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How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.



This book is dedicated to my dad, a highly sensitive person.



Sense and Sensitivity


Deborah Ward is a writer whose passion for personal growth and psychology has led to the publication of numerous feature articles for a variety of print and online magazines, including Psychologies, Natural Health and PositiveHealthOnline. She is the author of Overcoming Fear with Mindfulness and Overcoming Low Self-Esteem with Mindfulness. She also writes a blog called ‘Sense and Sensitivity’ about high sensitivity for Psychology Today and writes blog posts about personality psychology for Truity. Deborah was born in England, grew up in Canada and now lives in Hampshire.
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Foreword


It is a pleasure to recommend this beautifully written book to highly sensitive readers.


Having read so many books and much research on this topic in my 25-year career, I was delighted to find that the author has managed to truly capture the heart of what it is to be a sensitive person. By using touching, well-written stories from her own life to illustrate the real impact of living with this trait on her everyday experience, Deborah Ward describes both the struggles and the profound joys.


Along with engaging anecdotes, we learn factual information underpinned by reference to research, discover what it is to live a healthy, fulfilling, sensitive life, and reframe and uplift our view of sensitivity from something to be ‘coped with’ to something to celebrate and cherish. This book makes one want to hug the word ‘sensitive’ to one’s breast and never let it go.


The world needs HSPs, just as they are, in all their wonder. Enjoy this book – I know I did.


Barbara Allen, founding director


National Centre for High Sensitivity CIC




Introduction


I’m eight years old and it’s six o’clock in the morning on a bright, summer’s day in small-town Ontario, Canada. We all pile into my parents’ old green Chevy for the long drive to a friend’s summer cottage for a barbecue.


I was born in England, but we emigrated to Canada when I was four and settled in London, Ontario, a small, leafy city with its own river Thames. We soon discovered that living in Ontario means going ‘up north’ in the summer, to cottage country, as often as possible, to escape the heat of the city and enjoy the great outdoors. Cottage country also means black flies that bite, mosquitoes and lakes full of speedboats and jet-skis roaring to the seventies rock melodies of Trooper and Rush.


It’s a hot July day and I hear the gravel crunching under the tyres of our car as we pull into the driveway. As I peel my bare legs off the sticky, black vinyl seats, I notice at least a dozen other cars parked in front of the house. Several more line the roadside along the grassy edge of the woods. I can hear the throbbing music before I even open the door. I don’t know why, but I suddenly feel nervous and my heart starts pounding. I jump out of the car and reach for my mother’s hand. I quickly look behind me and catch a glimpse of sunlit triangles of surf on the lake, creating sharp points of light through the trees.


I can smell hamburgers cooking on the grill as we walk into the backyard. There are dozens of people there, all of them talking, laughing and shouting at the kids who run around the yard like squirrels. I cringe at their squeals and try to stand closer to my mother, pressing my face into her leg.


Suddenly I hear a shout and look up. A kid runs between two people and bumps a man’s arm. He’s holding a glass of water and he stumbles, takes a step forward and throws it all over me. I stand there for a second, trying to catch my breath, shocked by the cold and wet. I run out of the yard and back to our car in the driveway, shaking the door handle as I try to get in. But I can’t open it. I jump as I feel someone’s hand on my shoulder and when I turn around, the man is standing there. He tells me not to worry.


‘It’s only water,’ he says. ‘There’s no need to run off.’


He takes my hand and brings me back to the barbecue, where I dutifully try to smile and not spoil everyone’s fun, and secretly feel that it’s me who has done something wrong.


* * *


It wasn’t fear or shyness or embarrassment that upset me about the water at the barbecue. It was overstimulation. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I was feeling stressed by the noise, the crowds, the smells, the brightness, the heat and the enormous amounts of energy throbbing inside that backyard. It was overwhelming to me. When I was suddenly splashed with cold water, it wasn’t just a funny surprise to be laughed about. It was a sensory overload, the last straw on my already heaving cart.


My overwhelmed response to this event arose because I’m a highly sensitive person (HSP) and I’ve struggled with this all my life. Sometimes, when I’m listening to music, walking in the countryside, or enjoying a deep conversation, it’s bliss. I feel lucky that I can experience the kind of intense joy and passion that people sing about. But sometimes, it’s tough.


What confused me as a child was that no one else seemed to be able to see or hear or feel things like I did. I never felt that I was overly sensitive. I felt normal. To me, it seemed like everyone else was strangely insensitive. How could they not notice the scent of the lilacs and not be bothered by the scream of a fire engine? No one else thought the music was too loud or the lights too bright. When someone felt upset, no one else seemed to notice, although I could see it and feel it as clearly as if they were shouting. I could see it in their body language, the slight downturn of their eyebrows or the way they rubbed their forehead, the tone of their voice, the way they put a cup down on a table, and the emotions that I could feel as easily as if they were my own.


Highly sensitive people have a sensitive nervous system, so we absorb and process more information than average and reflect on it more deeply. ‘Information’ refers to any kind of stimulus that the brain picks up through our five senses, such as sights, sounds, smells, light, colours, shapes, temperature, stress, energy and emotions. Most of the time, this is a subconscious process so we don’t know it’s happening until we feel saturated by too much input.


For example, HSPs can become overwhelmed when our environment is too noisy, too bright or too cold. We can also become stressed by large groups of people, chaos and clutter. We’re often aware of other people’s moods and feelings, to the extent that we notice them before they do and can feel those emotions ourselves.


Perhaps because we’re so open to what’s going on around us, we highly sensitive people experience the world the way a child does, as if everything is new and wondrous. Time moves slowly for children because they’re constantly learning new things and they become absorbed in understanding them. Everything they see and do and hear is new and holds their attention. They are captured in the moment, as if time is standing still. This is why children are so often creative, and why artists have such a childlike sense of curiosity and openness about the world.


Being highly sensitive means you never lose that childlike ability to live in the moment. It allows you to maintain that sense of wonder and excitement about the smallest things.


High sensitivity makes you curious, playful, creative, open-minded and enthusiastic about the world, but it takes a toll. Noticing, absorbing and learning can be fun, but it’s also exhausting and can be overwhelming. Just like children, highly sensitive people need a lot of rest and quiet time. And we need care.


But we can also care for others. Many sensitive people are insightful and have enormous emotional intelligence. We are highly attuned to other people, their feelings and their energy, and to our own emotions. Being sensitive and intuitive means we can understand and empathize with people deeply.


Still, it’s not an easy trait to have in a society that values extraversion and sociability. Consequently, we can easily become convinced that we are ‘wrong’ in some way, and spend our lives trying to hide our true selves.


I started out trying to do what everyone told me to do. I tried to fit in. Life would be easier if I was like everyone else. The trouble was that I couldn’t do it. I often felt that there was something flawed in me or that I wasn’t tough enough. I had heard people say to me things like, ‘You’re overreacting’, ‘Just relax!’, ‘Stop making a big deal out of nothing!’, ‘Don’t be such a cry-baby!’ and ‘Stop being so sensitive!’ so many times, I thought I must be doing something wrong. These negative beliefs become so ingrained that you’re not even aware you’re thinking them. But they affect everything you do, including the choices you make, the relationships you have, and your ability to pursue your goals and dreams. You don’t even realize you’re struggling until things go wrong. And then you blame yourself.


Many highly sensitive people struggle with low self-esteem, but that’s not because insecurity is an inherent part of sensitivity. We learn to feel bad about ourselves when others don’t accept us for who we are and as a result we don’t accept ourselves.


It wasn’t until I was 26 that I realized what was really going on. A friend gave me a book to read. Like me, she was a sensitive, creative person who noticed things. She didn’t like crowds or noise. She was easily overwhelmed. The book was psychologist Dr Elaine Aron’s The Highly Sensitive Person.


And that’s when I saw myself for who I really am. I wasn’t flawed or wrong. I wasn’t weak or overreacting. I was just sensitive. I felt that I had been staggering around in the dark all my life and someone had finally opened the door. And I began to see that my sensitivity could be something positive. It could be something to cherish and to celebrate.


To find out if you are a highly sensitive person, you can take Elaine Aron’s self-test in her book or on her website at <www.hsperson.com/test/highly-sensitive-test>.


I’ve spent years trying to understand who I am. It’s an ongoing process. I can’t say I’ve figured it all out or that I have all the answers, but I have learned a lot. My experiences have helped me to understand and accept myself, and I’m hoping they will inform, console, reassure and inspire other highly sensitive people to understand who they are, what they need and to feel good about themselves.


I’m also hoping that anyone who knows a highly sensitive person and has assumed they need to ‘get over’ whatever is ailing them will benefit from this book too. Wanting to do something to help the person you love is a natural instinct. But I believe the most loving thing you can do for someone is to try to understand them and accept them for who they are.


This book is a collection of stories from my life as a highly sensitive person, along with research and some suggestions based on things I have learned along the way. It’s neither a biography nor my entire life history, but some anecdotes that illustrate significant moments and how I struggled, failed, adapted, learned, fell flat on my face, acted like a jerk, cried my eyes out, and ultimately found a way to live and thrive as a highly sensitive person.


This book isn’t about how to overcome your sensitivity. It’s about being true to your highly sensitive nature and the person you were meant to be – wired for wonder.


The science behind the sensitivity


Psychologist Elaine Aron coined the term ‘highly sensitive person’ in 1996. For many people, when you describe someone as ‘sensitive,’ it tends to have negative connotations, such as weakness, frailty or insecurity. They might think of a sweet, but vulnerable and fragile person who is prone to overreacting and fits of tearfulness – a cry-baby.


The scientific name for it is sensory processing sensitivity. It is an innate personality trait affecting approximately 20 per cent of the population. Researchers have found it in equal numbers in men and women. They have also detected it in over 100 animal species, suggesting that it may have evolved as a survival strategy, allowing certain individuals to be highly aware of their environment, and any possible dangers, and to reflect before acting.


Aron developed the acronym DOES to describe the major characteristics of high sensitivity:


•    Depth of processing


•    Overstimulation


•    Emotional responsivity/empathy


•    Sensitivity to subtleties.


Aron believes depth of processing, the tendency to process information more deeply, is the key trait of high sensitivity. But the most noticeable behaviour is our tendency to become overstimulated and overwhelmed. This is because we’re constantly absorbing sensory information. This may explain, in part, why HSPs are so often misunderstood. We can appear to be anxious, emotional and overwhelmed, but the causes of this behaviour remain invisible and unrecognized.


It is important to note that sensory processing sensitivity is not the same as sensory processing disorder (Aron 2016b). The former is not a condition or disorder but a trait that enables individuals to absorb more information from their environment and process information more deeply. Sensory processing disorder is a neurological disorder in which sensory information gets mixed up in the person’s brain, resulting in inappropriate or abnormal responses. A groundbreaking study by Aron and her colleagues (Acevedo et al. 2014) proved that high sensitivity is not an imagined condition or a personality weakness. In her research, Aron found that people who score high on sensitivity have stronger activation of brain regions involved in awareness, empathy, attention, action planning, higher-order cognitive processing and responsiveness to others’ needs. In other words, our brains work differently, more sensitively, than other people’s.


Research by Bianca Acevedo and her colleagues (2014) also showed more brain activation in HSPs in the insula region of the brain. This area integrates understanding of emotions, body position and external events as they happen. Consequently, HSPs are more aware of what’s going on, both inside ourselves and in the world around us.


Another study by Aron and her colleagues (2005) showed that feedback on a test affected the moods of sensitive students more than the non-sensitive ones, whether it was positive or negative, possibly because highly sensitive people care so much about the quality of our work, feel things deeply and reflect more on everything, including our own performance. We often try to prevent criticism by people-pleasing, putting others’ needs before our own, or criticizing ourselves harshly.


Aron also suggests that high sensitivity is a genetic trait rather than learned behaviour and may be inherited. We are simply born this way. It’s not a choice or a weakness or something to overcome. Sensitivity is often mistaken for introversion, but a study by Aron and Aron (1997) showed that it’s unrelated. Similarly, it can be mistakenly confused with shyness, unsociability, insecurity, fearfulness, neuroticism, depression or anxiety.


In early studies, researchers saw high sensitivity as a vulnerability to mental health problems. But according to Aron, not everyone who is highly sensitive is depressed, so researchers began to look a little further, particularly because people who show signs of high sensitivity tend to do better than other people in positive environments and worse than others in bad ones. This is what’s called ‘vantage sensitivity’.


The term ‘vantage’ comes from having an advantage. Research by Pluess and Belsky (2012) found that when a highly sensitive person grows up in a positive, supportive environment, we perform better than non-HSPs in social competence, academic performance, health and other variables. But when we’re raised in an unsupportive environment, highly sensitive people perform worse and can develop depression, anxiety, shyness and low self-esteem.


There’s also a bias in Western culture against quiet, thoughtful and sensitive people. Our society values outward displays of strength and qualities like extraversion, gregariousness, decisiveness and low emotionality, so sensitive people are often misunderstood, bullied, rejected and told they are ‘too sensitive’.


But other cultures greatly value sensitivity. A study by Chen, Rubin and Sun (1992), for example, found that highly sensitive schoolchildren were the most popular students in China, but the least popular in Canada.


Consequently, highly sensitive people can feel that there is something wrong with them and develop negative feelings about themselves. But it’s not our destiny to live quietly hiding in fear. Nor is it our duty to try to act like everyone else. None of us is meant to try to suppress our true nature. Being highly sensitive can be challenging, but it can also be a gift. We need to use our talents and live the life that suits us, however unsocial or unusual it may appear to others. It’s only when we embrace our natural abilities that we reach our potential, find peace and live the kind of life we deserve.



1

Overstimulation

‘The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. If you try it, you will be lonely often, and sometimes frightened. But no price is too high to pay for the privilege of owning yourself.’

Rudyard Kipling

Christmas, 2009. I have just moved from Vancouver Island, Canada, to Leicester, England, which for most people in the UK sounds something like moving from Key West to Hackney. But Vancouver is a grey, stormy, soggy place in winter so I feel comfortable with the English weather. I was also unable to find a job on the island and found myself with the opportunity to fulfil my dream of living in England.

After landing a job and settling into my new home, I decide to drive to the shopping centre in Peterborough to do some Christmas shopping. I have never been there before, but I manage to find it with the help of my satnav. The shopping mall is big, with an enormous parking arcade and a multi-level, football-stadium-type building full of shops. I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea, and I begin to regret it as soon as I walk inside.

The shopping centre in Peterborough isn’t any different from a shopping centre anywhere else. It’s a big, bright, place full of people and lots of things. In my experience, these places all tend to be pretty overstimulating.

As I walk around in a daze, dodging people with shopping bags, cringing at the sound of screaming babies and piped pop music, overwhelmed by the amount of stuff everywhere, I begin to feel like a rabbit on a highway. As I walk down the aisles, it feels as though the hordes of people walking around me are like speeding cars and I am a small animal, trying to navigate my way through this fast and furious concrete environment and somehow survive.

I forget all about the shopping and find myself simply trying to get through this experience. Everywhere I turn, there are bright lights, loud music, noisy voices, and the overwhelming avalanche of human energy coming at me from every direction.

I make it back to the parking garage, get into my car, shut the door and take a deep breath as the sudden silence envelops me like a blanket, and I burst into tears. It doesn’t make any sense to me. I don’t feel sad or angry or hurt. What does make sense is the feeling that for the last 45 minutes I’ve been trying to dodge endless oncoming threats to my safety and wellbeing. What makes sense is the same feeling I have every day – that I’m like a rabbit on a highway, a sensitive creature in an insensitive environment, trying to survive.

Oh, the noise, noise, noise, noise!

I’m sitting in the living room at home as a kid, watching television. My mum likes to read magazines and she’s sitting next to me on the sofa. As she picks up her magazine, her fingernails scratch across the sofa fabric. It’s the kind of thing that most people don’t even notice. She doesn’t do it on purpose. And she doesn’t have extraordinarily long fingernails. She’s just picking something up off the couch. But to me, the sound is excruciating, like nails on a blackboard. I cringe and tense every muscle in my body, raising my shoulders up to my ears.

My mum doesn’t know that I’m a highly sensitive person or even that there is such a thing. Neither do I. I only know that I seem like someone who is overly picky and rather demanding. Someone who wants things a certain way. Neither of us knows that I just have a highly sensitive nervous system that makes certain sounds unbearable.

Machines do the same thing. Lawnmowers, hedge trimmers, leaf blowers, cars, trucks, motorcycles, jackhammers, vacuum cleaners, police sirens, fire alarms – they’re all instruments of torture in my book. I’m like a horse that startles when you step on a twig. Most higher animals, including dogs, cats, horses, mice and monkeys, also have a wide range of nervous system arousal within their species. Around 20% of them are highly sensitive. They’re very aware of their surroundings. I’m the same way. It doesn’t take much to make me jump.

It doesn’t even have to be a loud noise. The sound of people whistling, humming, sniffing, coughing, snoring, throat clearing, gum cracking, pen clicking, foot tapping, chewing, slurping, whispering: all of it irritates me to the point that I’m often close to tears.


Cold comfort

At age 25, I’m dating a guy who loves baseball. He coaches a girls’ baseball team and plays on his own team as well. He loves it so much, in fact, that he even plays in the winter. At this point, I’m living in a small town in Ontario, Canada, where winter is the real thing. We’re talking snow, ice, below freezing temperatures and long underwear.



One weekend, Tom is participating in a baseball tournament, which means he’ll be playing games all weekend. It is assumed by everyone that I will go and watch him play. I don’t know whether I agreed to this, but somehow I find myself sitting in the stands on a bright, cold January day, wrapped in a fleece and a homemade hat, cheering him on.

Winter can be beautiful in Canada. When it’s really cold, the sky is bright blue and the freshly fallen snow sparkles in the sunshine. Bare tree branches glimmer with ice, their long black limbs a skeleton frame beneath the frost. I love the sound of the snow crunching under my boots. Sometimes, when I walk in the woods, I find animal footprints that circle around and lead back into the trees, and I stand still and hold my breath, trying to hear them, unable to see them, like a secret.

At the baseball field, there is a concession stand where we can get coffee and hot chocolate, but it isn’t enough. After one game, I’m sitting in the backseat of Tom’s car, where I’ve come to change out of my wet socks, although I think I’m also hiding out here, finding some refuge in the silence of the frozen glass, away from the cheer of the crowds and the endless, heartless thwack of the ball. I am still shivering so much, I can’t get my dry socks on. I hear a tap on the window. It’s Tom, waving at me. I look away. He opens the car door and gets into the back seat beside me.

‘Whatcha doin’?’ he says.

‘My feet got wet. I think my boots leak. I need new socks.’

‘Okay. Well, the next game’s starting in five minutes.’

My hands are shaking as I try to lace up my boots. It feels like the cold has seeped past my jacket, through all my layers of clothes, and into my skin, slipping deeper down into me until it’s rushing through my bloodstream and grabbing hold of my bones, like tight fists.

‘What’s wrong?’ he says.

‘I’m… cold.’

‘I know. It’s freezing out there! But at least it’s sunny. Do you want to borrow my gloves?’

‘I’ve… got… gloves.’

‘So why are you so cold? Come on, let’s go back to the game. Everybody’s waiting for us.’

‘I’m not sure I can do this anymore. It’s too cold for me.’

‘I thought we were having fun.’

‘We were. Well, sort of.’

‘The other girls don’t seem to mind.’

I take a deep breath.

‘Come on,’ he says, taking my hand. ‘I’ll get you a hot chocolate and we’ll enjoy the game.’

We get out of the car and I zip up my coat, pull my hat down over my ears, and follow him to the concession stand, criticizing myself for not having fun.

The olfactory fix

One day when I’m about six, I’m enjoying a spring day out with my family. We’ve taken a walk along the river in Springbank Park in London, Ontario, where we live, and now we’re having a picnic. I tell my mother I have to go to the bathroom, but when she takes me to the public washrooms, I refuse to go. I don’t like the smell. And I don’t think they’re clean enough. I stand there holding my mum’s hand. I’m not sure what kind of expression she has on her face at this point because my eyes are level with her waist. She explains to me that we don’t have a choice, there’s nowhere else to go. I decide to hold it until we get home.

About a week later, we’re at our favourite local Italian restaurant, but before we order, I tell my parents I have to check out the facilities. This will become a kind of ritual as my younger sister follows me to the washroom for an inspection. But it’s not always unpleasant. One of the benefits of high sensitivity is a deep appreciation for beauty and positive sensory experiences.

In this case, I find myself in a sanctuary of low lighting, soothing music, beautiful flowers, marble counters, lovely artwork, scented hand lotion and warm towels. I feel incredibly grateful and instantly relaxed. I can actually feel my heart rate slow down, my lungs fill with oxygen, my mind stop swirling. In this kind of environment, I am awash with a dreamy sensory bliss. I don’t know how long we’re in there, but I don’t want to leave. Eventually, the door opens and my mother comes in, tells us we’ve been in here for ages and orders us back to the table.


Armed and dangerous

When I’m about 12, I go to a friend’s house for a birthday slumber party. Fortunately, we are a bookish, soft-spoken bunch, so there is a minimal amount of squealing or gossip, and no eye-watering stench of nail polish. It is more like a tea party, which suits me. What I’m not expecting, however, is the filmfest of horror movies.



So we’re all huddled together in our pajamas, eight young girls hugging pillows and giggling. Except I’m sitting with my face buried in my pillow most of the time, and the other girls are laughing at how frightened I am. I try to plug my ears during the movie so I can’t hear the scary music or the screaming victims. I know it’s just a movie, but my brain believes it’s real. My sensitivity is absorbing every sound, every gory moment of the film as if I were experiencing it myself. I don’t want to cry in front of everyone, so I hide my face in my pillow and try to shut it out, but I feel traumatized.

After lots of chatter after the film, everyone falls asleep on the floor, but I lie there all night, too terrified to sleep. When I go home the next day, I have nightmares for weeks.

Several years later, when I’m in my twenties, I go to the movie theatre with a friend to see L.A. Confidential. I don’t know what the film is about, but I know that watching films at the cinema is even more intense because it’s a big screen with surround-sound. It’s meant to make you feel that you’re experiencing it firsthand, of course, and it does. But there are some things I don’t want to experience in person – like violence.

When we come out of the theatre, we bump into another friend of mine and they suggest we go for a bite to eat. But I can’t move. I just stand there with my mouth hanging open, unable to speak. I feel as if I’m in shock. I’m numb, I can’t say anything, I can’t think straight. I look around at the people on the street and hear the noise of the cars whizzing past as if I’m still in the movie. At the same time, I feel as if I’m watching another world that I’m no longer part of. I can hear my friends talking, and see their lips moving, but I can’t say anything. It’s as though I have post-traumatic stress disorder but no one can understand why.

My friends keep talking and throw disapproving glances at me and then decide to call it a night. Someone puts me in a car and takes me home.

I still can’t watch scary movies or anything violent or upsetting. I can’t watch the news. If an advert for the Humane Society or the Donkey Sanctuary comes on television, I have to change the channel. If I watch, I will be in tears. I’ll have nightmares. I don’t avoid these things because I don’t care. I avoid them because I care so much; I can’t bear to watch. What other people consider normal, I find upsetting. What people call edgy, I call traumatic.

The hell that is shopping

Saturday, 10 a.m. Must get to grocery store early to avoid weekend crowds. This is England, so naturally it’s raining. But I’m prepared. I’m wearing my waterproof jacket with the hood up. Find parking spot. Get reusable, environmentally friendly shopping bags from boot. Find shopping cart. So far so good. I enter the store and discover my cart has a squeaky wheel. And so it begins.

The supermarket is a big place with bright lights, and there are lots of people moving in different directions, talking and laughing. Babies are crying, children are whining. Tinny Top 40 music is playing overhead, interspersed with nerve-rattling employee announcements. I fear this will only get worse as Christmas draws closer. When they start playing ‘I Wish It Could Be Christmas Every Day’, I plan to wear earmuffs. Or a helmet. Possibly combat gear.

The shelves are filled with thousands and thousands of objects in all different shapes and sizes and colours. My brain is soaking it all in, every last detail.
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