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“As someone who is passionate about making workspaces more neuroinclusive, I especially appreciated the sections of this book that offered actionable tools for people leaders and HR professionals. The information on various ways people can give or receive feedback and offer clarity in communication is especially useful.”

—Pasha Marlowe, LMFT, CEO of Neurobelonging, speaker, and author of Creating Cultures of Neuroinclusion: A Framework for Peopling and Engaging Neurodiverse Talent

“I resonate with almost every single word Rachel Radway’s written in Perceptive. Today, I realize that my sensitivity is a gift. It’s given me so much information that I haven’t listened to as often as I should have, but I do now. This book is necessary reading for everyone who has been told, ‘You’re being too sensitive. Get over it. Leaders don’t cry.’ Perceptive will validate so many, and in the process help people realize they are not crazy, and they are not alone. Thank you for writing a book that fights the stereotypes that so many of us have fought against. I can’t wait to read more!”

—Donna Star, president of DStar Coaching and Consulting and author of Unsuccessfully Successful

“Perceptive is an insightful exploration of how appreciating neurodiversity benefits both individuals and teams. It offers leaders a blueprint for understanding that our differences should not be obstacles, but the very source of breakthrough innovation and high performance.”

—Ed Thompson, founder & CEO of Uptimize and author of A Hidden Force: Unlocking the Potential of Neurodiversity at Work

“For everyone who’s been told they’re too sensitive, Rachel Radway’s Perceptive offers a compelling invitation to recognize our strengths and own our power as boldly empathetic, authentic, and inclusive leaders.”

—Minette Norman, award-winning author of The Boldly Inclusive Leader

“Perceptive is about people who notice more, feel more, think more. Many have felt different or even flawed. But being wired differently can be your biggest advantage, as Rachel Radway shows. Reading this book will make you more aware of your unique talents!”

—Esther Bergsma, expert on high sensitivity and author of The Brain of the Highly Sensitive Person

“In Perceptive, Rachel Radway draws on personal experience and intimate conversations with highly sensitive leaders to help readers embrace their different wiring as a source of strength. If you struggle navigating a world built for less sensitive minds, Perceptive invites you to redefine your path toward fulfillment.”

—Ludmila Praslova, PhD, SHRM-SCP, professor, Organizational Psychology & Business, VUSC, and award-winning author of The Canary Code: A Guide to Neurodiversity, Dignity, and Intersectional Belonging at Work

“Perceptive is a heartfelt invitation to reconsider how we understand sensory sensitivity in neurodivergent women and shines a spotlight on the growing conversation around the impact of late-discovered autistic identity.”

—Melanie Deziel, autistic author, speaker, and creator of The Late Diagnosed Diaries
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To all my G.R.I.T. Collaborative members past, present, and future: Give yourselves grace and trust. Resilience and intuition are already yours.
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I was so burned out that I had to quit my job, sell my condo, and move to rural Peru to find the time and space I needed to recover.

Or start to, anyway. It took years to recover fully, which says something about how much damage I’d done to myself.

As the director of a team that spanned 17 time zones in the tech division of a Fortune 500, I sometimes felt like I worked around the clock. I definitely didn’t understand the concept of boundaries back then.

I’d always been a hard worker and a high achiever and had high expectations of myself and others. Still more work to do at 7 p.m.? I’d just keep going. Eat dinner at my desk, go home, go to bed because I didn’t have the time or energy to do anything else, get up the next day, rinse and repeat.

In the open-plan office, I found it hard to focus given the constant noise, microwaved-meal smells, temperatures that varied between freezing and hot, harsh artificial lighting, and other distractions. It was hard for me to be productive during the workday anyway, because I was usually running—sometimes literally—from one meeting to the next. Which is why there was always so much work still to do at 7 p.m. But, I rationalized, it was quiet then. Everyone else had left the building.

I felt frustrated that it seemed so easy for my colleagues to do their jobs and then go out or go home, leave work behind, and have a life. I didn’t know how they were able to do that.

The work environment had become toxic, which depleted me even more. I was trying to manage not only my own challenges and frustrations but those of my team members and peers too; I couldn’t help taking it all on emotionally and energetically. Some of us wanted to make big changes (to the culture and the product) but felt powerless in the face of the entrenched bureaucracy and internal politics. The negativity weighed heavily on me, and I didn’t handle it well.

It wasn’t the first time in my career that I’d struggled with some of these things. It wasn’t even the second or third. But I finally reached my limit that year, in that job.

The burnout showed up in a few ways, but I’m not sure I recognized the extent or severity of it then. I was physically exhausted and dealing with chronic pain. I had periods of brain fog. The most noticeable symptom to me now, although I didn’t realize it at the time, was the change in my personality. I used to laugh a lot at work and enjoy the people I worked with. I used to love leading a team and supporting others’ growth and development.

By then, though, I’d stopped laughing. I was impatient. I wasn’t particularly empathetic. I tried to be “professional” in my interactions, but with a couple of close colleagues I felt safe with, I let the resentment, bitterness, and sarcasm out. I’d become someone I didn’t like very much.

When I resigned, my VP and SVP, the head of the business unit, both warmly invited me to return if I should change my mind, so I was reassured that my evil alter ego hadn’t done as much harm as she could have. But I probably left just in time.

Looking back, I have so much empathy and compassion for the person I was then. Knowing what I do now, understanding a lot more about myself and the way I’m wired, it all makes sense. The lifelong patterns that showed up in school and work situations and in personal relationships that left me sad, frustrated and sometimes ashamed, now had context.

The restlessness and searching that led me not only to leave numerous jobs but also to set what must be world records for moving house—as of the time of writing, I’ve lived in nine countries, eight US states and countless towns and cities within them, for a total of 50+ moves—all make sense now.

What do I know now that I didn’t when I was struggling? That my brain is wired a little differently from what society considers “typical.”(Actually, I had known some of it then—I’d just forgotten. I’ve learned a lot more since.) More about this later. I’ll start by saying that I have a little-known trait I call high sensory perception.

You may have heard of this trait under a different name. In the late 1990s, a psychologist named Elaine Aron published a book called The Highly Sensitive Person (Broadway Books, 1997). She described a group of people with a set of characteristics that’s now been identified in several species besides humans (there are highly sensitive cats, dogs, and many others). There’s even a scientific name for it: sensory processing sensitivity (SPS; not to be confused with sensory processing disorder, a treatable disorder usually diagnosed in early childhood).

The book was a revelation to me when I read it, a few years after it came out. It explained so much about the way my brain worked and why I often responded differently to things than others around me did. I filed the information away—and then forgot about it.

I believe we learn things when we’re ready for them, and apparently, I wasn’t ready then for the changes that came when I reread the book more than 20 years later.

This rediscovery was sparked by a series of events that happened shortly after I launched my coaching business. I was working with women leaders, and although each client came to our coaching engagement with her own goals and challenges, there were many similar themes. When I reread Aron’s book and truly integrated what I learned, I started connecting the dots. And connecting dots is something highly sensitive people do a lot.

As I read more about the trait, conducted my own market research, and coached more clients, two things became clear: (1) Most of the clients who found me early on, before I’d decided where I wanted to specialize, were also highly sensitive (even though many of them weren’t familiar with the term or Aron’s work); and (2) not only did I want to work with these women, most of whom were facing challenges that I understood and empathized with from my own experience, but I wanted to go a step further. Once these bright, talented, high-achieving leaders were thriving themselves, they’d be in ideal positions to help cultivate psychologically safer and more inclusive workplaces, something I’m deeply committed to.

I’d found my purpose and my people. There was just one problem.

“Sensitive” is a bad word in our society. Even worse in the tech industry’s “work hard, play hard” culture. Anyone who grew up being told, “You’re too sensitive,” or “You shouldn’t take everything so personally,” instinctively knew as they entered the workforce—if not earlier—that being seen as sensitive probably wouldn’t do them any favors in their career. The stigma’s real and powerful.

In an informal poll conducted on my personal Facebook page, I asked what came to mind when folks heard the term “highly sensitive” as it relates to a person.

A few of the responses I got:


“Difficult, high maintenance, on the spectrum, and we need to be very mindful of what we say or do around [them] to avoid triggering them.”

“Insecurity issues.”

“Strongly negative impression, difficult to work with, easily offended.”

“Too easily upset.”



My Facebook profile page, unlike my business page, is private, and I only connect there with people I know and who know me. Every response above was from an educated person raised in a progressive, urban environment—people who are fairly savvy about unconscious bias.

I don’t have to imagine what might come up were I to ask the same question in a less open-minded environment—or the effects the comments might have on people who grew up hearing them.

One leader I spoke with this for this book shared with me that as a child she was always being told, “You’re crying? I’ll give you something to cry about.” When I asked what challenges she faces at work now because of her sensitivity, the first thing she said was, “Trying to do a really good job of masking any emotion. That’s something that I’m always trying to do.”

In researching for this book, I spoke with women leaders in different roles, functions, and industries, from a variety of backgrounds, ranging in age from their 30s to their 70s. And while I wish I could say that we’ve come a long way as a society in our understanding and acceptance of diversity in all its forms, some of the most disturbing accounts are recent and involve people in executive and other leadership roles who need to do much, much better.

I asked an HR leader, who couldn’t give details for confidentiality reasons, whether she’d witnessed any bias, discrimination or derogatory remarks made toward or about anyone on the basis of perceived sensitivity. Her response: “Oh, for sure. Especially behind closed doors when people are talking about leadership, when people are talking about performance, when they’re talking about collaboration and someone’s ability to function across teams. This concept of being hypersensitive or difficult comes up. It happens. Yeah, it happens pretty frequently, actually.”

Think about the implications for candidates interviewing for jobs. For stellar performers who meet or exceed all their KPIs and OKRs but are denied promotion after promotion because they’re wired a little differently.

This impacts us all.

The toxic environment I described at the beginning of this introduction wasn’t the first I’d encountered, nor, unfortunately, the last. I launched my coaching business after more than 25 years in the corporate world. I held leadership roles in content strategy and development, brand management, communications, operations, and then design operations, in companies ranging from tiny tech startups to national nonprofits to huge global enterprises. I worked in aerospace, public policy, consumer software and SaaS, e-commerce, edtech, fintech, and more, in three different countries.

All this experience is what’s made me so passionate about making workplaces better places to work. And it’s why I’m writing this book: to raise awareness of this lesser-known, but fairly common, form of diversity—neurodiversity, in fact—and to start changing the narrative around sensitivity and neurodivergence.

Awareness is key, both for those who have the traits I describe and may have struggled because of them, and for anyone in a position to make decisions that affect people in the workplace. That is, just about everyone.

Because not only is it not a weakness or a fault or something to be masked, heightened sensitivity is actually a set of superpowers. You’ll learn in the first few chapters why highly sensitive = highly perceptive, and perceptiveness is, inarguably, a valuable asset in leaders of organizations and in society in general.

I’ve been talking with people and writing posts and newsletters about this topic for quite a while now. Some readers are courageous enough to raise their hands and say yes, this is me, more of this, please. Some of the messages that touch me the most deeply, though, are the private ones, saying things like “I feel like you’ve been inside my head. I didn’t know about this and want to know more. Thank you for sharing this—now I know I’m not crazy or broken.”

This book is for everyone who grew up hearing, “You’re too sensitive,” or was told to grow a thicker skin. For everyone who’s wondered why they seem to pick up more than others do, or read people better, or see several steps ahead, and felt that they might be wired just a little bit differently. For the bright, talented, high achievers with high standards for themselves and others, who don’t like the rules as they’re currently laid out. My hope is that you’ll see some of yourself reflected here and learn more about your strengths and how to leverage them. Maybe, too, learn some tools and techniques to help better manage some of the challenges that come with being highly perceptive—there are always two sides of the coin!

Most importantly, know that you’re not crazy, you’re not broken, and you’re not alone.

This book is also for inclusive leaders, HR/People/Talent/Culture/DEIBAJ professionals (the most inclusive version of this acronym stands for diversity, equity, inclusion, belonging, accessibility, and justice), and anyone who manages a team of more than two people. As up to 30 percent of the global population is thought to be highly sensitive—highly perceptive—you’re probably interacting with, managing, and maybe even reporting to someone with this trait every day. You might not recognize it; they might not want you to. But I guarantee that some of the best and brightest in your organization are highly perceptive, and when they’re in an environment where they feel safe and free to be themselves and bring all their gifts to light, everyone will benefit.

It’s beyond time that this gift is acknowledged and shared with the world.

A note on structure

Although not formally organized into sections, the book’s contents fall into four different parts:


Chapters 1 and 2 are about heightened sensitivity, associated traits, and how our brains are wired differently.

Chapters 3 and 4 highlight a few specific characteristics of highly perceptive people—the strengths and the struggles.

Chapters 5 and 6 focus on how these traits—both the superpowers and the drawbacks—can manifest in the workplace and in leadership.

Chapters 7 and 8 look at burnout, why highly perceptive people might be more susceptible to it, and how to prevent it.



There’s no right way to read the book. If you’re newer to these topics, though, I recommend starting with Chapters 1 and 2 and then skipping to whatever piques your interest.
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“Wasn’t it amazing how, when Dad came home and you could hear how he closed the truck door or how he was walking on the ground, you knew whether you could stay in the house or should run out the back door?”

Karen Renee Halseth, an intuitive business coach, was talking with two of her siblings many years ago, when their mother was passing. As she relived this vivid childhood memory with them—describing the state of suspense she existed in every day after school for years, waiting for a sign of their volatile father’s mood—they looked at her blankly. They had no idea what she was talking about.

And yet she knows how critical this sensitivity to her environment was for her. She had to make a split-second decision every day: Take a chance and stay home or seek safety at a neighbor’s or friend’s house. Her perceptiveness, as she said, “was absolute radar and it probably kept me alive.”

At the same time, Karen Renee grew up hearing, “You’re too sensitive. You need to grow a thicker skin.”

I can relate; I was told the same thing, and I’ve heard it from many other highly perceptive people. As children, the world sometimes (or often) felt like too much for us. We felt too much. We heard or saw or experienced too much.

We got the message that we were too much.

“I just thought I needed to tone myself down,” said Karen Renee, “because my friends didn’t react to things the way I did. I thought if only I could learn how to manage this, then maybe I wouldn’t feel so much.”

What does a bright, observant, sensitive child do with that?

Young Karen Renee, in her words, “became a watcher. I would watch my friends with their parents and see, ‘Oh, that gets positive reinforcement. Be like that.’ Or, ‘don’t be like that.’ So I created a persona that worked really well in the world and left me feeling very lonely and empty inside.”

I’ve heard so many versions of this heartbreaking story from smart, talented, successful women—corporate leaders, entrepreneurs and business owners, internationally recognized speakers and published authors, artists, musicians, and creatives of all kinds.

Although I wasn’t afraid for my physical safety growing up, I was a watcher too. A highly perceptive child, I knew I was different from an early age, and while I didn’t do it consciously intending to adopt their behaviors, I observed other kids and adults. And I picked up a lot more information than I realized.

This isn’t all that unusual. An estimated 30 percent of the global population is born highly sensitive.1


A note on language

I use a number of terms throughout this book to refer to a constellation of traits that a large segment of the global population shares. The terms aren’t truly interchangeable, but I sometimes use them that way. In some cases, it’s simply to avoid repetition. In others, it’s an intentional reframe to a neutral or positive term from one with negative connotations.

I use high sensitivity or highly sensitive mainly in the early chapters, to set the stage. These are the terms most people are familiar with—even though they are frequently misunderstood and stigmatized.

Environmental sensitivity (ES) is another term for high or heightened sensitivity. Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) is the scientific term for the trait.

Perceptive is defined variously by Merriam-Webster and Cambridge online dictionaries as:


	[image: image]responsive to sensory stimuli: discerning


	[image: image]capable of or exhibiting keen perception: observant


	[image: image]characterized by sympathetic understanding or insight


	[image: image]very good at noticing and understanding things that many people do not notice




Each of these applies to the population Elaine Aron refers to as highly sensitive, and the people I describe in this book. When I use these terms, people who’ve been socialized to think of sensitivity as a weakness get excited. They start to see their characteristics and patterns they’ve thought of as problems in the past in a much more positive light.

High sensory perception is a term I use to tie together the physical, emotional, and energetic aspects of this constellation of traits. Sensitivity, in contrast, is often thought of in a specific context—sensitivity to heat or light, for example, or emotional sensitivity. While everyone is different, people who score high on sensitivity assessments tend to be responsive to many different kinds of
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