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Environmental Sensitivity 

Environmental Sensitivity 

 Environmental Sensitivity is a fundamental trait 
found in most species, including humans: 

• Ability to register and process external stimuli  

 Do all people have the same degree of 
Environmental Sensitivity? 

• Differences in Environmental Sensitivity are widely 
observable and are reflected in many psychological 
concepts 

 E.g.: Behavioural inhibition, introversion etc. 

  

→ Individuals differ fundamentally in how they 
perceive and process environmental 
features, with some being generally more 
and some generally less sensitive 

Pluess, M. (2015). Individual Differences in Environmental Sensitivity. Child Development 

Perspectives, 9(3), 138-143. 
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Belsky, J. & Pluess, M. (2009). Beyond Diathesis-Stress: Differential Susceptibility to 

Environmental Influences. Psychological Bulletin, 135(6), 885-908. 
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 Sensory Processing Sensitivity 

• Highly Sensitive Person (HSP)  

• Common personality trait (ca.20%):  

more aware of subtleties in his/her 
surroundings 

 processing experiences more deeply 

 is more easily overwhelmed when in a 
highly stimulating environment 

• Facets of SPS: 

 Behavioural Inhibition  

 Sensory Sensitivity 

Depth of Cognitive Processing 

 Emotional/Physiological Reactivity 

 

 

 

 Elaine Aron (Aron, 1996) 

Sensory Processing Sensitivity (SPS) 

Aron, E. N., Aron, A., & Jagiellowicz, J. (2012). Sensory processing sensitivity: a review in the light of the 

evolution of biological responsivity. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 16(3), 262-282. 
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Highly Sensitive Person Scale 

 Original scale with 27 items (Aron & Aron, 1997) 

• Brief versions for adults and children 

Pluess, M., et al. (submitted). Environmental Sensitivity in Children: Development of the Highly 

Sensitive Child Scale and Identification of Sensitivity Groups. 
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

 Psychometrics of HSC 

• Internal consistency: alpha=.79 

• Factor analysis: 3 factors 

 Ease of Excitation, Low Sensory Threshold, Aesthetic 
Sensitivity 
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

 Psychometrics of HSC 

• Bifactor Structure  
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

 Test-Retest Reliability of HSC  

• N = 104 8-11 year old children (M = 9.82) 

• HSC assessed twice 2-3 weeks apart (M = 15 days) 
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Associations with Other Constructs 

 N= 285 11-12 year old pupils at two schools in 
East London 
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Associations with Other Constructs 

 N= 285 11-12 year old pupils at two schools in 
East London 

adjusted R2=. 32, F (7, 255) = 18.42, p<.001 
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Associations with Other Constructs 

 TEDS 

• N = 586 16 year olds 
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Associations with Other Constructs 

 TEDS 

• N = 586 16 year olds 

 

adjusted R2=.14, F (5, 578) = 20.15, p<.001 
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

 Are there different sensitivity subgroups? 

• Test with Latent Class Analysis 

N = 1469 16-year old Children (TEDS) 

• Three class solution had the best fit 

35.0% 41.0% 23.9% 
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

 Cut-off scores for the different groups? 

• Low: < 3.6  

• Medium: between 3.6 and 4.7 

• High: > 4.7 
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Highly Sensitive Child Scale 

• Born to be Sensitive? (Assary et al., in preparation) 

 

 
 

47%  
explained by heritable  
factors 
 

53%  
explained by  
environmental factors 
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Does High Sensitivity 
Moderate Environmental 

Effects? 
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HSC and Response to Intervention  

 Resilience Intervention 

* 
* 

Pluess, M., & Boniwell, I. (2015). Sensory-Processing Sensitivity predicts treatment response to a 

school-based depression prevention program: Evidence of Vantage Sensitivity. Personality and 

Individual Differences, 82(0), 40-45.  
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HSC and Response to Intervention  

 Anti-Bullying Intervention (Kiva) 

• N = 931 (control = 461; treatment = 460) 

• Significant interaction: group X time X HSC X gender 

Nocentini, A., Menesini, E., & Pluess, M. (in preparation). Environmental Sensitivity Predicts 

Treatment Response to Anti-Bullying Intervention: Evidence of Vantage Sensitivity  
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HSC and Environmental Context 

 Reoffending of Juvenile Offenders  

• N = 1,216 male youth offenders, 13-17 years old 

Donley, S. V., Fine., A., Simmons, C., Pluess., M., & Cauffman, E. (in preparation). Environmental 

Sensitivity Predicts Reoffending among Juvenile Offenders: Evidence for Vantage Sensitivity to High 

Quality Environments 
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Environmental Sensitivity 

 

→ Individuals fall into three sensitivity 
categories: high, medium, low 

 

→ Environmental Sensitivity is relatively 
independent from other related constructs 

 

→ Environmental Sensitivity can be measured 
with a questionnaire 

Summary 

 

→ Environmental Sensitivity moderates the 
effects of intervention and environmental 
quality 
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