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High Sensitivity, A Valuable Personality Trait 

 

High Sensitivity, A Personality Trait 

 

High Sensitivity, also known as Sensory Processing 

Sensitivity (SPS), is a personality trait characterized by a 

more sensitive central nervous system and a deeper mental 

processing of physical, social and emotional stimuli. The trait 

is characterized by a tendency to 'pause and check' in new 

situations, a greater sensitivity to subtle environmental 

stimuli and more thorough mental processing to arrive at 

coping actions. This heightened sensitivity is driven by 

stronger emotional responses. 

 

High Sensitivity does not refer to the sense organs themselves, 

but to what occurs as sensory information and is transmitted 

to or processed in the brain. The trait is an innate survival 

strategy that has both advantages and challenges. 

Understanding High Sensitivity is important to appreciate 

the unique strengths and needs of these fellow humans in our 

society. 

 

People with High Sensitivity report having a heightened 

response to stimuli such as pain, caffeine, hunger and loud 

noises, but they are also moved by music and art or deeply 

upset by criticism and cruelty to others, all because they have 

a greater sensitivity to sensory input and process stimuli 

deeper than most other people. This deeper processing may result 



 
 
 

 

 

in increased reaction time as more time is spent responding to 

cues in the environment and might also contribute to cautious 

behavior and low risk-taking. 

 

A person with a particularly high measure of SPS is 

considered to have hypersensitivity or to be a Highly Sensitive 

Person (HSP). The terms SPS and HSP were coined in the 

mid-1990s by psychologists Elaine and Arthur Aron who 

developed the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS) 

questionnaire by which SPS is measured. According to the 

Arons and colleagues, people with high SPS make up about 15–

20% of the population.  

 

D.O.E.S. 

 

Highly Sensitive People tend to share a set of core 

characteristics. Elaine Aron uses the acronym D.O.E.S. to 

summarize the key features of the HSP trait:  

 Depth of processing 

 Overstimulation  

 Emotional reactivity (including high empathy) 

 Sensitivity to subtleties 

 

Depth of Processing 

 

HSPs process information more deeply and thoroughly than 

others. They don’t just notice more. They think more about 

what they notice. They have a rich inner life, often spending 

time reflecting on experiences, pondering meanings and 

making connections. This depth of processing can lead to 



 
 
 

 

 

creative insights and careful decision-making. Research 

suggests that HSPs engage more brain regions related to 

memory and planning when processing emotional 

information, indicating a more complex analysis of input. The 

downside is that all this extra processing takes time, so HSPs 

may be slower to making decisions or might appear to 

overthink things that others gloss over. 

 

Overstimulation 

 

Because HSPs notice so much and process it so deeply, they are 

prone to sensory overload in high-stimulation environments: 

bright lights, loud noises, crowds, chaotic scenes or 

multitasking can overwhelm them quickly. They reach the 

point of mental and emotional saturation sooner, leading to 

exhaustion or withdrawal. Overstimulation is a key reason 

they often prefer a slower pace or retreat to solitude after busy 

events. It is a way to restore their equilibrium when the nervous 

system has been flooded.  

 

Emotional Reactivity 

 

HSPs tend to feel emotions very strongly. They might tear up 

easily at touching music or films, feel profound joy at small 

positives and also experience intense stress or heartache in 

response to negative events. They might also be highly 

empathetic, absorbing others’ feelings like a sponge. An HSP 

might physically cringe when seeing someone else get hurt or 

feel drained after a friend dumps their emotional troubles on 

them, because they genuinely feel others’ pain. This emotional 



 
 
 

 

 

responsiveness can also be a wonderful asset: HSPs are often 

very compassionate friends, attentive partners and caring 

colleagues, building deep connections. However, it can also lead 

to emotional overwhelm. HSPs may struggle with strong 

negative emotions, like anxiety or sadness, especially when 

they are around people who are distressed.  

 

Sensitivity to Subtleties 

 

By definition, HSPs are keenly observant of subtleties that 

most others overlook. They might notice the slight shift in the 

tone of voice, detect a faint smell or sense the mood change in 

a room. This heightened awareness of details extends to all 

senses. HSPs often have fine-tuned sight, hearing, smell, taste 

and touch. Socially, they’re very perceptive: they read micro-

expressions and body language and notice how others are 

feeling even when nothing is said aloud. The benefit of this 

trait is that HSPs can gather a lot of information from their 

surroundings, which can be advantageous in many situations 

(catching errors, spotting opportunities or foreseeing dangers). 

On the other hand, constant bombardment by subtle stimuli 

can contribute to overstimulation. Being perpetually tuned-in 

means HSPs have to expend effort to filter out irrelevant input 

and they can be easily distracted by little things. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 

 

Highly Sensitive or Highly Empathic 

 

Highly Sensitive and Highly Empathic are often used 

interchangeably, but they actually describe different 

processes: 

 

Aspect Highly Sensitive Highly Empathic 

Core Function Processing  Resonance with others 

Primary Focus Broad: sensory, internal and 

social/environmental input 

Specific: emotional states of 

and relations with others 

Amplification Depth and intensity of 

processing 

Emotional connection and 

resonance 

Biology More responsive nervous 

system 

Stronger social-emotional 

attunement 

Experience Easily overstimulated Strongly emotionally attuned 

system (mirror neurons) 

Strengths Depth, awareness, detail 

perception 

Connection, understanding 

others 

Challenges Overstimulation, mental 

overload 

Emotional absorption, 

boundary issues 

Independence Can also exist without strong 

empathy 

Can also exist without overall 

sensitivity 

Perspective Heightened input + processing Heightened relational resonance 

 

It’s in Your Head 

 

High Sensitivity is rooted in measurable differences. It’s not 

all in your head or rather, it’s in your head in the sense that 

HSPs’ brains work a bit differently. Research suggests 

increased activation in brain regions involved in awareness, 

empathy and self/other processing. The nerve cells that mirror 

the behavior of others as though HSPs themselves were 

performing the action, help them understand and reflect the 

actions and emotions of the other. 



 
 
 

 

 

Biological Basis of High Sensitivity 

(indicative distribution based on current research on genetic and neurobiological influences) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

High Sensitivity has a distinct biochemical and genetic 

signature. The nervous system of an HSP does not just receive 

information, it amplifies and processes it more deeply. 

Inherited traits, expressed in genetic variations linked to 

heightened sensitivity, account for 40-50%. Research 

suggests variations in genes related to serotonin (involved in 

mood and well-being), dopamine (involved in motivation, 

reward and pleasure) and norepinephrine (involved in 

alertness and focus) systems (brain chemistry) may 

contribute for 25-30% to High Sensitivity. These genes 

regulate mood, alertness and motivation. It explains why 

Highly Sensitive People often feel emotions more strongly and 

stay more alert to their environment. Sensory processing, 

which accounts for 20-25%, makes the experience feel richer 

and more intense, but also sometimes overwhelming. High 

Sensitivity is considered an innate trait – one you’re likely 

born with – and this sets your baseline sensitivity. 



 
 
 

 

 

Strategies for Success 

 

Being an HSP in a fast-paced, often overwhelmingly 

stimulating world can be challenging, but with the right 

strategies, one can thrive in any domain.  

 

Useful strategies: 

 

Optimize Your Environment: Whenever possible, reduce 

excessive stimuli in your daily environment. Use noise-

cancelling headphones or soft earplugs to buffer loud noises, 

dim harsh lighting or use natural light, designate a low-

stimulation space where you can recharge, step outside for fresh 

air or do a short meditation.  

 

Time Management and Downtime: Pace yourself, i.e. include 

breaks, allow a free period or a quiet lunch break, take a walk 

outside, learn to say no or set limits on extra commitments, 

schedule downtime each day (read, take a warm bath, listen to 

calming music or simply do nothing in a quiet room). This is 

essential maintenance for your finely tuned system. 

 

Self-Advocacy and Boundaries: Educating the people around 

you about your needs and preferences can greatly improve 

your experience. Don’t hesitate to ask for what you need, 

whether it’s a desk farther from a noisy doorway, the ability to 

work from home one day a week or a bit of extra transition time 

before moving on to a new task. Framing it in terms of doing 

your best work can help others see the request as reasonable.  

 



 
 
 

 

 

Emotional Self-Care: Because HSPs feel so deeply, it’s 

important to have outlets and practices for emotional 

regulation. Mindfulness and relaxation techniques can be 

very beneficial. Practices like deep breathing exercises, 

meditation or gentle yoga can help calm an over-aroused 

nervous system and center your mind when emotions run 

high. Journaling is another tool many HSPs find useful to 

provide relief and insight, allowing them to process the depth of 

emotion in a structured way. Engaging in creative hobbies like 

painting, playing music or gardening can also serve as a 

healthy emotional outlet, converting intense feelings into art 

or nurturing activities. HSPs can be strongly affected by 

violent or distressing media, so be mindful of media 

consumption to protect your emotional well-being.  

 

Leverage Strengths: Use your trait to your advantage. In 

academics, your thoroughness and keen observation can lead 

to top-notch work, excelling in research projects, writing 

detailed papers or engaging in thoughtful class discussions. 

Choose study methods that align with your style: study in a 

quiet, aesthetically pleasing environment rather than in a 

loud group. In group projects, take on roles that involve 

planning, editing or quality control, where your 

conscientiousness will shine. In their career, HSPs often thrive 

in roles that require creativity, empathy or attention to detail. 

They make excellent counselors, teachers, writers, designers, 

researchers and quality analysts. 

 

Social Strategies: Choose smaller gatherings or one-on-one 

hangouts over large, loud parties. If you attend big events, give 



 
 
 

 

 

yourself permission to take breaks by stepping outside for a 

breather or finding a quiet corner for a few minutes to prevent 

complete overwhelm. It’s also perfectly fine to leave without 

fanfare. Your true friends will understand. Build a support 

network of people who appreciate your sensitivity. Friends who 

are gentle and validating can recharge you. Educate close 

friends or family members about what High Sensitivity really 

means. They may be more accommodating. Finally, don’t feel 

guilty for prioritizing self-care in social life. When you do 

show up, you’re able to be fully present and enjoy the 

interaction, bringing the best of your thoughtful self. 

 

Professional Help: Sometimes, despite best efforts, an HSP can 

struggle with anxiety, depression or just navigating a world 

that feels very intense. Therapy or counseling can be extremely 

beneficial, ideally with a therapist who is knowledgeable about 

High Sensitivity. In therapy, HSPs can learn tailored coping 

skills. There are also many books and online communities for 

HSPs, offering tips and camaraderie.  

 

High Sensitivity, High Frequency? 

 

High Sensitivity means amplified input, which puts a higher 

load on the HSP system. If unregulated, the system becomes 

reactive and frequency becomes unstable or drops. If regulated, 

the system becomes coherent and frequency stabilizes or rises. 

This means that sensitivity does not determine frequency, but 

the ability to regulate that sensitivity does. In other words, 

HSPs don’t automatically have a higher frequency, but they 

have greater potential for mastering the input because they 



 
 
 

 

 

hold an expanded capacity to handle and integrate it. 

Frequency, in turn, reflects that mastery. 

 

The HSP Questionnaire 

Sensitivity can be measured using the Highly Sensitive 

Person Scale (HSPS), developed by psychologist Elaine Aron. 

This scientifically validated questionnaire assesses how 

deeply individuals process sensory and emotional 

information. For those interested in exploring their own 

sensitivity, the official test can be found here: 

https://hsperson.com/test/highly-sensitive-test/ 

 

Key Takeaway 

 

Thriving as a Highly Sensitive Person is about honoring your 

sensitivity while setting yourself up for success. By 

structuring your life in HSP-friendly ways and using your 

natural gifts, you can turn what some see as a liability into a 

true asset. Many HSPs come to view their sensitivity as a 

valuable part of who they are: a source of depth, connection and 

creativity that enriches their lives and the lives of others. 
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