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TOWARD EFFECTIVE CAREER MANAGEMENT OF HIGHLY 
SENSITIVE STUDENTS. VOCATIONAL INTERESTS AND 

SENSORY PROCESSING SENSITIVITY OF HIGH SCHOOL 
STUDENTS

W KIERUNKU SKUTECZNEGO ZARZĄDZANIA KARIERĄ UCZNIÓW WYSOKO WRAŻLIWYCH. 
ZAINTERESOWANIA ZAWODOWE A WRAŻLIWOŚĆ PRZETWARZANIA SENSORYCZNEGO 

UCZNIÓW SZKÓŁ ŚREDNICH
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Abstract
This study examines the relationship between sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) and vocational interests 
among high school students aged 14-18 years. Drawing on Holland’s RIASEC model and the Big Five 
personality framework, this research investigates how heightened sensitivity to environmental stimuli 
influences career preference formation during adolescence. A sample of 438 Polish high school students 
(266 girls, 172 boys) completed validated measures including the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS-
10), Big Five Markers-20 (IPIP-BFM-20), and Youth Vocational Interests Questionnaire (MŁOKOZZ). 
Results reveal significant associations between SPS and specific vocational interest patterns, with highly 
sensitive students showing increased artistic and innovative interests, alongside decreased management 
interests. Gender differences emerged, with girls demonstrating stronger correlations between SPS and 
investigative/artistic interests. Personality traits explained substantial variance in vocational interests 
(ranging from 5% to 49% across RIASEC dimensions), with conscientiousness being the strongest 
predictor for methodological interests (β = 0.672). The findings emphasize the importance of considering 
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environmental sensitivity in career counseling for adolescents, particularly for highly sensitive individuals 
who may benefit from specialized guidance.

Streszczenie
W niniejszym badaniu analizowany jest związek między wrażliwością przetwarzania sensorycznego (SPS) a zain-
teresowaniami zawodowymi wśród uczniów szkół średnich w wieku 14-18 lat. Opierając się na modelu RIASEC 
Hollanda oraz koncepcji osobowości Wielkiej Piątki, badanie to ma na celu określenie, w jaki sposób zwiększona 
wrażliwość na bodźce środowiskowe wiąże się z preferencjami zawodowymi w okresie adolescencji. Badana pró-
ba liczyła 438 polskich uczniów szkół średnich (266 dziewcząt, 172 chłopców). Badani wypełniali narzędzia kwe-
stionariuszowe, w tym Skalę Osoba Wysoko Wrażliwa (polska wersja HSPS-10), kwestionariusz IPIP-BFM-20 
oraz Młodzieżowy Kwestionariusz Zainteresowań Zawodowych (MŁOKOZZ). Wyniki ujawniają istotne związki 
między SPS a specyficznymi wzorcami zainteresowań zawodowych, przy czym wrażliwość współwystępuje ze 
zwiększonymi zainteresowaniami artystycznymi i innowacyjnymi, przy jednoczesnym zmniejszeniu zainteresowań 
menedżerskich. Ujawniły się różnice płciowe: dziewczęta wykazywały silniejsze korelacje między SPS a zainte-
resowaniami badawczymi/artystycznymi. Cechy osobowości wyjaśniały znaczną wariancję w zainteresowaniach 
zawodowych (od 5% do 49% w różnych wymiarach RIASEC), przy czym sumienność była najsilniejszym pre-
dyktorem zainteresowań metodologicznych (β = 0,672). Uzyskane wyniki wskazują na znaczenie uwzględnienia 
wrażliwości środowiskowej w poradnictwie zawodowym dla młodzieży, szczególnie dla osób wysoko wrażliwych, 
które mogą istotnie skorzystać ze specjalistycznych wskazówek.

INTRODUCTION

Career development during adolescence represents a critical period in which individuals begin to form 
vocational identities and make educational decisions that will shape their professional trajectories [Negru-
Subtirica et al., 2016]. Understanding the individual differences that influence these choices is essential 
for effective career counseling and educational guidance. Research demonstrates that behaviors and 
interests developed during adolescence have long-term predictive validity for life success, extending 
beyond family background, cognitive ability, and broad personality traits [Spengler et al., 2018]. Among 
these individual differences, sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) has emerged as an important yet 
understudied factor that may significantly impact how young people navigate career exploration and 
decision-making processes.

Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) refers to a temperamental trait characterized by increased 
depth of processing, heightened emotional reactivity, awareness of subtle environmental stimuli, and 
susceptibility to overstimulation. First conceptualized by Aron and Aron [1997], SPS reflects individual 
differences in how people perceive, process, and respond to sensory information from their environment. 
Individuals high in SPS commonly referred to as highly sensitive persons (HSPs) exhibit greater neural 
responsiveness to both positive and negative environmental influences, suggesting a biological basis for 
differential susceptibility to environmental conditions.

The importance of SPS for career development stems from contemporary theories of environmental 
sensitivity, which posit that highly sensitive individuals are not simply more vulnerable to negative 
experiences, but also more responsive to positive, supportive environments. This differential susceptibility 
model has profound implications for understanding how highly sensitive students might respond 
to various educational and occupational environments [Belsky, Pluess, 2009]. Given that approximately 
15‒20% of the population exhibits high levels of SPS [Pluess, 2015], understanding how this trait intersects 
with vocational interest development is crucial for supporting the career trajectories of a substantial 
proportion of young people.
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Vocational interests, traditionally conceptualized through Holland’s RIASEC model (Realistic, 
Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional), represent stable individual differences 
in preferences for certain activities, contexts, and occupational environments. These interests are not 
merely preferences but reflect deeper trait complexes encompassing values, competence beliefs, and 
motivational orientations. The relationship between personality traits and vocational interests has been 
extensively documented, with the Big Five personality dimensions showing consistent associations 
with RIASEC interest types [Larson et al., 2002]. However, the specific role of SPS in shaping vocational 
interests remains largely unexplored, particularly among adolescent populations at the critical stage of 
educational and career decision-making.

This study addresses this gap by investigating the relationship between SPS, Big Five personality 
traits, and vocational interests in a sample of Polish high school students. By examining these 
relationships, we aim to elucidate how heightened environmental sensitivity influences the formation 
of vocational preferences during adolescence.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Sensory Processing Sensitivity (SPS)

Sensory processing sensitivity represents a framework of considerable importance for understanding 
individual differences in environmental responsiveness. The concept describes a trait characterized 
by greater depth of cognitive processing, increased emotional reactivity, heightened awareness of subtle 
environmental stimuli, and ease of overstimulation [Aron et al., 2012]. Recent theoretical advances 
emphasize that SPS encompasses a general factor of environmental sensitivity that shows systematic 
relationships with personality dimensions [Iimura, Yano, 2024]. This trait is observable across more than 
100 species and appears to be an evolutionarily conserved survival strategy [cf. Greven et al., 2019].

Contemporary environmental sensitivity (ES) theories propose that highly sensitive individuals exhibit 
increased plasticity responding more strongly to both negative and positive environmental influences 
[Greven et al., 2019; Boele et al., 2024]. Rather than representing a simple vulnerability factor, research 
increasingly demonstrates that SPS reflects differential susceptibility, with highly sensitive individuals 
showing enhanced responsiveness to supportive environments as well as increased vulnerability 
to adverse conditions [Belsky, Pluess, 2009; Kibe et al., 2020]. This “vantage sensitivity” effect has been 
particularly well-documented in adolescent populations, where highly sensitive students demonstrate 
disproportionate benefits from positive educational interventions and environmental changes [Iimura, 
Kibe, 2020].

Neurobiological research has provided substantial support for the biological basis of SPS, with 
functional neuroimaging studies revealing greater activation in brain regions associated with awareness, 
sensory processing, aesthetic appreciation, and empathy among individuals high in SPS [Acevedo 
et al., 2014; Acevedo et al., 2017]. These neural differences appear to underlie the enhanced depth of 
information processing and heightened responsiveness to environmental subtleties characteristic 
of highly sensitive people. Importantly, longitudinal research indicates that the manifestation 
and outcomes of SPS are substantially influenced by environmental quality, with highly sensitive 
adolescents showing particularly pronounced responses to both supportive parenting and challenging 
life circumstances [Lionetti et al., 2022].
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Holland’s RIASEC Model

Holland’s theory of vocational personalities and work environments [Holland, 1997] remains one of 
the most influential frameworks in vocational psychology. The theory proposes that both individuals 
and work environments can be characterized according to six types: Realistic (R), Investigative (I), 
Artistic (A), Social (S), Enterprising (E), and Conventional (C). According to Holland, individuals 
seek environments that allow them to express their interests, abilities, and values, and the degree of 
congruence between personal characteristics and environmental features predicts important outcomes 
including job satisfaction, performance, and career stability. Research has demonstrated that vocational 
interests measured during adolescence show considerable stability and predictive validity for later 
occupational choices and outcomes [Stoll et al., 2017].

The Big Five and Vocational Interests

The Five-Factor Model of personality comprises five broad dimensions: Extraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Openness to Experience. Meta-analytic evidence reveals 
systematic patterns of association between Big Five traits and RIASEC types [Larson et al., 2002]. 
Extraversion shows the strongest relationships with Enterprising and Social interests, Openness is 
most strongly associated with Artistic and Investigative interests, and Conscientiousness demonstrates 
robust associations with Conventional interests. Understanding how personality traits, including both 
the Big Five dimensions and more specific temperamental characteristics like SPS, jointly contribute 
to vocational interest development is important for career counseling practice.

The Present Study

The present investigation examines the relationships among sensory processing sensitivity, Big Five 
personality traits, and vocational interests in a sample of Polish high school students. We hypothesize 
that the higher level of SPS elevated Investigative and Artistic interests alongside reduced Enterprising 
interests, consistent with the cognitive depth and aesthetic sensitivity characteristics of high SPS. 
We also examine whether relationships between SPS and vocational interests differ between male and 
female students and assess the extent to which SPS provides incremental prediction beyond Big Five 
personality dimensions.

METHOD

Participants

The sample comprised 438 high school students from Poland, aged 14 to 18 years. All participants 
were enrolled in secondary education at the time of data collection, representing a developmentally 
appropriate period for examining the formation of vocational interests. Participation was voluntary, and 
appropriate ethical approvals were obtained from relevant institutional review boards. Sociodemographic 
characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Sample (N = 438)

Characteristic n %

Gender

  Female 266 60.7

  Male 172 39.3

Age range 14-18 years

Career clarity

  Know career direction 274 62.5

  Uncertain about career 164 37.5

Measures

Sensory Processing Sensitivity. The Polish adaptation of the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS-10) 
[Baryła-Matejczuk, Porzak, Poleszak, 2022] was used to assess SPS. This abbreviated version captures 
the core features of SPS while reducing response burden. The scale includes items assessing ease of 
excitation, low sensory threshold, and aesthetic sensitivity. Participants responded to items on a Likert-
type scale, with higher scores indicating greater sensory processing sensitivity.

Personality Traits. The International Personality Item Pool – Big Five Markers-20 (IPIP-BFM-20), Polish 
version [Topolewska et. al., 2014], was administered to assess the five major personality dimensions. 
This brief measure includes 20 items (four per dimension) assessing Extraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Intellect/Openness. Participants rated their agreement with 
personality descriptive statements on a Likert-type scale.

Vocational Interests. The Youth Vocational Interests Questionnaire (Młodzieżowy Kwestionariusz 
Zainteresowań Zawodowych, MŁOKOZZ) was used to assess Holland’s six RIASEC interest types 
[Paszkowska-Rogacz, 2011]. This Polish-language instrument is specifically designed for adolescent 
populations and measures Realistic (Subject Interests), Investigative (Innovative Interests), Artistic 
(Artistic Interests), Social (Social Interests), Enterprising (Management Interests), and Conventional 
(Methodological Interests) vocational preferences.

Procedure

Data collection was conducted in school settings with appropriate permissions from school administrators, 
parents, and students. Participants completed all measures in a group session. The research protocol 
received ethical approval from the relevant institutional review board, and all procedures complied with 
ethical standards for research with minor participants.

Analytic Strategy

Data analysis proceeded in several stages. First, descriptive statistics and correlations were computed 
to examine the bivariate relationships among sensory processing sensitivity, Big Five personality traits, 
and RIASEC vocational interests for the full sample and separately by gender. Spearman rank-order 
correlations (rs) were employed. Second, multiple regression analyses were conducted to examine the 
joint prediction of vocational interests by SPS and Big Five traits. Statistical significance was determined 
using α =.05.
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RESULTS

Table 2 presents the correlations among sensory processing sensitivity, Big Five personality traits, 
and RIASEC vocational interests for the full sample (N = 438). The results reveal several noteworthy 
patterns consistent with theoretical expectations and previous research.

Table 2. Correlations Between Personality Traits, SPS, and Vocational Interests – Full Sample (N = 438)

Variable Realistic Investigative Artistic Social Enterprising Conventional

Extraversion .053 -.065 .154** .218** .466** .098*

Agreeableness -.131** -.010 .165** .398** .110* .276**

Conscientiousness -.014 .025 -.011 .194** .090 .662**

Emotional Stability .312** .000 -.247** -.105* .136** -.082

Intellect .108* .170** .183** .107* .305** .056

High Sensitivity 
(SPS)

-.134** .131** .223** .016 -.149** .055

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01. Spearman rank-order correlations.

Gender-Specific Patterns

When examining correlations separately by gender (Tables 3 and 4), interesting differences emerged. 
Among girls (n = 266), SPS showed positive correlations with Innovative interests (rs =.164, p =.007) 
and Artistic interests (rs =.205, p <.001), and a negative correlation with Management interests (rs = 
-.197, p =.001).

Table 3. Correlations Between Personality Traits, SPS, and Vocational Interests – Girls (n = 266)

Variable Realistic Investigative Artistic Social Enterprising Conventional

Extraversion -.004 -.113 .172** .198** .486** .087

Agreeableness -.087 -.005 .136* .352** .195 .277**

Conscientiousness .012 .076 -.019 .195** .040 .704**

Emotional Stability .195** -.004 -.150* .014 .171** -.083

Intellect .037 .069 .298** .153* .235** .039

High Sensitivity 
(SPS)

-.066 .164** .205** -.033 -.197** .042

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01.

Among boys (n = 172), SPS also demonstrated positive associations with Innovative interests (rs 
=.150, p =.049) and Artistic interests (rs =.202, p =.008). The consistency of the SPS-Artistic interest 
association across gender groups suggests this relationship may be particularly robust.
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Table 4. Correlations Between Personality Traits, SPS, and Vocational Interests – Boys (n = 172)

Variable Realistic Investigative Artistic Social Enterprising Conventional

Extraversion .259** .017 .104 .235** .430** .072

Agreeableness .013 .046 .080 .429** .120 .200**

Conscientiousness .091 -.041 -.083 .153* .154* .591**

Emotional Stability .276** -.096 -.207** -.108 .115 .063

Intellect .160* .301** .140 .115 .416** .126

High Sensitivity 
(SPS)

-.123 .150* .202** .000 -.008 .002

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01.

Multiple Regression Analyses

To examine the unique contribution of sensory processing sensitivity and personality traits in predicting 
vocational interests, multiple regression analyses were conducted with each RIASEC interest type as 
the criterion variable. Predictors included all five Big Five personality dimensions and SPS, entered 
simultaneously. Table 5 summarizes the variance explained and key predictors for each vocational 
interest dimension.

Table 5. Summary of Multiple Regression Analyses Predicting Vocational Interests

RIASEC Interest Type R² Main Predictors β (strongest)

Realistic (Subject) .12 Emotional Stability (+), Intellect (+), SPS (-) ES: .30

Investigative (Innovative) .05 Intellect (+), SPS (+) Int: .17

Artistic .16
Extraversion (+), Emotional Stability (-), Intellect (+), 

SPS (+)
ES: -.22

Social .21
Extraversion (+), Agreeableness (+), 

Conscientiousness (+)
Agr: .35

Enterprising (Management) .29 Extraversion (+), Intellect (+), SPS (-) Ext: .42

Conventional 
(Methodological)

.49 Conscientiousness (+), Agreeableness (+) Con: .67

Note. All R² values significant at p <.001. (+) = positive predictor, (-) = negative predictor. ES = Emotional Stability, Int = 
Intellect, Ext = Extraversion, Agr = Agreeableness, Con = Conscientiousness.

The prediction of Methodological/Conventional interests yielded the highest explained variance, with 
the model accounting for 49% of variance (R² =.49). Conscientiousness emerged as by far the strongest 
predictor (β =.672), with substantial positive associations also evident for Agreeableness. This finding 
underscores the central importance of organizational and systematic tendencies for interest in structured, 
conventional occupational activities.

The regression model for Management/Enterprising interests accounted for 29% of variance (R² =.29), 
with Extraversion and Intellect emerging as strong positive predictors. SPS showed a negative association, 
suggesting that highly sensitive individuals may be less attracted to competitive, high-pressure business 
environments characteristic of Enterprising occupations.

Across all regression models, the incremental contribution of SPS varied across interest types, with 
notable effects for Investigative, Artistic, and Enterprising interests, but minimal contributions for 
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Social and Conventional interests. This pattern suggests that SPS captures unique variance in certain 
vocational preferences that is not fully accounted for by traditional Big Five personality dimensions.

DISCUSSION

The present study examined the relationships among sensory processing sensitivity, Big Five personality 
traits, and vocational interests in a sample of Polish high school students. Results revealed patterns of 
association consistent with theoretical expectations and extending previous research on personality and 
vocational interests.

A central finding concerns the association between sensory processing sensitivity and specific 
vocational interest patterns. Highly sensitive students demonstrated elevated interest in Investigative 
and Artistic domains while showing reduced interest in Realistic and Enterprising occupations. These 
patterns are theoretically coherent when considered in light of the characteristics of high SPS and the 
nature of different occupational environments. The positive association between SPS and Investigative 
interests may reflect the deep processing and analytical tendencies characteristic of highly sensitive 
individuals. Recent research confirms that highly sensitive people exhibit increased depth of cognitive 
processing and enhanced ability to detect subtle patterns, which may predispose them to occupations 
requiring systematic inquiry and analysis [Iimura, Yano, 2024]. This cognitive profile aligns well 
with the requirements of investigative occupations, which typically involve scientific reasoning, data 
analysis, and theoretical thinking.

Moreover, longitudinal research with adolescent populations demonstrates that highly sensitive 
students particularly benefit from positive changes in educational environments, showing a “vantage 
sensitivity” effect wherein they respond more favorably than their less sensitive peers to supportive 
learning contexts [Iimura, Kibe, 2020]. This enhanced responsiveness to positive educational experiences 
may facilitate the development and consolidation of investigative interests, as highly sensitive adolescents 
encounter success in academic and research-oriented activities. The structured, intellectually stimulating 
environments characteristic of many investigative occupations such as research laboratories, academic 
settings, and technical analysis roles may provide the optimal conditions for highly sensitive individuals 
to thrive, offering cognitive challenge without excessive sensory overstimulation.

Furthermore, investigative occupations often offer relatively quiet, controlled work environments 
with opportunities for focused, independent work characteristics that may be particularly appealing 
to individuals who experience sensory overstimulation more readily [Schmitt et al., 2022]. The 
convergence of cognitive alignment, environmental suitability, and demonstrated vantage sensitivity 
in academic contexts may explain the robust positive relationship observed between SPS and 
investigative vocational interests.

The robust positive relationship between SPS and Artistic interests is particularly noteworthy and 
was consistent across gender groups. This association finds strong support in recent neurobiological 
research, which demonstrates increased activation in brain areas responsible for aesthetic processing, 
emotional resonance with art, and sensory integration in individuals with high SPS [Acevedo et al., 
2017]. These neural differences provide a biological foundation for understanding why highly sensitive 
individuals may be particularly drawn to and fulfilled by artistic pursuits. This association likely reflects 
the aesthetic sensitivity dimension of SPS, which involves heightened awareness and appreciation 
of beauty, art, and sensory nuance. Cross-cultural validation studies confirm the universality of this 
pattern, showing consistent associations between sensitivity and artistic preferences across diverse 
cultural contexts including Japanese, and Hispanic populations [Kibe et al., 2020; Costa-López et 
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al., 2022]. This cross-cultural consistency suggests that the SPS-Artistic interest relationship reflects 
fundamental aspects of sensory processing rather than culturally-specific socialization patterns.

Highly sensitive individuals may find artistic pursuits particularly rewarding because such activities 
allow for emotional expression, creative exploration, and engagement with aesthetic experiences in ways 
that leverage their enhanced perceptual abilities. The depth of processing characteristic of high SPS may 
enable richer, more nuanced engagement with artistic materials and concepts, while the heightened 
emotional reactivity associated with sensitivity may facilitate authentic artistic expression. Additionally, 
many artistic occupations offer flexible work arrangements and opportunities for autonomous creative 
work, potentially providing environments where highly sensitive individuals can manage sensory 
stimulation while expressing their creative capacities [Batista, Gondim, 2022].

The negative associations between SPS and both Realistic and Enterprising interests also merit 
attention and require nuanced interpretation. Realistic occupations often involve physical labor, 
machinery operation, and outdoor work—contexts that may present sensory overstimulation challenges 
for highly sensitive individuals through exposure to loud noises, unpredictable physical conditions, 
and high levels of sensory variability. The negative relationship with Enterprising interests suggests 
that highly sensitive students may be less drawn to competitive, high-pressure business environments 
characterized by persuasion, leadership, and risk-taking. This observation corresponds with recent 
workplace research demonstrating that individuals with high SPS may experience elevated stress in 
organizational environments characterized by intense competition, rapid decision-making demands, 
and high interpersonal pressure [Schmitt et al., 2022; Sperati et al., 2024]. Studies examining teacher stress 
and burnout reveal that environmental sensitivity significantly moderates workplace stress responses, 
with highly sensitive individuals showing particular vulnerability to demanding, overstimulating work 
contexts [Sperati et al., 2024].

However, it is critical to note that this relationship does not imply that highly sensitive individuals 
cannot succeed in enterprising or leadership roles. Rather, research demonstrates that under appropriate 
conditions specifically, when work environments offer autonomy, supportive management, and 
opportunities for thoughtful decision-making highly sensitive persons can exhibit high levels of 
proactive work behavior and job engagement [Schmitt et al., 2022]. This suggests that the challenge 
lies not in avoiding enterprising careers entirely, but in identifying and cultivating organizational 
contexts that provide sufficient structure, support, and sensory moderation to enable highly sensitive 
individuals to apply their strengths.

The findings regarding Big Five personality traits largely replicated previous research documenting 
systematic associations with RIASEC vocational interests [Larson et al., 2002]. However, contemporary 
longitudinal research provides important additional insights into these relationships. Specifically, 
recent evidence demonstrates bidirectional relationships between personality traits and vocational 
characteristics, indicating that personality not only influences initial career choices but is itself shaped 
by vocational experiences over time [Wille, De Fruyt, 2014]. This reciprocal influence suggests that 
career development represents an important context for personality development during adolescence 
and young adulthood, with vocational experiences serving as sources of identity formation [Hirschi, 
Dauwalder, 2015].

The particularly strong relationship between Conscientiousness and Conventional interests (β 
=.672) observed in the current study underscores the conceptual overlap between these constructs, 
with both emphasizing organization, structure, and systematic approaches to tasks. The substantial 
variance explained by personality traits in predicting vocational interests (ranging from 5% to 49% 
across RIASEC types) demonstrates the practical utility of personality assessment in career counseling 
contexts. Importantly, research demonstrates that vocational interests measured during adolescence 
possess significant predictive validity for long-term life outcomes, including occupational attainment, 
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income, and life satisfaction, with this predictive power extending beyond that provided by Big Five 
traits and cognitive ability alone [Stoll et al., 2017; Usslepp et al., 2020]. This finding emphasizes 
the importance of assessing both personality traits and vocational interests during adolescence, 
as they capture complementary aspects of individual differences relevant to career development. 
Furthermore, evidence suggests that RIASEC interests matter not only for occupational choices but 
also for educational track decisions during adolescence, highlighting the early importance of interest-
personality configurations [Usslepp et al., 2020].

A key theoretical contribution of this study lies in examining sensory processing sensitivity alongside 
traditional Big Five personality dimensions in predicting vocational interests. The findings demonstrate 
that SPS provides unique information beyond the Big Five traits, particularly for Investigative, Artistic, 
and Enterprising interests. This incremental validity suggests that SPS captures aspects of individual 
differences in environmental sensitivity and SPS that are not fully represented in conventional 
personality frameworks [Lionetti et al., 2019]. The pattern of results is consistent with emerging evidence 
that environmental sensitivity represents a distinct dimension of individual differences with important 
implications for understanding person-environment interactions across various life domains [Greven et 
al., 2019; Iimura, Yano, 2024].

A key theoretical contribution of this study lies in examining sensory processing sensitivity alongside 
traditional personality dimensions in predicting vocational interests. The findings demonstrate that 
SPS provides unique information beyond the Big Five traits, particularly for Investigative, Artistic, 
and Enterprising interests. This incremental validity suggests that SPS captures aspects of individual 
differences in environmental sensitivity and SPS that are not fully represented in conventional personality 
frameworks.

Implications for Career Counseling

The findings have several practical implications for career counseling with high school students. First, 
career counselors should consider incorporating assessment of sensory processing sensitivity into their 
evaluation protocols. Psychometrically validated brief measures of SPS are now available for adolescent 
populations [Baryła-Matejczuk et al., 2022; Pluess et al., 2018], making such assessment feasible within 
typical career counseling contexts. Understanding a student’s level of sensory processing sensitivity 
can inform recommendations about optimal work environments and occupational domains. For 
highly sensitive students, counselors might emphasize careers in Investigative and Artistic domains 
while discussing the challenges and necessary accommodations that might be needed in Realistic or 
Enterprising occupations. An important direction for career counseling practice is incorporating the 
concepts of “differential susceptibility” and “vantage sensitivity, ” which indicate that highly sensitive 
young people may respond particularly intensely to both negative and positive environmental aspects 
[Boele et al., 2024; Kibe et al., 2020]. Research demonstrates that environmental sensitivity models 
reveal heterogeneity in developmental outcomes, with some individuals showing primarily adverse 
sensitivity (responding mainly to negative conditions), others showing vantage sensitivity (responding 
primarily to positive conditions), and still others displaying differential susceptibility (responding 
strongly to both positive and negative environmental features) [Boele et al., 2024]. Understanding which 
pattern characterizes a particular student can guide counselors in tailoring their recommendations and 
support strategies.

In the context of career counseling, the vantage sensitivity framework suggests that highly sensitive 
students may particularly benefit from personalized, supportive forms of counseling that account for 
their specific environmental needs and strengths [Iimura, Kibe, 2020]. Intervention research provides 
compelling evidence that educational programs adapted to the needs of highly sensitive adolescents 
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can produce proportionally greater benefits in psychological wellbeing, self-esteem, and resilience 
compared to their less sensitive peers [Kibe et al., 2020]. This differential responsiveness to intervention 
quality underscores the importance of providing high-quality, individualized career guidance to highly 
sensitive students.

Second, counselors should explicitly discuss person-environment fit considerations related to SPS 
with highly sensitive students. This includes exploring work environment characteristics such as noise 
levels, social interaction demands, pace of work, opportunities for autonomous work, and organizational 
culture. Research on person-work environment fit demonstrates that congruence between individual 
characteristics and job demands predicts important outcomes including job satisfaction, performance, 
and retention [Batista, Gondim, 2022]. Helping highly sensitive students understand how their sensitivity 
influences their responses to different work contexts can empower them to make more informed career 
decisions and develop strategies for managing environmental demands [Schmitt et al., 2022].

Third, interventions might address potential misconceptions or limiting beliefs about careers for highly 
sensitive students. Some highly sensitive adolescents may internalize messages that their sensitivity 
represents a weakness or liability, potentially leading them to unnecessarily restrict their career aspirations. 
Counselors can help reframe sensitivity as a trait with both challenges and distinctive strengths, emphasizing 
research evidence that highly sensitive individuals can thrive in diverse occupational domains when 
environmental conditions are supportive [Schmitt et al., 2022]. This strengths-based approach may be 
particularly important given that workplace research demonstrates highly sensitive individuals can exhibit 
enhanced proactive work behaviors and strong job performance in appropriately supportive contexts 
[Schmitt et al., 2022].

Finally, career counseling with highly sensitive students might include explicit skill development 
around self-advocacy and environmental modification. Teaching students to recognize their own 
overstimulation signals, communicate their needs effectively, and implement practical strategies for 
managing sensory demands in educational and work settings can enhance their capacity to thrive 
across diverse environments. Recent research on stress and burnout among teachers demonstrates 
that individual differences in environmental sensitivity significantly predict workplace outcomes, 
emphasizing the importance of developing adaptive strategies for managing environmental demands 
[Sperati et al., 2024].

Limitations and Future Directions

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences 
about the directionality of relationships among sensory processing sensitivity, personality traits, and 
vocational interests. While theory suggests that temperamental characteristics like SPS influence the 
development of vocational preferences, longitudinal research demonstrates that vocational experiences 
can also shape personality development over time [Wille, De Fruyt, 2014]. Future longitudinal research 
would allow examination of these reciprocal relationships, investigating how SPS and personality traits 
interact with educational and vocational experiences to shape interest development across adolescence.

Second, the sample was drawn from a single cultural context (Poland), limiting generalizability 
to other populations. While cross-cultural research suggests that the basic structure of SPS is relatively 
consistent across cultures [Costa-López et al., 2022], cultural factors may influence the expression of 
sensitivity and the socialization of vocational interests. For example, research from Japan demonstrates 
that cultural contexts may shape how environmental sensitivity manifests in developmental outcomes 
and responses to interventions [Iimura, Kibe, 2020; Kibe et al., 2020]. Future research should examine 
these relationships across diverse cultural contexts to establish the generalizability of findings and 
identify potential cultural moderators.
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Third, the study did not assess cognitive abilities, academic achievement, or family influences that likely 
influence vocational interest development. Research demonstrates that family background, parenting 
quality, and parent-child relationships significantly impact adolescent development and may interact 
with environmental sensitivity in shaping outcomes [Goldberg, Scharf, 2020; Boele et al., 2024]. Highly 
sensitive adolescents may be particularly responsive to parenting quality, showing enhanced benefits 
from supportive parenting and greater vulnerability to harsh or inconsistent parenting. Understanding 
these family contextual factors would provide a more complete picture of how vocational interests 
develop in highly sensitive adolescents. Additionally, the study did not examine whether participants 
fell into distinct sensitivity groups (low, medium, or high sensitivity), as suggested by recent typological 
research identifying “dandelion, ” “tulip, ” and “orchid” sensitivity profiles [Lionetti et al., 2018]. Future 
research should investigate whether relationships between sensitivity and vocational interests vary 
across these empirically-identified sensitivity groups.

Finally, the study did not examine potential mechanisms linking SPS to vocational interests. Future 
research should investigate whether cognitive processes (such as depth of processing or pattern 
detection), emotional factors (such as anxiety in overstimulating environments or enjoyment of aesthetic 
experiences), or environmental experiences (such as exposure to different occupational domains or 
quality of career guidance) mediate the relationships between SPS and vocational interest patterns.

CONCLUSION

This study contributes to understanding of individual differences in career development by examining 
sensory processing sensitivity in relation to vocational interests and personality traits in high school 
students. Results revealed that highly sensitive students show distinctive patterns of vocational 
preferences, with elevated interest in Investigative and Artistic occupations and reduced interest in 
Realistic and Enterprising careers. These patterns make theoretical sense when considered alongside 
the cognitive, emotional, and sensory processing characteristics associated with high SPS, and find 
support in emerging neurobiological research on sensitivity [Acevedo et al., 2017].

The findings underscore the importance of considering environmental sensitivity as a relevant 
dimension of individual differences for career counseling. Contemporary theoretical frameworks 
emphasizing “differential susceptibility” and “vantage sensitivity” [cf. Boele et al., 2024; Iimura, Kibe, 
2020] suggest that highly sensitive individuals are not simply more vulnerable to negative experiences, 
but also more responsive to positive, supportive environments. This has important implications for 
career counseling: with appropriate guidance and environmental support, highly sensitive students 
may thrive in diverse occupational domains, potentially showing enhanced benefits from high-quality 
career counseling compared to their less sensitive peers [Kibe et al., 2020].

Comprehensive career assessment should extend beyond conventional personality and interest 
measures to include evaluation of sensory processing characteristics and their implications for person-
environment fit [Batista, Gondim, 2022; Schmitt et al., 2022]. As adolescents navigate critical educational 
and vocational decisions, understanding how individual differences in sensory processing intersect with 
vocational interests can inform more personalized and effective career guidance. The demonstrated 
incremental validity of SPS beyond Big Five personality traits suggests that this temperamental 
characteristic captures unique variance in environmental responsiveness relevant to career development.

Future research should adopt longitudinal approaches to examine how sensitivity and interests 
co-evolve across adolescence, investigate the mechanisms through which supportive environments 
promote positive career development in highly sensitive youth, and test whether sensitivity-informed 
career interventions produce enhanced outcomes. As our understanding of environmental sensitivity 
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continues to grow, integrating these insights into career development theory and practice promises 
to enhance our ability to support all young people but particularly those with heightened sensitivity in 
developing fulfilling career paths aligned with their capabilities and environmental needs.
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