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Author’s Note, 2016

Welcome to this update to The Highly Sensitive Person in Love. You may have noticed that it was first published in 2000, yet there is very little I would change in it, and the points I would add are right here in this note. Mainly, I want to emphasize the latest research on high sensitivity. But I also want to add two thoughts from watching reactions to this book over the years.

GO SLOWLY

First, a warning to my highly sensitive readers. Do not expect the people close to you to be immediately thrilled to have you tell them about your sensitivity or what it means for your relationship. It can be very threatening. They feel a change coming, and fear it may be an unpleasant one for them. Perhaps it means you are saying that the two of you will be less close because you are less similar. Indeed, either of you might feel that. Or perhaps this means you will have new needs and will even start asserting them—needs that never came up before, such as more downtime or not going to noisy places that both of you seemed to enjoy, but you now realize you did not enjoy that much. It could even mean a dramatic shift in power if the highly sensitive person (HSP) was viewed as having a weakness or even a psychological disorder. Now the HSP is normal and even has certain special abilities and definitely equal rights.

Thus I advise that you go slowly. Use your unusual empathy (see this page!) to understand what your new insight means for the other person, who also has needs that must be respected and that may result in conflicts that must be negotiated. Never use your trait as a weapon—for example, “I’m highly sensitive and I refuse to listen to that.” Agree ahead of time that you both take a time-out for at least twenty minutes, if either of you becomes over aroused during a conflict, but always come back. And do not overemphasize your focus on your new difference. After a few months, the new knowledge will remain essential but tends to integrate with the rest of you and how you have previously connected with others close to you.

Second, a warning to the skeptical. You also need to go slow in accepting or rejecting this idea of high sensitivity. Are you having trouble believing this is real? Even I did for a while. Could I have seen something in the data that was not really there? I think the diverse research from different scientists that you will soon read will convince you. But let’s consider the good reasons to be skeptical at first, yet take a second look.

Maybe you wonder, why wasn’t this “discovered” earlier? Isn’t this just one more self-help book? Just to be clear, I never meant to write self-help books. I was forced into it by the HSPs who heard about my research and almost literally demanded it. The trait was always there, of course, just called by other names. But its essential elements were not known, so it was described by external behaviors only, such as “shy” or “introverted.” HSPs are not necessarily any of these. Also, high sensitivity is mostly invisible, unlike hair color, height, or gender, so it is easily minimized. Yet this trait can have as much impact as gender in that it affects all aspects of life—thinking, feeling, preferences, career, and, of course, relationships.

Adding to the invisibility, typical HSPs adapt so well to life and to others that their differences are hardly noticed unless you know them well. (Although certain problems or abilities that HSPs can have do cause them to stand out, so these HSPs may be our only image of a sensitive person.) In a sense, the essence of their trait is adapting.

Another reason people may not take high sensitivity seriously is that only about 20 percent of us are born with this trait. That leaves 80 percent to form the majority’s opinion about human nature. It is natural for anyone to think others are similar to them in most ways. It helps us understand one another and feel empathy. Yet there are people who answer yes to every item on the “Are You Highly Sensitive?” self-test in this book, and people who answer no to every item. We all live in the same communities or some even under the same roof, but we have very different needs, and since we cannot easily recognize who is sensitive, who is not, and the majority are not, non-HSPs are naturally skeptical, and sometimes even HSPs themselves think they are or ought to be like non-HSPs. (And there’s that term “non-HSP.” The “HS” refers to a specific scientific meaning and does not mean a non-HSP lacks sensitivity in the sense of caring and wanting to help others. Actually, HSPs can be quite insensitive in that sense, when they are overstimulated, for example, or “in a complex,” which I will discuss in this book.)

There are real innate differences of all sorts, and the assumption that we are all born the same and shaped only by learning and personal decisions can be a real source of aggravation in relationships. We tend to think that if someone is doing something that doesn’t suit us, they ought to be able to change that behavior if they really love us. Maybe they can, and maybe they cannot. For example, often non-HSPs think everyone should enjoy noisy restaurants or “small talk,” and someone who doesn’t is just being fussy, difficult, or demanding. No, this difference makes noisy restaurants and trivial conversations fine for some, but almost unbearable to those who are highly sensitive. Again, this trait is real.

THE LATEST RESEARCH

In about 1991, I began applying the term “sensitive” to adults and I published the research in 1997, but others were studying it in children at the same time or even earlier, all of us working without much fanfare. In my case, I interviewed adults and then created a statistically valid questionnaire and began doing some brain research—approaches you cannot use with children. Others studied physiology or genetics later linked to high sensitivity. Now the research is widely noticed and coming from many different laboratories, sometimes under different names for the trait. My term for it is sensory processing sensitivity, but the same trait is also called environmental sensitivity or reactivity; biological sensitivity to context; differential susceptibility or vantage sensitivity; or identified by the names of certain genetic variations or as in animals, sometimes termed behavioral plasticity or flexibility.

The Basic Points

Although new evidence will come, right now, no matter the researcher, we all seem to agree that this trait:


•is innate, genetic, or “constitutional” (although some think other factors may contribute).

•is always found in a minority, around 20 percent.

•involves a preference to notice subtle aspects of the environment and to pause in new situations in order to observe and compare to past knowledge (although sometimes past knowledge leads to comparatively swifter, more confident action).

•evolved in more than 100 species because it provides certain advantages for survival.

•is not a disorder or vulnerability, because while those in poor environments, especially in childhood, are more subject than others to problems, those in supportive, enriched environments function better than others in various ways. This is called “differential susceptibility.”



Striking Research on What HSPs Bring to Relationships

Perhaps the most important new study for this book was done by Bianca Acevedo and her colleagues, including my husband and myself, and published in Brain and Behavior in 2014. (Whenever I mention research, I provide enough details so that it should be easily found through a Web search, and often is listed on my website, www.​hsperson.​com.) This study used a brain scanner to learn which parts of the brain were active when HSPs and non-HSPs looked at photos of strangers and loved ones having happy, distressed, or neutral expressions. There were marked differences. In particular, those with the trait had more activity than others in their mirror neuron system. The mirror neurons, coupled with other parts of the brain that were also more active in the HSPs during these activities, are strongly associated with empathy. We can feel empathy through reasoning or even assuming others are like us, but with our mirror-neuron empathy, we actually feel to some degree what others feel.

The HSPs in this study were also more responsive than others to emotions in general, more responsive to their partner’s emotions than strangers’, and more responsive to their partner’s positive feelings, because when seeing a distressed partner, their brain went more into “action mode” than with others. Other areas that were more active for HSPs showed that they were, in general, simply more aware during the task. All of these are tangible gifts that HSPs bring to a relationship.

THE FOUR CHARACTERISTICS OF HIGH SENSITIVITY, PLUS ONE

Since 2012, I have been thinking about high sensitivity in terms of DOES. D is for depth of processing. It is followed by easily overstimulated. If you process everything deeply and if there’s too much to process, O is the result. E is for emotionally responsive and empathy, both of which the research is uncovering more and more. Finally, S is for sensitive to subtle stimuli.

It is easy to see how DOES would affect relationships, and everything else in life. Indeed, you might want to pause and think about the HSP in your relationships—partner, friend, or relative—and how all four show themselves. A person without some sign of all four of these is probably not highly sensitive, at least as I have defined it.

Recently I have had to add differential susceptibility. Beginning around the time that I was thinking about sensitivity, Jay Belsky and Michael Pluess were working on a theory that parents have a better chance of their DNA surviving, the individual’s evolutionary goal, if some of their children are highly sensitive to their environments. These offspring would from birth be more aware of danger and gain more from whatever is useful to them. But it would be even better if some of their children are not highly sensitive, in case the times when their children grow up do not require so much sensitivity, with all the energy costs involved. Before Belsky and Pluess, sensitivity was seen only as something increasing vulnerability and decreasing resilience, making sensitive people prone to depression and anxiety, for example. But now we know the better term is susceptibility, to both good and bad environments. Michael Pluess has gone on to study just the positive side of this, since it had been ignored, calling it vantage sensitivity.

So if you compare, for example, HSPs and non-HSPs who had the same level of troubled childhood, the HSPs would be more depressed, anxious, and shy as adults, and would struggle with insecurity in relationships, as described in this book. However, with a good enough childhood, they do not have these problems and can function better than others. While being anxious or depressed is one of the biggest predictors of relationship failure, HSPs seem to respond more than others to help from their partners, if that works out, and from professionals, when needed, who understand their trait.

The Research on Depth of Processing

Depth of processing is the key to sensitivity, and the most difficult to actually observe or ask questions about. One way it shows up is that HSPs simply seem to have thought through all aspects of a subject, especially a decision they must make, from choosing the flavor of ice cream they want to their thoughts on the meaning of life. While this can make them slow to decide, their decisions are often better because of this careful consideration, so that many of them become leaders.

What is the science behind this claim? A study published in 2011 in Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience by Jadzia Jagiellowicz and colleagues compared the brain activity of HSPs and non-HSPs when they were trying to determine the differences between two slightly varied pictures versus two obviously different pictures. When viewing the pictures with subtle differences, HSPs showed more brain activity in areas that do just that—consider the complexities and details in perception, not simply the superficial aspects. That is, the HSP employed more of those parts of the brain involved in “deeper” or more elaborate processing.

Another study, by ourselves and others, also published in Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience in 2010, compared how HSPs and non-HSPs born and raised in Asia or the United States handle perceptual tasks that are already known to vary in how difficult they are—that is, how much brain activation or effort is required—depending on whether your culture is more collective, as in Asia, or more individualistic, as in the United States. The brain activity of non-HSPs showed the usual extra effort when doing the task that is more difficult for people in their culture, but the brains of HSPs, whether born in Asia or the United States, did not show any difference in effort on the two tasks. It was as if they could more easily see beyond their cultural perceptual bias to a deeper level of how things “really are.”

The brain research on empathy that I describe above, by Bianca Acevedo and colleagues, also found HSPs had more activation in areas that elaborate perceptual processing, “replicating” the earlier finding, which is a good sign.

The Research on Being Easily Overstimulated

A person who is more aware of everything going on outside and inside, plus is processing it more thoroughly, will most likely wear out mentally and physically sooner than others and therefore become stressed. This hardly needs research, given that this is always the common experience of HSPs and most easily noticed by those close to them.

As for experimental evidence that HSPs are more easily overstimulated, Friederike Gerstenberg, in a study published in Personality and Individual Differences in 2012, compared sensitive and non-sensitive people on a tricky perceptual task—to decide as rapidly as possible whether or not a T turned in various ways on a computer screen was hidden among a great many Ls turned various ways. HSPs were faster and more accurate, but when asked about their stress level, they also reported being more stressed than others while doing the task.

High sensitivity, however, is not mainly about being distressed by high levels of stimulation, such as noise, a cluttered room, or constant change. Sensory discomfort by itself, without other aspects of the trait, can be a sign of disorder due to problems with sensory processing—not being able to sort it out well—something quite different from this trait, with its unusually elaborate or deep sensory processing. For example, sometimes persons with autistic spectrum disorders complain of sensory overload, but at other times they underreact to stimuli, especially social cues, as if they have trouble evaluating the significance of the stimulation. (It is no doubt possible for an HSP to also have autistic or sensory disorders, but they are not the same as this trait.)

The Research on Emotional Reactivity and Empathy

We knew from questionnaire studies and experiments that HSPs say that they react more to both positive and negative experiences. Researchers have made the point, buttressed with solid evidence, that basically no one processes anything deeply without emotional motivation. That is, depth of processing is necessarily driven by emotions, and more depth of processing requires more emotional reactivity. After each experience, HSPs are more pleased, upset, curious, by the outcome and think more about the experience than others would. No doubt it works the other way too—processing something more deeply leads to stronger feelings about it.

HSPs’ strong reactions, especially to negative feedback about anything personal or about their performance, is why they are often said to “overreact” to criticism, especially by those close to them. Part of HSPs’ survival strategy is correcting their behavior when they have made a mistake, and this is driven by caring more about doing things right. Everyone cares some. This is why exams work—students are pleased with a good grade and upset by a poor one. We hope our surgeon has been upset about past mistakes and learned from them! HSPs are simply more efficient in this process.

The research on HSPs’ emotional responsiveness? In an experiment included in




























Introduction

The effect of the inherited personality trait of high sensitivity on love is not a purely scientific interest of mine. I have lived it, and it has taught me, whether I wanted to learn or not. So while my own case illustrates only one way in which sensitivity affects a relationship, it does bring to life the deep reach of this neglected influence on love.

SCHOOLED BY DIFFERENCE

My husband, Art, a social psychologist, is a restless sort. If he goes out for a walk alone, he wears a Walkman. But he’d rather walk with me.

I am rather fond of walking alone. And I can drive five hours by myself and never turn on the radio. I’m just thinking.

Art is great when under pressure. There’s no one I’d rather have in a crisis; he walks in and handles it all. But he can also enter the same room a hundred times and not notice that turning off the fluorescent lights and straightening the rug would make it nicer. Sensing the subtle ways to improve a situation comes naturally to me.

When we go to a conference, he’s out there socializing from breakfast until two in the morning, going from group to group. I go to the sessions, maybe join him at dinner or for a party, but mostly I am in my room, outdoors walking, or having a long conversation with some other loner.

To Art, every action is spiritual. Everyday life is sacred. I am always wanting to withdraw, feeling torn between outer demands and the rich, spiritually tantalizing world I only find when I turn within.

I tease him about the time he asked me where I got that beautiful “new” print in the kitchen—the one that had been hanging there for a year and a half. But he doesn’t tease me about much of anything—I would take it too hard.

We both can work sixteen hours straight if we have to. I hate it; he’s okay with it. When I go to rest, I’m wide awake, too overstimulated to sleep. He gets into bed beside me and in half a minute he’s slumbering like a grizzly in winter.

Art does not dream as often as I do. His dreams are happy, or they are about organizing things. My dreams are powerful, sometimes disturbing.

So for years we both thought of me as strangely intense, him as “not very in touch.” But of course I thought about all that more intensely too. I vacillated between seeing myself as sick and him a miracle of mental health, and me as a genius cramped by a husband who was frustratingly shallow and unconscious. Of the two viewpoints, I actually preferred seeing myself as the problem. I so much wanted to love my husband. But sometimes I longed for a deeper partner, one who could lead me to God perhaps. Meanwhile, Art might have enjoyed a more spontaneous, outgoing mate—one who would talk more, take more pleasure in life. But he was not really bothered by our differences. I was.

I was unhappy with myself too. I truly thought there was something wrong with me, although to Art’s credit, he never did. He liked my intensity, creativity, intuition, preference for deep thinking and conversation, awareness of subtleties, the intense emotions. I saw these as acceptable surface manifestations of a terrible, hidden flaw I had been aware of all my life. From my perspective, by some miracle he loved me in spite of it.

In other ways we are hardly total opposites, of course. Nor is this book only about love between a highly sensitive person (HSP) and a non-HSP. Much of it is about HSPs loving themselves and one another. Further, Art is not highly nonsensitive. He dislikes crowds, hates violent movies, loves the arts. He’s very conscientious and consistently seeks to be attuned to others and to his inner life. On the HSP Self-Test, he scores around a nine—a middle score (middle scores are actually not the most common—mostly people are HSPs or not). And he loves love, intimacy, closeness. In fact, our main area of research has been and still is love and close relationships.

Yet until a few years ago, privately I wasn’t always sure I wanted to be close or could be close to anyone. Mostly I reined in my negativity, another part of the seeming flaw, until a midlife crisis spewed it all over. This period was very hard on Art, as I became pretty blunt about my dissatisfactions. But it also broke open the way toward a resolution of our difficulties, and to this book.

ENTER THE HIGHLY SENSITIVE PERSON

The breakthrough came when the psychotherapist I turned to at this time casually mentioned to me that I was “highly sensitive.” The lights went on. Could this be my apparent flaw? And not a flaw after all? And so began my study of highly sensitive persons.

For those of you new to the concept, HSPs are that 15 to 20 percent of the human population born with a nervous system genetically designed to be more sensitive to subtleties, more prone to deep reflection on inner experience, and therefore inevitably more easily overwhelmed by outer events. We’ll get to the details of the trait in chapter 1. By the way, this is not just my idea but one well established through research by others too. The main point to understand in this introduction is that I am not talking about a little quirk here, but a major, normal, inherited difference in how the entire nervous system functions, affecting every aspect of life. It is present in about a fifth of the population, and to some degree in a much larger percentage; thus if people were matched randomly, the chance of a relationship being affected by the trait is at least 36 percent.

What matters to you right now, of course, is whether you and/or your partner is an HSP. Take the HSP self-and partner-tests, along with the second pair of tests, which involve another inherited trait—sensation seeking—also discussed in chapter 1. By the way, just as many men as women are born highly sensitive, even though women are stereotyped as being sensitive to subtleties and men as being tough and not noticing much. Stereotypes about men, women, and sensitivity are addressed in chapter 2.

As I have interviewed, conducted surveys, consulted with, and gathered questionnaires from thousands of people, I have found that both my own life and my marriage make infinitely more sense to me now. More and more, I can love and respect both myself and my husband, different as we are. Indeed, I can see now that facing our deep-rooted temperament differences has schooled us, developed our characters, and added passion and pleasure to our lives in a way that nothing else could have.

This book speaks from my strong personal experience that we HSPs and our partners, HSPs or non-HSPs, need help thinking through the meaning of our intensity and our differences. Without this help, love and close relationships can bring HSPs bitter disappointment, and in the process we can unwittingly inflict suffering on others. But with help, we HSPs are ideally designed to make an unusually bountiful contribution of love to our families and the world.

SO THIS BOOK SAYS IT’S ALL IN THE GENES?

I would never argue that being an HSP, or not being one, decides one’s happiness or success in relationships. Certainly Art and I had many other issues to deal with besides our difference in sensitivity. But I can say confidently that one’s degree of sensitivity, and inherited temperament in general, is the most neglected factor in understanding the success of relationships.

This neglect is going to end soon, however. For example, although little was made of it, in 1992, psychologists Matt McGue and David Lykken at the University of Minnesota found that about 50 percent of the risk of divorce is genetically determined! Although in a moment I will dispute the meaning we should give to that figure, that’s an astounding amount of genetic influence. The issue is bound to receive more attention soon, given our culture’s increasing interest in genetics.

Do genes really decide whether your love relationships work out? Obviously not, you say. People learn attitudes and values as they grow up, and they can change them too—for example, by following the guidance of a self-help book like this one. But the genetics-of-divorce study is part of a general trend asserting that most of your current psychological situation—such as how happy you are with your job and home life—is the result of genes, not your experiences or upbringing.

I think we are right to be skeptical about emphasizing genes so much. First, marriage and divorce are obviously social in nature. (Surely genes are not the reason for more people divorcing in California than Minnesota.) Second, this trend of thinking that behavior is controlled by genes can lead to a subtler but more insidious idea: Let’s forget about trying to help people change their lives or holding them accountable for their behaviors because, poor things, they were “born that way.” Then come the labels for “that way”—neurotic, fearful, pessimistic, low in intelligence, violent, having an attention deficit disorder, and so forth. Yes, there are studies showing that genes are a factor in each. But how are they a factor, and what should we learn from this? And why does one member of a pair of identical twins, both with identical genes, often lack the other’s “inherited” problems?

Well, while I may be hunting mushrooms in the same woods as the temperament researchers who see most of our psychology decided by genes, I am certainly coming home with a different harvest. First, I think relationship problems are still social, not genetic. The heritability of divorce only means that something about people’s genetics is influencing divorce—I believe it’s not our inherited temperaments that are causing trouble, but that we deal with some temperaments poorly. Second, the more I learn about temperament, the more I think learning about it is the key to changing people—to making them less stressed and more tolerant of themselves and others. Temperament is not a reason for leaving people unchanged and viewing them as unchangeable.

Nevertheless, 50 percent of your risk of divorcing has something to do with your genes. This makes inherited temperament a very important and neglected factor in relationship harmony.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Remember, People Are Complicated

Like anyone writing about human psychology, I have to make generalizations. HSPs are especially suspicious of generalizations, labels, and stereotypes because we are always reflecting on their implications and the other possibilities. Maybe you are already saying to yourself, “I thought I was an HSP, but I’m really more like Art—I sleep great, I’m extroverted, restless, optimistic.”

The fact is, there are HSPs with all of those qualities. For example, 30 percent of HSPs are socially extroverted. We are all unique individuals, thanks to our different experiences, genetic complexities, and perhaps a dash of personal destiny as well. Every relationship is also unique. So please read this book with many grains of salt, taking only what is useful.

You also may be thinking, “Just what the world needs—another basis for prejudice.” Good for you. That’s the “shadow,” the inevitable downside of generalities—they become stereotypes and then prejudices. We start thinking HSPs are this way, the good way, and non-HSPs are that way, the bad way.

We HSPs know about prejudice—when we haven’t been simply ignored, we have been pitied or denigrated as shy, timid, or neurotic (traits I believe no one is born with). Of course we need a compensating infusion of pride, a sense we have some superior aspects to ourselves. But in this book especially, where we are trying to learn to honor difference, you and I must be very careful to value ourselves without devaluing the non-HSP. So use this book thoughtfully, as I trust you will—keep brief the times (we all slip) when you reduce yourself or others to a single score on a single trait or feel superior or inferior because of it.

Use This Book for Love and Friendships Both

Although this book mainly addresses romantic relationships, we obviously love friends and relatives as well. Much of what is here applies equally to those relationships—meeting friends, staying close to relatives, deepening collegial connections, communicating well with HSPs and non-HSPs you are fond of. I believe romantic relationships cannot survive the long haul without these other kinds of close relationships to augment them. No partner can be everything to the other or enjoy everything about the other. And HSPs can have particularly rich, complicated personalities and interests that they need to talk about and have appreciated. You will especially need some HSP friends if your partner is a non-HSP, and your partner will need some non-HSP friends. If you are both HSPs, both of you will enjoy having some separate non-HSP friends.

Adapt the Book According to Where You Are with Love

Love happens to be about as big a topic as I could have chosen. Your needs will vary widely, depending on whether you are falling in love, happily living with someone, having trouble with a long-term relationship, or not in a relationship at all and perhaps wanting to be or perhaps not. So for a moment I would like to address some of you separately.

If You Are Reading This Book with Your Partner (Another HSP or Not)

Good for both of you—this is the best plan. Maybe you can even read some or all of it out loud to each other. I think you will be surprised by how much thinking together about your temperaments can soften and smooth your relationship.

If You Have a Partner Who Probably Will Not Read This Book

This is fine too. You can share what you have learned, perhaps read the juicy-for-you parts out loud, but spare your partner the time involved in reading the entire book. If he or she is not even slightly interested, don’t let it trouble you too much. Usually people resist an idea because it threatens them in some way, so you will have to think about what your partner fears about reading this book. Then perhaps you can gradually build his or her trust enough for you to be confided in. If you are angry and hurt, you will not receive that trust.

To be so understanding is a tall order, of course, and not always a wise one. If you are deeply upset by your partner’s lack of interest, you probably cannot and should not hide your feelings. But remember, interest comes and goes, as do fears. People open to new ideas when they are relaxed and secure that they are appreciated. Keep the big picture—the things you love about your partner—and let’s see how it goes.

If You Are Not in Love Right Now

Please know that you were often on my mind as I wrote, because I meet so many HSPs who are not in close relationships—by choice or not. But whatever the state of our current relationships, we HSPs tend to be more sculpted by our loves than others are. We tend to fall in love harder than others. So we can always benefit from reflecting on our past loves. Goethe is supposedly the source of a sentiment I like: I love you, and it has nothing to do with you. I called this a book about love, not relationships, for just this reason—love seems a far richer, more personal and subjective “HSP topic” than relationships. I don’t think books on relationships are often written by inward-oriented, solitude-requiring lovers such as myself or many of you, who can do much of their loving in private. I thought a book for us was needed, and that you as a group would particularly appreciate it.

Also remember that we all need close friends, and love is a force in human psychology that never disappears. All day long we think of people, even if we are alone. Those we can think of, we can love. People certainly need to be loved, yourself included. I hope this book will help release in you more of the self-love and other-love that is there.

If You Are Not an HSP

How good of you to want to learn more about your HSP partner and friends. I apologize for addressing this book to HSPs—I do not mean to exclude you non-HSPs—but I think you will understand.

THIS BOOK IS BASED ON RESEARCH—AND MORE

HSPs will want to know that much of this book is based on solid research—both my own and that of the leading researchers in the fields of adult temperament and close relationships. These fields have grown enormously in the last decade. But much of this research fails to reach the general public, which instead receives a steady stream of non-research-based opinions on personality, gender, and “what makes love last.” This book will inform you about many of the facts being gathered in research settings as I connect those facts to HSPs in relationships.

Data from All Over

I began my own research for this book by interviewing HSPs in depth about their relationships. Then I devised research studies and questionnaires to explore specific questions. One questionnaire was completed by one thousand people, HSPs and not. Another sent out to all the subscribers of the HSP newsletter Comfort Zone requested not only information from them but also from a non-HSP acquaintance, to provide a comparison group. I also had the opportunity to include measures of sensitivity in long-term studies of couples done by other researchers, and to analyze those results.

My goal has been to provide some authentic answers, not just my opinion, to questions such as: Are HSPs likely to pair up with other HSPs? And if they do, are they happier? What are the typical problems of two HSPs versus an HSP and a non-HSP? What are HSPs’ strengths and weaknesses in relationships? How does being highly sensitive affect one’s sexual life or one’s likelihood of ending a relationship?

Yet love does not like to yield its secrets to a pure number cruncher. That is why this book is also grounded in my very personal experience, as I revealed at the beginning of this introduction, and in my experience as a psychotherapist. Finally, it is also informed by depth psychology.

Data from Below as Well

Depth psychology is that part of psychology dedicated to the study of aspects of life that have been overlooked, repressed, or even despised. Like sailors keeping an eye on the surface weather of the sea, research psychologists use methods that tend to keep them looking for the general principles of conscious thinking and behavior. Depth psychologists are the scuba divers and Jacques Cousteaus, trying to get below the surface, to the unconscious “rest of the story.” Both approaches are valuable, but to know only the surface gives a very one-sided view of the ocean, even if at first glance or for some purposes it seems to suffice.

I happen to be one of those rare psychologists who uses both research and depth approaches. The study of sensitivity needs this because sensitive people are unusually attuned to and sometimes overwhelmed by the unconscious. Their more vivid dreams are just one example.

Depth psychology is also needed for plumbing the seabed of love, those dark places that are home to what is scary, strange, forbidden, forgotten, sometimes violently repressed. Indeed, to depth psychologists, sudden deep love is almost always an eruption from these depths. We will return to this in chapter 4.

This book, then, looks at love and sensitivity from the surface, through numbers and data, and also from the depths, from the unconscious and the seldom spoken of. This is the approach best suited to HSPs, I believe. We are not ones to accept easy answers, especially about love. The longer we reflect, the more rich, subtle, and complex our topic becomes.

For example, HSPs know well that love, even romantic love, is not mainly about sex, whatever some biologists say. This is evident from the fact that falling in love is no more or less likely at any age, from kindergarten to senior citizenship.

Further, reflecting deeply, as we do, most HSPs would not agree with the easy answer that love is or should be all about lasting relationships or marriage, since many profound loves remain secret, are never reciprocated, or flash briefly and die.

We can agree with those who say that love transforms people, but we know it doesn’t always. And if love transforms, we would be glad to agree that the change is for the better—except we know that’s not always true, as when the chosen lover betrays or abuses.

We’d like to agree with those optimists who say that if we stay in a love relationship long enough, we will learn important things about ourselves. But that’s the saddest joke of all—there are many who stay in relationships and seem to get blinder and blinder to their own role in any problems they are having, their partner just providing them with someone to blame.

After much reflection, this HSP has decided that all we can say for sure about love is that it is always an opportunity to step inside and grow in our integrity and insight. We may fail to use the opportunity, but it is being given, every time. Even if the relationship is long over, the opportunity remains, if you wish to reflect with me. So let’s begin.

Are You Highly Sensitive?

A SELF-TEST*

Answer each question according to the way you feel. Answer true if it is at least moderately true for you. Answer false if it is not very true or not at all true for you.



	T  F    
	I seem to be aware of subtleties in my environment.



	T  F
	Other people’s moods affect me.



	T  F
	I tend to be very sensitive to pain.



	T  F
	I find myself needing to withdraw during busy days, into bed or into a darkened room or any place where I can have some privacy and relief from stimulation.



	T  F
	I am particularly sensitive to the effects of caffeine.



	T  F
	I am easily overwhelmed by things like bright lights, strong smells, coarse fabrics, or sirens close by.



	T  F
	I have a rich, complex inner life.



	T  F
	I am made uncomfortable by loud noises.



	T  F
	I am deeply moved by the arts or music.



	T  F
	I am conscientious.



	T  F
	I startle easily.



	T  F
	I get rattled when I have a lot to do in a short amount of time.



	T  F
	When people are uncomfortable in a physical environment, I tend to know what needs to be done to make it more comfortable (like changing the lighting or the seating).



	T  F
	I am annoyed when people try to get me to do too many things at once.



	T  F
	I try hard to avoid making mistakes or forgetting things.



	T  F
	I make it a point to avoid violent movies and TV shows.



	T  F
	I become unpleasantly aroused when a lot is going on around me.



	T  F
	Changes in my life shake me up.



	T  F
	I notice and enjoy delicate or fine scents, tastes, sounds, and works of art.



	T  F
	I make it a high priority to arrange my life to avoid upsetting or overwhelming situations.



	T  F
	When I must compete or be observed while performing a task, I become so nervous or shaky that I do much worse than I would otherwise.



	T  F
	When I was a child, my parents or teachers seemed to see me as sensitive or shy.





To score, see the box after the Partner Test.



Is Your Partner Highly Sensitive?

THE SAME SELF-TEST, TO BE COMPLETED BY YOUR PARTNER


(If you are not in a relationship or your partner does not want to take this test, you can fill it out yourself, answering the questions as you would imagine your partner would, or as someone would whom you have been close to in the past and want to think about as you read this book.)



Answer each question according to the way you feel. Answer true if it is at least moderately true for you. Answer false if it is not very true or not at all true for you.



	T  F    
	I seem to be aware of subtleties in my environment. T F Other people’s moods affect me.



	T  F
	I tend to be very sensitive to pain.



	T  F
	I find myself needing to withdraw during busy days, into bed or into a darkened room or any place where I can have some privacy and relief from stimulation.



	T  F
	I am particularly sensitive to the effects of caffeine.



	T  F
	I am easily overwhelmed by things like bright lights, strong smells, coarse fabrics, or sirens close by.



	T  F
	I have a rich, complex inner life.



	T  F
	I am made uncomfortable by loud noises.



	T  F
	I am deeply moved by the arts or music.



	T  F
	I am conscientious.



	T  F
	I startle easily.



	T  F
	I get rattled when I have a lot to do in a short amount of time.



	T  F
	When people are uncomfortable in a physical environment, I tend to know what needs to be done to make it more comfortable (like changing the lighting or the seating).



	T  F
	I am annoyed when people try to get me to do too many things at once.



	T  F
	I try hard to avoid making mistakes or forgetting things.



	T  F
	I make it a point to avoid violent movies and TV shows.



	T  F
	I become unpleasantly aroused when a lot is going on around me.



	T  F
	Changes in my life shake me up.



	T  F
	I notice and enjoy delicate or fine scents, tastes, sounds, and works of art.



	T  F
	I make it a high priority to arrange my life to avoid upsetting or overwhelming situations.



	T  F
	When I must compete or be observed while performing a task, I become so nervous or shaky that I do much worse than I would otherwise.



	T  F
	When I was a child, my parents or teachers seemed to see me as sensitive or shy.





SCORING

If you answered true to twelve or more of the questions, you are probably highly sensitive. But no psychological test is so accurate that you should base your life on it. If only one or two questions are true of you, but they are extremely true, you might also be justified in calling yourself highly sensitive.




* From Elaine N. Aron, The Highly Sensitive Person: How to Thrive When the World Overwhelms You. © 1996 by Elaine N. Aron. Published by arrangement with Carol Publishing Group. A Birch Lane Press Book.
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