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Abstract

High sensory processing sensitivity (Aron & Aron, 1997) is a stable temperamental trait (Dunn, 2001)
made up of three components (ease of excitation, low sensory threshold, and aesthetic sensitivity)
(Smolewska et al., 2006) or four (to the three first is added controlled harm avoidance) (Bordarie et al.,
2022). It is a factor of vulnerability regarding perceived stress (Andresen et al., 2018), burnout and
compassion fatigue (Pérez-Chacon et al., 2021). This is true for health workers in general, and
specifically for speech-language therapists as well (Bordarie & Mourtialon, 2023). However, health
professionals are also known to be passionate, involved and they often express higher job satisfaction
scores explaining higher level of compassion satisfaction (Kelly, Runge, & Spencer, 2015). The aim is to
study the influence of sensory processing sensitivity and its components on the expression of job
satisfaction and work engagement among speech-language therapists; a health workers category who
needs more research (Brito-Marcelino et al., 2020). In this study, 396 speech-language therapists
answered anonymously a questionnaire. We measured the four components of the French version of the
highly sensitive person scale (Bordarie et al., 2022), the three components of Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (Zecca et al., 2015) and job satisfaction with a single item (Shimazu et al., 2015; Tavani et al.,
2014). Statistical analyses were performed with JASP (version 0.17.1). Sensory processing sensitivity
was not correlated with work engagement, but it was negatively correlated with job satisfaction (r=-.159;
p=.002). The latter was positively correlated with work engagement (r=.652; p<.001). Overall, high
sensitivity significantly decreased job satisfaction (p=-.159; p=.002). However, while the latter was
negatively influenced by ease of excitation (B=-.136; p=.007) and low sensory threshold (B=-.150;
p=.002), it was also positively influenced by aesthetic sensitivity (B=.177; p<.001) and controlled harm
avoidance (B=.801; p<.001). The study confirms the dual conception of high sensory processing
sensitivity and its paradoxical consequences (Bordarie et al., 2021). Highly sensitive speech-language
therapists are less satisfied at work when their sensitivity is linked to the difficulty to manage the
consequences of stimuli. This is in line with the literature stating that ease of excitation and low sensory
threshold increase anxiety and depression for instance (Ahadi & Basharpoor, 2010). Nonetheless,
professionals who express a sensitivity linked to aesthetics and to the control of negative stimuli express
higher job satisfaction scores. This confirms the protective role of these components (Bordarie et al.,
2021).
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1. Introduction

Highly sensitive people are known to react more intensely than others to internal and external
stimuli (Gere et al., 2009). Highly sensory processing sensitivity (HSPS) (Aron & Aron, 1997) is a
characteristic that concerns around 30% of the population (Lionetti et al., 2018). Sensory processing
sensitivity (SPS) is a multidimensional construct, composed of three components (i.e., ease of excitation
[EOE], low sensory threshold [LST], aesthetic sensitivity [AES] [Smolewska et al., 2006]) or four (to the
previous ones is added controlled avoidance of nuisances, [Bordarie et al., 2022]). Each component then
plays a different role, sometimes protective, sometimes vulnerabilising (e.g., Ahadi & Basharpoor, 2010;
Bordarie et al., 2021). Some studies highlight the positive effects of a HSPS: highly sensitive people are
said to develop better interpersonal skills (e.g., Acevedo et al., 2018). However, it is generally presented
in the literature as having particularly negative effects on health, notably at work. For instance, HSPS
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appears to increase burnout (e.g., Pérez-Chacon et al., 2021), particularly among speech-language
therapists (SLTs) (Bordarie & Mourtialon, 2023). And it also has consequences on self-efficacy, and it is
correlated with need for recovery and work displeasure (Evers, Rasche & Schabracq, 2008).

On the contrary of work displeasure, job satisfaction in organizational research can be described
as “a pleasant or positive emotional state resulting from the evaluation of one's work or work
experiences” (Locke, 1976, p. 1304). SLTs usually report high levels of job satisfaction, and several
predictors of SLTs’ job satisfaction have been identified, such as workload, control, support, work
environment and pay, and work-life balance (Ewen, 2021). Previous studies have also shown that job
satisfaction depends, notably, on job engagement (e.g., Yandi & Bimaruci Hazrati Havidz, 2022). Work
engagement can be defined as the extent to which employees identify with their work, actively participate
in their work and perceive their work performance as more important for their own good. Employees who
are more involved in their work experience greater job satisfaction (Fung et al., 2014).

The present study aims at determining the relationship between sensory processing sensitivity,
work engagement and job satisfaction among speech-language therapists. According to the literature, we
hypothesize that:

o A high SPS should be correlated to higher levels of job satisfaction (according to Evers et al., 2008),
¢ A high degree of work engagement should lead to higher levels of job satisfaction,
¢ Work engagement should play a mediating role in the relationship between SPS and job satisfaction.

2. Methods

2.1. Measures

The questionnaire consisted of 43 items.

Sensory processing sensitivity was assessed using the HSPS-FR (Bordarie et al., 2022, adapted
from Aron & Aron, 1997) which is a self-report questionnaire measuring four components (ease of
excitation [EOE], low sensory threshold [LST], aesthetic sensitivity [AES] and controlled harm
avoidance [CHA]). The higher the score, the higher the sensitivity. Job satisfaction was assessed with a
single item, measuring whether or not the participant was satisfied with her job (Shimazu et al., 2015).
The item was scored on a four-point Likert scale ranging from “l=dissatisfied” to “4=satisfied”. Work
engagement was assessed with the short version of the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES). The
UWES includes three subscales composed of 3 items each, related to the three dimensions of work
engagement: vigor, dedication and absorption. Answers modalities scored on a seven-point Likert scale
ranging from “O=never” to “6=always”. Socio-demographic questions were asked such as gender, age
category, country of graduation (France; Belgium), the number of years of study to obtain the certificate
of competence in speech and language therapy, the number of years of practice, and the practice setting.

2.2. Sample

Our sample consisted of 396 female speech and language therapists. They were divided into four
age categories: 20-29 years old (n=88, 22.22%), 30-39 years old (n=135, 34.10%), 40-49 years old
(n=100, 25.25%), 50 years old and over (n=73, 18.43%). These speech and language therapists trained in
France (n=333, 84.10%) and Belgium (n=63, 15.91%). Their initial speech and language therapy training
lasted 3 years (n=66, 16.67%), 4 years (n=233, 58.84%) and 5 years (n=97, 24.49%). They have been
practicing less than or equal to 5 years (n=101, 25.51%), between 6 and 10 years (n=86, 21.72%),
between 11 and 15 years (n=65, 16.41%), between 16 and 20 years (n=41, 10.35%) and greater than or
equal to 21 years (n=103, 26.01%). They worked in private practice (n=310, 78.28%), in medical and
social institutions (n=16, 4.04%), in hospitals (=32, 8.08%) and in mixed practices (n=38, 9.60%). Their
number of patients per week was less than or equal to 50 (n=236, 59.60%), between 51 and 60 (n=114,
28.79%), 61 and more (n=46, 11.62%).

2.3. Procedure

The questionnaire was created on a Google Form and distributed via social networks, on several
SLT Facebook pages and on a SLT welfare page from 2023, January 11 to February 17%. It was also
relayed through private SLT networks and by word of mouth. Participants were invited to respond online
and were informed that their responses were anonymous and confidential. Prior to completing the
questionnaire, participants were informed of the objectives of the study and were explicitly asked for their
consent to continue the study. To access the questionnaire, participants had to click on “accept and
continue” after having read the consent form and consent to participate.
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2.4. Analyses

Statistical analyses of the questionnaire were then carried out using JASP software (version
0.17.1., JASP Team, 2023). First, descriptive analyses were performed for SPS, job satisfaction and work
engagement. Second, we performed Pearson’s correlations to analyze the existence of a link between the
scales and subscales. Third, a mediation analysis was performed to measure the effects of the variables on
job satisfaction.

3. Results

3.1. Descriptive results and correlations

Results shows that job satisfaction mean score was 2.975 (SD=0.61) and work engagement was
38.285 (SD=8.70). SPS scores, the minimum score was 45 and the maximum score was 185. Mean score
was 130.293 (SD=23.41). Job satisfaction was positively correlated with UWES (overall) and its three
dimensions. It was negatively correlated with HSPS (overall) and EOE (Table 1).

Table 1. Pearson’s correlations.

Variables ~ HSPS EOE LST AES CHA UWES VIG DED ABS
HSPS —

EOE 9127 —

LST 8947 x* - 725

AES 630***  400***  465%**

CHA 623%* > 532%F*  404%F* 382F* —

UWES -.062 -.168*** -.082 A163*** 125% —

VIG -135*%*  -235%%* -136**  .126* .029 892% x> —

DED -.083 -179%*  -091 122* .091 O14%x* 7647 —

ABS .054 -.033 .009 A185***  213*%**F  858***  .606***  .679***

SATIS -159*%*  -264*** -.097 .078 -.096 B51%F* 6647 626%FF . 442%**

*** ng.001; ** p<.01; * p<.05

HSPS=high sensory processing sensitivity (overall score); EOE=ease of excitation; LST=low sensory threshold; AES=aesthetic
sensitivity; CHA=controlled harm avoidance; UWES=work engagement (overall score); VIG=vigor; DED=dedication;
ABS=absorption; SATIS=job satisfaction

3.2. Linear regressions and mediation analysis

Job satisfaction was predicted by HSPS (r?=.025; t=-3.190; p=.002). More specifically, job
satisfaction was predicted by EOE ($=-5.882; p<.001) and AES (t=3.412; p<.001). It also was predicted
by work engagement (r?=.423; t=.17.006; p<.001). More precisely, vigor (t=7.878; p<.001) and
dedication (t=4.929; p<.001) were found to be predictors (r?>=.476) when absorption was not. Work
engagement was not predicted by the overall score of HSPS but it was predicted by EOE (t=-5.187;
p<.001), AES (B=4.135; p<.001) and CHA (B=4.315; p<.001) (r?=.133).

The mediation analysis (Table 2) confirms a negative direct effect of both EOE and CHA on job
satisfaction. The effect remained significant for the EOE/job satisfaction relationship after the
introduction of “vigor” and “dedication” as mediators. However, the effect became positive for the
CHAVjob satisfaction relationship with these two mediators, whereas the effect of LST disappeared. In
addition, indirect effects also appeared between AES and job satisfaction after their introduction.

4. Discussion

This study looked at the job satisfaction among speech-language therapists (SLTs). More
specifically, the aim was to investigate the role of sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) on this satisfaction
through the mediation of work engagement. On the one hand, SLTs reported a fairly high job satisfaction
score, confirming the literature for this population (e.g., Ewen, 2021). However, we refute our first
hypothesis because HSPS played a negative role in job satisfaction, which is in contradiction with
previous results (Evers et al., 2008). Nonetheless, this role depended on the scores obtained on the EOE
and AES components. While high scores on the EOE component helped to reduce job satisfaction, high
scores on the AES helped to increase it. The same conclusions can be drawn for work engagement, for
which CHA also played a positive role. On the other hand, work engagement was found to be a predictor
of job satisfaction, confirming the literature (see Yandi et al., 2022). Some components of work
engagement (vigor and dedication) were also found to mediate the relationship between job satisfaction
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and some components of HSPS (EOE, AES and CHA). The results confirmed the vulnerability role of
EOE and the protective role of AES (Bordarie et al., 2021). SLTs with high EOE scores reported lower
vigor and dedication scores, which has led to lower job satisfaction scores. While AES was not originally
a predictor of job satisfaction, SLTs with high AES scores reported higher vigor, dedication and
absorption scores, which led them to report higher job satisfaction scores. The role of CHA confirms the
relevance of considering it since it had, surprisingly, a negative influence on job satisfaction. Though this
study does not answer the question of whether it is a component or a consequence of SPS, such as a
behavioral strategy (Bordarie, 2022).

Table 2. Results of mediation analysis of work engagement between SPS and job satisfaction (all relations have been
tested - only significant results are presented).

95%
Estimate Std. z D confidence interval
Error value Lower Upper

Direct effects
EOE — SATIS -.100 .036 -2.808 .005 -.170 -.030
LST — SATIS .068 .027 2.513 .012 .015 JA21
CHA — SATIS -.069 .026 -2.663 .008 -.119 -.018
Indirect effects
EOE — VIG —  SATIS -.102 .024 -4.354 <.001 -.149 -.056
EOE — DED —  SATIS -.069 .020 -3.517 <.001 -.107 -.031
AES — VIG —  SATIS .062 .017 3.692 <.001 .029 .095
AES — DED —  SATIS .036 .013 2.790 .005 011 .061
CHA — VIG —  SATIS .039 .015 2.639 .008 .010 .068
CHA — DED —  SATIS .038 .013 2.998 .003 .013 .063
Total effects
EOE — SATIS -271 .046 -5.920 <.001 -.361 -.182
AES — SATIS 121 .035 3.433 <.001 .052 .189
Total indirect effects
EOE — SATIS -171 .032 -5.361 <.001 -.234 -.109
AES — SATIS .097 .024 4.058 <.001 .050 .145
CHA — SATIS 077 .023 3.330 <.001 .032 122

5. Conclusions, limitations and perspectives

Despite its overall negative impact on job satisfaction and its lack of influence on work
engagement, this study highlights the complex influence of HSPS. The components played either a direct
vulnerabilising function (EOE and CHA) or a protective function mediated by the vigor and dedication of
work engagement (AES and CHA). However, this study focused on French-speaking female SLTs and, as
such, our results cannot be generalized and further investigation must be conducted. We can therefore
understand that a high level of SPS can be a resource for people with good management tools. To do this,
it is necessary to identify the type of sensitivity in question. For instance, the literature confirms that a
problem-focused coping strategy is more appropriate and generally leads to higher levels of job
satisfaction (Welbourne et al., 2007). By targeting part of the training at highly sensitive SLTs, through
stress management, for example, or by identifying stimuli to be avoided to better control their
consequences, the training of SLTs could prepare them for the reality of their professional lives.
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