
[image: image]




[image: image]







            Copyright

This book is not intended to be a substitute for an assessment by or advice from an appropriate professional. It contains general information regarding high sensitivity and is purely educational in nature.

Thorsons

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in the US by Citadel Press 2020

This UK edition published by Thorsons 2020

FIRST EDITION

© Elaine Aron 2020

Cover design by Rhys Willson © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2020

Cover image © Shutterstock.com

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

Elaine Aron asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Find out about HarperCollins and the environment at www.harpercollins.co.uk/green

Source ISBN: 9780008376536

Ebook Edition © April 2020 ISBN: 9780008376543

Version 2020-03-11



            Contents

Cover

Title Page



Copyright



Dedication





Introduction



Are You Highly Sensitive? A Self-Test



1. A Deeper Look at What It Means to Be a Highly Sensitive Parent



2. Coping with Overstimulation: The Proper Care and Appreciation of a Highly Sensitive Parent



3. Getting Help: Yes, You Need It



4. Depth of Processing: Making Decisions, from Buying the Healthiest Bread to the Purpose of Your Life



5. Enjoying and Regulating Your Greater Emotional Responsiveness



6. Navigating the Intensified Social Contact: From Teachers and Other Parents to Well-Meaning Relatives and Health Professionals



7. Sensitive Parents and Their Partners: The Issues and Some Tools



8. More on Sensitive Parents and Their Partners: Making Progress on the Tough Problems




Source Notes



Acknowledgments



List of Searchable Terms





Other Books By



Praise



About the Author



About the Publisher




            Dedication

To all hardworking parents:

We would not be here without you.

And especially to the highly sensitive ones,

for your depth of parenting.





            Introduction

ALL PARENTS FIND PARENTING DIFFICULT. According to our research, highly sensitive (HS) parents, at least in English-speaking countries, find it even more so. But the great news is that these HS parents also reported being more attuned to their children in many ways.

So the question now is are you highly sensitive? If you aren’t sure, please turn to the self-test here and see. If you are highly sensitive, that all-important attunement can be your greatest asset as a parent. The goal of this book is to help you use it to make your parenting less difficult and more joyful. (Just to be clear: This is not a book about parenting highly sensitive children, which is covered in The Highly Sensitive Child. This book is about being a parent who is highly sensitive, regardless of the temperament of your children.)

All parents are short on time, highly sensitive or not. But if you’re highly sensitive, you have to be even more careful than other parents about your time. According to research, as a highly sensitive person (HSP), you are more easily overstimulated. So in addition to the time it takes to parent, you need more downtime. Without this downtime, you get irritable and just plain miserable—and there goes that attunement. This book tries to be mindful of your precious time by focusing on what you need most. The first chapter is crucial if you have any doubts about the reality of your trait. I always say HSPs need to feel convinced they have it, but for an HS parent, it is fundamental. Chapter two, on coping with overstimulation, is also necessary, given that overstimulation is the one downside to having the trait. Chapter three is intended to help you realize what I am convinced of: that HS parents need help raising our children rather than trying to tough it out, as we may see others do. Chapter four is on making decisions. We HS parents express more than others that one of the most difficult issues for them is wanting to make the best decisions when there are many options and complex issues. Chapter five is on regulating your emotions, which are stronger than others’ and being stirred up almost constantly at every stage of parenting. You need this chapter unless you have your emotions all under control. (You and I both smile. Sure.)

Chapter six, which focuses on all the many social aspects of parenting, will help even if you are an extravert (30 percent of HSPs are). Dealing with other people is no doubt the greatest source of emotional stimulation for most people, and therefore the greatest opportunity for overstimulating HSPs. The final two chapters, on the co-parenting relationship, are relevant even to single parents. The discussion of how parenting affects the way you get along with those you love applies to all of your close relationships.

Keeping in mind the goal to make this book a quick read, we have not used those nice stories that appear in so many parenting and self-help books and are usually a well-told blend of real stories: “When Janie first had her baby …” Instead, we’re giving you the words of actual HS parents. Their words are set apart so that you can easily skip them if you just want to read the information and advice. But those stories (slightly edited for grammar and ease of reading) are from the members of your support group, so to speak, and you may find them even more helpful than the rest of the information here.

This book mostly addresses the problems HS parents often have. After all, there’s no need to fix what’s working for HS parents. But keep in mind that our research, which included a survey of more than 1,200 parents, found that you have the potential to be not just a good parent but a great one. We found that those parents who were highly sensitive, like you, reported experiencing statistically significantly more emotional responsiveness and attunement to their children compared to other parents. This was one of the two factors that most stood out in the research because this attunement positively informs an HS parent’s deep processing of their child’s situations and the decisions they make on their child’s behalf.

How does this attunement help? Take one example: Parents constantly face questions in the moment, such as, “Right now, does he need a time out, or is this fuss due to being tired or hungry?” and “Right now, is this a ‘teachable’ moment, or should I wait and let us both cool off?” and “She’s fifteen—should I trust her to do the right thing or forbid her to go?” Coming up with the right answer matters for everyone in the family, both at the time and cumulatively. On average, HS parents tend to be better at all this than the typical parent, according to the research.

When I began studying sensitivity in 1991, I searched the research literature for the term “highly sensitive,” or just “sensitive,” and found “sensitive” used in only two places: to describe those who are gifted and to describe parents who achieve the best outcomes with their children. I don’t think these researchers were necessarily referring to the innate trait of high sensitivity because it had yet to be defined. But in 1979, they had already established that children benefited when parents were sensitive in some measurable sense, and research continues to demonstrate that. The more that is learned about parenting in general, the more we know that the key to successful parenting is being attuned and responsive, even when setting reasonable limits.

As for the research behind many of the statements in this book, you will find notes at the end, organized by chapter. If you have not yet read The Highly Sensitive Person, I suggest you do so as soon as you have time. Since it was published in 1996, I have heard over and over from readers that “it has changed my life.” And if you have known you are an HSP for a long time, welcome back to our community, this time a community of HS parents—and for me, HS grandparents!





            Are You Highly Sensitive?

          A SELF-TEST

Instructions: Respond to each statement according to the way you feel. Choose true if it is at least moderately true for you. Choose false if it is not very true or not at all true for you.



	T

	F

	I am easily overwhelmed by strong sensory input.




	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, 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

	My nervous system sometimes feels so frazzled that I just have to get away by myself.




	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

	Being very hungry creates a strong reaction in me, disrupting my concentration or mood.




	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 find it unpleasant to have a lot going on at once.




	T

	F

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




	T

	F

	I am bothered by intense stimuli like loud noises or chaotic scenes.




	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 THE SELF-TEST FOR HIGH SENSITIVITY. If you responded to more than fourteen of the statements as true of yourself, you are probably highly sensitive. Highly sensitive men might have fewer true responses. But frankly, no psychological test is so accurate that an individual should base their life on it. We psychologists try to develop good questions, then decide on the cutoff based on the average response. If fewer than fourteen are true of you, but those that are true are extremely true, that might also justify calling yourself highly sensitive, especially if you are male.






         CHAPTER ONE

          A Deeper Look at What It Means to Be a Highly Sensitive Parent

LET’S BEGIN WITH THE STRAIGHT FACTS: High sensitivity is an innate trait found in about 20 percent of the population. You could call it a successful alternative survival strategy, as it has been found in about the same percentage of individuals in more than one hundred species. It is a well-researched, well-understood concept, as you will see in this chapter. We scientists also call it “sensory processing sensitivity” (which is unrelated to sensory processing disorder), because its chief characteristic is that those with the trait process information more thoroughly than others, or “high environmental sensitivity.” Everyone is sensitive to their environment to varying degrees, but HSPs are more so.

If you have taken the self-test at the beginning of this book, you may be starting to recognize that you are part of the sensitive minority, or perhaps you already knew. Either way, you are here to learn how being highly sensitive makes parenting a very different experience, and how to both cope with those differences and take full advantage of them.

This first chapter aims to make your trait real to you and to anyone with whom you share this chapter so that they can read it and better understand you. It provides a brief but complete understanding of your trait and the research on it.

Research: “My Sensitivity Is Wonderful, But …”

For you as a parent, as I said in the Introduction, the most relevant research on high sensitivity is our online survey of more than 1,200 English-speaking parents, both sensitive and those without this trait. The basic results were that highly sensitive (HS) parents tended to find parenting more difficult, but they were also more attuned to their children.

I do want to talk briefly about mothers and fathers separately. (Just to be clear, the survey did not ask respondents their marital status or if they were hetero- or homosexual.) We had two survey samples, each including both HS and non-HS parents. The first survey, of ninety-two mothers, had too few fathers for a separate statistical analysis, so we only looked at mothers. The results for mothers in the two samples were very similar.

In the second, there were 802 mothers and 65 fathers, a little better for analyzing fathers. On average, the HS fathers found parenting a little more difficult than the fathers who were not HS. But this was a small effect and not statistically significant, and probably due to the mothers usually being more directly involved with caregiving. Compared to fathers without the trait, the HS fathers did report greater attunement to their children, just as HS mothers had, and this was strong enough to be statistically significant in spite of the small number of fathers and even smaller number of HS fathers within the sample.

Attunement is especially important for raising highly sensitive boys, and HS fathers are in the perfect position to do it. As one said:

My sensitivity has helped my son to open his heart and be more loving as an adult. We watched many movies that showed men acting in a caring manner, which was a great buffer to all the violent movies that his friends wanted to watch.

We think that HS fathers reporting not much differently on the difficulty of parenting compared with fathers who were not HS is mainly because 1) the sample of fathers was, again, too small to draw an adequate conclusion, and 2) we did not gather data on whether parents were staying at home or working outside the home, but it is likely that these fathers were less frequently with their children during, say, a given week, and therefore less likely to become completely frazzled, as may happen with mothers. There may be additional reasons for why HS fathers did not differ much from other fathers in finding parenting difficult.

Because of the limited sample of fathers and our uncertainty about the causes of the difficult parenting results for fathers, throughout the book we almost always refer to HS parents without specifying mothers or fathers. Just remember, HS fathers, that averages are not about any one individual. They are not necessarily describing you. If you find parenting difficult, that doesn’t make your experience wrong.

About six hundred HS parents added comments at the end of my survey. In reading them over, I found that a certain grammatical structure kept catching my eye. I call it the “It’s great, but …” phrase. For example:

Being a parent has been incredibly wonderful, but also deeply distressing, and it’s difficult to share these experiences with people who are not highly sensitive.

I absolutely love parenting and have wanted it my whole life but find that I am constantly overwhelmed.

Without a doubt, I would summarize my parenting experience as an HSP to be the best experience of my life. Even though my efforts were many times riddled with doubt, guilt, and worry, I deeply believe that being highly sensitive has enhanced my parenting ability overall.

How Being Overstimulated May Affect Your Parenting

These parents are stating a paradox: “I’m doing well and doing terribly.”

This “doing well and terribly” is important to remember. Before I end the subject of our research on HS parents, I want to be sure to mention a study done by others, and I suspect there will be more results like these. This study found that, on the average, HS parents were not performing as parents quite as well as those without the trait. This was indicated by their self-reported parenting styles. You may have heard of these styles. There are three. At one extreme there is the authoritarian style, emphasizing obedience and strict limits (high standards, low communication). In the middle, the ideal, is authoritative, giving children structure and limits, but in a caring, listening way (high communication, high standards). At the other extreme is the permissive style, few limits and mainly trying to please the child (high communication, low standards). HS parents tended to say they were using one or the other of the extremes, strict or permissive, more often than they described themselves as using the middle, ideal authoritative style.

Of course parenting style varies all day long, but the authors of the article saw it the same way that I do. The extremes probably do not represent parenting philosophies associated with being an HSP, but that HS parents are reporting one of these two styles, and possibly using both at different times, because they are so often overwhelmed and are just admitting to how they usually handle their child’s demands during those times.

You can imagine how this goes. Maybe the parent, desperate for rest, decides strict limits are the only answer right now. The parent says, “This is quiet time. I need to rest. Go to your room and play there. And I don’t want to hear a sound out of you.” Child starts to protest. Parent interrupts. “You know the consequences if you don’t do as I say, right now. No story time tonight. Now I’m counting to three. No, I don’t care if you want to play here ‘real quietly.’ I will come and get you when I’m done resting.”

Maybe the parent just has to have quiet time and will do anything to get it. For example, the exhausted parent says, “This is quiet time. Please go to your room to play so I can rest.” The child says, “But Mommy, I want to play here!” (starting to whine, then sob). “No, when you play with those toys you are often too noisy.” “No, I will be real quiet.” “If you go, maybe we can play together later.” “No! I hate you!” (Screaming now.) So the parent caves in. “Okay. Yes, I know, you feel terrible. Okay, play here then, but keep it quiet. I mean it.”

This book is not about how to parent (although I will say a little more about this in chapter three). There are plenty of books on parenting and I urge you to learn from them. But this book is, in essence, about making you the best possible parent by reducing the overstimulation you are experiencing and fitting in more downtime and self-care. Not that it will be easy, this aiming for more “doing well” and only now and then “doing terribly.” All parents have those “terribly” times. But as you move through this book, I am confident that you will be able to parent more and more in your naturally attuned, caring, authoritative style. (Then I hope someone does a study on how well HS parents can parent when they are not so overstimulated.)

Let’s get on now to the research on HSPs in general.

The Research That Applies to all HSPs

We can look at the research under four headings, because sensitivity has four key aspects, which I call DOES:


	Depth of processing—a powerful desire to search for insight and the ability to process information deeply.

	Easily Overstimulated—you understand that already!

	Emotional responsiveness and empathy—you understand this, too, but the research makes it even clearer.

	A greater awareness of Subtle stimuli—invaluable to you as a parent.



We are going to discuss the research behind each of these four. The point is to demonstrate to you the reality of your high sensitivity and precisely why it makes you a better parent, even if it has some downsides. If you want more details on the studies, you will find them in the notes for this chapter.

Depth of Processing: The Desire for Insight and the Ability to Reflect

WHAT DO I MEAN BY PROCESSING DEEPLY? When people in general are given a phone number and have no way to write it down, they will probably try to process it in order to remember it by repeating it many times, finding patterns or meanings in the digits, or noticing the numbers’ similarity to something else. If you don’t process it in some way, you know you will forget it.

Highly sensitive people (HSPs) simply process everything more—not only to remember it, but to relate and compare what they notice to their past experience, as if seeking new routes through a maze. This is the essence of their survival strategy, which evolved far back among all animals. Whether we’re looking at fruit flies, fish, crows, or orangutans, the sensitive ones process (register and respond to) sensory input more than others of the same species, constantly and automatically.

Here’s a familiar human example. (We’ll stick to Homo sapiens parents from now on.) A new HS parent seeing a baby stroller go by might have literally dozens of thoughts about it: The likely cost, the various features (cupholder, sunshade), what would happen if it tipped over, details about the person pushing the stroller, and a lightning-fast comparison with other strollers. If she already has one, she may still make comparisons and wonder if she bought the right one. A non-HS parent might not even notice the stroller.

Two of the statements on our survey to which HS parents agreed more often than not was “Decisions about parenting (school, child-related purchases, etc.) have driven me crazy” and “I think I have made good decisions as a parent.” There it is.

HSPs don’t always agonize over a decision. After all, if we observe situations carefully and apply those observations next time, we may know in a new situation what to do before others do. And sometimes we just have a “gut feeling” and decide something without knowing how. That’s called intuition, and HSPs have good (but not infallible!) intuition. Intuition is the result of subconscious depth of processing. In the part of the survey where parents could write comments if they wished, HS parents often commented on their intuition. On the survey itself, a statement they agreed with more than those without the HS trait was “I tend to know what my child needs even before my child lets me know.”

Another result of depth of processing is conscientiousness. You’re likely to think more about the consequences of your behavior—for example, what would happen if every parent left a dirty disposable diaper under a bush, or if everybody picking up their child double-parked in front of the school? You probably notice more than most when other parents are being inconsiderate. That is, those parents have not considered (noticed, reflected on, processed, etc.) the problem they are creating for others. But your ability to process information deeply makes you more likely to do what is right.

RESEARCH ON DEPTH OF PROCESSING

Studies comparing the brain activation of HSPs against those without the trait while performing various perceptual and information-processing tasks have supported the idea that HSPs process more deeply. In the first and perhaps most important study, done by a team at the State University of New York, Stony Brook, headed by Jadzia Jagiellowicz, HSPs were found to use more of those parts of the brain associated with “deeper” processing of information, especially on tasks that involve noticing subtleties. In a subsequent study by a team at Stanford led by my husband, Arthur Aron, subjects were given perceptual tasks that were already known from prior research to be more or less difficult (i.e., in a brain scanner, one sees more or less brain activation) depending on the type of culture (“interdependent” or “independent”) a person is from.

However, when HSPs of both types of culture (in this case East Asian and European Americans) were given these tasks while in a magnetic resonance imager, the results were surprising. The brain activity of those without this trait was as expected. It showed they were having a harder time due to their culture. But it was fascinating to see that this greater activity due to culture was not true for HSPs. This implies to me that whatever their culture, they found it easy and natural to look beyond their cultural expectations to how things “really are.”

All parents raising children are subject to the influence of their family members and culture. Many sensitive parents, however, mentioned being troubled by the advice of others and ultimately ignoring it when they saw that their child needed something not culturally typical. I am not saying that I agree or don’t agree with them, but some told me they put their infants in bed with them when they slept, ignoring current guidelines about sudden infant death syndrome. Some tried alternative medicine, such as homeopathy or acupuncture, when other medications were not working. They chose unusual schools, or they chose to homeschool. They taught values that other children were not receiving. Of course, many parents who are low on HS do these things also, but I have the strong impression that HS parents do them more. It is as if, like the sensitive subjects in the magnetic resonance imager, HS parents are able to rise above culture as they thought through their parenting choices. For example:

Robert, an HS parent who had researched pregnancy and childbirth thoroughly, raised his children in China. His wife had a difficult birth. She needed rest afterward, but their newborn needed physical comfort and contact. So when Robert had to go out, he put the baby in the baby sling Chinese women normally use and went around town. At that time, Chinese men never carried babies this way. Robert did it not to be a rebel but because it seemed to him to be the best solution. And it wasn’t long before Chinese fathers in the neighborhood were following Robert’s example. He really was literally ignoring cultural norms in order to parent the best way he could.

More evidence for HSPs’ greater ability to process information deeply also comes from a study by Bianca Acevedo, in which people were shown pictures of their romantic partner or a neutral face. I will talk more about this study later, but what matters here is that the research on deeper processing of perception was found again. Moreover, compared to those without the trait, HSPs had more brain activation in an area called the insula or insular cortex, a part of the brain that integrates moment-to-moment experience and that some have called the seat of consciousness. This is exactly what we would expect of HSPs.

Your Strong Emotional Responses, Empathic Connection, and Delicate Attunement

I felt instant connection with both of my children.

I could feel my children’s emotions, and it allowed me to nurture them exquisitely.

I can read all of my son’s facial expressions, even the slightest ones no one else notices.

Even in the first studies my husband and I conducted in 1997, we found that HSPs reported that they felt things more strongly. In a 2005 experiment, we gave students the impression that they had done very well or very poorly on an aptitude test. The sensitive students were strongly affected, while those without the trait were barely fazed.

In 2016, Jadzia Jagiellowicz, the same researcher who did the first study of the brains of HSPs, conducted an experiment in which subjects were shown photos known to create strong reactions in most people (things like snakes, spiders, or garbage for negative reactions and puppies or birthday cakes for positive). HSPs reported stronger emotional reactions to both negative and positive pictures and decided more quickly how they felt about each one, but especially to positive images. This effect was also found in brain scans. Interestingly, this was even truer if their childhood had been good.

Of course, as a sensitive parent, you are not responding to puppies or birthday cakes but to another human being. In the study by Bianca Acevedo and her colleagues that I mentioned before—in which HSPs and those without the trait looked at photos of both strangers and loved ones expressing happiness, sadness, or a neutral feeling—when there was emotion in the photo, HSPs tended to show more brain activity than when there was neutral feeling. Some of this activity was in what is called the mirror neuron system,, which helps humans and other primates learn through imitation and is involved in empathy as well. Given this research, it seems that this system especially helps HSPs know others’ intentions and how they feel. This was most true when looking at the happy faces of loved ones, but also when viewing all sad faces, whether those of loved ones or strangers. It also appears that HSPs’ greater emotional responsiveness is based on more elaborate emotional processing, not simply being “more emotional.”

WHAT ABOUT BEING OVERLY EMOTIONAL?

Clearly, the ability to put ourselves in someone else’s shoes is a good trait to have, particularly as a parent. But you may also wonder whether being more emotional than others makes us less rational and clearheaded.

I have some good news. Recent scientific models have placed emotion at the center of thinking and wisdom. Emotion motivates us to think about something. We study harder (especially as HSPs) and remember more when we know we will be tested. That is, the main role of emotions is not simply to make us act, but to prod us to think. In that sense, HSPs actually require being more emotional to process information more than others.

It is true that emotions do sometimes cause people, HSPs included, to act without reflection, and sometimes in irrational ways. If your home burned down or you were shamed in front of the class for not knowing an answer in the past, you are likely to become anxious in a present-day situation that is even remotely like the original traumatic one—a whiff of smoke, or being asked to answer a question in front of a group. As an HSP, you react more to both positive and negative experiences. If you have had many negative ones, your continuing reactions to them can interfere with rational thought part of the time—but certainly not all of the time.

Here is something important to keep in mind: For most HSPs, parenting is a new experience and not strongly associated with anything traumatic, even if childhood was. We found them to report that their experience of parenting now was no more affected by their own childhood than those without the trait. Maybe parenting is actually healing for HSPs, giving them a new area of confidence and joy.

More important, several of the studies we have discussed indicate that HSPs appear to be even more affected by pleasant experiences or success compared to negative experience. This is true more for HSPs than those without the trait, so we probably seek to repeat these good experiences more than others. That is, HSPs are more motivated than many other people to be aware of opportunities and take advantage of them.

For example, HS parents might apply early for what they consider to be the best preschool. (Preschool is a term you may not use in your country, but in the United States and some other countries, it refers to early childhood education, which may be lacking, included in, or different from child care or day care, depending on activities.) HS parents are motivated because they are
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