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For my daughter.
Your sensitivity is your strength.


 

Scallop Shell by Friða Isberg
(Translated from Icelandic by my
gift daughter Unnur Aldred)

 

I sensed from the hush
that sensitivity was a weakness
something to hide

so I hid it
not like a sweet
to eat later on

rather like a pale pink
veiny-blue scallop shell
that must not break


Introduction

I guess you’re just a little too sensitive. A remark made to me by boyfriends, bosses, friends, taxi drivers, strangers at bus stops – usually smiling, usually kind. Despite the intention, each time it has stopped me short: a slap of shame, a sudden brick wall, a shower running ice-cold mid hair wash. After each encounter, I would think, at what point was it that I showed too much sensitivity? Have I embarrassed myself? Is my face doing something that I don’t know about?

It didn’t feel like a compliment and I didn’t take it as one. Whether people had meant those things kindly or not was irrelevant. I collected these incidents as evidence, and if I had real cause to be sad about something, I would open the box, add some shame to whatever situation I was processing – here is evidence that you are weak, you do not have tough enough skin, you process the world wrong – and conclude, once again, that it was my sensitivity that was the problem.

I didn’t do anything with that conclusion, other than self-flagellate and tell my best friend, who experiences the world similarly to me. I found examples of songs and art – other people expressing their own sensitivity, all tortured and in pain – confirming my suspicion that yes, to be sensitive meant to be an eternal outsider, with low self-esteem. The necessity to suppress and conceal this fundamental trait became obvious to me at a young age. I spent my childhood desperate to grow up, bullied at every school I went to.

One day, aged seven, after being beaten up in the bathroom at school, I walked myself out the gates and home to my house. I wrote down in my diary, ‘Learn to stop being so sensitive. Until then, pretend you are tough.’ When I was growing up, my parents were petrified of how I would find a way in the world. Mum would stay with me at parties, commenting often and ruefully on how difficult I seemed to find just being young, how unsure of myself I was. Later her remarks would change: ‘Don’t be too hard, Hannah’ and ‘Remember to be soft sometimes.’ I even earned the nickname Knuckles from some friends, hugely ironic and worn with such pride. Faced with society’s demands and expectations, and a bloody-minded determination to survive and thrive, I had changed and apparently with successful results. But what might I have lost, and what more might I have achieved, if I hadn’t needed to quash my sensitivity in the first place?

In 2015 I had my daughter and something fundamental changed. One afternoon, when I was living in Edinburgh, I stood at the top of a hill in the city’s botanical gardens, my sleeping baby strapped to my front, looking out at the hills and spires, and found myself filling up and spilling over with feeling. I was crying because the city’s outline was so beautiful, because I was so grateful for my daughter after a long period of infertility and because I missed my family living miles away. I was crying because of the humbling ferocity of parenthood, because I loved my work, my partner, and because becoming a parent meant I could somehow feel again – in fact, it was required of me. It had given me back something I had spent a long time trying to get away from, and it felt like winter sun.

That same day I got an email from a BBC Radio 4 producer called Giles Edwards, asking if I had any ideas for a short piece for a programme. In the fraught time between my daughter napping and waking, I wrote a hurried pitch saying, ‘I think sensitivity is an interesting subject. It’s shameful.’ Giles agreed, and so I started to research. I googled, ‘What are sensitive people useful for?’ The internet said, ‘Intuitive nurturing skills.’ In my searches I discovered a popular author and psychologist called Dr Elaine A Aron. She had, after years of research, coined the phrase ‘highly sensitive person’ or HSP, and concluded that 15–20 per cent of any given population could be labelled as such. There are those who believe it could be as much as 30 per cent. But even if I take the lower end of this statistic, that is one in six. Dr Aron also argued that being ‘highly sensitive’ is genetic, innate and equally dispersed across all genders and personality types. In other research, I read that the highly sensitive are statistically among a group of people most likely to suffer with mental health problems, to be among our lowest paid employees and not to be politically represented.

While researching and writing the radio text, I would nurse and play with my daughter, take her to playgroups, force myself outside of my social comfort zone for the benefit of her social development. Every game, song and activity presented at these groups, my daughter would sit back and observe. Sometimes, she would remove herself from the circle entirely, and quite literally circle the circle, watching to see what the rules were and if this might be something she would like to do. Sometimes I was embarrassed, and once I stood up, picked her up and rushed out. I wanted her to just join in and, crucially, not show any signs of being at all like me. But she was, and is, just like me. In the Radio 4 piece, I wrote about the realization that if my daughter was just like me, highly sensitive, and I felt bad about that, then she would learn to feel bad about it too. I was giving her a very hard path to walk. I wrote that I didn’t know what to do about it, just that I had to do something. I had to do more, I had to figure out how to have a better relationship with my sensitivity.

The piece aired, and the very day it did emails started appearing in my inbox, hundreds of them. Strangers who had gone online and found my email address on my work website. Extraordinary emails. People asking for and offering resources for other sensitive people, emails sharing page upon page of personal realizations and frustration and life history. There were teachers (a lot of teachers), lawyers, psychologists, psychoanalysts, the head of a world-leading pharmaceutical organization, someone from the UN, someone from the Ministry of Defence, doctors, and a lot of parents worried sick about their sensitive child. I don’t really have the words to explain what realizing there were lots of us felt like, contacting them, being taken into their confidence.

After my initial delight, I started to feel very guilty. I hadn’t solved anything. I hadn’t really changed my relationship to sensitivity. I’d opened a can of worms for a whole load of individuals out there, without offering any real insight, research or progression. I emailed Giles and asked if we could do something more on this, could we make a documentary? It got through all the filter processes at BBC Radio, and we made a full-length radio documentary asking the question, ‘How useful is sensitivity to society?’ I interviewed a teacher from Hull who, after listening to the initial thought piece, had resigned from her teaching position and taken on another role, realizing that her sensitivity had been thwarting her in her previous job. I interviewed a human resources specialist, asking what she felt the value of sensitivity was to the workplace, and whether the skill of sensitivity should be remunerated on a pay scale if it was proven to be valuable. I interviewed a lobbyist who had created an organization called Vantage, campaigning for equal access rights for highly sensitive people; we talked about whether sensitivity should be considered a disability and have protected status. I interviewed a psychologist researching sensitivity in school and group environments and its implications for bias at work. I interviewed the head of economics at Harvard Business School, who was conducting research into quantifying the value of the skill of sensitivity. I interviewed someone who studies what the brains of HSPs and non-HSPs are doing while processing situations and environments. I interviewed someone who worked in high-end tech system design, and we discussed the value of HSPs to that industry and its development. I answered the question I had set out to ask: ‘How useful is sensitivity to society?’ The answer was – very.

The programme aired, and I received another batch of amazing emails from strangers. You might have thought at that point I would be content. But no. I knew there was much more to be discovered. We currently live in a society that does not value sensitivity. So undervalued is it, in fact, that many people consider it a guaranteed path to failure, and our attitude towards it becomes self-perpetuating. Nowhere is this more obvious than in employment, where sectors with sensitivity at their heart – teaching, nursing, social work – are badly paid and lacking in social cachet, while in the corporate world the sensitive employee must learn to present themselves in an entirely different way or risk being labelled inadequate.

There are many among us who believe we are living in an epidemic of softness, but the story our society buys into really is that the tough succeed, the winners are rewarded and to win one must be ruthless. We don’t know what to do in the workplace when someone makes a decision based on emotion; there isn’t a management system for that. We don’t know what to do in the classroom when a pupil is sensitive; it slows down teaching. Sensitivity is inconvenient, messy, embarrassing. It is entirely at odds with the professional, technologically centred world we have created. We still promote, above all else, competition, which teaches us to have a fundamental contempt for sensitivity. If anything, we are living in an epidemic of selfishness, not softness. This book considers how we might learn to use sensitivity as a path to forging new selves and a new way of existing – as a strength, a valuable resource, not just in individual self-help contexts, but in the collective social fabric and in the stories we tell about what we value and how we live.

Sensitivity has been written about before, and spaces have graciously and painstakingly been made where sensitive people can feel safe and understood. Exceptional as those safe spaces are, they do not change the narrative that says that sensitivity is useless, weak and has no real-life value. That narrative must change, and it will take more than just the sensitive among us to make that happen.

***

You might think that I have learned as much as is possible about sensitivity, that surely I should be satisfied. But in my journey through this subject I have touched on exciting new areas of research and ideas that stand to change who and what we value. That is why I am writing this, to round out the picture more fully and to share that learning with you.

The personal reason is that I still flinch when someone says, ‘I guess you’re just a little too sensitive.’ As a parent, I feel a fierce need to try and change the conditions that made growing up challenging for me. I want the conditions my daughter grows up in to be better. It is a waste to spend a large part of your life wishing your nature was different, and if I still flinch with shame about my sensitivity, my daughter will flinch at her own nature too. There has to be a better story to be found and I want to find it. Society tells us it is bad to be sensitive. But is it? Is there another way of looking at it?

I realize I am writing the book that I wish had existed when I was a sensitive child, teenager and adult; in a way I am writing to my young self as well as to you. And maybe, or maybe not, it is useful for you to know that I spend a few of my days a walking, talking nerve-ending, a flinching piece of flesh, full of insecurity all ringed around sensitivity. Some days I find it helpful to draw on the thoughts and convictions of those I love and who love me.

One spring morning while writing this book, on a day when the moon was still in the sky and daffodils were growing at the feet of streetlights, I called my closest friend, Dr Emma Short, and I told her that I was too sensitive to write this book, that I could not solve sensitivity, that I was not qualified to be doing this. She said something like the following: ‘Look, you moose, you are not writing a book to tell people how to get rid of their sensitivity. You do not need to have fixed it. It does not need to be fixed. You are not suggesting it can be cured or that it should be. You are writing a book that offers some evidence that sensitivity is part of us, that it is useful, that it is a good thing, possibly. You have got to try and ignore the doubt. You are qualified to write this book because you have a lifetime of experience of being sensitive. The book is for people like us, and for people who love them, and for people who are not as sensitive too. You have met all these amazing people who have done this amazing research; just do the homework for us on the subject, tell us what they know, help us piece it together.’

And so, armed with all the love and practicality imbued in that, I am really glad you are here. Let’s get going.


Part 1

The Story of
Sensitivity


1. Self-worth

I want to help change the story of sensitivity: that is why I am writing this book and I hope it is what has brought you here too. To change a story, you need to understand it and know where it comes from. So where does the idea that sensitivity is bad come from? What are its roots?

I think it’s important to begin with what we understand by sensitivity. Robin Skeates, in his paper ‘Making Sense of World Art: An Archaeological Perspective’, starts by defining ‘sense’, the first part of the word sensitivity, as ‘bodily sensation, apprehended through the sense organs’; and, on the other hand, as mental insight, as in ‘making sense’. Seems simple enough, right? But we have made the word sensitive quite complicated. We have loaded it with negative associations. We use it as a veiled and not-soveiled insult: ‘I think you are being too sensitive’ really means, ‘You are bothering me with your feelings.’

Once someone accuses you of being too sensitive, it is likely you will start thinking of it as a personal fault. A commonly used term is ‘snowflake’, often directed at millennials. There are more archaic insults in our language, such as wuss, milksop, cry baby – I am sure that you can pepper that list with your own. Societal mores have hooked a load of baggage onto sensitivity. It’s like an overloaded camel given no water and told to make it across the desert – the odds are not stacked in its favour. When we say someone is sensitive or being sensitive, we often mean we do not think they have what it takes to complete a task, that their emotions get in the way of achieving. But to reference back to Skeates’s definition, sensitivity is quite simple, unencumbered by value – bodily sensation and mental insight. Seems simple enough, and yet it really isn’t. We do not treat the trait as something simple, we treat it as something weak. Something is wrong in the maths of its story. The story of sensitivity within our current culture is one of shame: sensitivity dresses in shame, eats shame, sleeps in a bed of shame. And I am just not sure why it is that way. If that is right. And who that negative association is useful to. There has got to be a better way of framing it, right?

Of the hundreds of strangers who got in touch with me after my radio piece about sensitivity, most wanted to tell me that they had been told by their parents or carers that their sensitivity was a problem, that it equated to weakness and was something that needed to be educated out of them. Often we are formed by the stories we grow up around, as well as what is considered socially acceptable for our variables – gender, ethnicity, sexuality, ableism. I am driven in this book by my own experience. I am a white straight woman living in the West. And there will be people with different variables and cultures who will have different, possibly more challenging, stories to tell.

From the moment we are born, we encounter information that informs our idea about who we are and the world that we live in. By the time a child is about eight years old, they have a template idea of their own traits and personality, and whether they feel like a valuable person – they have developed some idea of individual value. Parents and caregivers significantly influence a child’s self-worth; idea of self then informs the child’s academic and social behaviour. Children learn the world through information they are given, which they relate to themselves, forming ideas such as ‘I am brave/sensitive/funny’. We gather that information from birth, and as we grow, we collect autobiographical information and arrive as our jumbled adult selves with a story about our own skills and nature. We use those stories to make sense of ourselves, our daily lives and our place in the world.

I come from a big family of sensitive people whose defining trait is their sensitivity. My mum is our matriarch; with my dad she has raised four sensitive children and six sensitive grandchildren. My mum had a hard time growing up sensitive, and though she and I talk often and in depth, we have not ever particularly discussed her sensitivity. As the writer of this book, it felt important for me to begin this journey of discovery by trying to understand my own sensitivity and, in order to do that, I need to understand my mum’s sensitivity too.

____________________

Hannah: Mum, would you please introduce yourself?

Kate: My name is Kate. I am an artist of sorts, I am sixty-seven, I have raised four children and I have six grandchildren.

Hannah: How would you describe your relationship to sensitivity?

Kate: I was born sensitive. As a child in nursery, I was told to stop being such a worry mutton all the time. I have three brothers, all of them wonderfully sensitive. As children, they seemed to sail through life, but I fretted. My mother was very busy with the four of us. She was kind, artistic and had high hopes for us all. I’m not sure she fully understood my needs. Emotion wasn’t as openly discussed at that time, in the late 1950s, early ’60s.

As I got older, it got worse. Or maybe it was just that I noticed it more. I’m sensitive and always have been – sensitive to what people have said, sensitive in the playground, sensitive to anything my mother said to me. And then I was sent away to boarding school, which crucified me, because being sensitive and reacting in a sensitive way to everything that went on, you had to deal with it on your own. There was no space for you to be sensitive, no one to turn to. Pathetic, really. There were things that saved me at school, like art and athletics and music. But the sensitivity, I cannot stress this enough, it was unbelievably debilitating. It was like a brick wall in front of me all the time that I had to somehow find my way around.

Then I left school and I found I had terrible times in situations that other people seem to manage so well. When I was seventeen my parents moved from Cambridge to Bristol and I refused to go, so I rented a room and worked in an office. I didn’t contact my family, as I was so angry with them for moving. I got more and more sensitive; I couldn’t find friendships who were supportive. And then I went to art college, which was...such an exposure to your own sensitivity because you’re creating, which means exposing your very being to criticism. I found it difficult. And so life went on like that, and situations that other people found so easy, I was in a real pickle about.

On a personal level, throughout my life, I have thrived when I had something big and creative to do and a target, and I could gladly work myself to the absolute bone and be so proud of what I’d done, and then I’d fall into this big oversensitive heap and everything everyone said was like being slapped.

And then more worry, worry, worry – worry about everything. Then I met your father and I married him. I felt huge reassurance from his overconfident, larger-than-life presence, which I later discovered was a ruse to mask just how sensitive he is. He had completely the opposite attitude to life. I found such solace in having you children. But as you each grew, I found I was sensitive to how other people were bringing up their children and I began to worry whether I’d done it right.

Hannah: You did, Mum, you and Dad both did.

Kate: When I had you, of course your birth was very traumatic, while you were being born they said you were in real trouble, but you survived. A bad start – your shoulder was nerve-damaged and you were in a lot of pain for the first year of your life, and you were fretful about everything. And I was very sensitive to what you needed. You were born sensitive too. And as you grew up, we realized you were very sensitive to every situation and social interaction. You were like me in the playground, in the classroom, going to parties on your own, worried, watching. You were bullied at each school. When you were about seven, someone I knew was working at the school as a volunteer and she told me that after you hung up your coat you were literally sliding along the corridor with your back to the wall, I think to avoid being seen. The school couldn’t or didn’t understand sensitivity and there was no support at all. So we found a way to send you to another sort of school, where you flourished, still sensitive but gaining confidence in certain other areas. As time went on, you remained sensitive but settled more. And being a sensitive person myself, I totally understood the difficulties you were facing, and I worried so much that you would end up like me.

Hannah: Mum, I am like you, and I am happy to be like you.

Mum, when we were growing up, there was this thing that you used to say often: ‘It’s like being a sponge. And I can’t take in any more.’ Can you tell me a little bit about what you mean by that?

Kate: Being sensitive I think means that you profoundly absorb other people’s worries and sensitivity towards things. I have spent a lot of my life absorbing every single worry or problem of those around me. And if you’re not careful, you reach a point where you cannot take any more in, overwhelmed. So, you must wring it out, you absolutely have to have ways to wring the sponge out.

And now I am older, and my children have their own lives and children and problems and joys, my sensitivity, and my empathy towards them, coupled with some significant physical illnesses, has at points been so extreme that I’ve become quite ill. And it really came to light when I was having counselling that everything I was saying gestured at how sensitive I am, and I slowly started to understand something very central about myself.

Hannah: Where do you think your sensitivity came from?

Kate: My father was a very noble, deep-thinking man, very non-judgemental, would make time for everyone – he could see his grandchildren’s characters very clearly, he took time for them, he knew and sensed who needed stories or time away from the rest of the family. My father was extremely kind to me about my sensitivity as a child. My mum was busy with the others, my brothers. I think my sensitivity annoyed her.

Hannah: Did your mum come from a family that did not value sensitivity? Or do you think she was very sensitive but educated out of it?

Kate: I gather her father was a domineering character. There was music, art, creativity in their home, but I don’t think discussions about emotions back then, there wasn’t room for that sort of thing – it was ‘chin up’.

Hannah: I am interested in the parenting of sensitive children. When we were little, you used to send us out the door with a particular phrase…

Kate: Yes, I would say, ‘Be kind, be sensitive, look out for others.’

Hannah: I remember talking to Rachel [my sister] and she said, ‘Mum says, “Be kind, be sensitive, look after others” and today I held the door at school open for someone in the other year, and they pushed it back the other way on purpose and it hit me full in the face.’

I think we had a home where we were all quite kind to each other and sensitive and looked after each other, but then when we got out into the world, we were a bit confused when people were not living by that same set of principles. If you were to raise us again, would you keep using that phrase?

Kate: No, I am afraid I wouldn’t. I’d say to all four of you, ‘Look, there are going to be times you will need to push to the front of the queue, take up space, be louder if needed.’ There are two times in my life I can remember, both running races, both different outcomes with different techniques. The first, I was ten, an interschool competition, and we were in the race, I was running and I was really near the front and the girl behind me let out a yell, she had tripped over and fallen, and I stopped and went back to help her. Then another time, another race, I was about thirteen, and the whistle went and the girl who was the best runner slipped on the chalk line. And I thought, no, I am not going to stop, and so I ran like the wind, and I won. I won!

Hannah: Do you think that your parents taught you good coping strategies for being sensitive?

Kate: No, but I think they did not understand. Boarding school was not a good environment for a sensitive child – constantly in the company of others, very little time alone, very little pastoral care. Very conscious of the impact your body and movements have on those around you and the interpersonal dynamics of the other children there.

Hannah: How do you manage your sensitivity now, Mum? You have had periods of being ill, but you are quite well now.

Kate: I have learned techniques to manage. I don’t do yoga or running but I have learned to try to remove myself from things that will make me anxious, I have learned tactics, more awareness. I reorganize the house, I charity shop, I style things, I take care of my children and my husband of forty-three years and myself and my grandchildren. I try hard not to put myself in positions where the sensitivity is overwhelming. And I have begun to feel a bit more confident of myself. I’ve had help – medication has enabled me to get on with life.

Hannah: How do you feel about your sensitivity now?

Kate: It’s who I am. It’s who I’ve always been. I am a caring person and can sense other people’s needs. I’m always looking for ways to help other people; I feel sensitive to their needs in a way that other people don’t seem to always notice. And very slowly I have found a way to get my mind around the fact that if you are sensitive, it is part of what makes you you. It’s not something that’s happened to you. It’s something innate in your character, it’s your being. So, you work with it. And you’re proud of it.

As my life has developed, I have begun to think, well, maybe I am a little different, let the other types of people get on with it. I’m happy to be sensitive and be in care roles; I am delighted to always have a kitchen table full of people who can talk about their experiences of being a person.

Hannah: Have you noticed in your children and in yourself a tendency to take things to heart?

Kate: Oh, gosh, yes. All of them, and myself too. Whereas seemingly, with other people, a comment was made and they could laugh it off, you guys seemed not to have that skin. I think you were all missing a layer of protective skin. You were all so wounded by others. It was painful to watch sometimes.

Hannah: That must have been hard, Mum. As a parent now, I think I know that feeling of wanting to offer your child all you can for them to be able to navigate the world, and a thick skin is a great advantage. Sending a child out with a metaphorical skin layer missing must have felt challenging.

Kate: Yes, but you all found your way, with lots of wrong turns, and you all care for other people and live your lives very deeply.

Hannah: Do you think being sensitive has any benefits?

Kate: I think that sensitivity has the potential to make people highly creative. For example, although I wasn’t a very good designer, there are aspects of styling things that I am much better at than a lot of other people.

Hannah: You make the most extraordinary places, Mum.

Kate: All my sensitive siblings are highfliers in the arts – very highfliers – and I think their sensitivity and mine and all my children’s, it’s like a capacity for great empathy and connecting and finding meaning. I think it’s a gift, a gift that comes with challenges. Such intuition, the ability to analyse deeply, to notice, to see, and often to protect other people.

I think I read situations intuitively. I can often see what’s about to happen. Throughout my life, I have often said I don’t know how I know this is going to happen, but it is. Often that information has been dismissed, but it always happens. Not like once or twice, I mean so, so often. I think maybe I am reading situations differently. I look for the undertones rather than the overt. I can read the detail of people, the things they might not intend to tell you about themselves, through their body language, their micro-expressions, things they are wearing.

Hannah: Like a detective! Throughout my life, when I have brought friends or boyfriends home, sometimes you have said, ‘Watch out for that one’, and I have said, ‘No, they are great.’ And then, always, what you have said comes to pass – always.

Kate: It’s the inner witch, Hannah. No, it’s just paying attention to how people present themselves to you and really noticing.

Hannah: So, Mum, your parents were sensitive, you are very sensitive, as are your siblings, your children and your grandchildren. That is four generations in a line. What kind of story do you think you have passed on to us about sensitivity?

Kate: I hope I have passed on that it’s OK to be sensitive. I’m guessing that I must have or maybe you would not be writing this book.

Hannah: Last question in a minute, Mum, and I just wanted to say, I have never really heard you say much about your sensitivity before – I mean, I knew, but we had not really talked about it. I want to tell you that I think you did an amazing and important thing. Generational narratives can be very strong and run on and on. And I think that what you did, having been given a not-so-great story about your sensitivity, you gave us a good one about ours. You changed the story. I mean, we still found it hard, but you supported us. Thank you.

[She nodded]

Hannah: So, having done a lot of parenting and grandparenting of very sensitive children, do you feel you have any advice to offer any other parents of highly sensitive children?

Kate: I think it’s like stroking feathers that have been pushed in all the wrong directions. Like detangling your child’s hair when it’s knotted in the morning. Soothe them and try and build their confidence, notice the detail of who they are, that is where their strengths will grow from. They are not often like other people, they grow in different ways.

Hannah: Anything you would like to be asked that I have not asked, Mum?

Kate: On reflection, because of the work that you are doing on this book, it’s made me think very hard about my own character and how sensitivity has affected my life. I’ve often thought about what life would have been if I hadn’t been so sensitive – and I really wouldn’t change it.

____________________

Why am I sharing this conversation? On a very basic level, because I am so proud to be made of the same stuff as my mum. Despite how difficult it has been for her to live her life as a very sensitive person, she would not change it. Not only is she an extraordinary individual, but also the type of person she is and the skills she has are phenomenal. She makes homes that people walk into and want to cry because they feel so relieved to be in a place of care and beauty. Not ostentatious, but places made out of non-expensive, carefully chosen materials, places that think about how they make other people feel. My mum may have stopped practising as an artist, but she makes art in everything she does. She knows when people are upset, she can see right through to the middle of a person, what they are saying, what they are not, what they hope, what they fear. She can think through any information, consider all options, understand it from all angles and help a person figure out which way they need to go. She is a wonderful mother, grandmother, friend. She is a knower, one of life’s great perceivers, holders, makers. She notices things other people miss.

But I am also telling you this story because I believe things might have been quite different for my mum if she had been given an understanding of her sensitivity, her difference, earlier in life. I think it’s profoundly unhelpful to move through the world not understanding why you are experiencing things one way and seemingly everyone else is experiencing them with greater ease. I think it’s important that as many of us as possible know about this difference. It can make a huge contribution to the wellbeing of a sensitive individual.

I think that can also help us change any unintentional bad story of sensitivity that we live in. I believe my mum was given a bad story entirely unintentionally; my grandparents were really great people. I think the trait was misunderstood, possibly due to cultural attitudes of the times. Yes, my mum is unusual by virtue of being an individual, but her skillset, her value is not unusual in sensitive people.

It is not unusual for sensitive people to spend a large proportion of their days struggling against life, wishing they were different, wishing that they fitted. I am sure there are sensitive people for whom their sensitivity is not a problem; however, struggling is more common than not. Many sensitive people go through life feeling as though there is a continual brick wall in front of them, and the society they live in, and sometimes the care environments they come from, tell them that they need to just stop being so sensitive. But that is not possible. If you are very sensitive, your sensitivity is the main way you experience every aspect of the world every day. So, when you are told, ‘Stop being like that’, what you hear is, ‘I am wrong, I need to stop being like me, everyone else is managing fine, I need to be like them.’ That often leaves sensitive people with poor self-worth. The bigger societal stories that we all live in – such as, the strongest succeed; competition and accumulation of wealth are the priorities – tell that sensitive individual, ‘See, there is this whole system and you are just an individual, so the fact you do not fit is your problem and your problem solely.’

I heard my mum say that if she had her time parenting again, she would teach us to be ruthless little bastards, and I really understand that impulse, but I don’t agree. I think my parents were right to create a home environment where the individual natures of their children had space and validation, and I realize how extraordinarily lucky I am to have had that. My family home was made up of a big, clattering, chatty table of open-hearted people who would drop in to talk, to be by each other. I had better conditions than my mum did. And I would have had an even better self-story if my mum had had a better story about herself. My parents made sure we received non-judgemental love and care, but I grew up aware of the struggle my mum was experiencing and its impact upon her wellbeing, as well as the story she told herself, that her difficulty was due to her sensitivity. Often our children look for themselves in us, for better or worse. The stories we tell ourselves sometimes become the stories our children tell themselves.

When I get dressed in the morning in front of the mirror, my young daughter comes and puts her school uniform on next to me. I look at my body: it’s very far from what our culture considers to be ideal. It is incredibly tempting to say something negative about it out loud, because I look at myself and feel shame, thinking I should try harder to fit what the culture demands. It is an almost physical effort to keep my lips closed and not to criticize myself. I smile kindly at myself. My daughter looks in the mirror at us side by side, grins and says, ‘Our smiles are sort of the same and we both like drawing trees.’ And it is like someone has reached in and gripped my heart until the blood stops. I think, she sees parts of herself reflected in me. Physically, emotionally. As I stand here and look in this mirror all I think is, ‘Please don’t be like me, I wish a much smoother, easier path for you.’ And then I catch myself. I heard my mum say quite a lot of negative stuff about herself growing up. She never criticized us for our sensitivity, but she did criticize herself. And I realize that my mum and I are like paper dolls connected at the hands, and that my daughter is too. And that between us we pass down stories about the world, about ourselves. If I don’t have a good story about my own nature, my child will learn that, through things she hears or my behaviour, and that will colour how she feels about herself and her own nature. At this moment in time, the very best thing I can do for my daughter, and for my mum, is to get a better story about my own sensitivity. I want to look in the mirror and smile at myself because I understand that my traits have value, and I want my
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