her to an important medical breakthrough.

				In other words, sensitive people aren’t always easy to spot. In many cultures, society requires that we hide our sensitivity. We call this attitude the Toughness Myth. The Toughness Myth tells us:

				
						Sensitivity is a flaw.

						Only the strong survive.

						Being emotional is a sign of weakness.

						Empathy will get you taken advantage of.

						The more you can endure, the better.

						It’s shameful to rest or ask for help.

				

				As a result, many sensitive people downplay or deny their sensitivity. They may put on a mask to appear like the majority, even though they have known from a young age that they stand out. They go to another exhausting party or take on another demanding work project, even though their bodies are begging for rest. They pretend they are not moved deeply by a beautiful song or a poignant movie. They may cry, yes, but in the privacy of their own home, away from intrusive stares.

				Sensitive males, especially, are targets of the Toughness Myth. In many cultures, they are taught from a young age that boys don’t cry and that being a real man means pushing through physical and emotional pain. Fábio Augusto Cunha is a sensitive man who lives in Brazil, a country known for its culture of machismo, which equates manliness with courage, strength, and power—and sometimes even violence. “For my entire life, I’ve always felt out of place and had trouble fitting into the traditional way that men ‘should’ behave,” Cunha writes on our site Sensitive Refuge. “I could never fit into the competitive discourse among men. It was like others didn’t feel what I felt, like they didn’t see the world the way my sensitive soul saw it. In many phases of my life, but especially when I was a teenager, I forced myself to adapt. I had a group of male friends and I’d try to be ‘tough’ like them. But when I was alone, that’s when I really found myself and my sensitive nature through books, songs, and dramatic movies I watched, almost in secret, like I had a hidden identity.”

				Women, too, are targets of the Toughness Myth, but in a different way, such as when they are brushed off for being “too emotional.” Writer, director, and producer Nell Scovell, the creator of Sabrina the Teenage Witch, encountered this myth when she took her first TV writing job. “I thought if my male colleagues didn’t notice that I was a (whisper) woman, they’d let me stick around,” she writes in an essay. So for three decades, she tamped down her emotions at work: “I shrugged off disappointment. I laughed off harassment. When a male boss explained to me why it made sense for him to take credit for work I’d done, the smile on my face did not give away the screaming in my head.”

				Indeed, Scovell says that men—the people who are supposedly tougher—were given a very different standard, one that allowed for plenty of fragility as long as it was masked with rage. After one tough meeting with the network, for example, a male colleague stomped into the room, yelled a curse word, and threw his script across the table. “It struck me that anger is an emotion too,” she writes. “But nobody thought he was ‘hysterical.’ When a man storms out of the room, he’s passionate. When a woman storms out, she’s unstable and unprofessional.”

				Individuals who are marginalized by society, such as people of color or those who are LGBTQ+, may face a double issue when it comes to the Toughness Myth. Having already suffered discrimination and harmful stereotypes, they may resist being seen as sensitive. The term sensitive may feel as though it narrows their identity even more, when their identity is already under scrutiny because of the color of their skin or their sexuality. But for many, embracing their sensitivity can feel empowering. Michael Parise, who wrote about being highly sensitive for the LGBT Relationship Network, explains it this way: “Understanding my HSP traits has helped me from feeling like a victim or judging myself and others. It has also freed me to be the gay man I am, without attributing unnecessary baggage to my sexuality.”

				Black people in particular often say they are expected to project an image of mental toughness and strength, one that is free of emotion, to cope with the stress of racism. Sensitive Refuge contributor Raneisha Price is a sensitive Black woman who has had this experience. She recalls being called a racial slur when she was growing up in a mostly white town in Kentucky. Instead of helping her make sense of the situation—her “unquenchable thirst to know more”—her dad insisted that she remain confident and not let her emotions show (and that she hit back with the equivalent of “kiss my Black ass”). “Being raised a Black woman, you are taught that strong isn’t what you have to be, it is what you are. Period,” she writes. “So many times—too many to count—what I felt like on the inside didn’t mirror who I was told I was ‘supposed to’ be.” As a result, Price felt as if something was wrong with her. “If I retreated to my room for the ‘me time’ that sensitive-me craved—the alone time that all HSPs need to process their thoughts and feelings—I was labeled as ‘funny-acting’ and ‘moody,’ or mocked as having an undiagnosed psychological problem.” It wasn’t until her late thirties, when an exceptional therapist helped her embrace her sensitivity, that Price finally believed she no longer needed to hide it.

				This constant pressure to hide sensitivity means it remains largely invisible to the world. We routinely laud the accomplishments of sensitive souls—life-changing musical albums, world-changing civil rights movements, and so on—even while we try to quash sensitivity itself. It’s good to be kind, but don’t be a bleeding heart; it’s good to be creative, but stop being so weird about it. Express your feelings, but not so much that anyone must take them seriously. The Toughness Myth, in other words, robs us of something. It leads to harmful choices about our well-being, our work-life balance, how we allow ourselves to be treated, and how we treat one another. Perhaps, as Simmel warned, when we try to tough out an overwhelming world, we really do lose our compassion.

				So maybe it’s time to try something new.

			

			
				The Sensitive Way

				 

				Let’s turn back to that lecture in Dresden. Simmel spoke of a world where urban citizens were so bombarded with sensory input that they became apathetic. More than a hundred years later, the bombardment has only gotten worse. If you’re a sensitive person, you feel this too-much world deeply. You feel it as you look for love or raise your children or go to work. You feel the highs higher and the lows lower, and you easily become overstimulated in the kind of environment that Simmel described.

				As a result, sensitive people show us a different approach. You might call their viewpoint the Sensitive Way. The Sensitive Way is the belief, deep down, that quality of life is more valuable than raw achievement, that human connection is more satisfying than dominating others, and that your life is more meaningful when you spend time reflecting on your experiences and leading with your heart. In contrast to the Toughness Myth, the Sensitive Way tells us:

				
						Everyone has limits (and that’s a good thing).

						Success comes from working together.

						Compassion pays off.

						We can learn a lot from our emotions.

						We do bigger, better things when we take care of ourselves.

						Calm can be as beautiful as action.

				

				What would happen if we started listening to the Sensitive Way instead of the Toughness Myth? What would happen if sensitive voices began to speak out? If we stopped hiding our sensitivity and started to embrace it? After all, the city officials of Dresden never asked Simmel to speak on how modern life affects the soul. He did it without permission. It took a daring yet contemplative voice to point out what all of us secretly know: that economic progress is good, but progress in human happiness is better.

				In this way, your sensitivity can be a gift to the world—even though, at times, it may feel like a curse. In this book, we will celebrate the exceptional strengths that you as a sensitive person have access to, as well as give you tools to lessen and overcome the challenges you face. Our hope is that, through this journey, you will come to see your sensitivity as a good thing. (As we, the authors, have come to see ours.)

				That journey starts with understanding what makes you sensitive in the first place—and the surprising advantage that comes with it.

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Charles Darwin, Girolamo Fracastoro, Jerome Robbins, John Williams, Nelson Mandela, Hayao Miyazaki, Maya Angelou, Reed Hastings, Abraham Maslow, Gustav Klimt, Thomas Jefferson (warts and all), Kevin McCoy, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, and Fred McFeely Rogers. We cannot know for certain whether all of these individuals would consider themselves sensitive, but all of them—based on interviews, biographies, or their own words—exhibit traits common to highly sensitive people.
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			The Sensitive Boost Effect

			
				I think that your entire life is a process of sorting out some of those early messages that you got.

				—Bruce Springsteen

			

			When Bruce Springsteen plays a show, he explodes onto the stage. A true rock legend, he’s lost no steam in his seventies, putting on performances that one critic describes as “barn-burning, bombs-dropping, ceiling-cracking, ozone-splitting, three-hour mega-extravaganza concerts.” It’s this energy that has earned him the title “The Boss” and holds his fans rapt. Many of them have blue-collar roots like those of Springsteen himself. To them, he’s emblematic of a tough, hardworking, rebellious American spirit that offers—to quote one of his songs—“no surrender.” His fans might call him many things, but “sensitive” probably wouldn’t top the list.

			Those same fans might be surprised if they met Springsteen offstage. As a boy, he was “a pretty sensitive kid and quite neurotic, filled with a lot of anxiety,” he told an interviewer. He howled in fear during thunderstorms and ran to his baby sister’s side to take care of her whenever she cried. A self-described “mama’s boy,” Springsteen was sometimes so nervous that he chewed his knuckles and blinked “hundreds of times a minute,” he reveals in his memoir, Born to Run. His shyness and sensitivity didn’t always endear him to his classmates, either. Springsteen writes that he quickly became “an unintentional rebel, an outcast weirdo misfit sissy boy…alienating, alienated and socially homeless.” That was at seven years old.

			Springsteen’s father, Douglas, who would go on to inspire several of his son’s most notable songs, didn’t like this sensitive streak. Built like an ox, he was a working man who prized strength, toughness, and the ability to fight. According to Springsteen’s memoir, his father’s disapproval took the form of a distant aloofness from Bruce, plus nightly alcohol-fueled bouts of chewing him out. (Douglas Springsteen would later be diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia.) One of the few times he showed any fatherly pride was the day Bruce caught him drunkenly screaming at Bruce’s mom. Frightened for his mother—who Bruce adored—he came up behind his dad with a baseball bat and cracked it across his shoulders. The elder Springsteen spun around with rage in his eyes, but rather than exploding, he began to laugh. It became one of his favorite stories to tell: Maybe his boy was tough after all.

			Springsteen’s experiences are far from unique. As children, many sensitive people are seen as broken. Parents want to fix them or toughen them up—as do coworkers, friends, and even romantic partners later in life. These efforts are misguided not only because sensitivity is a strength but because they simply don’t work. Case in point: As Douglas Springsteen found out, all the yelling in the world didn’t make his kid less sensitive. That’s because, whether you’re a rock-and-roll powerhouse or not, your sensitivity is dyed into who you are.

			So, what makes you sensitive in the first place? And how does your sensitivity help you in life? Scientists don’t have all the answers about what causes sensitivity, but thanks to new advances in technology, they’ve discovered some important clues.

			
				It’s in Your Genes

				 

				When the short version of the serotonin transporter (SERT) gene was discovered in the 1990s, it was believed to cause depression. Or rather, since depression is more complex than any one gene can explain, it was believed to increase one’s risk of depression. The evidence for this connection seemed solid: Multiple studies showed that people with this version of the gene were more likely to react to hard times by becoming either depressed or anxious. And that made sense. The short SERT gene variant—which has a shorter section of genetic code in one region than the long variant does—affects serotonin production, and serotonin plays a major role in regulating our mood, well-being, and happiness. Consequently, many researchers accepted the link between the short SERT gene and depression as fact. But this conclusion didn’t sit well with Joan Chiao. As a neuroscientist, Chiao had come across data that suggested that people of East Asian descent—like herself—were much more likely to carry this gene variant. Nearly twice as likely, in fact, compared to white Westerners. But Chiao had spent much of her life among Asians and Asian Americans, and they didn’t seem any more depressed than anyone else. Of course, as a scientist, Chiao didn’t take her personal experiences as proof. She decided to investigate: Are depression rates higher in areas such as East Asia, where lots of people have the gene?

				Getting the answer wasn’t easy. Chiao had to pull together scores of studies, plus data from the World Health Organization, feeding it all into a pair of maps that she published in a 2010 article. One map showed areas where the gene is most common; the other showed areas with the most depression. If it really was the “depression gene,” Chiao reasoned, the two maps should look roughly identical. But they didn’t. In fact, if you place them side by side, the maps are opposites in some ways. East Asia—a place where many people have the gene—barely lights up on the depression map. Yet the United States and parts of Europe—places where people have only a moderate chance of having the gene—glow bright red with depression.

				Going by the maps alone, you’d be forgiven for thinking the gene makes certain people depression-proof (it doesn’t). Hesitant, Chiao went through other possibilities, like whether depression is overdiagnosed in the West and underdiagnosed in Asia. (It might be, but probably not enough to account for the dramatic difference.) None of her leads bore out, however. So what was going on? Why weren’t people with the depression gene getting, well, depressed?

			

			
				For Some, Social Support Goes Further

				Chiao wasn’t the only scientist asking this question, and some researchers were finding clues. One study, for example, found that people with the short SERT gene who had survived a traumatic experience (in this case, a hurricane) were at no higher risk of getting depressed than were people with the long SERT gene—if they believed they had good social support. If they lacked that social support, then they were at 4.5 times greater risk of getting depressed. Another study, this one looking at teenagers in foster care, found something similar. The teens with the short SERT gene were no more likely to get depressed as long as they had a reliable adult mentor in their life. Only if they lacked a mentor was their risk of depression higher.

				Slowly, a new picture emerged. As Chiao compared the maps, she realized that the short gene was more common in places with collectivist cultures, like East Asian countries. Maybe, in these places, certain features of the culture—like long-lasting relationships and family closeness—provide more social support, helping insulate against depression. Contrast this with individualistic cultures—like the United States—where relationships tend to be more fluid and more easily replaced. In fact, maybe those with the short variant get even more out of whatever kind of social support they receive. Other studies have found, for example, that people with the short SERT gene can more easily read, react to, and predict other people’s emotions compared to people with the long variant. They may also evaluate risk more accurately and be more creative and empathetic. Later, two other scientists, Baldwin Way and Matthew Lieberman, came to a similar conclusion in 2010. In their study, they gave the short SERT variant a new name: the social sensitivity gene.

			

			
				A Modern Approach to Genes

				Today, scientists no longer look for a single candidate gene like SERT to explain human characteristics. Most heritable traits—even those as seemingly straightforward as height and skin color—are controlled by many genes, not just one. (It’s the reason we aren’t the exact same height as one parent or have their exact skin color.) Using robotic arms to drip DNA samples onto tiny, chemically reactive trays, researchers can now scan the entire genome of a person, checking for millions of gene variants at once. If this process is repeated across a large-enough sample size—drawn from DNA databases like those you use to check your ancestry—researchers can identify thousands of gene variants involved in a single trait. None of these genes are enough, on their own, to turn a trait on or off, but they all contribute to it in some way. Thus, sensitivity—and most other traits—can be seen as a pattern that emerges across a person’s entire genome. The more your genome matches the pattern, the more sensitive you are.

				Currently, this work is still in progress for sensitivity, and the pattern hasn’t been fully identified. However, the SERT gene is probably one of the genes involved in the pattern. Researchers now call SERT a plasticity gene because it appears to make people more open to their environment, allowing it to shape them more. Other plasticity genes include MAOA, DRD4, and others involved in the dopamine system, the brain’s reward center. This finding may suggest that sensitive people don’t just experience the world differently but that they want different things out of life, too.

				Ultimately, the trait of responsivity is what might explain the link to depression. Obviously, if you have a stronger response to the events in your life, negative events may take a higher toll on you. Losing your job or an important relationship, for example, could then make you more at risk of depression than someone else would be. But responsiveness also helps explain why the link isn’t always there. What happens, for example, when a person with plasticity genes receives support, encouragement, and affirmation? They still have a strong response to their circumstances, but this time it’s positive—it gives them an advantage that other people don’t receive. We call this advantage the Sensitive Boost Effect. This boost allows sensitive people to springboard far beyond others when they are given basic support. It makes sense, then, that these individuals are at low risk of depression because they are insulated by the powerful positive effect of their environment in a way that others are not.

				In other words, the more sensitive you are, the more you get out of any experience, good or bad—largely because of your genes.

			

			
				The Three Types of Sensitivity

				 

				The fact that sensitivity isn’t determined by just one gene helps explain why no two sensitive people are exactly alike. So far, researchers have identified three main ways that people differ in their sensitivity.

				Low sensory threshold: You are sensitive to information you take in through your senses, such as sights, smells, sounds, and textures. Or as we like to say, you are a super sensor. This type of sensitivity determines, on the one hand, how attuned you are to your environment and, on the other, how quickly you become overstimulated. You might have a low sensory threshold if any of these tendencies apply to you:

				
						You feel tired or are quickly overwhelmed in crowded or busy places.

						You have strong reactions to small amounts of caffeine, alcohol, medication, or other substances.

						You feel very bothered by loud noises (like alarm bells or shouting), scratchy or uncomfortable textures (like a wool sweater), or bright lights.

						You are sensitive to slight changes in temperature, such as when a room is a little too warm or cold.

				

				Ease of excitation: You easily respond to emotional stimuli, both from inside yourself and from others. You are a super feeler. This type of sensitivity often comes with an innate ability to read people, but it also means you may stress over details or struggle more with painful emotions. You might be sensitive in this way if you experience these behaviors or feelings:

				
						You easily absorb other people’s moods and emotions.

						You need lots of downtime to calm your nervous system and recharge your energy.

						You feel stressed or frazzled when you have a lot to do in a short amount of time.

						You get hangry (hungry + angry) easily.

						You’re very sensitive to physical pain (you have a low pain tolerance).

						You try hard to avoid making mistakes (because mistakes cause you to feel a strong sense of embarrassment or shame).

						You jump easily (you have a high startle reflex).

				

				Aesthetic sensitivity: You pay close attention to details in your surroundings, especially artistic details. You are an aesthete, someone who has a special appreciation of art and beauty. Signs you might have high aesthetic sensitivity include:

				
						You are deeply moved by music, poetry, artwork, novels, movies, TV shows, and plays—or a nicely decorated room or a striking scene in nature.

						You have a strong appreciation for delicate scents or tastes (like those of a fine wine).

						You notice small details that others miss.

						You know what needs to be changed to improve an uncomfortable environment (like turning down the thermostat or softening the light).

						You have a rich, imaginative inner world.

				

				If you’re a sensitive person, you may be very responsive in all three of these ways, or you may be more responsive in only one or two ways. Michael Pluess, a behavioral scientist at Queen Mary University of London and one of the leading sensitivity researchers in the world, points out that in addition to these three types of sensitivity, some of us are simply wired to respond more to negative experiences (a bad day, a loss, a trauma, etc.), while some of us respond more to positive experiences (e.g., watching an inspirational movie or getting a compliment from our boss). These differences in sensitivity are caused, in part, by variations in our genes. In their chapter in The Highly Sensitive Brain, researchers Corina U. Greven and Judith R. Homberg put it this way: “Sensitivity may be thought of as multifaceted and highly flexible, being both affected by variation in genes and life experiences, including childhood environments.”

				This bring us to the next cause of sensitivity: your childhood environment, including the first one you ever experienced—your mother’s womb.

			

			
				What the Children of the Survivors of 9/11 Teach Us

				 

				On the morning of September 11, 2001, tens of thousands of people were going about their lives in the area around the World Trade Center. About seventeen hundred of these people were pregnant women, according to Annie Murphy Paul, author of Origins: How the Nine Months Before Birth Shape the Rest of Our Lives. When the planes hit and the Twin Towers fell, these women were swept up in the chaos. Some fought for their lives to escape the towers before the structures collapsed. Others witnessed the horror from neighboring buildings. About half the women would go on to develop PTSD, as was common among 9/11 survivors. Long after the terror of the day had ended, their bodies were convinced they remained in danger, even though they were safe. They suffered panic attacks and nightmares. They jumped at the smallest hint of a threat.

				That same morning, about fifteen miles away, Rachel Yehuda was arriving for work at the Bronx Veterans Affairs Medical Center. After finding a TV and watching as the atrocities unfolded, Yehuda began to wonder about the long-term effects of 9/11 on the survivors. A PTSD researcher, she had spent her career working with Holocaust survivors and Vietnam War veterans. In 1993, she opened the world’s first psychiatric clinic committed to treating Holocaust survivors. She expected an influx of phone calls from those who had experienced Nazi cruelty directly, but what happened surprised her. Instead, she got more calls from the survivors’ grown children than from the survivors—by a ratio of about five to one. “Many of these members of the second generation had symptoms of PTSD,” Yehuda told Paul in her book. They described the same nightmares, the same anxiety, and even the same hypervigilance as their parents, even though they had not lived particularly traumatic lives.

				At the time, the theory was that children of trauma survivors were scarred by hearing their parents’ stories and seeing their struggles. In turn, this experience made them more fearful, more anxious, more attuned to the ever-present dangers of the world. But Yehuda had a different idea. In the years that followed, she went on to coauthor several studies that examined how trauma affects survivors’ children. She found that babies of 9/11 survivors had levels of cortisol similar to those of their mothers. Cortisol levels are a key predictor of who will develop PTSD and who won’t—and the effect was strongest if 9/11 had occurred in the third trimester of the pregnancy. A later study added another twist: Children were more likely to develop PTSD if their moms—but not their dads—also had PTSD.

				What was going on? Since these kids were too young to have heard and understood their moms’ terrifying stories of 9/11, the typical explanation didn’t hold up. And because the effect was strongest when the trauma happened in the third trimester, it wasn’t as simple as the babies inheriting genes that increased their risk of PTSD. Could a mother’s experience of trauma pass on to her baby even before that baby was born?

			

			
				Messages from Our Ancestors

				 

				Yehuda had stumbled on what scientists now call epigenetics, the relatively new study of how our experiences change the way our genes work. And it’s not just our own experiences that affect gene expression—it’s the experiences of our ancestors, too. Put simply, epigenetic markers turn certain genes on or off, allowing a species to respond quickly to its environment. Not all these changes are permanent, and the markers don’t actually alter your DNA code.

				Imagine your genes are a library. Each book contains the instructions to make you who you are. Epigenetics helps choose which books are read and which books are left on the shelf. Traumatic events—like war, the Holocaust, or 9/11—can change the way your genes are read, or expressed, but normal, everyday things can change them, too. Things like diet, exercise, and aging can alter how our genes work. Epigenetics also helps explain why some people are sensitive.

				Evidence for epigenetics comes from a recent study on prairie voles, a small brown animal that looks like a mouse. In this study, conducted by Jay Belsky and others, some pregnant voles were placed in a stressful situation (they shared a cage with an aggressive vole), while others were not. Then, their babies were given to adoptive parents. Half of those parents were known to be good caregivers; for prairie voles, good caregiving means lots of nursing, licking, and grooming. The other half were given to negligent parents. When the voles had grown into adults, the scientists evaluated how anxious they were.

				The results left no doubt in the scientists’ minds. The voles whose mothers were stressed and who were then adopted by good parents were the least anxious of all the animals—even compared with the voles whose mothers weren’t stressed. The voles that were prenatally stressed and then adopted by bad parents were the most stressed of all the animals. The other voles that were not prenatally stressed fell somewhere in between, and it made no difference to their level of anxiety whether they had good or bad parents.

				At first glance, these results may seem like no big deal, but they are actually groundbreaking. Until that point, scientists had only focused on the downsides of prenatal stress, like the trauma passed to future generations after 9/11. But just as astronomers can be blinded by a single mote of dust, social science can be clouded by simple human bias. Sometimes, this bias is forgivable; as one developmental researcher told us, no one asks you to study their kid when everything is going fine. Thus, the early work on sensitivity focused on those who were struggling. Belsky, along with Pluess, saw it differently. Similar to the SERT gene, maybe prenatal stress somehow enhances plasticity, sending babies a “message” before they are born. “Pay attention!” the stress might signal to the child. “It’s a wild world out there.” This message primes them to be more responsive to their environment after birth, making them better able to deal with a fluctuating world than children who had less prenatal stress—the Sensitive Boost Effect.

			

			
				The Other Half of the Story

				 

				In the great debate between nature and nurture, the popular answer is, “It’s both.” But this observation applies especially well to sensitive people, because their genetic pattern makes them more responsive to nurture. Astonishingly, scientists have been able to put an exact number on the split: Your genes are about 47 percent responsible for how sensitive you are. The other 53 percent comes from what scientists call environmental influences. (Pluess figured this out by studying pairs of twins who had the same genes but who scored differently on sensitivity.) As a result, influences like your family, your school, and your community can make you more sensitive—and they might matter more than they would for other traits.

				In particular, researchers believe that our experiences in the first few years of life are especially important, although they don’t know exactly which experiences make us more or less sensitive. “This is one of the important questions still to be explored,” Pluess told us in an interview.

				One hint comes from a recent U.S. study by Zhi Li and her colleagues, who looked at how children’s sensitivity levels changed over one year. In a lab decorated to look like a living room, kids solved puzzles, played games, and, in one case, had their patience tested with treats they were told to wait to eat. The team was looking for signs of sensitivity, such as creativity, deep thinking, and persistence on challenging tasks. The researchers even did some peculiar things to see how the kids would react. In one experiment, a stranger wearing a black plastic bag entered the room, hung out for ninety seconds, and then left without saying anything or even looking at the child. The aim was to see if the sensitive children would be more afraid than the less-sensitive children (they weren’t). In another experiment, Li and her colleagues pretended to hurt their head or knee, yelling in pain. They were testing whether the sensitive kids would show more empathy (they did). All the kids in the experiment were about three years old in the first session and returned at about four years old for the second, and most of the experiments were repeated.

				The investigators were trained to look for subtle reactions. They knew that sensitive kids tend to be more open to forming positive relationships with others but also tend to be more reserved when going about it. So, Li’s team looked for small signs, such as the child’s desire to please the experimenters by being polite and following directions carefully. They also expected that the sensitive kids would monitor their own performance and reflect on feedback before making decisions. And, the investigators thought, the sensitive kids would be more cautious in general and work harder to control their emotions and impulses.

				Li also wanted to get a glimpse of the children’s home life. Was their household unpredictable and chaotic, or was it safe-feeling and stable? Were their parents kind, attentive, and fair, or were they harsh, impatient, and disapproving—yelling when the children made a mistake or acted up? To assess this environment, the investigators watched as the mothers talked to their child about a recent time when the child misbehaved. They also evaluated the kids for cognitive functioning and any behavioral problems, like depression, attention issues, and aggression.

				After the last experiment was finally completed and the numbers were crunched, the scientists noticed an interesting pattern: a U-shaped graph. The kids who lived in the most extreme environments—either very supportive or negligent—remained at a consistent level of heightened sensitivity from one year to the next. The kids who had neutral or middle-of-the-road environments—not exceptionally supportive but not necessarily negligent, either—actually decreased in their level of sensitivity. And just as in the prairie vole study, the sensitive kids raised in supportive environments benefited the most out of all the children, showing the best cognitive functioning and the fewest behavioral problems.

				Why? Scientists aren’t entirely sure, but they think it has something to do with what makes sense, in terms of energy usage, for the body. A sensitive person’s brain works hard, and sensitive people may spend more time on tasks, using more energy. In supportive environments, children probably benefit from becoming sensitive despite this energy cost because their sensitivity allows them to learn better and thrive—they make the most of their exceptional environment. Sadly, in harsh environments, children also probably benefit from sensitivity, which helps them stay vigilant to threats and evaluate situations carefully before proceeding. It also helps them comply with requests from their caretakers, who may be unpredictable, insensitive to their needs, or harsh in their discipline.

				Then there are children raised in neutral environments. They probably don’t become as sensitive because sensitivity wouldn’t benefit them as much. Sensitivity is a waste of their energy, because they have few threats to defend against and few enriching experiences to learn from. As any sensitive adult can tell you, being highly responsive to your environment can be an exhausting and energy-consuming process and not one to embark on lightly.

				So, here we have another clue to what causes sensitivity. In your early years of life, if you were raised in a harsh environment, you may have become more sensitive as a means of survival. If, however, you were raised in a very supportive environment, you may have become more sensitive so that you could soak up every last drop of benefit.

			

			
				The Power of Vantage Sensitivity

				 

				But how much do these early life experiences really matter? For example, if you didn’t inherit much of the genetic pattern for sensitivity but your parents fought a lot when you were a child, are you now a highly sensitive adult? Not necessarily. On the other hand, if you did inherit the genes for sensitivity but you were raised in a neutral environment, did that environment cancel out your genes? Probably not. It seems that early life experiences add to your sensitivity, but the genetic pattern must first be there. Returning to the study of young children, the kids who already scored high for sensitivity didn’t change nearly as much as the other kids over the year, probably because their genes had already made them sensitive. It was the children who started off lower in sensitivity who increased their sensitivity the most in extreme environments, because they were adapting to their surroundings.

				As Pluess told us, if sensitivity were simply a trauma response, it would be fairly rare—but it’s not. To the contrary, sensitive people are everywhere—about 30 percent of the population—and many of them come from average childhoods. To Pluess, that meant one thing: Sensitivity must offer a bigger advantage than scientists first realized.

				Reviewing the data, he thought he knew what that advantage was. What if the swing could go higher than researchers first thought? What if sensitive people were actually poised to rocket past others, if given the right conditions, even later in life? Pluess called this idea vantage sensitivity, the theory that high sensitivity is an adaptive trait that maximizes the benefit of any form of support.

				To test this theory, Pluess led a depression study of his own, this one not based on the SERT gene but based on how people score for sensitivity itself. Importantly, his study looked at teenagers who were well past the early childhood development stage. Not only were they older, but the teens lived in one of the most economically deprived neighborhoods in England. Statistically, they were less likely to have stable households, putting these teens at high risk of depression. But if vantage sensitivity were correct, the most sensitive teens should be the ones most able to overcome it.

				For the study, all the teens were given an antidepression program. This program lasted about four months and taught the teens techniques to recognize and become resilient to their depression symptoms. They were assessed for depression at several points before, during, and after the program, to measure how much it was helping them. The results were stunning. For the teens as a whole, the program seemed to have very little impact—until their scores on a sensitivity test were taken into account. It turns out that the less-sensitive teens got almost no benefit out of the program, whereas for sensitive teens, the program was a massive win: They overcame their depression both during the program and for at least one year after it ended, when researchers stopped checking in. The teens’ success seemed to thumb the nose at earlier models. Here were kids who had been handed perhaps the toughest childhood environment, and their sensitivity wasn’t just helping them survive; it was springboarding them past their peers.

				These results have been repeated with sensitive people of other ages and in different circumstances. Sensitive adults on the verge of divorce are more likely to save their marriage if given a relationship intervention. Sensitive kids given quality care go on to develop better social skills and earn better grades than do less-sensitive kids with the same care—and even score higher for altruistic behavior. Meanwhile, therapists report that sensitive people of all ages seem to make more progress and get more out of sessions. By adulthood, sensitive people can even end up being more resilient to stress than less-sensitive people are—the opposite of what most of us would expect. Sensitive people, it appears, are not hothouse orchids who wither in anything but the most perfect conditions. Rather, they are akin to succulents: No drop of nourishment escapes them, and they continue to absorb it until they swell with lovely blossoms.

			

			
				Sensitive People Are Built for Supergrowth

				The reason this advantage goes unrecognized—by people like Bruce Springsteen’s father and, for a long time, by many social scientists—is partly because it’s counterintuitive. How could the people who are most easily stressed also be the ones who pull ahead of the pack? It’s also an issue of language. We have plenty of words to describe someone who is more vulnerable to bad stuff or—getting warmer—someone who’s more protected from it. What do you call someone who gets an extra benefit from good stuff? Belsky, who conducted the prairie vole study and mentored Pluess, went so far as to ask colleagues who spoke eight languages if they had a word for it. The closest anyone could come up with was lucky.

				That’s why Belsky and Pluess coined vantage sensitivity, and it’s why we offer the less technical term, the Sensitive Boost Effect. Sensitive people get a bigger boost from the same things that help anyone: a mentor, a healthy home, a positive group of friends. This boost allows them to do more and go further if they are given a nudge in the right direction. Sensitive people are built for supergrowth.

				Both halves of the sensitivity equation are reminiscent of Springsteen’s upbringing. On the one hand, growing up with an angry and disapproving father is exactly the kind of trauma we know increases sensitivity. (In a sense, his father’s attempts to toughen him up may have made his son more sensitive.) Springsteen’s mother, Adele, was different. Working as a legal secretary, she was the breadwinner of the family and a stabilizing force in young Bruce’s otherwise chaotic life. According to Bruce, Adele was kind, compassionate, and considerate of other people’s feelings. She was also encouraging. When he thought he could become a rock star, for example, his mother scraped together the money to rent his first guitar. That early attempt was a false start—he actually gave up music until he found a better mentor a few years later—but that’s exactly the kind of unflinching support that makes sensitivity pay off the most.

			

			
				Our Past Doesn’t Have to Hold Us Back

				Over a career spanning six decades, Bruce Springsteen has won an Academy Award, a Tony Award, twenty Grammy Awards, and more. Rolling Stone declared his 2009 Super Bowl halftime show one of the greatest of all time. He’s in the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, and he’s one of the world’s most famous and highest-paid musicians. His father, Douglas, lived to see him rise to fame. Eventually, Bruce found out that he and his father had more in common than he thought. Douglas might have been a bull on the surface, but inside, “he harbored a gentleness, timidity, shyness and a dreamy insecurity.” His father, he saw, was also sensitive; he just hid it. These were all the things that young Bruce “wore on the outside…. It was ‘soft.’ And he hated ‘soft.’ Of course, he’d been brought up ‘soft.’ A mama’s boy, just like me,” he writes in his memoir. While Douglas buried his sensitivity under beer and fistfights, Bruce embraced it, and it took him to great heights.

				Despite his extraordinary success, one question still haunts him: Who is he? After all these years, he still doesn’t know. Bruce Springsteen, he says, is “a creation,” something that remains “liquid.” He tells Esquire, “You’re in search of things like everybody else. Identity is a slippery thing no matter how long you’ve been at it.” More to the point, why is he the way he is? And will DNA always rule his life?

				Like Springsteen, you may have asked the same questions about yourself. Why are you the way you are? Is it DNA? Your life experiences? The answer, we now know, is both.

				But there’s another answer. Springsteen shows us that we aren’t locked into the past experiences that we had no control over. You may have had an average childhood or even suffered abuse. But now you have your own power to shape who you want to become—even more power than less-sensitive people have—thanks to the Sensitive Boost Effect. Springsteen has utilized this power well. After two mental health crises in his thirties and sixties, he turned to therapy and self-analysis. As he discovered, his childhood set him on one course, but his sensitivity allowed him to change it. In other words, his sensitivity was a gift.

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
					chapter 3

					 

				

			

			The Five Gifts of Sensitivity

			
				Being gifted doesn’t mean you’ve been given something. It means, you have something to give.

				—Iain S. Thomas

			

			
			By the time Jane Goodall sat down for her 2014 interview with PBS, she was already an icon. Holding a plush chimpanzee and stroking its fur, Goodall was one of the biggest names in biology: a woman who had not only done decades of groundbreaking research but also bridged the gap between biology and public imagination. She was the first person to showcase the incredibly humanlike behavior—and emotions—of chimpanzees, erasing the line that once stood between humanity and “soulless” animals. If you’ve ever seen Koko the gorilla communicate with sign language, it’s in part because of Goodall. And if you’ve ever thought it makes perfect sense that humans could have evolved from primates, it is, again, in part because of Goodall.

			But if you ask Goodall what allowed her to do such groundbreaking work, she won’t say it was her academic training. She started out having never attended college, simply showing up in Africa and following the instructions of a professor she’d contacted. Nor was she fueled by a particular passion for chimps—at least not at first. While she had grown up idolizing characters like Mowgli from The Jungle Book and even had a stuffed toy chimpanzee named Jubilee, she chose to study chimps because she had asked her mentor where she could make the most difference. That mentor, the anthropologist Louis Leakey, believed that chimpanzees could shed light on human nature, and Goodall took his suggestion to heart.

			Without formal training, then, what allowed Goodall to excel? It was her personality, specifically, the warm, sympathetic way in which she viewed her subjects, the chimps. In those days, other scientists gave animals numbers; Goodall gave them names. “I was told you have to give them numbers because you’ve got to be objective as a scientist,” Goodall said in her interview. “And, you mustn’t empathize with your subject. And I feel this is where science has gone wrong.” Other scientists remained apart, as detached observers; Goodall earned the chimps’ trust and walked among them.

			The result was spectacular. What looked like unintelligent nesting behavior from a distance, for example, looked to Goodall more like human quirks up close. One nesting female chimp named Mrs. Maggs gingerly tested the branches of a treetop before deciding to settle in. Goodall wrote that people checked hotel beds the same way. Would it be too hard, too soft, too lumpy? Should they request a different room?

			Goodall even came to understand chimpanzee humor. One day, when she was walking along the edge of a cliff, a male chimp came charging out of the brush directly at her. Any other biologist might have braced to avoid being shoved over and recorded the event as an attack. Goodall, however, knew that this male was a trickster. She feigned alarm and the chimp stopped short, both of them “laughing” in their respective ways. (Chimp laughter sounds like screechy breathing to our ears.) The chimp repeated the prank a total of four times, much like a kindergartener who tells a favorite joke over and over. He never once touched Goodall.

			Lacking a book of procedures, Goodall simply did what came naturally to her—which, thankfully, was empathy. Another untrained observer might have defaulted to identifying the chimps by physical descriptors or lived in fear of the next attack. Some people, without training, might have even tried to control the chimps by force, becoming one of the horror stories of the history of science. But Goodall’s personality had a different default: Stay warm and open, take time to understand what people (and animals) are feeling, and treat everyone, including chimps, the way you’d like to be treated yourself. “Empathy is really important,” she said. “Only when our clever brain and our human heart work together in harmony can we achieve our true potential.”

			Despite its success, to say her approach met resistance is an understatement. At the time, anthropomorphizing animals in any way—even just by giving them names—was forbidden and could end a scientist’s career. It was considered a massive bias to assume that any animal, no matter what their behavior looked like, might verge on sharing the same inner feelings that people have. To dare to speak of the opposite bias—that biologists might be overlooking the very real emotions of animals—was effectively unpublishable. Even today, respected researchers who are the heirs of Goodall’s work have to be cautious, as primatologist Frans de Waal explained in a 2019 interview. If you tickle a chimpanzee, he says, they laugh, exactly as Goodall found, but his colleagues still won’t use the L-word. Instead, they say the chimps produce “vocalized panting.”

			Goodall didn’t see the value in erasing the inner lives of her subjects in this way. Even after the criticism of her initial work, she continued to study the emotional, social, and sometimes human-like aspects of primates. After all, she reasoned, their emotions were real and could be observed and documented. Her empathy and openness were thus not at odds with her scientific work. They enhanced it.

			Now we know that Goodall’s approach changed the history of science. Her research didn’t just pay off for primatologists; it influenced ecology and the budding science of environmentalism. And, as her mentor predicted, it has helped us understand our own heritage as human beings. There are very few scientists who can say they helped shape multiple new disciplines while revolutionizing others—but Jane Goodall can. And all her contributions would have been stamped out if someone had convinced her not to care so damn much.

			Beyond just the Sensitive Boost Effect, which we described in Chapter 2, your sensitivity gives you access to five distinct gifts. Goodall illustrates one of the most powerful gifts of sensitivity: empathy. The other four are creativity, sensory intelligence, depth of processing, and depth of emotion. All these gifts are built, ultimately, on the environmental responsiveness you were born with.

			As you read about these gifts, bear in mind that you may not identify equally with all five of them. This is normal—as a sensitive person, you can access all of them, but life experience will have led you to develop some more than others. Each gift, however, is a treasure in its own right, and each gives you an edge.

			
				Empathy

				 

				The word empathy is a modern invention. It comes to us from the field of aesthetics, the study of what makes art beautiful. Just over a century ago, German philosophers debated how a piece of art can make you feel something, since it’s only a collection of shapes and colors. Their best theory was that you “feel into” the art—Einfühlung, or empathy—bringing your own emotional perspective to what you see. Thus, when you gaze at a painting, you might imagine the emotions you would have if you yourself had made it—or if you were in it—and you feel something similar to what the artist might have felt. Emotions, empathy tells us, can be transferred by the physical senses, just like any other information. It didn’t take long for this concept to leap to the budding science of psychology. If you can “feel into” a piece of artwork, then surely you can “feel into” a human being, too.

				Sensitive people have empathy in spades, so much so that the difference can be seen in brain scans. In a study discussed in Chapter 1, participants looked at photos of people either smiling or looking sad. Some of the pictures were of strangers, but some were of the participant’s own romantic partner. On a brain level, everyone showed some level of empathic response, especially for sad loved ones, but the most sensitive participants had more brain activity across the board in regions associated with awareness, empathy, and relating to others—even for the pictures of strangers. Sensitive people’s brains also lit up in areas related to action planning. This indicates that—just as sensitive people frequently self-report—they could not watch a stranger in pain without feeling a strong desire to help. Sensitive people, it seems, are the varsity athletes of empathy.

				This is the same trait that Jane Goodall credits for her success. And while Goodall’s story might seem remarkable, when it comes to the power of high-empathy individuals, it’s exactly what we should expect. In recent decades, a growing number of researchers have turned their attention to this once-underappreciated human trait, and their work has led to a slew of breakthroughs. Empathy, for example, is both genetic (some people have more of it than others do) and teachable (everyone can learn to have more). But perhaps the greatest discovery is that empathy is the root of two of the most important human activities: It powers our morality, and it drives progress.

			

			
				The Opposite of Empathy

				Psychology professor Abigail Marsh saw the power of empathy firsthand. She started studying empathy after she was in a car accident and a stranger ran across four lanes of freeway traffic, in the dark, to save her life. More than twenty years later, working with a team at Georgetown University, Marsh proved that the brains of highly altruistic people—as she would describe the person who saved her—are different from those of “regular” people and that the difference is largely empathy.

				But Marsh didn’t start her research by looking at these high-empathy individuals. She started by looking for people with no empathy at all.

				One extreme example of a low-empathy individual, she knew, would be a textbook psychopath. This wasn’t speculation: Diagnosed psychopaths have been shown to have a smaller, less active amygdala, the part of the brain that recognizes signs of fear or pain in other people and in turn allows empathy to happen. While psychopaths do have the capacity to empathize if they focus on it, neural imaging data suggests that their empathy system defaults to “off.” This is the opposite of the rest of us. Whereas most people would have to make a focused effort not to be affected by someone’s suffering, psychopaths must make an effort to be affected at all.

				The absence of empathy drives much of what’s so chilling about psychopaths. They tend to have cold personalities and lack the desire to help others. Although not all psychopaths commit crimes, they fall easily into behavior that is antisocial, callous, or even outright violent. Court cases back this up: Psychopaths are only about 1 percent of the general population but make up 25 percent of men in federal prisons.

				Psychopathic people represent the low end of the empathy scale. What does the high end look like? Do elevated levels of empathy also come with some kind of severe disorder? Not at all. In fact, it’s the opposite: The individuals with the highest levels of empathy not only are healthy but also tend to be capable of extraordinary acts of compassion. People like the person who saved Marsh’s life are driven not just by ideals, it turns out, but by a stronger-than-average ability to sense others’ pain and a heightened sense of caring. Empathy, in many ways, is the difference between good and evil.

				This quality is also the key trait that humanity may need to survive. As Stanford professors Paul R. Ehrlich and Robert E. Ornstein warn in their book Humanity on a Tightrope, civilization is unlikely to continue unless more people learn to put themselves in other people’s shoes. They point to many of today’s direst problems—such as racism, global warming, and war—that are fueled by a dangerous us-versus-them mentality that separates people rather than unites them. Similarly, Claire Cain Miller, writing for the New York Times, describes us as living through an “empathy deficit.” “More and more,” she says, “we live in bubbles. Most of us are surrounded by people who look like us, vote like us, earn like us, spend money like us, have educations like us and worship like us.” This empathy deficit, she suggests, is “at the root of many of our biggest problems.” That’s where sensitive people come in with their gift of empathy—thanks to a remarkably active part of their brain.

			

			
				Misunderstood Mirror Neurons

				None of these findings would have surprised the eighteenth-century philosopher Adam Smith, who also wondered what makes humans act morally. Smith suggested that the answer might lie in, of all things, our ability to imitate one another. Just as we can copy things we see people do, he proposed, we can copy their feelings—mentally simulating what someone else is experiencing. We use this ability to judge one another, for better or for worse, but we can also do it in reverse: We can imagine how others would judge us. This ability, Smith said, is how we decide what’s right and what’s wrong. Actions that would win approval from an imaginary spectator must be moral; actions that would earn disapproval must be immoral. The human conscience was, in his telling, built on our ability to emulate the feelings of other people. Smith’s contemporary David Hume agreed, but said it much more succinctly: “The minds of men are mirrors to one another.”

				Smith’s theory was contentious in its time, but we now know it’s largely right. Enter one of the trendiest—and most frequently misunderstood—concepts in neuroscience: mirror neurons. Mirror neurons are motor cells in the brain, the kind that help you move your body. But they also specialize in copying the way other people move and, by extension, the emotions that other people express. Think of it this way: If someone is staring off to your left, you might look that way too. If they’re frowning, you might start to feel troubled. These specialized brain cells have variously been credited as an explanation for language, the birth of civilization, and even psychic powers. (Stephen King puts this explanation to good use with his character Molly in Hulu’s Castle Rock. Molly’s empathic abilities include disturbing visions that she controls, barely, with illegal painkillers.)

				But there’s no need to go that far. What is clear from the research is that the people who self-report the most empathy also have more-active mirror neurons, and this includes sensitive people. Much as Smith predicted, our ability to simulate feelings is closely tied to our ability to simulate physical gestures. You can see this connection in experiments where participants are prevented from mimicking facial expressions by holding a pencil in their mouths. They instantly become worse at guessing others’ emotional states.

				As for whether the mirror neuron system is at the heart of morality, the answer also seems to be yes. Marsh’s work has demonstrated that selfless altruists who go out of their way to aid others, even at a high cost to themselves, tend to be high-empathy individuals. They are the “angel” to psychopaths’ “devil.” A litany of research backs this up, correlating high empathy levels in general, or mirror neuron activity specifically, with prosocial behavior of all kinds. Even the budding field of heroism science, the study of what makes people undertake selfless acts of heroism, has weighed in. Empathy, researchers in this field have found, is a key ingredient in what makes people risk their lives or their careers to help others.

			

			
				The Foundation of Human Progress

				As powerful as empathy is, it does more than drive human morality. In many ways, it’s also key to human achievement. That’s because innovation is mostly a group activity—it requires the exchange of ideas, and empathy is the lubricant for that exchange. To see this effect in action, you need look no further than the ancient Library of Alexandria. Most of us know of it for its wealth of books that were famously burned. What’s rarely mentioned, however, is that it wasn’t just a library, it was a think tank that gathered together brilliant minds representing countless cultures. The results were spectacular. By the second century b.c.e., researchers at the Library of Alexandria had invented pneumatics, built an automated waiter to pour wine, correctly calculated the circumference of the (round, they said, not flat) earth, created the world’s most accurate clock at the time, constructed a device to calculate cube roots, and invented an algorithm to find prime numbers—basically mining for Bitcoin before it was cool. It was the act of bringing together multiple viewpoints that drove these great steps forward, and this act required empathy.

				Eventually the Romans took over Alexandria—and relocated its thinkers. Every wealthy patrician wanted an Alexandrian genius to tutor his kids, so the scholars were spread out among them. The intellectuals continued their research, but, deprived of close contact with other perspectives, the wondrous inventions mostly ceased.

				Empathy, it seems, helps drive success. This link between empathy, progress, and success is part of why Cambridge researcher Simon Baron-Cohen (cousin to the famous actor) believes that empathy is the “universal solvent.” It improves outcomes in any situation, he says, because “any problem immersed in empathy becomes soluble.” Thus, sensitive people are poised to make a massive impact on the world—if they learn how to tap their empathy effectively.

			

			
				Creativity

				 

				The image of the sensitive artist is a cliché for a reason: It’s grounded in truth. A mind that notices more detail, makes more connections, and feels emotion vividly is almost perfectly wired for creativity. That doesn’t mean all sensitive people are creatives, but many creatives are indeed sensitive people, as anyone who works with them can attest.

				Nina Volf, a researcher from the Russian Academy of Medical Sciences, decided to put that observation to the test. Volf assembled several types of tests to gauge both verbal and visual creativity, with an emphasis on seeing how original a person’s ideas were, not just how many they could come up with. Participants were given, for example, sets of incomplete drawings and asked to make unique pictures out of them. Importantly, she used both “hard,” quantitative criteria (how often had other people in the database come up with similar answers?) and “soft,” subjective impressions (how did a panel of three judges rate the originality of the work?). She then gave this rigorous test to sixty people, running a DNA sample afterward. The outcome: People with the short SERT gene linked to sensitivity were more creative on all measures.

				The more interesting question is why, and the answer has a lot to do with how creativity happens at a cognitive level. To be sure, creativity is hard to define and there are several theories of how it works. All of them acknowledge that intelligence plays a role, and they all prize originality as much as talent or skill—that is, a perfectly executed copy of someone else’s painting would not be considered creative.

				One prominent theory among scientists, however, began with the author and journalist Arthur Koestler in the 1960s. Koestler believed that true creativity arises when you blend two or more different frames of reference. You can see this principle at work in any metaphor or in stirring revelations like “We are made of star-stuff”—simultaneously a scientific truth and a call to a higher destiny. Koestler knew the power of such perspective-bending firsthand because it was how he lived his life. Born in Budapest, he was educated in Austria and naturalized as a citizen of Great Britain; meanwhile, he spent his early years as a passionate communist and his later life writing anti-Soviet propaganda. He couldn’t help but notice the effect of all this border crossing—literal and otherwise—on his ability to generate original ideas. Koestler’s experience might explain why so many other lauded creatives have a similarly multicultural life story, while countless more devote time to traveling and living abroad. The more perspectives you inhabit over your life, the more of them you can draw on and combine, creating something new.

				Koestler’s theory also explains the connection between sensitive people and creativity. Wired to make connections between vastly different concepts, the sensitive mind can blend frames of reference without ever leaving home. Sensitive people are perhaps the ultimate polymaths, thinking not in terms of science or poetry or lived experience or hopes and dreams, but in terms of the themes that run across them all. Many sensitive people speak this way, too, readily offering metaphors and linking different topics to make a point. Such talk can make purists uncomfortable, but it’s a habit not only of great artists but also of brilliant scientists like Carl Sagan, originator of the “star-stuff” line above.

				If you are a sensitive person, you may or may not work as a creative yourself and you may or may not have “creative” pastimes. But you have the raw components to do so. (One sensitive person, Elizabeth, told us, “I never thought I was more creative than other people until too many friends told me they had no idea how I imagined so much stuff. It never occurred to me that they couldn’t do what I could do.”) This creativity doesn’t operate alone. It is built on the next three gifts of sensitivity—sensory intelligence, depth of processing, and depth of emotion—which together add up to a creative mind.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Is Your Greatest Strength as a Sensitive Person?

					“As a high school teacher, I could be standing in the middle of my students, not even facing all of them, and I could feel the emotional state they were in. There’s always a lot going on with teenagers! I knew what to say and what to avoid saying so everyone could feel safe in my classroom.” —Corinne

					“I am a physician, and I have caught details that my patients’ previous physicians have missed, leading to improved diagnosis and management of their health. I genuinely care about my patients, and my patients have commented that they can feel that and appreciate it.” —Joyce

					“My biggest strengths are empathy and compassion. I’ve noticed that I really hold space well for others in pain without destroying my own energetic capacity. I use these skills as a counselor, coach, and writer.” —Lori

					“I have an intuitive sense for groups of people: who has power, where the dynamics of a group exist, when people are shifting away from an idea, and what individuals want versus what the group wants. At my job, I was always several steps ahead of big decisions or movements of the company because of this ‘superpower,’ and it helped me climb the ladder.” —Tori

					“Being sensitive, I am always very aware of stressors and irritants in my environment, and am also highly attuned to the emotions of those around me, so I can tell when something is bothering someone. I therefore always strive to make my environment warm, comfortable, and welcoming—and I have been told my personality is the same. People feel at ease around me; they often open up to me when they might not open up to someone else. Even strangers in the grocery store end up telling me their life stories, their heartbreaks, their worries.” —Stephanie

					“My gift is that I’m at times moved to tears by the beauty and kindness in the world.” —Sherry

					“I am an artist. I don’t just watch a sunrise, I feel a sunrise!” —Lisa

				
			

			
				Sensory Intelligence

				 

				Sensory intelligence means being more aware of your environment and doing more with that knowledge. You may pay more attention to sensory details themselves (like the texture of a painting or a missing bracket in a line of code) or their implications (it rained yesterday, so it’s going to be muddy when I go on my walk). Anyone can notice such things, but sensitive people tend to do so more readily, in a wide variety of situations—you could call it being tuned in. (As one sensitive person told us, he views himself as a “live wire” that picks up every signal.) Such insights can range from the mundane to the truly impactful. More than one sensitive person has saved an employer from a major debacle by paying attention to a nagging detail.

				In some cases, this ability can seem almost mystical. Think, for example, of the swordsman Zatoichi, of Japanese B-movie fame. Zatoichi is blind, but he can always tell when he’s being cheated at gambling because he can hear the difference in how the dice fall (and with his superior senses, he always wins the sword fight that breaks out next). That’s fiction, of course; in reality, blind people don’t have super hearing. They just use their brains differently, paying attention to the same tiny sounds that sighted people can hear but filter out. To a degree, sensitive people may do something similar with all five senses.

				Sometimes, this level of sensitivity is a burden—no one wants to notice every whiff of cologne in the office—but it can also give astonishing results, as an Irish woman named Sanita Lazdauska found out firsthand. One morning, she woke up because she sensed a change in her husband’s breathing—he always snored, but that day the noises sounded off. So she checked on him and saw that he had turned blue; he was in cardiac arrest. Lazdauska performed thirty minutes of CPR until the paramedics arrived. Few people are sensitive enough to wake up from a change in breathing. If she hadn’t been attuned to his sleeping noises—or hadn’t thought much of the odd one that morning—he would have died in his sleep. Her heightened sensory intelligence saved her husband’s life.

				This unique form of intelligence is the flip side of overstimulation. Sensitive people can certainly become overloaded in busy environments, because they’re taking in so much more of their surroundings. But much of the time, rather than causing overload, their heightened awareness is an advantage, particularly if they take steps to avoid overstimulation in the first place—which we’ll discuss in Chapter 4.

				Sensory intelligence is an asset in a surprising number of fields. In the military, for example, it falls under the term situational awareness—the ability to know and understand what’s happening around you—and it’s the key to keeping yourself and your unit alive in combat. In fact, situational awareness is prized in any profession that involves safety: It’s a major part of why airplanes don’t crash, why nuclear plants don’t melt down, and why crimes get solved. Sadly, the opposite is also true. A lack of situational awareness has been proven to be a primary cause of accidents involving human error, such as a hospital injecting anticoagulant into the wrong patient. (That really happened, and the case is now used in medical literature to train hospital workers to improve situational awareness. Thankfully, the patient was okay.)

				Meanwhile, in sports, sensory intelligence is known as field vision. This is the ability to absorb what’s happening on the entire playing field and read the game the way chess masters read the pieces on the board. Field vision makes the difference not only between good players and great ones but also between mediocre coaches and legends. Inexperienced coaches, researchers have found, tend to focus mainly on technical skills like passing in football or layups in basketball. Experienced coaches, on the other hand, prize field vision in their players because that is the skill that lets players pass to the right person or be in the right place to take a shot. Under a good coach, in other words, less-sensitive athletes get drilled on a skill that sensitive players are born with.

				You’ve seen field vision at work if you’ve ever watched former hockey player Wayne Gretzky on the ice. Known as “the Great One,” Gretzky has been retired since 1999 yet remains the player with the most goals, the most points, and the most assists in the history of his sport. He checked none of the boxes of a normal pro player, however. Gretzky was slow, small, skinny, and anything but aggressive, and he folded like origami if he was hit. Once he was out on the ice, though, Gretzky could see where everyone would be five seconds in the future. He explains, “I get a feeling about where a teammate is going to be. A lot of times, I can just turn and pass without looking.” He had field vision—or as we would say, sensory intelligence. It made him so valuable that a teammate acted as his unofficial bodyguard on the ice, keeping opponents off Gretzky so that the famed center could put the puck where it needed to be.

				NFL quarterback Tom Brady was much the same. He was a slow runner but was described by other players as having “lizard eyes” because he played as if he could see off to his sides and behind him. Sensitive enough that he cries when he talks about the day he was drafted, Brady led teams to seven Super Bowl victories and is widely considered the greatest quarterback in history.

				Gretzky and Brady became top athletes in two of the fastest, most brutal sports in the world, because even those settings favor sensitive players. The truth is, sensory intelligence pays off in nearly all areas of life, from careers that “feel” sensitive like nursing and art to rugged ones like sports and policing. Sensory intelligence is often underappreciated by those who don’t have it, but if you’re sensitive yourself, you have a built-in radar that other people lack.

			

			
				Depth of Processing

				 

				Sensitive people don’t just take in more information; they do more with it. We saw in Chapter 1 how the sensitive brain processes all information in greater detail, but we didn’t look at how this deep processing sets sensitive people apart. Imagine two tax accountants: The first one drops in your numbers, makes sure they add up, and sends them off to the government. Done. The second one goes further. They check supporting documents to make sure nothing is missed. They walk you through extra ways to save money. And they screen everything for red flags that might trigger an audit. Who would you rather have do your taxes?

				If you prefer the second accountant, you understand the value of deeper cognitive processing. Of course, anyone can be thorough if they focus on it, but—like sensory intelligence—deep processing is the default setting of the sensitive brain. This capability tends to come out in several ways:

				
						More careful, often-better decision-making

						Thorough and broad-reaching thinking

						Creative connecting of the dots between different topics and ideas

						A preference for deep, meaningful ideas and activities

						Deeper dives into an idea instead of surface-level analysis

						Surprising, original ideas and perspectives

						Frequently, the ability to correctly predict how something will unfold or what effect a decision will have

				

				Depth of processing doesn’t just apply to long, complex tasks like taxes (thankfully!). In both humans and monkeys, individuals with the genes for sensitivity outperform others on a variety of mental tasks. In one study, for example, monkeys were specially trained to work on touchscreen devices, sipping water as they tapped away and receiving fruit snacks as rewards when they did well, not unlike a toddler with a learning app. The monkeys quickly gamed out how to get the most snacks possible—by succeeding on a series of tasks like assessing probability, noticing when patterns changed, and being observant enough to scoop up even very small wins. It quickly became clear that sensitivity was an asset on these mental tasks. The monkeys who were more sensitive not only performed better and reaped more rewards but also showed brain differences similar to those of sensitive humans.

				Thus, deep processing can lead to better decision-making, especially when it comes to risk and probability. This gift is invaluable at work, in relationships, and in major life choices. Less-sensitive people may be impatient when you need to reflect before making a decision, but they should probably learn to wait; that short pause is your mind going deep. In many ways, sensitive people think like military strategists, considering all the angles to maximize the chance of a win. That propensity can lead to stunning results and is part of why sensitive people make great leaders (more on that in Chapter 9).

				Of course, such instincts aren’t sorcery, and a sensitive person can get something wrong just like anyone else. But sensitive people put far more mental resources into getting it right.

			

			
				Depth of Emotion

				 

				Depth of emotion is perhaps the most misunderstood gift. Sensitive people really do have, on average, stronger emotional reactions than others do. And you may not think of them as a gift at all: If you are someone with stronger emotions, then anger, hurt, and sadness can be intense experiences for you. At times they can even overwhelm you. But your deep and powerful emotions also mean you are fluent in a language that some other people struggle to speak. That is a master key to the human spirit.

				The source of this gift may lie in a tiny hub of the brain called the ventromedial prefrontal cortex (vmPFC). Located several inches behind your forehead and roughly the size and shape of your tongue, the vmPFC is a crossroads that brings together information about emotions, values, and sensory data. The reason we think of flowers as romantic, and not just as colorful vegetables, is because of the vmPFC.

				The ventromedial prefrontal cortex is a hardworking area in any brain, but for sensitive people, it’s busier than a Jackson Pollock canvas. This heightened activity has the effect of coloring the world with added depth, causing sensitive people to see life in a more vivid emotional palette. That vividness can be hard sometimes. (Raise your hand if you want a more intense experience of sadness—anyone?) However, it also offers a number of benefits, especially in terms of intelligence and mental well-being. As far back as the 1960s, psychiatrist Kazimierz Dąbrowski theorized a connection between emotional intensity and the potential for high achievement. In his work, he showed that gifted people tend to be “overexcitable” or sensitive in various ways, including physically and emotionally. Gifted children, he suggested, are often accused of overreacting but are just more acutely aware of their own feelings. Many gifted children, he found, carry on whole inner dialogues about their feelings—something not everyone does—and are so driven by compassion and human connection that emotions are simply a bigger concern for them. Dąbrowski even believed that emotional intensity was key to achieving higher stages of personal growth—what we would today call self-actualization.

				Educators who work with gifted students get to observe this emotional intensity firsthand, and many of these educators agree that people with a deep intellectual life tend to have a deep emotional life, too. One possible explanation for the link has to do with memory: An event experienced with greater emotional intensity is more likely to be recalled later, so the people with the most emotional vividness—sensitive people—may be the most likely to absorb and integrate new information.

				Today, though, we tend to focus on a different kind of smarts: emotional intelligence. To be clear, emotional intelligence is a skill, not something people are born with. Just as being tall does not automatically make a person good at basketball, being sensitive doesn’t automatically give you high emotional intelligence. But like height in the playoffs, it sure does help. That’s because emotional intelligence includes several components that really are strengths of sensitive people. For example, sensitive people tend to have a high degree of self-awareness; they notice and pay attention to their emotions, taking time to think about what they’re feeling both in the moment and afterward. And they easily read and understand the emotions of others, making high emotional intelligence achievable with a little effort. That effort can pay off: Emotional intelligence has been proven to contribute to improved mental health, better job performance, and leadership ability. Your emotionality can launch you to new heights if you harness it.

				Strong emotions come with other benefits, too. For one, they deepen relationships. They can also give you a powerful way of influencing people. If you’re sensitive, your deep emotionality is why you’re an exceptional listener, why people naturally trust you, and why you’re probably the go-to confidant when anyone in your friend group needs advice. With practice, depth of emotion even lets you bring people together, rallying them around an ideal—the stuff that social movements are made of. (Martin Luther King Jr., for example, is thought to have been a sensitive person.)

				On a personal level, depth of emotion also allows you to enjoy life in a rich way. Sensitive people have been shown to have stronger reactions to all kinds of experiences, both positive and negative, in studies gauging their emotional response. Fortunately, it’s usually the positive experiences that get the biggest reaction. This may explain why sensitive people often have high ideals, form powerful bonds with others, and derive great joy from the little things in life, especially things of beauty, like a leaf-laden street on a sunny fall day or a song from a guitarist busking on the corner.

				Although being wired for strong emotions comes with challenges, it also makes you exceptional. One not-highly-sensitive music producer, for example, who didn’t want to be named, views sensitive musicians almost with awe. He described how he thinks of emotions as “the invisible world.” He can see their effects in his work—something moves in the invisible world and, inexplicably, a deal falls through—but he cannot see the cause and effect, cannot predict what kind of emotional ripple a given action might create. (The sensitive musicians he works with, he said, can peek into that world, almost like a seer.) Because of his inability to read emotions, the producer, like a large swath of humanity, feels at the mercy of emotions. Sensitive people are the exception: They see the invisible.

				Think back to Bruce Springsteen, who we discussed in Chapter 2, and you can see all the gifts of sensitivity at work. You’ll find empathy, creativity, and depth of emotion in his music, in his sympathetic tales of losers and loners. Just listen to “Thunder Road,” about a man who’s “no hero” picking up a woman who “ain’t that young anymore” for one last fling, and you’ll feel it yourself. Springsteen even hears music differently than do most listeners, and he processes it deeply. When he was a boy, the records that held his interest were the ones where the singers sounded both happy and sad at the same time. “This music was filled with deep longing,” he says, “a casually transcendent spirit, mature resignation and…hope…hope for that girl, that moment, that place, that night when everything changes, life reveals itself to you, and you, in turn, are revealed.” For him, songs contain not just a rhythm and a melody but also shades of intention; they paint an entire world. Many musicians can relate, because many musicians are sensitive people. They listen differently—more deeply—than anyone else in the room.

				Springsteen applies this depth and sensory intelligence to the way he reads and understands his fans. With his early band the Castiles, he describes revamping the set list when he saw that the crowd was all down-on-their-luck, leather-wearing greasers. “The secret ingredients were doo-wop, soul and Motown,” he recalls. “This was the music that made the leather heart skip a beat.” Springsteen could seemingly glimpse their whole lives—their struggles, their dreams—and tailored his music to suit them.

				It’s this thoughtful, perceptive approach that typifies his entire career. Turning his depth of processing on himself, Springsteen says he knew early on what he had to offer: that he wasn’t the best singer or even the best guitar player but that he believed he could build a career on the strength of his songwriting. Then, trying not to lose himself as some of his musical heroes did when they reached a certain level of fame, Springsteen stayed close to his roots, living with his family on a horse farm in New Jersey. “I liked who I was when I was here…. I wanted to remain grounded,” he says in an interview. It’s this keen self-awareness that helped him not only succeed as a musician but also choose a life that felt right for him.

				The working man’s hero, it seems, is a sensitive hero, too.
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			Too Much, Too Loud, Too Fast

			
				I have often lamented that we cannot close our ears with as much ease as we can our eyes.

				—Sir Richard Steele, Essay No. 148

			

			No gift comes without some kind of cost. If you’re a sensitive person, that cost is the flip side of the same deep-processing brain that gives you superpowers in the first place. As you’ve seen, such a brain gobbles up mental energy; it works furiously nearly all the time, and as a result, it requires frequent rest. More than that, it needs space. It asks for a little extra time, a little extra patience, a little extra quiet and calm. If given these conditions, the gifts of sensitivity are at their best and the sensitive mind whirs toward genius—by processing every scrap of information to its fullest.

			Deprived of those conditions, however—rushed, pressured, and overworked—the same mind cannot hope to process everything it is fed. The physical and emotional inputs simply overload it like an overstuffed laundry machine. Therefore, overstimulation is one of the costs of being highly responsive to your environment and one of the biggest challenges that all sensitive people face.

			What should you do when you find yourself to be a sensitive creature in a not-so-sensitive world? How do you deal with spaces that are too packed, schedules that are too rushed, and places that are too loud? When you have many gifts, but society sees your needs as a sensitive person as inconvenient? When you want to use those gifts to help the world, but you need calm, quiet, and rest to do so?

			
				When There’s No Escape

				 

				Alicia Davies had just been through a breakup while she was finishing a master’s program, “one riddled with dissertation deadlines, long hours, and constant pressure,” she writes on Sensitive Refuge. As if that weren’t enough, she had one month left to figure out where she would live and what her life would look like when the year-long program finally came to an end. It would be an overwhelming time for anyone, of course, but Alicia isn’t just anyone—she is a sensitive person. What she needed was massive amounts of downtime to make sense of everything she had just been through. Now more than ever, she needed time in her sanctuary: her “lovely little bedroom” that was reminiscent of her childhood, with its green velvet armchair and many plants, books, and candles on wooden shelves. This private space was crucial to her self-care because it evoked feelings of safety and calm.

				Unfortunately, her landlord had a different idea: He had chosen this summer, of all summers, to do construction work on the house. This meant “drilling, sawing, and banging, every weekday, from early in the morning to late in the afternoon,” right outside her bedroom. The construction crew spoke loudly, blasted their music, and seemed to pop up everywhere. Anytime she had to go somewhere in the house, she had to apologetically squeeze past them—and their messes. Soon they started to joke that Alicia was in their way. In this state, any privacy or downtime became impossible.

				Understandably, Alicia’s stress skyrocketed. Little tasks became huge in her mind. At one point, she realized, she couldn’t even string simple sentences together: “Any sort of conversation felt painful—like when you’ve been listening to earbuds too long and you simply need to stop. It was as if my senses had tensed up and recoiled out of self-defense, and they had forgotten how to relax; I was fizzing over with input.” Then the noise and chaos would start all over again the next day.

				What she needed was an escape. She headed to a local café, but she found no refuge there. After she ordered her coffee, some energetic funk music started playing. A baby began to wail. That was the last straw: “I wanted to wail too, louder than that baby, and drown out all the sounds of the world.”

				Still in a full-on state of sensory overload, she left the coffee shop in a flurry of frustration and walked down the street. She muttered under her breath at anyone who made noise around her. She even swore at the too-loud hand dryer in a public restroom. Her anger wasn’t rational, she understood, but neither is sensory overload.

				Thankfully, she stumbled on an art exhibit. She wandered inside, where she was suddenly cloaked in silence. She walked around, spending time with each piece of art, feeling for the first time that day that her senses were slowly uncoiling, softening, reviving. There was a place for her in the world after all—in fact, a rather large place rich in beauty and stillness. Another woman—alone like Alicia—wandered into the exhibition with a peaceful energy about her. Alicia immediately felt close to her, as if this stranger somehow understood her need for solitude. When the two happened to glance at each other, Alicia found herself actually smiling.

				Of course, Alicia’s visit to the art gallery wasn’t the complete end of her overstimulation. It was only the beginning of the end, a lessening of the symptoms, as if her senses were still brittle, ready to snap again at the slightest touch. Over the next few days, she figured out a few techniques to fully recover from the overstimulation, even with the construction crew still banging away in the house. She listened to music, which covered some of the noise and helped slow down her racing thoughts. And she spent time outside, hearing birdsong and breathing in the fresh air. Finally, Alicia found peace.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Does Overstimulation Feel Like for You?

					“When I feel overstimulated, I feel trapped and anxious, and I have an overwhelming need to find solitude. If I’m unable to escape or retreat, I then become what appears to be dazed or checked out, although my thoughts are still fully functioning. People around me will say things like, ‘Are you feeling okay? You’re too quiet,’ and ‘Are you having any fun?’ If the overstimulation comes on fast or unexpectedly, I will also briefly experience an out-of-body feeling where my body feels completely unfamiliar to me. The only thing that helps when I’m overstimulated is to retreat to a warm, quiet, comfortable place.” —Jessi

					“I find it builds up over time. All physical comfort begins to disappear. Everything becomes an annoyance. Conversations become irritants. I used to run around trying to fix every irritant. That wouldn’t work, and I would blow up with anger and frustration. Now I know I’m tired and need time to recharge my energy or have a good cry.” —Mathew

					“For me, overstimulation feels like I am getting poked by a ton of people all at once. It’s kind of like a soft pressure that builds up all over my body and I can’t get comfortable.” —Aly

				
			

			
				Common Causes of Overstimulation

				What Alicia experienced is not unusual for sensitive people, and maybe you’ve experienced something like it, too. If so, you’re not alone, and there’s nothing wrong with you. All sensitive people will face overstimulation at some point in their lives, and more likely, they will face it regularly as they work, care for their children, and socialize. Here are some of the most common causes of overstimulation for sensitive people. The following is not a comprehensive list; other things you may find overstimulating might not be included here. Which of these emotions or situations have sometimes felt overstimulating for you?

				
						Excessive, strong, or disruptive sensory stimuli (crowds, loud music, both repetitive sounds and irregular sounds, temperature, fragrances, bright lights)

						Worries, anxiety, or recurring thoughts

						Emotions perceived from others, especially negative judgment, stress, or anger

						Your own emotions

						Socializing and having lots of plans

						Tight deadlines, busy schedules, or being rushed from one activity to the next

						Information overload or upsetting information (e.g., watching the news or “doomscrolling”)

						Changes (sometimes even positive ones, like getting your dream job or finally having a baby)

						Novelty, surprises, and uncertainty

						A chaotic schedule or getting thrown off a familiar routine

						Clutter in your environment (e.g., a messy room or desk)

						Doing tasks—even familiar ones—while someone observes you (e.g., a performance review at work, competing in a sport, typing on a keyboard as someone looks over your shoulder, giving a speech, or even attending your own wedding)

						Too many things demanding your attention at once

				

			

			
				Why Overstimulation Happens

				 

				The things on the preceding list might overstimulate anyone, sensitive or not, especially if more than one is happening at once—but sensitive people will reach that state faster and feel it deeper. Why does this happen? Imagine an invisible bucket that we all carry around with us. Some people have a big bucket, while others—sensitive people—have a smaller bucket. No one gets to choose the size of their bucket; we’re all born with a different nervous system and a different capacity to deal with stimulation. Yet no matter the size of the bucket, every sound, every emotion, and every scent fills it a little more, says Larissa Geleris, an occupational therapist who works with children and adults who have sensory processing difficulties.

				If your bucket is running dry, you feel bored, restless, or even depressed. But if your bucket is overflowing, you feel stressed, fatigued, and overwhelmed—maybe even panicked, angry, and out of control. Everyone, then, has a certain threshold for stimuli, and everyone seeks to have their bucket filled to just the right level so they are neither under- nor overstimulated. A child with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), for example, may always feel as if this bucket is running dry. So they rap fingers on their desk or jump out of their seat in school in an effort to stimulate themselves. For you, a sensitive person, it’s the opposite: Your bucket fills quickly just from everyday activities, like a day at work or taking care of your kids at home. “Once the bucket is full,” explains Geleris, “it spills over and we see dysregulation or overstimulation. Essentially, it’s your sensory system saying, ‘Nope, no more. I have processed enough, I have filtered enough, I’m overworked, and I just don’t have the capacity to deal with it anymore.’ ”

				For Geleris, the bucket analogy is more than just theory; she is a sensitive person herself (“My therapist says I’m one,” she laughs, as we speak over Zoom). So, she frequently finds her bucket too full. Most recently, it happened when she was changing her three-month-old daughter’s soiled diaper. Her daughter was crying, toys were strewn all over the floor, and, as every parent has experienced ad nauseam, the mess of the diaper went everywhere. As a result, Geleris began to feel overwhelmed, and her emotions spiraled out of control: “I could feel that I was holding on as much as I could,” she says. To make matters worse, she had suffered a concussion not long before this. The injury had caused her to physically and mentally struggle with navigating such cluttered spaces—leaving her effectively trapped at the changing table. “I turned around, saw all the mess and the toys, and just started crying,” she recalls. The panicky feeling didn’t end until her husband came to her rescue, moving the toys and helping her escape the sensory bombardment.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Makes You Feel Overstimulated?

					“For me, overstimulation is an easy state of mind to slip into. Sometimes something as simple as running five minutes late is enough to trigger it. I have to be very mindful not to unload my emotions on the ones I care most about.” —Joseph

					“It often happens when I feel like all the people and things around me (like chores, mobile phone alerts, traffic noise, neighbors being noisy, etc.) demand my attention, and I can’t escape from it.” —Jana

					“I can handle loud concerts and airports, usually because they are planned activities that I have mentally prepared for. It is simpler, more innocuous stuff that can trigger me. My young son makes a particular sound that he knows I can’t handle, but being a child, he pushes those boundaries. My whole body becomes tense, and it feels like my every nerve ending is on edge. If I can’t escape, which often I can’t, it triggers anger and rage, as I try to regulate from the irritant.” —Tanja

					“I feel my most overstimulated when there are too many emotions happening around me, whether it’s in a crowd or just one person. It makes me want to cry because I feel closed in. Taking a hot bath with a nice-smelling bath bomb or going into a dark, quiet room by myself or with my cat helps me calm down.” —Jessica

				
			

			
				Your Body’s Eight Sensory Systems

				What happens in the body, exactly, when our bucket spills over? Let’s take a closer look at our body’s sensory systems. Although we think of ourselves as having five senses, the body has eight sensory systems:

				
						
						Visual: sight

					

						
						Auditory: sound

					

						
						Olfactory: smell

					

						
						Tactile: touch

					

						
						Gustatory: taste

					

						
						Vestibular: the sense of balance and head movement; located in the inner ear

					

						
						Proprioceptive: the sense of one’s own body’s movement; controls and detects force and pressure; located in the muscles and joints

					

						
						Interoceptive: a monitoring system for activities within the body, like breathing, hunger, and thirst; located all over the body, in the organs, bones, muscles, and skin

					

				

				All day long, your sensory systems work both together and separately to keep you safe, regulated, and on task. This includes big things, like completing a project at work, but it includes little things, too, things you probably aren’t even aware of. To take just one example, this morning, when you got dressed, your brain had to decide whether what was touching your arm was safe or dangerous. A shirt? Safe. Your brain sends a signal to your body to ignore it. But what if it was a mosquito? Dangerous. Your brain sends a signal to your body to swat it. This process of taking in a stimulus, interpreting it, and then responding to it happens constantly. Your brain filters out background noise so that you can hear people talk. As you cut vegetables to prepare dinner, your brain adjusts the amount of pressure your hands use on the knife to keep you safe. Even now, as you read this sentence, your brain is working to focus your eyes and decode the meaning behind the marks on this page. “Throughout our day, we never have a moment when we are not using this skill of sensory processing,” Geleris explains.

				All told, that’s eight streams of nonstop information jacking into your brain every second of every day. Add in any emotions you’re feeling or higher-level tasks you’re doing, and the input adds up fast. As we’ve seen, sensitive people have a nervous system that is more responsive to certain stimuli, especially to the sensory inputs of sound and touch, notes Geleris. Just as your arms get tired after doing push-ups, your senses get tired, too. Yet unlike your arms, which can take a break, your body’s sensory systems are always on.

			

			
				Drive, Threat, Soothe

				 

				When you’re overstimulated, it can feel as though your body is under attack. You might experience racing thoughts, muscle tension, intense panic or anger, and an overwhelming desire to escape the situation. Clinical psychologist Paul Gilbert calls this state Threat mode. Gilbert has spent his career learning the mechanisms that underpin human motives and emotion. Ranking among the most cited researchers in the world, Gilbert produced work so pivotal to science that the queen awarded him the Order of the British Empire, one of the most prestigious awards a British citizen can earn. He believes we use three basic systems—Drive, Threat, and Soothe—to regulate all our emotions. Learning to pay attention to which emotion system you may be using in any given situation can help you keep it in check.

				The first one, called Threat, is our most powerful system, because it has the greatest ability to seize control of the brain. Its goal is to keep us alive, and its marching orders are, “Better safe than sorry.” Even animals use it, such as when they fight off a predator, growl, or puff themselves up to look bigger than they really are. Associated with the fight or flight response, or what psychologist and author Daniel Goleman calls an “amygdala hijack,” the Threat system is always on, scanning our environment for hazards, whether it’s a bus speeding toward us or a significant other not returning our texts. Responding to both real and perceived threats, it turns up a lot of false positives. For example, your spouse’s sarcastic comment or your toddler’s tantrum probably isn’t really a danger to your life, but Threat can make it feel like it is. When you feel fear, anger, or anxiety, you’ve entered Threat mode. Self-criticism can also be a part of this mode; in this case, the body believes that you yourself are the danger.

				If the first system keeps us alive, then the next one helps us “get more.” Called Drive, this system makes us feel good when we obtain resources and achieve goals. You’re in Drive mode when you complete items on your to-do list, ask for a raise at work, buy a new house or car, go out with friends, or swipe through dating apps. Animals also use Drive when they build nests, attract mates, and store food for the winter. When balanced by the other two systems, Drive “gives you these buzzes of joyfulness and pleasure,” Gilbert tells us. But if it gets out of whack, as it often does in our too-much culture, Drive can spiral into an insatiable quest of “never enough.” With this spiral, notes Gilbert, “people become absolutely obsessed with achieving, having, doing, and owning, and can start to feel like failures if they don’t.” Think out-of-control gambling, food and drug addictions, and greed. A good example of this mindset is the movie The Wolf of Wall Street, which tells the true story of stockbroker Jordan Belfort’s crimes. We can see Drive in overkill when Belfort remarks, “The year I turned twenty-six, as the head of my own brokerage firm, I made forty-nine million dollars, which really pissed me off because it was three shy of a million a week.”

				Because of the powerful nature of Threat and Drive, we’re at our happiest when we keep these two systems in check, using them only on a part-time basis. Unfortunately, and without even realizing it, most of us spend the majority of our time in these systems (and we feel justified, because it is, after all, what the Toughness Myth demands). Both Threat and Drive can contribute to the feelings of overstimulation that we as sensitive people face.

				But there’s an antidote to overstimulation: the third system, called Soothe, which switches on naturally when there is no threat to defend against and no goal to chase. Others have called it the “rest and digest” system, because once in Soothe mode, we feel calm, content, and comforted, like a baby rocked to sleep by a parent or a kitten cuddled against its mother to feel safe and warm. Soothe, which is used by all mammals, allows us to relax, slow down, and enjoy what we’re doing in the present moment. You might use Soothe when you savor your morning coffee, get a massage, or mindfully appreciate the fresh blossoms in your garden. This system allows us to open ourselves to other people and extend compassion to them, rather than seeing them as a potential danger. When you feel safe, happy, secure, cared for, and calm, you’ve entered Soothe mode.

				However, even though Soothe is the most pleasurable of the three systems, it’s the easiest for us to ignore. For many of us, Soothe is underutilized or even completely blocked because of trauma or a difficult childhood. Learning to activate it regularly is a game-changer for sensitive people, and we’ll give you techniques for doing that later in this chapter.

			

			
				The Difference Between Occasional and Chronic Overstimulation

				Thankfully, occasionally slipping into Threat mode is not dangerous in and of itself. Nor does it harm your health. As Alicia found out, as soon as she was able to take refuge in a quiet, calm place (the art museum), her stress and anger began to dissipate. She writes, “Thankfully for me (and for everyone around me), I discovered that overstimulation is only temporary. With the right techniques, it goes away and barely even leaves a trace.”

				However, chronic overstimulation is a different story. It occurs when our bodies are constantly plunged into Threat mode because of certain unavoidable, ongoing situations. Maybe a colleague is making your workplace toxic, or maybe you are the main caregiver to your young children. Or you might live or work somewhere that is overstimulating by its very nature. If you’ve ever said that you’re getting burned out or just can’t handle things anymore, you’re probably experiencing chronic overstimulation. Fatigue is another sign of chronic overstimulation; if you feel tired all the time—or even after you’ve rested—it may be because your nervous system is in overdrive. As the saying goes, “It’s the kind of tired that sleep can’t fix.” Other signs are that you find yourself crying more easily (sometimes for no real reason at all) and may even have physical symptoms—like muscle pain, headaches, or digestive issues—with no clear physical cause. While you can bounce back from occasional bouts of overstimulation, chronic overstimulation is a more serious problem and may eventually hurt your job performance, your relationships, your mental and physical health, and your happiness.

				If you’re experiencing chronic overstimulation, you need to step back and evaluate the situation carefully. What, exactly, triggers the overstimulation? Is it certain people, tasks, noises, something else? What can you do to avoid or minimize these triggers? Could you spend less time with the person, only communicating with them through email instead of face-to-face? Could you wear headphones to cover the noise, take more frequent breaks, cut back your working hours, delegate some of your responsibilities, or ask someone for help? Sometimes the only way out of chronic overstimulation is to remove yourself from the situation, relationship, or job. Leaving isn’t an easy step, but if that’s what it takes, give yourself permission to do so.

			

			
				A Toolkit to Lessen Overstimulation

				The key to dealing with overstimulation, both chronic and occasional, is to create a lifestyle that works for your sensitivity, not against it. First, you need reliable ways to activate the Soothe system and end the overstimulation in the moment. Then, you need realistic methods to build a long-term lifestyle that nourishes your sensitive nature.

				Taking these steps doesn’t mean you’ll completely stop getting overstimulated or never face a challenge related to sensory overload. Even Lama Lodro Zangmo, a sensitive Buddhist nun who spent eleven years in nearly nonstop seclusion,[*] sometimes found herself overstimulated by the prayer and meditation practices of the monastery. As she puts it, it left her with “a feeling of lightning inside.” If she talked to other people, the feelings intensified, and by the end of the day, she would become overwhelmed. Over time, she learned how to be comfortable with this energy as she came to understand it as a natural part of her, and she let go of trying to control it or make it disappear. Rather, she explains, “If I kept silent, it was like letting the wind die down, and then I would feel comfortable with what was going on inside.”

				Tom Falkenstein, author of The Highly Sensitive Man, puts it another way: “The tendency to become overstimulated can’t be completely avoided because it’s impossible to steer clear of all potentially challenging situations—be it a visit to a busy supermarket, your brother’s birthday party, giving a presentation at work, organizing or booking your next vacation, or an upcoming parents’ evening about how well your kids are doing at school.” Plus, he points out, if we arranged our lives to completely avoid any opportunity for overstimulation, we’d probably end up leading, well…a pretty boring life. Rather, sensitive people should accept their tendency toward occasional overstimulation and draw on tools to lessen it.

				As we’ve seen, there’s no single way that overstimulation shows up, so there is no single technique that tackles it every time. That’s why we recommend the toolkit approach: having a variety of strategies at your disposal so you can choose those that will help you the most in the moment. Most important, all the tools in your kit involve soothing yourself in one way or another. Remember, the point is to switch from Threat or Drive to Soothe, not to follow a script. So customize each tool as you see fit. The only thing you shouldn’t change is the habit of using these tools early and often.

			

			
				Develop an Early Warning System for Overstimulation

				Before you get sick, you might get a tickle in your throat or just feel off—early warning signs of a cold or the flu. In the same way, before you reach a state of full-on overstimulation, your body gives you early warning signs. The more you can become aware of these signs, the easier it will be to sidestep overstimulation before it gets too “big.” Throughout the day, check in with yourself. Ask yourself these questions:

				
						How am I feeling right now?

						What thoughts or images come to mind?

						Where in my body am I experiencing these emotions?

						How does my body feel, physically?

				

				If you feel restless, wound up, distracted, irritated, or a desire to cover your ears or eyes to shield them from sensory input—or if you have muscle tension, a tight feeling in your chest, a headache, or stomach pain—you may be on the verge of overstimulation.

			

			
				If Possible, Take a Break

				When overstimulation strikes, the best thing you can do is to move away from the thing that is overstimulating you, whether it’s a sound or a conversation. Take a break. Close a door. Go on a short walk. Step into a restroom—whatever it takes. If you do need to walk away, make sure to communicate what’s going on to those around you. Try, “I’m getting overstimulated. I need a short break to calm my body down.” Or for a more work-appropriate heads-up: “I need to take a few minutes to sort out my thoughts, and then I’ll know how to do my best work. I’ll be back in five.”

				The toughest part of taking breaks may not be knowing when you need one but giving yourself permission to take one. However, breaks are crucial to interrupting overstimulation. Remember, if you really don’t want to explain, the bathroom usually goes unquestioned. (As one sensitive man put it, “Another name for ‘bathroom’ is ‘refuge.’ ”)

				While taking your break, bring your awareness to your body. Recognize that you’re not really under attack, even though it feels that way. “In the moment, when you’re overstimulated, you feel so helpless,” says Geleris. “I think that’s the most important thing to recognize. You may feel helpless, but you are not. Your nervous system is saying, ‘Hey, we’re in danger,’ but you’re not in danger. Remind yourself of that.”

			

			
				Give Yourself Calming Sensory Input

				More often than not, we cannot escape the situation that is overstimulating us. That’s when we need some other tools to lower our arousal level. When our Threat system turns on, we must interrupt the body’s physical response (because Threat mode is, essentially, a physical reaction from your body). The way to disrupt that response is also physical. For example, you can put your back against a wall and push firmly against it. Lie on your back on the floor. Do mini push-ups on the kitchen countertop or your desk. Wrap your arms around your body and give yourself a tight hug (or if it is appropriate to do so, ask someone else for a hug). Proprioceptive input, the sensation you receive when you move your body against resistance, is the most calming type of sensory input, says Geleris. The best part of proprioceptive input is that you can trigger it anywhere and anytime, on your own, and nobody’s the wiser. (Proprioceptive input is also the reason people enjoy weighted blankets.)

			

			
				Move Your Head Less

				The vestibular system is the sensory system that, among other functions, tracks where your head is in space. When you turn your head, the brain lights up with electrical activity, and all your other senses become heightened—which can contribute to overstimulation. So, position yourself in a way that reduces head movement. For example, if you’re cooking dinner (often an overstimulating task for parents of babies and toddlers), gather everything you need from the cabinet first so you don’t have to flip back and forth as much. If you’re at a dinner party, sit at the head of the table so that you can see everyone at once. Preferably, place your back to a wall so you don’t have to filter sensory input from behind; this makes your “Threat brain” feel safer because “predators” can’t sneak up on you. (It’s also why we like cozy spaces and prefer the seat that’s against a wall in a restaurant or a conference room.)

			

			
				Comfort Yourself as You Would Comfort a Child

				As every parent has learned, kids get overstimulated easily because their young brains are learning and processing so much, all the time. So, extend to yourself the same compassion that you would to an overstimulated child. “You wouldn’t have calmed down or stopped crying when you were a baby or a child if your parents had shouted at you, criticized you, or left you in a room on your own,” writes Falkenstein. “So it’s vital that in difficult moments you are able to use emotional regulation to look after yourself and comfort yourself instead of criticizing your tendency to become quickly overstimulated and to feel things intensely (‘Oh, here we go again!’). This only increases the tension you feel and your emotional arousal and doesn’t help you calm down more quickly.” You might try imagining yourself as a young child and speak comforting words directly to this little person. “I know this isn’t easy for you,” “I can feel your pain,” “You’re not alone, I’m here with you,” “Tell me what’s wrong.”

			

			
				Activate Your Cognitive Brain

				We have, effectively, two brains—a cognitive brain and an emotional one. Sensitive people tend to spend more time in their emotional brain, says psychotherapist Julie Bjelland, who specializes in the trait of high sensitivity. “When your emotional brain is activated, your thinking brain basically goes to sleep,” she explains. (If you’ve ever felt as if you couldn’t think clearly when you’ve been mad or stressed, your emotional brain has overridden your cognitive brain.) Just as Threat and Soothe can’t be activated at the same time, neither can our cognitive brain and our emotional brain. Waking up your cognitive brain will lower the intensity of the emotions you feel when you are overstimulated. Bjelland suggests getting a piece of paper and writing down the emotion(s) you’re feeling and what she calls some “cognitive facts.” In this case, cognitive facts are observations that counter the message of your emotions. For example, your emotions might be telling you, “I botched the presentation and made a fool of myself.” Here are some cognitive facts that might counter that message:

				
						I performed to my personal standards.

						My coworkers told me I did a good job.

						My boss wouldn’t have asked me to lead the presentation in the first place if she hadn’t believed that I could perform well.

				

				Write down at least three cognitive facts for every emotion, advises Bjelland. Because the cognitive brain is in charge of language, the mere process of putting your feelings into words is one way to activate this part of your brain.

			

			
				Create Your Sensitive Sanctuary

				Set up your physical environment in a way that nurtures your sensitivity. It isn’t always possible to, say, feel calm in an open office or a classroom, but you should have at least one space that brings immediate peace. That’s where your sensitive sanctuary comes in. This sanctuary is a room or another space that’s all your own. It’s where you decompress and escape the noise of the world. If your own room isn’t possible, start with a cozy chair, your own desk, or any quiet corner. Decorate it with soothing colors or whatever makes you happy. Physical comfort is key, so include pillows, plush surfaces, soft lighting, and comfortable furniture. Stockpile the things that bring you the most joy, such as books, journals, candles, religious items, calming music, and your favorite snacks. The specifics don’t matter so much as the idea that this is your space, set up in a way that lets you process and come down.

				Most important, make sure to tell your family or roommates about your sanctuary. Stress that your “me time” in your sanctuary is important for your physical and mental health. Many sensitive people create a sanctuary space instinctively, but unless they have clear boundaries about their space and how they use it, others may intrude, interrupt, or even take it over. Remember, the idea that anyone might need a special private space just to do nothing—or relax—is an unfamiliar concept to some people. For example, if it’s important to you that no one rearrange the items in your sanctuary or interrupt you while you enjoy your tea there, make sure to communicate these preferences clearly.

			

			
				Set Healthy Boundaries

				Speaking of boundaries, chronic overstimulation often occurs because our boundaries have holes, that is, places where we haven’t set or communicated a clear limit. (Raise your hand if you’re a sensitive person who hates setting boundaries because you don’t want to hurt anyone or let them down!) Boundaries can feel as though they go against the sensitive person’s natural empathy. However, the limits you set don’t have to be walls or dividers; they are simply a personal list of things that are okay or not okay with you. For sensitive people, healthy boundaries might sound like these statements:

				
						“I can’t come to that event this weekend.”

						“I can only stay for an hour.”

						“That doesn’t work for me.”

						“I won’t be doing that.”

						“I’d like to, but I’m not available without advance notice. What’s a different time that would work?”

						“I’m sorry you’re having such a difficult time. I would love to help, but I would be overcommitting myself if I did ___. Is there something else I can do?”

						“I understand it’s an important topic, but I’m not able to talk about it right now.”

						“When I share my thoughts with you and get criticized, I close up. I can only talk with you if you respond respectfully.”

						“I’m struggling and need to talk to someone. Are you in a place where you can listen right now?”

						“I need some ‘me time.’ Would you take the kids for a few hours?”

						“I’m feeling tired. I need to rest.”

				

			

			
				Hear the Message Your Emotions Are Telling You

				When you’re overwhelmed by intense feelings, remember that emotions in and of themselves are not the problem, explains Steven C. Hayes, coauthor of Get Out of Your Mind and Into Your Life. Like an alert on your phone or a postcard from a friend, emotions are merely the messengers. Because they are messengers, we don’t have to act on every emotion, but at the very least, the messages deserve to be heard. Sometimes our emotions tell us when an important boundary has been crossed, when it’s time to take action, or when our needs in a relationship aren’t being met. They often show us lessons and opportunities for change. Although it may be tempting to tell yourself that you are overreacting—after all, you may have heard this your whole life—don’t ignore your emotions or feelings of overstimulation. They aren’t meant to be clung to, but they aren’t meant to be avoided, either. “They are meant to come and go, flowing through you in their own time,” explains Hayes. “They contain important lessons when things are off, and beautiful rewards when things fall into place.” When strong feelings arise, he says, take a moment to reflect on these questions: “What does this emotion ask me to do?” and “What does it suggest I am yearning for?”

			

			
				Make Time to Laugh and Play

				Sing along with the car radio, skip down the hallway, play fetch with your dog, build a snowman, go on a bike ride with no destination in mind, or grab one of your kid’s toys and play along. Look for the humor in the situation. Psychologists call this focus on play and the willingness to engage in it the play ethic. It’s about embracing your inner child and making time for fun. As therapist Carolyn Cole writes on Sensitive Refuge, this playful side often “gets covered up over the years by the fear of not fitting in, being overly focused on responsibilities, and feeling like you simply don’t have time for this part of yourself anymore.” She recommends cultivating a play ethic to all her clients, but especially to her sensitive ones, to help curb overstimulation before it starts. Humor, in particular, requires the use of the prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that’s at odds with emotional overstimulation. In other words, you can’t laugh at something funny and feel overwhelmed at the same time.

			

			
				Give It Time

				When you’re overstimulated, your emotions feel overwhelming and your body may be flooded with anxiety or stress, so it can be hard to remember to use any of the tools described here. Geleris herself admits that when she was overstimulated while changing her daughter’s diaper, all her techniques flew out the window—even though she’s a sensory processing expert who teaches these tools to others. So perhaps the most important piece of advice to deal with overstimulation is to simply give yourself time. “If you can, ride the wave a little bit, and as you come back down, that’s when you can implement your tools,” she says. “It will end. It feels like it won’t, but it will.”

				Accept that sometimes, overstimulation simply can’t be avoided. Remember, overstimulation is your brain doing what it does best: going deep. In these moments, do what you can to draw on your tools, and be kind to yourself if the results aren’t perfect. As the saying goes, this too shall pass.

			

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Zangmo also happens to be Andre’s sister.
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			The Pain of Empathy

			
				Sometimes I think, I need a spare heart to feel all the things I feel.

				—Sanober Khan, “Spare Heart,” in A Thousand Flamingos

			

			
			Rachel Horne was in trouble. She had worked against all odds to get into a prestigious university program devoted to the art of administering global charities. Unfortunately, the job market for people who want to make a difference in the world is competitive at the best of times. A year after graduating, she found herself buried in student loans and in desperate need of any job. There was an opening for a manager of a palliative care home for older adults with dementia. Here, she thought, maybe she could help people, even though the work wasn’t what she had originally planned to do. Maybe it would even be something she was good at, because she is a sensitive person.

			Elder care is important work, but for Horne, it became a heartbreaking career. Her days were filled with a nonstop rush of caretaking, logistics, and actual life-and-death decisions, all of it to be done with a smile. Her “office” was wedged into the activity closet, heaps of dart boards teetering over her computer and the panicked beep of flatlines sounding through the paper-thin walls. There were beautiful moments, to be sure, times when she managed to get through to someone lost in dementia and offer a sunbeam of joy. In one instance, she played music for a patient even though her coworkers said she was wasting her time because he was too far gone. Then, one day, he turned to her and sang a line from the song. It was the only time she ever heard him speak, but on that day, she knew she was making a difference.

			But these moments were hard to come by, partly because slowing down enough to provide them put everyone behind schedule. There were also moments of loss. It wasn’t uncommon for a staff member to form a real bond with a person one day, only to find them dead the next. Horne didn’t understand how her coworkers could go on as if nothing had happened; their attitudes seemed so callous, so cold. “It was impossible for me to put professional distance between me and the patients’ suffering,” she told us. “I couldn’t be like, ‘Okay, it’s five o’clock. Time to close the door and go out with my friends.’ I would be like, ‘Somebody just died. What?’ ”

			Other times, people on their deathbeds opened up to her and shared their feelings, regrets, and even family secrets they didn’t want to take to the grave. As a sensitive person, Horne could listen nonjudgmentally and bring them some comfort. But this emotional labor took a toll on her. “I could hold it together in front of the people that needed me to,” she says, “but as soon as I got in my car and closed the door, I started crying.”

			In theory, Horne was making a difference, but she wasn’t getting enough sleep, and she went home many nights in tears, only to start crying again the next morning. After just five months on the job, she was physically and emotionally at her limit, and she needed a change.

			That was when she met a French man named Florian. His kind eyes and carefree demeanor reminded her of herself back when she still had space in her life. Florian had plenty of space: He was hitchhiking around the world. He happened to be camping on her friend’s land for a few nights, and then he’d be back on the road. With no meetings to go to, and no tragic deaths he was supposed to “manage” like lines on a balance sheet, his life seemed utterly serene.

			That night, Horne and Florian talked long into the evening, as she lobbed question after question his way. He answered each one patiently. No, he wasn’t wealthy. No, he didn’t feel unsafe. No, he had never been shouted at while pitching his tent. Yes, he was happy—was she? Slowly, Horne admitted that she envied him. Most people would say they could never do anything like what Florian did, but she started to see his journey as a viable, maybe even preferable, alternative to her job.

			The next day, Horne found herself striking a deal. She would wrap things up at her job, and Florian would hitchhike to her flat with a tent and backpack at the ready. With his help, she would do what every parent hopes their child will never do: take off into the wilderness with a stranger. She knew she could lose everything, run out of money, maybe even end up in real peril. But she also felt lighter. For the first time in years, the constant bombardment of other people’s needs and emotions seemed far away.

			
				The Dark Side of Empathy

				 

				While empathy is one of the greatest gifts of all sensitive people, it can also feel like a curse. That’s because empathy can be painful. It requires us to truly take in what another person is feeling, even to experience that feeling with them, but in our own body. Like all emotions, that experience can sometimes be overpowering, and like all emotions, it’s messy. As a result, empathy comes with some side effects.

				One of those side effects is the weight of internalizing the world’s most troubling moments, whether you watch them on the news or experience them yourself. Another side effect is so-called giver burnout—also known as compassion fatigue—which happens when the constant effort of caring for others becomes too much. Giver burnout is what Horne experienced. Teachers, nurses, therapists, stay-at-home parents, and others in caregiving roles are especially at risk of giver burnout. Case in point: In 2021, in the midst of the pandemic, burnout was reported as the number one reason that so many health-care workers left their jobs. Even by 2022, one in five doctors and two in five nurses said they intended to leave their practice within two years, according to the American Medical Association. Another one-third wanted to reduce the number of hours they work.

				Ask any sensitive person, though, and they’ll tell you that one of the most regular side effects of high empathy is absorbing unwanted emotions. For some sensitive individuals, emotions are like a tangible presence in the environment, and the result is the sudden sense of being invaded by feelings that seem to come from nowhere. One minute, you’re enjoying your coffee; the next, you’re nervous and afraid, looking around the café wondering why. As one sensitive person told us, she seems to feel her mother’s emotions, like anxiety, even when she and her mother are not physically close to one another, like when they are shopping in different parts of a store.

				To a less-sensitive person, this dark side of empathy has a simple solution: Dial it down. Sensitive people, however, have been hearing this advice their whole lives. They cannot shut off their empathy any more than they can shut off their physical senses or their deep thinking.

				
					In Their Own Words: How Do Other People’s Emotions Affect You?

					“When I walk into a room, the first thing I do is visually notice every person. All my senses tune in to their emotions. Positive emotions keep me upbeat, while negative emotions drain me. Sometimes I think I can even feel pets’ feelings.” —Jackie

					“Dealing with other people’s emotions is very challenging for me. Men are not supposed to notice that kind of thing. In fact, I have learned subtle ways to ignore other people’s eyes, tone of voice, body language, manner of speaking, and other things, in order to ‘turn down’ the volume on their intrusive emotional states. People who are angry or have malicious intent can disrupt my nervous system for days if I have to interact with them, and sometimes they can even provoke a trauma response. After a lot of work, I can now usually distinguish which emotions belong to me and which ones don’t.” —Trent

					“I can feel and even visualize other people’s emotions. It’s often difficult to know where their emotions end and mine begin. When in a room of strangers, it is the worst, as I have no justification for the feelings, and I often think they are my own. If I’m overstimulated, then the emotions of others will push me into a negative headspace. If I’m not overstimulated, then I can often use them as clues to help people. But even then, I have to be very careful not to let too much in.” —Mathew

					“I absorb everything! I’m working on managing it, but I’m like a human thermostat—I can tell the ‘temperature’ of a person or even a whole room.” —Kay

				
			

			
				Emotional Contagion

				 

				As sensitive people know all too well, emotions are infectious—they spread as easily from one person to the next as does the common cold. In fact, psychologists don’t call the spread of an emotion empathy at all. They refer to it as emotional contagion, and we all catch emotions to some extent, whether we’re sensitive or not. And it isn’t just negative emotions, like stress and anger, that spread: The whole point of a party is to absorb happy feelings from friends through smiling, laughing, and dancing. Catching others’ feelings is, in fact, a key part of what makes us human—and, like sensitivity, it helps our species survive. When a group of humans catches inspiration, they work together toward a common goal. When they catch fear, they mobilize against the threat and react quickly in the face of danger.

				The spread of emotions is made possible, in part, by what researchers call the chameleon effect. Like a chameleon blending into its surroundings, we unconsciously mimic the mannerisms, facial expressions, and other behaviors of the people around us, the better to match our social environment. For example, if your coworker smiles at you as the two of you pass in the hallway, you probably smile back—automatically. This social response is a good thing: When you mirror the behavior of another person, that person feels good about you. The chameleon effect also explains why a group of friends develops similar ways of talking and joking, or how we can build rapport with strangers within seconds by “returning” their emotions. Research shows that high-empathy individuals—as sensitive people are—show the chameleon effect to a greater degree than others show it. This finding also explains why sensitive people often report that strangers feel comfortable telling them their life story (as Horne’s patients did). Without even realizing it, sensitive people tend to mirror others’ emotions automatically, and this mirroring builds trust.

				This biological process of catching and returning emotions happens in three observable stages. The first stage is the chameleon effect, when you mimic another person’s cues, either a smile or a frown. Then comes the second stage, a feedback loop. With your body taking on the appearance of an emotion, your mind starts to feel that emotion, either happiness or concern. During the final stage, the other person may begin to talk about what they’re feeling or what they experienced. From their own words, ideally, you learn what caused a person to feel joy or stress—and by extension, why you feel the same way. This stage can be helpful, especially when you’re confronted with painful emotions, because it allows you to put the emotion in context and get a “why” for the “what” you’re feeling. But this stage can also heighten the feedback loop. As the two of you become synchronized, your initial frown becomes a true sense of distress. Worse, if the two of you don’t communicate—perhaps because you’ve gotten the emotion from someone who doesn’t want to talk about it—anxiety and uncertainty get added to the mix. Imagine, for example, that your coworker is called into a meeting with the boss and comes out looking on the verge of tears, then gathers their things and leaves. It would be stressful enough to absorb your coworker’s fear and sadness (even if you knew why they were being laid off), but when you absorb those feelings with no explanation, you’re left wondering if you’re on the chopping block, too.

				If you don’t consider yourself a sensitive person, you may now be getting an idea of why those who are this way talk so much about their feelings. They go through this cycle all the time—their empathy can leave them carrying the stress of everyone around them. Sharing someone’s emotions can be beautiful, but when it’s constant, it can also be a source of pain.

			

			
				The Most Potent Super-Spreaders

				It’s one thing to absorb a stranger’s emotions but another thing entirely to absorb the emotions of those closest to you. In fact, research shows that emotions are far more infectious when they come from a loved one. One study found that spouses deeply influence one another’s stress levels. The shared stress consequently plays an important role in marriage satisfaction (or the lack of it). As one sensitive wife told us, when her husband swears or gets agitated—even when the problem has nothing to do with her—her body immediately has a physical and emotional response, such as panic or even tears. Her husband, however, struggles to understand why his venting of emotions is “such a big deal.” (Interestingly, one researcher found, women are more susceptible to emotional contagion than men, especially to catching stress and negativity. This may be because women are more socialized to attend to the emotional needs of the people around them.) Another study found that depression in a spouse frequently leads to depression in their partner; the same is true of parents and children and even people who live together as roommates.

				It doesn’t help that negative emotions spread more easily than positive moods. In one study, observers were asked to watch an unfortunate test subject give an unplanned speech and complete mental arithmetic problems in front of an audience. The subject’s stress was so infectious that observers had measurable increases in cortisol, the stress hormone, even if they only watched through a one-way mirror—indeed, even if they merely watched on video from another location. No wonder many sensitive people report being unable to stomach certain TV shows or movies, such as ones that are intense, suspenseful, or violent.

				These findings underscore the importance of choosing your inner circle wisely. You would do well to sidestep chronic complainers, perpetually negative and toxic people, and those who express strong feelings but are not very responsive to other people’s emotional states. These people are the world’s emotional super-spreaders; they pass on the most negative emotions, much like how nursing homes and indoor restaurants quickly spread Covid-19 during the pandemic.

				Empathy, as the saying goes, is “your pain in my heart”—and it can sometimes be overwhelming. But if you step back and think about it, the people who are suffering don’t actually need us to feel what they’re feeling for us to help them. Of course, everyone wants to feel that their loved ones support them and understand the hardship they are going through—and sensitive people excel at holding that emotional space for others. But when we become overwhelmed, this response is counterproductive, like hearing a baby crying and responding by crying back. If the emotions are painful enough, we may even turn away from those who are suffering. If you’ve ever changed the TV channel when a commercial about abused animals comes on, then maybe you can relate.

				But how can empathy be so problematic? How is it that empathy—the foundation of human morality and a driving force in human achievement, as we saw in Chapter 3—does not necessarily lead to people helping people?

				The answer is that empathy is a fork in the road. It can lead to distress and pain. But with practice, it can also lead to something much more beautiful—something that will help both you and the party that is suffering.

				That thing is compassion.

			

			
				Going Beyond Empathy

				 

				The “happiest man in the world” earns no money. He has no house or car. In the winter, he isolates himself in a tiny hermitage in Nepal with none of the typical comforts or even heating to fight back the cold. That man is Matthieu Ricard, a French molecular biologist turned Buddhist monk.

				Ricard is a little embarrassed by this title. It was coined by a British newspaper over a decade ago; he says it’s all just media hype. Yet there’s something to this label. When Ricard participated in a twelve-year study on meditation that included multiple brain scans, the scans showed something highly unusual: In areas associated with positive emotions, his brain had a level of activity never before seen in the scientific community. In other words, he was wildly content.

				As the story goes, Ricard was in an fMRI scanner at the Max Planck Institute in Germany, being shown images of people in pain. He was told to tune in to his experience and just sit with the pain of witnessing another person suffering. (Essentially, he was asked to tap his empathy.) After doing this for a while, he is said to have begged the research team, “Can I please switch to compassion practice? This is getting too painful to bear.” Astonishingly, once he added compassion to his empathy, he found that he could continue witnessing others’ pain indefinitely—without the emotional overload.

			

			
				The Brain-Changing Power of Compassion

				 

				That’s the magic of compassion—a trait closely related to empathy, but subtly different. Whereas empathy involves mirroring the emotional state of someone else, experiencing it with them, compassion involves a response of concern, caring, or warmth. Compassion also implies action: Empathy can be as simple as feeling for someone and moving on, but compassion involves a desire to help them or act on their behalf. Thus, it moves us from a place of stress and overwhelm to a place of warmth and love. Compassion makes us active rather than passive; we become the helping hand, not just the sponge soaking up pain.

				When we switch to compassion, we change our very brain chemistry. Indeed, leading compassion researcher Tania Singer found that different parts of the brain are activated when we share someone’s pain (empathy) versus when we want to respond warmly to someone’s suffering (compassion). Our heart rate slows, we release the “bonding hormone” oxytocin, and the parts of the brain linked to caregiving and pleasure light up. Once compassion enters the picture, we do not necessarily experience other people’s pain with them, explains Singer, but we feel concern for them and a strong desire to help. Rather than turning us away from others, our compassion connects us even more deeply to them and strengthens our social ties.

				To be clear, empathy is, in itself, a wonderful thing. It’s a superpower all sensitive people share. But empathy alone can become overwhelming. That’s where compassion comes in. It’s what allows us to use our empathy to make a difference.

				
					
						
							
									
									UNDERSTANDING EMPATHY VS. COMPASSION

								
							

							
									
									Empathy

								
									
									Compassion

								
							

							
									
									Experiencing the same emotion as that experienced by another

								
									
									Not necessarily feeling the same emotion

								
							

							
									
									Inward focus (our own feelings or understanding)

								
									
									Outward focus (desire to connect with and act in support of another)

								
							

							
									
									May lead to pain, suffering, or distress; may cause us to pull back to reduce the pain we are feeling about another’s suffering

								
									
									Hormones and brain activity physically prepare us to help, connect, and give care

								
							

							
									
									Facial expressions and actions often signal distress, pain, or concern (cringing, protective gestures like covering the heart in sympathy, looking shocked or worried)

								
									
									Facial expressions and actions signal a commitment to the other person (leaning toward them, physically approaching them, making eye contact, light touches, expression of sincere interest)

								
							

							
									
									Increased heart rate and tension

								
									
									Decreased heart rate and calm

								
							

							
									
									Brain activity associated with negative emotions

								
									
									Brain activity associated with positive emotions

								
							

							
									
									Can lead either to connection and caregiving or to pain and avoidance

								
									
									Always linked with a motivation to approach or assist

								
							

							
									
									Basic biological response; can be automatic with no training needed

								
									
									Requires effort; not as easy to trigger compassion without practice or intention

								
							

						
					

				

				Even more beautiful, moving from empathy to compassion makes a difference in our too-much world. We see the impact of this transition in countless everyday people who respond to tragedy with compassion, such as Susan Retik, whose husband was killed in the September 11 attacks. Her life was shattered, but she saw firsthand how much the outpouring of public support for 9/11 widows helped her cope. Then she saw a group of women who were not getting that support: Afghan women who were war widows in the country where her husband’s killers had trained. Without their husbands, these women often fell into poverty or even lost their children. So, at a time when many other Americans gave in to Islamophobia and other forms of hatred, Retik opened her heart, sensing that she and the Afghan women were not enemies but had something in common. She began raising funds and reached out across the two warring nations to help. And before she knew it, she had cofounded an international aid organization helping Afghan women build the skills they need to earn an independent income. Retik went on to receive the Presidential Citizens Medal, the highest U.S. nonmilitary award, but she says it all started with a humble goal: to give even one woman in Afghanistan the same level of support she had received in her darkest hour.

				Retik is not an outlier, at least not by the standards of high-empathy individuals. She also serves as a case study showing that empathy, a built-in strength of sensitive people, isn’t just a feel-good quality but is one of the most important superpowers a human can wield. Or at least it can be, when sensitive people learn how to move beyond emotional contagion to compassionate empathy.

				The question is, How do we do that?

			

			
				How to Move from Empathy to Compassion

				 

				The answer comes from neuroscience as much as it does from meditation—and it’s as simple as where you put your attention. Attention is like a spotlight, illuminating certain things and leaving others dark. Whatever it falls on becomes brighter in your mind, and these things, in turn, become your inner experience—your thoughts and emotions. For example, call to mind the last performance review you had with your boss. Your manager may have told you five good things about your work—and only one bad thing!—but if you shine your spotlight on the one bad thing, you will leave the meeting with your head hanging low. On the other hand, if you focus on your boss’s mention of the many things you’re doing well, you will feel calmer and more balanced.

				So, to cultivate compassion, we must refocus our spotlight—placing it on the other person, not on our own feelings and reactions. “Empathy, without care and compassion, is a self-focused experience,” explains neuroscientist Richard Davidson. “We ourselves become distressed and try to cope with our own response. Compassion is just the opposite…. We don’t get caught up in our own feelings and reactions. Our attention, infused with care and the motivation to help, is with the other person. Compassion is always—by definition—other-centered.” Compassion says, “What I’m feeling is beside the point. In this moment, it’s about you.”

				Switching to compassion can be hard in the moment, but with practice, it becomes easier. You don’t even have to generate warm, fuzzy feelings for the other person; you need only shift your attitude or “orientation,” as Davidson says—and offer help, if you’re able to. Compassion can be a small gesture, such as sending a text to check on a friend or carrying a heavy grocery bag for your neighbor. Other times, compassion means standing up to bullies, righting injustices, and addressing our world’s biggest problems.

			

			
				A Compassion Meditation

				One proven way to shift your attention is through compassion meditation. There are many variations on this type of meditation, often under the name loving-kindness practice and drawing on Buddhist roots, while others are fully secular; the results are the same either way. You can easily find audio guides for compassion meditation online or in meditation apps. Our favorite is “Wishing Your Loved Ones Well: Seated Practice,” a meditation created by Davidson’s nonprofit organization, Healthy Minds Innovation. It’s available in the Healthy Minds Program app, which is free, or as a free track on SoundCloud.

				This kind of meditation involves first focusing your compassion on yourself and then extending it to those who are suffering and, eventually, to the wider world. You may reflect on or repeat phrases like “May you experience less hardship” or “May you be happy, may you be safe, may you be healthy and strong.” These simple affirmations do not, on their own, improve lives, but they do prime your mind to react differently when compassion is needed. The point of the meditation is to carry that calm, compassionate mindset with you throughout your day—an outlook that better equips you to respond to people who are suffering. If you do the meditation regularly, this attitude starts to become automatic.

				Ricard, the so-called happiest man, uses practices similar to this one and views compassion much the same way that Davidson does. If thinking about other people’s pain just increases our distress, Ricard asserts, “then I think we should see it in another way.” The answer is to “not center too much on ourselves.” Rather, when we tap compassion, he says, we increase our courage. And courage, ultimately, is what sensitive people need to make a difference in our too-much world—because it allows us to be strong in the face of suffering.

				When sensitive people practice compassion, it doesn’t just give them a rudder in the storm. It makes them an ark unto others. Almost nothing is more calming than the presence of a person with unflinching compassion. They care, but they don’t panic; they speak up, but they do not command. Compassion is a language all of us understand, and sensitive people are among those who can speak it fluently. When they do, they radiate trust and trustworthiness, care, and authenticity—just what our world needs most right now.

			

			
				Other Ways to Lessen the Pain of Empathy

				Here are some other things you can do to strengthen your compassion and lessen the pain of empathy.

				Prioritize self-compassion. Some researchers have suggested that empathic distress plays an important protective role in our lives: It kicks in to keep us from giving and giving until we’re spent. With that understanding, you can meet your own needs without feeling selfish. Indeed, self-care and self-compassion are research-validated ways to make sure you have the mental resources available to give compassion to others. Recognize when you’re starting to feel overwhelmed by other people’s emotions and give yourself permission to take a break from them. Turn off the news or put down your phone. Set boundaries with people who constantly exhaust you with their stress and negativity. Your boundaries don’t mean you are indifferent to their suffering or you don’t feel empathy for them. Rather, you are showing compassion to yourself and setting healthy limits on how much you will give. Or to put it another way: Caretaker, caretake thyself.

				Find smaller, actionable steps. Research has shown that people are less likely to move to compassion and more likely to feel empathic distress when they believe that they can’t make a difference in a situation—for example, when you hear about war, violence, or other suffering in the news. As a result, identifying small steps you can take makes a big difference both for yourself and for those in need. When helping feels daunting or even overwhelming, look for ways to break down the need into smaller, more achievable pieces. For example, if you’re heartbroken about the number of abandoned animals who are euthanized, you may not be able to find a no-kill shelter or even volunteer at one, let alone take in every creature in need. But you may be able to donate money to one of these shelters or temporarily foster one dog or cat until it is homed. Or you could share the animal’s profile on social media to encourage friends and acquaintances to adopt.

				Focus on catching positive emotions. Whenever possible, cultivate empathic joy. To nurture this kind of joy, you double down on your empathy, except in the opposite direction: You focus on trying to absorb other people’s happiness. Research shows that when we celebrate other people’s good fortune, we activate our own brain’s reward system; this activation improves our well-being and is linked to greater life satisfaction and more meaningful relationships. It is also associated with a stronger desire to help others and a greater willingness to do so (compassion). You can catch other people’s happiness in a number of ways, such as sharing in their victories and milestones, recognizing and calling out their character strengths like kindness or humor, or even watching a child or animal play. Another way is to focus your attention on the positive effects of the helping efforts you make. When you’re feeling overwhelmed with sadness, for example, call to mind the lives that you have changed, rather than dwelling on the people still in need.

				Practice mindfulness. Brooke Nielsen, a therapist and the founder of the Therapeutic Center for Highly Sensitive People, offers a simple mindfulness practice to help you pinpoint emotional contagion. She says to take a moment to ask yourself, “Is this feeling mine, or does it belong to someone else?” The answer may be obvious, or it may take a moment of sitting with your emotions. If you realize you’ve been feeling a certain emotion after interacting with someone, then the emotion may have come from that person. Beware of sneaky emotions that seem as if they belong to you. For example, you feel heavy-hearted after getting coffee with a friend. Deep down, the emotion came from someone else—your friend was devastated about her breakup and you absorbed that feeling. If the emotion isn’t yours, it’s time to label it that way. Imagine two buckets in front of you, one labeled Mine and another labeled Not Mine. Take the emotions and mentally put them in the Not Mine bucket, and then imagine handing it back to its owner and letting them take it away—it’s now officially theirs to deal with. Since emotions can be sticky, you may want to take the visualization a step further. At the end of the day, Nielsen likes to visualize using a vacuum cleaner to suck out all the stress and emotions she has unnecessarily collected throughout the day. This practice helps get rid of contagious emotions that she hadn’t even realized she’d absorbed, and it creates a clear mental boundary showing that she is done dealing with them.

				Get curious. It’s easy to notice other people’s feelings and think we understand them. After all, sensitive people excel at reading body language and other cues. However, our observations aren’t always correct—nor do they show us the full picture—because no one can truly know for certain what’s on another person’s mind. Someone who appears to be radiating anger may not actually be angry but may just be tired from a lack of sleep or disappointed about an unrelated issue. So get curious and ask questions about what they’re going through. Even when our assumptions are correct, people appreciate being heard, and gaining a deeper understanding of their situation can help you keep your own feelings separate, rather than being at the mercy of emotional contagion. If the person is expressing very strong emotions, focus on observing the feelings but not absorbing them. One way to do this is to imagine a glass wall between you and the other person. The wall allows you to see the person’s feelings, which can’t go through the glass; instead, they bounce back to the person.

			

			
				Life at the Edge of the World

				 

				Perhaps the first sign that Rachel Horne was in over her head was the advice she got from locals: “I hope you packed something warm.” She and Florian were backpacking in the Scottish headlands, and all she had was a thin sleeping bag and a couple of wool sweaters. These would prove to be little match for the cold North Sea wind. Officially, it was summer, but Horne spent many nights shivering in the dark, sometimes even descending into the early stages of thermal shock. Only Florian and his silver emergency blanket kept her from needing urgent medical attention.

				Their diet wasn’t much better. They spent weeks on uninhabited islands and had to bring food that was light, calorie-dense, and easy to cook. Mostly, that meant plain boiled pasta. Desperate for seasoning, Horne learned to gather seaweed as local Scots had done for centuries. Some days, she foraged under a clear sky; on others, she was caught in sheets of horizontal rain. It was, she says, the hardest time of her life.

				It was also the best. Horne spent her days walking along vast beaches, hiking, or sitting on the edge of a sea cliff with nothing but the sky before her. Eagles soared overhead while dolphins dove in and out of the ocean. Sometimes she composed poetry; other times she simply enjoyed being where she was. Best of all, her sensitive mind got to run free without disruption. She shared her experience with us in an interview:

				
					For the first time in my life, I had the time and space to heal. No social media telling me to lose weight with detox tea, no advertisements telling me that the hole inside me could be filled with a new bikini and nice high heels. No beep-beep-beep of the washing machine, or the phone, or the supermarket checkout. I had a break from the rushing around of modern-day life and a break from soaking up a hundred different people’s emotions as I passed through the day. I totally checked out of the mainstream, and it was the most precious gift I could have ever given to myself.

				

				After three months wandering the islands, she and Florian upgraded. They fixed up an old van and turned it into a tiny mobile living space. They’d park it in the mountains or the remote beaches of France, and the only time they returned to civilization was to buy groceries or to see friends. In these travels, Horne met scores of incredible people, people who wanted to make a difference in the world as she did: off-gridders, foragers, organic farmers, and more. And these people, she says, eventually inspired her to “stop running.” She and Florian married, then settled down in a cottage in France, where Horne now tends a regenerative garden. She even got a new job, one that is less taxing on her sensitive nature but that still allows her to make a big difference: She is a full-time research writer for an international educational charity.

				Horne would be the first to tell you that her unconventional life wouldn’t suit every sensitive person. But for her, it was what she needed to hit pause on the overwhelming emotions she felt. That pause gave her the chance to build a life that works for her sensitive nature, not against it—one that allows her to tap her deep well of empathy in a different way.

				“Highly sensitive people process everything so deeply,” she writes, “and we aren’t going to be content just to bury our authentic emotions and live like we are told we should. Whether your dream is to live on the open road or in a mansion, it doesn’t matter. What matters is having the guts to ask yourself what you really want from life, and then stepping toward your dreams with trust and courage.”

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
					chapter 6

					 

				

			

			Full-Hearted Love

			
				There are such relationships which must be a very great, almost unbearable happiness, but they can occur only between very rich natures…they can unite only two wide, deep, individual worlds.

				—Rainer Maria Rilke

			

			When Brian met Sarah, it wasn’t exactly love at first sight. “I was that annoying kid who was friends with her brother,” he says, laughing. Although they knew each other in high school, they didn’t really connect until decades later, when they started messaging over Facebook. At the time, Sarah was a single mom of two young children. Her family didn’t, in Brian’s words, “look kindly” on her divorce.

			But Brian was different from the other people Sarah knew. He was kind. He was gentle. He was willing to listen to her without judgment and support her in the struggles she faced. Soon they were talking for hours every day and seeing each other every weekend. Speaking to us from his home in Michigan, Brian chose his words carefully and stopped often to reflect. He told us, “I may not be the most romantic guy in terms of making big gestures, but I can listen to her and be there for her emotional needs.” Sarah fell in love with him not in spite of, but because of, his sensitivity, he says.

			It wasn’t long before both of them were ready to take the next step. After just eight months of dating, they married at a local reception hall as their friends and family looked on. Brian, Sarah, and her kids all moved into a house together; it was “instant family,” as Sarah puts it. Brian became a stepfather, sharing a love of baseball with his new stepsons. Unlike some other men, he had patience with the boys, even when they misbehaved or made a mistake.

			But soon, things began to fall apart. Family life—and all the stress that raising children brings—was very different from Brian’s single, quiet life. Brian and Sarah found themselves arguing more and more, and these arguments exacerbated the differences in their personalities. “She’s the kind of person who wants to resolve things right now,” Brian told us. “I’m the kind of person who needs to step back and reflect first.” Sarah agreed that they are “completely different” in how they handle disagreements, and it can be hard for Brian because she’s “so direct.”

			For reasons he didn’t understand or couldn’t fully explain to Sarah, these arguments really rattled Brian. He just knew that after they fought, he had the strong urge to withdraw from the family for long periods. He would watch TV on the couch or walk outside alone. Sometimes it would even be three or four days before he would feel like talking to Sarah again. And it wasn’t just after they fought that Brian wanted to be alone. He found himself withdrawing after a busy day at work or on a Saturday night when the family finally had some downtime—time when Sarah thought they should be going on dates or making plans with friends.

			To Sarah, these retreats made no sense. It seemed as if Brian was being dramatic and self-absorbed; his avoidance of the issue that had caused the fight made her even more upset. Worse yet, he didn’t seem to enjoy spending time with her anymore.

			Their marriage crumbling, Brian felt like a failure not only as a husband but also as a man, and he developed severe depression. “Being sensitive is something men are not supposed to do,” he told us. “It’s something society frowns on as a man.” At one point, Sarah asked for a divorce, and Brian agreed. Later that same afternoon, both of them changed their minds when they realized they didn’t want to spend their lives apart from each other. Nevertheless, something had to change—not just for their sake but also for the sake of their kids. Brian, it seemed, was about to lose the love of his life.

			
				The Sensitive Person’s Relationship Dilemma

				 

				As we’ve seen, sensitive people tend to be conscientious and have high levels of empathy—so you might think that strong, healthy relationships come naturally to them, whether it’s friendship or love. Yet all too often, sensitive people say otherwise: Relationships are one of their greatest challenges in life. Here are some of the things that sensitive people report as being challenging in their marriage and friendships. How many have you experienced?

				
						Needing more downtime than your partner or friends need to recover from stimulation

						Getting easily overwhelmed by arguments, raised voices, or other expressions of disappointment or anger (like a slammed door) and needing more time than others need to recover from conflict with loved ones

						Putting your spouse’s, children’s, or friend’s needs ahead of your own, to the point of exhaustion, burnout, or disconnection from yourself

						Reading others so well that they cannot hide their emotions from you, and in turn, taking those emotions personally

						Getting taken over by bigger, louder, and more aggressive personalities and, consequently, feeling resentment, hurt, or taken advantage of

						Being targeted by narcissists or other toxic or controlling people

						Deeply feeling the impact of other people’s words, especially criticism and blame

						Getting easily worn down by drama, gossip, or small talk

						Feeling misunderstood by others, because you experience the world differently as a result of your sensitivity

						Craving a deeper mental, emotional, and sexual connection than many people are able to give

						Finding “your people”—those who understand you and who not only respect but also cherish your sensitivity

				

				Again, if you’ve experienced any number of these things, there’s nothing wrong with you, and you’re not alone—you’re simply a sensitive person in a not-so-sensitive world. Sensitivity expert Elaine Aron even goes as far as to say that relationships are generally less happy for sensitive people overall than they are for their less-sensitive counterparts. This was her conclusion after running a series of studies comparing sensitive people and less-sensitive people in marriages. Specifically, sensitive people reported feeling more “bored” and “stuck in a rut” in their marriage; these feelings are key predictors of an unhappy relationship later on. To dig into why, Aron asked them questions like, “When you are bored in a close relationship, is it usually because you wish the conversation were deeper or more personally meaningful?” and “Do you like to spend time reflecting or thinking about the meaning of your experience?” Not surprisingly, sensitive people said yes to both.

				
					In Their Own Words: In Relationships, What Is Challenging for You?

					“I am constantly prioritizing my spouse’s needs at the expense of my own. This sometimes causes me to miss some of the classic signals of burnout. There are times when I have begun to feel overlooked, neglected, and taken for granted, pouring out of my highly sensitive love bucket without feeling as though I was receiving a reciprocal effort.” —Raneisha

					“My greatest challenge is finding people I can really bond with who understand and hear me—my ‘people.’ It seems at times I am always finding the wrong people to attach to, people who push my boundaries and set off some of my personal weaknesses: moodiness, conflict avoidance, and standing up for myself. In love, I am a hopeless romantic, a dreamer of perfect love, an idealist with high expectations that are often tempered by reality.” —William

					“I am very aware of subtle changes in my husband’s face, for example, when he is not impressed by something. Although he thinks he’s hiding it, I see it, react to it, and feel hurt by it. Then I question why he feels that way and dig to find out why.” —Emma

					“I feel like the worst is not being understood by my husband and not being able to have those deep conversations at any time of the day. He’s capable of having pretty deep conversations, but then if I go even deeper, he just doesn’t get it or doesn’t want to. He thinks very logically, and he’s very literal, so it’s sometimes very difficult to be heard and understood.” —Laura

				
				Why else might relationships be less happy for sensitive people? There are several possible reasons, although not all of these will apply equally to every sensitive person or relationship. One reason is that sensitive people simply experience the world differently and have different needs. Often, sensitive people pair up with less-sensitive people, and generally, this matchup is a good thing: A less-sensitive friend can lead the way on a new adventure, and a less-sensitive spouse can step up when the partner feels overwhelmed. Yet when opposites attract, as was the case with Brian and Sarah, there are sure to be misunderstandings.

				Just as sensitive people’s bodies have an inherently stronger reaction to, say, the stiffness of a new pair of jeans, their hearts have a stronger reaction to a critical comment. And sensitive people—even extroverted ones—also need more downtime than others do. Less-sensitive partners or friends may take this need as an insult or see it as wrong. One sensitive woman told us that her tendency to get overwhelmed in social situations creates tension in her marriage. She quickly gets fatigued at big parties or in loud restaurants. Then she becomes irritable and distant and wants to go home—while her husband wants to stay and enjoy the scene. In this case, neither person is wrong for their reaction; they are simply inhabiting the world differently. But if these misunderstandings go unaddressed, sensitive people can be left feeling lonely and isolated.

				Stress is also a factor. As we’ve seen, the sensitive brain processes information deeply, so sensitive people tend to feel stress and anxiety quicker than do their less-sensitive friends or spouse. Brian, for example, found it difficult to adjust to the loud, chaotic family life that inevitably accompanies young children. Other sensitive people report finding it stressful to share a living space with roommates or family. As we saw in Chapter 4, they reach a state of overstimulation faster and need a quiet sanctuary to retreat to, although finding a retreat can be an impossible feat when you’re surrounded by people who don’t get it.

			

			
				The Need for Something More

				 

				Ultimately, however, there is one factor that stands above the others. It’s something sensitive people tell us over and over again: They require more depth in their relationships to feel satisfied. Without this depth, something will always be lacking for them. That’s certainly true for Jen, a sensitive woman who finds it hard to meet people who desire the same level of authenticity and vulnerability that she does. “Talking about personal struggles and deep, gritty issues feels too scary and uncomfortable for many people,” she told us. And small talk doesn’t cut it. As a result, she has grown more selective about who she engages with and, unfortunately, has therefore never really had a best friend.

				Jen isn’t an outlier. In fact, the search for meaningful relationships is getting measurably harder. According to the most recent American Perspectives Survey, Americans have fewer close friendships than they once did, talk to their friends less often, and rely less on their friends for support. This relationship deficit is even more pronounced for men. Americans are also marrying later than ever and moving around more, two trends strongly associated with isolation and loneliness. Blame who you want—cities, social media, the nuclear family, car culture, or just our busy too-much world—most people aren’t getting their needs for human connection fully met.

				Here we can take a lesson from sensitive people. As society experiences its relationship deficit, sensitive people seek to draw us closer. They want more out of their relationships—more depth, more connection, more intimacy—than the average person. That instinct, it turns out, is a good one: Strong relationships have numerous benefits, such as helping you live longer and recover from illness quicker, and making you happier and more productive on the job. Harvard Medical School goes as far as to say that your social connections are as critical to your health as getting a good night’s sleep, eating a healthy diet, and not smoking. Another study concluded that relationships are the most valuable things in our lives: When we feel loved and accepted by others, we value physical possessions less. We focus less on possessions, probably because meaningful relationships provide a sense of comfort, security, and protection.

				Yet, as we’ve seen, many people—sensitive ones in particular—find their relationships lacking. So what is a sensitive person supposed to do? Can you have the kind of relationships you crave? The answer is no…and yes.

				It’s no secret that the purpose of marriage or any other long-term partnership has changed over time. Matches were once based not on love but on economic security—perhaps in the form of a dowry, some farmland, or simply to unite two families that practiced the same trade. Historians suggest this pattern held not just among the well-off but also for commoners and even among bands of hunter-gatherers. Marriage was a way to pool resources, share labor, and build bonds between families. In some parts of the world, this is still the norm today. In South Sudan, for example, a dowry is paid in cattle as part of any marriage. The price of the dowry is discounted if the couple has a spark, but the wedding can go forward either way; love is more of a bonus feature than a necessity. Our obsession with deep, soul mate-style love is comparatively recent and uniquely Western.

				But according to social psychologist Eli Finkel, in today’s world, even love is not enough. Finkel set out to map changing expectations about marriage, and he says that many couples now expect their relationship to contribute to a sense of personal fulfillment and growth. We still want chemistry, certainly, but we also want someone who will help us become our best selves and reach our full potential. Understandably, this expectation puts great pressure on a marriage, and most marriages fall short in this regard. In fact, according to Finkel, the average marriage today is weaker than the average marriage of the past, in terms of satisfaction and divorce rate. But he found something else in his data: The best marriages today are much stronger than the best marriages of the past—indeed, these good unions are the strongest the world has ever seen. Clearly, then, a highly satisfying relationship is achievable. It’s just, well, a lot of work.

				Finkel would be the first to say that this kind of relationship isn’t for everyone (and that’s okay). It also involves ongoing effort of the most uncomfortable kind: challenging oneself emotionally. He compares it to a scene from the movie Sideways, in which Paul Giamatti’s character, a wine connoisseur, muses about how much harder it is to grow pinot grapes:

				
					It’s thin-skinned, temperamental, ripens early. It’s—you know, it’s not a survivor like cabernet, which can just grow anywhere and thrive even when it’s neglected. No. Pinot needs constant care and attention. You know, and in fact, it can only grow in these really specific little tucked-away corners of the world. And only the most patient and nurturing of growers can do it, really. Only somebody who really takes the time to understand pinot’s potential can then coax it into its fullest expression. Then, I mean, oh, its flavors, they’re just the most haunting and brilliant and thrilling and subtle and ancient on the planet.

				

				In other words, sure, a good pinot—or a romance built on deep fulfillment—is a thing of rare beauty, but it’s rare for a reason. It’s hard to cultivate. And that’s where Finkel offers hope. As with pinot grapes, he says, it takes time, effort, and a certain kind of person to foster a deep, meaningful relationship. What kind of person? Finkel says they must have traits like emotional investment, empathy, and self-reflection—basically a checklist of the strengths of sensitive people. Sensitive people, in other words, don’t just enjoy drinking pinot. They are uniquely suited to grow it.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Are Some of the Strengths You Bring to Your Relationships?

					“I believe being sensitive allows me to be a better friend and wife. I’m able to empathize with my people on a cellular level! I don’t have the ability to give a superficial ‘congratulations’—I experience true happiness from others’ joy. Conversely, I am able to walk with my people, with hands on their back, as they experience difficult or trying situations. To be able to be a safe haven for my husband and friends is a special experience for me.” —Raneisha

					“My sensitivity makes me less selfish, so when I make decisions, I try to do what is in everyone’s best interests and not just mine.” —Jen

					“My strength as a sensitive person is that I know when someone is feeling painful emotions. They may say they are okay, but I can feel when something is wrong. Trusting my instincts helps every part of my life and my relationships.” —Vicki

					“Many of my friends have told me that I am one of the kindest people they know. My best friend loves that she and I can have deep conversations about anything with no judgment.” —Phyllis

				
			

			
				How to Make Your Relationships More Meaningful

				 

				How, exactly, can sensitive people tap into their strengths to create the “pinot” relationships they crave? The best partnerships, according to Finkel, are those in which two people bring high expectations to the relationship and then invest enough in that relationship to make sure that it meets those expectations. To this end, two people might double down on the strengths of a marriage—the ways in which the two of them are compatible—and take the pressure off (or lower their expectations) in areas where there is less compatibility. Take, for example, the sensitive woman who felt overstimulated by parties and restaurants. Finkel might say that the woman and her spouse could take the pressure off by simply accepting that they are different in this way. Rather than her begrudgingly attending these events—and getting exhausted—her husband could agree to go alone or with a friend, with the woman only attending on the most important occasions. The couple could then double down on something else they both enjoy, such as traveling or watching certain movies together.

				Unlike this couple, you may be in a relationship with someone who is just as sensitive as you are—or more sensitive. Making a life with another sensitive person can be wonderful; both of you are probably conscientious and caring and prefer to go deep in your conversations and interests. You and your partner probably have a strong desire for closeness and meaning, and both of you may prefer a slower, simpler pace of life. However, both partners being sensitive is not a guarantee that a relationship will progress smoothly or be exceptionally meaningful. In some ways, this pairing might be extra tricky. For example, perhaps you both avoid conflict or are easily overstimulated by daily life. Or perhaps you are sensitive in different ways—one of you may be really bothered by clutter in your environment, while the other takes messes in stride and is sensitive to noise. In this case, you and your spouse need to honor how each of you is sensitive and look for compromises that won’t overload you or push you past your limits.

				Here are some more ways to make your relationships stronger as a sensitive person. We also discuss some habits that will limit any relationship’s capacity for meaning. These strategies will be helpful whether the other person is sensitive like you or not.

			

			
				Make Conflict Safe

				As Brian discovered, arguing with your partner can be incredibly overstimulating when you’re a sensitive person. Researchers have found that couples’ conflicts have the same physiological effect as combat stress, complete with a galloping heartbeat, agitation, inaccurate perceptions of incoming information, and, of course, Threat mode. Megan Griffith, writing for Sensitive Refuge, explains it this way: “When my husband and I disagree, I can’t even focus on the actual topic we’re fighting about. Instead, I get swept away in my husband’s feelings—and my own—and it becomes so overwhelming that I either shut down or just start crying.” Many sensitive people feel this “combat stress” of conflict even more intensely, so no wonder many report that they tend to avoid it. Or, like Brian, they need long periods of downtime after conflict to soothe their overworked nervous system.

				However, avoiding conflict is a surefire way to limit the depth of any relationship, says April Snow, a marriage therapist who specializes in working with sensitive people. Of course, every relationship will call for times when you “go along to get along,” but this approach shouldn’t be the status quo. When someone crosses an important boundary, you should speak up. And when someone else initiates conflict, it’s not necessarily your job to appease that person or hide your reaction to keep the peace. Although these tactics may work in the short term to calm the intensity of the disagreement and reduce the overstimulation you may feel, they will eventually lead to more anger, resentment, or other forms of emotional buildup.

				When we avoid conflict, “the other person never gets to know the real, full you,” Snow says. The people closest to you never learn what’s on your mind, what kinds of things bother you, or how you really feel. Although it seems counterintuitive, conflict can actually strengthen a relationship because, she explains, “You learn how to resolve problems and can practice supporting each other through difficult moments.”

				One way to instantly make conflict feel safer for sensitive people is to banish shouting, door-slamming, eye-rolling, insults, shame, intimidation, and other strong expressions of anger or disappointment from your relationships. If you or the other person experiences strong emotions during a conflict, take a break from each other until those emotions feel less intense. One sensitive, loving couple came up with a code—“storm warning”—that either of them could invoke at any time. If either partner said the code phrase, both of them immediately had to stop the discussion, note the time, and take a thirty-minute break. During the break, they would do something to ground themselves, such as journaling, going for a walk, or taking up a creative project. Then, after thirty minutes, they would continue the conversation or set up another time to talk within twenty-four hours. This practice reassured them that issues wouldn’t be dismissed or ignored, and it allowed both partners time to reflect on their thoughts before responding. When they came back together to discuss the problem, they could do so in a more productive—and less emotionally charged—way.

				Snow also recommends that sensitive people take a mindful approach to conflict. In the heat of a disagreement, she says, it’s easy to spin into your imagination or let anxiety take over. To counteract this tendency, bring your mind back to the here and now by engaging your senses. Do some mindful breathing, feel your feet pressing into the ground, find an object to concentrate on, or deploy any other strategy from your overstimulation toolkit. Try to stay connected with your own experience instead of getting swept up in the emotions of the other person. To this end, you might break eye contact from time to time and quietly notice what’s happening inside you—your own feelings and bodily sensations. Remind yourself that it makes sense to feel uncomfortable during conflict and that, at the same time, your feelings and needs are just as valid as those of the other person.

				What if you truly are dealing with a high-conflict person, someone who frequently yells, twists the truth, or unfairly blames you? Bill Eddy of the High Conflict Institute defines high-conflict people as those with a pattern of behavior that increases conflict rather than reducing or resolving it. These people blame others for the problems they create themselves, engage in all-or-nothing thinking, aren’t in control of their emotions, and have extreme reactions to situations. You can’t control what a high-conflict person does, but you can work on learning to control how you respond (and you can decide how much of their behavior to allow in your life). If your friend or loved one is a high-conflict person, we recommend learning specific strategies to respond to them. These strategies are available through Eddy’s books or the High Conflict Institute’s free podcast.

			

			
				Ask for What You Want

				In light of her thirty years of working with couples as a clinical psychologist, Lisa Firestone reveals that most people have an easy time pointing out what they don’t want in a relationship—their partner’s flaws—but they have a harder time asking for what they do want. Sensitive people are no exception, and in fact, they may find it even harder to speak up. Their reticence usually springs from a place of good intentions: Sensitive people tend to be conscientious and don’t want to burden or inconvenience others. However, this tendency can leave their needs unmet, which can erode the meaning in any relationship. On the other hand, asking for what you want builds emotional intimacy. As Firestone explains, “When you speak about your wants honestly, directly, and from an adult point of view, your partner is more likely to be open, responsive, and personal in return.”

				Sensitive people may also fall into the trap of expecting others to read their mind and anticipate their needs. It’s easy to see why: Sensitive people themselves excel at reading other people and anticipating others’ needs. However, if you’re a sensitive person, you may need to get comfortable being direct, perhaps more direct than you wish to be—even more so if you are in a relationship with a less-sensitive person. Don’t expect others to be able to read you as well as you can read them. Remember, you are different, and most people you meet will simply not possess your superpowers.

				If you’re a sensitive person, you might even experience low self-esteem, feeling broken or flawed because of your sensitivity. You may question whether you even deserve to ask for what you want. Please know that your needs and desires are just as important as those of others. You would never tell a friend that she doesn’t deserve to rest when she’s tired or that she doesn’t deserve to ask someone when she needs help. We teach children the Golden Rule: Treat other people the way you would want to be treated. Sensitive people often need the Golden Rule in reverse: Treat yourself the way you treat others.

				When you ask for what you want, avoid using victimizing language. Your words should be an authentic expression of what you desire, explains Firestone, not a demand for what you need or an expectation of what you’re entitled to. Likewise, avoid “you” statements that cast blame. Here are three examples of how to ask for what you want in a relationship, from Firestone:

				
						Instead of “You don’t seem excited to see me anymore,” try “I want to feel wanted by you.”

						Instead of “You’re always distracted,” try “I want your attention.”

						Instead of “You never help,” try “I feel so much more relaxed when I have help with this or that.”

				

			

			
				Be Willing to Get Vulnerable

				Vulnerability has been getting a lot of attention from researchers lately, most notably from social scientist Brené Brown, the bestselling author of Daring Greatly. Brown found that healthy vulnerability in relationships increases a sense of trust and connection with others. It can also lead to the deeper, more personally meaningful conversations that sensitive people crave. Healthy vulnerability is about opening up and showing your “rough edges and human imperfections,” as author and marriage therapist Robert Glover famously wrote. Sensitive people naturally show their vulnerability, but at some point in their lives, they may have been made to feel as if they shouldn’t. Society tends to view vulnerability as a weakness, because of the Toughness Myth.

				Artists also know that to share their art, they must be vulnerable. There is no other way: You are laying bare something that came from your heart and soul, and once it’s out there, it will be judged, interpreted, and criticized. And yet artwork is how we share meaning. Seth Godin, in his picture book for adults, V Is for Vulnerable: Life Outside the Comfort Zone, explains it this way:

				
					Vulnerable is the only way we can feel when we truly share the art we’ve made. When we share it, when we connect, we have shifted all the power and made ourselves naked in front of the person we’ve given the gift of our art to. We have no excuses, no manual to point to, no standard operating procedure to protect us. And that is part of our gift.

				

				Vulnerability does not mean oversharing aspects of your life or being painfully blunt or harsh. Nor is it a means to an end; vulnerability shouldn’t be used to guilt, control, or manipulate others. Here are some healthy ways to add more vulnerability to your relationships:

				
						Admit when something is hard, frustrating, or scary for you.

						Tell someone when you admire, respect, are attracted to, or love them.

						Be willing to share stories from your past, whether they were positive or negative experiences.

						Tell others when they have hurt you.

						Express your true feelings—even negative ones—rather than covering them up for the sake of politeness (sadness, frustration, disappointment, embarrassment, etc.).

						Share your opinion, even when you think others will disagree.

						Ask for help when you need it.

						Ask for what you want.

				

			

			
				Beware Narcissists and Other Toxic or Controlling People

				If you find yourself in a relationship with a narcissist (or another type of abusive or controlling person), you may not be able to put a name to what you are experiencing, but you have a nagging feeling that something isn’t quite right. Narcissists believe they are superior to other people, although this attitude may show in subtle ways. They may, for example, ignore expert advice or be overly critical of the restaurant service. Narcissists lack empathy—even for their friends and family—and they believe they are entitled to attention, success, and special treatment. “Ask anyone who is a highly sensitive person and they will tell you that at some point in their lives, they have been in a relationship with a narcissist,” explains Deborah Ward, author of Sense and Sensitivity. “Most did not know it at the time, but increasingly, they began to feel taken advantage of, used, and wondered how to get out.” Even though you may feel a strong connection to this person—especially at first—a relationship with a narcissist will inherently lack real intimacy and meaning.

				At first, this person may be charming, funny, and profoundly interested in you, but as time goes on, you feel exhausted, controlled, manipulated, or confused. Then, the harder you try to fix the relationship, the worse it gets. Sensitive people don’t consciously choose these kinds of partnerships or friendships, but they are especially at risk for them, because of their empathy. Sensitive people are acutely aware of other people’s emotions. They often consciously (or unconsciously) work to make others feel comfortable—and narcissists love being on the receiving end of such attention and care. When narcissists share stories of trauma or wounds from their childhood, sensitive people want to help—including helping them process their buried emotions, of which the narcissist has many. In the narcissist’s eyes, it’s a match made in heaven.

				Healthy boundaries are an important part of any relationship, but they are even more important when you’re dealing with a narcissist or another controlling person. First, you must get very clear on what you want to happen or what boundary you are trying to enforce, explains Sharon Martin, a psychotherapist who specializes in helping people create healthy relationships. Narcissists, especially, will work to throw you off balance and keep you confused, using gaslighting, lies, or other manipulative tactics. Write down your boundary so you don’t lose sight of what needs to happen. Then, communicate your boundary clearly, calmly, and consistently. Stick to the facts, and don’t blame, overexplain, or defend yourself—even when the narcissist gets upset and throws emotional grenades, which are attempts to bait you into conflict.

				Unfortunately, all too often, controlling people won’t respect your boundaries—that’s a big part of what makes them controlling in the first place. That’s when it’s time to consider your other options, Martin says. Is the boundary negotiable? Some boundaries are more important than others, so consider what behavior you’re willing to accept and what behavior is a complete no-go. Compromise and flexibility are good things if the other person is also willing to make changes. But if someone repeatedly disregards your most important boundaries, you have to consider how long you are willing to accept such mistreatment. “I’ve seen people accept disrespect and abuse for years and years, hoping a toxic person will change only to look back in hindsight to see that this person had no intention of changing or respecting boundaries,” notes Martin. At this point, you have to choose to either accept their behavior as-is or disengage from the relationship.

				Forcing other people to change never works. That’s where a practice called loving detachment can help. When you detach, you make a conscious decision to stop trying to change the other person or control the outcome of the situation. Detaching doesn’t mean you don’t care about them; it means you’re choosing to be realistic about the relationship and show compassion to yourself. Martin says you can practice loving detachment in these ways:

				
						Letting them make their own choices and deal with the consequences of their actions

						Responding in a different way, such as shrugging off a rude comment or making a joke of it (instead of taking it personally), and thereby changing the dynamics of the interaction

						Choosing not to participate in the same old arguments, or taking a break from an unproductive conversation

						Saying no to invitations to spend time with them

						Leaving an uncomfortable or dangerous situation

				

				And if you think there’s even a slight chance that you’re dealing with a narcissist, you should find several trustworthy people, such as friends, a therapist, or members of a support group, to talk with. “Narcissistic and ‘toxic’ people are skilled at getting us to doubt ourselves and our intuition,” Martin says. “As a result, many people spend a lot of time second-guessing whether the person is truly toxic or whether they are overreacting or maybe even causing the person to behave poorly.” Although sensitive people read others well—and have strong intuition—they may have been conditioned over time not to trust their “gut” impressions, because the Toughness Myth says that emotions are weak. Narcissists, especially, like to mess with your head and attempt to scramble your otherwise reliable intuition. That’s why it’s crucial to develop a support network that can help you see things for what they truly are.

				You always have a choice when it comes to narcissists and other controlling people (even though they may make you believe you don’t). Sometimes, the only way to protect yourself is to stop spending time with them. When you choose to limit contact with them (or break things off completely), it isn’t meant to punish them—it’s a form of self-compassion. If someone is hurting you, whether physically or emotionally, you owe it to yourself to put some space between yourself and this person.

			

			
				A Happy Ending

				 

				Brian doesn’t remember the exact moment, but things were beginning to change. His marriage to Sarah was getting stronger. He was attending therapy, and he had stumbled on some life-changing information: He learned that he is a highly sensitive person.

				In Brian’s words, because he falls on the “extreme end” of the sensitivity scale, he needs much more downtime than Sarah needs and he takes her words personally when they disagree. He realized that his main issue was about perfection, a common struggle of sensitive people. When Sarah seems to be insinuating that he’s doing something wrong, her observation hurts, because he wants to be a perfect spouse. Now, he and Sarah are learning to handle conflict differently—and to meet in the middle when it comes to other issues. “I don’t need to change who I am, but I do need to meet her partway,” Brian says.

				His sensitivity may have created some challenges in his marriage, but ultimately, it was also what saved the relationship, he believes. Being a sensitive person allowed him to reflect deeply on his relationship and consider how he and his wife’s dynamic could change. Under such pressure, a less-sensitive person may have given up before finding healing or may have lacked the self-awareness to bring about real growth. But Brian reflected on his strengths and weaknesses and learned to play to his strengths—such as his ability to be there for Sarah emotionally, read her cues, and show her that he really cares. Now, after eight years of marriage, Brian says their love is even more solid than it was when they first met.

				He also has advice for anyone who has a sensitive person in their life: “It’s not a character defect; it’s not us trying to be difficult. I think that’s what my wife thought for a while. Being sensitive is a real personality trait. I hope that those who are not highly sensitive take the time to really learn and understand that being with a sensitive person can be challenging but ultimately very rewarding.”

				Brian’s advice applies not only to the adults in our lives but to our children as well. Much like sensitive adults, sensitive children come with their own challenges and rewards, which we explore in the next chapter.

			

		

	
		
		
			
				
					chapter 7

					 

				

			

			Raising a Sensitive Generation

			
				When you were a kid…you saw life through very clear windows. Small windows, of course. But very bright windows. And, then, what happened? You know what happened. The grown-ups began to equip you with shutters.

				—Dr. Seuss

			

			It began in the first few hours, and even minutes, of your baby’s life. When the doctor shined a light in Sophie’s eyes, she cried. When you sneezed loudly, she cried again, almost as if she were in physical pain. Later, after being passed from relative to relative—each one holding and admiring this tiny, perfect creature—she seemed too wound up to sleep. Of course, every newborn cries and has trouble sleeping at times, but Sophie seemed different from your other children when they were her age. There is nothing physically wrong with her, the doctor assured you; it’s just her personality. Other adults used different descriptors: “fussy,” “high-needs,” or even “difficult.”

			As she grew up, Sophie was a typical child in many ways, but in other ways, she stood out. She was creative and clever, and you wondered if she might be gifted. As a toddler, she repeated big words after only hearing them once or twice, and she surprised you with her insights, her mind seemingly able to grasp concepts beyond her years. From the way she played, you sensed she had a rich imagination. She was also a keen observer. One day, she spotted a plane in the distance—hardly a speck against the morning sky—and she always pointed out when her teacher wore new earrings.

			However, overstimulation was never far off, and Sophie’s insights vanished when she became overwhelmed. She felt overwhelmed after busy days or even fun activities like a birthday party or a trip to a crowded indoor play park. During these times, Sophie was prone to fearsome tantrums and meltdowns. Nearly all young children have such episodes, but Sophie’s were more frequent and intense. Sometimes, little things set her off, like a pebble in her shoe or macaroni noodles that were not, in her opinion, the right shape. At other times, the triggers were nearly existential: She came home in tears after witnessing another child being bullied, even though she had nothing to do with the situation. When she got older, she refused to eat hamburger after learning where meat comes from.

			Along with her meltdowns came big emotions. Sophie danced when she was happy. She buried her head in your chest and wailed when she was sad. Although her feelings sometimes overwhelmed her, she was surprisingly aware of her own mental state and the emotions of others. As a result, she seemed to know when you were hiding something from her or having a bad day—something her siblings, who were older than her, missed. Sophie’s thoughtfulness helped her make friends easily, although she was timid in large groups of her peers and became nervous when she had to perform in front of them, such as when giving a speech or competing in a sport. Generally, though, she was conscientious and kind. Able to read between the lines and sense what her teachers wanted, Sophie easily pleased them and earned good grades. In fact, you worried that she was a little too nice and too honest. At times, her perfectionism drove her to those all-too-familiar tears.

			Sophie had other quirks that you learned to accept. Even as a teenager, she was bothered so much by certain textures and flavors that she would not eat certain foods. Certain smells bothered her, too, like the sweaty odor of the gym locker room, which she refused to enter. Whenever life took a sudden turn, such as when a pet died or a friend moved away, Sophie was shattered with grief, unable to shake the heartache for a long time. Even positive life changes could make her anxious because there were new situations to navigate and new routines to learn. Sometimes she spent hours mentally preparing and rehearsing for these events.

			Over the years, you’ve tried to help Sophie stretch her comfort zone while also making space for her big emotions. But raising her was far from easy. At times, you felt as if you didn’t know what she needed or how to help her. Perhaps other parents have told you that this frustration is especially common among those with sensitive kids.

			
				Is Your Child Sensitive?

				 

				Sophie is not a real child, but her portrait is based on examples of numerous sensitive children. Not every sensitive child will be like Sophie. Just as sensitivity presents itself differently in adults, it presents itself differently in children, too. Here are some common traits of sensitive children. Your child does not need to check every box to be considered sensitive, but the more boxes they check, the more sensitive they are.

				MY CHILD

				
					☐ Learns new things quickly

					☐ Expresses strong emotions

					☐ Reads people well

					☐ Struggles to cope with change

					☐ Dislikes big surprises or disruptions to their routine

					☐ Has strong intuition about people or events

					☐ Responds better to gentle correction rather than to harsh discipline

					☐ Cries or withdraws when yelled at or scolded

					☐ Has a hard time falling asleep after a fun or exciting day

					☐ Jumps at unexpected noises or touch

					☐ Complains when things feel off (scratchy bedsheets, itchy clothing labels, tight waistbands, etc.)

					☐ Refuses to eat certain foods because of their smell or texture

					☐ Has a clever sense of humor

					☐ Asks many questions

					☐ Makes insightful comments and seems wise for their age

					☐ Wants to save everyone, from a stray dog to a bullied child in their class

					☐ Must do things perfectly

					☐ Stresses over grades and homework deadlines

					☐ Wants to please the adults in their life

					☐ Has been bullied by their peers (this is especially true of sensitive boys)

					☐ Avoids certain places (like public gyms or perfume counters) because of their strong odor

					☐ Dislikes noisy places

					☐ Notices when other people are upset or hurt

					☐ Thinks before speaking or acting—they “look before they leap”

					☐ Worries a lot

					☐ Avoids taking risks unless they have prepared carefully ahead of time

					☐ Feels physical pain intensely

					☐ Notices new things, such as a teacher’s new outfit or when furniture has been moved

				

				Still not sure if your child is sensitive? Take a look at how some parents describe their sensitive kids. Do you see similarities between their children and yours?

				
					In Their Own Words: What Are Your Sensitive Child’s Greatest Strengths and Challenges?

					Jenny, the parent of a seven-year-old boy: “My son is very attuned to his own emotions as well as other people’s emotions. He loves to understand how things work. He is an animal lover and a nature lover, and he takes to heart why we should take care of the planet. My son doesn’t like to be alone (it seems like a punishment to him); his constant need to be with someone is hard for the whole family at times. He has a hard time with groups and isn’t a risk taker or willing to try new things (like a new sport or riding a bike) until he has observed them repeatedly. Because of these tendencies, he sometimes feels left out of activities with friends.”

					Sarah M., the parent of a nine-year-old girl: “School is often overwhelming and stressful for my sensitive daughter. She can be very hard on herself and reacts strongly to the subtle cues of those around her. She is easily triggered by harsh words or tone of voice even when it is not directed at her (like when teachers address other students). Out in the world, she holds in all her big feelings, then releases them in the safety of her home. On bad days, she closes up and questions her very existence in the world. But she has a big heart with a huge well of love to give. She’s picky about who she loves, but she loves fiercely. She’s a deep thinker and comes up with some amazingly insightful comments.”

					Sarah B. H., the parent of a five-year-old girl: “My sensitive child notices every detail and has such an incredible love of learning. Her compassion for other living things highlights her heart of gold. She’s wise beyond her years and so considerate of others. However, just as Superman has his kryptonite, my daughter is aware that her body and soul need extra breaks. Learning to regulate her emotions (especially when her sense of overwhelm presents itself as rage) has been challenging. While she has a toolbox full of calming tactics, overstimulation sometimes hits so hard and fast that it’s impossible to stop. Usually the overstimulation is due to her being off her schedule, her inability to do certain things that she’d like to do, and, most often, time constraints.”

					Maureen, the parent of two sensitive boys, ages six and nine: “One of the biggest challenges that my sensitive boys struggle with is managing their big emotions, especially when it comes to anger. My husband and I have always made it a point to let them know that big feelings are okay. But as they grow, we are working hard to give them coping tools. Also, they don’t always fit in with other boys, because their interests are not sports-related. We have worked very hard to help them make friendships with like-minded children by providing many opportunities for one-on-one play and get-togethers. As they have grown, they have been able to develop some strong friendships, but it took a lot of encouragement and help from us to build those friendships.”

					Olivia, the parent of a sixteen-year-old boy: “When he was younger, he was incredibly thoughtful. When a neighbor’s husband passed away, he wrote her a long letter, at eight years old. He once left money for the tooth fairy as a thank you for collecting his teeth. Adolescence, particularly high school, has muted some of that vulnerability, and he has anxiety. I also notice a lot of avoidance tactics. He has one year left in this school, and I’m hoping that with maturity he will be able to feel more comfortable in his own skin.”

					Vicky, the parent of an eighteen-year-old girl: “When she was younger, she would frequently feel distraught and overwhelmed that she couldn’t fix the world and its problems. As she has matured, she is able to better manage and actually celebrate her sensitivity. Now we laugh at challenges instead of crying. I am immensely proud of her.”

				
			

			
				Common Misconceptions About Sensitive Children

				 

				As we’ve seen, sensitive adults don’t always look sensitive, and the same is true for children. One common misconception is that all sensitive kids are timid. While some sensitive kids are indeed shy, the label doesn’t apply to all of them. (And if we’re being honest, we the authors are not fans of the shy label, anyway; a better way to describe many sensitive kids would be to say they look before they leap or need time to warm up.) Ahlia is a sensitive fifteen-year-old who is social and outgoing. According to her mom, she fell in love with acting at a young age, performing roles in large musicals. Recently, she had to perform a scene that required her to act sad in front of her class. In this regard, her sensitivity was an asset: Tapping her deep well of emotions, she cried on cue, impressing her teacher. Ahlia used to be embarrassed by how easily she cried, but not anymore.

				Another misconception is that sensitive kids are passive, submissive, or even weak. Although many sensitive kids could be described as gentle and calm, others could be described as having strong personalities. Maria, for example, is a sensitive child who is determined and ambitious. As a baby, she would cry for over an hour at a time, and she could only be soothed in specific ways, such as with a pacifier, which she needed almost always. As a toddler, her daily tantrums were extreme. Her mom told us, “I could tell there was a sensitivity to just being in the world.” Now, as a six-year-old, Maria is still highly responsive to her environment, but she is also what her parents describe as a type A personality: extremely intelligent and a natural leader. She’s orderly and precise and will arrange her toys in a clearly defined way, such as by color, height, or size. At a young age, she taught herself to read using only the subtitles on the TV.

				A final misconception is that boys can’t be sensitive—or that boys who are sensitive aren’t “masculine,” in the heteronormative sense of the word. As we’ve seen, sensitivity is equally common in both males and females, and being sensitive is actually an advantage in many traditionally masculine activities like sports and military service. Still, from a young age, boys feel pressure to conceal their sensitivity because of the Toughness Myth. In fact, researcher Elaine Aron found that by the time boys become teenagers, they score lower on her self-test for sensitivity. The reason for this discrepancy is obvious, she writes: “It is so difficult to be highly sensitive in this culture if you are a man. So most sensitive men and boys are trying to hide their sensitivity. Often they do not even know what they are trying to get rid of. But the last thing they want to do is to answer a list of questions that seems to uncover something in them that they fear is not masculine.” Rather than trying to toughen up sensitive boys or change them to be like the other kids, we need to offer them more—more love, more affection, more acceptance of who they are.

			

			
				The Sensitive Child’s Secret Advantage

				 

				One characteristic, however, unites all sensitive children—in fact, it defines sensitivity itself. For sensitive kids, environment really matters. As we’ve seen, sensitive people suffer more than others do in toxic or otherwise negative environments: They report higher levels of stress, pain, illness, anxiety, depression, panic disorders, and other problems. On the flip side, they get more benefit than others do from supportive and otherwise positive environments: the Sensitive Boost Effect. In the right environment, sensitive people show more creativity, empathy, awareness, and openness than less-sensitive people show; they enjoy good mental and physical health and are happier and have stronger relationships. Their gifts—the ability to listen, to love, to heal, and to create art and beauty—shine through. The Boost Effect is especially powerful in sensitive children, and numerous studies bear this out.

				To take just one example, let’s turn to a study done in Khayelitsha, one of the poorest areas of South Africa. The majority of its people live in shacks cobbled together from wood, cardboard, and tin; many must walk the equivalent of several blocks to access drinkable water. Nearly half the people living there are unemployed, and for many families, food shortages are common. In such an environment, it’s difficult for any child to thrive, sensitive or not, but an international team of researchers wanted to know how a child’s personality would affect their response to an intervention. To find out, the researchers collaborated with an area nonprofit that was helping pregnant women provide an emotionally healthy environment for their babies. Trained community health workers from the nonprofit worked with the mothers during the last trimester of their pregnancy and the first six months of their baby’s life. During this time, the health workers came to the mothers’ homes and taught them how to interpret their baby’s cues and respond to what the baby needed—skills which can be tricky for any new parent. As the mothers became more responsive to their children, the health workers hoped they would establish what’s called secure attachment. A child’s secure attachment, or sense of safety, is particularly hard to achieve in an unstable environment like Khayelitsha but is also particularly valuable, because it helps them achieve more in school, avoid violent behavior, navigate hardship with less trauma, and form healthier relationships as adults. By focusing on secure attachment, the nonprofit was using its limited resources to give local children a lifelong boost.

				At least, that was the hope. And indeed, the children whose mothers received the intervention were much more likely to develop secure attachment by eighteen months of age, and many of them—but not everyone—still showed benefits in a follow-up at age thirteen. This is where the researchers came in. During the follow-up, the researchers collected DNA samples from the children to see how many of them had the short SERT gene—the gene variant described in Chapter 2 which is likely to be associated with sensitivity. Once the gene was taken into account, a striking pattern emerged. The children with the short SERT gene were more than 2.5 times more likely to benefit from the program and were more likely to develop a lasting secure attachment. The children who had the low-sensitive version of the gene, on the other hand, got virtually no benefit from the nonprofit support. It was as if it had never happened.

				Other studies have come to similar conclusions:

				
						Sensitivity researcher Michael Pluess found that boys who have a larger left amygdala (a brain region associated with processing emotions) were more sensitive to their early childhood environment and took more benefit or harm from it. Specifically, if raised in low-quality environments, these boys had more behavioral problems than did less-sensitive boys. But when the sensitive boys were raised in high-quality environments, they had the fewest behavioral problems of all the boys and were rated by their teachers as showing the most prosocial behavior.

						A study from the University of Maryland found that newborn babies who are “difficult” (they cry a lot and are hard to soothe) are more sensitive than others to the quality of care they receive from their parents. If parents are responsive to them—such as attending to their cues and soothing them when they cry—they have a higher chance than other babies have of growing into sociable, engaged toddlers. On the other hand, if parents are not responsive to these sensitive babies, they are more likely than others to be withdrawn as toddlers.

						Pediatrician W. Thomas Boyce, author of The Orchid and the Dandelion, found that sensitive children living in stressful environments have more injuries and illnesses than other kids have, but that in low-stress environments, they have fewer injuries and illnesses than do less-sensitive children.

				

				If you are the parent, the grandparent, or another caregiver of a sensitive child, all these observations should give you hope: You have more power to shape who your child will become, more so than if your child were not sensitive. The love, patience, and learning opportunities you give your sensitive child will go further. Yes, parenting this child may be tough at times, and yes, your child will need you more than another child might. But you have been entrusted with a child who can do great things. You, more than any other person in their life, have the power to activate the Sensitive Boost Effect and launch them toward a life of unexpected heights. Give them acceptance and approval, and they will not just be “typical” kids. Compared with their peers, they are capable of earning better grades, developing better emotional and social skills, having a stronger moral compass, and contributing to the world in significant ways. Be consistent with your approach, and over time, you will see your child harness the gifts of sensitivity. They will grow comfortable with their own thoughts and emotions, avoid overload, and turn their talents into success. Here are some ways you can help them do that.

			

			
				Embrace Sensitive Kids for Who They Are

				 

				Without meaning to, adults often have a way of making children feel as if something is wrong with them. When it comes to sensitivity, they may see their child’s big emotions or tendency to get overwhelmed as bad. Even caregivers who are sensitive themselves may be biased against sensitivity—unconsciously—because of the negative messages they received about it when they were young. (Think of Bruce Springsteen’s dad, who wished that Bruce would toughen up, when it turned out that he, the father, was “soft.”) Instead of seeing your child’s sensitivity as a weakness, make a conscious choice to see it as a strength. When you model love and acceptance of your child’s sensitivity, you make it easier for them to love and accept this part of themselves, too.

				One way to better understand—and therefore embrace—your child’s sensitivity is to get curious about their world. Make a point to observe them in different circumstances and at different times throughout the day. Set aside time to talk and play with them one-on-one, separate from their siblings. Ask open-ended questions. For example, “What was hard for you today?” will create more room for conversation than, “Did you have a bad day?” Keeping an open mind, try to understand what your sensitive child experiences in their body and through their five senses. Their answers might surprise you.

				Sometimes, this acceptance and support will mean advocating for your child. This support can be as simple as sharing books or articles about sensitivity with extended family or fellow parents or explaining the trait in your own words. One particularly important place to advocate for your sensitive child is at school. Talk about sensitivity at the start of the school year, when you meet with your child’s teachers, before any potential misperceptions can arise.

				Your child will notice you speaking up for them, and maybe one day in the future, they will see how it paid off for them. You don’t have to wait for that day, though. Tell them today that you are proud of them and share with them your pride in the specific things they’ve done lately; perhaps they’ve applied their imagination, their knack for people, their emotions, or other sensitive gifts. These soft and beautiful words matter to a sensitive heart. And that softness will come in handy in other situations, too, like when you need to correct their behavior.

			

			
				Gentle Discipline Is Best

				 

				Embracing your child’s sensitivity doesn’t mean you don’t discipline them or help them grow. We all want our kids to flourish in life, and that growth inevitably includes steering them in healthy directions. Discipline is a part of this learning, but with a sensitive child, the method matters even more. Because sensitive kids feel things more acutely than do other children, their feelings become more easily hurt, and it’s difficult for them to not take correction personally.

				Being sent to your room, a parent yelling in a moment of frustration, a stern talking-to from a teacher—these are situations that most of us can recall from being young. We might even consider them ordinary parts of growing up, laughing about them almost fondly as adults. But for many sensitive kids, situations involving punishment—even if it appears light—can feel debilitating. The memories of feeling wrong can cling to them for years, even following them into adulthood. Such memories may be accompanied by shame and a fear of punishment, fueled by worries about not being good enough.

				In some cases, these forms of punishment only escalate the sensitive child’s already-big emotions, making it even harder for them to calm down. Maureen Gaspari, author and founder of the blog The Highly Sensitive Child, found that when she put her sensitive boys in time-out or sent them to their room, the result was more screaming—both from them and her. “They would have trouble calming themselves down on their own and would get so worked up,” she says. “By the time I would come get them out of time-out, they needed so much help calming down that the original reason they were in time-out got overshadowed.”

				As a parent or a caregiver of a sensitive child, you may already realize that a “normal” level of discipline is too much for your kid, who will go out of their way to please and rarely means to cause upset. Compared with other kids, a sensitive child is more likely to blame themselves for difficult situations. In a review of studies on sensitivity in educational and parenting settings, Monika Baryła-Matejczuk, a researcher in educational psychology, found that sensitive kids have a heightened awareness of criticism from others and are likely to criticize themselves severely. They may avoid situations that lead to disapproval (such as getting a bad grade) or that involve a sense of wrongdoing (such as breaking a rule). These are noble instincts, but when they come with feelings of shame, this predisposition can lead to other, less desirable outcomes: Sensitive kids may become easily frustrated when trying something new or avoid new situations entirely.

				Moreover, sensitive kids are more likely to experience lower self-esteem during childhood than other kids, says Baryła-Matejczuk. This diminished sense comes back to their heightened reception to criticism and their tendency to self-criticize—two factors that can affect self-esteem. The child might even start to anticipate negative responses to their actions, becoming overly perfectionistic and anxious as a way to avoid doing anything perceived as wrong.

				And as you probably already know, your sensitive child has a solid inner moral compass. Before they receive punishment or feedback, if they know they’ve potentially done something wrong, the chances are high that they’ve already punished themselves internally. Author Amanda Van Mulligen, who has a sensitive boy, says it well: “They tend to act as their own disciplinarians; their sense of shame is often so strong that they beat themselves up mentally for what they have done, and feel terrible without an adult saying a word to them.” Sensitive kids are so receptive to a stern tone that they may feel shame just from hearing another kid being disciplined, such as when their teacher scolds other students in the classroom.

				In response to raised voices or anything they see as punishment, a sensitive child might burst into tears, withdraw into themselves, or exhibit disproportionately intense signs of anxiety. That’s why Baryła-Matejczuk advises parents and teachers to avoid putting the child in situations where they feel shame. Instead, gentle forms of correction work best for sensitive kids; they receive reassurance that they are loved and that their sensitive nature is not to blame for any mistakes. They can also process a gentle correction with a calm attitude instead of heightened emotions and stimuli. Further, gentle discipline conveys the message that mistakes are a part of life and an opportunity to learn from, rather than to avoid at all costs.

			

			
				How to Do Gentle Discipline

				Gentle discipline is about paying attention to what you say and how you say it. Raised voices can easily overwhelm a sensitive system. Instead of having the desired effect, a loud voice can cause the child to block out what you’re saying as their bodies go into Threat mode. Instead, using a level voice and a calm tone is best. A sensitive child will also remember your words, and harsh ones—such as sarcasm, teasing, or name-calling—will cut deep. Besides your tone of voice, the sensitive child will notice your body language, the tension in your eyes, and other indicators of disapproval or disappointment. Although it may be hard when you’re angry or frustrated with your child, try to speak gently while communicating clearly.

				Touch is also a powerful tool for gentle discipline. Lightly touching a sensitive child’s arm or shoulder can help get their attention without your having to raise your voice. Of course, some sensitive children have extra trouble with physical stimuli, so this is another area to adjust as needed for your child.

				Here are some more gentle discipline tips:

				
						Correct a sensitive kid in a quiet location away from others. Otherwise, the embarrassment of other kids or adults knowing they’re “in trouble” will just make the child feel worse. If you and your child are at someone’s house or running errands, wait until you are home to discuss the issue with your child.

						Avoid statements that shame your child. Don’t say, “How could you do that!” or “You’re being too sensitive!” or “Stop crying!”

						Rather than putting them in time-out, you may want to create a calm-down spot—their own sensitive sanctuary. This is a place where they can go if they are having trouble regulating their emotions. Include stuffed animals, a weighted blanket, toys, or any other comfort items.

						After disciplining, give them hugs and reassurance, and point out their strengths. Sensitive kids think about their experiences deeply, and without these affirmations, they may come to the conclusion that you don’t love them anymore after you have disciplined them.

						Be aware of your own stress level. If you yourself are frazzled or overstimulated, it will be harder to use gentle discipline. Care for your own emotions and allow yourself to take breaks, too.

				

			

			
				Set Expectations Ahead of Time

				By understanding common traits of sensitive kids, you can often lower the need for discipline at all. For example, because sensitive people tend to need time to think things through, you’ll find that setting expectations ahead of time helps you avoid power struggles later. This can be as simple as saying, “Today we are going to visit Aunt Joanne in the nursing home. We’ll need to use inside voices and calm bodies because some people there don’t feel well.” Knowing the expectations ahead of time gives the child a choice: They know what will happen if they meet those expectations, and they know there will be consequences if they don’t.

				Transitions can be tough for sensitive kids, who tend to get deeply immersed in whatever activity they are doing, especially ones they enjoy. When it comes time to end the activity—such as leaving the playground—give them a ten-, five-, and one-minute heads-up before it’s time to go. This forewarning can help any child, but especially sensitive kids, who do best when they have time to process their thoughts and mentally prepare for something new.

				Finally, monitoring your child for signs of overstimulation will also help reduce the need for discipline. Signs your child is becoming overstimulated include seeming tired, cranky, or upset; cooperating less with requests; crying; acting clingy or clumsy; or throwing a tantrum. Give your sensitive kid plenty of downtime, even if this means saying no to other invitations or activities.

				Remember, you won’t always do gentle discipline perfectly, and that’s okay. Sometimes you will lose your cool or say something that you regret. Although sensitive kids are more affected by your words and actions than another kid would be, it doesn’t mean they require perfect parenting to thrive. Gaspari has dedicated her career to advocating for sensitive kids, and even she says she makes mistakes with her sensitive boys and doesn’t always perfectly implement the advice she gives to other parents. “I am not perfect,” she says. “Let me reassure you that it’s okay if you struggle with disciplining your sensitive child as well.” When you make a mistake, use it as a learning opportunity to show your child that even adults misstep sometimes.

				Other parents or family members might not understand your gentle approach to discipline at first. You might get feedback about being too delicate or “letting them off easy.” Remember, sensitive kids aren’t bad or wrong—they’re simply overwhelmed. The gentle process might seem too soft to parents with children who are not receptive to lower-key forms of discipline, but trust that you know your child best. Research shows that gentle correction is ideal for helping sensitive kids grow into thriving sensitive adults. The world might not get their sensitive nature, but parents and teachers who do get it will be the child’s greatest advocates and will set them up for success down the road.

			

			
				When to Push Their Comfort Zone

				Gentle discipline doesn’t mean you never challenge your child or that they shouldn’t challenge themselves. In fact, if done with care and compassion, helping a sensitive child expand their comfort zone is one of the best gifts you can give them. The key is to start by teaching them to set healthy boundaries. Having limits like these allows sensitive kids to push themselves in a way that feels safe. In particular, help them notice their limits and when they need to rest. For example, you may bring your child to a birthday party but leave immediately when they give you the prearranged signal that they are beginning to feel overstimulated.

				For many children, fear is a typical response to new situations, but this fear can be magnified for sensitive kids, as they tend to be extra cautious and risk averse. Teaching them to manage their fear is an important part of pushing their comfort zone. Nor should you let your own fear get in the way. At some point during an event or an activity, your child will probably get hungry, grow tired, or even throw a tantrum, but don’t let your worry about this possibility stop you from trying new things with them. If they are old enough, teach them how to solve certain problems on their own (like packing their own snack) to help them build resilience.

				You’ll also want to take small steps. If you want your child to learn to play basketball, for example, first watch a movie about basketball or go to a basketball game together. Then, by setting goals they can easily achieve, you will help them build their confidence in their abilities. For example, don’t expect your child to master dribbling all in one day. Instead, start small, such as having them practice using only their fingertips, not their palm, to push the basketball. Also, remain flexible and be willing to change your plans if you notice that something isn’t working. Try to keep the new activity enjoyable, and don’t push your own personal agenda. If you push too hard, your child may end up deciding that they don’t want to do it again. Most important, celebrating each success is another way to build your child’s confidence in the skills they are learning. Give them a hug, praise them, tell others about their accomplishment, let them pick the meal for dinner, or anything else that shows you are proud of them.

				Here are some more tips to help you gently push your child’s comfort zone:

				
						If appropriate, go with your child to new settings, like sitting in the bleachers during basketball practice or waiting in the car in the parking lot. Don’t hover, but remain nearby.

						Talk with your child about what to expect in new situations. Don’t assume your child knows what basketball practice is like (or a wedding, a museum, an after-school club, etc.). You may even want to conduct “dress rehearsals” of important conversations and events, for example, by walking the school grounds or talking with their teachers before the first day of school.

						Talk to them in a nonjudgmental way about their fears. “What makes going to the doctor scary?” Don’t dismiss their feelings, even if their fear doesn’t seem warranted to you.

						Validate your child’s feelings: “That does sound scary!” or “I feel afraid, too, when I have to get my blood drawn.” But don’t go overboard with reassurances, because doing so might reinforce in their mind just how dangerous or scary the thing is. Quickly move to making a plan together that will help your child feel braver in the situation.

						Give your child some control over frightening situations by asking them to name something that would help: “What’s one thing we can do that will make you feel better at your doctor appointment?”

						Set time limits on overstimulating activities (like birthday parties) and give your child permission to “be done” when they feel overwhelmed or tired. Make it easy to exit: “If you’re not enjoying yourself, we can just leave.”

						Point out their successes. “You were nervous to get into the pool, but now look at how much fun you’re having!”

				

				The gentle approach to pushing their comfort zone will also make space for their big emotions and help sensitive kids learn to cope with uncomfortable feelings—a crucial part of emotional regulation.

			

			
				Be Your Child’s Emotion Coach

				 

				Emotional regulation is the skill of being in control of your emotional state, how you think about it, and how you do (or don’t) act on it. Although we can’t always control whether we feel, for example, angry, we can control how we react: whether we yell or remain calm, whether we think about the issue in extremes or put it in perspective, and—especially important—what comes out of our mouth in the grip of it.

				A core skill for all children, emotional regulation is even more vital for sensitive kids. Perhaps that’s no surprise since, as we know, sensitive people feel emotions intensely and spend more time thinking about them. One study even found that sensitive people do less emotional regulation than other people do. Because sensitive people often have strong emotions, the study found, they may come to believe that their negative emotions will not pass or will last a long time and that there’s nothing they can do to make themselves feel better. These beliefs are typically signs that an individual lacks emotional coping strategies. Their feelings seem to take over and are too big to confront. When sensitive people did use emotional regulation strategies, the study found that doing so helped prevent anxiety and depression—two concerns that many adults have for sensitive children.

				As the parent, this is where you come in. You are already teaching your child emotional regulation skills every day by modeling how you yourself handle emotions, whether it’s your own stress or your child’s meltdowns. The more intentional you can be about this, the better the example you set. Generally speaking, parents who are responsive and who accept their child’s emotions end up with kids who have a calmer central nervous system, more self-confidence, better performance in school, and more balanced reactions to intense emotions. These outcomes are particularly likely the more that parents talk about emotions with their children. Frequent discussions about feelings help kids learn to identify their own emotions as they come up, rather than feeling as if the emotions spring up from nowhere.

				According to psychologist John Gottman, parents model emotional regulation using one of two styles: emotional coaching or dismissiveness. Each style is a different way that parents can respond to their child’s emotions, and both types can come from parents who mean well. However, all children—but especially sensitive children—need emotional coaches who teach them to deal with their feelings in a healthy way.

				Emotional coaches understand that a range of feelings is normal for kids (and for adults, for that matter). These parents see emotions as an opportunity to learn, self-soothe, and connect. They get an intuitive sense of when it’s best to explore their child’s feelings with them or to give them space to work through their feelings alone. Emotional coaching can also look like teaching your child not to hold on to a single emotional reaction. For example, you could suggest that your child sleep on it and see how their mental state has changed in the morning.

				If modeling emotional regulation sounds difficult, it’s okay: breathe. (Or perhaps: regulate thyself.) You do not have to be perfect at emotional regulation yourself to model it well for your children. In fact, a big part of teaching good emotional regulation is having the talks with your kids that many of our own parents never had with us. This means listening when your child is upset and helping them explore those feelings, problem-solve, and potentially take constructive action. These approaches can be taken even by those of us who never had our own feelings validated or who perhaps struggle to regulate our own emotions to this day.

			

			
				The Dangers of Dismissing Emotions

				The other side of the coin is parents who fall into the emotionally dismissive or emotionally neglectful camp. Perhaps they consciously or unconsciously buy into the Toughness Myth: They see emotions as distractions from handling the matter at hand or a sign of weakness, and they believe they are helping their child by teaching them to stop crying or ignore their feelings. They may say things like “It’s not a big deal” or “You’ll be fine” when their child expresses a fear like nervousness about the first day of school. For sensitive children, this approach can play into the shame that comes from being taught that their emotions are too much or that they are too sensitive. It also plants a dangerous lesson in a child’s head: They should not ask for help in alleviating bad feelings and doing so will make things worse. In reality, we need other people to help us process big emotions; we need to talk with them and be listened to.

				Unsurprisingly, emotional neglect in childhood is where a lack of emotional regulation often begins. Compared with sensitive children who have emotional coaches in their lives, those who grow up with emotionally dismissive parents don’t learn how to regulate or respond to their emotions. Stress and heightened emotions remain overwhelming, and the child might turn to destructive behaviors or thought patterns—such as bottling things up until a breakdown happens. They don’t learn to label their emotions or accept that all emotions have a place, so they might hold on to shame or embarrassment for feeling so intensely. Emotional neglect can have long-lasting effects. In adulthood, it can stick around as unnecessary guilt, self-anger, low self-confidence, or a sense of being deeply, personally flawed.

				Notably, gender roles play a big part in these outcomes. Parents tend to model emotions differently for boys and girls, rather than embracing a full range of emotions from both. Girls tend to learn that certain emotions won’t be accepted, so they often cope by substituting “acceptable” emotions for unacceptable ones. For example, they might show puppy dog eyes instead of making a firm request, or they might show sadness rather than anger. Boys, on the other hand, tend to learn that they shouldn’t display any emotions at all and thus don’t learn how to regulate them. This may help explain so-called male anger: Anger is perhaps the hardest emotion to suppress.

				Boys and girls also tend to see different sides of their parents. According to the data, parents talk more about emotions with their daughters than they do with their sons. Parents also use more emotion-related words with girls than with boys and are particularly comfortable sharing their sadness with their daughters. Sons are more likely to suffer from punitive parenting and get little emotional talk other than their parents’ displays of anger. All children are damaged by this dismissive approach, but boys, researchers have found, are especially vulnerable to emotional neglect.

				You can help support your sensitive child’s emotional development by focusing on emotional regulation techniques. Researchers have identified three essential regulation techniques: noticing emotions, controlling the intensity of emotions, and managing emotions. These skills can help anyone respond to intense emotions, and parents as coaches can help their kids practice these techniques.

			

			
				Noticing and Identifying Emotions

				The ability to notice, name, and understand the intensity of emotions helps kids get more in touch with how they’re feeling. This technique is crucial for emotional regulation. For example, toddlers who can use language to describe how they feel can self-regulate during a challenging time by talking themselves through it or turning to someone who can help them process those feelings.

				One way to help kids do this is by introducing feelings check-ins to teach them to regularly recognize what emotions they’re experiencing. A feelings check-in can be as simple as asking, “How are you feeling in this moment?” Encourage your child to use specific, descriptive words; instead of, “I feel bad,” perhaps they feel tired, achy, disappointed, hurt, or overwhelmed. (There are plenty of free lists of emotion words available online to help your child expand their emotion vocabulary.) From there, you can transition to teaching your child about managing the intensity of their named emotions.

			

			
				Controlling the Intensity of Emotions

				A child who doesn’t learn emotional regulation will struggle to stop intense emotions before they boil over. Unchecked, these emotions may show up as kicking, yelling, tantrums, withdrawal, or other destructive behaviors. But learning to sense the intensity of a feeling will help a sensitive child stay in tune with their emotions and manage them in a healthy way. One simple way to help your child do this is to tell them when you’ve noticed a change in them: “You seem a little quiet” or “You didn’t want to play with your friends today.” Then invite them to tell you about the cause. If you think you know the cause, bring it up gently: “Maybe you’re feeling sad because your friend is moving away.” In this way, you help your child learn to notice their feelings before they become overwhelming.

				You may also want to introduce a feelings thermometer to ask your child where their emotions lie on the thermometer—anywhere from cool, or feeling calm, to the hot zone, which would represent strong emotions. The image helps children visualize their emotions while also providing a simple way to describe them. (Again, there are free printable thermometers online, or you can make your own.) Like the feelings check-in, the thermometer allows the child to monitor how they feel so they can maintain control more easily.

			

			
				Managing Emotions

				After a person recognizes emotions and lowers their intensity, the final step is to develop tools for managing those emotions. Sensitive kids experience intense emotional reactions to many areas of life, so managing emotions is an invaluable skill to learn as early as possible. There are many strategies you can use to teach your child to maintain control and de-escalate their emotions, including deep breathing and imagining themselves taking a step back from whatever is upsetting them. They could also imagine that an invisible umbrella over their head is protecting them from the upsetting situation or words. (The strategies offered for overstimulation for adults in Chapter 4 can also be adapted for children.)

				These tools make a difference from a young age. During preschool and elementary school, children gain a better understanding of emotional expressions and the culturally defined rules attached to them. For example, a child learns that appearing more upset than they actually are might get them more sympathy. On the other hand, they might learn to put on a smile when they’re not feeling happy or to hide emotions from their face. Young children learn quickly that their expression of emotion doesn’t always have to match what they feel. This tendency increases into adolescence, with boys being more likely to suppress sadness and girls more likely to hide anger. By the teen years, kids have become even more aware of the opinions of others regarding emotions. As a parent, you can help your sensitive kid develop healthy emotion management and expression during these years through continued coaching and emotional regulation techniques.

			

			
				Have Hope

				 

				Your child’s environment may have a bigger impact on them than it would on a less-sensitive child, but that gives you all the more power to help them build a good life. As your child grows into the adult they will become, you’ll see your effort and patience come to fruition, and more important, you’ll be able to see sensitivity at its finest. The loving, supportive home you are working to give them today will help them achieve future success and happiness.
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			More Than Just a Paycheck

			
				The truly creative mind in any field is no more than this: a human creature born abnormally, inhumanly sensitive.

				—Pearl S. Buck

			

			If you look closely, you might spot the sensitive employees. Maybe they are the ones escaping to their desk after some brief morning hellos. Or the ones holding back tears as they try to catch their bearings in the middle of a stressful workday. If you were to ask them why they’re upset, the answer may surprise you: Maybe a conference call was so emotionally draining that focusing on other tasks feels impossible for them. Or the boss’s comment about their messy desk—although meant to be playful—cut like a knife; to them, their clutter is a reflection of being overwhelmed. Or they could be frazzled by the constant phone calls and message notifications, yet feel guilty because everyone else seems to be handling the chaos better. Or perhaps the culprit is an uncomfortable chair, a coworker tapping repeatedly on a desk, or the too-bright fluorescent lights.

			Sensitive people also know that going home won’t solve all their problems. The emotions they experience at work trail behind them like a shadow and linger as a back-of-the-mind thought that needs to be processed before they can let it go. The problems are exacerbated if a sensitive person can’t take breaks throughout the day to rest and reflect on an experience, whether they work in an office, a classroom, or a retail space.

			Yet for all the stress that sensitive people feel at work, there is another side to them. They might be the ones who get through to that struggling student who no one else could reach. The ones who put in the extra time to wow a client, to make a routine lesson plan fun, or to dig deep into the data. The people who “just know” when something isn’t right and see tiny gaps before the holes become big problems. These people save their company time and money or, in a medical setting, a patient’s life. At the same time, they are masters at anticipating the needs of the people around them—needs that are often invisible to those higher up the ranks. For example, sensitive people might read between the lines and recognize when their teammates are burning out or when an important client is unsatisfied. Coworkers are often drawn to a sensitive colleague because they feel safe to speak about their frustrations, insecurities, and fears without judgment.

			As managers and leaders, sensitive people are capable of bringing harmony to the workplace and creating the conditions that allow others to thrive. As innovators, investors, and entrepreneurs, they spot trends and valuable gaps in the market. To put it simply, a sensitive employee may be one of the best workers you’ll ever have. Rather than being leery of workers who are “too sensitive,” employers ought to court them.

			If this portrait of sensitive workers seems contradictory, it’s because they often experience contradictions at work: Although they tend to be high performers, they also experience high levels of stress and burnout on the job. One survey even found that sensitive people were the best performers of all, despite feeling more stress. The survey was run by Bhavini Shrivastava, an organizational psychology graduate student who was studying sensitive people in the workplace and included workers at a large IT company in Mumbai, India. Combining reports from managers and self-reports from workers, she found that employees who tested as sensitive people were rated by their managers as better performers than their less-sensitive colleagues. However, the sensitive workers also reported more stress and scored lower in their well-being overall. These results make sense, given what we know about the Sensitive Boost Effect.

			Many great sensitive IT professionals, the survey suggests, have likely left their companies because of this stress but perhaps could have been retained if their role or working environment had been tweaked. As we saw in the previous chapter with sensitive children, environment really matters for sensitive workers. Depending on the conditions, these workers can either become your top talent or burn out from stress.

			
				In Their Own Words: What Are Some of Your Strengths—and Stressors—at Work?

				“I have been told by some of my students that they would not have been able to complete the semester had it not been for having me as a professor. They said that they appreciated that I had a degree of empathy and understanding that they did not receive from other professors in times of need. The downside is that I care possibly too much about the bad situations that arise in their lives. I get very emotional and worry when one of them tells me they are struggling in their personal life.” —Shelby, college professor

				“I’ve worked in sales for twelve years and have been very successful at it. But I’ve also spent most of those years frazzled and burned out. My strengths are my relationship-building skills. I can quickly build rapport, as I imagine how the customer feels. I’m also very conscientious, so I never miss deadlines. However, I get very burned out constantly communicating with people all day. The phone ringing, emails flying in, people walking in…there’s always a lot going on!” —Emma, recruitment and sales

				“I find that I am able to create a safe space that allows clients to open up about their struggles. The benefit of this is that it helps us get to the root of their problems more quickly so they can make changes that give them lasting results. I also find that my sensitivity helps me find the right approach that works best for each individual. My biggest struggles are having the clinic schedule my clients back-to-back without any downtime for me to recharge between clients. I find that when I have to go at a fast pace without breaks, I am much more likely to become a sponge to everyone’s emotions, and I become mentally and emotionally depleted.” —Daphnie, clinical health coach

				“I feel that the biggest strength attributed to my sensitivity would be my ability to process and analyze data at a deep level. I also have high attention to detail. My biggest weaknesses would be that I do get overwhelmed easily, especially when I have a lot of deadlines to hit, and I am unable to filter out external stimuli when I’m working in the office (as opposed to working in silence at home), and that makes it extremely difficult to focus and do my job.” —Traci, commercial liability insurance underwriter

			
			
				The Right Physical Environment for Sensitive Workers

				 

				So how do companies create the right environment that sensitive workers need to thrive? How do they avoid losing the employees who have the potential to become their top performers? In the workplace, two things must be addressed: the physical environment and the emotional environment.

				As we’ve seen, sensitive people tend to do best in physical environments that are calm. Specifically, in the workplace, they need an amount of stimulation that doesn’t overwhelm their ability to work comfortably and effectively. Background noise, the activity of their coworkers, bright lights, and stiff chairs are all examples of things that some sensitive people can’t easily ignore. Things that might seem minor to others, such as a coworker’s strong perfume, can make it feel impossible for a sensitive person to focus. Remember, sensitive people aren’t purposely being difficult by requesting changes to their environment—their brain is wired differently than many of the people around them.

				Creating the right environment can be challenging since the typical workplace isn’t set up with a sensitive person’s nervous system in mind, but there are ways to make it more accommodating. Basic practices that would help any worker feel less stressed will go even further for sensitive workers. Of course, the setting will vary with the field and your position. For example, if you work from home, you could face just as many potential distractions as you could in a collaborative in-person work environment like an office or a call center.

				If you’re a sensitive worker, you will benefit from the following practices:

				
						Reducing or eliminating visual clutter in your workspace (or around your house if you work from home)

						Making full use of your office door (if you have one) to shut out ambient noise

						Investing in a good pair of noise-canceling headphones

						Using an air purifier to reduce stuffiness and allergens in the air

						Decorating or furnishing your workspace (if allowed) in a beautiful, calming, or inspiring way

						Taking regular breaks to stretch, get a glass of water, have a snack, or walk around

				

				If you work at home, you have even more freedom to create the physical environment that works best for you. You might play white noise or calming instrumental music or even install paneling in your office to shut out noise. It can also help to declare quiet hours—a time when everyone agrees to keep down the noise, not interrupt one another, and so forth—with your roommates or family.

				Sensitive people also need coworkers, or at least managers, who understand their needs in the physical environment. If you’re the employer of sensitive people, the rule is simple: Give them as much control as possible over their workspace. Perhaps this means allowing them to work in a quiet corner of the office, come in early or stay late to work when fewer people are there, or work from home a few days a week.

				Open communication is another important policy. Sensitive people are often concerned about others’ feelings, so they may not speak up about their needs, because they don’t want to burden or inconvenience others. The sensitive worker might even feel trapped in their current environment if they aren’t comfortable asking for accommodations. So, ask all your employees at regular intervals if there’s anything they need to do their job better—and suspend judgment on any requests that seem odd to you. Routinely touching base like this will make it easier for sensitive employees to be honest about what causes them stress and prevents them from working effectively.

			

			
				The Right Emotional Environment for Sensitive Workers

				 

				People and relationships tend to be the number one challenge that sensitive people face at work. Unlike physical distractions, which can often be blocked, there’s no way to silence the emotions and attitudes of the people around you. If the work culture is toxic, the emotions in the room are what become most draining. Juggling different personalities, energy levels, and demands is a challenge for anyone, but for sensitive people, it can have an outsized impact on their mental health. The emotional environment may be the difference between a tiring workday that still leaves them feeling fulfilled and regular breakdowns because the energy and demands of their job are too much to maintain. Add loud, stressful workplaces with rushed deadlines and a lot of pressure into the mix, and a sensitive worker will quickly feel burned out.

				And when you’re sensitive, you more easily take on the emotions of the people around you. In a workplace, you’re often near people over a roughly eight-hour (or longer) period. These people are often stressed, worried about deadlines, and feeling a range of emotions, both positive and negative. When you absorb those emotions, you may have trouble concentrating on your own work. If you take those emotions home, the mental and psychological burden can strain your family relationships and harm your quality of life. Similarly, because sensitive people tend to be conscientious and want to please others, you may become weary of the constant push and pull between your own needs and your colleagues’ desires.

				So, just as sensitive workers need the right physical work environment, they also need the right emotional setting. To this end, you’ll want to set healthy boundaries and speak up for what you need. Although no one—especially a sensitive person—likes to be that person in the office, direct communication is the best way to help others understand your needs. Here are some sample phrases you might use for setting boundaries at work:

				
						“I need some time to think about your question. I’ll get back to you later.”

						“I’m feeling overwhelmed right now, and it’s hard for me to focus on your feedback. I’d like to take a short break.”

						“I wish I could help, but I’m not available this weekend to work an extra shift.”

						“It sounds like an interesting project, but I wouldn’t be able to give it the time it deserves.”

						“I can see the importance of the project, but I’m also working on X, Y, and Z. Which of those would you like me to pause?”

						“I know this is a little awkward, and I doubt it was your intent, but when you said/did X, I felt uncomfortable.”

				

				Remember, you have just as much value as your less-sensitive coworkers have. There is nothing about being a sensitive person that needs to be fixed. In fact, if you believe that something is wrong with you, others will see it that way too and treat you accordingly, says Linda Binns, a career coach for sensitive people. Rather, it’s about embracing the many gifts you have as a sensitive person. “When you see yourself this way,” explains Binns, “you will gain confidence, become better at knowing and asking for what you need, and be good at setting boundaries. Others will naturally begin to respond more positively to you, which will grow your confidence even more.” This confidence, in turn, will help you advocate for the environment you need to do your best work.

			

			
				The Desire for Meaningful Work

				 

				Along with needing the right work environment, sensitive people also have a high need for meaning on the job. Rather than just collecting a paycheck, they also want to know that their efforts make a difference for other people and contribute to the greater good. Of course, no one, sensitive or not, wants to think that their work is pointless, but many sensitive people feel the need for meaningful work so strongly that they organize their entire lives around finding it. As writer and sensitive person Anne Marie Crosthwaite puts it, “They are often driven by an internal search for meaning, and if something doesn’t feel meaningful, they can’t just ‘do it anyway.’ ”

				A meaningful vocation is a key part of a happy, sensitive life. So, what exactly is meaningful work? The answer will vary from person to person, but generally, work is meaningful when you see a real connection between the tasks you do and a higher purpose beyond yourself. That higher purpose might be saving a life, fighting climate change, or just making someone’s day run a little bit smoother.

				Having a sense of purpose is satisfying, but it’s also valuable: It contributes to our personal well-being and our companies’ bottom lines. According to research by management consulting firm McKinsey, employees who feel a strong sense of purpose at work are healthier and more resilient. Not surprisingly, they are also more satisfied with their jobs. Work satisfaction is linked with increased productivity—by one estimate, meaningful work generates an additional $9,078 per worker per year. Companies also retain their satisfied employees longer, saving an average of $6.43 million in turnover-related costs for every ten thousand workers per year. Here we can take another lesson from sensitive people, who intrinsically know the value of meaningful work.

				Yet for all the benefits of meaningful work, many sensitive people say their job doesn’t feel valuable or important. So let’s look at some ways that you as a sensitive person can make it more meaningful.

			

			
				The Best Jobs for Sensitive People

				Our readers at Sensitive Refuge often ask us to name the best jobs for sensitive people. Here they are, in order:

				
						Any

						Job

						You

						Want

						To

						Do

				

				That’s it. There is no magic list of jobs that will automatically make work meaningful for you as a sensitive person. Sensitive people can thrive in any position, from CEO to construction worker.

				With that said, there are certain professions that sensitive people tend to be drawn to more than others, and often those are jobs that tap their empathy, creativity, and attention to detail. Many sensitive people excel in caring professions such as therapist, teacher, doctor, nurse, clergy, childcare or eldercare provider, massage therapist, or life coach. Aleshia is a sensitive person who works as a recreational therapist inside a behavioral health unit at a hospital. Being sensitive allows her to better respond to the emotional needs of her patients: “I have often walked into a room prepared to do a particular therapeutic intervention and completely changed the intervention at the last minute based on how the group feels,” she told us. However, caring jobs are not right for every sensitive person, because high levels of stress and secondhand emotions are usually part of the package. Aleshia went on to say that caregiver burnout poses a serious challenge to her: “Being hypervigilant to others is exhausting. Every day I work, it shuts me down for the evening. I am a single mom to two teenagers, and unfortunately, they don’t get the best of me when I come home.”

				Sensitive people also excel in creative professions, such as writing, music, and the arts. In fact, some of the world’s most successful artists are sensitive people. Take, for example, the actor Nicole Kidman, who has won multiple Emmy and Golden Globe Awards. She says that she is a highly sensitive person and that “most actors are highly sensitive people”—although they have to “develop a thick skin” to deal with the constant critique of their lives and work. Other famous creative people who say they are sensitive include Dolly Parton, Lorde, Elton John, Yo-Yo Ma, Alanis Morissette, and of course, Bruce Springsteen. Creative people tend to possess some seemingly contradictory traits: They are sensitive but also open to new ideas and experiences, notes the famed psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi. This dual character explains how they can be both emotionally vulnerable and easily overwhelmed but at the same time charismatic and striking. “Creative people’s openness and sensitivity often exposes them to suffering and pain, yet also to a great deal of enjoyment,” Csikszentmihalyi explains.

				Jobs that require attention to detail—whether it’s paying attention to people, your surroundings, or numbers on a spreadsheet—can also be a good fit for sensitive people. Work of this nature can be found in fields like event planning, accounting, finances, research, science, architecture, gardening and landscaping, trade work, law, and software development. One sensitive woman who describes herself as social, emotional, and artistic told us that she purposely chose a role that was the opposite of all that: financial systems analyst. Dealing with numbers all day is calming and gives her a break from her emotional side.

				The ideal work for a sensitive person may not be a job at all. Barrie Jaeger, author of Making Work for the Highly Sensitive Person, recommends self-employment for sensitive people, because many of her sensitive clients report feeling more satisfied with self-employment than with a traditional job. Self-employment might look like design, photography, videography, furniture restoration, social media management, launching a business, consulting, or the freelance version of your current job. On the upside of self-employment, it gives sensitive people control over their work environment and schedule, making them less prone to overstimulation. Of course, there are downsides, such as the lack of a regular paycheck and, for certain roles, the need to market and network, which can be draining. So, like any other type of work, self-employment will not be right for every sensitive person.

				Again, sensitive people can do any job they want to do, including ones not mentioned here. However, when you are choosing the right career path, there are definitely some things you should avoid. These will exact a heavy toll on your nervous system and will cause overstimulation and burnout. Moreover, they will go against your need for meaning as a sensitive person. We recommend avoiding any job with a great amount of the following attributes:

				
						Conflict or confrontation

						Competition, high stakes, or extreme risk

						Noise or a hectic physical environment

						Interaction with people with few breaks

						Repetitive tasks that lack a clear connection to a larger mission

						Toxicity in the company culture or unhealthy management styles

						Demand to set your principles aside to make money

				

				Unfortunately, you will probably encounter some (or all) of these elements at one point or another in almost any job. The key is to avoid jobs where these things happen regularly, not just on a bad day (or a stretch of bad days). Listen to yourself. Your emotions and intuition will point to whether the overstimulation is chronic or just occasional. It’s one thing to feel tired and mentally worn down at the end of a busy workday, especially if you’re a sensitive person. It’s another thing entirely to experience chronic overstimulation on the job. Also pay attention to the physical sensations in your body. Do you regularly experience muscle aches and tension, an upset stomach, a tight feeling in your chest, trouble sleeping, pain, or fatigue? If these symptoms don’t have a clear physical cause (such as an illness or an infection), then they may be another way your body is trying to communicate with you.

			

			
				Deep Work and Slow Productivity

				For one reason or another, we can’t always choose the perfect job. Maybe job opportunities are limited where you live, or perhaps you don’t yet have the degree or training for the work you want. Maybe you’re locked into a contract for a certain period. Or, considering other factors in your life, maybe it’s just not practical to change jobs right now. Building a meaningful career takes time—in some cases, a lifetime—and many of us temporarily accept jobs that are less than ideal because we have bills to pay. Even the two of us have taken on various jobs to pay the bills: Jenn cleaned buildings, and Andre was a line cook. For whatever reason, if you choose to remain in your current job, there are ways to make it more meaningful and less overstimulating.

				One tactic that sensitive people can try is to build in more space—specifically, mental space. Mental space enables you to concentrate on a task without interruptions or distractions. Everyone works better this way, but as a sensitive person, you need mental space to do the deep processing that produces your best work while you feel calm and comfortable as you do it. Mental space looks different in different jobs. For a systems analyst, it may mean quietly focusing in a private setting with no interruptions from email or meetings. For an auto mechanic, it may mean playing music loud enough to drown out other activity in the garage and focus on the car in front of them.

				Unfortunately, mental space can be particularly hard to come by in a modern office setting. The reason, according to researcher and bestselling author Cal Newport, is our own instincts. As human beings, we all have a drive to accomplish things and see tasks completed; a project accomplished is one of the most satisfying parts of work. Yet for many office workers, many tasks are never truly complete. Think of the inbox that can never be emptied, the Slack channel that pings while you sleep, and, yes, the dreaded calendar full of dubiously useful meetings. It feels good to check off these items—to see that you’ve replied to everything—but within seconds, you have to do it again. Your hunter-gatherer brain, Newport says, starts freaking out: “We haven’t finished the hunt! The harvest must come in! People are counting on us!” Yet the hunt will never be finished, and the ancestral part of your brain has no idea that all this anxiety is meaningless. So, it keeps yelling inside your head, and you keep jumping from email to Slack to texts, and your mental space vanishes—even in a private office with a closed door.

				Newport calls this style of work the hyperactive hive mind, because in theory, it’s a way for knowledge workers to collaborate (that’s what all those messages and meetings are for, right?). Instead, he told us, “It’s a disaster. It fatigues us and we can’t think clearly, and it makes us miserable.” For sensitive people, the hive mind is even worse—and not just because of overstimulation. “It’s extra bad for sensitive people,” Newport says, “because, from an empathy standpoint, you’re exposed to lots and lots of people who need things from you that you are not able to get back to at the moment. Even if you know, logically, these are not urgent emails, it hits something deeper down. Because you know there are people who need you.” Every unanswered email feels like someone you’re letting down.

				Newport knows what he’s talking about; he has built his entire career around going deep, teaching others to do the same, and eliminating as much “shallow” and overwhelming work as possible. (Rather than a contact form, for example, Newport’s website has a list of options that funnel requests to various colleagues and no-reply inboxes, the better to maintain his focus on the work that matters. He made time for us, he said, because he’s a sensitive person himself—and says it’s the reason for his success as a writer.)

				But Newport says the hyperactive hive mind isn’t necessary to do good work—not even office work, and not even in a tech-driven economy. In fact, because this approach actively undermines productivity, the hyperactive hive mind is as bad for your employer as it is for your day-to-day mental health. Most organizations, he believes, don’t want much of your time spent on these low-value tasks like continuously dealing with email or attending meeting after meeting. But people tend to fall into these tasks by default, because many employees have vague goals and not enough direction.

				An alternative is what he calls slow productivity: the art of doing fewer things but doing them better. Whereas the hive mind devours mental space, slow productivity cultivates it. Slow productivity is the ideal model for sensitive people, because it depends on careful planning, thoughtful decision-making, and high standards of perfection, the things that sensitive people are best at. In particular, it lends itself to what Newport has christened deep work, or long periods of focused, uninterrupted time on high-value tasks. When you’re cleaning out your inbox, you’re doing shallow work; it pulls you back to the hive mind. When you block out an hour, silence your phone, and finish that slide deck, you’re doing deep work.

			

			
				How Sensitive People Can Do More Deep Work

				Newport suggests you may have more autonomy over your work style than you think. Some amount of slow productivity can be “permissionless”: You can start practicing it without talking to your boss. He advises making changes that won’t affect anyone else directly—like scheduling into your day an hour-long deep work session, during which you won’t check communication, or switching to checking email only twice per day. In fact, he advises not even telling colleagues about these changes; it’s unlikely they’ll even notice, and you can avoid any misperception that you’re going to inconvenience them.

				Similarly, Newport says, if you do approach your manager about changes to your work style, frame it as a decision you want their input on, and be explicit about the trade-off involved. A good script for the conversation might go something like this:

				
					“I’d like to talk to you about how much deep work versus shallow work I should be doing. Deep work is completing my part of our project or finishing my work plan. Shallow work is things like replying to emails and attending meetings. Both are important, but for my job, what’s the ideal ratio?”

				

				This is a dramatically different conversation than one saying you have too many emails or meeting requests (many of which come from your boss). Instead, you’re focusing on the goals your boss values. You may find that you get significantly more buy-in than you might have expected. If you do, you now have marching orders to decline more meetings or go somewhere you can close a door and do deep work. This suggestion isn’t just theory: When Newport recommended that his readers have this conversation with their managers, he received numerous reports telling him how surprised they were by the changes that occurred—even in what they thought was a very entrenched culture. In many cases, the managers took the idea and ran with it, working out ratios for their team and allowing them to be “out of touch” for half the day to focus. The managers sometimes even banned internal emails altogether. “These things would happen that you think would be impossible,” Newport says. “They really just needed a number and a rationale.” Offering these kinds of workplace modifications also taps into sensitive people’s natural abilities as job crafters.

			

			
				Natural-Born Job Crafters

				 

				When researcher Amy Wrzesniewski wanted to learn what makes work meaningful, she decided to meet people with one of the least glamourous jobs of all: janitors at a hospital. She expected that they would be unsatisfied by their work, which is grimy, routine, and often thankless. Indeed, she found plenty of janitors who griped, but she also found exceptions. A few janitors spoke about their jobs glowingly. They described themselves as ambassadors for the hospital or even healers who kept the place sterile so that patients could get better. They didn’t just enjoy their work; they were fulfilled by it.

				Intrigued by this subset of workers, Wrzesniewski followed them to learn what set them apart. She found that they did the same work that the other janitors did but went out of their way to add other tasks—often with meaningful touches. Some made a point to chat with patients and give extra time to those who had no visitors (one even exchanged letters with patients long after they were discharged). To avoid irritating anyone’s health condition, they took time to research how their cleaning chemicals would affect patients. One janitor went as far as to rotate artwork in the coma ward on the chance that the change might help stimulate patients’ brains. All these steps were outside their job duties and were, effectively, extra chores. But these efforts also underscored why their work mattered and how the janitors were truly serving people. These workers proved that meaning doesn’t rest entirely on what job we’re doing but comes from how we do it.

				In light of this understanding and other research, Wrzesniewski developed what she calls job crafting: the art of turning your ho-hum job into a meaningful one. Job crafting, she says, is a way to think about your job that puts you in the driver’s seat. Since then, countless studies have proven that job crafting works—in everything from blue-collar jobs to skilled professional roles, and even for stressed-out CEOs.

				Job crafting is effective largely because, like deep work, it’s permissionless. (Supervisor buy-in will give you even more options, of course, but that can come with time.) In fact, since job crafting tends to enhance performance, supervisors who do notice the changes often encourage them. Likewise, sensitive people excel at this practice. When researchers compared job crafting success with personality traits, they found a correlation with traits like empathy, emotional intelligence, agreeableness, and conscientiousness—all traits common among sensitive people. For this reason, many sensitive people are natural-born job crafters.

			

			
				Ways to Craft Your Job

				 

				Part of job crafting means changing your perception of the tasks you do and looking for the way they connect to a higher purpose. If you think this step sounds like a mental trick—a way of making yourself enjoy your current job rather than changing jobs—you’re only partly right. Of course, how you think about your job makes a big difference in how you feel about it, but job crafting has real results, too. Often, this cognitive change—which expands your vision of your work and what you’re capable of doing—allows you to transform your role over time. The transformation means real change in terms of what you do day in, day out, and potentially more opportunities later on, such as promotions and career advancement.

				This aspect of job crafting, called cognitive crafting, involves two mental shifts. First, you expand your view of your own power. This means accepting that you have the power to change the boundaries of your own job. (This step is, in a sense, giving yourself permission to craft your job.) And second, you expand your view of your role. Many of us see our jobs as a specific set of prescribed tasks—understandably, because that’s what’s in a job posting. With this view, however, your ability to do meaningful work is constrained by your position description. In reality, you have the power to make a difference in outcomes far beyond your official duties, and it’s those big-picture outcomes you should use to define your job.

				For example, a nurse’s job may seem inherently meaningful, but when the focus is on the assigned small-picture tasks—technical skills, like inserting a catheter, or rote tasks, like following a checklist—the job becomes divorced from its higher purpose of healing people. A nurse taking a big-picture view of the same job might say, “I am part of a team that delivers total patient care.” Or simply, “I get every patient the best outcome possible.” If you describe your role with these big-picture statements, you suddenly have a duty to go beyond your job description. You might check for problems not indicated on a chart, ask patients questions, help them resolve needs not directly related to the care you’re providing, or engage in patient advocacy on their behalf. In other words, you’ll be what everyone wants in the person taking care of them. This pattern repeats in every profession. It’s the line cook who sees their job as making nourishing cuisine; the vice president who sees their job as creating a product that will change lives.

				None of this is to say that there aren’t obstacles to job crafting. Every job will have obstacles. (And as one chef who loves his work told us, “Every job has its bullshit.”) Rather, job crafting helps you work around those obstacles. Here are some more ways you can craft your job.

			

			
				Adjust the Tasks You Do and How You Do Them

				With this step, called task crafting, you can include some new tasks on your own initiative or, if you have the leeway, drop some tasks. It can also mean altering the way you do a task or shifting how much time and attention you give to different responsibilities on your plate. For example, a retail worker who puts extra effort into arranging a fashion display might be asked to do all the displays going forward and flex their creative muscles. Or a teacher who tweaks their end-of-day dismissal procedure might be asked to find more ways to improve the dismissal process throughout the entire school. Sometimes you will need supervisor approval to do these things, but you can often start doing a task informally rather than waiting for an official mandate.

			

			
				Change Your Interactions

				Research shows that having meaningful relationships at work is one of the most important factors of job satisfaction, even more important than the work environment or the actual tasks you do. In one study, employees who had emotional support and friends at work reported being happier in their jobs. You can probably remember a time when you stayed in a job that was hard or low-paying because you liked the people you worked with; this research explains why. Yet when it comes to job crafting, the point isn’t to make friends with everyone. Rather, it’s to think about who you’re spending time with and why.

				This process of being intentional in your work relationships is called relational crafting. The hospital janitor was doing relational crafting when he chatted with patients who had no visitors, because he chose to give more time to those who might be lonely. Likewise, you can make an effort to get to know your regular customers, clients, or patients, and then remember them. Treat it as your job to get them good outcomes, even if on paper it’s not. Talk to colleagues about problems you all share and do it in a solution-oriented way. Think about the people you don’t interact with much but who you really should. They might be people you respect for their knowledge or someone whose work involves one of your interests or strengths. Similarly, check in with newer teammates to see if they need help, and let them know you’re available to assist. On the flip side, identify coworkers or clients who drain your energy, and put healthy boundaries around your interactions with them.

			

			
				Job Craft Regardless of Status

				You will have to tailor your approach according to your rank because people at different levels of an organization have different barriers preventing them from doing meaningful work. If you’re in a nonmanagement position, you’re probably held to a specific set of tasks, which means your main barrier is autonomy. So, you might focus on correcting inefficient processes, building strong relationships, and building trust through your performance so that managers are open to your suggestions and requests. If you’re in a higher-ranking position, job crafting will look different, because you likely have much greater freedom over how you use your time. On the other hand, you’re beholden to a set of goals or outcomes you need to meet (often with very high stakes, like launching a product on time). Thus, your main barriers are your own limited time and getting buy-in from other leaders. With this in mind, you might focus on delegating work that has become routine in order to free up time of your own, or running a small pilot version of an innovative project so you can take the results to the next leadership meeting or company retreat.

			

			
				Master Rare and Valuable Skills

				According to Cal Newport, jobs that offer more autonomy and mastery of skills will inherently feel more meaningful. Not all jobs offer these features, which are seldom found in entry-level positions. Yet Newport says the lack of autonomy in your position shouldn’t worry you. Instead, it should give you a game plan: If you want more meaningful work—including the ability to call your own shots—you should start mastering skills that most other people in your industry do not have. Sure, this could mean getting a Harvard law degree, but that’s not the only way. For example, we spoke to a web developer who originally worked for whatever client came her way—she was skilled but not necessarily different from other developers. Then a project required her to design a website that was accessible for people with disabilities. Finding the work fascinating, she spent more and more time mastering the best practices for accessible websites. What’s more, she realized that few other developers have this specialty. Today, not only can she pick and choose which clients she works with, but she is also paid better and does work she can feel good about because she’s helping people. Another example is the tradesman who started off doing regular construction work but took an interest in learning to restore old homes. His new specialty required him to master dozens of lost arts, including complicated woodwork and ornate plastering. Using these skills to transform a house is deeply satisfying to him, but more than that, he gets to work where he wants, when he wants, and how he wants.

				

				—

				By making these changes in your work life, you help minimize burnout and cultivate an environment where you excel. This trajectory doesn’t just lead to material success, like recognition and advancement, but meets your personal needs as a sensitive person as well. After all, sensitive people can flourish in almost any profession. Think of the janitors who wrote letters to their patients and hung colorful artwork on the walls. By curating your environment and crafting your job as you go, you can enjoy a career that is meaningful to the sensitive heart—and that doesn’t leave you chronically drained. You can be the high performer without the high stress. And you can thrive.
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			The Sensitive Revolution

			
				Artists are useful to society because they are so sensitive. They are super-sensitive…. And when a society is in great danger, we’re likely to sound the alarms.

				—Kurt Vonnegut

			

			Today, we think of the Great Depression as a singular era. At the time, however, it was simply the latest in a century-long string of financial calamities. One of the worst, the Panic of 1837, left an entire generation of Americans malnourished and, eventually, measurably shorter for it. Another, the so-called Long Depression, triggered violent gun battles between striking railroad workers and federal troops. One worker told a newspaper that he had nothing left to lose and “might as well die by the bullet as to starve to death by inches.” This depression continued for more than twenty years.

			The usual answer to financial crises had been to tighten the belt, protect the banks, and wait for the strong to survive. In 1933, however, the country was ready for a different solution. A little-known labor activist named Frances Perkins was appointed secretary of labor, becoming the first woman in U.S. history to hold any cabinet position. Perkins was a wise pick: Her career had begun with volunteering in the settlement houses of Chicago, working side by side with poor and unemployed people. Her cause hit a key turning point on the day of the Triangle Shirtwaist Company fire of 1911, when she watched in horror as workers trapped in the factory jumped to their deaths to escape the flames. No one, it’s fair to say, was more committed to helping workers in the United States than Perkins.

			But she came with a condition. She would only agree to be secretary if President Franklin D. Roosevelt promised to back her policies: abolishing child labor and instilling a forty-hour workweek, a minimum wage, worker’s compensation, federal unemployment relief, social security, and more. Her approach, which we would now call a social safety net, was the opposite of the tighten-the-belt philosophy.

			President Roosevelt agreed to her terms, and during his presidency, she handed him a raft of policies that would open the fists of the U.S. government at the tightest time in history. Her policies ferried resources to those who needed them most: workers, artists, young people, families, and even those who would never again contribute to the economy, for example, people with disabilities and older adults. The president stuck to his promise and backed all these policies. Suddenly, people found themselves with a minimum wage, a maximum workweek, and funding for schools, roads, and post offices. Roosevelt’s only change was to give the policies a snappier name: Frances Perkins had just crafted the New Deal.

			Was Perkins a sensitive person? It’s impossible to know for sure, because she passed away in 1965, long before there was any awareness of the trait. However, her concern for others certainly embodies one of the greatest gifts of all sensitive people: empathy. Her grandson, Tomlin Perkins Coggeshall, founder of the Frances Perkins Center, told us she wanted to help everyone, so she worked on legislation that would improve the welfare of the largest number of people. We also see this desire to help others in her views on government. Later in life, as she reflected on the impact of the New Deal, she spoke what would become her most famous words: “The people are what matter to government, [and] a government should aim to give all the people under its jurisdiction the best possible life.”

			We now know that the New Deal not only contributed to ending the Great Depression but also shaped the spirit of the nation for more than a generation. Far from a pie-in-the-sky program, the New Deal put eight million people back to work, injected stimulus money into a badly reeling economy, and protected people’s savings in the event of another bank failure. It also broke the cycle of boom and bust. For nearly a century, the United States avoided another crisis on the scale of the Depression. Simply put, sensitive policy is smart policy.

			
				Sensitive People Should Feel Empowered to Lead

				 

				Let’s return to the Sensitive Way, which we first discussed in Chapter 1. The Sensitive Way is about embracing our sensitivity rather than hiding it. It’s about championing our gifts—as Perkins did—instead of being ashamed of the trait that gives us those gifts. More than that, it asks us to slow down and reflect, lead with empathy and compassion, and bravely express the full range of human emotions. In this manner, the Sensitive Way is the antidote to the Toughness Myth. It’s exactly what our divided, rushed, and too-much world desperately needs.

				Yet for all the lessons that sensitive people have to teach the world, many say they don’t feel like teachers or leaders. In fact, without consciously being aware of it, many sensitive people put themselves in a position of low status in their interactions with others. Status is not necessarily determined by how much money you have or your job title (although those things do play a role); it refers to how you carry yourself in the world, including the way you stand, talk, and appear. In this case, status means influence, authority, or power.

				Low status versus high status was a concept that originated in improv comedy, of all places. Keith Johnstone, a playwright, realized that actors in a scene communicate unspoken information by signaling their status relative to one another. When he taught them to convey status through their physical actions on the stage, dull scenes came alive. High-status characters, for instance, were instructed to stand with an open body posture, to walk in a straight line, and not to flinch when another actor touched or approached them. Low-status characters were instructed to do the opposite. Some of the most interesting scenes occurred when two characters with large status gaps, like a queen and her butler, interacted. Comedy was born when the characters behaved differently than their inherent status—like if the queen began doing chores for the butler.

				The difference between low and high status isn’t always as easy to spot in real life. In a group of friends, a high-status person might be the one who stands up from the dinner table first and decides what the group will do next. A low-status person might be the one asking for advice and listening. We all switch our status depending on the situation, and psychologists believe that the healthiest relationships offer opportunities for frequent status reversal. If one person is always stuck in low status, that’s not a healthy—or satisfying—relationship.

				However, low status isn’t necessarily something to avoid. Just as high status comes with certain advantages (like authority and respect), low status has advantages, too. Low-status people appear more trustworthy, approachable, and likable; business coaches often advise people with power—such as the company CEO—to cultivate low-status traits. People who always choose high status may appear arrogant, threatening, and domineering, and they might get lonely because others find relationships with them less enjoyable. We tend to get comfortable playing one role or the other, and the one role becomes our default. Women and introverts, notes bestselling author Susan Cain, tend to communicate in ways associated with low status. So do sensitive people, who usually couldn’t care less about dominating or having power over others.

				Having high status or low status isn’t wrong. However, some sensitive people may feel stuck in low status when they don’t want to be. They may have low self-esteem after receiving messages that their sensitivity is a flaw. Sensitive people should feel empowered to step into high status when they want to do so. In reality, lifting our status is exactly what the Sensitive Way asks us to do. It asks us to step up and speak out. It asks us to use our gifts not only in ways that benefit ourselves but also in ways that benefit others. This call to expand our status doesn’t mean sensitive people have to change who they are and try to dominate or overpower those around them. It means sensitive people should feel empowered to lead—in their own way.

			

			
				The Advantage of Sensitive Leadership

				 

				To understand how a leader’s personality can make a difference, Daniel Goleman and other researchers turned to a hospital in Boston, where two doctors were competing to become the CEO of the corporation that ran the hospital. The researchers called them Dr. Burke and Dr. Humboldt, although those weren’t their real names. “Both of them headed up departments, were superb physicians, and had published many widely cited research articles in prestigious medical journals,” the researchers explain. “But the two had very different personalities.” Burke was described as impersonal, task-focused, and relentlessly perfectionistic. His combative style forced his staff to walk on eggshells. Humboldt, on the other hand, was equally demanding of his workers, but he was more approachable, friendly, and even playful. The researchers note that people in Humboldt’s department seemed much more at ease, smiling and teasing one another in a friendly way. Most important, they felt free to speak their minds. As a result, high-performing employees were often drawn to Humboldt’s team but left Burke’s department. It should come as no surprise that the hospital board picked Humboldt as the new CEO. Humboldt, exemplifying some of the strengths of the sensitive leader—such as an emotionally intelligent style—created a warm environment for the people who worked with him.

				Most of us probably want to work for someone like Humboldt, not Burke. As Goleman and his coauthor, behavioral scientist Richard E. Boyatzis, point out, “Leading effectively is…less about mastering situations—or even mastering social skill sets—than about developing a genuine interest in and talent for fostering positive feelings in the people whose cooperation and support you need.” In this area, sensitive leaders shine, whether they are leading a corporation, a social movement, or their own friends or family. If you’re a sensitive person, you’re probably not giving yourself enough credit in the leadership department. You’d probably make a better leader than you think you would be.

				Many of the qualities that make a great leader, like empathy, come naturally to sensitive people. As we saw in Chapter 3, sensitive people are the varsity athletes of empathy, which allows them to understand the people around them more deeply. And the ability to “step into” other people’s experiences has significant benefits for leaders. According to one study, empathetic leaders encourage higher levels of innovation, engagement, and cooperation in the workplace. When leaders include empathy in the decision-making process, employees are more likely to follow suit—empathy begets more empathy—and are more likely to stick around. Similarly, empathetic leaders help create and maintain more-inclusive workplaces by understanding and supporting different people’s experiences.

				Along with being more empathetic, sensitive leaders are quick to read a room and tune in to others. These abilities are advantageous in many settings, because understanding other people’s emotions is a key to unlocking their potential. An emotionally intuitive boss might quickly pick up on an employee’s feelings and struggles and then determine the best course of action to assist this person. An emotionally intuitive parent, teacher, or therapist will do the same. In short, because sensitive people take the time to understand other people’s experiences and build strong relationships, sensitive leadership has a powerful effect on their followers’ happiness and loyalty.

				Euny Hong, a Korean American journalist, offers a word for this capability: nunchi. In Korea, she says, nunchi means the art of sensing what people are feeling or thinking—and it’s considered the secret to happiness and success. Hong explains, “Kids in Korea know the word by age three. You usually learn it in the negative; if everyone is standing on the right side of an escalator and a kid is lounging on the left, the parent will say, ‘Why don’t you have any nunchi?’ It’s partly about not being rude, but it’s also partly, ‘Why are you not plugged into your environment?’ ” In practice, nunchi means reading the room, noticing things like who is talking, who is listening, who is frowning, and who isn’t paying attention. Those with natural or “quick” nunchi, as Koreans say, are thought to make more connections, appear more competent, negotiate better, and go further in life.

				Sensitive people also project warmth, which makes their followers trust them. When Amy Cuddy and her team at Harvard Business School examined the effectiveness of different types of leaders, they found that those who project warmth (like Dr. Humboldt) are more effective than those who appear unapproachable. One reason is trust. Sensitive leaders tend to make it easier for their followers to approach and confide in them, fostering relationships that are more authentic. By being open to a range of perspectives and experiences and actively making space for everyone to share their values and beliefs, these leaders promote a culture of honesty and authenticity. Rather than seeing team members as homogeneous, a sensitive leader is more likely to view them as individuals, understanding their needs and looking out for their best interests.

				Finally, sensitive leaders tend to be reflective. They are more likely to analyze every detail to determine what works and doesn’t work, adapting and evolving as needed. Moreover, they have a sharpened intuition and can sense when something just doesn’t feel right. Being creative and innovative allows them to see problems from many angles and offer fresh insights. Where some leaders only highlight their successes, many sensitive people try to learn from their failures, to avoid making mistakes in the future. Because they take criticism to heart, they will deliver it more constructively to others, holding themselves and their team to a higher standard of self-improvement.

				
					In Their Own Words: What Are Your Strengths as a Sensitive Leader?

					“I currently lead a high-profile technology project. I’ve found that my sensitivity is helpful in several ways. I have a good eye for detail and how all the various pieces of the project fit together—a skill that helps me keep it on track. Because I can understand (or at least try to understand) other people’s points of view, I’m able to get along with colleagues in many roles. This ability comes in handy when I need to work with people in other groups, who might have viewpoints or priorities different from my own.” —Bruce

					“I can sense what my managers need just by the tone of their voice. I’m able to fill the gaps where they are weak. More important, conflict made me so uncomfortable that I got my master’s degree in conflict resolution and then became a certified mediator. Ever since, I’ve used those skills to teach my teams—and my own children—how to better communicate, listen, and work together.” —Wendy

					“Being sensitive means I often see team dynamics and staff needs earlier and more accurately than the top execs do. This foresight allows me to better address those issues.” —Frankie

					“I often find myself the one among friends to take up the lead. Part of it is certainly my sensitive traits; I process things deeply and quickly, which means I can synthesize large amounts of information, whether it’s opinions on what game to play or what to do about a problem. Then I turn the conversation from aimless discussion to practical problem-solving.” —Julie

				
			

			
				Let Your Intuition Lead the Way

				 

				Remember, leading doesn’t necessarily mean becoming a corporate CEO (although we talked to several CEOs who found their sensitivity to be an asset even in this role). There are many ways to lead, whether you’re heading up a sales team or reaching out to your friends or family to plan the next social event. Leadership can be as simple as noticing problems that others overlook and then speaking up about them. For example, at a family birthday party, sensitive leadership might be as simple as saying, “The kids are getting tired, so we should open the gifts now, before they get too drained and spoil the fun.” Or at work: “This form might be confusing to prospective clients, who might get frustrated with it and abandon it, so I’ll suggest a simpler one.” Sensitive people often notice these types of things, but because they have been conditioned to distrust their intuition, they may not say anything even when speaking up would benefit the group.

				In this way, being a strong, sensitive leader starts with listening to your intuition. It starts with honoring the voice in your heart and your head that you may have previously silenced, downplayed, or dismissed. This voice notices gaps, red flags, annoyances, or problems—or when something just seems off. It makes predictions—often accurate—about what might happen next or how a certain situation might unfold. As a sensitive person, you possess secret knowledge. You know things that other people don’t know. You may find that less-sensitive people aren’t even aware of these issues, and their lack of awareness is not necessarily because these issues are unimportant or insignificant. When you notice something, speak up with courage and kindness. Anne, the sensitive nurse who we met in Chapter 1, did just that—and her actions saved a life.

				You can also lead by example, like by speaking up when you see an injustice. In one small Midwestern town, for example, a school bus driver was harassing Somali students who rode his bus. Other teachers and community members dismissed the young students’ complaints of racial discrimination. It took a sensitive teacher to believe them, speak up, and demand the bus company put a stop to it. The teacher did so even when colleagues warned her that her actions might put her own career at risk of backlash from the school administration. “I couldn’t not do something,” the teacher, who wished to remain anonymous, told us. “Kids were being abused and discriminated against, and it was severely affecting their lives and education.” Even though she had never thought of herself as a leader, she became one when she listened to her intuition and spoke up on her students’ behalf.

				Sensitive people are the leaders our world needs. But before they can step into this purpose, they must learn to embrace their sensitivity and end the cycle of shame.

			

			
				Breaking Free of the Shame Cycle

				 

				When we talk to people about what being sensitive means, over and over we hear, “That’s me!” Many sensitive people have their own stories to tell, usually related to their childhood: How they wept after discovering a dead bird in their yard or how adults repeatedly told them to shake off their big feelings and “just get over it.” When they tell us these stories—at conferences, at parties, and even in public restrooms—they lower their voices to a confidential whisper, as if their experiences were a dirty secret. Many express shame over their sensitivity or feelings of brokenness.

				And these expressions of shame are no surprise—as we’ve seen, the Toughness Myth teaches us sensitive people that our natural state is something that should be changed. As a result, we may question ourselves about how we interact with the world. From needing extra time to write an email or taking a snack break at work to keep our blood sugar stable, we often become conditioned to move through the world carefully. While there’s nothing wrong with being cautious, the problem is that we may feel we must warily conceal our true nature from the world.

				The antidote is to change how we view ourselves in the context of society. One way to make this change is to stop apologizing for what doesn’t warrant an apology. Sensitive people should not apologize for needing downtime or rest, for saying no, for leaving an overstimulating event early, for crying or feeling things deeply, or for other needs related to their sensitive nature. While the decision to stop saying you’re sorry might be a long road, it starts here—with you and with the rest of us. All of us can start a collective mindset shift toward normalizing sensitivity. Rather than an embarrassing secret or a stumbling series of explanations, sensitivity should be recognized as what it is: a normal, healthy trait that we all share to some degree. Not only is it normal, but sensitivity can also become a source of pride, something we can love and enjoy about ourselves.

				Just as some people are naturally athletic, talkative, or tall, some of us are naturally more sensitive. There’s nothing to adjust—it’s just who we are. Within this mindset, there’s no reason to make excuses or beat yourself up because you supposedly can’t handle what other people can. (And when you act this way about your sensitivity, others are more likely to view it as a flaw, too.) Rather, you can choose to see sensitivity as your greatest strength (as it is), and that attitude will help others follow your lead. Remember: Sensitivity is genetic, healthy, and even linked to being gifted.

				Now, the natural question becomes, How can you change the way you see your sensitivity? How can you stop thinking of it as bad and shift your perspective to see it as a strength?

			

			
				Know (and Maybe Even Memorize) the Benefits of Your Strengths

				Our workplaces, schools, and other settings have traditionally favored people who don’t show sensitive traits. But that’s just because our society has overlooked areas where sensitive people shine—such as situations where depth, empathy, understanding, intuition, and attunement to others are needed. Our society has fallen short for everyone in this way. Feelings are—and always have been—important. Even more important is the ability to recognize those feelings as valid, to express them, and to know they are being acknowledged and heard. The scarcity of these supposedly soft skills in society is just one of the gaps that sensitive people can readily fill; it’s in our nature to feel others’ emotions and use our empathy to connect with them. It’s in our nature, too, to go deep and offer new and unexpected solutions.

				Make sure you know the strengths you bring to the table. Take a moment to write a list of your sensitivity-related traits that help you or others. Then, keep this list in mind when interacting with others or talking about sensitivity. If you need inspiration, here are some aspects of sensitivity that provide true benefits to the world. (Remember: These statements aren’t bragging; they’re positive self-talk.)

				
						“I help those around me feel heard and understood.”

						“I catch important details that others might miss, whether in my work, my relationships, or other parts of my life.”

						“I can more quickly notice when my energy is low or when I’m getting run down. This awareness helps me avoid the point of burnout that others might reach.”

						“My mind doesn’t stop at shallow answers. It looks at the big picture as well as the nitty-gritty, and it keeps going until it has breakthroughs. This depth helps me come up with solutions that others don’t see.”

						“Since I feel things so strongly, anything I do or create carries that intensity, which permeates my values, passion projects, work, art, relationships, and more.”

						“I cry easily (or show big emotions in other ways) because I’m so easily moved by life, and not everyone feels the beauty of life in this way.”

						“I can see connections between information that seems unrelated to others. When I follow those connections, I can easily see truths that don’t occur to other people. It makes me creative and, with practice, it can make me wise.”

						“I tend to look ahead and think of all the angles more than other people do. This tendency helps me avoid mistakes, notice small problems before they become big, and overall be better prepared in life.”

						“My intuition shows me the path forward. I can often see a unique way to solve a problem or accomplish a goal. Other people benefit from my insights, advice, and leadership because I bring a perspective that less-sensitive people don’t have access to.”

						“My empathy helps me consider other people’s needs and perspectives. It also helps me make more moral, ethical, compassionate, and selfless decisions. I easily sense right from wrong, healthy from unhealthy, true from false.”

				

				Elaine Aron, the researcher who coined the term highly sensitive person, puts it this way: “You were born to be among the advisors and thinkers, the spiritual and moral leaders of your society. There is every reason for pride.”

			

			
				Practice Embracing Your Sensitivity

				Make a point to notice the strengths of your sensitivity throughout the day. Even if you find yourself feeling frustrated about something related to your sensitivity—for example, if you become drained after running errands—make a mental note to pause and reframe. Nudge your brain to notice the positives of the situation, too. You might think, “I’m thankful I have the self-awareness to notice when I’m feeling tired and need to head home,” or “Because of my sensitivity, I noticed beauty in my surroundings, such as all the different colors in the sky at sunset.”

				This change probably won’t happen overnight. In fact, it might take months or even years to embrace your sensitivity. But that’s okay; a lengthy transition is normal! You’ve had years and years of practice responding to a society that doesn’t get sensitivity in many ways. Give yourself time, starting with small steps that get you comfortable with revealing your sensitivity. In doing so, you’ll pave the way for all sensitive people—now and in the future—to embrace who they are and make the changes our world needs.

			

			
				How to Talk About Sensitivity So Others Will Listen

				 

				Along with recognizing your strengths as a sensitive person, you’ll also need to change how you talk about your sensitivity to others. In a way, you can think of this as doing PR work for sensitivity. But you’re also doing something much deeper. You’re being authentic and honest about who you are. You’re owning your sensitivity. And you’re doing it in a way that is confident, clear, and not open for debate. Here are some scripts you can use to explain sensitivity to the people in your life:

				
						“In psychology, being sensitive means you process both your experiences and your environment very deeply. That’s me. It comes with a lot of gifts but also some challenges. I have both sides of it, and I’m proud of it.”

						“I’m not looking to change how sensitive I am. It’s a good thing, and I would never give it up.”

						“You know, I’m a very sensitive person, and I believe it’s one of my best qualities. It’s why I’m (creative/an idealist/good at my job/so tuned in to people). I wish more people would embrace sensitivity.”

						“Nearly one in three people are born a little more sensitive, both emotionally and physically. This is because our brains are wired to process information very deeply. Basically, we think about things longer, we feel things stronger, and we make connections that other people miss. Although it’s often misunderstood, it’s a healthy trait.”

				

				You may find it especially difficult to explain sensitivity to less-sensitive people—those who don’t experience life in the same turned-up and tuned-in way that you do. Often, misconceptions about what sensitivity is (and is not) get in the way. Brittany Blount, a mental health writer who is sensitive, wanted her less-sensitive dad to understand what she experiences. “My dad, like most of us, grew up with the idea that sensitivity is a sign of weakness, something to be avoided,” she writes on Sensitive Refuge. “One of the biggest challenges in explaining high sensitivity is convincing others, for the very first time, to entertain the possibility that it is a strength, the opposite of what we’ve been taught.” After several failed attempts to explain sensitivity to him, she compared it to his favorite superhero:

				
					You know how Superman can hear the tiniest pin drop from far away? It’s almost like having superhero senses without the super speed or the ability to fly…. When you’re highly sensitive, everything you experience is heightened. You notice the tiniest changes. Small sounds such as a clock ticking become loud. A person’s cologne or perfume may smell three times as strong and nauseating to you but pleasant to others. And when I talk to people…sometimes I know things about people without them telling me. I don’t read minds, but I know when I’m being lied to, or if someone pretends to be happy when they’re not. I see past the masks people put on. I know their intentions, their hearts, their fears. I have no reason to know; I just do.

				

				At first, her dad didn’t say a word, but Brittany noticed his slight shift in body posture. He was considering what she said. After a few moments, he looked up at her and slowly nodded. “I believe it,” he said, finally validating an important part of her that she had waited so long for him to understand.

			

			
				“You’re Too Sensitive” Is Gaslighting

				Another important step in embracing your sensitivity is to recognize the accusation “you’re too sensitive” for what it is: gaslighting. With this type of manipulation, the other person tries to make you doubt yourself and your reality so that you rely on their own version of events. The term gaslighting comes from the 1938 British play Gas Light, in which a dishonest husband drives his wife to a mental health crisis by persuading her that she imagined certain things, like sounds in the attic and their house’s gaslights growing dimmer. In reality, he did those things in an attempt to steal her family’s jewels. Here are some other common statements used to gaslight sensitive people:

				
						“You’re overreacting.”

						“You need to toughen up.”

						“Grow a thicker skin.”

						“Why can’t you let things go?”

						“You take everything so personally.”

				

				These comments may have been especially damaging if they were said to you in childhood by your parents or another adult caregiver. You may have even come to believe that a right and a wrong level of sensitivity exists. As a result, you may have spent years feeling ashamed about why you’re so touchy or easily wounded. These critical statements can hurt just as much, though, when said by a friend, a significant other, or a coworker. Telling you that you’re overreacting when you are being victimized is one of the most common forms of gaslighting that narcissists and other abusers do, explains Julie L. Hall, author of The Narcissist in Your Life. They say it to discredit you and dismiss your feelings so that they don’t have to take responsibility for the hurtful things they said or did. “You’re overreacting” allows the narcissist to cast you as the irrational or overly emotional one. If they can get you to doubt yourself—“Maybe they’re right; maybe the comment wasn’t cruel and I’m just being too sensitive”—you will accept their abuse. But narcissists are the ones who are hypersensitive and emotionally dysregulated. When they tell you that you are too sensitive, it’s a classic form of projection; they are attributing their own feelings to you.

				Not that every person who says these things is a narcissist. Some people may even mistakenly believe they are helping you by pointing out something you didn’t know about yourself. Regardless of the person’s intentions, these phrases are hurtful, and they should never be used against any sensitive person (or anyone else, for that matter). Here are some things you can do when someone says you’re too sensitive:

				
						Don’t take the bait. When people say these things, it’s tempting to defend yourself or insult them back, especially if you’ve been actively targeted by them for a long time, says Hall. However, these tactics usually just escalate the conflict rather than calming it, so it’s best if you can withhold your emotions. Inject some space into the conversation by reflecting their words back to them: “I hear you. So, what you’re saying is, you think I’m too sensitive. Is that right?”

						Focus on the gifts of sensitivity. Say something like, “I am learning to like my sensitivity. In fact, I think it’s one of my biggest strengths.” Or, “I love how sensitive I am. I think I’m just the right level of sensitive.” Share some stories or examples of how your sensitivity benefits you in your life or in your relationship with them.

						Consider limited contact or no contact. If they don’t get the message and continue to judge or disparage you for your sensitivity, then they are probably not someone you want in your life. Over time, gaslighting will erode your self-image and make you question yourself and feel bad about your sensitivity. A healthy relationship, on the other hand, generally leaves you feeling good about yourself. If possible, spend less time (or no time at all) with this person; if that’s not possible (perhaps you work together or are a co-parent), then set boundaries around your interactions with them.

						Focus on yourself. Remember, gaslighters want you to doubt your own feelings and experiences so that they can continue to control and abuse you. They tend to target people who are already in the habit of distrusting themselves, whether through compromised boundaries, low self-esteem, or a sense of disconnection from their own body or emotions. Sensitive people have strong intuition, but as we’ve seen, they are often conditioned to doubt it because the Toughness Myth says emotions are weak. Take a look at your boundaries and see if any need shoring up. Listen to and validate your feelings and intuition. Remember, all feelings are valid; if you’re upset, you have reason to be. If you’ve been the victim of narcissistic abuse, seek support from a therapist, and learn about the trauma that can result from such mistreatment.

						Cultivate healthy relationships. When people genuinely care about you, they won’t ignore or dismiss your emotions, even when those emotions make them uncomfortable. The right people will not just tolerate your sensitivity but will also embrace and cherish it as an important part of who you are.

				

			

			
				The Sensitive Revolution Benefits Everyone

				 

				When we embrace our sensitivity—choosing the Sensitive Way over the Toughness Myth—we plant the seeds of revolution at all levels of our society. In our schools, following the Sensitive Way means offering quiet spaces where students can decompress instead of spending every minute bombarded with stimulation. It means training principals and classroom teachers in gentle discipline techniques and empowering parents to advocate in schools for their sensitive kids. It means teaching kids that there’s nothing wrong with being sensitive and that it’s okay to take extra time to get something done. Instead of “boys don’t cry,” children would learn that all emotions are normal and healthy and that expressing them is part of being human. It also means getting a curriculum about social and emotional development into every school so that students have models of strong, mentally healthy behavior and can take control of their own well-being. These changes wouldn’t just benefit the most sensitive; they would make every kid’s future brighter.

				In the workplace, the Sensitive Way lifts up those who have been undervalued. It starts with prizing “soft skills” like emotional intelligence when hiring and promoting. Likewise, it’s time to train managers to value employees’ emotional needs and to lead with compassion. The Sensitive Way means less talk of toughening up, of hustling for the sake of hustling, of getting ahead, or of being more “right” than the person next to you. And for businesses that truly want to thrive, it means investing in long-term results by creating the right physical and emotional environment that is mentally healthy and productive for all workers. Of course, if all these recommendations sound like a lot to ask, companies can take a simple shortcut: Put sensitive people in leadership roles, and watch the problems solve themselves.

				This same approach extends to our personal lives. The Sensitive Way puts the focus back on meaningful, healthy interactions between people. It accepts that loud parties, concerts, and networking events are not the only way to socialize and instead embraces quieter venues and more intimate experiences. The Sensitive Way also empowers all people to respect their limits and put their mental and emotional well-being first. It creates a culture where it’s socially acceptable to turn down an invitation because you need to stay home and decompress or to leave an event early, no nagging questions asked. It erases any perceived malice or judgment from the phrases “I need some downtime” or “I need some time to think about that.”

				Picture how our current political system could be transformed through the Sensitive Way. Instead of shouting at the “other” side, name-calling, and demonizing those who don’t think like us, we could have more empathy-filled discussions. In a world that embraces being sensitive to others’ needs and emotions—even those who are different from us—we could approach political issues with open ears rather than closed hearts. We’d be more apt to view one another as fellow humans instead of opponents. The loudest, most outrage-inducing candidate would no longer eclipse the news.

				In our loud, fast, too-much world, we must look to sensitive people, for they have lessons to teach us. They show us the value of slowing down. Of connecting deeply. Of creating meaning in our ordinary lives. More than that, sensitive people are also the compassionate leaders our world needs. They are the ones best positioned to help confront some of society’s biggest problems.

				Novelist Kurt Vonnegut once said that the world needs sensitive artists because they serve as humanity’s canaries—in coal mines filled with poison gas, they keel over “long before more robust types realize that any danger is there.” We prefer to see sensitive people differently. Canaries, after all, live in cages, and the way they deliver their message is by sacrificing themselves. Sensitive people have had enough of that job. It’s time to break open the cage that has held sensitive people for far too long. Rather than seeing sensitivity as a weakness, we need to start seeing it for what it actually is—a strength. It’s time we embrace sensitivity and all it has to offer.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				For anyone who is softer inside than they let on
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			Sensitivity Cheat Sheet

			
					Sensitivity means how deeply you perceive and respond to the world, both your physical and your emotional environments. The more deeply your brain processes information, the more sensitive you are. A more accurate word for sensitive might be responsive.

					Sensitivity is a fundamental human trait. Everyone is sensitive to some degree, and some people are more sensitive than others. Roughly 30 percent of people are highly sensitive.

					Sensitivity is both genetic and shaped by your experiences. If you are sensitive, you were probably born that way. Certain experiences in your early childhood—either lots of support or neglect—may have further increased your sensitivity.

					If you’re sensitive, it’s part of who you are. Sensitive people cannot stop being sensitive, nor should they. Instead, society should recognize that sensitivity comes with many gifts, such as creativity, deep thinking, empathy, and attention to detail. These traits are advantages in science, business, the arts, academia, leadership, and any other area of life that rewards a keen, careful mind.

					Sensitive people are attuned to both people and their environment. They notice subtle sensations, minor details, and shifts or changes that others miss. Because they also pick up more social and emotional cues, they read others well and have a strong sense of empathy, even toward strangers.

					Sensitivity has a cost: overstimulation. Sensitive people tend to struggle in chaotic, loud, or busy environments, especially if there is pressure to go faster and accomplish more. Because the sensitive brain processes all information deeply, busy environments or schedules overload it.

					Despite society’s misconceptions about sensitivity, it’s a healthy personality trait. Sensitivity is not a disorder, does not require a diagnosis or treatment, and is unrelated to introversion, autism, sensory processing disorder, and trauma.

					Sensitive people have an advantage—the Sensitive Boost Effect. Because sensitive people are more affected by any kind of experience, they get far more out of support, training, and encouragement than less-sensitive people do. This unlocks a boost effect, which helps sensitive people rocket past others and achieve more, if given the right conditions.
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