

[image: Illustration]



 



 
Also by ELAINE N. ARON, PH.D.
 
 

 
The Highly Sensitive Person 
The Highly Sensitive Person Workbook 
The Highly Sensitive Person in Love 
The Highly Sensitive Child 
Psychotherapy and the Highly Sensitive Person 
The Undervalued Self

 



 
The Highly Sensitive Parent
 
BE BRILLIANT IN YOUR ROLE, EVEN WHEN THE WORLD OVERWHELMS YOU
 
ELAINE N. ARON, PH.D.
 
[image: Illustration]

 
CITADEL PRESS 
Kensington Publishing Corp. 
www.kensingtonbooks.com
 
[image: Illustration]

 
All copyrighted material within is Attributor Protected.

 



 
CITADEL PRESS BOOKS are published by
 
 

 
Kensington Publishing Corp.
 
119 West 40th Street
 
New York, NY 10018
 
 

 
Copyright © 2020 Elaine Aron
 
 

 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews.
 
 

 
PUBLISHER’S NOTE
 
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.
 
 

 
CITADEL PRESS and the Citadel logo are Reg. U.S. Pat. & TM Off.
 
ISBN: 978-0-8065-4058-0
 
 

 
First hardcover printing: April 2020
 
 
 

 
Library of Congress Control Number: 2019951363
 
 

 
 

 
Electronic edition: April 2020
 
 

 
ISBN-13: 978-0-8065-4060-3 (e-book)
 
ISBN-10: 0-8065-4060-5 (e-book)

 



 
To all hardworking parents:
 We would not be here without you.
 
 

 
And especially to the highly sensitive ones,
 for your depth of parenting.
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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 on page xiii 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 up-setting 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 anticipating how pleased they will be to have their child accepted into the one they wanted. Another example: An HS parent might remember a positive experience of playing in the snow with their child the previous winter and be especially likely to plan more snow play again this winter.
 
Further, most of us as HS parents think broadly about what happiness is (a good character, good relationships, something more than having fun or making good money) so that we can steer our child wisely. Even more than other parents, we plan well for our children because seeing them happy and thriving makes us feel so good, and we tend to be sensitive to everything positive, even if some days it doesn’t seem that way.
 
Here is a story about how strong emotions were present for an HS mother throughout her (reasonably positive) divorce. The story is summarized from Nancy’s narrative. 



Nancy, as well as Hal, worked full time in a demanding job, and they found they had no time for anything besides discussing parenting. Nancy in particular found that keeping up with work, being a mother, and being a wife on top of that left her exhausted, unhealthy, and depressed—in short, “on the brink of a nervous breakdown.”
 
The two eventually chose to divorce, which ironically solved the problem for both of them because now Nancy had their son during the week, giving Hal a break, and he took the boy on the weekends, giving her that time to herself. [Side note: I know—why can’t couples do that without divorcing?!] These parents have remained good friends and have a “respectful co-parenting arrangement,” as Nancy puts it, even taking their son, Dan, on a birthday trip to Disney World together.
 
There at Disney World, she had a profoundly emotional moment. After settling into her hotel room, she came down to the lobby to meet Dan and Hal. She saw them standing in the distance, looking at her with huge grins—and she felt tremendous joy. Even though they were no longer a traditional family, she felt intense satisfaction that “we had made it through to the other side and had a bright future of happiness and thriving ahead of us. Dan would have two happy parents.” Seeing a glow around the three of them, there in that Orlando hotel lobby, she knew she would never forget that day. “My sensitivity has etched it in my brain,” she says. Certainly, all three benefited from her being so open to this positive experience, this deep joy.




 
Your Greater Awareness of Subtleties
 
HS parents often proudly relate how attuned they are to subtle stimuli:
 

My second child was thirteen weeks early and had a tracheostomy. She had no vocal capability, so she could not be heard when she cried. Thanks to my sensitivity, I was so attuned to her needs that she never ended up crying unattended.
 
 

 
We toured so many college campuses, wanting to help our son choose the right one. I couldn’t help but notice the little things—how the student tour leaders walked, talked, and dressed; how well the plants were doing; the expressions and tone of voice of anyone we spoke with. In the end, I just provided my observations, and he decided. He didn’t choose the big-name school, but the one that carefully tended things. Our son was well guided there, right through to being admitted into his first choice of medical school.


 
HSPs tend to be much more aware than others of subtle sensory information from their environment. This makes them unusually effective with living things that cannot speak for themselves: plants, animals, the very old and very young, and anybody (or any body) with problems difficult to diagnosis, not to mention foreign visitors who don’t speak the language. It is obviously a huge advantage when dealing with infants and children (also with teenagers, who can talk, but sometimes just won’t).
 
In HSPs, our awareness of subtleties is intertwined with emotional responsiveness and our ability to process things deeply. That’s why the depth of processing studies cited earlier in this chapter also looked at the subjects’ ability to notice subtleties. In the first study comparing the brains of HSPs and those without the trait, done by Jadzia Jagiellowicz, subjects had to decide quickly which photo of a landscape was the same when compared to the one they had seen a moment before. Sometimes, the differences between other photos and the two matching photos were easy to see, but some had just a minor difference—an extra bale of hay in a row or one extra fence post. The HSPs’ brains definitely had more activity in them than the brains of the other subjects when the pictures had minor differences.
 
Another study, done in Germany, compared HSPs and those without the trait on a standard laboratory task of picking out Ts from Ls in various positions within a larger pattern of horizontal and vertical lines. The HSPs were faster and more accurate.
 
To some of you, this aspect of your sensitivity is the most obvious. You notice every little thing. This can be whatever is especially nice, such as the sweet smell of an infant’s skin, the sound of your child’s soft breathing at night, or the way the sun strikes your teenage daughter’s hair. You are also bothered by things others may hardly notice, such as the sound of children chewing with their mouth open, jangling keys in your partner’s pocket, or a bit of a whine added to a request.
 
Still, although we do get easily overwhelmed when we have too much to process at once—a subject we turn to next—sensitivity is not primarily about being distressed by high levels of stimuli. Very loud noise can be annoying, but HSPs generally can tolerate it, which is less the case for persons with disorders involving tolerance of stimulation.
 
In my case, my own awareness of subtle stimuli saved my family’s life: 



When my son was very little, we were living in a cabin on an island in British Columbia. One autumn, all three of us had the flu at the same time. It was chilly outside, so we kept stuffing more wood into our woodstove without having the energy to perform a chore that was new to us: cleaning the chimney pipes. Dirty chimney pipes are full of creosote, which can catch fire, overheat the stovepipes, and then ignite any wood they come into contact with.
 
That is just what happened—in the middle of the night, when we were all deep in feverish sleep.
 
But I heard something. Or maybe I smelled something. Whatever it was, it startled me awake. I could see through cracks in the ceiling the glow of light where it shouldn’t be in the crawl space under the roof. I leaped up, knowing immediately what had happened. I woke my husband, grabbed our son from his crib, and we escaped. I didn’t have words for it then, but I know now that my sensitivity to that subtle light, sound, and smell saved our lives.



 
Putting It All Together—Fortunate You and Fortunate Child
 
The D, E, and S of DOES give you huge advantages: the ability to process things deeply, to be emotionally responsive, and to be aware of subtle stimuli working together in a lovely way. (The negative side, that pesky O, we will get to in the next chapter.)
 
These aspects of sensitivity continue to work for us as parents in the early school years, when reflection, empathy, and awareness of the little things—especially around when to be firm and when to let something go, when to encourage independence and when to allow your changing son or daughter to go back to being a dependent little child for a while. For example, separation fears are normal, and with our greater emotional responsiveness, we HS parents are often especially sad for our children when they cry about being left somewhere. Knowing, however, that the child will benefit from developing some independence, we are often especially adept at spotting subtle cues in those tears and words regarding when it is okay to leave even while crying—or better yet, how to prevent these scenes.
 
As Laurie, HS mother of two young boys, said about her more difficult one: 



My highly sensitive nature means that I know exactly how my son is feeling and can anticipate issues before they arise. I work hard to explore the issue, look for solutions, and then communicate with him and the wider family about the coping strategy that we will use. On the whole, my instincts about the children are correct, and I have more and more confidence in trusting them.


 
Here’s how Julie’s high sensitivity helped her: 



I would often know when either child was getting sick before they actually showed symptoms that anyone else noticed.


 
Her husband, without the trait, thought she was imagining things, but then Julie would be proven right when the symptoms developed.
 

Over time my confidence as a parent grew, and I came to trust my instincts more and more because of my previous successes.


 
With older children, the contributions of HS parents maybe subtler. For example, Don, an HS father with older children, wrote about one of the results of the deep relationship he shares with them: 



They are connected to their feelings, which I think is a result of my talking often to them, asking them to tell me about their feelings and thoughts.



 
High Sensitivity as an Ancient Survival Strategy
 
I said at the outset that this trait is found in many other species, always in the minority. This trait has to be an advantage because otherwise it would have disappeared.
 
So why are sensitive individuals always a minority?
 
Partly this is because, yes, it is “expensive” biologically and personally to be highly sensitive. You are like a Porsche or a Jaguar, not a rugged Chevy truck. Your nervous system is finely tuned, which makes maintenance more costly.
 
Further, in many situations, there is nothing to notice that will give you any advantage. (After all, there’s no use noticing the color the jockey is wearing when trying to decide on which horses to bet.) Still, at certain times, as we have seen, your special equipment gives you and your children a giant edge.
 
There is another reason, however, that we are in a minority.
 
To study how this trait might have evolved, biologists working in the Netherlands set up a computer model comparing various scenarios. Imagine patches of grass in the forest that vary widely in how nutritious they are. Also imagine that only certain deer notice that fact. Now imagine that Deer A by nature pays attention to everything about each patch, learning as she goes along which patches are best. Deer B does not by nature bother to pay attention, but grazes wherever she finds any grass at all. If the grass varies a great deal, Deer A has inherited the better strategy. If she is a mother, her offspring will benefit from her noticing. If the grass varies very little, Deer B has the better strategy. But how often is there really no variation at all in how good something is?
 
Hidden in this is the real reason why we are always a minority group. If all the deer noticed which patches of grass were best, they would all go to them and gobble them up. There is no advantage to any one of them, so the trait is not passed down.
 
As a parent, suppose you have a sense of the layout of your town, including all the side streets, because you’ve driven around and you’ve noticed. This knowledge could even be unconscious, “intuitive” (knowing things without knowing how you know them). Or, maybe like me, you take a curious pleasure in looking at maps even when you don’t need one. At times, you might feel that you have no particular use for this information. A non-HS friend might say you are being “OCD,” obsessed with details. You may even feel that this kind of paying attention wears you out—that this survival strategy, in other words, comes at a cost.
 
Now, suppose there is a traffic jam on the main road out of town. Or, to make it worse, there’s been a disaster, and you have to get you and your kids out. Maybe cell phones and traffic apps are not working. Before this disaster, most people, unbothered by a little traffic, have driven the main drag. Maps always bored them. So you and a few other HSPs get out of town while the others sit in traffic.
 
The key here is that if everyone had known about your shortcut, you would all be sitting in traffic on all the various routes. (Yes, GPS gives everyone the best routes, but I suspect HSPs more often consider whether, if everyone checks their device and uses the suggested detour, it may end up being just as slow.)
 
Of course, people do figure out eventually what we have learned, often by imitating us. For example, many HS parents pay close attention to nutrition theories and research, worry about toxins in the home, or avoid poorly designed toys that might injure their child. Often, what you notice turns out to be so important that others imitate you or laws are passed about it.
 
Maybe you see to it that your children do not get to know “wild” kids or have certain teachers about whom you have heard mixed reports, or you have your teenage daughter learn some self-defense. Do you ever know if all this vigilance pays off? Often, we don’t at the moment—or maybe ever.
 
Prevention is a thankless business. I once heard a psychologist speak about the difficulty in funding the most obviously sensible mental illness prevention programs compared to treatment programs because it is difficult to measure how much prevention really helps. It’s like wearing a whistle around your neck to drive off elephants. If someone says, “That’s silly—there are no elephants around here,” you could reasonably say, “That’s because of my whistle.”
 
If you know where your child is at all times, are you overprotective? Hard to say, but your child surely has slightly better odds of surviving to adulthood, and that is what evolution is all about. Of course, all parents are highly motivated biologically and personally to keep their children safe, but as with the deer, it only requires a slight difference among individuals added to a slight difference in environment for close attention to pay off.
 
Does the highly sensitive parenting strategy work? Definitely, or sensitivity would not be a trait found all over the world.

 
How You Differ
 
Now that I have told you about “the” HS parent, you need to remember that none of you will fit the picture perfectly. You vary in age, wealth, culture, and so much else. Some of you looked forward very much to being a parent and have chosen to have more than one child. You may have even chosen to study child development or work in the field of child care. Others of you were more ambivalent. Perhaps you leaned toward becoming a parent in order not to miss the experience, or even to please a partner. But rearing children may not be your true calling.
 
Inheritance may be a factor, such as variations in the genes controlling your oxytocin levels. This neurotransmitter was first discovered in new mothers but is now known to be found in everyone, both men and women, to varying degrees.
 
Variations are also caused by how much your own childhood environment—family, schooling, and culture—prepared you for parenthood. It also depends on how well set up you are at home for caring for a child and how much support you have. Yet another way in which you vary is how difficult your child has been to raise—that is, to what degree they are distractible, highly active, emotionally dramatic, impulsive, inflexible, or persistent. Or they may be highly sensitive, too, and perhaps cautiously observing before trying new things, bothered by even mild noise or rough handling, and easily made anxious. None of these temperament extremes are abnormal. They do mean a parent must work harder to do a good job, which can be an enormous drain on any parent—but on the highly sensitive ones in particular.
 
Of course, there are other variations that hugely affect the task of parenting. A child may have a true disorder or “challenge,” even since birth. These can be physical, such as a tumor in the brain; emotional, such as a bipolar disorder; or cognitive, such as a learning disorder or a problem with brain development.
 
I say this because, again, I want to write for all of you, but in doing so I will not be addressing the needs of all of you, all the time.
 
Still, you are similar in one key way.


 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Coping with Overstimulation
 
THE PROPER CARE AND APPRECIATION OF A HIGHLY SENSITIVE PARENT
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
SAYS ONE HS MOTHER: 



I think overall parenting has overwhelmed me. First, the job never ends. Second, the expectation from other parents and moms. If I tried to be like other non-HSP moms, I would probably survive one day and would pay for it for months.


 
Another HS mother’s thoughts: 



I was there, but not there. I got through the day. Made the meals. Paid the bills. Did the laundry. Played chauffeur. Managed all the obligatory tasks in robotlike fashion because that is all I had to give. Outwardly, I appeared capable. Needless to say, I was not a bastion of warmth and security for my kids or my husband.


 
An HS father shares: 



For an HSP—absorbing so much of life—it was a mental computer going full speed.


 
From my research survey, it is clear that sensitive parents are more stressed and overstimulated by parenting than parents without the trait. For example, HS parents were more likely to agree with two survey statements than parents who were less highly sensitive: “I do not get enough downtime” and “Getting enough sleep as a parent has been a problem.”
 
Before we continue, let me remind you that the HS parents were not necessarily or always hampered by their stress. Stressed or not, they were also more attuned to their children than other parents. For example, they agreed to these statements: “One of my strengths is the creativity I bring to parenting” and “When my child has experienced a major success or setback, it is as if it has happened to me.” But being creative takes work. Empathy is emotionally tiring. It’s all highly stimulating. High levels of stimulation drain energy from you, and you notice it because you feel less effective as well as less happy.
 
I repeat: All HSPs work hard at processing and feel their feelings more intensely, including empathy for others. They are quicker and more accurate when it comes to detecting subtle differences. And they are more stressed after hours of being so sensitive. You can’t have one without the other.
 
Imagine yourself as a battery (which is in a sense what we are, given our electrochemical nervous system). If you use yourself to be more attuned to your child, your battery is going to run down sooner than that of a parent who does not. Once you are nearly out of energy, you will be left vulnerable to being overwhelmed by noise, clutter, and demands for attention. Being more easily stressed and eventually overwhelmed is just a fact of life for HS parents, especially those with young children, and most especially those with more than one young child.
 
Research on Chaos and HS Parents
 

The mess that two kids create makes me stressed, and I don’t feel calm until the house is clean. So I spend one or two hours every day cleaning the house and putting things where they belong.


 
Theodore Wachs at Purdue University used the HSP Scale (combined with another measure, of noise sensitivity) to see how chaos affected parents differently according to their sensitivity. He rated homes for their noise, clutter, and crowdedness. Household disorder has been associated in other studies with parents (not HS parents in particular) who are less responsive and involved, provide less educational stimulation, use less effective discipline, don’t think that their children sleep enough, and feel less confident as a parent. This does not mean household chaos causes parents to be ineffective or that if you are struggling to control the chaos, you are a bad parent. It could be the cause is the other way around: Ineffective parents (probably found mostly among the other 80 percent) allow their homes to be messy. Which factor is the cause isn’t clear, but it means that where there’s chaos, parenting problems are more likely. Obviously, Wachs wondered how this works if a parent is especially sensitive.
 
Wach’s study of chaos and sensitivity found that households clearly differed in their noise and disorder, but HS mothers and the researchers sent in to observe the households both rated the chaos similarly. Homes that were chaotic were felt by the HS mothers to be chaotic. This was especially true when there were more people at home or when there was no place for putting away children’s toys. But those without the trait did not tend to perceive their home as chaotic, even if the raters did. This study did not go on to measure the effectiveness of the HS parents who were burdened by chaos (not all were, of course), but our research indicates that they at least report themselves to be very effective—more than those who are not HSPs.

 
Other Sources of Overstimulation Specific to HS Parents
 
In addition to household “chaos,” another source of overstimulation is our emotional responsiveness. Feeling everything more deeply is a form of stimulation, as you know. For many, the greatest difficulty is the unavoidable social stimulation. As one HS parent says: 



Playdates are the worst. Another child added to the mix!


 
Then there are the decisions. I have listened to young parents agonize for hours over which babysitter, pediatrician, child care option, or preschool to choose. HS parents ponder deeply whether to go back to work or to have another child.
 
None of these are trivial decisions. Sometimes, they are decisions about personal values, but often there is information available that could help. The problem today is finding it. How many hours can you comb through the Internet before you are overstimulated and exhausted? (I will address this in more depth in chapter four.)
 
Your body is another source of overstimulation. HSPs in general report on the HSP Scale that they are more sensitive to pain. All parents are vulnerable to muscle strains and pains, for example, but HS parents may feel them more. All physical stimulation is stronger for the HS parent, including torturing your back by sitting in an uncomfortable chair during a meeting, walking around an amusement park in bad shoes, and whatever smells that, to you, amount to a stench.
 
Complicated things are also overstimulating, as when you are trying to understand complex instructions, remember something, or decide what to do next. You can process it, but it requires energy.
 
Then there is stimulation from two sources or more—for instance, your children talking to you when you are on the phone or trying to figure out a recipe.
 
Even mild stimulation, such as the TV in the background, is overstimulation if it goes on too long, and a greater deal of focus is required if you are trying to also do something else. Self-control requires mental energy, which requires physical energy in the sense that your brain is another physical organ needing nutrients and rest to restore itself.
 
How compassionately you treat yourself in your thoughts can make a huge difference in the amount you stimulate yourself from the inside. Self-criticism is exhausting.

 
The Physiology of Parent Burnout
 
Overstimulation occurs in response to children of any age, just in different forms. If you have a child under two or three, there is an excellent book, Mother Nurture by Rick Hanson, Jan Hanson, and Ricki Pollycove on mother burnout. (Almost all of it applies to fathers, too, and certainly to HS fathers.) Indeed, if your children are older, you still might appreciate the information in this book. It was coauthored by three medical professionals with vast experience on the subject—a doctor, an acupuncturist, and a therapist. While it was written in 2002 only with mothers in mind, and not specifically for HS parents, it explains the physiological side of your problem very well and suggests a wide range of treatment options.
 
Highly sensitive fathers, please—take the problem of burnout for yourself very seriously. Granted, in the second survey, which did have enough fathers who responded to analyze the data, HS fathers did not find parenting more difficult than those without the trait like HS mothers did. Even so, some of you may still be under considerable stress. You may be suffering physical effects as much as your partner. Although she may have been the one who was physically pregnant, starting then and continuing on, you have probably taken on extra duties as well as worries. For example, the stress for fathers may come from increasing pressure to earn enough or keep up with work while more is going on at home, and we did not ask about work pressures in our questionnaire.
 
FOUR SYSTEMS, PLUS ONE
 
Four systems in your body can wear out during the first years of parenthood, especially if the mother had a difficult pregnancy or if either parent beforehand was run-down, had a poor diet, had other illnesses, or was under emotional stress from other causes. Each system is crucial to the other three.
 
 

 
GASTROINTESTINAL SYSTEM. With the stress of parenting, your gastrointestinal system—stomach and intestines—may digest poorly, giving you problems such as nausea, constipation, diarrhea, or gas, as well as malnutrition. That means the rest of your body—those other three systems—receive fewer nutrients and also work less well.
 
 

 
NERVOUS SYSTEM. Your nervous system transmits information throughout your body, so it gives you notice when things are wrong in the form of general worry or troubled moods and feelings. A poorly functioning nervous system still produces thoughts. It cannot stop that basic function. But the thoughts it produces may be harmful to your health.
 
Further, if you have frequent treatments for headaches, lack of sleep, or distressed mood caused by a poorly functioning nervous system, these will probably bother the gastrointestinal system. They all interact.
 
There are at least four neurotransmitters that could be off due to stress. They can be treated in various ways to balance them, but figuring this out almost always requires a psychiatrist experienced with parents specifically, one who has seen it all before.
 
 

 
ENDOCRINE SYSTEM. Your endocrine system produces thyroid, testosterone, oxytocin, cortisol, estrogen, progesterone, prolactin, DHEA, insulin, and many other hormones. (Men and women produce all of these—some, obviously, in differing amounts.) These hormones take messages to all parts of the body, but they could fail to take or give the wrong messages. When your hormones are out of balance, you may be fatigued, irritable, jittery, waking in the night and unable to go back to sleep, depressed, and all the rest. They, in a sense, tell the entire body “we are now under stress,” putting digestion, the nervous system, and the immune system on the alert.
 
 

 
IMMUNE SYSTEM. The fourth system affected by stress is the immune system, the main defender of your health. When it is over-or underactive due to stress, hormone imbalance, poor food, depression, or something else, you will have more infections and allergies, plus possible autoimmune reactions leading to symptoms with more difficult causes to diagnose, such as fatigue and inflammation.
 
All four of these systems will affect the functioning of your muscles, as well—how well you handle all the lifting, bending, roughhousing, dancing, and stretching. All in all, parenting is a very physical experience. It is natural to become depleted over time. You want to feel strong, invulnerable—almost perfect for your child—but accepting the stress your body is under should lead to more compassion for what it needs, especially if you are highly sensitive. That means a thorough plan for self-care for all of these systems. In turn, that means making time for whatever you need, plus giving yourself some slack when you become ill or need to see a doctor.

 
FOR HS PARENTS, THE BURNOUT POTENTIAL NEVER GOES AWAY
 
The purely physical effects of overstimulation when raising school-age children and adolescents are the same as when your children are younger, but you may have more control over your self-care, and the overstimulation comes in different forms. You may still be losing sleep because you have to get up early to prepare your children for school and get them there. You have to deal with everything children bring home from school—from works of “art” to homework to emotional wounds and sticky questions, plus their own overstimulation, which their bodies rely on you to absorb and sooth. Plus, there are constant expectations from teachers and other parents, sometimes leading to some very intense interactions that you cannot avoid. Therefore, you cannot afford to let up on your self-care.
 
Teenagers? When they’re at home, they tend to be loud for some reason—their music and their voices, plus their loud friends. And there are so many issues to think about with teenagers. Meanwhile, you are aging, so all of your systems need more care. I often quote the line in Steel Magnolias when Dolly Parton tells the middle-aged ladies in her beauty salon, who are watching a young bride being “done” for her wedding, that there is “No such thing as natural beauty after twenty.” Except I say, “There is no such thing as natural health after forty.” Suddenly, we have to take care of everything even more to avoid aches, pains, and chronic illness.


 
What About Attachment Parenting?
 
Going back to the first two years, now that you understand the physical stress you are under as a parent of an infant or young child, it is time to discuss how to create the most secure child—with the least stress on yourself. As a psychologist, I know well the importance of a child having a secure attachment. Indeed, it is one of my special interests. Further, I like the principle of attachment parenting—of responding to an infant’s needs as much as possible. I think it is healthy emotionally as well as physically to breastfeed for as long as mother and child wish. (I breastfed my son until he was almost three.) Babies do like to be in constant contact with a reliable caregiver’s body. When a parent carries an infant in some kind of baby carrier with body contact, it often makes life easier for the parent as well, because hands are free and the baby often falls asleep while still retaining that all-important closeness.
 
But I think having only one primary caregiver that the infant recognizes as a secure figure is not good for an HS parent. An HS parent must receive many breaks from the constant contact. It is an illusion that you as a parent are necessary at all times. Humans evolved within extended families and tribes in which older siblings, grandmothers, and just about anyone regularly took over for the mother so that she could recover from stress, care for an even younger child, or return to working as the ablest adult. Why have we lost track of the naturalness of multiple caregivers? (I won’t answer that—you do not have the time to read my hypothesis.) The fact is that many of us still have extended family members who will help or can use friends for support as if they are family. Plus, many parents have partners. Young parents in a community can share duties, becoming extended family. And I suppose day care is a modern way to extend the available “family” that has always been there for us. It’s being home alone that appears to be less traditional in human parenting.
 
An extended family of those who really care about your child is still attachment parenting in the basic principles—responding to an infant’s needs and maintaining physical contact with an infant as much as possible. But this kind of attachment can form with one or more persons that the infant knows they can rely on. Maybe, at least for an HSP, these principles of responsiveness and physical proximity can only be supplied when someone else can also step in to fill that role. For all we know, infants may be built to expect a few caregivers, not simply one.
 
Further, there is actually no research as of now, at least that I know of, demonstrating that attachment parenting with one parent is better than “mainstream” parenting, although my intuition, and probably yours, assumes it is better. But attachment has to involve two, caregiver and child. It seems that the focus should be on how it works for caregiver and infant as a dyad. Some babies do not want to nurse very long. Some parents might injure their backs carrying infants too much. What if the parent providing all the care is paired with an infant who rarely sleeps through the night, so that this single caregiver is awakened over and over? Remember all those physiological effects of overstimulation?
 
In short, the idea of constant contact with one caregiver, normally the mother, may work well in some cases, but I think rarely for an HS parent. Maybe “well-rounded” children are less likely to be produced from a parent going through the motions of attachment parenting while screaming inside.
 
Yet out of conscientiousness, many HS parents will try. That is why I wish personally to give HS parents permission, if they need it, to provide their child with a sense of security in ways other than never leaving their side. If you have ever had a cat with kittens, you know the mother cat steps out of the box at times, no matter how much the kittens holler. Imitate your cat!
 
Some HS parents’ experiences with one-person-only attachment parenting: 



I need my space, but this method of parenting doesn’t allow for that. I need some peace, but with children around most of the time, total peace is rare. I need less stimulation, but the pressure is relentless. Is all this worth it for raising well-rounded children? Who knows?
 
 

 
For an HSP, attachment parenting puts more pressure on us, since the child is within our “zone” 24/7. My ideology was saying one thing—“this is the way I want to do it”—but my sensitivity was saying another—“get this child away from me, I need a break!” It has been a difficult and stressful journey.
 
 

 
I am so sensitive and interested in the greatest health for my girls, and so I have dedicated myself to “attachment” parenting, extended breastfeeding, bed-sharing, and compassionate communication. With our oldest daughter, we bed-shared until seven months and then had her sleep alone and let her “cry it out” (which went on for the next year). With our youngest, we did no-holds-barred bed-sharing until about twenty months. I know I’ve been trying to make the best decisions I can at any given time. I just wish I had valued my sleep much more, and that of my daughters, as well. If I could go back, I would start sooner letting my infant cry herself to sleep in the loving and compassionate arms of Dad.



 
How to Deal with Overstimulation
 
I could provide endless tips for reducing overstimulation for HSPs—these ideas are all over the Internet. Still, I want to list some of the more unusual ones or very important ones for parents especially.
 
I like to divide the problem of overstimulation into three categories: avoiding it, coping with it while it is happening, and recovering from it (although, of course, they overlap). Here are a few ideas:
 
AVOIDING OVERSTIMULATION
 
The best solution, of course, is avoiding overstimulation in the first place, which often begins with your child. When your child is overstimulated or otherwise stressed, you will also be heading in that direction soon if you are not careful.
 
Do what you can to avoid overstimulation meltdowns in your child. How quickly it happens will depend on your child’s sensitivity, of course. But low-sensitive children tire out, too. The world is new to them, so even the simplest thing may be novel and require more processing and adaptation than you think. You can’t avoid stimulating children and still raise them well. Going exciting places—places they love, places where they learn—can leave a child exhausted and both of you at risk of a meltdown. Just being with friends will tire them, even if they are extraverted. (See chapter five for more about tantrums.)
 
Become an expert on how much stimulation your child needs and can handle. Some need a great deal; if their day does not include quite a bit of excitement or physical activity, they may create it by acting up or being defiant. Others need more quiet time. Observe the amount of after-school, weekend, and vacation time activities your child needs and the signs that they have had too much or not enough. Most can use quiet time after school or when they come home from day care. Some children, if they’ve had to sit still or follow directions, may also need to “let off steam.” Both quiet time and activities like soccer or dance lessons can provide a break for you if you allow yourself to take it instead of doing chores or chatting with the other parents.
 
Teenagers often overschedule themselves, and if they are on a college preparatory path, then grades, test scores, applications, and all the rest will overload the whole family. It can be harder to rein in adolescents; plus, they need to learn how to take care of themselves. Maybe suggest they research how much they can handle themselves. They can keep a diary, even for just a week, of their various activities, homework pressures, and how much sleep they had. They should also rate how they felt, their mood and their healthiness. Let them draw their own conclusions.
 
Watching out for overload on your children, and therefore on you, is basic parenting and should not be too difficult for you, given that you are generally very attuned to your children. Still, a few more suggestions always help.
 

SUGGESTIONS
 
 

 
• Know when everyone is most at risk for overstimulation—for example, when kids come home from school and everyone is talking and you need to listen. Encourage them to do something quiet for a time, perhaps with a snack. If you have not rested before they come home, or whenever you expect overstimulation, you should take a rest while they take a break themselves.
 
• With small children (maybe for all of us), food, water, and sleep are the keys to happiness.
 
• If your child is in a crying or screaming phase, keep earbuds handy everywhere! Have at least one pair of noise-canceling headphones. You’ll still be able to hear, but they can soften the highest shrieks. As one HS father describes: 

Interestingly, it is more stressful for me to try and ignore the crying than to do something about it—even when this involves getting closer to the source of noise. [His solution was to keep a pair of earbuds in strategic places so he could use them when the noise became too much.]



 
• Limit playdates and plan them carefully. Expect your child to be exhausted afterward, and you as well, if you were in attendance. Reduce the toys and have an organized play room with a rule that toys stay there or, if they leave, be put back at the end of the day.
 
• Reduce the clutter. Even one or two clean surfaces, with other stuff in nice baskets, will lessen the feeling of chaos. Buy organizers of all sorts or create them out of cardboard boxes. Yes, it’s hard to entirely forget that the stuff inside is not always sorted, but let it go. No one with children is totally organized in all areas of life.
 
• Monitor your energy levels. One respondent said to imagine a pie and keep one third for the morning, one third for the afternoon, and one third for the evening. Once you use up the third allotted for that slice of time pie, shift to the lowest gear you have.
 
• Small, frequent breaks are a very good idea, taken before you hit the wall. As one HS parent shares: 

Noise has definitely affected me—first the crying, now the boisterousness. The more tired I am, the worse it feels. I can go to kids’ parties and playdates with all the sounds of bouncing, shouting, and parents trying to chat by talking over it all. I find them exhausting and need quiet time afterward—but then, so do the kids. As well as encouraging the kids to have quiet time, other coping strategies include keeping a calm, tidy space for myself and, if a break is not possible, “steeling” myself with breathing or by sipping mint tea or water. I am quite controlling about how much activity we sign up for as a family in order to give myself (and my son) the necessary downtime. This is quite hard for me, as I love people and doing things.
 
I hate mess and disorder, and I was very house-proud before the kids came along. I have had to let go of that a bit, and the mess is sometimes so distressing for me that I cease to function and have to walk away or I will blow up.




 
BOUNDARIES 



The extreme nature of everything I’ve experienced as a mother has also taught me the need for boundaries. I have learned to value my own limited energy and resources, and so I will ask my children to help me around the house. If they choose not to help, they will lose some valued object or activity.




 
For all HSPs, the key to avoiding overstimulation is boundaries. That is, saying no. But you cannot necessarily say no to young children. They really do need help or care, and when they just want something, they may put up such a fuss that it seems easier to grant them what they want. Teenagers will try that, too. In that case, the care they need may be simply your listening, or maybe your teaching gently what could be the repercussions of their choices or how civilized people behave! Often, people close to HSPs discover (especially children and partners) that if they make a big enough ruckus, the HSP will be overstimulated and argue less effectively or just give in. You cannot give in when care must be given or a lesson imparted, which means staying as rested as you can between times of caregiving.
 
Generally, you have to say “no” more often to others in addition to your children—friends, relatives. Let your partner know you will be doing this and why, and that they may sometimes get a “no,” too. When you have nothing more to give, be firm with those around you who would like your attention. Remember this: Many will ask for something from you, and you and you alone are the one who has to decide whether you can give it. They can’t know and would not want to distress you if they knew it would. You have to let them know.
 
Saying no to yourself can be the most difficult. You probably know your limits, but sticking to them can be hard. Those of you who are also high sensation seekers are familiar with the battle. We say it is like having “one foot on the gas and one foot on the brake” because the sensation-seeking “system” and what we call the sensitive system can both be present in a person. High sensation-seeking HS parents have the same problem we all do, but more so—needing to rest, but wanting to get things done or do something fun with their children.
 
Part of saying no is letting the house go sometimes, and saying no to guilt. Have some easy meals on hand, even if they do not meet your highest standards for nutrition. In particular, sleeping must come before housework or anything else. When you have time, consider saying no to everything but sleep.
 
I realize that it’s easy to say and not so easy to do, especially if you have more than one child. But your state of consciousness is the basis of everything else you do. When you are fresh, things go well. When you are not, things go badly. It is as simple as that.

 
COPING DURING OVERSTIMULATION
 
You notice you are getting irritable or feel you can’t take any more. You need a break, but you can’t take one. You can’t leave the baby alone. Or the children playing together need to be monitored. Or you have to wait up for a teenager to come home and then “have a talk.”
 
This is why you need help you can count on, which I will discuss later. But suppose you do not have help around at the moment?
 

IDEAS FOR THOSE TOUGH MOMENTS
 
 

 
• Change locations or activities with your child—go to another room, get into the car and drive, leave the store, go to the store, etc.
 
• One mother of young children suggested, Cuddle with them—it feels good, and it’s easier than listening!
 
• If your child is happily occupied for even just a few minutes, sit back and read or just stare into space. Do not jump up to get something done.
 
• Although you are very free to disagree, I am in favor of HS parents occasionally sitting their children down in front of high-quality TV programs and videos or their laptops while the parents take a break—preferably lying down within sight, and certainly within earshot. Whatever the evils of TV, an exhausted HS parent can be pretty hard on children, too.
 
• Take some slow, deep breaths. Blow out through your mouth, which causes the next breath to come from deep down. If you want, imagine you are blowing out your stressors.
 
• Make yourself a cup of tea.
 
• Give yourself a quick foot massage.
 
• Give your senses a treat: Smell something nice, look at something pretty, put on music you like, have a healthy snack that you love, or change into something comfy like pajamas or sweats.
 
• Hug whoever is agreeable to it—child or adult—for an entire minute if you can. Hugs feel good because they reduce stress hormones, pain, high blood pressure, and the likelihood of getting sick while increasing oxytocin, which always makes people feel better.
 
• Stretch. Bend over to touch the floor, then slowly rise, feeling each vertebra uncurl. Maybe stretch your mouth like you’re roaring, then relax your face. If you know any yoga, even one position, the right one for you at the moment can help.
 
• If necessary, simply retire to the bathroom for a while (if children are old enough to be left alone). Children understand that.
 
• Keep a good book around, or be prepared to listen to one, so that you can snatch a little reading now and then—something to look forward to when you can fit it in.
 
• Call or text a good friend, just to say hello.
 
• Go ahead and cry.
 
• One mother suggested imagining you are in a bubble or a huge protective ball so when the children are jumping on you (actually or metaphorically), they just bounce off and your sensitive nervous system is protected.
 
• Meditate in the same room as your child, without being frustrated if you are interrupted. Explain you are meditating, “taking a special break.” It can sometimes quickly calm those in your vicinity.
 
• Go out with your child, especially outdoors. Nature can be surprisingly calming, or at least it can shift the energy. You probably should resist running errands or going to another overstimulating environment where your child may also become overstimulated.
 
• Check to see if you are drinking enough fluids and have eaten protein with your last meal or snack. You need the same things that your child needs: rest, food, and water.
 
• Now think of your own favorite one- to five-minute breaks and jot them down. Refer to this list when you are so stressed you can’t think. You have thought it out beforehand.




 
RECOVERING FROM OVERSTIMULATION
 
Recovery is much like preventing and enduring overstimulation. Again, rest when your child does or when your child is out of the house. If you’ve been so overstimulated that you haven’t had time to process all the complexities of parenting, inner and outer for both you and your child, then you may have trouble sleeping even if you need it. That’s okay. All rest is good, even if you don’t fall asleep. Most of it comes from merely closing our eyes, since 80 percent of stimulation comes through vision.
 
Just watch out for consistently waking late in the night and not being able to go back to sleep. That can be a sign of depression or chronic anxiety that might need treatment. If it will reduce your anxiety to know whether or not your symptoms are at the “disorder” (impairment) level, read up on their DSM indicators on the Internet. (“DSM” refers to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders.) Even better, have someone else look for you and ask you a few questions, provided the one investigating is someone trustworthy and would know, perhaps by living with you or simply being with you often enough to observe any changes in your behavior that you might not be noticing or just gradually getting used to.
 
Beware, however, that some “symptoms,” like crying easily, feeling indecisive, or not being able to concentrate when overstimulated, might be normal for HSPs. Depression and anxiety are only serious if you experience the symptoms (there’s a list of them in DSM) most of the day, nearly every day, for two weeks or more (depression) and more days than not for six months or more (anxiety). Even you meet these criteria, find a psychiatrist who understands or is willing to learn about high sensitivity. If you do not meet these criteria, you still may feel depressed or anxious enough to be miserable and seek help. Otherwise, ease up and get some paid or unpaid help with the kids and chores, and then see how you are feeling.
 
On the other hand, while downtime and sleep are essential, sometimes what you most need is a complete change, perhaps even as simple as running some errands by yourself. Again, this is why you need help. Activities that have nothing to do with parenting can be especially helpful—either something new and exciting (yes, even for an HSP) or a habitual pleasure. Of course, this means more stimulation, so be very careful. You must find balance.
 
As one parent said: 



I continue to struggle with the need to respect my needs as an HSP, along with my drive to be successful in my career and to be an engaged, loving parent.
 
I make a lot of self-care promises to myself that I do not keep.


 
When you get into being chronically overstimulated, sometimes it can be hard to stop and let yourself recover. You go on and on, running on empty. Or, to be more exact, running on cortisol, which is produced to help you deal with stress and does not just suddenly stop being produced when you stop moving. But too much stress will eventually deplete your adrenal glands, where cortisol comes from. That is, pushing yourself for too long will cost you eventually, so be careful.
 

SUGGESTIONS FOR RECOVERING
 
 

 
• Nurture yourself as much as possible during the downtime you have.
 
• Have “spa time” at home (fathers can do this, too)—a warm bath with a candle and some soothing music, and perhaps a scent you like, such as lavender, cedarwood, or sandalwood.
 
• Water helps in all ways: drinking it, taking a bath, walking beside it, swimming in it, or just hearing it. A little table fountain in your bedroom can be soothing and help to block sound.
 
• Drink warm or cooling beverages—whatever comforts you, depending on the season.
 
• Enjoy a healthy, comforting meal, by yourself.
 
• Do a self-massage. If you cannot get out to have a professional massage, get some massage oil or lotion, take off your clothes (turn up the heat if necessary), sit on a towel in front of a candle, and slowly massage each part of you that you can reach. It feels great!
 
• Keep a journal where you can reflect on parenting. Perhaps even draw a little or write a poem to express your feelings. You will treasure this someday, and for now you can step back and see how fast things are changing and how much you are doing, and doing well.
 
• Make a list of the reasons why you had children and another list of everything you are grateful for about your child and partner. Read these over when you most need the reminder.



 
Says one parent: 



To date, my best method at avoiding this shutdown is to closely monitor my own energy level. As soon as I get a hint of being irritated, I take a break. I block out the noise and chaos of the house, along with the internalized messages that say “suck it up.”




 
Value of a “Spiritual” Practice
 
Perhaps the most difficult task for overstimulated HS parents is to keep the big picture. You wonder if your child will ever be toilet trained. (I guarantee you: They will not be wearing diapers in college.) You feel like you will never get a good night’s sleep or an entire day to yourself again. Or your teenager will always ask you to let him off at the corner rather than be seen with you. You know none of this will last, and you are basically so glad you have this child in your life. But when we are stressed or afraid, our view of life contracts. When we settle down, it expands.
 
The big picture comes easily for HSPs, I believe. We think about how things got to be the way they are and how they may turn out. This, I believe, is why most of us have a proclivity for spirituality, the biggest picture of all. Why were we born? Why are we living? Who or what created us or is behind all of this? What happens when we die? This is one reason I have called HSPs “the priestly advisors.” When things go wrong for those without the trait, they want us to advise them about matters they have not thought much about up until now, while we have been thinking about them all our lives.
 
When I was first interviewing people to learn about sensitivity, I kept the question about their spirituality for last, feeling it might be too personal. But all forty of the interviewees brought it up on their own before the end, and most had some kind of spiritual path and practice.
 
I think of a spiritual practice as whatever connects you with something much larger, even your largest Self, or with all beings, the entire creation, infinity and eternity, God or Allah, the Sacred, or the Source. These days many people try to find their own, unique spiritual path, even within a traditional religion. It also seems that the paths are all leading to the same place, even if we have different names for that place.
 
If you want the big picture waiting in the wings when you need it, your spiritual path requires daily practice, or, for busy parents, as often as you possibly can. This is another form of rest or downtime.
 
My own story: 



During my son’s first year we were living in Paris on a post doc, in a two-room apartment. Every evening, when I was fixing dinner, my son would start to whine and drag on my legs. If I put him in his crib (in the same room as the kitchen) he would scream. My husband would try to take him to the other room to soothe him in the other room, but he only wanted me. Meanwhile, I was losing it, crying or angry or both. We had planned to learn Transcendental Meditation (TM) during our stay because it had been highly recommended by friends, but we had put it off because of a lack of money and childcare. As this went on, however, we decided to try learning TM. The very first time my husband and I took turns doing our twenty-minute evening meditation in the back room—the other using a quiet voice while in the kitchen with our son—the whole evening mutual meltdown failed to happen. It never happened again. It was like a miracle. Hence Art and I became sold on TM.


 
One way to combine deep rest and a spiritual practice is meditation, as long as it does not involve mental effort. Having compared methods, in my opinion the most restful and effortless meditation, and therefore the most efficient for your purposes, is TM (Transcendental Meditation; Christian Centering Prayer is a very similar method of meditation). The TM course is a bit expensive, but well worth it. The teaching is very professional and standardized, and it includes any help you may need with your practice for the rest of your life. Most of all, rather ironically, it requires several meetings with a skilled instructor in order to learn not to make an effort. With this method, it is fine to sit comfortably, for your mind to wander, or for you to fall asleep—the point is that rest is the basis of successful activity as well as the evolution of consciousness. But you may already meditate and prefer another method. If so, that’s great.
 
Or perhaps prayer, yoga, a little expressive art therapy, a walk in nature, or a few minutes of gardening may be your spiritual practice. Just try to take time to do it as often and as regularly as you can.

 
Self-Care and the HS Parent’s Past
 
HSPs in general are known for their “differential susceptibility.” That is, with a good childhood, they do better than others in many ways, but with a poor childhood, they are more prone to anxiety, depression, shyness, low self-esteem, and so forth.
 
In my experience, differential susceptibility also impacts self-care. If your needs were well met in childhood, you may be exceptionally good at taking care of yourself as an HS parent. If you experienced neglect or intrusive caregiving that met someone else’s needs more than your own, you may not be as good at this. In that case, pay particular attention to your attitudes about self-care and get some professional help if you continue to take poor care of yourself. (You may find my book The Undervalued Self helpful, as well, but then again, you may not have time to read another book right now.) On the Internet, you can find pieces I have written on finding a good therapist and discussing your trait with a therapist by searching for “Elaine Aron on how to find a therapist.”
 
Individual HS parents must check in often as to whether their self-care routines are working for other members of their families. Often, your ideas about how to balance downtime and work come from your childhood. If you saw one partner dominating the other in any way, you have to be very watchful not to let that repeat. If you tend to be dominated, you will need to speak up for your needs, for your child’s sake as well as yours. Especially if you are the one bringing home the money, and the only HSP in the family, you can easily end up being the dominator. Just because you are sensitive and work hard, you can’t assume that you can demand to participate less in daily life or not divide the drudgery equally. It has to be discussed as a team. If your job is too stressful for helping at home, think seriously about how to remedy this so that you can be sensitive, yet still involved in both the pleasant and difficult aspects of family life. This may take some creativity or letting go of something for now, but it is well worth it. See chapter three for more ideas.

 
Conclusion
 
The only built-in problem for HSPs is being easily overstimulated. If you find yourself feeling worn down, you can do better—and you must. When you do happen to be rested and thinking more clearly, take a careful look at your life. What can you do better? Eat better? Cut down other expenditures so you can budget for more help? Let go of something? Think back. When you have let go of something in the past, have you really missed it? You added parenting to your life. It may be time to subtract something else.


 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Getting Help
 
YES, YOU NEED IT
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
HSPS MUST AVOID, MANAGE, AND RECOVER from overstimulation in order to be our best at anything. Every HS parent (maybe with some rare exceptions) needs some help. If you already have all the help you need at home and the amount of child care, in your home or out, that you want, you can skip this chapter. However, if you have help but feel guilty about it because other parents seem to need less or do without entirely, or having help is taking money away from other things your family would like, read these next few pages.
 
The first source of help, when your child is old enough, is outside-the-home child care. Whether this is available and affordable, and from what age, depends on the country where you reside. Some countries, those in Scandinavia for example, offer support care for children from as early as nine months old. The governments of other countries, such as the United States, Canada (except Quebec), and the United Kingdom, so far leave child care largely up to the parents to pay for. Also, in some countries, like Italy, young couples are more likely to receive help from their extended family. As you read, you may have to adjust what I say to your situation.
 
Whatever the degree of child care outside the home, there is the question of hiring someone to help you at home, not just with an infant, but also later.
 
Your need for help is not just because HS parents are “high maintenance.” HS parents do have more needs to meet for themselves so they can fulfill their exceptional capacity to parent.
 
Dealing with Guilt and Comparisons
 
You may encounter some parents who are home all day with infants and toddlers and seem to cheerfully manage their housework by themselves, as well. Or they work all day and have their children in day care or school, then come home to child-rearing and managing the household, but seem to have no trouble with this triple load. And they appear to be thriving. Of course, they may have the help of a partner, but perhaps so do you. They may even be in their home office in all their spare time, perhaps with one eye on the kids, when you would be watching with both eyes and needing a rest. Some are pursuing careers at top speed—as well as being, or seeming to be, perfect parents. Those are the other 80 percent.
 
You are different. I know it can be hard to explain, especially to a partner or to other parents, and especially if you find you need help for as much as forty hours a week at home, even if your children are in child care much of the week. There are still so many chores and errands, shopping and meals to prepare. Plus, you need downtime. Probably, it is just as hard to explain your need to yourself. It seems too self-centered and expensive, especially in countries lacking government-sponsored or affordable child care. But you will have to believe you need it before you can convince others of it. So look at it this way—it’s perhaps the most important thing to get right at the beginning of your child’s life. As one parent said:
 

The simplest thing to say about this situation might be that it’s too much.


 
To summarize a longer story: 



Fran felt like she was going crazy and knew she needed help. She hired a housekeeper to clean, do laundry, and prepare dinners so that she could rest while her children were at school. But when she shared this with her less sensitive friends, they were amazed. Even as stay-at-home moms with three or four children, they had done everything themselves. Naturally, this left Fran feeling alone, guilty, and judged by her friends. It required considerable convincing by her HS husband that this was important and necessary.


 
If you need help, you just need it. That doesn’t make you a less capable or worse parent.
 
THE PROBLEM OF BEING ALONE ALL DAY WITH A YOUNG CHILD
 
There are probably very few parents, if any, who thrive when home alone all day with an infant or very young child, much less two or three children. Yes, some people are born with a talent for it, and they often make it a profession. Thank goodness they exist. But do not compare yourself to them or to those who feel the need to be (or look like) “supermoms” and “superdads.”
 
Humans, HS or not, do poorly in social isolation. Staying with a young child is not complete social isolation, but the social interaction is limited compared to another adult, even though it is highly meaningful in the development of the child. All humans are designed to process information more deeply than most animals, and HSPs particularly specialize in it. We can be overwhelmed when processing too much, but we are equally uncomfortable processing too little—that is, not using our skills.
 
Indeed, we humans, and other social animals as well, can actually lose our minds when locked up by ourselves, which is why solitary confinement is considered to be a form of torture. I think of social interaction (and other stimulation as well) as a kind of food, and we all need some every day. Sometimes we can fast for a day, and sometimes we “graze” on snacks, but mostly we need regular meals. Sometimes you want a feast of high-quality time with one other person, especially if you are more introverted, or with your whole gang if you are more extraverted.
 
Interacting with a small child might be compared to following a very limited social diet. The child is just getting used to food and enjoys that limited diet, but it doesn’t work for long for the parent. Indeed, we know young children also need to learn to eat new “social” foods—that is, to be with others besides their family members, when they are ready.

 
IT’S NOT NORMAL TO GO WITHOUT HELP
 
As you probably know, it was not typical for parents to raise children in isolation until perhaps the middle of the twentieth century, and then only in certain industrialized societies. Before that, children were raised by more than one person—a married couple working together, an extended family, women doing communal tasks with all their children near them, older children taking care of younger ones, or parents in a small community simply keeping an eye on each other’s children when the kids were out playing rather than each parent hovering over their own child.
 
By leaving our old ways, we have added the problem of all the work being done by the home-alone parent as they keep the home fires burning. With all our time-saving devices, the list never gets shorter—just more complicated. So another problem with one home-alone parent is that they tend to do these highly focused household tasks, such as ordering things on the computer, while their child sleeps instead of sleeping during that time, too. Or when the child is awake, running about and needing to be watched, the parent must do something like meeting with a repair person. This kind of multi-tasking is especially hard on HSPs. In one family I know well, who can afford a lot of help, no one is ever left alone in the house with a very young child. In their view, as one of them put it, “It just seems wrong not to have two people there at once. A young child needs constant attention, and one person alone simply cannot give it.”
 
 

 
 
A story of my own: 



I was fortunate in that when our son was small, my husband, Art, was almost always at home with me, sharing parenting equally. But for a time, we lived in Vancouver, Canada, with friends while he did research. Everyone was out of the house all day. I had no car, and it was a Vancouver winter, dark and dreary. I did not know at the time that I was an HSP, but I knew I was going crazy being home alone all day with our one-and-a-half-year-old, who was walking but still mostly needing to be carried, aware of every move I made but not talking. I could not sleep unless he was sleeping, and his naps were shorter now. I really needed some time alone.
 
Art was all sympathy, and he came up with one small but ingenious suggestion, embarrassing and funny to this day. I would bring all the toys into the kitchen and, when my son was not looking, climb up on top of the refrigerator. He would play happily by himself for an hour or more, as long as he did not have me in sight as his most versatile toy. Up on the refrigerator, I would draw or write in my journal, happy in my own world for a while. When he finally became bored or distressed, I would immediately come down. I didn’t do it very often, so I don’t think he ever figured out where I was. Of course, it did not solve the bigger problem that I was lonely. How happy I was when any of our housemates came home!


 
If you do have to stay at home alone temporarily, you need good communication with those away during the day. When others come home, the parent left at home not only needs help with dinner and putting the child to bed, but also some adult companionship.
 
Again, how much you tolerate being home alone with a child may depend on your personality and your child’s temperament and age. It might be okay for some of you, but most of you will not do well. Try not to judge yourself negatively for this. Remember how talented you are in situations right for you, including with your child when you are rested. Above all, whatever your circumstances, personality, and talents, these are yours and unique to you.
 
One solution, of course, is sending your child to child care as soon as it feels right for the child, even if you are not going back to work. But some HS parents feel guilty about it, feeling it may be too soon or for too many hours. Obviously, you have to do what feels best for you and your child, but remember that at a certain age, children are better off with some time in child care, becoming comfortable with their peers and gradually preparing for kindergarten. Most children protest at being separated from their parent, and that can be very hard for you, but most children also end up enjoying some time in child care.
 
Child care is not without its problems. There’s choosing the right place (assuming you have a choice) and dealing with the personnel. If your child has an unusual temperament, some facilities work with individual differences, and some do not. If they do not, you can end up feeling something is wrong with you or your child-rearing because your child does not fit in. Still, some hours by yourself are important, so cultivate a good relationship with the child care workers if you can. (We will return to choosing child care and preschools at the end of the chapter.) Meanwhile, you have to face the fact that even if you are not working and your child is in child care most of the day, it could be that you need help at home, maybe even just someone to come in and clean or do laundry.


 
Getting Help at Home
 
We will look at a number of situations, starting with some general points and then some options specific to the age of your child. We’ll try to discuss not only hiring help, but also getting help even if you think you can’t afford it.
 
GENERAL SUGGESTIONS
 
First, let’s admit to the downside of having help at home. I think it can be harder for HS parents to let other people take care of their house or their children. It needs to be just the right person, and that means decisions and uncertainty and the fear of having to upset someone by letting them go if they don’t work out. Further, the person will be in your home, which for some people is uncomfortable. And if you will be alone with them, you will need to get along well.
 
That said, you still need help. Decisions about whom and when to hire take time, and you must learn to tolerate uncertainty until an answer becomes clear. Do try to have an exit strategy, such as a trial period before committing to a relationship.
 
Above all, do not become friends with any professional you work with, especially at the start. “Friendly but not friends” makes it a little easier to say when you are unhappy with something or your professional relationship is just no longer working out. Above all, do not become involved in their personal life. You can listen briefly with interest if they want to talk, but use your body language to show you need to move on. Make it clear that you are not there to listen to their problems, much less offer solutions or give gifts. Be generous in other contexts, such as bonuses at holidays or for an extra service.
 
At the same time, if you can afford it and you like the person you have hired, pay them as much as you can. Ask around for what is the going rate, and then add a little bit if you possibly can. You want to keep good people, and you want them to know that you appreciate them. Also, be fair and clear: If you do not plan to keep them after your child reaches a certain age, tell them. Offer to help them find another job when the time comes. Promise them you will give them a great recommendation. Friendly, not friends.

 
HELP AT HOME WHEN YOU BOTH HAVE TO WORK
 
Most of this chapter is about help for a parent alone with a child or children, but what about those many of you who want to or must work full time? You need your child taken care of for all of the time you are actually working, whether that means someone at home with your child or child care. Even with child care, the main consideration for the HS parent is that without some housekeeping help at home, you have no downtime, but must go from work to child-rearing and household chores without a break. Even if your take-home pay is reduced by paying for this help, you need to spend that money. Think about coming home to a clean house, the laundry done and put away, and perhaps a meal waiting. You are also going to want to be alone for a few minutes first, then spend some quality time with your children, then time with your partner if you are not living alone. Hence, besides daytime help, you need someone who can stay into the evenings and sometimes parts of weekends.
 
By the way, if you are working, even part time, you may feel particularly sad and guilty that you are not home alone with your child. It helps not to idealize staying at home. It can be nice to be away. Indeed, time away appears to increase enjoyment of time spent with children.
 
Mainly, when both parents work, you need to see that you do not both have stressful jobs, long commutes, or long work hours. If you must, consider reducing your standard of living by changing jobs or reducing hours. But the bottom line is that you still need some help at home.

 
GETTING HELP AT HOME WHEN YOU CAN’T AFFORD TO HIRE SOMEONE
 
If you cannot afford to hire help and you have no one else around to help you, do not despair. Use your sensitivity to be creative.
 
First, what about grandparents, aunts, or uncles? Relatives without children (those particular aunts and uncles, and even a sister or brother) may be especially interested in part-time parenting with a child who is related to them by blood. (It is common among social animals for relatives to do much of the parenting, freeing the parents to hunt, feed, etc. Exactly what you need!) They may be just waiting for you to ask. Of course, this can also be a very delicate relationship if they have not been parents, so use your judgment. You want caregivers who are willing to learn.
 
Relatives who have raised children can be even tougher to teach. Each generation raises its children differently. As a new grandmother, I eagerly watched Dr. Harvey Karp’s video, “Happiest Baby on the Block,” which was full of ideas new to me for soothing a crying infant. But I think I was also told, half jokingly, that I would not be holding my grandson very much until I saw the video. Fair enough.
 
I hope you have a parent or other relative who is willing to learn. Or perhaps you’re so grateful for the help that you can accept whatever comes with that help. 



Greg told us how happy he was when his mother and father moved from another state to live close by and help his wife when their son was an infant. They brought a problem with them, however: Both parents smoked. It was difficult to convince his mother to smoke only outside the house. She pointed out that she had smoked around him, and he seemed well enough as an adult. Greg diplomatically showed her research on secondhand smoke, research probably not well known when he was a child. Did his mother come around? Greg did not say.


 
Lori described a similar experience: 



My mother offered to quit her second job to watch my son, but she smokes. After many arguments, I opted for smoking grandma. She assured me she always smokes outside. Then when she is caught smoking in the house, she says, “Don’t worry, I’m blowing the smoke out the window, it’s fine.” Whenever I’d call home just to check in, my mother would be annoyed and say, “You’d think I didn’t raise you kids just fine. Everything is fine!”
 
What a contrast to when I had my daughter almost eight years later. My father had remarried, and his wife loves children. My stepmom offered to watch the baby. I felt a little guilty choosing her over my mother, but it was so wonderful.


 
Second, be sure: If you think you have no choice but to hire someone, but also think you cannot afford it, think again. Even a few hours a week of child care or housekeeping can provide you with the downtime you need in order to be the best parent you can be.
 
Third, consider local resources for parents. Just going and being with other parents, possibly where there is some child care, too, can be a big help and connect you with others in the same predicament who have found help. This is not a time to be shy!
 
In many countries, there is a twenty-four-hour “helpline” that might be able to help you find the support you need, especially if you sound desperate (which you very well may be). If you’re having a great deal of trouble being alone all day or after work with your child, please don’t be afraid to say so. There may be aid available through government or nonprofit organizations.
 
Finally, there are also many ideas on the Internet. Some can be found at the website Frugal Mama (frugal-mama.com). Online groups of mothers and fathers in your area may have ideas, too.


 
Working Just to Get Out of the House
 
If you can’t afford help and being home alone with a child is getting you down, you might simply get a job, part time or full time. This will give you money to get help at home and afford child care that you could not. Many HS parents in this situation will tell you that what they make in take-home pay is only enough to cover these costs, but they don’t mind. Their reason for working is to have time away from the chaos, the opportunity for adult interaction that goes beyond parenting (both so important for HSPs), and to have another identity besides full-time parent. If this is you, working may be a fine option. Your child may be better off with less of you if the you they get is in a good mood.
 
Of course, working will not help if you come home exhausted. Be careful in choosing work that isn’t high pressure, drudgery, too many hours, or involving a bad social environment. Working from home may be a better choice, if there is still interaction with others by phone or video. But when your children are at home, you will need help so that you can be completely focused on your work, plus have some downtime for yourself. During downtime from work that you wish to devote to your children, truly drop your work and completely focus on parenting. Do beware, however, of work-from-home scams on the Internet. If possible, find work through friends or businesses where you worked before.

 
Again, Why You Need Help, and Another Kind You Might Need
 
In chapter one I told you about a study finding that HS parents tended, on average, to use authoritarian (strict) or overly permissive parenting styles a little more than the ideal, authoritative style. It was thought that this was probably how they were handling frequent states of feeling overwhelmed, overstimulated. To me, this study says getting help is a serious matter. To be blunt, “Get help or keep losing it and possibly harm your child.”
 
I have joked to parents who balked if they had to pay for help, “Take the money out of your savings for his college expenses. Get real here. Whether he goes to college or succeeds at anything depends a lot on how you raise him now.” I might add, “This is especially true given he’s highly sensitive like you.” (Or has any other temperament trait that can be difficult if not well handled.) Then I pound it home: “How you raise him depends on how rested you are, which depends on how much help you have. Spend the money.”
 
I also will add, “Given all the pluses of your own sensitivity, he will probably turn out wonderfully. But for your sake too—spend the money so you are still sane at his graduation.”
 
I am going to guess that many of you have not had enough help and been overwhelmed, and so you have often lapsed into strict or permissive styles. You did that to avoid totally “losing it,” which I am sure you have also done. Especially if you are just feeling terrible about parenting, or losing your temper or breaking down often, in front of your child, you need another kind of help. You need tips on better ways to handle situations before they overwhelm you.
 
One tip is simply to pause, think of something pleasant for a moment, then of what you want to happen in the long run and what you need to do right now to make that happen—if you can just hold on a little longer. Remember that pleasant thought.
 
To get better at pausing, you can practice it throughout the day, whenever you think of it, even if you are not yet overwhelmed. Maybe during a pause you can see that you are heading towards “losing it” and avert it by changing what is going on. Maybe all you need is a tiny bit of self-care, the results of which you can pass on to your child. I know, easier said than done.
 
What do you do about tantrums, constant defiant behavior, disobedience, lying, constant whining or unreasonable demands, and all the rest that can break down your calm? There are many, many experts writing books, doing blogs and courses on the Internet, and offering consultation on just this, staying calm and using techniques that work. There are really too many for me to recommend one. But make use of these experts, the good ones. Check out their credentials and get a taste of their writing or speaking. Your intuition will tell you if they can help you.
 
Many experts also do one-on-one consultations, in person or by phone. A few are listed on my website, along with other resources for HS parents. (For example, Alice Shannon’s blog On Listening to Temperament is listed there, and she has posted several pieces especially on parenting for HS parents.) Develop a relationship so that your “parenting consultant” knows you and your child fairly well. Then you can call and get quick help whenever you have a special problem, need a refresher, or your child comes to a new stage of development.
 
Especially learn about your child’s temperament—not just whether your child is highly sensitive, but all nine of the traits the experts talk about, as found in the classic on the subject, Mary Kurchinka’s Raising Your Spirited Child. These experts will tell you that some children are just plain difficult (although Kurchinka puts it all, rightly, in positive terms). If you have one of those, you can feel less guilty about “losing it.” However, you have a greater task ahead of you. These children require especially skilled parenting. But knowing about even an easy child’s particular temperament (e.g. highly active, slow at transitions, distractible, dramatic) will make it easier to avoid rough spots.
 
The point is, there are some tricks you may never have thought of on your own. I can tell you that they were not around when I was parenting, and they would have helped me often. It’s okay if you have not been practicing these skills up until now. Do not feel, “Oh no, I’ve made so many mistakes.” Just learn the new skills and apply them now so that you are parenting more the way you know you want to parent. If the skills are new to you, it will take time to improve. Do not feel guilty about lapses. You will get better because the reward will be your feeling more competent, less overwhelmed.

 
Finding Help at Each Stage of Childhood
 
Notice I said each. Each stage has its own needs.
 
FINDING HELP DURING INFANCY
 
Everyone seems to understand that mothers—and fathers, too—need help with a newborn baby. This is a long tradition. If you will not receive this from family members, and the working partner cannot receive maternity or paternity leave, you’ll need other help. It is essential that you hire someone ahead of time so that the person can step right in. As an HS parent, you do not want to have the burden of hiring someone while dealing with your new infant.
 
Since most of you have already had your child, I will not compare the advantages for an HS parent of working with doulas, midwives, nurses, and so forth. Many are certified by their professional organizations. There may be many forms of help where you live, and not all good ones are certified. Nannies with experience may be just as good, perhaps less expensive, and stay longer. Ask for references from others who have used them previously. Referrals from other parents you know are best.
 
If you are a new parent with an infant, yes, it’s helpful to hire someone who is also an experienced parent or has been especially trained for this type of work. But you don’t want to end up feeling one down, even if you truly are an inexperienced parent. You are still the boss. If you read about a new way of taking care of a situation, such as when to introduce food to an infant, your hired caregiver has to go along with you, even if it is new for them. HS parents often have particular intuitions or have read up on a subject that others do not know about, and chances are you are right, especially for your child.
 
Indeed, in all ways of running your house, it is your house. It’s wonderful to have suggestions, but when something doesn’t suit you, you have to be able to say to this person, “That sounds like a good idea, but it’s not going to work for me.” And remember, you do not have to give an explanation.

 
FINDING HELP WITH OLDER INFANTS AND TODDLERS
 
Toddlers are as difficult as infants, but in different ways, as many of you know. Some positives are that they give you more chances to go out, perhaps be with other parents you have met. Some of you will return to work when your child is this age. Still, you will need more housekeeping help, as you will have to watch a toddler more when you might otherwise be doing this work yourself or taking some downtime.
 
With a more active or difficult toddler, even if you have some day care, you may need some child care at home, as well. It is important that your caregiver understand this age in a child’s development. An inexperienced caregiver can project on to a whining toddler more mature motivations, such as being manipulative or not liking them.
 
Again, do you think you cannot afford help? Be creative. Sometimes stay-at-home parents or those working part time can trade off, so that one stays with their own toddler plus one or two others while the other parents get that needed time away or work a little, and then the roles are reversed.
 
However, there are a few things for you as an HSP to consider. First, if you will be taking turns, staying with even just two children could be very overstimulating, so begin something like this with a trial period.
 
Second, adding even one child to your family circle exposes your whole family to more germs, more work for you, and, therefore, times when you feel exhausted but cannot take a rest.
 
Third, usually you establish something like this with friends or a neighbor, but be alert to potential conflicts, like how much TV they watch.
 
Or you can try a more flexible babysitting co-op among a group of parents you trust in which each earns points for babysitting and then can use those points when needed.
 
However, you have to be sure that when it’s your turn to watch children, you can handle taking care of them. It probably depends on how many of them have “easy” temperaments, the ages and spread of ages, and the resources in the home, whether it be yours or theirs.
 
Another alternative is to set up a “nanny share.” You can learn about these online. No parent is overwhelmed by too many children, and two or more families can afford a more qualified person. The drawbacks here include that with one or more other parents plus a nanny, the other family may have issues with the nanny, and you might have to mediate. Or, as with taking turns caring for children at home, you and the other family could disagree about how the children should be treated—for example, how much and what kind of food to start them on. (You don’t want the nanny having to give different food to each child.) You will need to decide together how much housework should be done by the nanny. Just remember that a nanny can do much less housework with more than one small child to care for.

 
TIPS FOR HS PARENTS CHOOSING CHILD CARE OR PRESCHOOL
 
At some point, you will be able to reduce help at home and have more outside-the-home help, if you have not done this already. With a toddler who has previously been cared for entirely at home, you will want to feel your young child is old enough for preschool (child care with a learning curriculum). There will be more children, more structure, and more stimulation. Expect a period of adjustment. At first, your new, extra downtime may be filled with worries about how your child is doing.
 
Plus, as with choosing at-home help, you will have the problem of choosing the right preschool (if you have a choice—remember that having it close to home may be most important). This will depend on many variables, but for you, the problem may be simply that—too many things to consider. You have to be ready to face that you may choose the wrong one and have to move your child later. If that happens, do not be too hard on yourself. (The next chapter discusses the understandable difficulty that HS parents in particular have making such choices.)
 
Mainly, try to leave enough time, so that there are still many openings at the places you might choose, and to research them thoroughly, using some of these suggestions from other parents:
 
 

 
• Ask other parents who are making the same decision or have made it. Look on the Internet for a chat room or Facebook group of mothers in your area who have used some of your various child care or preschool options. Some may have made an elaborate exploration of a place, although your values may differ, as this parent’s did: 

A neighbor who had made a detailed chart of each school didn’t like the place we sent our child to because they allowed the pet rabbit to roam freely in the backyard and there were unpicked-up rabbit feces in the grass. Of course, I wanted our child to be safe, but I went more on my impressions and my sense of the place.


 
Bottom line here: Some of you might like a chart to keep track of the details until you make a decision, but others might prefer using intuition.

 
• Consider a day care or preschool that is small and has a good child to adult ratio.
 
• Find out how much parents are expected to be involved. You may like a lot or a little involvement, depending on how extroverted or introverted you are; just see whether the place suits your temperament. Especially if you have another child, you don’t want a lot of extra events you must attend or people you must respond to.
 
• Find out about the education and experience of the child care providers or teachers. This may prevent you from being disappointed later and having to make a change. Whatever their education, these professionals should be warm, caring people with whom you feel comfortable and, above all, interested in your child.
 
• Consider the distance you have to drive to drop off and pick up your child. Being able to walk to the facility could be helpful. One parent found it made for a smoother transition from home to school: 

We looked for a day care that was not too far away from home because the ride to and from day care is tiring for our HSC [highly sensitive child]. We could walk there, and being outside is calming for our HSC. Plus, when we walk, it’s a smoother transition from home to school. The days I took the car to day care, the transition was always more difficult.



 
• Even if your child is not highly sensitive, watch for a day care center that doesn’t have kids running around screaming. Does the personnel deal with conflicts between children effectively? Is there a good outdoor area? Your child will be affected by the environment when they are back with you, and you want your child to develop a calm personality as much as possible to fit with your need for calm at home.
 
• Overall, aim for a good fit for your child’s temperament. If your child’s temperament is unusual, such as being highly sensitive, highly active, slow to transition, or “dramatic,” check if the personnel appreciate temperament differences. Since people don’t know much about high sensitivity, you don’t have to use those words. But you can bring up the way your child reacts to things, using each aspect of DOES. Research shows that sensitive children are more affected by their child care environments than other children. They thrive in good environments and suffer in poor ones more than other children. So you are right that this is an important decision, but you are not going to choose a truly bad place.

 
 

 
 
One HS mother describes how she chose her day care while considering her sons’ temperaments: 



Being HS is not something that very many people know about here in Sweden. People often mistake it for a diagnosis, such as ADHD [attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder]. I didn’t want that to happen. However, when speaking to the staff about our sons,
 
I explained how HSCs function. I found that the personnel understood our sons better when I told them about the example of nonsensitive deer compared to HS deer (the nonsensitive deer running happily into the glade, and the HS deer waiting to see if it was safe). I made sure to be clear that it was not a shyness issue. I also talked about having strong feelings and being easily overwhelmed. If the staff didn’t seem to understand these key issues, then that was not a day care center for us.



 
HELP WHEN YOUR CHILDREN ARE SCHOOL AGE
 
At this age, your child will be in school more, so the help you need will mainly be around the house and perhaps driving your children places. If you are working or decide to go back to work, you will need a school or another situation that provides care up until you will be done with work and ready to pick up your child. Another consideration, again, is the distance to the school and traffic involved. You will be driving there more often than you imagine. A public school will probably be the one closest.
 
Some parents consider private versus public school or homeschooling. More decisions! Homeschooling may be especially tempting—which means you will continue to need at-home help. But keep in mind that as an HS parent, you need to consider whether your child, perhaps not an HSC, needs the protection and supervision that you needed at that age and perhaps did not get in school or after school. Take care how it influences your decision, as a tougher child may be fine in a reasonably good school or in long hours of care after school if you will be working.
 
Another consideration for deciding how much help you will need at this age is how many activities children should be in after school and on weekends. These can involve considerable driving and stimulation, such as being with other parents during practices. If you work during the week, activities like soccer games can take up much of your weekend, when you most need some downtime. So when choosing the kind of help you need, consider if you want a good driver who can take your children to some of their activities and even stay at the sidelines, satisfying your child’s need to be watched and appreciated. Observe the times when your child needs you nearby during an activity and when it matters less. Keep in mind that the more you avoid these events, the more you will miss getting to know the other parents, which may be important for you, too. So balance the amount of time you are there and not, and maybe explain by demonstration: Partway through, say, “I think I’m going to go to my car for the rest of the practice—I need some downtime.” I think every parent will understand, even if you are away from your post more than they are.

 
HELP WHEN YOU HAVE ADOLESCENTS
 
At this stage, I hope your adolescents are pitching in with housework and can be trusted to be home alone, or else out with others, with you monitoring their activities from a distance. Therefore, you may need less help and also be able to afford it a little more. What you may need most now is just someone to drive them around or be home when they come home, or whatever you can’t supply. Be sure to hire someone who gets along well with your teenager and has some understanding of adolescents.


 
Conclusion
 
In addition to all the guilt and financial concern you may have about hiring more help for raising your child than other parents seem to need, you may be affected by your high levels of empathy and conscientiousness. Remember from chapter one: There are those particular parts of your brain that are activated in you more than others when you experience empathy, which makes it feel as though it is actually happening to you. Remember from chapter two that HS parents say yes more often than others to the statement, “When my child has experienced a major success or setback, it is as if it has happened to me.”
 
Empathy is good for parenting, but it complicates leaving your child in day care, preschool, or even at school. If they make a fuss or complain, you need to go deeper into why. Perhaps you can take time to observe them out of their sight to find out if they are actually enjoying themselves when they are there, and if not, why. If at your child’s age you had a hard time being in child care or going to school, or just being away from your parents at all, be careful not to project that onto your child when there’s some pain at separating. That may cost you your downtime and your child a healthy experience with other children.
 
The same problem with too much empathy can arise when hiring at-home help. You feel empathy for your child at being left with a “stranger.” Maybe, again, you imagine how you felt as a child when left with a babysitter and project that onto this situation when it might not be the same. Some children are upset when they see the babysitter arriving, hoping to be taken along rather than left, but actually enjoy the change of company while you are away. Do listen, however, to any legitimate complaints about the person or signs of irresponsibility, such as a messy house when you come home if you asked them to straighten up.
 
You also may feel empathy for the person you hired, who may be poorer than you and perhaps away from their own child because of having to work and wishing they were not. Overall, you want to minimize negative experiences without taking on too much or imagining something that may not be there.
 
You must be realistic about getting the help you need, in or out of your home. Stuff happens. You must take care of yourself in order to be the kind of parent you want to be. Remember what they tell you on the airplanes: Put your oxygen mask on first before helping your child.


 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
Depth of Processing
 
MAKING DECISIONS, FROM BUYING THE HEALTHIEST BREAD TO THE PURPOSE OF YOUR LIFE
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
AS ONE HS PARENT SAID: 



The choices that I have to make daily are completely overwhelming, and I become frozen by all the decisions.


 
The only built-in problem for HSPs is being easily overstimulated. For example, imagine the multitude of options and sensory input in grocery stores. Then, for HS parents, add the stimulation of a child or two. But our wonderful preference to process deeply makes its own demands on us.
 
As another HS parent noted: 



It seems like parenting has been more difficult for me to adapt to than it has for my non-HSP friends and family. I seem to feel the need to introspect on the whole experience a lot more.


 
If we have to make a decision, we prefer to think about it deeply, and that takes time. In 1993, two psychologists, Patterson and Newman, performed several studies that led them to describe two different responses to failing at a task. One was to try again as soon as you could, and the other was to take time to reflect before trying again. Those taking the second strategy were of course the HSPs (although the terminology was different in 1993).
 
It is a good strategy, except that it takes energy. In a study on making choices, reported in 2018, Kathleen Vohs and a team of five others had their study participants make decisions (for example, choosing what they wanted from an array of products or courses to take in college). A control group only had to rate the choices. After making or rating decisions, the participants were given a variety of tasks, and the group that actively made decisions performed worse on all of them (as well as lapsing into procrastination before being given an “important” math exam). Making choices had depleted their energy for other tasks, including simple self-control.
 
It does not get easier to make decisions. For example, the Vohs study described above found in their research on choices that U.S. grocery stores in 1976 offered nine thousand unique products. When they wrote the article, in 2014, they report the average was forty thousand. That’s almost six times more! I’m sure the choices around parenting have multiplied at least as much. In reviewing the literature on choices, the authors discuss considerable prior research showing that after a certain point, more choices make those having to choose less happy about the whole experience. This is especially true for HS parents; in our study, HSPs were much more likely to report that “decisions about parenting have driven me crazy!”
 
Let’s see. What type of diapers to buy? A small decision, but choose the wrong one, and there are practical consequences. Your energy is wasted or saved. Same with food choices for your family—they seem small, but you know they add up over time. Has your child chosen good kids as friends, or should you interfere? School choices—often, the quality depends on where you live. Should you move or not? That can really be a tough decision.
 
Remember, our depth of processing goes hand-in-hand with our greater emotional responsiveness. The more a person cares about something, the more they think about it. That’s why schools give tests. Assuming the student cares about getting a good grade, the tests make the student eager to do well or afraid of doing poorly, emotions that supposedly motivate them to study.
 
For HS parents, the top motivation is the love for the child. All parents love their children, but maybe HS parents even more so (when they are not overstimulated and at their wits’ end). We want to process every single decision very carefully, as if it were a final exam in the most important class we will ever take. We need to consider the facts and our feelings about them, plus the uncertainties and risks. Since we cannot process it all in the moment, we need downtime to replenish our energy as well as digest all of our experiences, including decisions, both those needing to be made and those already made. I do not have to tell you that parents are very short on downtime.
 
Let’s see if we can reduce a little of the energy put into decision making.
 
Help for HS Parents with Those Pesky Decisions
 
Happily, some decisions are so quick, you will not notice them. In that case, as I said in chapter one, you are using your intuition based on all of the information you’ve gathered in the past, some of it without noticing. But sometimes, you have to decide whether to trust your intuition! And some decisions can seem agonizing. Here are a few suggestions.
 

IDEAS FOR MAKING DECISIONS
 
 

 
• FACE HOW MUCH UNCERTAINTY IS INVOLVED. Tough decisions always involve uncertainty, or you would have already made them. Yes, your HS nature wants to avoid mistakes, but sometimes key factors cannot be predicted ahead of time. Accept that.
 
• HOW UPSET WILL YOU BE IF YOU’RE WRONG? How serious will it really be? Can you be philosophical about making a mistake? See the big picture and understand that “to err is human”? In a year or ten years, will it even matter? Will the brand of stroller you use affect whether your child goes to college? Whatever the subtle differences in methods of toilet training, he will not be using diapers in high school. Also, sometimes a choice at first feels like a mistake but turns out to be okay later.
 
• TRY TO HAVE AN EXIT STRATEGY. Can you return the baby stroller? Can you change methods of sleep training if the first one does not work? Can you leave the mothers’ support group early? Why not plan ahead how you will excuse yourself? Who will really care if you decide to leave?
 
• BE CAREFUL WHOM YOU ASK FOR ADVICE ABOUT A DECISION. Those without your trait in particular, with no (conscious) stake at all in your decision, can voice strong opinions while focusing on only a small part of the decision, not knowing all the facts, or thinking what they would do in your situation. If you had said something in the tone they use, it would probably mean you were nearly certain, but don’t assume their ideas deserve extra consideration or have to be followed. They might be shocked later that you took them so seriously. Meanwhile, their opinions can stick in our minds and hearts, especially if we otherwise respect the person or decide to go against this advice. Beware of asking for advice from relatives who would be upset if you went against it. And some non-HSPs may see you as so hopeless at making decisions, or made so tense by your indecisiveness, that they push you one way or another: “Just do X and get it over with.” NO. That’s not your style. Thank them and tell them you are still thinking about it.
 
• WHO ARE THE RIGHT PEOPLE TO ASK? Ask those who have information you may not have—those with an older child who have already had to make that decision about a stroller, school, or dentist. Above all, talk with those who really listen to you and reflect back to you what you are saying: “I hear you. You are really troubled about this decision to have another kid or not.” Again, be careful of those who do not listen yet express strong opinions, such as about the moral rightness of large families or only one child.
 
• USE INFORMATION ON THE INTERNET, OF COURSE. But apply your intuition to find your way through the maze, your sensitivity to decide whether the source is credible, and your enhanced self-care system to know when to stop.
 
• BALANCE YOUR NEEDS AND THOSE OF OTHERS. Sometimes, there will be conflicts when the decision affects others besides your child. Think about what you as an HS parent really need, or what you’re certain your child needs. Explain your reasoning if you can, but sticking to what you need is not just okay—it’s a necessity. It’s good for you to learn not to try to please everyone.
 
• WHEN YOU MUST CHOOSE TO SACRIFICE YOUR NEEDS OR WISHES—which we are prone to do, as especially empathic people—BE VERY CAREFUL THAT YOU WILL NOT END UP RESENTING THE OTHERS after you let them have their way.

 
 

 
HOW TO SPEED UP AND RELAX ABOUT THE MANY SMALL DECISIONS ALL PARENTS MUST MAKE
 
 

 
1. DELIBERATELY AND CONSCIOUSLY DO A MUCH SHORTER VERSION OF THE SUGGESTIONS ABOVE. You do not have to research everything, ask everyone, or consider very much how you will feel if you made the wrong choice. This is small stuff.
 
2. BE CONFIDENT YOU ARE GOOD AT MAKING DECISIONS AS AN HSP. If you are new to parenting, at each stage, it will seem difficult to make the right choice. And you sometimes won’t. But you will learn even more than others from your mistakes because you will process the consequences more deeply.
 
3. IF POSSIBLE, MAKE QUICK DECISIONS IN A QUIET PLACE. When deciding on a purchase, I often step outside or go home. Sales people may tell you this opportunity won’t last because they don’t want you to do just that—think it over. Every time you edge toward the door, you may find that the deal improves. But tell yourself, “There’s always another train leaving the station.”
 
4. LET YOUR PRIOR PROCESSING OF THE OPTIONS TAKE EFFECT. When you have enough information or have shopped around previously, your decision may make itself.
 
5. BACK TO THOSE GROCERY STORE DECISIONS—do a search for “limited-assortment grocery stores” and consider using them. What you don’t see, you don’t miss!

 
 

 
HOW TO APPROACH THE BIG QUESTIONS THAT KEEP HS PARENTS AWAKE AT NIGHT
 
 

 
1. AGAIN, BE CONFIDENT. You are not “terrible” at making decisions. “Terrible” usually means too slow by others’ standards. But think about it. I suspect your decisions are usually right, at least for you. If you make a mistake, yes, you may be slower next time, wanting to correct yourself, but you will not make the same mistake twice. Taking time to make big decisions almost guarantees a better decision.
 
2. GATHER AS MUCH INFORMATION AS YOU CAN. Always consider the quality of the information you find. Is there a reason for the person reporting these facts to want you to conclude a certain way? For example, to decide if you want to move to another town, the chamber of commerce is a good place to look, but not for the negative side of the place. Average daily temperature might interest you. People who have experience with the subject or decision can be a wonderful resource, but asking them will require considerable thought about the person’s breadth of knowledge, perspective, and motivation.
 
3. MAKE A LIST. My husband and I once had to make a difficult decision about whether to move across the U.S. We knew there were an enormous number of variables to consider, as well as uncertainties. Our minds were swirling with all of our feelings and the information we had gathered, so to avoid forgetting any factor or overemphasizing another, we made a list of them all—emotional, financial, effect on careers, quality of the community, weather, liking the place, having to make new friends, and so forth. It helped keep it all in the picture, rather than feeling like our minds were jumping from issue to issue when we wanted to think about other things—and even more, when we wanted to sleep at night.
 
4. MAKE A FANCIER LIST. The list inspired us to turn that into a spreadsheet. While it sounds pretty brainy or techy, it was actually full of feeling as we rated how we felt about each, and we could imagine different degrees of feeling by changing the numbers. That is, we put numbers by each item, one through ten, about how good it would feel if that particular thing worked out for the better, how bad if it did not (separate issues), how good it would feel to leave something we did not like about where we were, how bad it would feel to give something up that we had where we were. Then we had to estimate the odds of each of these (one in ten we would dislike the “culture,” nine out of ten that it would be sad to leave where we are, and so forth). We could also put in things like changes in standard of living, relative real estate prices, and any change in taxes. Having it on a spreadsheet, we could add up the columns, calculate averages, change the weights according to our shifting feelings or information, and instantly see the new resulting sum. There were actually many surprises when we did this. The end result was that we did not move, and we have never regretted it. Even if your decision means you do act and some things don’t turn out as you wish, you know exactly why you chose it at the time, which reduces self-blame.
 
5. PRETEND FOR A MINUTE, HOUR, DAY, OR EVEN WEEK THAT YOU HAVE MADE UP YOUR MIND. How does that feel? Often, on the other side of a decision things look different, and this gives you a chance to imagine more vividly that you are already there.
 
6. TAKE YOUR TIME. My most traumatic decision-making experiences have been those that were irrevocable and made under pressure. Having to make a life-changing decision in a few days is sure to put you into overarousal and distress. So leave enough time in your life for working on the decision well before the deadline. Set aside specific times to work on it so you are less worried all day (although, of course, you will likely still think about it all the time). If you can, ask for an extension, or give yourself one. Don’t worry that you will never be able to decide because often, one day, you suddenly do know what to do.
 
7. WHEN YOU MAKE YOUR DECISION, TRY TO TRUST IT. When it’s close, you may have many second thoughts. Remember you have done the best you can, and you do not want the decision to nag at you forever, even after it was made. Remember, too, that if you delay a decision indefinitely by not making any decision, you will have, in a sense, made one.

 

Research Tips
 
If it applies, Google Scholar (scholar.google.com) can be a good source of actual scientific research on a subject, as opposed to Google’s main search. Google Scholar is a wonderful source if you like hard facts, although even scientific results can be contradictory or subtle in their reasons for different results.
 
Some Google Scholar articles have a link on the right that goes to the full article. If you only get the abstract, you will have to pay for the full text unless you have access to a college library. But often, the abstract will tell you enough.
 
By clicking on who cited that article, you can follow the thread forward. For example, if you want to decide how much television to let your child watch, there certainly are studies on the effects of television on children—maybe too many for you to look at all of them. One solution is to sort by recent year, on the left, or type in the word “review” or “meta-analysis,” both of which summarize research. They will not decide for you because your values and needs are involved too. But this kind of information might help.
 
Sometimes it’s better to have someone else gather the information if, for example, it involves a disorder you think your child has or a change in health or behavior that worries you. This way, you are not upset by all the extreme cases or even wrong information. By the way, sometimes I have found the best medical specialists by typing into Google Scholar the scientific name for the condition and the top medical school near me. (For example, if you live in Los Angeles and need information about asthma, type asthma “University of California Los Angeles.” Do the same for “University of Southern California.”) The author or authors of the articles who are in your area are the ones who keep up with that condition, and you can either see or learn from them who are the best doctors near you for that problem.




 
ABOUT THE BIG, EASILY OVERLOOKED DECISIONS
 
I’m sure that, in general, HS parents are more likely to make the big but difficult decisions about their values regarding parenting, for example, or the habits they want to encourage or discourage in their home. But they also may hesitate, be unsure, or be afraid others will disagree with their choices. In this area especially, when you delay too long, the decision will already be made. You will go on doing what you have been doing, whether this was deliberately decided or it just evolved.
 
However you decide or evolve, I like to think that HS parents will be empowered enough to dare to live their values so that others can see those values, too, and perhaps benefit. Maybe you want your family to be vegetarian, your daughter to wear a veil in a country where girls normally do not, or to save the family’s limited resources by not dressing in the latest fashion. What about how much time children should spend on chores? How much spending money should they be given? How much TV? Social media? Which choices will you leave up to your child? How will you handle the questions of drugs, sex, alcohol, and so forth? These are difficult decisions to make, but think them through, including how they will affect each person in the family. Then be brave and express your values when the time comes, being flexible as you learn more.
 
Here are some things you might consider, however. Does your decision encourage or provide more opportunity for downtime, and especially some real inner silence? What are its effects on others? I know you think of this naturally, so the other question is what are its effects on you, in the long run? Think big picture. What does your heart say about this? Ask it. I find the heart often has a surprising answer, as do other parts of yourself that you are in a speaking relationship with—for example, your inner little girl or boy, or the spirit of an ancestor you evoke in your mind. Finally, what does your deep spiritual path say about this? In Joan Borysenko and Gordon Dveirin’s book Your Soul’s Compass, after interviewing priests, rabbis, Sufi masters, Christian mystics, sages, intuitives, and gurus, they found the consensus to be that spiritual guidance usually feels natural, efficient, easeful, peaceful, and graceful. That is lovely criteria for a decision.
 
One more word about decisions: because HS parents by nature think about situations more, they are in a very good position to advise other parents. This may be done in small ways, in conversations or blog comments, or in larger ways, such as through your own blog or even a book.


 
Whether to Have Another Child
 
For most HS parents, parenting offers the best of times and the worst of times. Some of you will be clear about what you want. Some not. The intensity of our parenting experience surely contributed to my husband’s and my delay of having another child, until we realized we had made a decision through our inaction.
 
Often, there is considerable pressure to have another child. The HS parent may feel guilty about not providing a sibling, especially if they themselves enjoyed having siblings. They may fear that an only child will be selfish. Their own parents may be pushing for more grandchildren.
 
On the plus side, HS parents may decide to have another because of the above, plus they want to make use of what they learned the first time. They want to enjoy the experience more, feeling like they missed much of those first years because of having been so overwhelmed, or simply wanting to live them again. Sometimes, it’s just tempting to see a new baby with another combination of you and your partner.
 
On the other hand, if you are wavering, that may be a sign in itself. Remember: There are always ways to make life good for an only child. Indeed, they probably benefit in some ways for receiving adults’ undivided attention. They also do not have to go through competition and sometimes bullying from siblings. Further, especially as HS parents age, many HS parents don’t have the energy that other parents do. They wonder if they can handle the added stimulation and chaos. Be sure the decision will work for you, not just a partner who would like a larger family.
 
Three HS Parents reflect on their decisions to have a second child or not: 



With a baby and not knowing anything about HSPs at this point, I was gently pressured into trying for a second child a little too soon, I thought. Our daughter [second child], however, has brought great joy to all of us and taught me that not everyone is intense as her brother and me!
 
Now that I know there are two HSPs in the family, I can accept that another child, the third I had always imagined, is not something that I could manage.
 
 

 
Most of my introvert friends are childless or have one child. They seemed to have instinctively known their child-rearing capabilities and stopped sooner. I, on the other hand, barreled through every red flag. I overlooked the need for long spans of time to myself. I didn’t notice how much I live for one-on-one conversations. I thought daydreaming while listening to music was a respected, God-given right. I thought kids played while adults worked.
 
 

 
Knowing I feel overloaded when dealing with multiple people, I was fairly firm that I only wanted to have one child (especially since I already had two older stepchildren). That would waver somewhat during the golden moments, especially seeing how social my child is, but then reality set back in.



 
Depth of Processing Applied to Parenting as Calling
 
Finally, let’s think deeply about parenting itself. For many of you, parenting is your true calling, and you easily settle into the role of grandparents, as well. Of course, there is drudgery in parenting, plus overstimulation, but being with children and helping them find themselves as well as protecting them from trauma can be the most rewarding work. Even the day-to-day stuff is both a challenge and opportunity for those born to this work.
 
Parenting (not just “having a baby”) is the most essential task for the human race. Yet it is not always respected as a career, vocation, or even a calling, and we all need to feel respected.
 
The solution is finding others in the same calling to validate each other. This is why parent support groups are so helpful. You might also support your interest with a degree in early childhood education. Reference groups can also be people we knew in the past. For example, you may have been raised in a large family, and your parents saw raising children as the primary purpose of their lives. Even better, they may still be around you, supporting your true calling as a parent.
 
Finally, remember that people who follow certain other paths—poets, artists, musicians—often have a similar problem of being dismissed as not really working. HSPs might argue that theirs is also an essential task for our species. Whether respected or not, you follow your path.
 
On the other hand, some parents—definitely not all—find that the day-to-day work of raising children is definitely not their calling, and these parents are left with painful choices, or no choices. If this is you, maybe you gave up a career to be a parent and now regret it or realize you will have difficulty reentering your field later. Maybe your search for your true calling, or even just a satisfying job, was not complete, but now having to earn money for the family stands in the way of the freedom to follow or find your true calling.
 
One of the highlights of Barrie Jaeger’s book on Making Work Work for the Highly Sensitive Person is her writings about drudgery, craft, and calling. Drudgery is the work HSPs especially dread. For some people, as long as they are paid and can count on using their money for some fun or the family when the day is done, that is good enough, even if the hours go slowly due to repetitive work or not enough work to do. That’s drudgery. It has no meaning in itself, and it’s deadly to HSPs.
 
Craft is something that engages us because we are skilled at it or because we are still learning, which brings an element of challenge, excitement, self-expansion, and fun. Once we learn craft, however, the same job can become drudgery.
 
Your calling, on the other hand, is what you feel you are meant to do, and even if it involves some drudgery, you don’t mind. That may be a bit of a romantic way to view work, almost like it is a soul mate, but it seems very true for HSPs. True, your calling may change, much as you may change partners in life. Or your calling may be very broad, such as writing, and what you write changes. But at the time, there’s something about writing that feels right.
 
Further, our identity is wrapped up in our calling, so when we are forced to do something else, something that implies another identity in our own eyes and those of others, we can feel a loss of our very self. If we know we can return to our calling, that helps, but if the time for that is indefinite or a long way off, we can easily lose perspective. If you are not sure of your calling, but know that what you are doing is not it, it can be even more difficult to feel like a real person engaged in something meaningful.
 
DECIDING WHAT TO DO IF PARENTING TURNS OUT NOT TO BE YOUR CALLING
 
Obviously, by this definition of calling, parenting is not the calling for everyone. You can still be a fine parent, but you may feel a bit at a loss.
 
 

 
• If you cannot return to your calling yet, to avoid regret and bitterness, you must take some time to practice it even just a little—for example, go to the basement to play and record your music, read the journals in your field, or plant an organic garden whether it’s practical to keep up or not.
 
• Or you may simply have to go back to work—not for the money, but to return to your calling. I am sure you will do this with careful attention to your child’s needs, even if you will not always be the ones to meet them. Please, please do not feel guilty. Humans may be unique in their need to find meaning in their lives, to the extent that they may choose to die if they cannot find it. But it seems especially true of HSPs that they need to find the purpose and meaning of their lives, albeit with some detours and sacrifices for the desire to raise children (not just “have” them).
 
• If you can, reestablish the reference group you had before—the people at your workplace—or just keep up with those in your field so you know their names, and perhaps contact them through social media.
 
• If you can, keep up with or learn some new skills that you will need when you return to work. Or think creatively about an idea for future self-employment (often the best solution for HSPs) and what needs out there are going unmet. Someone thought of dog walking as a job. You can think of something, too.
 
• Keep in mind that your children will not be young forever. Soon, they will be developing lives of their own. For now, if your children are not up to middle-school age, be careful how you balance the use of your downtime provided by the help you hopefully have. Most of that time will have to be used for rest and just getting out, not your calling. The fact is, because you are an HS parent, you still must make it your first priority to use your downtime to rest and recover from overstimulation. Otherwise, you risk becoming depressed and feeling even more dissatisfied, as well as being a less effective parent. Yes, you are committed to parenting for now, but when you are at last in your true calling, your sensitivity will send you soaring.

 
 

 
 
Finally, other HS parents share their experiences with work and calling: 



I often wonder if a job outside the home would make things better or more complicated. I desperately want to do meaningful work. I currently write from home, primarily for my website, but I also do some freelance work. I rarely get time or space to do this. I often feel like my life is not my own. I am so attached to others’ happiness and care.
 
 

 
For me, work is easier to control than the constant emotional energy required to look after children. But I soon realized that it was the coming home from work that was hard. Before children, I had always worked hard and played hard, but there was always plenty of time to recuperate in between. [This HS parent eventually found a less stressful job with fewer work hours.]
 
 

 
Working—oh, the pressures to be supermom! I have managed to negotiate with my employer to work three days a week for now.
 
 

 
I enjoy the quiet, cerebral nature of my work. It can get stressful, too, but can also be a haven.
 
 

 
Working while parenting was both harder and easier. It was easier to have those different parts of life compartmentalized so I could focus on just one at a time.
 
 

 
Public schooling has been hell for my gifted HSP kids, but I knew that homeschooling was not an option. I felt my health would be negatively impacted if I didn’t return to my own intellectual work and have time for myself.
 
 

 
I loved the place I worked and the people I worked with. The job as staff copy editor was a good fit for me. Plus, I was blessed to get a half day of working from home each week, and we had other family solutions arranged so that my child only went to a home day care twice a week. But it never got easier to leave my son in the morning.
 
The disappointment, guilt, and resentment over not being able to do the thing that was most important to me (that is, to raise my son full time) was a negative. It was hard to leave him when he was upset. I would then arrive at work depressed and conflicted. I was glad when my husband decided that the value of the care and education I could provide our son outweighed the benefits of a second full-time income.
 
Seeing the type of learning environment I’ve envisioned and created, not to mention the results so evident in my child, has made my husband proud of our little home school. That alone is a big step because he was initially dead set against homeschooling.
 
Now I work on editing projects from home, working them around my teaching and family life.




 
Final Thoughts About Decisions
 
Final thoughts: There are so many big and small decisions in life, and more of them when you reflect before acting (as you do). Trust that you are usually right, and accept that sometimes you will not have all the information you need to make the best decision. When that happens, please forgive yourself. Mistakes can provide some of the most useful lessons in life, and they rarely fail to provide some unanticipated advantage.
 
Remember: Depth of processing is your gift, even if it has some disadvantages in that you have trouble making decisions, it tires you out, or you ponder deeply your feelings about parenting and the meaning of your life. That is what makes you wonderful. It is the key to all the other aspects of being highly sensitive.


 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
Enjoying and Regulating Your Greater Emotional Responsiveness
 
ONE FATHER SUMS IT UP WELL: 



Parenting was both scary and a joy.


 
An HS mom also describes her own experience: 



My emotional reactivity has worked against me. The more I sense subtle cues, the more I process possibilities, the more overaroused and emotionally reactive I get.


 
HS parents have stronger emotions and empathy, and all the good that comes of that: attunement with their child, empathy for all family members, excellent intuition based on both unconscious and conscious feelings.
 
Further, because our reactions to positive experiences are especially strong, we can get more pleasure from parenting, as many HS parents have conveyed to me.
 
At the same time, the cost of this advantage can be high—in particular, feeling so exquisitely what your child feels through your natural empathy.
 
Your Emotions in Each Stage of Parenting
 
There are emotions, and then there are emotion-inducing situations or times in your life, such as falling in love, which can give rise to all sorts of emotions. Every stage of a child’s development is a different emotion-inducing situation, creating a variety of feelings in parents. Before we get to the ways you can regulate these new emotions, let’s just bring them to mind. If you have passed a particular stage, this review still brings those back for reflection and perhaps reregulation.
 
INFANCY
 

Giving birth was a nondual experience for me. I envisioned a lotus opening, and when I gave the final push, I felt myself willing my body to break into a million pieces. Then I saw a vision—a space full of stars. I saw a door opening and knew that it was the door of birth, and I knew the door of birth and the door of death are one and the same. I lost my fear of death. I believe birth is the great gnosis—the great secret that tells women the truth about the universe.


 
Childbirth and the first days and weeks of parenthood are emotion-inducing situations that may have made you more emotional than any prior time in your life. We often overlook this fact, but I know that for some HS parents, these emotions (both positive and negative) are so intense that they become almost traumatizing.
 
A word about trauma: I think of it as a sudden, serious injury to the integrity or boundaries of the body, as when dismembered or badly cut. A psychological trauma is when we are sliced up or broken up or apart emotionally. We are “totally overwhelmed,” and normal ways of dealing with emotion (putting them into words, for example) simply are not adequate. At this point, humans tend to dissociate. That is, they stop feeling their feelings (and I will use “emotion” and “feeling” interchangeably). Or they feel their feelings but disconnect them from the cause of the feelings and have something like “free-floating anxiety” or stress for no apparent reason. Or they stop feeling their body, where most of the emotions are happening. Or they just forget a lot of what has happened. They often have trouble finding words for what happened or perhaps even have no verbal memory of the event. Childbirth can be traumatic to either parent.
 
As an HS parent shared: 



The joy and spiritual wisdom of birth was followed by the darkest and most difficult phase of my life because my sleep deprivation became so intense that I think I hallucinated a couple of times, seeing a giant spider dropping down on me from the ceiling.


 
Of course, there are also the emotions some HS parents have around their infant crying, perhaps for hours, and the use of intuition, empathy, depth of processing, and awareness of subtleties that can help the baby, while trying not to “lose it” due to overstimulation and lack of sleep. As one HS father says: 



It is interesting to see the different reactions of my wife and me. In my wife, it triggers lactation. In me, it triggers stress. It sets me into “emergency mode.” I get to a high level of stress very fast, my pulse and blood pressure rise, I get tense and overfocused, and I can’t concentrate on anything except on how to relieve our baby’s distress. It’s hard for me to be around when my wife is in charge because I cannot ignore the crying and focus on other activities like work. It is more stressing for me to try and ignore the crying than to do something about it.



 
TODDLERS
 

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


 
As soon as children can walk or “toddle,” the HS parent is in a different emotional-inducing situation. Toddlers can be so much fun, and so demanding. They know, or think they know, just what they need and want it emphatically, whether to “do it myself” or have a particular food and no other.
 
One mom says: 



I was with them all the time and gave and gave and gave of myself to the point where I would sometimes feel brittle and look like the world’s worst mom, like when my headstrong two-year-old tipped over one of those kids’ grocery carts, and I swore up and down a blue streak.


 
But you cannot reason with toddlers, and when they have a tantrum, the HS parent becomes highly overstimulated. If it happens in public, they may feel intense embarrassment or worry about the effect on those nearby, all while processing at high speed to try to end their child’s emotional hurricane. This probably makes HS parents unusually good at avoiding tantrums by knowing what their child will soon need, keeping temptations out of sight, and being skilled at distractions.
 
Another HS mom described her own experience: 



I found that I didn’t have as much patience for my son’s tantrums as I would have liked to. But other people have complimented me on my calm, so maybe I’m too hard on myself. At first, I don’t let their tempers get to me. I can last a good while, but eventually I lose it and yell.


 
She found a great solution in a parenting magazine: ignoring temper tantrums in the mall. 



I would let my son throw himself on the floor and cry and yell, and would simply stroll away like I didn’t even notice. I would calmly tell him that I was moving along and start walking away. It made him mad, but he eventually shaped up and came along with me.


 
At the same time, there are so many reasons to enjoy a toddler, for HS parents in particular. For example, as they learn to talk, you can answer those innocent, interesting questions in creative ways.

 
SCHOOL AGE
 
An HS father shares: 



The most difficult has been leaving my daughter at school when she didn’t want me to leave. That has been very painful to do when she cries.


 
Besides the rewards of new milestones and deeper conversations, this stage can bring up our own memories of being in school. This may raise emotions, both pleasant and unpleasant. HS parents have to watch the intensity of these emotions and any misplaced empathy, as we can imagine our child is having the same emotions in the same situation as we did, when in fact, that’s rarely the case. 



I, personally, suffered a great deal in elementary school because I did not have many friends. When my son was in fourth grade, we moved to a new school district, and he also had trouble making friends. I talked to him about how sad this can be and make you feel bad about yourself. He told me he didn’t feel bad at all about himself. He thought the kids were stupid, and he didn’t care if they liked him or not. I’m sure this was fairly defensive (although I could see his point, knowing his classmates), and I might have played the analyst and explored what his unconscious feelings were. But mostly I was stunned by what seemed to me as a healthy reaction, and how I had projected my feelings onto my son.



 
TEENAGERS
 
Adolescents can take HS parents on a roller coaster of emotions. HS parents, being conscientious and wanting to understand what is happening inside this now more-private child, are certainly going to learn new skills and possibly have better relationships with their teenagers than parents who are less sensitive. But it can still be hard when teenagers tell you that you are not cool, interesting, or someone they want to be seen with.
 
Above all, you have to stand your ground in a kind and thoughtful way, which can be difficult when your emotional reactions and empathy are high. People who live with HSPs (including their children, of course) often learn unconsciously how much of a fuss it will take to get their way. This may involve yelling, slamming doors, making threats, name-calling, shaming you, clever arguments, and just about anything else a person can think of as a weapon to get their way in a family.
 
The other issue behind this emotional volatility is the fact that you will be separating soon. HS parents will be particularly aware of how much their life is going to change when their children leave home. To quote Harry Levinson, an organizational psychologist, “All change is loss, and all loss must be mourned.”
 
I remember very well the day my son left me for college: 



My husband drove him to the airport, so I was all alone at home. I felt so terrible, perhaps because of my own issues about being left alone or abandoned, but also because I understood what this really meant. It took me so long to get over it that I considered writing a book about how our culture tends to deny the intensity of these feelings. But that was before I really understood my high sensitivity. Only sensitive parents like me needed that book.




 
Emotional Regulation
 
Since you are going to feel more deeply as a parent because of your innately greater emotional responsiveness, you need to become an expert in emotional regulation. Because of your depth of processing, once you have thought through emotional regulation, I think you’ll be better at it than others.
 
“Affect regulation” and “emotional regulation” are fancy psychological terms for any method that you might try, consciously or not, to change the otherwise spontaneous flow of your emotions—to increase, prolong, or decrease a feeling to make it appropriate for the situation. Because the human brain is designed to do this quite well, and probably the HSP’s brain even more so, you already know quite a bit about emotional regulation just from having lived awhile with other people. But it never hurts to make it more conscious.
 
Perhaps the biggest reason to become more familiar with your emotional regulation methods is that you are teaching them to your child. If they see you losing control often, they will learn that is how to respond to emotions, and you may end up dealing with a highly dramatic, intense child for the rest of your life. Your child’s temperament also plays a large part in this, but if you have an emotionally intense child, that is all the more reason to develop emotional regulation in both of you.
 
An infant relies on you entirely for emotional regulation—the caregiver is the only one who can increase, prolong, or decrease crying, hunger, all sorts of pain, and also joy and contentment. An infant has essentially no control over these emotions. Very young children also need help regulating fear, anger, and distress about not getting what they think they must have, for example, or losing people or things that they may think have disappeared forever before you teach them which of these will be back or return to them.
 
Older children will also imitate how you manage your emotions or sometimes rebel against your methods. They may, for example, replace control with dramatic expression. Again, do not overlook the role of a child’s temperament. Their emotional regulation or lack thereof is not all your doing. And remember that when parents look back, they almost always see things they wish they had done differently. The fact is, every person has “issues” that are not completely resolved and are transmitted in some form to their children.
 
REGULATE, BUT DON’T SQUELCH OR IMPOSE
 
As children grow, they learn what emotions make them happy—feelings to increase or prolong, like laughter and sharing— and they begin to learn to stop feeling things that they don’t like. You may want to be sure that you do not essentially eliminate these emotional “colors” in your child.
 
Although I have said HSPs feel more, some HSPs can become expert quite early at covering up their strong feelings. This is true especially of men in cultures in which they are not supposed to show very much emotion. But there are also families and entire cultures in which strong feelings, or certain feelings, are not allowed.
 
If you think about it, in your family and in every family, some emotions were encouraged and others were discouraged. In some families, anger is fine, but sadness is not. In others, fear is expected, and joy is not. And so forth. You may want to think about the emotions that were not accepted in your family because you may not have many ways to work with them except not to feel them at all. If this is you, remember that increasing your awareness or expression of your emotions is another form of emotional regulation.
 
For our children and ourselves to have all emotions available when needed would probably be everyone’s choice. Emotions are the messages about what’s really going on inside us and around us. They tell us what we need and want, plus sometimes what others need and want by “feeling their feelings.” Repress all that and not only do you miss important knowledge, but the bottled-up physical reaction can manifest itself as chronic illnesses.
 
On the other hand, feeling emotionally stressed and out of control is not good for us for many reasons, and there are times when we just do not want a strong emotional reaction. So we have to find the right balance between opening up to feelings and controlling their expression. Most of us tend to lean one way, so that balance can be a challenge. But once you know what you feel, it is quite right to have some control over where, how, and for how long you deal with it. Sometimes, we want to alter how we feel in order to work better or accomplish a goal (e.g. staying calm helps you get a child dressed for school).
 
Sometimes, we even try to make certain ways of regulating our emotions a habit so we can have the kind of personality we want. If we want our character to be calm, fun to be with, compassionate, optimistic, friendly, polite, or simply open, we try to shape our emotional responses in that direction, keeping them authentic, but perhaps based on a particular life value or attitude. I imagine that HSPs are especially likely to refine their emotional responses and are probably better at it, so that maybe people say not just that you are highly sensitive, but also, “You’re so calm,” or “You’re really hilarious,” or “You are a truly compassionate person.” Perhaps you have been that way your entire life, but maybe you have been successful at refining your character in the emotional direction of your choice.

 
WHAT HELPS HSPS IN PARTICULAR
 
A team of psychologists actually researched how HSPs in particular deal with negative feelings. First, consistent with other research, these researchers found that HSPs are more aware of and have more negative emotions—depression, anxiety, feeling very stressed—than other people. Alas, they did not measure positive feelings, so they did not see that aspect of us.
 
Second, they found that among many strategies that help everyone regulate and thus reduce their negative emotions (talking to others, distracting themselves, and so forth), HSPs tend to do certain ones less. So, if you want to boost your emotional regulation, consider focusing on improving these five tactics:
 
 

 
1. Accept your feelings.
 
2. Do not be ashamed of feelings.
 
3. Believe you can cope as well as others do.
 
4. Trust that your bad feelings will not last long.
 
5. Assume there’s hope—you can do something about your bad feelings eventually.

 
 

 
 
Think about how those five issues arise for you as a parent. When you are sick of parenting, for example, can you accept it and not be ashamed? Can you trust that others have felt this way and gotten through it, and you can, too? Can you trust that you are not horrible? Can you realize that everything always changes, even bad feelings that seem like they will last forever? I like the line from a Rilke poem, “no feeling is final.” Do you assume you can do something about how you feel—maybe get some help? Focus on the five issues above. Which ones are you poorest at? You are not alone—these are the five most difficult for HSPs.

 
DISTRACT YOURSELF
 
Besides focusing on what may be your emotional regulation weaknesses as an HSP, what can you do in the moment? One method of emotional regulation that scientists praise is distracting oneself by thinking about other things. This can be difficult when you have to keep your attention on your child, who may be the source of your intense emotions. But you can divide your mind a bit. That’s why with anger management, for example, one counts slowly to ten before exploding, and maybe the fuse fizzles out. Counting to ten is a distraction as well as a way to calm down a little.
 
Distracting yourself does not have to squelch your emotion. It’s just a way of putting off your reaction or diluting it. Have an entertaining book easily accessible and read it while keeping an eye on your child, or watch some short comedy videos on your computer, listen to some podcasts, or whatever you like. If you can, change your surroundings—this often changes emotions a bit, too. Just go outside with your child. But make a mental or written list of what you will do ahead of time so that you do not have to think of what to distract yourself with in the moment.
 
This is not the time to try to be the perfectly attentive parent. If the child is really pestering you, put on the TV and let her watch a show she likes. We are really talking about distracting your child long enough for you to calm down so you can come up with a strategy that will meet your needs. Finally, in the very unlikely event that you feel so out of control that your emotions could lead to serious harm to your child, just leave the room for a few minutes until you recover. Let him pound on your door. Just say, “I’ll be out in a few minutes.” At least while he’s pounding, you don’t have to worry about what he’s doing.

 
LET OTHERS HELP
 
When your emotions are taking a turn you don’t like, call a friend or a relative. You may want to use this as a distraction and not talk about your feelings, or this may be a person you can really lean on, as perhaps they have leaned on you at times. Either way, something will shift in you.
 
Indeed, what is called “emotional contagion” can be a conscious source of emotional regulation. If someone else is laughing, even on TV, you may begin to laugh, too. When one person is in distress, the other’s calm may help. You know how it is—you’ve done it for a friend: “I wouldn’t worry about that. I suspect in the long run he’s going to be just fine. It sounds like maybe it is all going to be all right.”
 
Of course, this approach can backfire, and you may catch an emotion from another person that you don’t want or have their reaction create worse feelings in you, such as shame or anger at not being understood. Learning to resist another’s emotions is another form of emotional regulation, especially for HSPs. As social animals, we are all skilled at picking up on each other’s emotions. Humans evolved as prey for some animals, such as sabre-toothed tigers, and predators toward others. In our prey role, it was important that we responded quickly to our fear or anger responses. With our high sensitivity, we do that especially well. But sometimes we do not want to follow the herd, and because of our natural tendency to reflect deeply on a situation, we’re also probably better than others at resisting others’ emotions when they don’t feel right or are not useful to us. You are not simply an emotional sponge.

 
REST, REST, REST
 
Our emotions come through our bodies, so we can change our emotions through changing our bodies. That’s why, again, we need downtime no matter what. And it needs to be efficient—a little time, a lot of calming.
 
Here’s what I stumbled upon: 



When my son was about a year old, he was incredibly fussy in the early evening, when I was enormously tired and trying to make dinner and also deal with his demands. We lived in Paris, in the attic of some wealthy people, and when they complained about the crying, we had to act. Remembering friends’ advice, we took up an easy form of meditation to see if we could stop this cycle. Every morning and evening, my husband and I took turns doing it. In just a day or two, our son’s behavior at this hour completely changed. Surely this was because my body, not just my mind, was more peaceful.


 
Naps help, too. I have a friend who told me that recently he felt grumpy and just terrible, took half an hour nap, and woke up feeling great! Rest is the basis of activity. Everything we think and do is determined by our state of consciousness, whether that be tired and terrible or fully aware and just plain brilliant. These states change according to how we treat our bodies.


 
The Basic Emotions and What to Do About Them
 
You can probably think of dozens of emotions and feelings, but let’s focus on a few big ones: fear, sadness, and anger. In the next chapter, we will discuss the painful social emotions of shyness, guilt, and shame.
 
WORRY, ANXIETY, FEAR
 
Fear is so important. It keeps us safe. But it revs up our body for “fight, flight, or freeze,” turning off the relaxing and maintenance operations like digesting food and sleeping. Too much of that can wear you down. That’s why all forms of fear need to be regulated.
 
 

 
ALL PARENTS WORRY. Yes, and HSPs will probably worry more. We look ahead more than others, which is often a good thing. We are often well prepared for what really does come. Our extra worry can also prevent some daily hassles. Maybe you worry that your child will forget to take her homework to school, or you and your young athlete will forget soccer practice, so you are very careful about having reminders. We are rarely the ones who forget to show up. But this useful worry also wears us out.
 
We can also worry about the little things because we really dislike unpleasant surprises, like forgetting someone’s name or going out without the essentials, like diapers, keys, drinking water, or an essential toy. After forgetting or losing the same things a few times, we can start to be “compulsive” about checking whether we’ve done everything.
 
We can worry about social behavior, such as whether others will perceive us as a good parent, or how the in-laws are going to behave this time. This kind of worry, when it is constant, can wear you out, too. Worry is not fun, even if it saves troubles.
 
 

 
ANXIETY. Sometimes, we also worry intensely, with even stronger effects on the body, and that deserves to be called anxiety. In fact, in my survey, parents did not differ on this, sensitive or not. There are so many things for all parents to be anxious about because we love our children so much. In that sense, anxiety also has a positive side because you prevent many mishaps with your anticipation of the worst.
 
But with too much anxiety, you may feel physically anxious much of the day. You know the feeling—fluttery stomach or heart, racing thoughts, maybe trembling or perspiring more, and you can’t fall asleep or sleep through the night because of it.
 
What can you do? First, step back and get the big picture. How bad would it be if your anxiety were correct? Would it matter in a week, a month, or a year from now? Is it about something life-threatening or just an inconvenience? Are you not just worried but anxious about possible mistakes? Worries about our skill as parents are inevitable in today’s parenting environment. Well, we all make mistakes. Suppose you expect to make three mistakes today—they are inevitable. Then, if you make two, it was a good day.
 
Second, try not to worry about your worry or anxiety. Research finds that the more that you feel anxious about your anxiety, the more anxious you become. It is kind of a feedback loop. So relax about it. Don’t let others trouble you too much about your anxiety, either. Someone’s called “too anxious” if they always check where the fire exits are—until there is a fire. Then they are called a hero.
 
Third, remember that sometimes, anxiety-like feelings are actually caused by overstimulation. If this might be the case, try reducing the stimulation. And if you ever feel panicky while with your child or away from them, consider whether overstimulation is playing a role. I have found that some HSPs get over having panic attacks, and their crippling fear of having one in public, simply by treating them as a special case of overstimulation. Since overstimulation and fatigue go hand in hand, try to get some downtime and see if your anxiety departs.
 
With all new parents, it is quite normal for worry to get out of hand and become intense anxiety because of fatigue, stressors, and uncertainty as new situations constantly arise. In your anxiety about attempting to control everything, it can almost feel like obsessive-compulsive disorder or perhaps even can be that. Obsessive-compulsive symptoms or disorders are estimated to occur in 3 percent (about the same as the general population) to 11 percent of new mothers, depending on how it is defined. If you’re a mother who is depressed as well, you have a 70 percent chance of having these symptoms. (So many of these studies are only about mothers—pardon me, fathers, for sometimes leaving you out.)
 
What are obsessions and compulsions? Obsessions are unwanted and disturbing thoughts, images, or impulses, such as very spontaneously imagining your child suffering in a cold room, getting sick, and then dying, or repeatedly imagining them being hit by a car. Compulsions are very repetitive behaviors or mental acts, usually performed to reduce the anxiety caused by obsessions, such as constantly checking on the temperature in your infant’s room or where your child is at the moment. Are you just “being OCD,” or are you actually in a situation needing treatment? It depends on whether your compulsions and obsessions feel almost constant, day after day, and especially if you were this way before having children. If you’re having trouble with obsessions or compulsions, seek help. It is out there. You should not have to suffer without help.
 
You need to know that if you are a new mother and very depressed or stressed, obsessions can include thoughts of harming your child. That’s right—these thoughts are not unusual. A study in Canada found that almost half of mothers in the survey had such thoughts. But actually acting on them is unusual. Think about it. You know you will not. Your thought is simply a way of expressing a feeling, putting it into words or images that are drastic enough to match how you feel. If you feel there is any danger at all, however, or if any of these obsessions are bothering you, again, get professional help from a therapist or psychiatrist who specializes in working with new parents or parents under stress.
 
 

 
FEAR. These divisions of worry, anxiety, and fear are a bit arbitrary, but let’s call fear an intense emotion that is more limited by time, usually leading to a pounding heart, damp hands, nervous stomach, jumpiness, etc. Or fear can be an intense dread of something that has not yet happened, or has not yet happened again. Surprisingly, most of the things we fear have already happened to us at least once. In a sense, perhaps besides fearing a particular threat, HS parents fear a recurrence of this sudden, horrible emotion that we have had in the past and would never like to repeat.
 
Fear has its uses, as it helps us to avoid threats. But too often there isn’t really a threat, or the odds are very low that what we fear will actually happen. We may know that, but we still fear.
 
You do want to keep fear under control. It’s too hard on you and, when it is communicated to your child, your child will be very frightened that you do not seem to have things under control.
 
What should you do about fear, runaway anxiety, and worry? First, I think for HS parents that it is important to work ahead of time on how you would deal with your worst fear coming true, which is usually losing your child. That really is probably the worst loss a person can experience. Some people might tell you not to think about it, but since HSPs usually cannot help but think about it, maybe it is better to move through it.
 
As an example from my own life: 



When my son was born, I found myself taking the attitude that I would enjoy him every day and not think too much about his future, as if I were preparing myself for possibly losing him. Of course, when he was older, we thought a lot about planning his future, but somewhere in the back of my mind I had almost prepared for possibly losing him.


 
How do you think about loss and death? Are you a spiritual person? Most HSPs are. How would your spirituality help you? Worrying about it can come at a high cost to you and your children.
 
Second, sometimes it helps to research on the Internet the odds of that particular feared thing actually happening. Often, the odds are very low. If there are ways to easily protect yourself, do so. But one always has to weigh the costs of all the effort to avoid that thing, as well as the cost of being right. The point is, don’t suppress the fear because, as an HSP, you will probably feel all of that. But do investigate it. If doing that makes you anxious, have someone else investigate how often infants die in their sleep, for example, or the number of children abducted by strangers (which, in the United States, would be only about one hundred per year out of the entire population of roughly seventy-four million children).
 
Third, if worry, anxiety, or fear is interfering with your life, you need to act. Although you may choose to treat it with medications, basically this is a psychological problem. (Sometimes, it can be brought on by physical problems, such as certain other medications or being tired.) If it is extreme, you probably were anxious even in childhood. Parenting has just given you a lot more to fear. Still, you can do something about it. There are many, many resources—good therapists, good websites, and fine books.
 
I like Paul Foxman’s Dancing with Fear. Foxman often addresses his readers as sensitive, so he knows us. In the book, he recommends the CHAANGE Program, designed by two anxiety sufferers, Ann Seagrave and Faison Covington. It is a structured program that takes a fairly standard overall approach: Foxman recommends a regular practice of some form of relaxation, such as meditation, because you can’t be anxious while relaxed. Foxman also suggests watching your diet, especially fluctuations in the level of your blood sugar. Too much or too little can cause anxiety or feelings that mimic it.
 
You’ve probably heard this before, but Foxman recommends paying attention to your breathing. Breathing is natural, and most of the time, most of us breathe just fine. But when you’re anxious or afraid, your breathing may become shallow. A few deep breaths seem to send a message to your mind that, since you’re breathing deeply, there must be nothing to worry about. Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth, as if you were blowing up a balloon. The next breath will automatically be deep.
 
What I like best, perhaps, is Foxman’s chapter on anxiety and spirituality, in which he presents you with the option of feeling that the universe is chaotic and random, and you must try to control everything you can, and the second option of believing that the universe is lawful and perhaps even kind when we follow those laws. You might think of those laws as God, or as coming from God. Since no one knows for sure which is true, random or lawful, you might try trusting the Sacred Source. You might ask for what you need—it can’t hurt!—or even imagine that what you already have is what you need. Or look back and see that what you saw as bad at the time turned out to be fortunate. It so often does. Foxman essentially says that when you’re anxious, you could turn in this direction rather than forgetting your anxiety is there.

 
UNHAPPINESS AND DEPRESSION
 
Discontent is another common problem for all parents. One remembers now and then the “good life” before children and wonders when the chaos, lack of sleep, early rising, and the lack of time for anything but the children will ever end? Trust me, it does. For HS parents, the greater problem may be feeling wrong for having these feelings. HSPs have a history of feeling different from others, so they think they are different here, too. Spending time in a parent support group could be the best cure. If you dare to speak your feelings out loud, you will hear many others with similar feelings.
 
Depression is obviously more troubling. Depression during pregnancy and in the first three months after the birth is common for all mothers. (I’ll get to fathers in a moment.) According to some statistics, about 15 percent of women have true depression, and up to 85 percent have a milder form with some symptoms, but not all. However, from our survey, the real postpartum kind of depression does not appear to be more common for HS mothers, perhaps because it is largely hormonal.
 
What about fathers? About 10 percent report depression, mostly in the three to six months after their child’s birth. Fathers do have hormonal changes, although the larger factor would seem to be their change in role (more protective and more work, less direct attention and sexual interest from spouse). Fathers do have just as much empathy for their child, as shown by brain imaging. So we might presume that HS fathers, with those areas already more active than others, have even more empathy. Empathy when mother or child is under stress means Dad is under stress, too.
 
Poverty and stress make depression lasting past the first three months more likely in any parent. On the other hand, depression is less likely when the family has help after the birth—again, proving my point about the need for help. Anxiety, the other intense emotion during this period, plays a huge role in depression, as well. In many ways, biologically, depression and anxiety are two sides of the same coin, with one predominating at times or in some people, and the other predominating at others. Fathers can suffer from both of these, although they tend to do so a bit less than mothers.
 
For an HS parent, depression after the first three months, or at any time while parenting, may be especially likely to occur during times of stress or sleep loss. Plus if you had a difficult childhood, then the differential susceptibility I mentioned in chapter two that is common to all HSPs would make you more susceptible to depression now (just as a good childhood would make you less susceptible). Interestingly, however, in our survey, HS parents who said yes to “my own childhood was difficult” did not report their experiences of parenting, including depression or regret, to be any worse than parents who were not highly sensitive.
 
What do you do if you might be depressed too often? First, face it. This is not a defeat, nor does it mean that you are a bad parent. The depression is causing those thoughts, too. So get help! If you are depressed most days for most of the day for over two weeks, you or your partner might want to look on the Internet to see if you have what is called a major depressive disorder, which includes severe postpartum depression. Use the list created for DSM–5, or you can take the Beck Depression Inventory, which you can find on the Internet. But even if you are not extreme on these measures, depression can be a problem—not just for you, but also for others around you. So if your depression persists, start asking around for help. Many support groups and therapy groups exist for depressed parents because the problem of depression is so common.
 
It may also be time to find a psychiatrist who works with depressed mothers, preferably one with a new baby herself. Taking antidepressants while nursing partly depends on the severity of the depression. Of course, many pediatricians are against it. The child is their patient, and they rarely even inquire about the mother’s state of mind, while some psychiatrists are for it, seeing the mother as their patient and being more concerned about the effect of her depression on her child. You or your partner can research this, too. But if your depression makes you think seriously about ending your life or your baby’s, the decision is obvious: Find help.

 
FRUSTRATION, IRRITABILITY, AND ANGER
 
I think HS parents are more likely to get frustrated and irritable, which mostly happens when we are overstimulated. Noise, clutter, and constant questions, for example, can become unbearable, and we can feel ready to explode. When we are rested, we can tolerate the very same stimulation.
 
Frustration and irritability can also be due to our perfectionism. Thanks to our depth of processing, we can have a vision of how things ought to be. When reality does not match that vision, we become frustrated and irritated with ourselves or those who seem to be obstacles to things being how they should be. For example, we have these feelings when children leave out their toys or clothes rather than putting them away or do not study and earn good grades.
 
Our conscientiousness adds to this. Even if we can’t be perfect, we may look around and feel other parents do a better job at managing their children, keeping an orderly house, and serving healthy, nutritious meals three times a day. But HS parents usually cannot do this without help and may feel frustrated, irritable, and angry, as well as shame or guilt.
 
When it comes to dealing with frustration and irritability, accept that the physical and emotional realms of both you and your child will not be perfect. Plan on things being messy. Plan on failing your children, your spouse, your friends, or somebody else, probably every day. Plan on them failing you. Your children are going to be out of the house shockingly soon. That will be the time for orderly drawers and your goal of constant compassion. That’s when you will no longer find moldy bread crusts behind the sofa. But for now, try to put your focus on the most important things: at the top of the list, your love for them. This can be difficult when temperaments and personal styles crash. Perhaps your son loves the latest loud music, but you find it horrible, especially if you ever manage to figure out the violent lyrics. Maybe your daughter loves her room’s cluttered, disheveled stylishness, and so do her friends. You just see it as a cockroach theme park.
 
As one HS parent said: 



My boys are both HSP, but in very different ways. My oldest son is outgoing and HSP. Not only am I an HSP, I am also extremely introverted and would prefer to never have to talk. My nine-year-old is the exact opposite. He talks all the time, and even though I have tried every technique in the book to get him to speak with his “indoor” voice, he still needs to be reminded to turn down the volume. His voice tone is that of a Pavarotti!
 
I have experimented a bit with being loud and talking a lot myself. This does seem to help, but I can’t keep that up!
 
Being an HSP who loves her kids, I have wanted to listen to them when they talk. But with my nine-year-old, I have needed to learn the “tuning out” gift. I give him focused attention and stop what I’m doing and look him in the eyes and listen. Then I have to tune him out. I tune in when I hear words that trigger and make me know I should listen, but otherwise, I tune out.


 
Along with irritation about your child, you may feel frustrated and stuck in the role of parent, having to put up with what seems almost intolerable. This will require some inner work around accepting that children are their own beings. And even in one year, they may change in ways that melt away today’s irritability. Tonight, your ten-year-old will only accept three entrees: pizza, macaroni and cheese, and chicken nuggets. Two years later, he may be into gourmet cooking. But pizza is where you are at this moment in time.
 
What can you do? Tuning out is one idea, as the parent quoted above mentioned. Turning up your volume is another solution. Irritability may disappear as soon as you ask more of others at a volume they hear. On a scale of one to ten of volume—not only how loud but how clear, blunt, forceful—HSPs tend to start at one, a gentle hint that those without the trait do not notice. We need to learn all the levels, from one to ten, and escalate until we know we have been heard. Often when we, to ourselves, sound strident and angry, others do not hear anger at all.
 
On the other hand, even when we are clear, others can feel we are just overly fussy and thus wrong to be irritated by small things. But it does not hurt to see if you or others can do something about what’s irritating you. Children, as they get older, can learn to be quieter. Partners can learn to reduce the chaos you are experiencing by picking up their dirty clothes off the floor.

 
ANGER
 
Anger, like fear, is generally designed to create a swift response. If you are breastfeeding and the baby bites you for the first time, a loud “ouch” may be the best response. Psychologists call it “one-trial learning.” But mostly with young children, we have to control our anger. We can’t teach them ways to express themselves other than tantrums when we throw tantrums ourselves.
 
I once asked HSPs on an early survey if they tended to stifle their anger, and on average, they did not. I sometimes think the angry HSPs are more fortunate, as they tend to set clear boundaries and let others know what they need. Still, I suspect that usually when HSPs are angry, our swift response is to start to think. We rush, but we rush to process! The more time we leave for that, the better our ultimate action—especially with teenagers, but really with any child.
 
Above all, remember that your tolerance has to do with the level of overstimulation that has preceded it, and do all you can to keep it at a level that is best for your parenting. When you pass into the level of fatigue where you can’t control your anger, get help.
 
This is how one HS mother copes with her anger: 



This happened last weekend when the kids each had a friend over for a sleepover. My stepdaughter had a meltdown when she found a curse word written on the back of her homework. While the other kids laughed, she yelled at the top of her lungs. That’s when it happened. I felt the switch go off. I was done. Hello, volcano! Nearly in tears, I retreated (okay, scurried) to my room with earplugs in and lights off. I didn’t care that I was leaving my husband to deal with everyone; I just knew I had lost my capacity to do so.


 
I also highly recommend the work of Marshall Rosenberg on nonviolent communication. To summarize it very quickly, everyone has a right to their needs. Needs are what make us alive. Anger is about thwarted needs. So know what you need right now. Some quiet? Space? Respect? Food? Safety? Second, if the other person is angry, what need is behind that? If they don’t know, use a quick dose of your empathy and help the other identify their need. Usually children or adults settle down when they realize you are sincerely trying to understand a justified human need. Then state your need. After all that (and it takes practice), usually you can settle the dispute by meeting both needs. So simple.
 
Let’s say your son takes a treat he was not supposed to have until after dinner. You ask where it is, knowing he took it. He denies it. You are angry. You have seen this before and think, “He’s turning into a liar.” But you stop. What do you need? To raise an honest child and avoid constant conflict.
 
Now you ask yourself: What does your child need? Was he hungry? Craving sugar? Maybe more autonomy in choosing what he needs? Respect, or at least understanding, from you if he asks for something he really wants? He now fears your reaction and the punishment he knows he deserves.
 
So you say that: “I can see that you must have really felt you needed something sweet right then, and maybe even that the rule of no sweets until after dinner is not one you like. But now you must be afraid of what I am going to do because you not only disobeyed our rule about no sweets before dinner, but you lied about it. That must be a little scary.”
 
The child is relieved that you understand and opens up about his feelings, his love for treats, and the unfairness of these rules. You talk about them, normalize them. Then it is your turn: “I have a need to know that when we agree on something that you will stick to it. I need to trust you. If this rule is not something you can stick to, what do we need to do to make a rule you can keep?” Then comes the negotiations.
 
As I said earlier, if your temper, or any emotion, truly gets out of control with a child, and especially if you think you might act out physically or do something horribly wrong (like threaten abandonment), hand the child and the situation over to someone else. If you are alone, get out of the room, even if it means leaving the child alone temporarily. I rarely express anger, but I vividly recall it happening two times with my son, and on one occasion, when he was about eight and he was being “impossible,” I hit him. It was just a single slap, but it shocked us both. It does happen. If you boil over in public to that point, sometimes it works to walk away, but not out of sight.
 
 

 
ANGER AT YOUR DARLING LITTLE BABY. Rosenberg’s ideas require a child with language and some reasoning ability. Babies cannot hear your needs. They just have theirs, and sometimes they cry about their needs for hours (and we need to explain it, so we call it colic). Or the baby does not cry because you are meeting its needs all day long, and you get no thanks from anyone. Fortunately, they sleep a great deal and are so busy with their own clamorous needs and emotions that they seem not to notice when you are angry. But infants do notice your emotions to an extent. You do not need to shelter them entirely, and whatever you do to shield them, they will still feel some of what you are feeling. So you want to control your negative emotions as much as possible through methods such as meeting your own needs as much as you can, distraction, getting out of the house every day, taking in the big picture (“in a year this will be over”), and, above all, having help around to share the load and just to talk to and receive some precious understanding.
 
 

 
ANGER WHEN TODDLERS TANTRUM. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter and in chapter two, tantrums are enormously overstimulating and stressful for any parent and can deeply challenge, shame, or infuriate an HS parent. While this is not a book about parenting practices, sometimes I dip into them when it seems essential for an HS parent.
 
A study at the University of Wisconsin found that toddler tantrums begin as mild anger, and ideally you can stop one early by distracting your child or compromising. Choices among appealing alternatives can work. Still, if the tantrum is about boundaries, you cannot resolve it by giving in entirely. Further, since hunger or tiredness is often involved, no distraction or compromise may work to prevent it. Once the high anger begins, you will not be able to stop it. You have to let the tantrum run its course before you can solve the underlying problem. Fortunately, when a child’s tantrum gets to the unbearable point for you, it has usually run its course. On average, a tantrum lasts about one minute. I know it seems like an eternity, and in this study, one parent reported a tantrum of an hour. But one minute is the average, so sit tight.
 
One sign that an angry tantrum will be shorter is if the child throws herself to the ground or stamps, which are more submissive moves. When the child runs away or hits, it’s going to be longer. Tantrums can also be based on distress, loss, and sadness. These involve more crying and may last longer, as the child realizes she has lost the fight and expresses hopelessness about the loss of something she thought was essential to life or happiness. But the loss-based tantrum may be a little quieter and easier to resolve.
 
The researchers found that almost nothing a parent did would help during a tantrum, although the vast majority tried. It may be that the more anxious you are to try to stop it, the more you will signal that your child can prevail. Knowing any tantrum will end soon, or at least eventually, you just wait it out, which is easier when you know what’s going on and have a plan, even if it is only to endure.
 
On the other hand, Aletha Solter actually thinks holding the distressed child and talking to him works better than trying to wait it out, something the parents in the study probably did not try. The child learns you are calm and feels less abandoned. I know some HS parents have tried this and had more success with it than just waiting. The child may stiffen against you at first, and the noise is closer to your ears, but you will feel less helpless, and children receiving this treatment seem to learn to cry and fuss less with time.
 
The main thing for the HS parent is to learn from experience, know this is a common behavior, and have a plan. Stay firmly rooted in it so that you are not so swept away by the feelings and overstimulation that you are bound to feel even more than other parents. That is, use your depth of processing and past rehearsals of imagined situations that are hard for you, and you will more easily remember the big picture, including your love for your child. Given all this, I think HS parents stand a chance of being outstanding at handling tantrums and other forms of anger in young children.
 
 

 
ANGER WITH SCHOOL-AGE CHILDREN. Happily, you can reason more with school-age children, and they are less likely to throw tantrums, so you can begin to use Marshall Rosenberg’s methods. Rosenberg feels anger is a useful inner sign, but expressing it rarely or never meets our needs. HS parents can be quite skilled in teaching their children how to express anger effectively without hurting others. However, sometimes it’s easy to imagine that your school-age child is more mature and tougher than they actually are. Children always want to impress you with the development they’ve made along the same path as you. So if you’ve learned to be calm in angry situations, your child may try to do the same, but do not be surprised if they “lose it.”
 
I think one good effect of Rosenberg’s method with school-age children is that it keeps your child in the level of arousal that allows him to learn the moral lesson you wish to impart. For some children, you need to get their attention by being fairly strong with your words. Some children are in the middle and you can speak normally, expressing empathy and your own needs. With sensitive children, their sense of wrongdoing, shame, and fear of your anger or punishment may send them so far into overarousal that they really can’t hear your message.
 
 

 
ANGER WITH TEENAGERS. Again, this is not a parenting book. There is a great deal available on parenting teenagers, and you should also learn about the new findings regarding the adolescent brain. You can use the Rosenberg methods very effectively while staying in a position of authoritative leadership. You are the one who knows how to settle this. You can respect your child’s needs without forgetting your own. You can be vulnerable, too. Your needs may seem childish, but they are also quite human.
 
However, many arguments are about specific issues or situations, and you need to know what you’re talking about. If there’s a situation in which you don’t know all the details, you need to listen carefully. If there’s an issue that your teenager seems wrong about and you know more (or should know more) about, see that you express it empathically, but clearly.
 
Some of the most effective moments in any social situation are when we know we have made a mistake and then admit it and apologize. Children can learn from that more than anything else, not only that you can be wrong, but that it’s all right to admit when one has made an error. Indeed, they’ll see that in an odd way, others usually respect you more for admitting your mistake.
 
Still, every parent of a teenager will be angry sometimes. Maybe that is so when they leave home, you won’t mind them going that much. The real problem for the HS parent is just that—knowing they are becoming more and more independent and probably going to leave soon. So you must get in touch with how much you want them to succeed, which means allowing them to learn some lessons for themselves. Teenagers often explode in anger because you’re treating them like a child when they want to be respected as an adult. Or they want to be treated like a child and not expected to act like an adult. As a parent, you are thrown back and forth by your child’s states and easily get angered after being told you’re doing everything wrong. Again, it’s best to read some books and make some plans on how you will handle situations that keep coming up.


 
Those Positive Emotions
 
What about the positive emotions? I wonder if we could say that HSPs are especially childlike in their positive feelings. Joy comes to mind. This may even be an important reason that HSPs intuit why they want to have children—enjoying their child’s joy. This is one of the benefits of your greater empathy and emotional responsiveness. You’re right there with them, brain to brain, when they have that first sight of a green leaf with the sunlight shining through, the wind-tossed branches of trees, and the miracle of flowers. The first birthday, the first time they really understand special holidays or opening presents, the first vacation or trip to Disneyland. Do leave time for savoring these times, no matter how overstimulating some of them are.
 
Laughter is another emotion you will share with your child, perhaps more often than other parents. You’ll get more of their subtle or silly jokes and have more of your own to share. Then there’s curiosity—I think HSPs tend to be curious about how things work, how they came to be as they are, and how they will turn out. Children are the same. Being so attuned to your child, you will notice those moments of curiosity that other parents might simply not see happening, and you’ll share them. Teaching a child is also a great pleasure, and because of your depth of processing, you’ll probably provide deeper, more creative, more entertaining responses—when you are not tired.
 
Of course, enjoying positive emotions requires staying rested! This is always the bottom line: HS parents are the best when rested and find parenting the hardest when they are not. Emotional regulation is physical work for the nervous system, and yours works harder at it. It takes in all of the situation and empathizes more with your child’s feelings, as well as your own. You are built to be great at it. Just give yourself the chance. If you feel there is a serious emotional problem in the way, find some help.


 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Navigating the Intensified Social Contact
 
FROM TEACHERS AND OTHER PARENTS TO WELL-MEANING RELATIVES AND HEALTH PROFESSIONALS
 

I wish I had discovered the HS trait when I was pregnant with my children so I would have known how I was going to react to the social aspect—from people wanting to visit me right away, to everyone and anyone giving me advice on parenting.


 
ONE OF THE ITEMS IN OUR SURVEY on which HS parents agreed significantly more often than parents without the trait was “Having to get to know new people (parents of other children, teachers, etc.) because of being a parent has made me uncomfortable.” I would not have written that item had it not been for the number of HS parents who told me about their own discomfort with all the relationships they had to foster or at least be involved in, and all the attention they began to receive merely because of being a parent. Even extraverted HS parents complain about the unrelenting social engagement required from a parent because they need downtime and quiet time as much as an introvert. From the time they were pregnant, all the way through their children being in high school or college, other people seemed to feel, to these HSPs, that a social connection with them around their child was almost their right, and certainly to be expected. This was true even of strangers, who would come up to admire their baby or young child, and then often begin to give advice or relate their own parenting experiences as if they were in the middle of a conversation that had already begun. I suppose it “takes a village to raise a child,” but maybe in those villages, everyone knew who were the highly sensitive mothers and fathers, so that they also knew when those parents would do best left alone.
 
Besides the unwanted extra social stimulation, if one fails to chat warmly with another parent or someone who just likes children almost as if you are suddenly best friends, you can be seen as aloof, shy, or simply unfriendly. Hence, many HS parents fear they will damage their children’s reputations if they seem “different.”
 
As one HS mother says: 



I fear that my daughter will feel embarrassed over me and ashamed that her friends can’t be inside in her home every day. What will the other parents think about me?


 
Of course, some of the people you will meet while raising your children could become your best friends for life. People can become very close while going through major life changes or difficult times together, sharing experiences, tips, and above all, emotional support. This is another reason why it’s difficult to turn your back on all of these potential relationships, and certainly you shouldn’t always do so. You will meet a large assortment of people as you mix with other parents. With so many to choose from, it’s easier to find other parents who have the same values, interests, and personalities. Watch especially for other HS parents. You may make a few friends for life.
 
However, even time with friends can become overstimulating. All HSPs find social interactions especially stimulating because in any social interaction, we are processing deeply what is being said and what we want to say back while feeling empathy, whether we want to or not. Then we are also noticing all the subtleties in what is going on around the interaction, within the interaction, and in the other person. All of this means that social stimulation is the source of probably the majority of the stimulation we deal with in life, and therefore the source of much of our feeling overstimulated.
 
All social interactions involve emotions. We addressed fear, sadness, and anger in the last chapter, all of which usually involve people, but some emotions are specifically social, such as guilt and pride. (“Love” and “liking” are not really emotions, but rather motivations to be with someone, which leads to many emotions.) Now we will work on the four social emotions and then turn to specific situations, such as interactions with other parents around playdates and talking to teachers, coaches, pediatricians, and other professionals involved with your child.
 
The Social Emotions
 
The social emotions can occur whenever you are with others. They are shyness, guilt, shame, and pride. Becoming an expert in recognizing and dealing with them is important and probably fairly easy for you. Indeed, much of what I say will not be new, but it doesn’t hurt to hear it again.
 
SHYNESS
 

It was too much to meet new mothers, almost like an out-of-body experience. Each time I went to school to participate in some event, the noise level, the kids, the constant worry and being on guard always felt like too much.
 
Thankfully, I liked the mother of my son’s friend, but I always felt out of touch and as though I was not liked.


 
Shyness is the fear of social judgment, possibly leading to social rejection and isolation. HSPs often experience what I call in The Highly Sensitive Person the “slide into shy.” Becoming a parent gives you new opportunities to develop shyness because of being around so many people similar and yet not at all similar to you. You may be the one standing quietly on the sidelines of the soccer game, at a distance from the shouting and gossiping other parents. Maybe you have joined them in the past and come home doubly exhausted. Or you are at a reception for the parents of new students. The other parents chat as if they have known each other their entire lives. Because you are probably already overstimulated, you are still just observing, taking it all in. But then you may worry that you are not a part of the group, a deep human fear, or that other people are wondering what is the matter with you. So you enter a group and its ongoing conversation, but even mild overarousal makes it harder to think of much to say. Afterward, you feel you were socially awkward.
 
Here’s the slide into shy: Maybe you start avoiding these situations with other parents, who are becoming a close social group. As a result, you are even more aroused when you have to be around them because whatever social skills you do have, you doubt. Again, shyness is the fear of social judgment, and you are now shy around at least certain other parents. This does not happen to every HS parent, but most of you are at risk for it when entering a new social group, where others form bonds (even cliques) faster than you. They do not become as highly stimulated in new groups as you probably do. In fact, it is probably just the right amount of stimulation for them, and so they talk with other parents all they can.
 
You also may fear social judgment because you know you are experiencing things differently than those around you in that most parents seem to find parenting not so hard, and you find it somewhat or even extremely difficult. Or you feel different because of how deeply attuned you are to your child. This seems like a positive quality, but perhaps others will see it as being overprotective or overly involved. You may have researched and found parenting methods or nutritional information that they might scoff at as too much trouble. These kinds of comparisons and doubts are in themselves another huge source of shyness because we process them so deeply that they easily snowball into even more comparisons, doubts, and real or imagined judgments by others.
 
Doubts about whether others find us okay are natural. It’s part of how humans survived, joining clans and villages and following the rules to avoid being thrown out. We have to know what is expected by our society. Once you belong to the group called “parents,” there are all kinds of expectations. But focusing on these does mean you have to be in comparison mode, and comparison mode means you are in what I call a “ranking state.” Are you better, worse, as good? Win, lose, tie?
 
In my book The Undervalued Self, I wrote that human beings—indeed, all social mammals—have two social behaviors: ranking and linking. When we are feeling friendly and attached to someone else or to a group, we are usually not comparing ourselves. When we are figuring out who is better, who is worse, we are ranking. Again, comparing and ranking is natural. If you watch a group of dogs, horses, cats, chickens, or any other social animal, they all know who is number one, two, and so forth. It saves fighting every time over, for example, who gets to eat first or mates with the prettiest female.
 
However, ranking does not feel as good as linking. It feels much nicer to like people, certain people in particular, and to have them like you. All social animals have their friends. So another solution to shyness is to try to link rather than to rank. Be kind and friendly to as many people as possible, and especially to someone you like and who seems to like you. Let the ranking subside in you. With other parents, why should there be any ranking? Aren’t we all trying to do our best? Yes, some people seem to be trying to look like the best parent ever, fully involved in ranking and making others feel inadequate, but you can recognize as having their own problems and avoid them.
 
What to do about shyness around other parents?
 
 

 
• Just notice when ranking is going on and avoid those who do it. Let the “rankers” worry about who’s best, not you.
 
• Make a point of linking in a genuine way: Smile, make eye contact, empathize with anything the other says, even, “Boy, I’m tired.” You can say, “Yeah, it really gets to you.” Then offer something small: “Here. You can sit down if you want.” If you know the person a little and like them, say, “I’m so glad to see you here.”
 
• Notice any other parents in a social situation who are holding back and get to know them. Try bringing up how overstimulating the situation feels. You might even find you are with another HS parent, or an introvert, or both.
 
• Make friends with any HS parents you meet, and when you need to go to events, go with them.
 
• Try to avoid large social groups. Stick to smaller ones, especially the ones in which you know some of the others.
 
• If you know you will have to chat, plan what you will talk about—something interesting about your shared parenting situation, but not controversial. Then get the other person talking, and you can just listen with interest. (A secret you have probably learned: People love to talk about their children and think well of you for listening.)
 
• When you are going to join a group, speak first to the person you know and like best. Do not just enter and stand waiting to be acknowledged.
 
• Maybe take on a leadership position that does not involve much actual work. This will bring some people to you, give you status, and make you look like a real member.


 
GUILT
 

In December and June every year, there are so many activities in school. Kids and teachers want me to be there and meet lots of other parents and kids. I have no energy after work. But it feels wrong to say no to my kids because why should I give my energy to work and then say no to my own children?


 
Another HS mom shares her own feelings of guilt: 



It will always pain me that I “caused” the lack of socializing onto my children.


 
In human social evolution, a quick dash of actual and deserved guilt or shame must have worked wonders for shaping people up so they were in harmony with the rest of the group. Imagine, for instance, the hunter who did not share his meat with pregnant women, the aged, and small children. He had to be made to feel ashamed. HSPs must have always been particularly good at sensing when they were about to cross the line of acceptability, probably adjusting their behavior before anyone had noticed. But that makes us particularly vulnerable to feeling chronically guilty and ashamed.
 
Guilt is what we feel when we think we’ve done something wrong. We hope to make amends, be forgiven, and work harder to avoid doing that in the future. It does not carry the sense of finality that shame does, that our core self is worthless. (A sense of chronic guilt is probably closer to shame.) HSPs are prone to guilt because we can imagine so well how our actions may have caused someone else inconvenience or unhappiness. It is our nature to want to do better next time. If we often felt guilty or ashamed in childhood, which easily happens unless adults understand how easy it is to create those emotions in us, then we are even more prone to these emotions as adults.
 
Parenthood brings on new opportunities for HS parents in particular to feel guilt. Feeling guilty as a parent is natural. You cannot meet all of a child’s needs or desires. You are not “Parent Bountiful.” And within the family, since we find parenting very demanding, we also may feel guilty about the effects of that on our partners. Outside the family, we do not have as much time for friendships as other parents do. We cannot always take on our full load at work because of parenting obligations. In general, we slight people or are irritable when we are exhausted. We cannot meet all the demands to volunteer to help with the many activities expected of parents. We are often asked to do even more than other parents because we do such a good job or have not said (or could not say) no before. If we say no, we feel guilt.
 
What to do about guilt?
 
 

 
• Talk it over with others. Do they think you did something wrong, or does it depend on how one views it?
 
• Consider whether someone else would like you to take the blame or feel some guilt in order to get you to do what they want you to do.
 
• If you did make a mistake, could it be an ordinary human error? How much real harm did it cause? You may begin to think you need not feel so guilty.
 
• Make use of your empathy. See the “mistake” from the other person’s point of view. Was this simply a misunderstanding? Miscommunication is no one’s fault. The message left your mouth, computer, or whatever and did not make it to the other in the form you intended. If both people were trying for an honest communication, neither is at fault. You said you would take care of another’s child “if you could.” The other heard that as a promise. You know what you said, and the other seems to have heard something different. No reason for guilt.
 
• Accept the blame for what is truly your fault. Feel bad about it for a while, and then plan how you can make amends or avoid it in the future. Accepting blame often has a magical effect on others, who are usually expecting a huge defense: “I know you’d like for me to do that and I said I that I would soon, but you are right, I haven’t done it.” Then say you will, or that you realize that you cannot and should have said so earlier.
 
• Consider if you made the error unconsciously. For example, sometimes we HSPs might say we are going to do something because we want to be kind, but we really don’t want to and end up not doing it, often by simply forgetting. Anytime we behave in a way we do not expect, it usually means that our unconscious has a different motive than the one we want to consciously admit. In those cases, you are to blame in a sense, in that you were incongruent. You’re guilty of not knowing what you really needed and felt, which is something you can work on.
 
• A friend of mine advised that I keep a short list of about ten individuals for whom I would do anything if they needed me or it was a special moment for them, such as their child’s wedding. Your list could include a cause or organization, too, if it were desperately in need. For someone on your list, you would find someone to take care of kids and be there, even if it were a long distance away. If someone is not on your short list, it can be easier to make a decision without guilt.
 
• Do not worry too much about mistakes in a relationship, including with your child, but focus on how you deal with your mistakes. Model how to behave when you feel guilty. Rather than defend yourself, admit you were in error—for example, try to avoid getting extremely angry during a conflict and steamrolling over your child’s feelings. Instead, say, “I really didn’t listen to you, did I? I’m really sorry.” Try to make up for it if you can—maybe going back to the same conflict, now really listening to your child’s point of view.
 
• Above all, forgive yourself. We are not perfect. Think about how hard you are trying. Think about how many people truly love and respect you, including your child, and how they would forgive you and want you to forgive yourself.


 
SHAME
 

I was not a bastion of warmth and security for my kids or my husband. The shame that came with that knowledge only exacerbated the problem. Why can’t I handle this? Why can’t I snap out of it?
 
 

 
Often, I think that I shouldn’t be a mother at all because I can’t give them all the things they should have. For example, my kids love big parties, but we seldom bring friends for dinner to our home because it’s too much stress for me. When my kids have birthdays, then we make a big party for them! Is that enough?


 
Shame is similar to guilt but goes beyond it in that you feel (temporarily, we hope) that your entire self is bad, not just one thing you have done. People avoid shame so much that the word rarely comes up. But it is behind much of what many people do all the time—obey the rules, behave well, have good manners, try to please. To avoid shame, they also rationalize, blame others, say it never really mattered, or that they just had an “off day.” Listen for shame avoidance, and you will hear it all day. When we say someone is sounding “defensive,” we mean they are defending against shame.
 
I am convinced that HSPs are more shame-prone than others, for the same reasons we feel guilt more often—we feel all emotions more intensely, and we have an innate strategy of being careful and observing before acting. We are by nature alert to our mistakes, but if we focus too much on them, we can conclude that there must be something very wrong with us. Often, other people do not help. We are a minority, and since others often see only the downside of our trait, such as our performing poorly under pressure, we can be the object of prejudice and, again, feel our core self is worthless, at least in the eyes of others. Finally, HSPs are more affected by bad parenting, including punishment by shaming, but we can also feel shame by being neglected, left alone too much, or just not being loved. It may not be logical, but it motivates us as children to work harder to get the love and care we need.
 
Parenting offers all new reasons to feel ashamed. One of the situations that can do it is people giving advice. Even a small bit of advice can seem to imply that we’ve been doing things wrong. Try to avoid people who give that kind of advice. If you can’t, try saying, “I’m glad that worked for you. I think there are lots of ways to parent well.”
 
If the other person becomes defensive (feels shamed), practice “putting down the shame ball” rather than throwing it back and forth. Say things like, “Yes, I think we all do that sometimes,” or “I’ve done the same thing.” I think HSPs can learn to be true leaders in teaching how to defuse shame. This is important with children, too. If you seem to have shamed your child, you can say, “I remember doing the same thing as a child. It’s perfectly natural.” Or, “I totally understand why you felt that way and had to do what you did. It’s over and done. Let it go. I will, too.”
 
If you try different approaches to different things, you may make what seems like a mistake that will not go away. Then you can go from guilt to shame as a parent. Alas, it is not going to improve your parenting to be ashamed, as you will be more hesitant about trusting the best parts of your sensitivity.
 
It makes no sense to feel shame, to see your core self as no good, even though this is a difficult emotion. No one is no good. You came into this world innocent, sensitive, and especially ready to love. Most of what you are ashamed of are the result of things that you had no control over. You are not to blame. Your core self is not bad and never was. Yes, you are responsible for doing something about whatever problems you have, but you are not responsible in the sense of having “brought them on yourself.”
 
Shame is pretty resistant to logic, however. You need to get a reality check from others—the right others. Your partner may be able to help, or friends. But some of them may be making your shame worse. Perhaps the biggest reason I wrote this book was to use the examples of other parents to show that you are not alone, even when often having negative feelings, and you have no reason to feel ashamed. So I especially urge you to have contact with at least one other HS parent or a group. Can’t find one? Start your own online or face-to-face group. You will differ from other HS parents, of course, but you will probably also be able to see ways that you are normal after all, that your core self is anything but bad.
 
If you feel shame most of the time, you probably need to work on this with diligence. There are many, many professionals offering help—not only therapists, but through books and courses. The problem of shame is so huge that it is practically a small industry. What I would say specifically to HS parents is:
 
 

 
• Control any tendency to be a perfectionist. Learn not to be hard on yourself.
 
• Focus on what you have done well. As with guilt, think of those who love and respect you.
 
• Consider how much of your shame goes back to shame about your sensitivity, coming up now in a new context. Reframe that, please.
 
• Think about other parents you know, parents now or ones you remember, who understand your sensitivity.
 
• Think about all HS parents, past, present, and future. I think they would appreciate that every single HS parent is different, including you, but that you are doing a fine job of handling a very difficult task.


 
PRIDE
 
Pride is a lovely social emotion. You are often going to feel proud of your child. Pride can be a kind of comparison, of course, which means ranking is involved. I said ranking is natural and that we are bound to do it. It is only unpleasant if we are upset about not being on top or worried that someone else is going to get ahead of us. It helps to remember that you are being proud of someone else: your child. Maybe you are proud of your parenting, but mostly proud of this unique being who is not like you at all, really. Because HS parents feel everything more strongly, we are going to feel strong pride, too. What a wonderful gift.
 
Of course, again, you have to keep a boundary between yourself and your children and remember that it is their accomplishment, not yours. The opposite is a form of narcissism, where the parent almost views the child as an extension of their own body, as if the child is the parent’s hand. But I doubt very much that HS parents fall easily into narcissism. In a sense, narcissism is the opposite of empathy; with empathy, we feel the other person’s feelings deeply, while with narcissism, the other person’s feelings or viewpoints almost do not exist.


 
The Multitude of Social Situations
 
We must face facts: First, you are easily overstimulated, and more so with all the extra social interaction at home and outside your home. Second, you, by nature, have strong emotional responses to social relationships. Yet third, you are not going to be able to or want to avoid the situations discussed below, so let’s see what might help.
 
PARENTS OF OTHER CHILDREN, SUPPORT GROUPS, PLAYDATES, AND ALL THE REST
 
Remember: Most people will have no idea that having many social engagements are a problem for you. Perhaps you’ll find other HS parents who understand, but mostly you will have to find your own solutions. You have the most choice with parent support groups, and, of course, you need not go to one. But if you do decide to, try several until you find one that you can tell has some other HS parents.
 
If you need to go on playdates, the expectation when you have young children is that you chat with the other parent while the children play. You may need to do that sometimes, but when you don’t feel up to it, perhaps you can find an excuse to stay in your car. Perhaps you have to finish some reading for another commitment, but you are close by if needed. The other parent may be relieved to be able to go about their own business, too. If you talk it over, perhaps you can agree to do more playdates like this in the future.
 
What about when your child especially likes to play with a child, but you do not like spending time with these particular parents? Perhaps your partner or even a friend or neighbor can be the one to handle these playdates.
 
With teams, games, and practices, if you want to be present for your child, bring a book, settle down on a blanket away from others, and then go ahead and watch during the times your child is actually playing. Afterward, be sure your child knows you were watching by commenting on what you observed.
 
Social media both helps and adds to the social stimulation of parenting. It can be a way to stay in touch with others while receiving much less stimulation. A major problem, however, can be emotional distress from not understanding the feelings behind the words, and HSPs can easily overreact to assumed slights or criticisms. Further, too much time with social media does become highly overstimulating, especially if you try to multitask.
 
About all those volunteer tasks:
 
 

 
• Limit the activities that you agree to do for your child’s school or team, even if you do not have an outside job or any particular pressures put on you. Your sensitivity is a factor.
 
• Only do what you would enjoy, and certainly only do what seems fair compared to what other parents are doing.
 
• No one else knows when you are overloaded or saying yes only because of feeling pressured. If you know it is too much, help them avoid stressing you out by saying no.
 
• Remember, anyone handling volunteers needs to keep your goodwill. You are a volunteer. Do just enough things to be accepted as someone who is helpful.
 
• Remember that although it may sound fun, you have to consider how you will actually feel after all day at a carnival booth or on a field trip. Maybe it will be worth it; maybe not.
 
• Remember that those who are not highly sensitive can easily do those things that would be too much for you right now. Let them.
 
• You know the things you can say: “This just isn’t going to work for me at this time in our lives.” Maybe you want to begin with, “Let me think about that for a while and get back to you.”


 
SOCIAL LIFE AT EACH STAGE
 
Each stage has its own ups and downs in social life. With infants and toddlers, the problem is often social isolation. This is when you’ll want to get together with friends, neighbors, relatives, or support groups with mothers and children the same age. Also, at this stage, you are in most social groups with your child, which tends to lead to more discussion of children and parenting practices. You will naturally be comparing yourself. Relatives feel especially free to tell you how to parent. On these subjects, everyone has an opinion, and everyone has a different child. As an HS parent, try not to be deeply processing all of these opinions, wondering if you’re as good in various ways as these other parents. Constantly remind yourself that you and your children are unique. You are the expert on yourself and your children. Sure, you want to hear anyone’s good ideas on handling the problems you are facing. But if it’s not a good idea for you, toss it aside. One-size-fits-all parenting is a myth.
 
School-age children usually lead to the most social obligations. You will have to set limits according to your energy, as we have discussed around the subject of guilt. You may have more stamina now because your children are in school, but perhaps you have gone back to work or taken up a favorite hobby to provide some relaxation. Remember that parenting is not everyone’s true calling. It may be time for your children to get used to the idea that you and possibly your family—and, in some cases, even they themselves—are different. Treat this as an opportunity to teach healthy nonconformity. One establishes one’s priorities in life, then tries to stick to them no matter how much other people would like you to be just like them.
 
One HS mother shares her social experiences during her child’s school-age years: 



My biggest problem right now is that my oldest child wants to play with her friend every day. And I need to relax after being at work. My needs and her wants don’t fit. It makes me stressed and sad! Our solution is that she can be outside and play with her friends every day, and one day every week, she can bring one friend inside and play in our home. Of course, it’s not the way she wants it, but she follows the rules.


 
Another HS parent shares: 



It was challenging to form friendships, so my son would have playdates. Because my son was on the younger end, all the boys were older and more mature. He had one friend and very few playdates. Playdates felt draining to me. All I could think was “when is this event going to end?” As my son got older, I was able to leave him at the friend’s house and pick him up after two hours. I didn’t know how to explain these feelings to anyone else—I felt no one would understand.


 
When you have teenagers, it may be easier to avoid social obligations, but it may be more important for you to get to know the parents of your child’s friends so that you can agree on matters such as curfew, drugs, alcohol, and what goes on at parties. If you find you and the other parents are not in agreement, this is very important to know. At this age, teenagers may prefer you not to meet the parents of their friends. Maybe it will work to organize, with the help of others, a few fun events that include all of one or more of these families, such as a game night, picnic, or hike.

 
TEACHERS
 
Social interactions with teachers are perhaps the most daunting for some parents, just because teachers can be so important for their child’s well-being. For you, an HS parent, just contemplating these interactions may be overstimulating, especially if you have had unsuccessful interactions with teachers in the past. Thus, first, you might want to look to your ideas about teachers, often coming from your own childhood, or maybe from other teachers you know or have dealt with.
 
As one HS parent shares: 



When my children went to school, it was not just the stress of finding the school or researching what town is best to live in for the school. It was facing the people in the school system. Each meeting I had, my sensitivity would flair up. I would walk away as if I was under a microscope and have doubts about every meeting. After meetings with schoolteachers, I came home and went to my corner. Everything felt like it was so much.


 
Perhaps you idealize teachers. I did as a child, and I still do. I think their work is terribly important. But they are also just human, often young (when you were small, they all looked old and wise), and not as experienced as your ideal would be. Or maybe you don’t like teachers very much. Maybe they caused you a lot of trouble as a child, perhaps by not understanding your sensitivity. Maybe some of them were just bad at their job.
 
Whatever your past experiences with teachers, you want to step out of your past impressions and look at the teacher you will be dealing with as simply another adult, an equal. You are not “one down,” even if you feel vulnerable because your child is vulnerable. You should not try to behave “one up” either, even though you are, in a sense. As a parent, you probably could cause a teacher considerable trouble. But you’re going to aim to talk to the teacher as a unique person and an equal, so it helps to get to know them just a little bit beforehand. Whenever you meet, engage in a little bit of “linking” chitchat. Maybe you’ve seen the teacher with a dog (dog owners love to talk about their dogs), or praise something about the way the teacher decorates the room, especially if it indicates an interest or talent you can bring up.
 
Remember, however, that teachers are extremely overworked, and certain demanding parents can become their worst nightmare. So if you want a teacher to know that you are not one of “those” parents, it is wise, before you chat even briefly (and I do recommend that you be brief), to notice whether the teacher seems hassled. Perhaps say that you know how hard they work and express some gratitude. That’s real empathy!
 
Now, when you have a “real talk,” begin with the same sort of acknowledgment, without seeming “one down.” (You work hard, too.) Express gratitude for their taking the time to listen. (I know you are a polite person by nature, but nervousness can interfere.) Do not tell any unnecessary cute stories about your child. Be sure whatever you say is helpful, providing more information that will help this person teach your child.
 
The most difficult situation as an HS parent may be when you have doubts about a teacher’s competence. Often, this begins with stories from your children. If you can, try to uncover what is actually going on by spending some time with that teacher. Use all your skills—your friendliness, ability to make small talk, and strategies for moving to the subject that concerns you— without being so direct as to activate a teacher’s defenses. Teachers are as vulnerable as anyone else to being shamed, especially by parents who are suggesting that they may not be competent. They have reputations to defend and worry about stories being spread about them to the administration or to other parents. Realize their vulnerability. You do not want the shame ball in the air, perhaps causing them to tell stories about you, too. If you have serious reservations about a teacher, talk to parents of other children in the class. Then you can present your concerns as a group to the administration, being careful not to make statements about the teacher’s overall personality. Stick to specific events in the classroom. Remember that administrators can also feel ashamed if you imply that such teachers should not be allowed to teach. It could suggest someone in the administration is not competent. Only present what you have observed; then let them solve the problem.
 
By the way, it is not easy to fire a teacher. Your best solution is to avoid problematic ones by knowing about the teachers in your school who teach the grades above your child and see that your child does not end up in a class with someone most parents view as a problem. You should have some voice in this, as you are, after all, the consumer. Don’t make demands, but you can suggest that your child will do best in so-and-so’s class. If you have a good relationship with a teacher who knows your child from a lower grade, they might be able to say this to the principal for you.
 
Although this is not a book about raising highly sensitive children, you are aware of temperament and therefore of your child’s temperament, whatever that is. There may be good reasons to bring up your child’s temperament, but be aware that most teachers are not trained to think about children’s temperaments. Still, they have made observations, whether they have formalized these or not. Hence, it’s often useful to begin a discussion of your child’s temperament with, “I’m sure you’ve noticed that some children are like mine, more [active, quiet, distractible, or whatever].” Then describe your child’s temperament in terms of behaviors and ask if the teacher has noticed those in the classroom. From there, you can begin to brainstorm together how to provide a good fit for your child without bringing up temperament as an area of competence that they may lack.
 
Often, teachers fear that having to think about each child’s differences will only cause more work. So the bottom line is that you have to show how taking into consideration your child’s temperament will make it easier to teach your child. For example, if your child is highly active, you can point out ways that you have learned to help your child burn off some energy before sitting down at a task.

 
HEALTH CARE PROVIDERS FOR YOU OR YOUR CHILD
 
Doctors, nurses, and so forth are also people with whom we have had very good or bad encounters in the past. These were probably especially intense for you as an HSP, so you carry this history into the room with you. Remember, again, that these people are individuals. Anything you can say that makes you feel like an equal with them will help. At the same time, they really are busy and have very little time to talk with patients. They have a formula: A tiny bit of chitchat, then down to work. The work is supposed to be quick and decisive, not slow and deliberate like your style. As an HSP, you will have considered all the signs and symptoms that you or your child have and want to say them all, perhaps stumbling a bit if you are nervous. I suggest having a list of things to say, with room beneath each point to take notes, showing you are serious. But very often, health care providers stop listening after two or three points from the patient. Then they want to ask questions. Sometimes, it works better to let them ask the questions first. Help them feel you are not the talkative, troublesome type of patient. Then add at the end what you think they have overlooked.
 
Regarding health care professionals when you have an infant or toddler, what you need most is a responsive health care practice. You need to be able to call at any time and get someone to talk to soon. You also have to feel you can trust these people. Are they up on the latest research? (I’m sure you have looked for that. But sometimes it’s better to let your partner do the research so that you do not see all the catastrophic possibilities, which are most likely not true in your case.)
 
As you get to know more parents during your child’s school years, ask around about which pediatricians and other health care professionals they have liked. Especially ask other HS parents. It does not mean that you will like the person, or that you have to go to that person because a friend made the recommendation. But it can also save you work trying to find out through trial and error alone.
 
Your goal is to build a strong relationship with some professionals that will last through your child’s adolescence. These people will know you well enough not to make judgments about your sensitivity, whether they understand it explicitly or not. They can also help your child learn to have a good relationship with health caregivers and feel calm during experiences such as vaccinations and blood tests. The doctors should be able to have conversations with children and be reassuring.
 
All of the above applies to your own self-care, too. You want someone who realizes how stressful parenting is and the effects that can have on your body. Maybe bring along your copy of Mother Nurture (as something interesting you happened to find, not something that, as a good doctor, they should have known). They need to understand about your sensitive temperament. You can introduce it the same way you would about your child, tailoring your input to the situation: “I am sure you have noticed that some people [are more sensitive to pain, need to ask more questions, need to think their options over and get back to you, forget things and need to call back]. Well, I’m one of those. I’m also probably going to be super compliant, so I will be one of your easiest patients in the long run.”

 
STRANGERS IN PUBLIC WHO DISAPPROVE OF YOUR CHILD’S BEHAVIOR: HOW YOU HANDLE IT
 
These encounters in public with strangers can be some of the worst for HS parents. The advice or attack comes out of the blue, as a surprise, and of course, in public we feel more vulnerable. We can’t control our child’s behavior all the time. They do cry and fuss.
 
Study up on the best ways to deal with the child’s difficult behavior in public. People have written about it.
 
If you regularly go out with someone else, such as your partner or a friend, agree beforehand how you will handle these situations as a team or decide if the other will stay out of it so that an argument between the two of you does not add to the fireworks. Hopefully, the person with you, especially if they are less sensitive than you, can even take over.
 
Also, think ahead of time about some quick comebacks, on a scale from polite to less polite and sharp: “Thank you for the advice. I’ll think it over—later.” “There are all sorts of parenting styles, and you’re watching mine.” “I really do not need any advice or comments at this time. I would’ve thought that was obvious.” “I guess you don’t know much about children, do you?”
 
To me, if it is obvious that you are trying and feeling overwhelmed or that you are not seeking help at that time, then these people are really out of line, even if they give you advice that they think is helpful. They do not know you or your child or what has been going on before this moment. If you really feel beaten down by the comments of strangers, you may indeed need assertiveness or even self-defense training. Usually, this is learned in groups, but you can get quite a bit from books on the Internet. I once was in a brief class of self-defense training for women. Our first task was simply to respond when the person next to us put a hand on our thigh (before taking a turn doing the same to our neighbor). All you had to say was “I don’t like that. Stop touching me.” It was amazing how hard it was for most women to say this without considerable coaching. Maybe as an HS parent, all you need to say is, “I don’t like what you are saying. Stop it.”

 
TALKING ABOUT YOUR SENSITIVITY AND YOUR PARENTING
 
Occasionally, your own sensitivity may become a topic in association with your parenting. If it is really about some behavior that the person seems to disapprove of, stick to that at first. Does the doctor or nurse think you worry too much? Defend yourself with something like, “I am trying to find the middle road between worrying too much and too little. I’m sure you have seen both kinds of parents. The more information you can give me, the less I will worry.”
 
Another way to begin: “What about my worrying worries you?” Or if you are accused of being thin-skinned, “I took your criticism seriously—is that a problem?” The central question is “What about my sensitivity is troubling to you?” And the bottom line: “This is just the nature of people like me. I think about things more.” (“I notice little things.” “I cry easily.” “I’m really attuned to my child, and that’s been very helpful in the past.”)
 
A teacher may say, “You are being overly protective of your child.” First, consider whether you are. HS parents can do that. If this person has considerable experience with parents and children, you may learn something valuable. Be (or seem like!) a person who can make use of advice and change.
 
If you don’t agree with something a teacher says that seems to be about your sensitivity, ask for specifics: “It sounds like something I’m doing doesn’t feel right to you. I respect your experience. Let’s talk about it.” But do defend yourself, with examples and facts, if you feel you’re right.
 
With someone you will know for your entire parenting career, you may need to talk about the trait of sensitivity itself. But first, think about the other person’s reaction. Even if you are close, if you just plunge in and speak openly, you may find that the other person feels more distant and shut out because of this strange new difference between you. It also may sound as though now you’re going to expect special treatment. That may be true, but you can become more assertive with time. First, let them think it over. And be careful not to use your trait as an excuse for avoiding doing what the other likes or needs when your sensitivity is really not the issue. Those who provide you various parenting services may be delighted to know more about your trait so that they can do a better job for you. But a few are bound to see it as an excuse for wanting special treatment, or something you (or I) made up. Use your intuition to try to sense when you are going to get that reaction.
 
Those you help in various ways, such as teachers or other parents, should know about your trait because it is part of why you are so helpful. Think about what they are already gaining from you being highly sensitive, then put that into the same sentence as the rest of your trait: “You are right that I usually know even better than you what your kids need when we’re all together. It’s just part of this sensitivity thing.” And so on. Let them know about the trait in a way that makes them want to protect you so that you can continue to be useful to them. And be specific about what you do and do not need them to do.
 
By the way, if you want a whole group of parents to treat you differently in a positive way, try talking about your trait to an extravert among them who is very fond of you and understands your sensitivity. That person will tell everyone for you in the nicest way.
 
When you are talking about the trait to other people whom you think are also highly sensitive—parents, teachers, relatives—they are usually glad to hear the information. But remember some of your own ambivalence at first. They may feel they are being too neatly labeled, trapped by their own physiology, or found out as the defective person they always believed they were. You must accept their word for it if they feel it is not them or too limiting, and always, always emphasize the positive aspects.
 
Finally, some people may be offended that they aren’t considered “sensitive” in the sense of empathic or caring. Tell them it has both meanings, but you mean sensitive to sensory stimuli and a tendency to think about things more. You might need to avoid the words “think more deeply” or have more “empathy.” Reassure them that they are empathic if they are, and that HSPs when overaroused may not be very empathic at all. If they still can’t happily let you be different and have your trait, well, grr.
 
A quick script: 



This is a normal biological difference among people that is inherited by about 20 percent of people, and it actually occurs in just about all higher animals. We think things over carefully, notice subtleties, and feel things deeply.



• You can also add, or not, that “anyone noticing every little thing and pondering it would logically also have to be more easily tired by all that. We can really get overstimulated.”
 
• If they are still interested, you can add that “the difference is quite profound, affecting everything—we are more sensitive to pain, caffeine, medications, temperature, light, and hunger. We are more reflective, we learn more slowly but thoroughly, and we tend to be unusually conscientious.”
 
• If shyness, fearfulness, or the like comes up, you can add that about two thirds of sensitive people do reduce stimulation in their lives by being introverted—preferring a few close friends rather than being in groups or meeting strangers. But about a third are extraverts. We can seem fearful or timid because we pause to check things out a little longer, which can look like fear.
 
• When talking about your sensitivity, consider: 
—How important this person is to you and your child’s future wellbeing.
 
—How much time there is to explain sensitivity.
 
—How likely the person is to listen, and whether the person should or would feel obligated to listen, whether wanting to or not.
 
—How much scientific depth would help or hurt your cause.
 
—Which authorities they might respect. This might be other parents, teachers, or people who know you well, or the authority of scientists like myself who back their work up with research, etc.
 
—Not saying much at first, seeing if they are really curious, and maybe making them more curious.
 
—How interested are they, really? Watch for subtle cues and try not to take disinterest personally. The person may be busy. The person may want to seem like this is something they already know. The subject may be scary (it is to many men).





 
Conclusion
 
The social stimulation that comes with having a child is a real problem for an HS parent. Take it into consideration. You are very creative. You can solve it. If you know what you need, you have a right to be firm, and as an HSP, you have ample ability to find a way to do so diplomatically. All HS parents must learn to set limits and say no, gently but definitively. These are skills you will need with your children, so keep your skills sharp by practicing them everywhere.


 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Sensitive Parents and Their Partners
 
THE ISSUES AND SOME TOOLS
 

Neither of us likes conflict, and our relationship was harmonious. Having children has introduced a high degree of conflict into our lives, but I am happier for it. Such things make us and define us as people!


 
THIS CHAPTER PRESENTS some of the specific problems of parenting in general and of being an HS parent in particular so that you can see if they apply to you. This chapter also provides some tools for working on the problems. In the next chapter, we will go back to the problems and apply the tools. Why two chapters? Because parents in a relationship at all, but HSPs in particular, need to be in a strong one, or what is there may founder after the birth of a child. I’ve heard many HSPs talk about how they can’t “take care of two children” or “my partner simply refuses to believe how my sensitivity is making parenting so hard for me.” These relationships often end.
 
Obviously, if these chapters do not apply to you, you have finished the book. Congratulations! If they do apply to you, I invite you to read on.
 
New Challenges and New Opportunities
 
All couples face new challenges when they become parents. The bad news is that all parents, on average, find their relationships less satisfying once they have children. The good news is that, in our research, HS parents were not worse off. They were the same as others on the questions we asked about their relationships: how much they are feeling happy in the relationship, whether their partner is a good parent, and whether their partner thinks they are a good parent and is not disappointed with how they parent. I believe HS parents can do better than average with a few pointers. Why not? We apparently have more than average empathy, intuition, and conscientiousness.
 
Much of what you need to know for improving your relationship, whether you are both HSPs or only you are, is found in The Highly Sensitive Person in Love. However, partner relationships always change when you have a child, so that will be our focus—making this transition in life status to parent also a transition to a deeper, more resilient relationship.
 
Some of what is here is also adapted from the last three chapters of Mother Nurture by Rick Hanson, Jan Hanson, and Ricki Pollycove, which I highly recommend, but that book is not written for HSPs or for fathers.

 
Five Big Problems
 
While there are at least five problems that plague most couples while parenting, they can especially trouble HS parents. But do not worry—after we discuss the problems, we will work on the solutions, in this chapter and the next.
 
PROBLEM ONE: THE NEW MOMENTS OF MEANNESS
 

My marriage was stressed, mostly because my daughters preferred my company to that of anyone else when they were small. My husband blamed it on breastfeeding, and he wanted early independence for the children. The more he pressed them to be independent, the more his anxieties flared, the more (naturally) they wanted to be with me. One night, I was adding spaghetti to a pot of boiling water while my toddler clung to my leg. I was beyond exhausted. My husband came home and asked our toddler if she would like to play. She said, “No, why don’t you go back to your office.” My husband, who is by nature quite gentle, yelled at me: “You wanted attachment parenting, you got it!” and slammed the door and went outside.
 
 

 
How did we weather this? I joke that we were too tired to divorce. Yet our family is so happy and functional and close now, with the kids aged five and nine. No one would ever guess in a million years what we’ve weathered.


 
With new stressors in your lives, you and your partner, HS or not, are probably speaking more sharply to each other. Getting irritable. You can hear it in each other’s voices. Neither of you likes it, but the HS parent is probably more distressed by it, more aware of it, and feeling more that it needs to stop—and quite possibly the one doing it more often. First, you are probably especially exhausted and finding parenting difficult. Second, HSPs are inevitably a bit critical because we notice everything more, including things that bother us that the other person is doing. Worse, if your partner is not highly sensitive, they seem unfazed by almost anything you do, which means you are the overly critical “nag.”

 
PROBLEM TWO: DISAPPOINTMENTS AND HIDDEN RESENTMENTS
 
Disappointments and resentments can leave lasting emotional baggage that damages every interaction, and parenting can revive old ones and create new ones. Again, HSPs tend to feel all emotions more strongly and process them more deeply. As an HS parent, you may also be very hesitant to speak up, wanting to be kind or fearing the overstimulation that will come by broaching a loaded topic. These are at least two reasons why you might harbor disappointment and resentment even more than others.
 
If your partner is not very sensitive, that may be a greater disappointment for you now than before. You wish your partner were more attuned to the children so you don’t always have to be the first to notice a problem, the first to act, while perhaps your partner tells you it is all your imagination. Worse, perhaps, is the lack of your partner’s attunement to you, when you feel so deeply all of the ups and downs of parenting and all the responsibilities you now have. Another source of resentment can be that you and your partner have made decisions that you had some doubts about because of your generally good intuition about potential consequences. You spoke up but were overruled. When the decision goes wrong, you resent that you were not heard or simply resent your partner for this outcome.
 
Here’s a big one: the very process of choosing to have a child or another child. Often, one partner wants a child or another child more than the other. If you were more hesitant, you may foster deep-seated resentment about your current parenting situation. If you wanted another child but the two of you agreed not to, that can bring on a lifetime of disappointment and resentment if you are not careful. What about the birth? Maybe you were more emotionally upset than either of you expected around the birth—for example, if you are a mother, maybe you feel you needed more emotional support during a difficult pregnancy or after a miscarriage than your partner gave you. Remembering the delivery, extremely stressful for anyone but more so for you, you may resent your partner’s failure to be an advocate and make personnel follow your expressed wishes.
 
If you were the HS parent who did not give birth but witnessed it, you may have felt excluded and forgotten, especially if your partner turned to the medical personnel or a midwife for help after all that practice doing this as a couple. Or you have strong feelings of being excluded later, when the new mother seems so focused on her infant. Add in a mother-in-law, as is often the case, and maybe you feel as though you hardly exist. The relationship can never be healthy until these disappointments are faced and the resentments overcome.

 
PROBLEM THREE: AGREEING ON HOW TO PARENT
 

Much to my dismay, my husband felt that our child’s shortcomings were my fault—caused by my comforting him too much, being too patient, and consequently turning him into a crybaby.


 
An HS Father says: 



In the evenings, our approaches were different from each other’s. Sometimes we split the kids up, and my wife put the non-HSC to bed while I sat with the more-HS daughter. I let the more HS daughter explore, ask for things and snacks, and stay up longer. We often looked at books and cards together. I thought it was natural that she would appreciate some time doing things at her pace, without interruptions, to pick her activities, and not have to compete for toys with her sister. But in doing so, I wasn’t exactly providing a repeatable evening routine and proper bedtime for her as my wife would.
 
I probably also let her have her way faster than my wife would if my daughter threatened a tantrum because I can’t stand the insistent complaining for long.


 
An HS mother with an autistic child shares her experience: 



My ex-husband and new partner (both non-HSPs) are much less affected by my child emotionally and physically. They can’t see it going on and don’t link things together, especially sensory things. Because my child can’t communicate to them himself what’s bothering him, they don’t seem to have built up the same understanding as I have.
 
This in itself can be hard on our relationships because we have very different understandings of situations.


 
All parenting partners have to work out a broad philosophy of parenting that they can agree on, plus all the day-to-day decisions that flow out of their chosen approach. The philosophy begins with values. What do you most want your child to be as an adult? Someone with a good character? Someone highly successful? Self-confident? Inquisitive? Generous and loving? Someone who fits in and is never excluded? Or has an independent spirit? Learned? Wise? Creative? Spiritual? Someone who keeps the traditions of your culture?
 
As an HS parent, you may have processed all of the issues and their consequences more deeply than your partner, which may mean that you have a conscious philosophy while your partner does not. Yet you do not want to move ahead without being sure what your partner thinks about it because your day-to-day behavior may be badly out of sync. Or the two of you may disagree strongly. After all your processing, the other’s view may not match yours or even seem entirely rational.

 
PROBLEM FOUR: SHARING THE WORKLOAD
 

My husband, a non-HSP, struggled in the beginning to accept that I can’t do it all, and that I need frequent, regular planned breaks and distractions. In truth, I still have to stand my ground to get this time. But I know he can keep going when I can’t. He is a stable influence on the children, who would find real life very hard if they thought everyone was as attuned and thoughtful as Mum!


 
Raising children is very hard work. Partners often end up in conflict about whether each is doing their fair share and who should be doing what. I know from experience that when people live together and are asked what percentage of the housework they do, the two numbers always add up to more than 100 percent. It is so easy to overlook what the other person has done. Most research finds that women do more of the housework and child-rearing than men, even if they have an outside job. I can imagine, too, that HS parents, men or women, might do more. They are very conscientious. They are more troubled by chaos and therefore need to keep things straighter than their partner might. Being more attentive to their children in general, they may be the first one to jump up and take care of a child’s needs. Further, the HS parent may not stand up for their rights, preferring to do more work rather than argue about it.
 
On the other hand, one can imagine HS parents who feel they cannot do as much as their partner for the big reason that they are so easily overstimulated and worn out.
 
The biggest, most frequently unrecognized resentment may be about the fair allotment of the household drudgery and boring parts of child-rearing—the work that no one wants to do very much. It is not enough that “I go out and make all the money.” Usually, going out and making the money involves far less drudgery, isolation, and loss of social identity. Then, on the weekends, the working parent “needs to play with the kids”—that’s good, but again, what about the drudgery?
 
To add to the need for a solution, it’s not good for children to see major inequities about who is doing more work around the house.

 
PROBLEM FIVE: MAINTAINING CLOSENESS
 
There is no doubt that having children changes the amount of time you can devote to intimacy with each other, or that the intimacy itself changes. It now may include doing tasks together, having family time, extensive discussions of how to handle problems gracefully together, or even fantasizing about the future when the kids are gone! However, HS parents particularly may need more than this because they may feel more strongly the loss of intimacy and substance. For example, our research shows that they generally prefer deep conversations. Deep conversations can still happen, but now they may be focused more on the children’s problems. That may not be enough for you.
 
Sure, you feel you have to make intimacy a low priority given everything else you have to do. But ask yourself and each other how much you miss the closeness you felt before you had children. If you find that either of you is deeply regretting that loss, or feeling bitter or withdrawn, you need to make intimacy a high priority. You can improve things now, even if they have badly slid.


 
Emotions That Can Be Overlooked
 
Before we turn to working on these five issues, let’s look at the overall emotional context in which these difficulties arise. Some of these we discussed under disappointments and resentments. But there is a bigger picture. When a baby is born, and throughout raising children, both parents feel intense emotions—more intense if you are highly sensitive—and these can lie at the root of the other five.
 
First, the mother is utterly changed, even more so if she highly sensitive. She is suddenly in love with a tiny infant. She also suddenly feels tied to this little body, never really free again until her children are on their own, and even then, she will love them and worry about them the rest of her life. All of her particular feelings are colored by this enormous change, including bodily changes that occur with bearing a child, attaching to it, and possibly nursing it. I don’t think any woman—at least, women today—can be truly prepared for all of this. It is a shock. Further, for however long she does not return to work, being “only” a mother is a change in social identity, a change to one that in most cultures is not respected as much as “regular” careers.
 
However, I’m going to focus on the other parent, generally a father, simply because fathers’ emotions are often less understood, especially if he is highly sensitive. By the way, all of these issues can occur in same-sex couples, too. The feelings will depend upon their personalities and the role each plays in the parenting partnership. I will stay with the term “father” to describe that role to the degree it is played by one of you.
 
As one HS father shares: 



Fact is, fathers have many of the same feelings as mothers—the same joy, pain, and worry. You as a father may worry about different things. All parenting partners have differences in what concerns them. But most fathers, especially HS fathers, probably give almost as much thought to their child’s welfare as a mother does. Further, a father also feels a huge change in identity, from a young man or one of the guys to a person tied to home and children with far less time for friends. If he called himself an up-and-coming musician, a talented artist, or a champion on the skateboard, he now also calls himself a father. The other pursuits are secondary for a while unless they earn money.


 
If the HS father is the main income provider, he may feel forced to work longer hours while preferring to be at home more with his child. Mothers can be in this situation, too, of course, but we usually understand this painful conflict in women more than in men. I am certain that HS fathers at work are often bothered by missing so much of their children’s lives by not being at home and being so tired when they do come home.
 
A father may be deeply impressed by how well his partner can mother and deeply grateful that she has enabled him to have a child. But he is also seeing the fatigue, depression, or health problems that have changed her. He may want to help, but maybe she tells him in a tone of frustration that she has already tried that, making him feel he is not being helpful and perhaps stop trying in response. Above all, it can seem that he is no longer very important to her now that she puts the children at the center of her life. He is probably not having as much sexual intimacy as he had before, and certainly less than what he would like. In short, he may well feel that his partner loves their children more than she loves him.
 
HS men also often pride themselves on their competence and awareness of subtle ways to improve a task. He can have a harder time not being as competent at specific tasks that his wife is doing more often. Taking suggestions from his wife can feel like being criticized. Sometimes she seems “bossy.” Maybe he knows she’s being sharp with him because she’s in a hurry and wishes he just knew how to do it, but it still doesn’t feel good.
 
An HS father may want to be rational about these things. He simply feels things intensely. If he keeps quiet, he is building resentment. If he speaks up, he will certainly be faced with some resentment unless he is careful.
 
Returning to the overlooked emotions of both parents at each stage of parenting, when children reach school age, new issues arise, and again, parents may be too busy to look underneath the surface emotions or moods. For example, each may have an unvoiced dream of how the freed-up time will be used—one wants to begin or resume a career, the other looks forward to things being more peaceful. There are more interactions with teachers and other parents, and there are questions of who handles these, whether both should be present, and what feelings should be brought up in these situations. There are many more issues about schooling, peers, and overall parenting values (manners, chores, and how much TV, computer use, social media, etc., and when children or parents have the final say). All of these create feelings that the couple may fail to process.
 
Then, when you think you are a pretty good team at this parenting thing, you have an adolescent. More parenting emergencies arise as the teenage brain begins to take risks that are not well thought through, or a child has problems that you are not so sure will be outgrown and now seem to threaten their future. Our own experiences as teenagers may flood us. Further, adolescents may divide and conquer parents.
 
Having reviewed the five basic problems and these possibly overlooked emotions, let’s begin working on improving your relationship.

 
Reviving and Expanding Your Communication Skills
 
You have made it this far in your relationship, so I know you have some skills that work. However, unless your communication skills are second nature, they can fall away under the onslaught of parenting. It is time to revive them.
 
GIVING AND RECEIVING EMPATHY—WITH PARENTING, IT IS ALL NEW TERRITORY
 
Let’s begin with your built-in empathy. HSPs do empathy particularly well. Still, sometimes we can be horribly busy, overstimulated, or simply unaware of all that is going on inside our partner. Maybe particular emotions are noticed, but not the entire emotional background that we just reviewed above. You may have to go back over the different stages of your relationships and check in about what emotions were felt at the time and might still be present.
 
 

 
ACTIVE LISTENING. When you truly listen, this is not just a gift to your partner, it meets a fundamental need. Everyone hungers to be fully understood by someone who cares about them, especially in rough times. It can have magical effects on a partner who feels unnoticed or unappreciated. There is nothing greater you could give (maybe second only to picking up all the Legos).
 
As you already know from experience (but perhaps intuitively, not consciously), meaningful listening includes doing a little more than being silent while the other talks.
 
A good way to show you are present is through active or reflective listening, which you have probably heard about before. (The main points are in the lists below.) You might practice these with someone who is holding these Do’s and Don’ts in their hand and can give you feedback; you will be surprised by how far you stray. You do not have to do them all, every time, but the more you do, the better the listening.
 

THE DO’S AND DON’TS OF ATTUNEMENT (FIRST, THE DO’S)
 
 

 
• DO REFLECT FEELINGS by stating what emotions were only expressed verbally or nonverbally: “I can tell this is a big loss for you.”
 
• DO SHOW YOUR INTEREST IN A NONVERBAL WAY, AS WELL. Lean forward and look at the person. And by all means, if something important is being said, stop whatever else you are doing.
 
• DO USE COMPARISONS to illustrate your understanding: “It sounds like you’re sort of feeling like an orphan.” Metaphors are often the best way to capture a feeling in words.
 
• IF YOU GET IT WRONG, BE A GOOD SPORT. The other might respond, “No, not an orphan. More like I’m dead.” Go with the change. This signals you want to help rather than be right.
 
• IF YOU THINK YOUR PARTNER IS NOT SPEAKING UP FULLY, TRY “ANYTHING ELSE?” Men especially may be afraid of expressing more vulnerable feelings. You have to show it is safe through your body language: leaning into it, having a soft face or even a smile. Some simply do not know what they feel and need more time than an HSP would.

 
 

 
NOW THE DON’TS
 
 

 
• MINIMIZE QUESTIONS (except the “anything else?”). Ask questions only if some important omission has left you confused. Even questions about the person’s feelings (“how did that make you feel?”) are less helpful than reflections, as questions can be distracting or hint that you have an idea about what the other ought to feel. Questions can be very helpful at other times, but they are not part of skillful listening.
 
• DON’T TRY TO TALK THE OTHER PERSON OUT OF HIS FEELINGS with statements like, “You shouldn’t feel guilty.”
 
• DON’T COME BACK WITH YOUR OWN EXPERIENCE. Avoid saying “She did the same thing with me, and I realized there was no point in feeling guilty.”
 
• BE CAREFUL ABOUT GIVING YOUR OWN EMOTIONAL REACTION. Even “I’m so sorry to hear this” can wait. It may move the conversation off track. The other person can feel your empathy and compassion simply from the fact that you are still listening.
 
• DON’T GIVE ADVICE, at least not until you understand the entire situation and the person would like your opinion.
 
• DON’T GO OFF INTO INTELLECTUAL IDEAS, like, “Yes, one’s parents’ divorce can have a major impact on a person’s life.”
 
• AVOID CLICHÉS, such as, “Time heals all wounds,” and generalities, like, “Life is rough.”



 
Be careful of your good ideas. HS parents’ biggest stumbling block in listening can be that we think we already know the answer, or that we would get the answer if we could ask just the right question. Don’t let your intuition get ahead of things. Use unadulterated empathy until you truly understand what the other person is thinking and feeling. When you offer a pretty good insight based on a little knowledge, the other may agree too quickly or become exasperated that you do not really understand. Listening thoroughly will get you to the real complexity of the issue. Even if you think you know more, listening before you explain your solutions indicates that you feel your partner deserves serious, extended attention. After that, aim for “we,” thinking it through together and taking into account the ideas of both.
 
You won’t be perfect. Most of the time, I think I am a pretty good therapist, but sometimes, I find myself getting horribly in the way by using my highly sensitive intuition rather than my highly sensitive listening. I call it “multiple-choicing.” A mother finally got her child to sleep through the night, and I asked, “How do you feel about that? You must be thrilled that you finally succeeded. But I bet you’re worried you can’t do it again. It’s sad that it took this long, isn’t it?” Too late, I realized that the mother never had a chance to tell me how she felt. Active listening is golden.
 
Your attentive listening—without interruptions—can be especially helpful to a partner who is less sensitive. When I listen to my husband, he will often mention something casually that I know is significant. Often, all I have to do is highlight it for him: “You’re telling me you’re really struggling with this decision.” He might say, “Yes I guess I am. I feel . . .” Often, the issue opens up for him and he sees what matters to him about it. I, however, have to be sure not to “help” too much with my intuitions. We both are more satisfied when he is the one who finally brings to the surface the treasures of feeling and insight that were hidden in his depths.

 
DEALING WITH CONFLICTS
 
At times, you do not feel much like giving your partner empathy. You are too angry or resentful, even bitter. So before kindly listening, you may have to talk about your conflicts first. You will find that requires even more empathy. You may not resolve every conflict, but your relationship will improve if you work on your skills. There are good tools on the Internet for working on couples’ conflicts, but I will make a few additional comments for HSPs.
 
 

 
IF YOUR PARTNER IS LESS SENSITIVE THAN YOU. Before addressing a conflict, you might need to remind yourself again of the value of being highly sensitive because it may have become a new or bigger issue between you and your partner when you found, as we found in our research, that parenting was more difficult for you than the other 80 percent of parents. As a parent, the one disadvantage of your sensitivity, being easily overstimulated, may have become the most obvious trait. So think about what else you bring to this relationship—for example, conscientiousness and a sense of what the relationship needs. Plus, in this new situation, maybe you notice your attunement to the children, your creativity when entertaining and teaching them, your careful and therefore generally good decisions, and your deep thought as to how parenting behaviors add up to an overall philosophy of life. Unless you are confident about your value and wisdom, you may give in during a conflict. Instead, you want to use your sensitivity to argue convincingly for your point of view while still maintaining a sense of what your partner needs.
 
It is very likely that, whatever the issue is, you will have to bring it up. Yes, being so direct may lead to feeling overaroused and highly emotional, but directness is essential, especially now that you are a parent. There are going to be many things that need to be discussed, and your input and sense of priorities as an HSP is important. So in spite of your arousal level going up, try to remain calm and dignified. If it helps, you can even think of your partner as being a bit like one of your children on this issue. You are probably skilled at handling your children. You might even have this conversation first in your imagination, thinking through the evidence for your point of view and what you will say in response to whatever your partner is likely to say.
 
On the other hand, some HS parents, far from avoiding conflict, may be too direct and confrontational, becoming fiercely assertive in trying to protect their children from what they see as mistakes by a less sensitive partner or anyone else. (See p. 187 about the “softened start-up.”) If this is sometimes you, try to stay calm and dignified. Remember that with all your deep processing and awareness of subtleties, you know ways to hurt your partner’s feelings when your own feelings have been hurt. All you will gain is a loss of trust and eventually, perhaps, a divorce. Concede any points you can truthfully: “I know you have a lot on your mind,” “I agree that her homework is a problem also,” etc. Just do not concede your truth if it remains true in your mind.
 
Try to get past “you” and even “I” language, moving toward using “we.” The goal in all parenting relationships is teamwork: “Maybe we could be doing better.” This reduces shame. No one should be isolated from the team or blamed. Teamwork requires diplomacy: “Right now, I am worried about her breaking her curfew again tonight, but I agree that we should talk with her about her homework, too, maybe right after dinner tomorrow night before she goes off to watch videos in her room.” If your partner strays off topic, do not dismiss the new subject. Be respectful. It is almost always the best way to gain respect in return. But do not abandon what is on your mind. You must be direct, no matter how difficult it is for you as an HSP. Control your dread of a sharp retort and criticism. A team player listens but also sticks to what will improve the team.
 
Some HS parents find emails or texting a better way to communicate with a less sensitive partner. It gives you time to think and improve your response. It also helps if one of you has difficulty apologizing face to face. One couple tape-recorded a conflict so that they could see later what happened. These are ways to reduce the overstimulation of a conflict, but they should not substitute for true interactions in which you can read each other’s nonverbal cues, like tone of voice, through which actual feelings are communicated.
 
Remember, a couple with one sensitive person and one who is not can be the best team. You each bring something important to the relationship and to parenting. It may be time to remind yourself of the advantages of having a less sensitive partner. I discuss these in The Highly Sensitive Person in Love. You must accept each other as being different, celebrate what you gain from that, and grieve what you lose. When you get past blaming each other for those temperament-related behaviors that cannot be changed, you can start to find creative ways to solve your conflicts.
 
 

 
TWO HSPS. With an HS partner, the advantages are more obvious and the conflicts subtler. You both want to be generous, but you both need that precious downtime. There is the first conflict: Who needs it more, the person who was out working or the person at home with the children? What about when both of you work? Also, both of you may have strong opinions about child-rearing and differing intuitions about what is happening with a child.
 
If you are still ambivalent about your trait, you may compare yourselves to each other and secretly look down on the other partner and worry that your children are detrimentally affected by your sensitivity-related needs, especially if you are both introverted. You may both prefer not to take part in busy, social school activities like picnics, carnivals, or athletic meets. You may fear that teachers or other parents will find you odd, and that this will affect your child’s social standing. You may, as a family, have less disposable income because HSPs have to have meaningful work, and that does not always pay well. All of this can add up to “low family self-esteem.”
 
If the two of you have tried to avoid conflict up until now, you may have long-standing resentment or differences in style or values that parenting will force you to face. This is particularly true if you come from different cultures—even slightly different ones, such as lower and upper middle class. Child-rearing practices can be a major issue anyway, but two HSPs who may have been able to deal with cultural differences in the past may suddenly vary on child-rearing issues, often because of pressure from extended families.
 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION SKILLS
 
 

 
1. USE WHAT JOHN GOTTMAN CALLS THE “SOFTENED START-UP.” Gottman has observed hundreds of couples, measuring their physiological state during a conversation. He has seen that men, and probably HSPs, evidence a huge spike of arousal if their partner says something like, “Honey, we have to talk.” Scary. Begin with some warm connection, whatever else you know you are going to say. Express some genuine appreciation, but be sure you are simply being grateful, not manipulative. Or give the gift of listening by asking some caring questions: “How are you doing, really?” When you do get to the issue, use humor.
 
2. FIND A TIME AND PLACE THAT WILL PROTECT YOU FROM INTERRUPTIONS if the discussion will be long. Being in nature is helpful. It provides perspective and “holding,” especially for you as an HSP.
 
3. PERSIST. If your partner does not feel there is a need to discuss something, be firm that something on your mind is keeping you from being closer, and that you need to talk about it now or set a time to do so. Be firm with yourself, too, so that you don’t both just “forget” to do it.
 
4. WHATEVER THE ISSUE, BE SPECIFIC. Say, “I want to talk about what happened when you came home tonight. It may be a little thing, but I can’t get it off my mind.” Don’t launch into generalities, like, “We don’t seem to really connect anymore.” Do not discuss the history of the behavior, another generality: “You always do it.” You want to look to the future, not the past.
 
5. DO NOT ALLOW NAME-CALLING OR DIAGNOSING, another surefire way of getting off of the specifics: “You’re too obsessive-compulsive.” “You’re just a slob.” “I think you learned that from your mother.” Not even, “You’re just a messy person by nature.”
 
6. REMEMBER THE IMPORTANCE OF TIME OUTS whenever either of you becomes overaroused. Pulse rate over one hundred? You need at least twenty minutes to recover. But do not just walk out. Be sure to decide when you will resume the discussion.




 
SHAME VERSUS NEEDS
 
The slow start-up ideally avoids the sudden fear of shame. Remember what I said about shame in the last chapter: We all do whatever we can to avoid it. Partners are the experts on each other’s failures and flaws, having lived with them. When you bring up a conflict, your partner may withdraw to avoid possibly being confronted with not just a conflict, but your uncovering of their long-standing flaws or painful issues. Be clear in some way that this is not a matter for shame: “This is something we’ve both been doing.” “It’s probably just human nature and very common, and this may be my issue as much as yours, but I find myself a little upset when you . . .” Watch for when your partner veers into defensiveness and step back to provide reassurance.
 
Occasionally, a partner will refuse to engage because they like how things are now. Why would they discuss sharing the workload equally if you have been doing more? But even in this situation, you may have better success uncovering the underlying need behind this behavior rather than making a direct accusation. Try getting into the subject by talking about your partner’s needs first. This is the principle of nonviolent communication developed by Marshall Rosenberg, which I mentioned in chapter five. I highly recommend his work. We are all governed by basic human needs: security, autonomy, love, respect, and avoidance of shame. Whatever annoying behavior you are dealing with, a need lies behind it.
 
How do you uncover the need? It takes practice, but I will try to outline it. You say, “When you come home and go right to checking email, is it that you need to finish up your work before you can connect with me or pitch in when I need you?” You are offering to find out what your partner needs. Your question may surprise your partner when you aren’t just mad about it again, and the need may be difficult for both of you to put into words, so be sure you get to your partner’s actual need. A need is not being expressed by “I wish you would stop complaining about my texting,” or “You do it, too.” You are closer if you hear, “I just have to get this done.” What is the need for the rush? Your partner may eventually reveal fearing your anger, whatever they do, because of having trouble just making the transition. Your partner, and everyone, needs security in a relationship. Your partner may be worried about being respected at work. We all need respect. They may be afraid of a rebuke at work for a failure. We all fear failure and criticism. Your partner may not feel respected for fulfilling their home duties. We all need respect. Keep going gently to uncover the need, then express empathy. You can understand the underlying need and validate it as normal.
 
The need for autonomy, for respect of one’s personhood, is often at the bottom of chronic noncooperation. Your goal is not a partner who does what you’d like because of threats or rewards, but who does what they would like, which is to contribute to a warm, loving, even if sometimes chaotic home. To be part of such a group is a basic human need. But wanting to feel autonomous is a need, as well. No one wants to be bossed, threatened, or bribed. They would rather give freely.
 
Once your partner feels heard by you, express your basic human need in this situation: “I need help at this hour because making dinner and managing the kids is too difficult for me by this time of day.” Notice you did not say, “I need your help.” You just have a need for help. Then you negotiate how to get both of your needs met. Perhaps you can allow your partner ten minutes—you agree to set a timer—after arriving home to finish up work matters, and after that, you have their help until the kids’ bedtime.
 
Another way to avoid a conflict before it begins is to just figure out what you need to be a happier person or parent right now and assume that your partner would like to give you what you need, as a gift of love, if possible. That is, again, state that need without saying “you” at all, which can sound like a complaint or demand that may lead to your partner becoming obstinate or defensive. Say, “I really need some connection, some intimacy, after so many hours of being alone here.” If you do not receive the gift, ask how your partner is doing, find out what their needs are. That is, turn to empathy, not to arguing “but . . .” or making threats. That would mean that your expression of need did not come from respect but from wanting to be in control.
 
Your partner might respond, “I need to connect with you, too. But I can’t until I am sure some things are taken care of.” Now the needs are out on the table, and you can decide how to meet them.
 
At any point, one of you may become defensive or angry, no matter how you try to avoid it. It is as if your partner feels hit by a shame ball and tries to throw it at you before it sticks to them. You do not have to react back in the same way. One of the best ways to put down the shame ball is to say, “Yeah, I do it too sometimes.” Or if some of it was your fault this time, you can even take some of the responsibility: “Maybe I should have been more patient.” Acknowledging partial blame is fine, as long as you return to your truth. If your partner agrees that you should have been more patient without sharing any of the blame, you got the shame ball thrown back at you.
 
Finally, aim for agreement on what you will both do to improve things and make a real commitment about how you both will do it if your partner is still listening. If not, be firmer. In the end, you want to be able to say something like, “It’s okay with me if you remind me when I fail to greet you warmly when you come home. Would it be okay with you if I remind you when you don’t do that? I know this seems like a small thing, but I think it’s somewhat important to how the rest of the evening goes. I also know coming home is a big gear switch for you, from the stress of the office and the commute. For me, it’s from the stress of taking care of everything at home, which often feels like sheer drudgery. And sometimes I envy you for being out in the world. I really don’t like that envy in myself. And maybe you don’t always feel like coming home and dealing with whatever is happening here.” Now back to your goal of a commitment: “But do you agree that working on it would improve things? Then maybe we should really commit to doing a little better. It seems like it’s the only way we’re going to change it.”
 
If you do not hear a commitment, or the other person has broken commitments in the past, ask if this is too much to ask. Repeated broken commitments need to be addressed, not forgotten, but probably are a matter for another conversation. Addressing that, you begin with the “I” statement, “When you say you will do something and you don’t, I am deeply disappointed and mistrustful of you, and I guess I lose respect for you.” Don’t say, “You do not keep your commitments.”
 
If you have broken commitments in the past, be honest that you do not think you can do what you have been asked to agree to, or that you cannot do it consistently: “I feel so grouchy sometimes because I am so tired, and I don’t know if I can be consistently warm. I am going to try harder, though.”
 
If your partner becomes defensive, you can even say, point-blank, “I am not saying you should feel horribly guilty about not entering the house perfectly correctly. But you said yourself that you want to work on our relationship, and addressing how we greet each other is a way we might do it. Maybe when I hear you at the door, and when you’re walking up the walk, we both need to pause and think about what is actually happening—we’re coming back together.”
 
Again, you do not want to take that one-down position of being mostly to blame. Speak your truth, as it is today, even if you change your mind with time. But being vulnerable by admitting your own emotions, including worries and doubts, can often make you the winner in a conversation, not the loser, if we are going to talk about winning and losing. In this case, winning might just be getting closer to the warmth you want with your partner rather than each of you defending against feeling ashamed or guilty.
 
When a conflict is deep and seems irresolvable, silent listening is a magical method, and most partners will jump on it as a way to finally be heard, which will no doubt happen for you, too.
 

SILENT LISTENING
 
 

 
1. One of you talks for, say, five minutes and the other listens without interrupting at all, ever, no matter how much the listener disagrees. This is the most important part. You bite your tongue and say nothing.
 
2. The listener can, however, take a few notes to prevent being flooded with things the listener wants to reply to when the time comes, and it will. Something you never heard before? A statement you simply cannot agree with? Jot it down. But only a little of this. You must be listening. If necessary, motion that you need a pause while you write down something.
 
3. If the rule of silence is violated, agree that this really is difficult but worth trying. Forget the error and go on.
 
4. Now, switch roles. Take a moment of silence to digest what just happened. Now the listener talks and the one who was talking now listens.
 
5. When you both have had the same amount of time to talk, take turns giving your responses while the other, again, listens in total silence. Limit this to two minutes.
 
6. Say absolutely nothing more. Go off alone to reflect and agree to return in a half hour. After that time, you can talk a bit. If the conflict seems unchanged, that’s fine. But agree on a day and time to do the same thing again.
 
7. If you think your partner is not speaking up fully, you can say one thing: “Anything else?” Sometimes, the speaker is afraid that what they will say next will be too much for you, an HSP. Show you can take it. No tears, or if you do cry, say, “I’m fine. Please go on.”

 
This really works if you keep to the rule of the listener staying silent. Being forced to listen fully to the other’s complete thoughts and feelings about something, and then reflecting on all of that, can change a mind. Remember: You may have to repeat this exercise. My husband and I had one conflict that seemed irresolvable and required months to resolve, but we did it, using this method five times.
 
Active or silent listening is great, but if you fail to speak your true thoughts, it can actually be dangerous. The listener thinks they understand you, and they proceed on that basis. Meanwhile, you will almost inevitably sink further into withdrawal and finally hopelessness. This is not good for relationships. If you cannot speak your mind when your partner is willing to listen, you need the topic to become “why I can’t say what I am really thinking?” Or you need to do your speaking up in the presence of a therapist or counselor, preferably a couple’s therapist so you both are present. A good couple’s therapist is very skilled at holding the relationship together in a safe space when one partner says something about the other that seems unforgivable or unbearable, which is what you fear.



 
COMPLEXES THAT GET IN THE WAY
 
When people parent, everyone is affected by their childhoods. They have what we call complexes. A complex is a bundle of thoughts, feelings, fears, instincts, dreams, and all the rest that is associated with one important subject in human life. Everyone has complexes—for example, about money, authorities, social rejection, food and eating it, your gender, and other genders. Sometimes, complexes are quite specific: intense jealousy because of a betrayal, or a victim complex because being a victim was the only role you could play as a child.
 
Complexes are the natural building blocks of our personality, formed out of our history and innate temperament. I discuss these thoroughly in The Highly Sensitive Person (see the index of that book) and The Undervalued Self (look in that book’s index under “emotional schemas”). The results of a complex are not always totally bad. You can become a bounteous provider, a totally faithful partner, a good saver of money, or a defender of the weak. But in a sense, you are driven, not choosing.
 
Often, parenting brings out complexes that have never arisen before from your own past experiences with your parents. For example, everyone has an attachment history from their childhood relationship with their most important caregiver. Unless you work on these, the effect lasts your entire life. There are three attachment “styles” or expectations that are found in adults and mirror what happened to them in childhood. One style is to be secure, and there are two insecure styles, anxious and avoidant. The anxious style results from inconsistent love in childhood, leading to fears of abandonment or betrayal then and in adulthood. The avoidant style is more often the result of neglect or even abuse, leading to a fear of dependence, which means vulnerability. The person with this style aims for self-sufficiency, perhaps coming home late or being the “strong, silent type,” but underneath they are insecure and maintain connection in more roundabout ways. I have seen no certain evidence that HSPs more often have insecure styles, but when they do, they may be more affected by their earlier attachment experiences. Then again, they may also change to a secure style more easily in the right relationship. We don’t know this for certain.
 
Insecure attachments can affect issues like how long you decide to allow a young child to cry during sleep training or when left at child care. (Anxious types can’t bear the crying; avoidants say, “Let him cry it out.”)
 
If you suspect that you or your partner have attachment issues that are affecting your relationship or your parenting, the best solution is to find someone who practices Emotion Focused Therapy or Emotion Focused Couples Therapy (based on attachment theory), which you can also read about on your own.
 
Other issues from our history can also create complexes around parenting. Traumas almost always create complexes. For example, perhaps your partner feels a few hardships are good for a child, as when the budget is tight and gifts must be limited, or a child has to take on extra chores because a parent is ill. If you, on the other hand, have lived through extreme poverty or were constantly made to work, you could be adamant about making life easier for your children. Often, you are dealing with interlocking complexes. How much should a child be pushed academically? Your partner does not just hope for but needs your child to be the scholastic star they could not be because of a learning disability, while you were pushed too hard and desperately want to protect your child from being pushed.
 
Signs of a complex include:
 
 

 
• Intense emotions or hyperrationality: “That is unreasonable, and I can prove it.”
 
• Absolute statements, such as, “I know you were flirting. Don’t deny it. I saw you.”
 
• Extreme consequences: “You are spending all of our money. Look at these bills. At this rate, we’ll have to sell the house.”
 
• Strange accusations: “How can you expect me to leave him crying like that, expecting me to go out on a date with you? What kind of father are you?”
 
• You feel as if you are in a drama with only one part to play: The one who betrayed, the one who doesn’t care, the one who brings disaster on the family.

 
 

 
 
What can you do when your partner is in a complex?
 
 

 
• Don’t argue, and don’t get pulled in. Try to keep some part of you observing. Maybe agree it’s something to talk about, but maybe not right now.
 
• Don’t agree to anything obviously untrue, including your partner’s self-hate: “I’m so stupid.” You say, “I hear you, although I can’t entirely agree.” If the other thinks it is a fact, it will probably mean more fighting, but you have to stand your ground even while you listen.
 
• Don’t stay silent. That will quickly be interpreted as agreement or disagreement. A few questions will keep the other occupied: “What happened then?”
 
• Remember what you like about your partner. They are more than this complex, even if it doesn’t look like it at this time or this happens quite often. You are going to work on it together, later. Right now, you are tending a very vulnerable part of them.
 
• Gently align yourself with the part of the person who feels ashamed of this complex or the events that created it, such as having actually been abandoned or betrayed by someone else, having lived in horrible poverty, or having had a sibling who committed suicide, which in your partner’s opinion was due to parental overindulgence.
 
• Be adroit with defensiveness. Don’t throw back the shame ball. Instead, say, “I know you want to blame me. It seems like one of us has to be wrong about this.” And maybe add, “Perhaps we don’t have to decide who is to blame, but just how we’re going to avoid this upset in the future.”
 
• Here is the key: Talk it over later, when you are both calm and feeling connected. This is essential because at a later time, you can work a bit on the complex. Do not sweep it under the rug. Start with something loving. Then, maybe with a tone of worry, not blame, you can say, “We sure both got into something last night, didn’t we?”
 
• Explore what the incident reminds the person of from the past: “I wonder when you felt that way the first time in your life?” This will get at the root of the complex: “Your father was ruthless, wasn’t he? No wonder you get upset when I want to discipline Pete more than you would.” Listen actively, very actively.
 
• Discuss what triggers the complex and how you can avoid it.
 
• Give the complex a name, but only after you have listened well. If the cruel father was Harold, next time when the complex is triggered, you can even say, “I wonder if we’re getting into your Harold territory,” which reminds your partner of the underlying issue.
 
• Bring up your own complexes as examples that we all get into “deep stuff.” For example, say, “You know how I worry if Pete doesn’t have a dozen playdates. I get into my ‘friendless Sally in sixth grade’ thing.”

 
 

 
 
Sometimes, parenting creates new complexes, as when one of you deeply disappoints the other. For example, one of you may develop a victim complex due to feeling the distribution of work is utterly unfair and the other refuses to admit it. More often, though, the victim complex is being reignited by this situation, making the overburdened person unable stand up for themselves. Keep your complexes and your partner’s in mind as you read the next chapter, where we try to apply the skills discussed in the second half of this chapter to the five issues discussed in the first half.



 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
More on Sensitive Parents and Their Partners
 
MAKING PROGRESS ON THE TOUGH PROBLEMS
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
LET’S RETURN TO THOSE FIVE NEW ISSUES parenting may have brought into your relationship that we discussed in the last chapter before we talked about enhancing your skills in empathy, handling conflict, and awareness of complexes.
 
REDUCING MOMENTS OF MEANNESS
 
When you or your partner snap at the other or are rude, there are at least three causes: fatigue, upbringing, or resentment.
 
You know about the first. When you are overstimulated and exhausted, you “lose it.” This irritability is not characteristic of you, and both of you know it. Hopefully, your partner will recognize the signs, know you cannot help it, and be highly motivated to help you get some rest.
 
Irritability due to upbringing is trickier. If people in your family were constantly arguing, bossy, or rude, you must break a long-standing habit. If you both were raised that way, or one of you taught the other to do it, that is even worse because one of you cannot be an example to the other. Yet you must control this behavior or you will have irritable, rude children who are as out of control as you are.
 
To break a habit from one’s upbringing, first you must be highly motivated. A process called “motivational interviewing” addresses four areas: the bad consequences if you continue, a miserable home environment; the good consequences if you continue—at least you do not have to break your rudeness habit, and maybe you get your way more; the bad consequences if you stop, which could not be many, really; and the good consequences if you stop, which would be an increase in general warmth and closeness, a happier home, plus more polite children. You do not have to do a formal motivational interview, but you get the idea—make yourself face all sides of it or you will not do it.
 
Once you are motivated, help each other break the habit. Habits are not easy to stop. If only one of you is habitually irritable, choose another habit that the other could break at the same time. One way to help each other is simply reminding each other. Often, that is enough for an HSP.
 
Another option is rewards and punishments, as you might do with laboratory rats. It works. For example, you have an envelope in which you keep your “fun” money. Next to it, have a jar where each of you puts some amount of money, taken from the envelope for every violation, and that money is given to a charity or put into savings. You can probably think of other ways to break a habit that have worked for you in the past.
 
What you are aiming for is to maintain “on stage” behavior with anyone you are living with. Be as you would if you were a guest in another’s house. Say thank you for everything the other does that benefits you, even the most ordinary things, like emptying the dishwasher. Apologize for every failure or inconvenience you create, even if you close a door when the other was about to come through, and even if you did not intend it. Be cautious about bodily noises or being messy. Just be nice.
 
The third reason for episodes of meanness is that the irritable person is seething with buried resentment, the next subject.

 
DISAPPOINTMENTS AND RESENTMENTS—WAYS TO REPAIR
 
If you and your partner have disappointed each other in a major way, you’ll have to work on this. Remember, you may have been a disappointment, too. Broken promises and failed commitments are often at the heart of disappointments and resentments, and they must be addressed. Furthermore, failure to keep one’s word leads to being less respected, and I don’t think love can exist without respect. In the old days, it would have been considered a dishonor and a lack character. If necessary, you can call it a misunderstanding, even if it might not have been. What matters is that you help each other be honorable in the future.
 
First, both must agree that there ever was such a commitment or that you are dealing with a misunderstanding. If one person thought there was no promise made, work to be clearer next time about what you think you have both agreed to do consistently.
 
How might you be a disappointment? Your sensitivity makes you more vulnerable to stress than 80 percent of parents. That’s disappointing. If you are staying home with your child, you need more help than others would, some of it expensive. If you go back to work, you can’t do as much of the workload at home as your partner imagines another person would. You may have made commitments or promises that it turns out you cannot keep. Your partner may feel so burdened by your sensitivity that it now is being called a disorder—which it sometimes becomes, as when it exacerbates depression or undue anxiety. You then suspect that your partner privately feels they are partnered with the wrong person, but you are also disappointed or resentful for this lack of acceptance.
 
Besides irritability, simmering resentment is most evident when small arguments turn into huge ones, someone becomes passive-aggressive (maybe “forgetting” what they do not wish to do for the other), or one or both of you show no interest in sex or anything romantic, even an anniversary celebration.
 
If you both agree something is wrong, even if you are not sure what, sit down for a good talk, preferably using the reflective listening method, or even silent listening, as described in chapter seven. Alas, the need to get to the bottom of the problem and repair deep damage occurs in the midst of all the pressures of parenting. So to make the talk more efficient, here are some questions you might ask each other. (A longer list is in Mother Nurture.) Indeed, you might go through the entire list, one question at a time. One of you answers while the other listens, either reflecting or being silent. Then the other answers the same question.
 
 

 
• What did you imagine having children would be like, and what has actually happened, to each of you?
 
• What has made things go badly? State this without blame—just give the facts or make “I” statements (“When . . . I feel . . .”): “When the children are fighting, I feel totally frustrated and incompetent, and sad for our little one.”
 
• What do you resent about your life or your partner?
 
• How has your partner or your life become a disappointment?
 
• What have you done to make things worse for your partner, like not taking the time to listen or deliberately doing things that the other has already said did not work for them?
 
• How might you have misinterpreted your partner’s motivations? Lazy, useless? Or uncertain how to do something and not wanting to look incompetent? Not willing to listen, or shamed by your criticisms?
 
• How has your or your partner’s childhood distorted things?
 
• What have you done to improve things? What seemed to work? Did you stick with it or gradually stop? Was it lack of time? Or something else? Feeling too vulnerable, too angry? How might the two of you make it less difficult?
 
• Would you consider couple’s therapy, and if not, why?
 
• What are the hidden rewards for not repairing this? Does it feel kind of good to forget the part that was your responsibility? Are you sliding toward separation or divorce, and already looking forward to it?
 
• What really was your fault, without taking on more than your share of the blame?
 
• Can you apologize and ask for forgiveness? If not, why not? (For example, was apologizing just not done in your family?)
 
• Have people in your families ever held lifelong resentments, feuded, or banished someone for misbehavior? How bad was the misbehavior? What about compassion or giving a second chance? Could this tradition be influencing the way you hold a resentment, and do you want to continue this tradition? Or would you rather try forgiveness?

 
 

 
 
When finished, you might each make a list of the resentments and disappointments you have uncovered. Look at each other’s and just “hold” them as realities in the other’s experience. Like the weather, a person’s feelings are just what they are. But the weather does change on its own, perhaps after some silent listening.
 
Watch for complexes that are triggered along the way. Use the methods described in chapter seven to handle it. Remember, do not argue with a person in a complex (but do not submit or agree either). Let the complex run its course and talk about what happened later.
 
Assuming you have cleared the air a little, assess very honestly and without further arguing or blame how much each of you is over these disappointments and resentments. Maybe answer on a scale of one through ten, admitting it may not be as complete as you would like. Check on that number in a month. When you are both down to low numbers, you might even tear up or burn your lists.

 
EIGHT WAYS TO MAKE DEPOSITS TO YOUR RELATIONSHIP BANK ACCOUNT
 
As you do the work above, turn to the future. Read this to each other: 



Even when partners have thought they could never love the other again, that changes, often. Do not be discouraged. If both of you want to work on it, you will succeed.


 
Think of your relationship as a bank account that contains the love with which you began, the strength and joy you have received by being together over the years, plus the results of all your efforts to regain any lost love. These have been your deposits. The withdrawals are the stresses, arguments, resentments, disappointments, and failures to repair. If you are in the red because of parenting, it’s time to make major deposits. What would be some ways you can make more deposits?
 
 

 
1. MAKE A REGULAR SAVINGS DEPOSIT. Decide that taking care of your relationship should be on your to-do list, and when you have been neglecting this task, make it a top priority.
 
2. BRAINSTORM WAYS TO ADD TO THE BANK ACCOUNT—that is, make a list of ideas together without evaluating them yet. “Get back to date night.” “Focus on sleep training so we both are more rested.” “Don’t bring work home.” “Have no-tech time.” Just making the list together says we both want to do this, a deposit in itself.
 
3. PLAN HOW YOU CAN GO PLACES WITHOUT THE CHILDREN. You can leave an infant with a caregiver for an evening or part of a day, knowing you can be reached if something is wrong. Then go somewhere overnight. Mother Nurture advises not more than one night if your children are under three and not more than three if under five. But if your children are really used to someone such as a grandparent, longer may be okay.
 
4. DO SOMETHING “NOVEL AND EXCITING” TOGETHER. It does not have to be highly stimulating, just new. You should both agree that it would feel novel and fun to at least try: learning something new (a sport, language, couple’s massage); a new form of entertainment (opera, a rock concert, watching a sport); or traveling someplace different, even for a day (a new hiking trail). My husband’s research has demonstrated amply that this works even better than a date night dinner and movie. It causes you to associate your relationship with your own growth and self-expansion. A pair of HS parents may benefit from this especially, as they may treat their relationship as a quiet haven and do their self-expanding elsewhere.
 
5. ASK EACH OTHER THREE MEANINGFUL QUESTIONS EVERY DAY (beyond “How was your day?” if this is such a ritual that you hardly listen to each other). “How are things going, really?” “What are you looking forward to?” If your partner tells you of an event during the day, ask, “How did you feel about that?” or “How do you feel about that now?” Then do some reflective listening.
 
6. CELEBRATE YOUR PARTNER’S SUCCESSES. Research shows that this does more for a relationship even than supporting your partner through a difficulty: “That’s wonderful that you [solved that problem/got the recognition you deserved/have her sleeping through the night].”
 
7. WATCH “COUPLEY” MOVIES TOGETHER. This is more effective for the average couple than communication training. Watching a movie sets aside shame and blame. Pick out something related to relationships and be sure to discuss the movie afterward.
 
8. TELL EACH OTHER OFTEN THAT YOU LOVE EACH OTHER, and most important, why. My husband and I, to pass the time on a long trip, sometimes tell each other five or ten things we really like about the other person.


 
AGREEING ON PARENTING
 
To find agreement about how to raise your kids, the place to begin might be to sit down together to prioritize your goals—for example, children who have good character, can achieve well, are resilient, can be successful professionally or financially, are happy and carefree, discover their true self, or carry on your spiritual tradition. Not choosing is a choice in itself, to let the larger society of media and school decide.
 
If you have not agreed yet, perhaps you are dealing with a partner who has strong feelings that differ from yours. At the other extreme, your partner may not have given it much thought or has left it up to you, but they still have an influence. What to do?
 
 

 
WHEN THERE ARE REAL CONFLICTS ABOUT PARENTING. When you and your partner differ strongly, use active listening and silent listening, as described in chapter seven. Focus on your basic human needs and those of your partner, such as the need to feel proud of the results of all that hard work of parenting, or the need to feel respected as a parent, or the need to feel accepted by your family and an asset to your culture by raising a child. Sometimes a conflict is simply about needing to feel autonomous and competent rather than bossed around.
 
Watch for complexes, often fed by an entire culture’s complex about maintaining a cultural identity or tradition, or having been victimized, even by people of your culture. Your extended families may put pressure on you when they have not before. You want to listen to them, too, but you must decide where your primary loyalty lies. You and your partner still must come to agreement on how your children will be raised, but perhaps others do not have to agree with you.
 
 

 
WHEN YOUR PARTNER DOES NOT CARE. When your partner doesn’t seem interested in resolving a problem that to you has implications for your entire parenting philosophy, start at the surface-level, everyday behaviors. From there, work your way down to the roots, to your partner’s deeper values:
 
“You don’t want a child that yells a lot, I think you said. Like the one that annoyed you the other day in the restaurant.”
 
Your partner agrees.
 
You go to the next step: “So you want a calm child, I think. I think that means we have to be calm ourselves. I mean, children learn so much by imitation.” Give an example of how your child imitates your partner.
 
You can also ask how your partner imagines your child as an adult, then discuss what would be the parenting methods that would get your child to that goal. Or discuss someone else’s parenting methods that you both have observed, even on TV, and what your partner thinks is good or not so good. Remember, you are trying to help your partner explore what they value before you get to whether you agree or not. If you hear something you don’t like, do not instantly say so, but see if something beneath that is actually something you agree on. “A child who obeys us. Sounds right. Is there anything in particular you hope our child obeys about? Or any particular situation?”
 
Maybe your partner would be interested if you said, “I was reading today that the best way to deal with his tantrums is . . .” Or, “This food thing with her—I read that some people have a snack shelf with healthy foods on it and let them choose. Sometimes, kids eat nothing but starches one day and nothing but fruit the next. Do you think that would work with Ella?”
 
If that sounds difficult, remember you are an HSP. You can do it!
 
 

 
BEING FLEXIBLE. When it comes to daily behaviors, you both will have to remember that there is often more than one way to parent adequately. Even if you think you are sure about how to do something, your partner has rights to their wishes, too, as well as the right to make mistakes or be inconsistent sometimes. Parenting is difficult! It’s even okay for you and your partner to do it differently in small ways, such as one parent who can be talked into a longer conversation at bedtime or one more story. Children will notice and get used to it.
 
What will matter for children is how much you argue about it in front of them, and how many of the larger questions you have not come to an agreement about. As an HS parent, you may tend to want your parenting philosophy and resulting behaviors to be perfect because it matters so much to you, but you are not perfect, and neither is your partner. Keeping your love alive is probably better for you and your children than enforcing unrealistic standards. How harmful is it, what your partner wants to do? Is a few more hours of TV such a mistake? If you disagree on children having toy guns, one of you may have the higher moral ground, but the other will be helping your child feel accepted by the other children. Maybe there’s something to both approaches.
 
Try the above suggestions for some compromise rather than imagining you are polar opposites. Maybe you can agree that neither of you want your children to grow up misusing guns or taking killing lightly! Maybe neither of you is sure how to do that.
 
If a partner is determined to do things a certain way and you are sure it is a mistake, if it is a small or short-term issue, perhaps you can let your partner experiment and learn. If you turn out to be right, be careful of “I told you so.” If it turns out that your partner found a better way, be sure to acknowledge that.
 
If you walk into a situation that looks bad, get the facts first. Often, what you see is the end result of quite a bit of struggle. How well would you have done it under the circumstances?

 
SHARING THE WORKLOAD
 
One HS parent shares her experience: 



My husband accepts my sensitivity and supports me in important ways. He urges me to take time off, he looks for opportunities to reduce my workload, and he encourages me not to push too hard to be perfect. He is also a calm person and not bothered by noise. He can take over when I’m at wit’s end. In light of some of the conflicts we’ve had, I would advise HSPs thinking about becoming parents that it’s even more important for them than it is for most people to come to a good understanding with their partner about expectations regarding family and domestic work.


 
The task of coming to an agreement about workload will require all of the skills already described in the last chapter. But here are some specific ways to make this easier.
 
 

 
MAKE A COMPLETE LIST OF TASKS. In your list, leave room beside each task.
 
Each of you should think about what you do so that the list is complete. For example, include actual child care at specific times (meals, bedtime, etc.), household tasks (cleaning, laundry, repairs, yard work, pet care, etc.), errands (shopping for food, clothes, filling the car with gas, etc.), and vehicle maintenance. But there’s also planning the calendar and communications about where everybody is and needs to be on a given day, making plans with other parents and the extended family, preparing for celebrations, making medical appointments and going to them, choosing schools, meeting with teachers, overseeing homework, and financial matters (making money, yes, but also paying bills, planning the budget, and making investments for the future, such as college). Above all, don’t overlook tasks like taking responsibility for seeing things get done, making final decisions, and even worrying.
 
Second, beside each item, put who typically does it, or the percentage of time each does it. If you disagree, each of you should keep a record over a day, week, or month (or even just an hour during a time when everyone is home) to see who actually did what. If one of you balks at making a list (presumably the one who is doing less and not wanting to document it), then one of you can document both and allow the other to correct it. Besides helping you divide the tasks more fairly, keeping a list in itself often corrects behaviors.
 
 

 
RESOLVE THE WORKLOAD CONFLICTS. Some conflicts are easy. You may find out that one of you does not mind a job that the other finds to be drudgery. Yet as an HSP, you might have chosen the drudgery to be nice without checking on this. For example, handling bedtime might be the worst part for you, but the best part for your partner. HSPs might generally enjoy the quiet tasks more, like reading to a child, and those that come early in the day before they are exhausted. At least state your preference.
 
You might find it most fair to alternate the tedious tasks. (My husband and I took turns getting up early with our son to make him breakfast and get him off to school.) But when a person takes on a task for good, let that person become the expert in it. Try not to micromanage.
 
If there are still some conflicts, use silent listening to identify underlying, interlocking complexes. (“In my culture, that’s women’s work.” “That’s sexism, pure and simple.”) Make sure to uncover each other’s basic needs. (“I could not respect myself if I changed diapers.” “I cannot respect myself if my husband will not lend a hand when I need it.”) It may be that your child’s needs are the bottom line. (“Sometimes, he will need his diapers changed, and you will be the only one around. What shall we do about that?”)

 
MAINTAINING CLOSENESS
 
Maintaining intimacy can feel like swimming upstream. With young children, you may have to settle for family time together, just exchanging a loving look or hug in the midst of it. Or you can enjoy just going to sleep together at last. But it should improve by the time your youngest is five or six. If the problem seems very troubling or persistent, dig deeper.
 
Are you avoiding each other? If so, go back to disappointments and resentments. A common resentment can be feeling so emotionally drained by working outside the home or taking care of children that you resent your partner for wanting something from you, too. Even a little downtime for you first can change that, putting you in the mood to give to each other. Maybe one of you fears a fight will ensue. You should be able to say to each other, “I wonder why we are spending so little time together,” and listen for anything like avoidance: “It seems like if I turn my back for a moment, you pick up your cell phone. I feel like you just aren’t with me, so I’d rather be with my friends.” Or perhaps you are avoiding each other because it is boring. Go back to your list of how to make deposits into your relationship bank account. If you skipped that, better do it now.
 

STRESSED BY THE PRESSURE OF WORK OR CAREER?
 
 

 
• GIVE AND RECEIVE EMPATHY ABOUT IT, the kind I have described in earlier chapters. This can restore intimacy all by itself.
 
• CONSIDER PRIORITIES CAREFULLY. This time of your life, while you are parenting, is over surprisingly quickly. It is frustrating that it comes when many people are on their way up in their careers. If you cannot decide on which to value more, home or career, then give up on other priorities like friendships and hobbies—adding anything on top of work and family can’t be done. I’ve heard many parents say that.
 
• WHEN YOU’RE AT HOME, EVEN IF IT CAN’T BE FOR LONG, BE AT HOME. Be present. Do not mix it with texting, answering emails, or having phone conversations in front of the rest of the family. If you must, go off and do it alone. This will force you to do it less.
 
• HAVE NO-TECH TIMES if necessary, and have your children do the same. Be a good example. It is clear from research that technology is interfering with intimacy. Even the presence of a cell phone reduces the depth and intimacy of a conversation.
 
• MAKE A POINT OF CHANGING FROM THE WORKPLACE CULTURE TO HOME CULTURE. An office is generally adult oriented, fast paced, and values productivity over process, competition over cooperation, looking strong over showing vulnerability, and thinking over feelings. Try to use your commute time to reflect, first on work, then on home. Envision what you may find when you open the door. Perhaps call home to be prepared to be helpful or to see whether it will be all right for you to take some time by yourself. Once home, if you can, meditate, take a shower, or change into your “home clothes” to further signal to yourself where you are and what your priorities are.

 
 

 
IF YOUR PARTNER IS THE ONE STRESSED BY WORK
 
 

 
• PRAISE YOUR PARTNER FOR THE DEGREE TO WHICH THEY SWITCH FROM ONE TO THE OTHER. In the process, you’ll be pointing out to your partner the differences between the two while making the workplace seem not bad, just different.
 
• OFFER YOUR PARTNER A SPECIFIC AMOUNT OF TIME TO SWITCH rather than demanding that it be immediate. This makes the time limit clear to both of you.
 
• APPRECIATE THE GOOD SIDE OF YOUR PARTNER’S WORKPLACE STATE OF MIND. Perhaps that toughness and efficiency is providing the financial stability that you as an HS parent need. But being tough and efficient all the time is exhausting. Offer something different, the pleasure of family life that your partner has earned, rather than demand it.



 
Another form of intimacy is sexuality. Sexuality obviously changes greatly after one has children. Right after the birth of the child, the mother’s genitals are different to some degree, even if she had cesarean surgery. Her hormones right now are exactly the ones that do not lead to sexual desire, probably because over the course of evolution, women and their children survived better if there was time for the woman’s body to recover and for her to breast-feed her child without also growing another one inside of her. During the first year, the parent taking care of the infant is usually emotionally and physically exhausted, so sexuality is the last thing on their mind. The other partner may be equally exhausted, however, by helping to care for the infant and mother along with more housework, and perhaps by pressure outside the home to prove a child will not affect their productivity. It is good to keep all of this in mind because it can feel bad to think of oneself or the relationship as not sexy any more.
 
Somewhere toward the end of the first year, you want to aim for your sexuality being close to what it was before having your child. This will help your family in all areas of life.
 
Although some things about sexual intimacy change with having children, others do not. If there was a problem before, it will not have gone away and might be bigger with all the new reasons to avoid sex. In The Highly Sensitive Person in Love, I reported on a survey of the sexual experiences of HSPs and those without the trait. I will not go over all of that here, except to say that temperament definitely affects what one enjoys and experiences during sexual intimacy. HSPs definitely have different preferences, and little things are more likely to turn us off. When it comes to any kind of stimulation, less is more, subtle is nicer than in-your-face, and too much is overwhelming and turns you off.
 
Your partner should be glad to know what you like and do not like, so speak up. You do not want to harbor resentments and disappointment because your sex life is not what you need.
 
Another aspect of your sexuality that probably has not changed is that one of you wants more sexual time than the other. When you first met, both of you probably had a strong sexual drive due to both your age and your interest in each other. Later, one of you probably wanted sex less often than the other did. Quite often in a heterosexual couple, this is the woman, so I will focus on that. I think it’s good to understand that this is typical. An HS woman in particular may feel she is failing her partner or failing to be a “real woman” if she is not sexually receptive all the time. There is a great deal in the media to make a woman feel odd for not wanting sex every day. The research, however, suggests that about once a week is associated with a good relationship overall. The man may want more, but he can probably be happy with once a week. A woman might want less, but her body can usually be responsive after about a week if she opens herself to those feelings.
 
The first step in a happy sexual relationship may be accepting your differences in desire and temperament style as normal, then getting creative as to how to solve that. Mother Nurture has some good suggestions for both partners. But do not forget that the one wanting sex more often can always “pleasure” themselves without the other’s involvement.
 
The one wanting less should be sure that their hormones and health are in good shape. Exercise and rest are essential. You may be taking medications that affect your sexuality. Certainly, antidepressants can do this, but untreated depression can, too. There are antidepressants that do not affect sexuality or even increase interest, so ask a competent psychiatrist about them.
 
Think about what does arouse you. Women are stimulated by a greater variety of images than men. Certainly, the erotic scenes in high-quality movies can be helpful to you, or anything else that you have noticed turns you on.
 
Feeling sexual, however, has to be recognized and then turned into action, of course. If your upbringing taught you that there was something wrong with sexuality, you may not be acting on your sexual feelings or even feeling them. That has to be overcome, sometimes over and over. Often, simple exposure to pleasant sexual material can desensitize you, but first you have to choose to do this.
 
If there was sexual abuse in your childhood, that may make your sexuality a problem throughout your life. Work on this as much as you can, and be sure that your partner understands about this part of your life. You can heal a great deal when your partner understands. Above all, you need to know that your partner loves you in spite of these difficulties, which were not your fault. Ask for reassurance if you are not sure.


 
Those Who End the Relationship—Separation or Divorce
 
I know my readers can be roughly divided into two groups. Some, hopefully the majority, are in a basically solid, loving relationship in which problems have arisen because of being parents, but both partners are willing to face those. Other HS parents are in relationships with someone who is unable to face the problems in the relationship. Maybe these problems were not evident until having a child. But the stress of parenting has accentuated these until they can no longer be ignored, especially because they are affecting your children.
 
What can you do in these situations? Mostly, you will only be able to change yourself. You can encourage change through setting an example or encouraging your partner to join you in couples therapy, but your partner must choose to make changes for themselves.
 
It takes two people to create every relationship problem, so you must work on your share. Even if the other person is abusing and dominating, you have somehow helped in perhaps a small way to let this occur up until now, even if only by choosing to stay in an abusive relationship. It wasn’t there when you met each other and fell in love, or if it was, you accepted it and loved the person even with this. Look at yourself carefully to see what role you played in the problem. Even if you cannot fix the other person, and even if you cannot quite fix yourself, just the awareness of your problem areas will be good for you should you enter into another relationship. When you change, it affects your children, too, even if they have left home. Every therapist has seen it.
 
If your partner is unwilling to change, you might also try holding your partner in your heart with enormous love, not as your partner and not as romantic love, but as a person who, whether aware of it or not, is having an enormous problem. This problem is probably from the person’s past, although genetics may play a role, as well. Still, we were all born to love, even if many things can get in the way. You probably know your partner’s blocks better than anyone. You may even be able to shift them if you hold them in this attitude of love.
 
People usually resist change because it requires first seeing one’s wounds, and that brings on enormous shame. Your partner does not want you to know about them, and at a deeper level they know you know all about them, so that you are the person who is most able to make your partner feel vulnerable. I’m sure you feel your partner can also shame you. How can the two of you love each other enough not to cause each other shame, but to accept the wounds so fully that it’s possible to look at them and begin to heal them? This isn’t easy, but perhaps it’s an ideal that you can think of at times.
 
On the other hand, when a partner is absolutely and permanently unwilling to change, in a sense, you have to abandon hope. That brings up the specter of separation or divorce. As an HS parent, you are probably all too aware of all that this means, especially for a family.
 
I’d like to make two points that most people do not realize.
 
First, there is attachment as well as love. When you live with someone, you become attached. Your lives have merged in a very physical, tangible way. Plus, there have been good times as well as bad ones, and these begin to target your heart as you separate. Attachment is not the same as love, but it can be even more painful, and certainly more real than love when a relationship is actually ending. There may have been no love at the end, but the attachment is still there, and it can make you feel as if you have made a mistake.
 
Second, divorce or permanent separation may not be as bad for a family as a couple staying together “for the sake of the children.” It differs in every family, even if on average divorce is thought to have negative effects on the children. You are a unique set of people, not an average. What may help, too, is to avoid being impulsive, but have a sense of your alternative—an alternate life, or even another partner waiting in the wings. Neither you nor your children will feel comfortable if you leap into the unknown.
 
In the last hundred years, we have come to expect our lives to be almost completely fulfilled by our relationship with a cohabiting partner. In the past, there were many other relationships in a person’s life, most of them lasting a lifetime, and many of them potentially fulfilling and secure—relatives living nearby, those one worked with, and relationships at places of worship or social clubs. Today, we are more mobile, so that for many, the nuclear family is the only one that is secure and ever present. True, many more relationships are available from a distance through technology, but physical proximity is an important part of attachment and love.
 
If the only person physically nearby is a partner with whom you have an unsatisfying relationship, of course you feel miserable and want divorce so that you can fill that place with someone else. But, as long as there is no abuse, it maybe possible to develop more relationships outside of your home and have a fulfilling life with the people around you and stay with your partner if that is more convenient and comfortable for both of you.
 
Regardless of what you decide to do, apparently hopeless situations can be made more bearable with a spiritual attitude, which usually means a spiritual path and a spiritual practice. I’m convinced that HSPs are by nature highly spiritual. Besides offering solace during a divorce, spirituality may lead you to meet others of similar orientation. Even if you are very introverted, it can broaden your perspective, fill your heart with love, and perhaps give you some acceptance of where you are right now. Nothing about your life is final and fixed. Something is going to change. 



My marriage was comprised of two individuals with very different natures. Often, when two people complement each other like that, great things are achieved. We achieved great external success, which is one of the reasons the marriage lasted fifteen years. But when we focused inward, we both felt innately flawed, misunderstood, and beaten up.
 
Since we started the divorce process, there has been less yelling in the house and more listening. I would love to say the children don’t squabble and we live in blissful serenity, but that would be a lie. I can, however, honestly say that I am awake and in the game. I don’t feel the need to withdraw. I get time to myself when the kids are with their dad. I miss them, but I understand that I am at my best after a renewal period.
 
I am in no way saying the way to peaceful parenting is to get a divorce. I am saying look at where the feelings of overwhelm are rooted. Know you are capable of parenting at the highest level with the right mix of self-awareness, renewal time, reduced conflict, and love for your kids.



 
Conclusion
 
This is a dense chapter. You may want to read it several times and refer back to it when you need to.
 
However, one chapter cannot solve all the problems that occur in a partnership because they are as vast as each individual multiplied by two. There is much great advice out there. My favorites reference books are John Gottman’s The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work; Harville Hendrix’s Getting the Love You Want; and the three chapters in Mother Nurture that focus on “nurturing your intimate relationship.”
 
 

 
WE ARE NOW at the end of our journey together. I have met some of you, but mostly I’ve only been able to imagine you. Yet I have a very good imagination. In my mind and heart, I “know” many of you by now. I remember how hard parenting was. I recall standing in a train station and picking up a women’s magazine with the only honest article on parenting that I have ever seen. The title was something like, “Why didn’t anyone tell me how awful this would be?” I wondered the same thing as I read hungrily.
 
I loved my son and survived it all, and I enjoyed most of it. But I have never forgotten the honesty of that article, and I wonder how many of you might grab and read an article with the same title. I know, from the contributions I received, that many of you would. Others of you were born for this task. Either way, bless you for doing the hardest and most valuable job in the world.
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