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Emotional Sensitivity and Intensity


How to manage emotions as a sensitive person


Imi Lo




Introduction


Some people feel more than others.


If you are one of these people, then you experience emotions to a high level of depth and intensity. You soar high into bliss and plunge low into gloom, in rapid succession. You know the meaning of despair, as well as of beauty and rapture. As a perceptive observer of subtleties, you see, feel, notice and remember a lot. Your brain processes pieces of information and reflects on them with such speed and complexity that sometimes your words cannot keep up with your mind. You have an innate ability to feel into other people’s energy. When it comes to relationships, you are naturally intuitive, loving, idealistic and romantic. You are always looking for more meaning in life, and feel a constant need to move forward. You might have been told that you are ‘too much’, ‘too intense’, ‘too sensitive’, ‘too emotional’, and that your behaviours are either ‘too dramatic’ or ‘too timid’.


In recent years, growing awareness of emotional sensitivity and intensity has generated much interest, yet psychologists have so far been unable to agree on a definition. Some suggest that you are one of the 15–20 per cent of population who are wired differently as a highly sensitive person (HSP). Others call you an empath, a psychic, or simply someone with a ‘thin skin’. At worst, you might be mislabelled as having a mental illness such as borderline personality disorder (BPD), bipolar disorder, ADHD or depression.


In this book, the phrases ‘emotional sensitivity’, ‘emotional intensity’ and ‘emotional giftedness’ are used interchangeably. This trait in itself is not a condition, but a strength that is often misunderstood in our culture. Many emotionally sensitive and intense people have an extraordinary capacity to understand the intentions, motivations and desires of other people, as well as the ability to reflect on their own feelings, fears and motivations. Their intensity is often paired with other forms of exceptional ability in the areas of music, visual art, logical thinking, body-awareness and sports. As you shall see in later chapters, emotional sensitivity is not only closely related to giftedness, it is a gift in itself.


However, emotionally intense people also face a unique set of interpersonal challenges. Since the ability to feel deeply and intensely often starts from a young age, when emotion regulation skills are lacking, you may have suffered psychological damage associated with rejection, shame and loneliness. As a gifted child, you were either over- or under-stimulated, or held back by social and cultural ‘appropriateness’. You might have been troubled by feelings of inadequacy, guilt, a sense of responsibility for issues that were beyond your control, or you were accused of ‘overreacting’ or being ‘too sensitive and dramatic’.


As an adult, you may be plagued with self-doubt, and a lingering sense of existential loneliness. On one hand you have to manage the hostility and judgements directed at you, while on the other hand you have to set appropriate boundaries for those who would like to benefit from your perceptive and intuitive abilities.


People born emotionally intense, sensitive and gifted are like the owners of powerful sports cars. These cars have extremely powerful engines that require a special fuel and a specific kind of care. In the right condition and with the right care, they can be one of the most high-performing machines in the world and win many races. The problem is, however, that their owners may not have been taught how to run these powerful vehicles.


In this book, I intend to help you navigate the experience of living intensely by helping you to examine the following questions:


•  Is there something wrong with me?


•  How does this trait explain my life experiences so far?


•  What can I do now to heal some of the emotional wounds, improve my life and fulfil my potential?


•  How do I go beyond ‘surviving’, and actually thrive as an emotionally sensitive and intense person?


Once you have discovered the origin of your differences, you can begin the journey towards retrieving your long-lost gifts. Suddenly, your life history will make sense. As you move towards self-actualization, themes such as authentic existence, meaning of life and purpose of being will come to the fore. When you step into your authentic truth, you will come to trust your unique way of relating to the world, and you will discover what you have to offer. Ultimately, I hope that you can come to see that, as a unique individual, your abilities and awareness are not only unusual, but also extremely precious.


Intensity and personal growth


Perhaps no one has told you that, as an emotionally gifted person, it is natural for you to go through cycles of intense inner conflict, which sometimes look like ‘emotional crises’. These cycles are neither random nor futile, nor are they a sign of emotional weakness. Instead, they are part of the critical process known as ‘positive disintegration’. This concept comes from Polish psychologist Kazimierz Dąbrowski, who dedicated his life to studying the psychological structure of intellectually and artistically gifted people. His work confirms that emotional intensity is essential for the higher development of such individuals. The feeling of being torn in two is the split between your ideal self and your current predicament; it is intense because your growth requires you to tear down existing structures, including your way of thinking, feeling and being in the world.


Growth is to see what you have not seen, feel what you have not felt, do what you have not done. It requires you to relinquish who you thought you were, question the conventional life trajectory, and be plunged into a space of not knowing. You may also have to endure a period of loneliness, where you become out-of-sync with your peers, whose norms are incompatible with your new-found authenticity and higher values.


For emotionally gifted individuals, inner conflicts are developmental, rather than detrimental - they are ‘growing pains’. According to Dąbrowski, after a period of ‘positive maladjustment’, you will be able to live in line with your higher values, such as forgiveness, authenticity and creativity (Dąbrowski, 1966). In other words, your emotional intensity is not just a byproduct of your growth, but an essential ingredient for it. Because of your intense nature and desire to be your best self, you are constantly on a steep learning curve, shedding the old to make space for the new. Even if you sometimes resent the challenges, your need for authenticity and fulfilment propels you forward.


At the core of each emotionally intense person, is someone who is immensely resourceful, passionate and has a lot to give. Your emotional intensity will not go away - but why would you want it to? Instead, you can learn to embrace it, and you can reject the conventional, medicalizing – and ultimately incorrect - view of your experience and adopt one which helps you to fulfil your potential.


What makes this book different?


In recent years, interest in emotional sensitivity, empathy, introversion and other related subjects has surged in the field of psychology and in mainstream media. However, many questions remain. This book aims to fill a gap by offering an alternative perspective on the current perception of sensitivity in modern society.


‘IT IS NOT JUST ABOUT AVOIDING BRIGHT LIGHTS AND LOUD NOISES’: GOING BEYOND AVOIDANCE


As we review existing resources for sensitive individuals, we will most likely come across themes such as ‘survival’, ‘protection’ and ‘avoidance’. Unfortunately, this approach paints a picture in which sensitive individuals are somehow ‘too fragile for the world’. The advice focuses on managing overwhelm, such as to ‘stay away’ from stimulations, to set boundaries and limit contacts, and to avoid emotional vampires, etc. While there is value in such advice, it runs the risk of perpetuating the idea that sensitive people are inadequate in some way, or that they are not equipped for the world.


Emotionally sensitive people see and feel things deeply, and are highly attuned to what’s happening around them, but this is only one aspect of their nature. They are not only sensitive, but also deeply passionate and loving. Many are extroverts who draw strength from being with other people. The key to a fulfilling life, therefore, does not lie in complete solitude and avoidance, or in a world devoid of all contact and stimulation.


Many emotionally sensitive and intense people are also gifted, and gifted people need some level of stimulation to maintain their optimal level of functioning. They feel most energized and connected when they are engaged in relationships with those who match their levels – intellectually, psychologically and emotionally. For them, both in life and in relationships, under-stimulation is just as problematic as over-stimulation.


If we identify ourselves as being somehow broken and incapable, and needing shelter and protection, we will have to design our lives in a way that is geared towards avoidance rather than growth and expansion. Eventually, our world shrinks, and we lose sight of our limitless potential.


In contrast, it would be much more helpful if we could focus on strengthening our resilience, to enable us to stay open and to go with the ebb and flow of life. What is proposed in this book is a different approach, which may seem counter-intuitive at first: rather than trying to find ways to defend ourselves against the inevitable challenges in life, we take the stance of openness. Instead of shrinking, we expand. Thriving as a sensitive person is about opening to the world, rather than closing down.


Our ultimate, collective goal should be to liberate the gifts within each of us so that we can all show up in the world and make our mark. This cannot be achieved if we are locked in a limited, fear-based way of being. Hence, I would like to invite you to completely turn around how you think of emotional intensity: you are not a helpless victim of your traits, and the world is not a ‘me-versus-them’ battlefield. Rather than reinforcing the need to shrink and hide, together we shall find a way to manifest as the passionate, loving and giving souls that we are.


‘IT IS MUCH MORE THAN JUST EATING WELL AND MEDITATING’: ADDRESSING PROBLEMS AT THEIR EMOTIONAL ROOTS


Currently, there is an abundance of resources offering lifestyle adjustment advice for sensitive people, such as ways to improve sleep and reduce stress through meditation, diet and nutritional supplements. Despite its practical value, this book aims to go beyond ‘common sense’ advice and explore in more depth the developmental trajectory and psychological impact of being sensitive, intense and gifted.


While it is not a disease, being sensitive comes with its challenges. In this book, we will address issues such as the pain of being misunderstood, the challenges of feeling different and out of sync, and how to deal with a spectrum of emotions from fear to shame. Although there will be some practical advice, this is not a problem-solving ‘manual’. The most profound and lasting shifts come from a transformation of our mindset and our fundamental beliefs about ourselves and the world. We will confront the core memories that generate the presenting problems so that we can dispel emotional difficulties at their roots. What lies ahead of you is more than just an intellectual process: it involves changes on an emotional level. By combining traditional psychological theories with spiritual wisdom, the goal of our work is to help you uncover buried emotional pain points and to mobilize your innate capacity.


WE WILL TALK ABOUT GIFTEDNESS


Being highly sensitive and intense is a common experience for most gifted people; as you will see in later chapters, most gifted people have above-average reactions to intellectual, sensual, physical and emotional stimuli, known by psychologists as ‘excitabilities’. (Research shows that excitability is a feature of high developmental potential that often accompanies special abilities and talents.). However, very few have addressed the relationship between emotional intensity, sensitivity and giftedness, perhaps because ‘giftedness’ is such a loaded term in our society.


Giftedness is often misunderstood as narrowly defined by IQ. In fact, giftedness comes in all shapes and sizes and is much more than just intellectual capacities. Alongside exceptional abilities in the areas of music, visual art or sports, there are also the much less discussed interpersonal intelligence, intra-personal intelligence and spiritual intelligence.


‘Gifted’ is simply a word given to those who have a different neurological makeup and different needs in the world. Just like eye colour or height, it is a neutral, innate trait. Being ‘gifted’ does not mean you are superior, it may just mean that you are wired differently. Being gifted has its unique challenges, and we desperately need a safe space that is free from judgement and criticism, where we can talk about the many joys and sorrows that come with it.


Let’s begin


Reclaiming your identity as an emotionally and empathically gifted person means respecting your unique needs and, most importantly, not shaming yourself for being different. It is precisely your sensitivity and intensity that underpin your potential excellence. Thus, for the sake of your growth and those around you, it is essential that you embrace your true identity to reframe your unique qualities as assets rather than liabilities.


In this book, we will go through a series of reflective topics. Using a range of exercises, I hope to help you to arrive at new ways of thinking about your past, navigating your current life and creating new possibilities. The unique circumstances of your personal background, values and beliefs will show you your own path. Some ideas and concepts will resonate more than others, so please feel free to take only those you need, and leave the rest behind.


Imi Lo
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Reflection prompts












Before you start, you may wish to reflect on the following questions:


  1  Where are you at in your journey from healing to thriving?


  2  Which aspects of your life call for the most attention right now?


  3  What do you most hope to achieve by reading this book?


  4  What kind of support might you need during this process?


  5  What is the first step you would wish to take towards your psycho-spiritual growth?
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Part 1


The emotionally intense person


In this first part of the book, we will explore the idea of emotional sensitivity and intensity. Perhaps, as an emotionally sensitive person, you have been dismissed as being ‘over-sensitive’ or ‘too intense’. Perhaps, at times, you have even felt that there is something wrong with you; that your sensitivity is the symptom of an illness. In Chapter 1 we will look at some definitions – what exactly do we mean when we talk about ‘emotional sensitivity’ or ‘emotional intensity’ – as well as at some of the characteristics associated with being emotionally sensitive. We examine these ideas in more detail in Chapter 2, exploring such concepts as the highly sensitive person, giftedness, empathy, thin boundaries and introversion. Chapter 3 focuses on emotional giftedness: the different forms it takes and the traits exhibited by those who are gifted, and discusses the idea of over-excitability. Chapter 4 rounds off Part 1 with an exploration of the relationship between emotional intensity and mental health.
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Emotional sensitivity, intensity and giftedness





Definitions


Throughout this book the phrases ‘emotional sensitivity’, ‘emotional intensity’ and ‘emotional giftedness’ are used interchangeably. This trait is defined by the following five core features:


1  Emotional depth, intensity and complexity


2  Deep empathy and sensitivity


3  Highly acute perceptivity


4  A rich inner world imbued with sensual, imaginary and intellectual excitability


5  Creative potential and existential angst


EMOTIONAL DEPTH, INTENSITY AND COMPLEXITY


As a highly sensitive person, you have the capacity to experience emotions to unusual levels of depth, complexity and intensity. This makes you feel extremely alive, sometimes painfully so. You experience a constant stream of both positive and negative feelings, sometimes together, sometimes going from one to the other in a short period.


You experience powerful and fluctuating emotions: you may soar high into bliss and plunge low into gloom in rapid succession. When art or music moves you, you are flooded by waves of joy, or transcend into a state of ecstasy. Sometimes, emotions are so powerful and compelling that you feel out of control.


You are extremely passionate, even if you do not show it on the outside. Since you also feel love and attachment intensely, you tend to form a strong emotional connection with people, places and things, which sometimes makes separation and endings difficult.


You may experience life with more tenderness, melancholy and nostalgia than others. However, your emotional expansiveness is often misunderstood as a condition or emotional immaturity, rather than as evidence of your profound capacity to feel.


DEEP EMPATHY AND SENSITIVITY


You have always had a grave concern for those around you, even from an early age. When others are abused or mistreated, you feel as if it is happening to you. Not only do you empathize with other people, but you may also feel a direct link to animals, nature and elements in the spiritual realm.


You have an innate ability to feel into other people’s energy, and you identify with the traits of an ‘empath’. In social situations, you intuitively know what physical or emotional state others are in; sometimes, you feel that you ‘absorb’ their physical and psychological ailments.


Because of your responsiveness and insights into others’ pain, you tend to form soulful and meaningful connections. When it comes to relationships, you are loyal, idealistic and romantic. However, being naturally open and sensitive also means you are vulnerable to relational injuries. Your loving and compassionate nature may have been curbed due to early rejection and trauma.


Having a heightened sensory system also means that you are extremely sensitive to your surroundings. You have an increased appreciation of sensual pleasures, such as music, language and art, as well as intense reactions to sight, sound, touch, taste and smell. This can cause you to feel overwhelmed or uncomfortable with too much sensory input. You may be sensitive to loud noises, strong smells, or tactile sensations such as clothing tags and rough surfaces. You may suffer from physical symptoms such as misophonia (low tolerance of certain sounds), hyperacusis (sensitivity to certain frequency and volume ranges of sound), multiple allergies and pain sensitivity.


HIGHLY ACUTE PERCEPTIVITY


Being perceptively gifted means you can sense and perceive things that others miss. With an acute awareness, you see beyond superficiality, and your mind is often busy grasping patterns and making connections.


Insights, intuition and the ability to read several layers of reality allow you to assess people and situations rapidly. You may be shockingly perceptive and accurate in noting the dynamics in social situations. You have a sense of knowing when something is about to happen, or about other people’s inner worlds. You can sense when something doesn’t add up, and the intentions, thoughts and feelings that lie beneath people’s facades.


However, your abilities do not necessarily make life easy. Even though your insights and intuitions overwhelm you sometimes, you cannot ‘un-see’ things. You are bothered by hypocrisies and unfairness and struggle with inauthentic people and situations. You cannot help but be the one who points out the ‘elephant in the room’.


Your perceptiveness comes with its challenges. Others may not welcome your insights, and you may seem intimidating to those who feel ‘seen through’. Combining your introspective nature and your awareness of the suffering, hypocrisies and complexities of life, you may constantly feel older than others around you, like an ‘old soul’ that has somehow lost its roots.


In a family situation, you may be scapegoated to be the one who carries the painful truth that is unsaid while the facade of normality is maintained. Perhaps you have been assigned the role of being the ‘problematic one’, the scapegoat or the black sheep. Often, this is an unconscious strategy used by some family members to evade their own emotional pain and suffering.


You have an innate urge to push the boundaries of conformity, to question or to challenge traditions, particularly those that seem meaningless or unfair. Paired with a strong sense of justice, you are frustrated with corruption and inequality in the world. Being one step ahead of time, you reveal truths and progressive thoughts most people find unsettling to hear or see. Although this may mean a challenging life path for you, you also have the potential to thrive as a visionary leader.


A RICH INNER WORLD, IMBUED WITH SENSUAL, IMAGINARY AND INTELLECTUAL EXCITABILITY


You have a rich inner world fuelled by imagination and inner dialogue, and saturated with words, images, metaphors, visualizations, vivid fantasies and dreams. As a child, you may have retreated to your imaginary haven in times of emotional turmoil.


Intellectually, you are inquisitive and reflective. You have a strong need to seek to understand, to expand your horizons, to gain knowledge and to analyse your thoughts. With an ability to process information with speed and depth, you absorb it very quickly. You may be an avid reader and a keen observer. You may appear critical and impatient with others who cannot keep up with you. You also have the ability to integrate intellectual concepts with your deep feelings for original ideas. You may have a constant stream of ideas, sometimes so many that you feel you cannot keep up with them.


You tend to experience zealous enthusiasm about certain topics and endeavours. When you get excited about an idea, you find your mind running faster than your words, or you find yourself talking rapidly, perhaps even interrupting others. When you become absorbed in your love for a piece of art, literature, theatre or music, the outside world ceases to exist.


You are highly capable of contemplative thinking and self-reflection. The flip side is that you may be occupied with obsessive thoughts, and scrupulous self-examination. You may suffer from perfectionism or being too critical of yourself.


Your openness to experience also means you have greater potential for spiritual insights and experiences. You are sensitive to the spiritual world, and perhaps were drawn to the spiritual path from a young age. This may or may not manifest as some form of psychic ability.


CREATIVE POTENTIAL AND EXISTENTIAL ANGST


You have always been concerned with the big questions of life. From a young age, you may have experienced existential depression and felt grief over the meaninglessness of life, death and loneliness. You might have a difficult time fitting in with those around you, or feel frustrated that they are not prepared to consider these weighty concerns.


Your existential angst manifests as an unnamed sense of urgency, a constant impulse to move forward. You get a constant ‘niggling’ feeling that time is running out, or that there is something important that you should be doing, even when your vision is not clear yet. Perhaps you feel a weight of responsibility on your shoulders – even for things you are not responsible for. Such pressure can cause you to be highly self-critical, and experience anxiety, guilt and a sense of failure.


Your angst propels you to learn, to expand, and to advance along your life path, but it can also paralyse 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). Perhaps 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 this means being rejected, or leaving people behind.


You may be a polymath, or a ‘multipotentialite’ – someone with multiple interests and creative pursuits, and not just one calling. You yearn to be of service to the world, but struggle to focus on one channel. Nevertheless, you have always known deep down that you are dissatisfied with a life that is meaningless and task-driven.


The caveat


In this book, we embrace the concept of ‘neurodiversity’: that particular groups of the population are innately different from the norm, with a specific kind of sensitivity, intensity and giftedness. But my intention is NOT to create a grossly simplified system that forces your reality into a fixed pigeon hole, or rigidly suggests that you will always perceive, think or feel in a certain way.


The conceptualization of the emotional intensity trait inevitably involves some generalization and reduction of human complexity. Unfortunately, this is a limitation of language: just as a map is always a simplification of the territory it is trying to chart, to make sense of things and to communicate we need to create a schematized version of an intangible reality.


Though the typology is necessarily a simplification compared with a real, unique human being, a caricature is the last thing I want to reinforce. We must not forget that what always holds more weight than the theory is the ‘here-and-now-ness’ of a living human being, who is constantly changing and evolving. I hope we can all retain the wisdom of the ‘beginner’s mind’, in that part of us will always stay open and curious, and see things as if for the first time.


Nothing is definite.
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What do we know about emotional sensitivity and intensity?





In recent years, there has been an increased interest among psychologists and the general public in emotional sensitivity, empathy, emotional intelligence, introversion, and the correlation between these traits and one’s wellbeing and creativity. You might have identified yourself as a highly sensitive person, an ‘empath’ or an introvert. You might have wondered if your trait was a sign of mental illness or a result of childhood trauma. To start making sense of your life experience of being a sensitive and intense person, let’s begin by reviewing some of these concepts, and how they may or may not relate to you.


The highly sensitive person


Dr Elaine Aron’s book The Highly Sensitive Person (1996) brought the concept of high sensitivity to prominence. According to Aron, 15–20 per cent of the population are born with ‘sensory processing sensitivity’ – a distinct trait with an incidence too high to be a disorder and too low to be mainstream.


Aron’s research found that the highly sensitive person (HSP) has more activity in the right hemisphere of their brain, along with a more reactive immune system and nervous system. Those with high emotional sensitivities often experience physical sensitivities. What may be considered slightly aggravating to most people – things like crowds or the ticking of a clock – can be too much for HSPs, who react to high levels of stimulation, sudden change, and the emotional distress of others. To HSPs, loud noises, bright lights, humming televisions, and even the touch of clothing tags against the skin can seem overwhelming.


These sensitivities are identifiable from an early age. In most cases, highly sensitive children are labelled as weird, sensitive or shy. Their temperaments vary widely, depending on the way in which they are parented: the highly sensitive child may be labelled as difficult, active, unruly and demanding – or, at the other end of the spectrum, as almost ‘too easy to raise’ (e.g. too undemanding or adult-like).


These highly sensitive children – who are equally likely to be males as females – are often seen as perfectionists, since anything being ‘out of alignment’ may bring psychic or physical stress. This tendency towards perfection can show up as obsessive-compulsive tendencies. Up to 70 per cent of HSPs are introverted and require private time to rejuvenate and ready themselves to re-enter the hustle and bustle of modern society.


As a pioneer of the topic, Aron has played a major role in bringing awareness of emotional sensitivity to the mainstream media. In the 20 years that have passed since the publication of The Highly Sensitive Person, countless books and articles have been written about HSPs, and the specific issues they face, such as romantic relationships and finding peace and success in the workplace. These resources may provide relief for the sensitive individual who is finally able to put a name to their experience. However, many questions remain unanswered: how can one alleviate the deep-rooted psychological wounds that come with growing up different? How does sensitivity relate to other personality attributes, such as empathy or intelligence?


BEYOND THE HSP


You may be thinking ‘The characteristics of an HSP seem to describe me to a tee. How does this book differ from others on HSPs?’


I have expanded the definition of emotional sensitivity to include a dimension of intensity and giftedness. In my research and clinical work, I have found that there is a group of people – perhaps a subgroup of HSPs – who are not only ‘sensitive’, but also exceptionally intense, passionate, perceptive and creative. If you are one of these people, the term ‘sensitivity’ is simply inadequate to describe your experiences.


In the dictionary, a sensitive person is ‘capable of perceiving with a sense or senses, responsive to external conditions or stimulation, susceptible to slight differences or changes in the environment’. Those who are sensitive are ‘easily irritated, predisposed to inflammation’ and ‘easily hurt, upset, or offended’ (American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, 2011). Although this traditional definition of sensitivity captures your ability to be highly aware of your surroundings, it only showcases the reactive and passive aspects of your personality.


In contrast, here is the dictionary definition of intensity: ‘having great energy, strength, concentration, vehemence, etc., as of activity, thought, or feeling’, and having ‘a high degree of emotional excitement; depth of feeling’ (www.dictionary.com). Being emotionally intense means you are not only sensitive, but also full of passion, emotional energy and vigour.


You may possess a rich and complex inner life and relish fine or delicate tastes, scents, sounds and works of art. Because of that, you are acutely aware of the subtleties of your environment. HSPs are usually highly empathic and can sense what needs to be done in a given situation to make others comfortable. Your sponge-like ability to soak up information makes you sensitive to the moods of others. However, you are not only sensitive but also passionate – perhaps an idealist or a romantic. In your most natural state, you feel vividly alive. On a regular basis, you have a taste of ecstasy.


Another issue that is worth considering, beyond the current advice for HSPs, is energy and stimulation management for the emotionally intense and sensitive. In the original HSP definition, sensitive individuals are described as those who are easily startled or rattled, and they are advised to rearrange their lives to avoid upsetting or overwhelming situations. It is believed that change can shake up the HSP, and competition or observation can lead to nervousness or shakiness (except for a small sub-group of ‘sensation-seeking’ HSPs who thrive on novelty and risk). As a result, most HSP self-help books focus on managing over-stimulation, and many therapists and coaches who work with HSPs concentrate on offering guidance on how to limit external stimuli and stressors (Aron, 2013).


However, emotionally intense and gifted people are not necessarily stimulant-phobic. In fact, they need a certain degree of stimulation to maintain their optimal level of functioning. To be physically and psychologically well they must also be generative and creative, and to have found their ‘sweet spot’ of balance where they can consistently enter a creative ‘flow’ state (see Chapter 10). Yes, they need to be mindful of the level of stimulation they let into their life, but they must also avoid being under-aroused. Under-stimulation is just as problematic as over-stimulation and can have ramifications in all aspects of life, including work, loving relationships, and daily activities. This book will tackle the issues that arise at both ends of the spectrum. For instance, we will explore how life partners who ‘under-stimulate’ the gifted brain can present unique challenges. The key to the health and wellness of the emotionally intense person is to find the right intellectual, emotional and physical stimuli, rather than merely trying to avoid them.


Giftedness


Very few existing works on sensitive people acknowledge their emotional power as a gift. In fact, Dr Aron herself was reluctant to associate the concept of high sensitivity with giftedness: she considered sensitivity to be a neutral trait, but regarded giftedness as a ‘highly positive’ one (Aron, 2004). However, I must disagree with Dr Aron in her view of ‘giftedness’ as a necessarily superior or ‘highly positive’ trait. Like ‘sensitivity’, it merely describes a characteristic which differentiates a part of the population from the norm. The definition of ‘giftedness’ as an ability to express talent in a way which the world recognizes as outstanding is a narrow and limiting one. Giftedness does not necessarily equate with skills or any externally distinguished achievement, it is a trait that comes with strengths and perils, just like sensitivity. Dr Aron observes that not all HSPs are gifted and that not all gifted people are HSPs. Though this is true, increasing clinical and anecdotal evidence is proving that there is a huge overlap between these two groups.


Many intense and sensitive individuals demonstrate characteristics that researchers see in the gifted population. Gifted people are powerful processors, absorbing and digesting sensory and emotive information at high speed. In turn, their levels of perceptivity – and the accuracy of their intuition – are beyond the norm. As with the gifted, keen powers of observation and extraordinary perception are often found in emotionally sensitive and intense individuals.


Moral sensitivity is another trait the gifted possess. For the morally sensitive, many emotional triggers concern issues that are bigger or deeper than their immediate surroundings. For instance, what on the surface seems to be a run-of-the-mill upset related to a work situation, may make the morally sensitive person uneasy with injustice (discrimination, sexism, etc.) or with the perceived gap between the way things are and how they ought to be. In young people, moral sensitivity may show up as a rebellion against seemingly trivial matters or as a strong passion for humanitarian or revolutionary ideals – concerns which the adults around them are unable to comprehend.


The emotional struggle the gifted go through is called ‘positive disintegration’ (Dąbrowski, 1966). They are not ‘suffering’ from their sensitivities, but are using them instead as a tool to expedite their growth – whether or not they realize what they are experiencing. When the gifted person experiences personal growth, they go through a period of difficulty as their pre-existing, dysfunctional worldview and self-limiting beliefs are shattered. In the end, they can emerge as more rounded human beings, capable of independent thought and ways of living.
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Rather than only teaching you how to manage emotional overspill or over-arousal, I would like to propose a fundamental shift in the way you view yourself. I hope you will come to see that most of your intense emotional processes are not at all pathological, but are all serving a purpose and driving towards growth.
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In later chapters we will also see that the reluctance to explore the relationship between emotional sensitivity, intensity and giftedness has an adverse impact on not just the intense person but the progression of our collective consciousness as a whole.


Empaths and empathy


Self-help and esoteric literature uses the term ‘empath’ to describe people who are sensitive to the emotions and energy of other people, animals and the environment. Although there is not one unified definition of an empath, they are usually described as individuals who have the ability to physically feel the energy field of others and their surroundings. Their empathic skills can sometimes appear ‘psychic’ or mystical.


Although the term ‘empath’ has not been used very much within academia, psychologists have studied extensively the concept of empathy. In psychology, empathy is broadly defined as the ability to share or understand another person’s feelings, and it determines how we conduct ourselves in this world (Davis, 1983). When studying what it means to have high empathy, psychologists have found the following:


•  Individual differences in empathy levels affect the way people recognize facial expressions (Besel and Yuille, 2010) and react to social cues (Eisenberg and Miller, 1987).


•  Individuals with high empathy are better at identifying emotions in others. However, they also have a ‘bias’ towards negative emotional expressions, meaning that they are more sensitive and alert to negative feelings in others. Perhaps because of this, those with high levels of empathy are also more likely to experience ‘empathic distress’ (Chikovani et al., 2015).


•  Interestingly, women with high empathy are better than their male counterparts at noticing and recognizing sadness.


•  Excessive empathy – an intense sharing of others’ negative emotions – is linked to emotional disorders in health professionals and caregivers. Their empathic distress is often framed as compassion fatigue or burnout (Batson, 1987; Eisenberg et al., 1989; Gleichgerrcht and Decety 2013).


As an empath, you possess a natural gift for making instant connections with the emotions of others – and this all happens automatically and unconsciously. If you fail to realize this – and to distinguish your feelings from those of others – you can become overwhelmed with undue stress and pain from those around you. Mental symptoms like mood swings and physical symptoms such as unpredictable energy levels, headaches and fatigue can result. Therefore, it is critical that naturally empathic people learn to hone their empathic skills such as emotional regulation and perspective taking (McLaren, 2013). Without these skills, many empaths end up ‘absorbing’ the emotions of others to the point of burnout (see Chapter 12).


Having thin boundaries


In the 1980s, Dr Ernest Hartmann (1989, 1991) developed his ‘Boundaries in the Mind’ concept that explains individual differences in sensitivity levels. In his theory, he proposed a spectrum of personality types with varying boundaries – thick to thin.


Dr Hartmann began his research with the observation that people who have frequent nightmares shared certain personality traits. These nightmare-prone individuals tended to be more ‘undefended,’ artistic, imaginative, and open to experience. The barrier between their self-identity and the outside world was relatively permeable, and therefore he characterized this group of individuals as having ‘thin boundaries.’ At the other end of the spectrum, those with thick boundaries were described as being more ‘solid’, ‘stoic’ and ‘persevering’.


Since Dr Hartmann’s discovery in the 1980s, at least 5,000 people have taken his Boundary Questionnaire (BQ) and more than 100 published papers have referenced it. Research is mounting to build a picture of the issues and symptoms that are associated with the ‘thickness’ of one’s mind boundaries.


People with thin boundaries are highly sensitive, and may demonstrate the following from an early age:


•  Reacting more strongly to sensory stimuli and becoming agitated by bright lights, loud sounds, and particular aromas, tastes or textures.


•  Responding more strongly to physical and emotional pain in themselves and others.


•  Becoming stressed or fatigued due to an overload of sensory or emotional input.


•  Having a higher likelihood of suffering from allergies or having highly reactive immune systems.


•  Experiencing deeper reactions to childhood events.


In contrast, people with thick boundaries are often described as stoic or thick-skinned, and may tend to:


•  Brush aside upsetting emotions so as to solve any problems at hand or to get practical matters in order.


•  Have less-apparent mood swings.


•  Be slower to recognize how and what they are feeling.


•  Be less sensitive towards subtle changes or nuances in their environment.


•  Experience an ongoing sense of detachment or (sometimes) emptiness.


A unique aspect of this concept is its relationship with physical health. It has been found that thick-boundary people are more prone to hypertension, chronic fatigue syndrome and ulcers, whereas thin-boundary people are more susceptible to migraines, irritable bowel syndrome and allergies. There also appears to be a relationship between thin boundaries and multiple chemical sensitivities (Jawer, 2006).
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