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Introduction


This book is written for those among us who are exceptionally intense, sensitive and empathic in nature. This book is for you if you have never fitted in with the mainstream, and have no choice but to walk an unconventional path.


All your life, you have been told you are ‘too much’, ‘too strange’, ‘too difficult’ or ‘too dramatic’. You are a deep thinker, an intuitive feeler and an extraordinary observer. When you see pain in others, you feel it in your heart. When art or music moves you, you are flooded with waves of joy and ecstasy. As a natural empathizer, you have a gift; you see social nuances and emotional dynamics that are missed by most people, and you also absorb psychic energy from those around you.


As a child, you were spirited, perceptive and sensitive. You had insatiable curiosity and a rich inner world. You did not always agree with the adults in your life, and always challenged what was unjust and unfair. You were obsessed with certain subjects, and formed strong attachments to people, animals, objects and places.


Your passionate nature, intuition and independent thinking set you apart from the mainstream, and being out-of-sync means your search for belongingness remains a perennial struggle. Sometimes, it seems your tribe or soulmate is nowhere to be found. Few can keep up with your intellect, and those who do may not share your emotional depth.


What works for others does not work for you. No matter how much you try, you cannot hold down a conventional job, climb the corporate ladder or walk the stable and predictable path. You are interested in too many things to be boxed into one stereotype or career. You have difficulties saying yes to hypo-critical and dysfunctional systems, and find it hard to not be the whistleblower to the truth you see. Your family and friends say you are overly serious.


At some point in your life, after many rejections and criticisms, you took an unconscious vow to hide your true self so that you would never be hurt, rejected or betrayed again. You developed an adaptive social facade that is carefully edited, partially silenced and rigidly held. You made yourself invisible to curtail the disapproving gazes, the teasing, shaming and mocking. You moulded yourself into a more socially acceptable version, and ‘mellowed out’ your intensities in order to fit in.


Investing in a facade can take many forms. You may be stuck in an unsatisfactory job or a dysfunctional relationship, or perhaps you hold back from creative expression. Sometimes, you overstay in a community even when you clearly don’t fit in, believing that if you try hard enough, you will find love and acceptance. After a while, you forgot your true nature – you forgot the spontaneous wild soul that you are. Though on the outside you appear secure, inwardly you feel numb and insecure. You have curbed your excitement, denied your longings and discarded your big dreams, and you have ended up with a limited palette for life.


Your false facade might have worked for a while, but your soul refuses to be banished. Your existential angst might have started with an illness, a relationship breakdown or a career crisis. Suddenly, you can no longer withstand hiding who you are, or the emptiness that comes from a lifetime of denial. You realize your authentic being is much more valuable than fusion with the masses. When life wakes you up, however turbulent the journey of reclaiming your true self might be, you have no choice but to embark upon it. Perhaps right now, you are at this critical juncture of your life.


For a long time, you have thought there was something wrong with you. Never had you considered the possibility that your intensity is a sign of enormous creative potential.


This book tells a different story and will help you to re-define yourself. Here is an invitation for the return of your true nature.


Through the chapters in this book, you will learn to see the differences between true belongingness and false belongingness, how to heal from what has shamed and hurt you in the past, and ways to not just survive, but to thrive as an intense person. Instead of the roller coaster ride of social anxiety, and fear of rejection, you will learn to find peace in yourself.


If you have read my first book, Emotional Sensitivity and Intensity, you may already be familiar with some of the concepts found in The Gift of Intensity. This book hones in on the theme of ‘relationships’ to explore what it means to be an intense, non-conforming and sensitive person in this world.


Part 1 of this book sets out the premise, in which we review what it means to be intense and different. In Part 2 you will find strategies, exercises and advice that will help you thrive in relationships with yourself and others. This section is organized by the four relational circles in life:


In Chapter 4 ‘Your relationship with yourself’, you will learn to develop emotional skills that help you navigate your complex and intense emotional landscape, as well as help you understand the value of reclaiming your true self as an intense person.


In Chapter 5 ‘Your relationship with your family’, we will focus on your relationship with your family of origin. Being an apple that has fallen far from the tree can hurt in ways that are invisible. We will examine some of the toxic family dynamics that may have wounded you deeply, the idea of forgiveness and what you can do to release burdens that have weighed you down.


In Chapter 6 ‘Romantic and intimate relationships’, we will think about the challenges you face in intimate relationships. For example, you may have big ups and downs with your partners, be bored and restless, face frequent emotional triggers, and have difficulty when trying to control your reactions. Drawing from attachment and psychodynamic theories, you will learn how to undo the unhealthy patterns that hold you back from intimacy.


Finally, in Chapter 7 ‘Work relationships and friendships’, we will consider your relationship with the wider social world – this includes people at work and friends. We help you to navigate common challenges at work, from power struggles to interpersonal dynamics. The section entitled ‘Growing out of people’ addresses a common but largely unnamed challenge faced by intense people: the tendency to grow out of people and the need to move on from relationships.


Ultimately, finding true belongingness in the world starts from embracing the fullness of who you are.


The most threatening thing in life is not that others reject you, but that you desert yourself. No matter what others think of you, or what happens in this wild and precarious world, you must have your own back. Once you have found ‘home’ within yourself, you will be capable of building healthy and fulfilling relationships with others. You will know where your boundaries are, who to invite into your world and who to keep out, how to manage your energies, and where to go to seek the love and recognition you deserve. At the end of this journey, you will no longer tolerate anything or anyone that does not honour your fullest potential as an intense and sensitive person.


You are more ready than you think you are. I look forward to being with you on the path from hiding to thriving!


Imi Lo









PART 1


On being intense









1


Are you intense and sensitive?


Living with emotional intensity is a mixed blessing. At its best, your intensity feels like a quivering aliveness and gives you a deep appreciation for the world. At its worst, it feels like a consuming, out-of-control, never-ending storm inside you.


Being intense means that you are out-of-sync with those around you. Without guidance, you may not have learned how to appreciate your strengths and harness your gifts. Through learning about the intricacies of your intensity, I hope you can make sense of your life from a new perspective.




What is emotional intensity?


Emotional intensity comprises of the following five components:




	1  Emotional depth and passion


	2  Deep empathy and sensitivity


	3  Being highly attuned and perceptive


	4  A rich inner world, imbued with intellectual intensity and a vivid imagination


	5  Creative potential and existential angst.







1 Emotional depth and passion


Whether or not you express them outwardly, you feel things deeply and intensely. Within the course of a single day, you may soar high into bliss then plunge deep into depression. You experience positive and negative feelings at the same time or in quick succession.


To you, feelings are not just feelings; they are a penetrative, absorbing, whole-body experience. Disappointment can be felt as despair, rage feels uncontainable, and you sometimes feel threatened by the strength of your feelings. Once you have learned how to manage it, however, your varied emotional landscape is what makes you exceptionally passionate and creative.


Small things in life can bring you ecstasy and rapture. When you immerse yourself in deep relationships, music, films and literature, it is difficult to pull yourself out of a transcendent state.


You feel the world at a wavelength that is not in sync with those around you. Compared to peers your age, you are an un-usually deep thinker. You see the intricacy and complexity of human life and have always been an ‘old soul’; at the same time, you have retained a child-like idealism and sense of wonder about the world.


You are extremely passionate and can become infatuated and obsessed with people and ideas. Even though you might not show it on the outside, you love fiercely and care deeply. This applies not only to romantic partners but also your friends, family, animals and the wider world.


You have a low tolerance for small talk and social niceties. You want to bypass the shallow interactions so you can build soulful and meaningful connections with others.


Your heart is naturally open, though through repeated rejections and your love not being reciprocated, you may have learned to close down and make yourself numb to protect yourself.


You form such strong connections with people, animals and places that separation is painful for you. You experience nostalgia frequently. When you recall a memory with someone you love, you feel and re-live it as though it was yesterday.







2 Deep empathy and sensitivity


You are hyper-empathic and ‘absorb’ other people’s psychic and emotional materials. When you walk into a room, you cannot help but pick up on the nuanced emotions, unspoken social signals and other people’s energies. This can make crowds or social situations overwhelming and exhausting.


From an early age, you have a deep concern for not just your immediate surroundings but also the welfare of the world. When you see other people and animals get hurt, you feel it as though it is happening to you.


You are sensitive to your friends’ and lovers’ needs. Being a loyal companion, you are there when they need you. Sometimes, you sense their sadness and frustration before they do.


You easily feel hurt by what other people say or don’t say, do or don’t do. People have commented that you have ‘thin skin’. Sometimes you over-analyse interactions with others and, when conflict occurs, you are quick to assign blame to yourself.


You are easily overwhelmed by sensory input such as noises, strong smells or tactile sensations from clothing tags or rough surfaces. You may have misophonia (hatred of sound), hyperacusis (sensitivity to sound), osmophobia (hypersensitivity to odour), hypergeusia (being a ‘supertaster’), skin sensitivity and multiple allergies.


Your feelings are often somatized – manifested through physical symptoms. As a result of not being able to digest all that you have absorbed from the surroundings, you experience allergies, digestive issues, dysregulated heartbeat, chronic fatigue and frequent headaches.







3 Being highly attuned and perceptive


You see beyond the surface. For example, you see hypocrisies that others miss, and you can tell when someone is being incongruent. Even when someone does not admit they are upset, you can still sense their sadness.


You have a sense of knowing when something is about to happen, or about other people’s inner worlds. Your intuition sometimes makes you feel like you are ‘psychic’.


You are a keen observer of the world and are able to see situations from many perspectives. You see possibilities and alternatives to most situations.


When your perceptiveness is paired with a strong sense of justice, it can create interpersonal struggles for you. For example, you cannot help but challenge inequality and oppression at your workplace, or point out hypocrisies in your peer groups.


You are the whistleblower, or the one who reveals inconvenient truths, and people feel threatened by you because they feel you can see through them. You are the one who points out ‘the elephant in the room’ or tries to address the real issues that underlie the facade of normalcy.


You push the boundaries of conformity and question or challenge traditions, particularly those that seem meaningless or unethical. Although your path is not an easy one, your intuition and integrity can also make you a great visionary leader.


You are sensitive to the spiritual world or were drawn to spirituality from a young age. Even though you might not have a religious background, you feel connected to something in nature or something bigger than yourself.







4 A rich inner world imbued with intellectual intensity and vivid imagination


You are not only emotionally but also intellectually intense (the two often go together). You have a fast brain that processes information rapidly and can learn new things quickly. You have deep and complex thoughts, and you are highly capable of abstract reasoning.


Your mind runs on multiple tracks. You may have a constant stream of ideas, so many that you feel you cannot keep up with or execute them.


When you are excited, your mind runs too fast for your words; you find yourself talking rapidly, perhaps even interrupting others. You may appear critical and impatient with those who cannot keep up with you.


As a natural truth-seeker, you have a strong need to understand, to expand your horizons and to gain knowledge. You are likely an avid reader and a rigorous researcher. From a young age you have felt an urge to leave home to explore the world, though you may feel guilty for leaving people behind.


You have a rich inner world that consists of a vivid imagination, fantasies and dreams. You think not just in words, but also in images and metaphors.


When you become absorbed in a new project, an imaginative vision or when you are engaged with a piece of art, literature, theatre or music, the outside world ceases to exist for you.


If your childhood environment was chaotic, abusive or under-stimulating, you might have resorted to excessive daydreaming about your imagined world as a way to cope. Books, the arts, nature, imaginary friends or spirit animals became your safe haven in times of emotional turmoil.


You have a wide range of interests and feel frustrated in a world that wants you to specialize. Even though you might have chosen a conventional career path, you cannot curb your curiosity and passion for other disciplines.







5 Creative potential and existential angst


You look for meaning in life. From a young age, you experienced existential depression and thought about issues such as the meaninglessness of life, death and loneliness. You were frustrated that those around you, especially the adults, were not prepared to discuss and consider these weighty concerns with you.


You are an autonomous worker and think independently. You do not take directions that don’t make sense to you, and challenge authorities that are tyrannical. Your work is driven by an internal drive to learn and understand, rather than any extrinsic awards such as money or fame.


Being able to see the deepest potential of things also means you are painfully aware of how the current situation falls short of the ideal. You feel overwhelmingly sad by the state of the world, and the injustice, inequality and oppression that exists.


For unknown reasons, you feel a weight of responsibility on your shoulders – even for things you are not responsible for. You may be haunted by a sense of urgency, a constant impulse to move forward. You get a constant ‘niggling’ feeling that there is something important for you to achieve. You live with a feeling that somehow time is running out, and you are not doing what you should be doing.


You bring a high level of integrity to your work and have high standards for both yourself and others. What seems normal to you can seem ‘perfectionist’ and demanding to others.


You are highly inquisitive and diligently reflect on your behaviour. The flip side is that you are occupied with obsessive thoughts and scrupulous self-examination.


When you have a strong vision or innovative idea, you feel the split between belongingness and authentic expression – you want to express with your full, authentic self but you are worried that it will result in being rejected.


When your idealism becomes perfectionism, it paralyses you. You may be prone to creative blockages such as ‘artist’s block’, ‘writer’s block’, procrastination, the fear of exposure or Imposter Syndrome (the feeling that you are a fraud).




Seeing yourself clearly and accurately will help you to reframe the meaning of your struggles. Rather than wishing you were someone else, you will come to embrace your unique life path. In this process, you will realize that the most profound pain comes not from being outside of the herd, but from disowning your true self. If you can embrace it, you will come to see your intensity as your most profound gift.


















2


Being intense is a brain difference


Through advancement in neuroscience, psychologists are beginning to see ‘neurodiversity’ − the fact that we are all wired differently − as something to be celebrated. Rather than eliminating what does not seem to fit into the ‘norm’, we can observe the many ways we flourish as human beings.


We are each born with a unique temperament; it comprises of individual differences that are:




	Biologically based


	Evident early in life


	Remain constant characteristics in many situations over time.





Emotional intensity, high sensitivity and the tendency to be hyper-empathic are overlapping traits that constitute the temperament of a highly intense person.


These are brain differences that follow you from the get-go. In this chapter, we draw upon existing concepts, research and psychological theories to understand the origins of these traits, the gifts they indicate and how you can harness these strengths.




Some of us are born sensitive


From birth, we differ from each other in the ways we react to external stimuli and sensations.1 Jerome Kagan, a Harvard developmental psychologist, was one of the first people to study sensitivity as a brain difference. In his study, he found that some babies were more reactive to stimulations such as a strong smell and loud noises; they also tended to be more distressed by the intrusion of strangers. These infants’ reactions had a biochemical basis: their brain secreted a higher level of norepinephrine (the brain’s version of adrenaline) and stress hormones such as cortisol.2 They were more primed towards detecting threats and, although in a way this is an evolutionary advantage, they were also quick to react to benign stressors. Even as adults, sensitive individuals are more vulnerable to accumulating stress in their bodies, resulting in physical ailments such as chronic pain, fatigue, allergies and migraine headaches.







Highly sensitive people


In 1995, Elaine Aron (2013) published the book The Highly Sensitive Person (HSP), bringing the concept into the mainstream.3 Aron suggests 15−20 per cent of the population are highly sensitive and it is just as common among men as among women. Compared to the average population, HSPs have a more reactive immune system and nervous system. This means they experience physiological as well as psychological reactions to stimuli such as crowded spaces, strong odours, rough surfaces and loud noises. Like their adult counterparts, highly sensitive children are easily overwhelmed by sudden changes; they also tend to feel and absorb the emotional distress of others. However, depending on the temperamental fit with their parents, how they come across varies – some are labelled as ‘weird’, ‘sensitive’ or ‘shy’, others as ‘difficult’, ‘active’, ‘demanding’ and ‘stubborn’.


Here are some of the HSP traits drawn from the self-test designed by Aron (2019):4




	Startling easily


	Being very sensitive to pain


	Getting rattled when you have a lot to do in a short amount of time


	Enjoying delicate or fine scents, tastes, sounds or works of art


	Getting easily overwhelmed by things such as bright lights, strong smells, coarse fabrics or nearby sirens


	Needing to avoid violent scenes in movies or TV shows


	Needing to withdraw to bed or a darkened room on busy days, gaining relief from privacy.





The concept of the HSP does not fully capture all dimensions of the intense personality as laid out in this book. While there are significant overlaps between the two, the dimensions of rigour, speed, passion and excitability can be added to the description of an intense person. In the original HSP concept, sensitive individuals are described as those who are startled and rattled easily. It is said that change can shake up the HSP, and competition can lead to nervousness or shakiness (except for a small sub-group of ‘sensation-seeking’ HSPs who seek out novelty and risk). In general, they are advised to arrange their life to avoid upsetting situations. Most HSP self-help books and therapists place great emphasis on limiting stimulations5 and avoiding becoming overwhelmed. If you are not only sensitive but also intense, however, this advice is sufficient. For you, being under-stimulated is as problematic as being over-stimulated. Wellness does not mean becoming phobic of experiences, but rather finding a sweet spot where you attain adequate but not excessive challenges. To achieve a state of ‘flow’,6 an adequate degree of vigour is needed in all aspects of your life, including work, love, relationships and daily activities. For instance, you can be dissatisfied in a relationship that under-stimulates you, or get burned out at work with too much mundane work where the tasks are intellectually too easy for you. In these scenarios, challenges, competitions and being in the spotlight can help. Staying well as an intense person is a balancing act − your goal is to find the right dose of intellectual, emotional and physical challenges, rather than bubble-wrapping yourself and taking a smaller and smaller slice of life.







Orchids and dandelions


Given society’s entrenched stigma about emotional sensitivity, you may ask: is being born sensitive a disadvantage? Does it destine a person to a life of difficulties? In an attempt to answer these questions, Thomas Boyce came up with the ‘Orchid and Dandelion’ theory.7


Boyce and his team studied children and observed their developments in the long term. Through their research, Boyce found that 80 per cent of the population are relatively insensitive; just like dandelions in the wild, they survive most circumstances. The rest, the 20 per cent, are like orchids – exquisitely sensitive to their environment and vulnerable in adversity. The 80/20 split in their findings roughly parallels Aron’s research into highly sensitive people. The ‘Orchid and Dandelion’ theory explains why siblings brought up in the same family might respond differently to dysfunctional family dynamics or parental distress. While no amount of childhood abuse or neglect is too little, Orchid children detect and are impacted by even the most subtle differences in their parents’ feelings and behaviours, while Dandelion children remain unperturbed in comparison.


The most hope-giving aspect of the Orchid and Dandelion research lies in the result of their longitudinal studies, where they observe a group of people for a number of years. It turns out that, although sensitive children are more affected by adverse scenarios, they are also more receptive to favourable conditions. When given the right amount of support, they are more likely to flourish and prosper than their less sensitive counterparts. Many of Boyce’s Orchid child patients have grown up to become eminent adults, magnificent parents, intelligent and generous citizens of the world. In other words, sensitivity is not inherently bad, but more like a ‘highly leveraged evolutionary bet’ that carries both high risks and high potential rewards.8







Are you an empath?


The word ‘empath’ has become increasingly common in recent years. Online articles and self-help books have been written about this special population who possess a higher than normal level of empathy. It is said that empaths have the gift of detecting others’ feelings, but they can also become an ‘emotional sponge’ for others’ energies. Here are some of the traits of an ‘empath’ according to Judith Orloff:9




	Naturally giving, spiritually open and good listeners


	Easily hurt in relationships


	Highly attuned to others’ moods and tend to absorb other people’s emotions


	Easy targets for ‘energy vampires’


	Mostly introverted and needs alone time


	Highly attuned senses – can feel frayed by noises, smells or excessive talking


	Big hearts – often give too much to the point of burning out.





Despite mounting attention to the concept, the word ‘empath’ is misleading. Although it is true that some people are more empathic than others, we are all capable of empathy. It is more accurate to use the term ‘hyper-empathy’ to describe the tendency to be emotionally and energetically hyper-attuned. Hyper-empathic people are acutely aware, not just physically, but also psychically and socially. When they walk into a room, they detect the nuance, subtexts and energy flows. Without any conscious awareness, they are ‘downloading’ other people’s psychic materials into their bodies. This ability can seem mystical, but on closer examination, theories in psychology can help us understand it. For instance, the research on emotional contagion and mirror neurons may shed some light on the science behind hyper-empathic abilities.




Being prone to emotional contagion


Social psychologists have long been interested in the idea of people ‘catching’ others’ feelings, and they named this phenomenon ‘emotional contagion’. Many studies have supported the idea that, as social beings, we unconsciously mimic the emotional expressions of others, to the point of actually feeling the same thing.10


With regards to the ‘empath’ phenomenon, the question is: are some people more susceptible to catching other people’s feelings? According to social science research, the answer is yes.11 In any interaction between two or more people, there will be one party with a more forceful emotional orbit, who can more powerfully infect others with their feelings. These are the emotional ‘senders’. On the other hand, some people are more easily infected with others’ emotions and are known as the ‘catchers’. Each person’s brain-wiring and personality factors determines who plays the senders and who plays the catchers. Senders tend to be more charismatic, expressive, entertaining, and scoring high on dominance as a trait,12 while catchers are usually those who are attentive to the emotional details in their surroundings.


However, just automatically picking up on what others feel does not make a person empathic. Emotional contagion is a rapid, unconscious and automatic process, and it is not always productive. Emotional contagion is primitive, automatic and uncontrollable. It happens before we know it; we may pick up on others’ psychic materials but fail to digest, transform or make use of them. Empathy, on the other hand, is a sophisticated cognitive process that takes more work.13 If, as a hyper-empathic person, you only have unregulated emotion contagion, and all you do is sponge up other people’s feelings, you can quickly become overwhelmed. To be effectively and healthily empathic, you need to develop skills such as context observation and emotional regulation so you can move beyond emotional contagion. Empathy requires a degree of emotional roundness, maturity and practice. It is a skill that can be learned, but once honed, it becomes the foundation of social intelligence, happiness and gifted leadership.







Having highly active mirror neurons


Apart from the social science perspective, neuroscience also contributes to our understanding of hyper-empathic tendencies. In recent years, scientists have discovered a set of neurons in our brain, known as mirror neurons. These cells create a neuro-physical link between us and other people, so that when we observe someone else doing something, the same regions in our brain, which would have been involved had we been doing it, become activated. In the same way, just seeing another person’s emotions automatically creates an automatic resonance in our bodies and mind.14 Scientists refer to this phenomenon as ‘neural resonance’ or ‘brain-to-brain coupling’.15 The work of mirror neurons is powerful because it generates a direct and neurological link between people, bypassing cognitive reasoning. Mirroring is a core facet of parenting, psychotherapy and other processes that require deep empathy. Our mirror neuron system can be over- or under-active, depending on many factors. Neuropsychological findings have confirmed that humans empathize with each other to different degrees,16 and it is likely that people who are hyper-empathic have a more active mirror neuron system compared to the norm.







Being a childhood trauma survivor


Factors contributing to hyper-empathy can be both nature and nurture. If you are hyper-empathic, it is likely that by nature you have a sensitive physical and psychological system, permeable energy boundaries, and are more emotionally responsive to your surroundings. At the same time, certain childhood environments can amplify this trait. If you have grown up in a chaotic, violent or abusive childhood environment, becoming highly attuned might have been the only way you could survive. In environments that are unpredictable, the brain adapts by extracting patterns from information.17 If you had to deal with highly unstable parents, you will have become extremely aware of the micro-changes in their energy levels, facial expressions and tone of voice. Inadvertently, you will have trained yourself to pick up on the earliest, most subtle signals of their outrage or attacks. When your empathic intuition is amplified by a precarious environment, you will experience hypervigilance and anxiety. Even, as a grown-up, when you are no longer facing any danger, whenever there are changes in the atmosphere of a room or the emotional tone of other people, you will still have an automatic and visceral fight-or-flight reaction, such as a tightening of the chest, increased heartbeat and a feeling that ‘something ought to be done’.


Your energy boundaries can also be compromised if your care-givers in your childhood were excessively needy, controlling or engulfing. Parents who are emotionally immature or inadequate have a fear of not being needed or being abandoned by their children. They may − subtly, through outpouring emotions, guilt-tripping or manipulation − stop their child from separating from them. In psychoanalysis, the term ‘ego boundary’ is used to describe emotional and identity distinction between the self and others. If your parents repeatedly intruded in your space, you will not have had the opportunity to healthily individualize, and to separate your own psyche from others. You might be locked in a family dynamic called enmeshment − where two or more people are overly involved with and emotionally reactive to one another. In an enmeshed dynamic, a person is conditioned to be intensely affected by, and feel responsible for, other people’s feelings. As a result, they struggle to tell the difference between their feelings and the feelings of those they are close to, and they may feel a constant compulsion to rescue others from their negative feelings. (These dynamics will be discussed further in Chapter 5.)










Overexcitabilities and giftedness


Unknown to most, intensity is a universal characteristic of gifted children and adults.18 Your immediate reaction on seeing the word ‘gifted’ might be to cringe. It is a loaded term in our society and is misunderstood by many people. The traditional definition of ‘giftedness’ has been limited, often associated only with IQ or traditional talents such as music or sports. Nevertheless, there are infinite forms of extraordinary abilities not captured in the conventional conception. Alongside intellectual rigour, many intense people possess a high level of interpersonal intelligence – the ability to understand and relate wisely to others; intrapersonal intelligence – the capacity to reflect deeply and have accurate self-awareness; and existential intelligence – the ability to create meaning in life and tap into a sense of interconnectedness with other living and non-living beings.19


According to the ‘hyper brain/hyper body theory’,20 people with high cognitive ability also have hyper-reactive physical symptoms, and their sympathetic nervous system may be chronically activated. Potentially, in such people, sensory information reaches the brain much faster than average, and the information is processed in a significantly shorter time. This results in heightened excitability in multiple dimensions, known as ‘overexcitability’. This is a term translated from Polish nadpobudliwość. Since the phrase ‘over’ might give the wrong impression of meaning unnatural or undesirable, a better translation would be ‘super-stimulatability’.21 There are five forms of overexcitability: psychomotor, sensual, imaginational, intellectual and emotional. Each contributes to specific traits, strengths and qualities.22




Intellectual overexcitability


Intellectual overexcitability is a trait that drives you to constantly search for knowledge and truth. With it, your brain is always wanting to learn, problem-solve, analyse and reflect. You have a constant hunger to know more, and you feed that by reading, travelling and researching. You are intellectually precocious, immensely curious about the world and an astute observer. You are highly capable of reflective thinking and synthesizing complex theories. You are an independent and critical thinker, who does not accept things at face value. As a child, you often asked ‘why?’ and challenged the adults around you to think about issues they would not otherwise ponder, and you don’t give up on a question until you find the answer.


When you get excited about an idea, you feel as though your brain will not stop; while your curiosity and drive feel normal to you, they seem obsessive or overwhelming to others. You can also become critical of, and impatient with, others who cannot keep up. When combined with high moral standards, your introspection can turn into self-scrutiny.


Intellectual overexcitability is not just about IQ. Since your quest is driven by a need for understanding the unknown and love of truth, rather than external recognitions, your intelligence and rigour are not always reflected in your achievements.







Imaginational overexcitability


With imaginational overexcitability, your mind is imbued with highly original creative and fantastical ideas. You think in terms of images and metaphors; poetry and visual language come naturally to you.


As a child, you had imaginary playmates and pets, and spent long hours in a fantasy world or daydreaming. You have a rich inner world that is the source of your creativity but also your escape. You may appear shy or self-conscious because you spend an extensive amount of time in your inner world.


You are spiritually attuned and may see and perceive things that others don’t. You also tend to have idealistic visions that are not shared by others.







Emotional overexcitability


The descriptions of emotional overexcitability overlap with that of a highly sensitive person or hyper-empathic person. You are capable of feeling a wide range of complex emotions to extremes that most people do not reach. This includes both ends of the spectrum − within the course of a day, you may be deep in despair and elated with excitement. You are constantly attuned to the emotional states of others and can be overwhelmed by the amount of information you receive in a group setting or crowded space. With high empathy, you feel like you have to be the emotional caretaker of whatever environment you are in. You form strong emotional ties and attachment to people, places, animals and even objects. Since you feel things more deeply than your friends and partner, a perpetual sense of loneliness lingers.







Psychomotor overexcitability


Psychomotor overexcitability is a heightened excitability of the neuromuscular system. You may talk and move fast, and feel a need for constant motion. Your excessive energy comes out in habits like leg tapping, nail biting or verbal tics. You find yourself acting impulsively or compulsively (such as becoming hyper-organized). You may experience insomnia or a manic state. Since your body fidgets and twitches with excitement in ways that look like hyperactivity, as a child you may have been labelled as having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).







Sensual overexcitability


Sensual overexcitability is a heightened sensitivity to sound, smell, taste and touch. More than the average person, you derive immense pleasure from visuals, music, colour and other sensory inputs. Simply touching soft surfaces, listening to nature or tasting blasts of flavour in food are hugely pleasing. You appreciate beauty in this world that others miss, such as in art, language and music.


Being stimulated easily also means excessive sensory input overwhelms you. As a child, you did not enjoy many ‘normal’ social activities due to the high-pitched lighting, insufficient downtime or overwhelming noise. Teachers and parents might have misunderstood you, thinking you were being intentionally difficult.


Since you have a heightened experience of sensual pleasure, you also tend to seek sensual outlets for inner tension. It becomes extra tempting to overindulge in sensual pleasures such as eating, sex and shopping for beautiful things.




The downside of having overexcitabilities is that you are in a constant overdrive. Your brain is always over-intellectualizing and your body is reacting to everything in your environment.23 When your sympathetic nervous system becomes chronically activated, the constant fight, flight or freeze state can cause immune changes, chronic stress and impact your mood and functioning.













Emotional intensity: gift or mental illness?


Nowadays, we live in an emotion-phobic culture that encourages silencing feelings, especially ‘negative’ ones. When you are intense, however, the normative strategies of denying, brushing off or dampening down do not work for you. When your friends tell you to ‘not think too much’, ‘go get a drink’ or ‘just drop it’, you do not find their advice helpful. The field of psychology has been dominated by quantitative science and psychiatry, and the definition of mental health has come to be dependent on how well a person can adapt to social norms. Since your ‘normal’ may appear neurotic and obsessive to others, you may be diagnosed with depression and anxiety.24 In its extremity, your experience can fall into the criteria for diagnoses such as Borderline/Emotional Dysregulation Personality Disorder, Bipolar Disorder or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.


Emotional challenges, from depression to hyperactivity, have always been considered woes by our culture. At the same time, we cannot neglect the fact that many of history’s most celebrated innovators and leaders struggled with intense psychological turmoil and mood dysregulation. Mounting research supports the link between traits and behaviours that are considered ‘mental disorders’ with creativity and high achievement.


A review of clinical studies reveals a recurrent pattern: low to moderate forms of depression, particularly when accompanied by above average IQ, are associated with gifts of empathy, insight and creativity.25 People with depression get more activation in an area of the brain concerned with altruistic behaviours − called the septal/subgenual cortex.26 They are more likely than the non-depressed to act in benevolent ways. Other studies have found a link between anxiety and perceptivity, showing that those with an anxiety disorder were more capable of reading facial expressions in others and in picking up their emotions accurately.27 Apparently, the same dense connections in the brain that cause distress may also be what bring creativity and giftedness.28 As an emotionally intense person, you have the propensity to plunge into the darker end of our collective consciousness, but it’s precisely your ability to feel the pain of the world that gifts you with deep empathy and intuition.
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