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Abstract
Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) is an innate personality trait that affects 
approximately 30% of the population. It is characterized by more intense, complex, 
and rapid cognitive processing of stimuli, along with heightened emotional reactivity. 
This study examines the influence of SPS on self-esteem and affective dependence 
in adolescents and emerging adults, a critical developmental period marked by 
significant physical, psychological, emotional, and social changes. Adolescence is 
a sensitive developmental period, and self-esteem is strongly correlated with SPS 
during this period, with low self-esteem acting as a trigger for affective dependence. 
Hence, we aim to explore the relationship between these three variables. Our 
hypotheses were tested on 100 adolescents and young adults aged 15 – 20 years 
who completed an online questionnaire assessing SPS, self-esteem, and affective 
dependence. The results confirmed the influence of gender on sensitivity and self-
esteem (p<0.01) and the impact of romantic relationship experience on affective 
dependence scores (p<0.05). The variables were significantly correlated (p<0.001). 
Sensitivity and self-esteem influenced affective dependence (p<0.001), and self-
esteem played a mediating role between sensitivity and affective dependence. 
Our findings support the hypothesis that higher SPS is a vulnerability factor in the 
development of affective dependence. However, this study has some limitations, 
such as a small sample size, which limits generalizability. Therefore, further studies 
on a larger cohort can be conducted to validate these findings.

Keywords: High sensory processing sensitivity; Self-esteem; Affective dependence; 
Adolescents; Young adults

1. Introduction
Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) has been a rapidly expanding area of research since 
the early work of Aron and Aron in 1997.1 Considered an innate temperamental trait, 
SPS enables individuals to cope with environmental stressors and is believed to affect 
between 15%1 and 30% of the population.2 Individuals with higher sensory sensitivity 
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than their peers are often described as highly sensitive. 
Although high SPS is not a pathology, it is frequently 
considered a vulnerability factor associated with greater 
perceived stress and higher levels of depressive affect and 
anxiety symptoms.3,4 During adolescence, these somatic 
symptoms have been well studied, and SPS in adolescents 
is particularly associated with internalized problems.5 In 
general, highly sensitive adolescents are more responsive 
to environmental stimuli, particularly to stressful events,5 
leading them to report lower socio-emotional well-being 
when faced with negative life events than less sensitive 
adolescents.6 Thus, the environment plays a crucial role 
in the life of a highly sensitive person, modulating or 
amplifying their sensitivity to stimuli.

Adolescence is a non-homogeneous period between 
childhood and adulthood,7 spanning approximately 14 
– 21  years of age. It is a sensitive developmental period 
consisting of changes, transitions, and vulnerabilities. 
This period is linked to physical and cerebral maturation, 
characterized by questioning, especially personality 
development.8 Synonymous with empowerment, 
adolescence implies a certain distance from the family and 
a rapprochement with peers,9 leading to the construction 
of the adolescent’s identity. This construction of identity 
is generally associated with self-esteem, which can be 
defined as “your overall evaluation of your worth as a 
person, high or low, based on all the positive and negative 
self-perceptions that make up your self-concept.”10(p268) 
Self-esteem is a stable trait but not a constant one, 
varying throughout an individual’s life according to their 
life experiences (positive or negative). Self-esteem is 
associated with children’s mental, emotional, behavioral, 
and social development, and it is a predictor of well-
being and success in work, health, and relationships.11 It is 
significantly correlated with SPS,12 especially among highly 
sensitive adolescents and young adults, who often have 
low self-esteem and high levels of depression.13 Crépel14 
stresses the importance of self-esteem in highly sensitive 
children and adolescents, who have high expectations for 
their relationships and can easily become dependent on 
others, making them very sensitive to peer rejection and 
the need for external approval.14

These relationships of highly sensitive individuals 
can take a particular form, especially when involving 
dependency. Scantamburlo et al.15(p340) describe affective 
dependence as “characterized by emotional distress 
(insecure attachment) and dependency to another person 
with a low self-esteem and reassurance need.” Many authors 
have linked affective dependence and self-esteem.16 As a 
result, affective dependence is often associated with changes 
in mental health and quality of life.17 Individuals with 

affective dependence show negative moods and feelings 
when separated from their partner.18 Highly sensitive 
individuals, in general, may be dependent on their peer 
relationships,19 and they are more likely to experience less 
satisfaction in their relationships due to their heightened 
vulnerability to negative emotions and conflict.20 In 
addition, affective dependence (excluding romantic 
relationships), particularly on parents, is correlated with 
SPS due to marked parental overprotection.21 Furthermore, 
SPS is linked to attachment style,22 especially anxious 
attachment.23

The present research aims to understand the relationship 
between SPS, self-esteem, and affective dependence. We are 
also interested in the relationships between the different 
components of these constructs and the mediating role of 
self-esteem between high SPS and affective dependence. 
The following hypotheses will be tested in this study:
(i)	 Hypothesis 1: SPS and self-esteem are correlated with 

affective dependence
(ii)	 Hypothesis 2: Gender influences scores on the 

different scales
(iii)	Hypothesis 3: Self-esteem mediates the relationship 

between SPS and affective dependence
(iv)	 Hypothesis 4: Romantic relationship experience 

influences affective dependence scores.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Procedure and recruitment

The study and research protocol were approved by the 
Ethics Committee for Research Involving Human Subjects 
of the Universities of Tours and Poitiers (CER-TP) (number 
December 05, 2023). Participants were invited to answer 
a questionnaire hosted online on the Sphinx platform 
and were informed that their answers would remain 
anonymous and confidential. Before completing the 
questionnaire, participants were informed about the aims 
of the study and were explicitly asked for their consent to 
continue. The estimated time to complete the questionnaire 
was approximately 20 min. The questionnaire was available 
from February 5, 2024, to March 31, 2024. The link was 
distributed in discussion groups on social networks (such 
as Facebook and Instagram), in secondary schools with 
the agreement of the management, and by word of mouth. 
The inclusion criteria were as follows: (i) French-speaking 
individuals, (ii) individuals between 15 and 20 years old, 
and (iii) those who have a digital device. We used G*Power 
analysis (Version 3.1.9.6) for multiple linear regression 
with a desired effect size of <0.02, an alpha threshold 
of 0.05, and a power of 0.95 for the two predictors (SPS 
and self-esteem). The minimum number of participants 
expected in this configuration was 70.
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2.2. Participants

The study involved 100 adolescents and young adults. The 
cohort consisted of 53% females and 47% males; 16% are in 
middle school and 87% in high school. The mean age was 
16.16 years (standard deviation [SD] = 1.22), and ages ranged 
from 15 to 20 years. Regarding their relationship experience, 
18% were currently in a relationship, 59% had been in a 
relationship, and 41% had never been in a relationship.

2.3. Measures

The questionnaire consisted of three validated scales 
(presented below) along with two questions designed to 
categorize participants based on their relationship status: 
whether they were currently in a relationship or had at 
least been in one in the past. The questions were as follows: 
(i) “Have you ever been in a relationship?” (Yes/No) 
and (ii) “Are you currently in a relationship?” (Yes/No), 
followed by instructions. Participants who answered “No” 
to both questions were instructed to answer as though they 
were invested in a hypothetical romantic relationship to 
complete the scale. Given that the questions specifically 
addressed couple relationships, it was important to 
distinguish responses based on these criteria. In addition, 
three sociodemographic questions were asked (gender, 
age, and education level).

2.3.1. SPS

The French version of the Highly Sensitive Person Scale 
in French (HSPS-FR),24 adapted from Aron and Aron,1 
was used to assess sensitivity. It consisted of 27 items that 
measure individuals’ cognitive and emotional responses to 
various environmental stimuli. Responses are scored on a 
seven-point Likert scale. We used the model highlighted in 
the French adaptation, which proposes four dimensions: (i) 
ease of excitation, (ii) low sensory threshold, (iii) aesthetic 
sensitivity (AES), and (iv) controlled harm avoidance 
(CHA).

2.3.2. Self-esteem

We used the French version of the Rosenberg self-
esteem scale (RSES).25 The RSES is a 10-item self-report 
questionnaire that measures self-esteem according to two 
criteria, each divided into five items: self-competence 
(the first five items) and self-liking (the last five items). 
Responses are scored on a four-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The final 
score is obtained by summing the responses to each item. 
The highest level of self-esteem is 40, and the lowest is 10. 
The French version of the RSES has an acceptable level of 
internal consistency, as well as psychometric properties, 
with a very adequate test-retest correlation (r = 0.84), 
equivalent to that of the English version.

2.3.3. Affective dependence

Affective dependence was measured using the affective 
dependency scale (ADS-9).26 The ADS-9 is a nine-item self-
report questionnaire that measures affective dependence 
according to two criteria: craving and submission. 
Responses are scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The higher 
the final score, the greater the emotional dependence of 
the subject. This scale has very satisfactory psychometric 
properties, with conceptual and clinical validity, as 
well as configurational, metric, and scalar invariance 
in different sample groups (clinical, comparison, and 
general population). The reliability measured reached 
satisfactory levels both for the total scale (clinical = 0.892, 
comparison = 0.880, general population = 0.867) and for 
each of the factors.

2.4. Statistical analysis

The data were analyzed using Jeffreys’s Amazing Statistics 
Program version 0.19.3. The internal reliability of the scales 
was measured using Cronbach’s alpha (α). Values are given 
for each scale (HSPS-FR: α = 0.91, RSES: α = 0.89, and 
ADS-9: α = 0.87). Descriptive analyses are presented with 
mean and SD for HSPS-FR and median and interquartile 
range (IQR) for RSES and ADS-9. Mann–Whitney tests, 
Kruskal–Wallis tests, and Spearman’s correlations were 
conducted. In addition, linear regressions and mediation 
analyses were also performed. Statistical significance was 
determined at p =0.05.

3. Results
3.1. Descriptive results

The minimum and maximum SPS scores were 57 and 182, 
respectively, with a mean score of 112.050 (SD = 25.592). 
From a categorical perspective based on the classification 
of Lionetti et al.,2 53% of participants had an overall score 
strictly below 113, which corresponded to a low level of SPS 
(low-SPS). In comparison, 30% of participants had a score 
between 113 and 137, corresponding to a moderate level of 
SPS (moderate-SPS), and 17% of participants had a score 
strictly above 137, corresponding to a high level of SPS 
(high-SPS). In the sample, the minimum self-esteem score 
was 10, and the maximum was 40, with a mean score of 
28.530 (SD = 7.107). The minimum and maximum scores 
for affective dependence were nine and 45, respectively, 
with a mean score of 20.750 (SD = 7.402).

The Shapiro–Wilk analyses showed that the data 
for RSES (W = 0.965, p=0.009) and ADS-9 (W = 0.957, 
p=0.003) do not follow a normal distribution, while the 
data for HSPS-FR follows a normal distribution (W = 0.993, 
p=0.895). Means and SDs for the HSPS-FR and medians 
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and IQRs for the RSES and ADS-9 are shown in Table 1. 
These values are broken down by gender and relationship 
experience in Table 2.

Regarding the influence of socio-demographic 
characteristics, gender influenced the scores of both 
the highly sensitive person scale (HSPS) (p<0.001) and 
RSES (p=0.003), as well as some of their components 
(Table  3). Women reported higher SPS scores and lower 
self-esteem scores. However, gender did not influence 
affective dependence. Relationship experience did affect 
the affective dependence score (p=0.028) and its craving 
component, with those currently in or having been in a 
relationship reporting lower scores. Age, however, did not 
influence the scores on any of the variables.

3.2. Correlational analysis

The results showed positive correlations between the total 
scores of the HSPS-FR and those of the ADS-9 (r = 0.390, 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for the entire sample

Variables Mean SD Min Max

HSPS‑overall 112.050 25.592 57.000 182.000
HSPS‑EOE 47.330 12.527 11.000 75.000
HSPS‑LST 27.680 9.985 10.000 53.000
HSPS‑AES 22.250 4.711 12.000 34.000
HSPS‑CHA 14.220 3.186 5.000 21.000
Variables Median IQR Min Max
RSES‑overall 28.000 11.250 10.000 40.000
RSES‑self‑competence 16.000 6.000 5.000 20.000
RSES‑self‑liking 12.000 7.000 5.000 20.000
ADS‑overall 20.500 9.500 9.000 45.000
ADS‑craving 13.000 6.250 5.000 25.000

ADS‑submission 7.000 4.000 4.000 20.000

Abbreviations: ADS: Affective dependency scale; AES: Aesthetic sensitivity; 
CHA: Controlled harm avoidance; EOE: Ease of excitation; HSPS: Highly 
sensitive person scale; IQR: Interquartile range; LST: Low sensory threshold; 
RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale; SD: Standard deviation.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics according to gender and relationship experience

Variables Gender Previous or actual relationship experience

Modality Mean SD Min Max Modality Mean SD Min Max

HSPS‑overall Male 99.021 22.611 57.000 151.000 Yes 111.805 23.537 57.000 155.000

HSPS‑overall Female 123.604 22.477 78.000 182.000 No 112.220 27.126 60.000 182.000

HSPS‑EOE Male 40.553 11.487 11.000 67.000 Yes 47.000 10.486 21.000 67.000

HSPS‑EOE Female 53.340 10.185 34.000 75.000 No 47.559 13.853 11.000 75.000

HSPS‑LST Male 23.319 8.866 10.000 40.000 Yes 27.829 9.447 10.000 45.000

HSPS‑LST Female 31.547 9.372 13.000 53.000 No 27.576 10.421 11.000 53.000

HSPS‑AES Male 21.128 4.475 13.000 33.000 Yes 21.805 4.611 13.000 32.000

HSPS‑AES Female 23.245 4.731 12.000 34.000 No 22.559 4.793 12.000 34.000

HSPS‑CHA Male 13.574 3.222 8.000 21.000 Yes 14.366 3.144 8.000 20.000

HSPS‑CHA Female 14.792 3.072 5.000 21.000 No 14.119 3.238 5.000 21.000

Variables Modality Median IQR Min Max Modality Median IQR Min Max

RSES‑overall Male 32.000 11.500 10.000 40.000 Yes 28.000 9.000 19.000 40.000

RSES‑overall Female 27.000 12.000 14.000 39.000 No 28.000 13.500 10.000 40.000

RSES‑self‑competence Male 17.000 5.500 5.000 20.000 Yes 16.000 5.000 11.000 20.000

RSES‑self‑competence Female 15.000 6.000 7.000 20.000 No 16.000 6.000 5.000 20.000

RSES‑self‑liking Male 14.000 6.500 5.000 20.000 Yes 13.000 5.000 6.000 20.000

RSES‑self‑liking Female 11.000 6.000 5.000 19.000 No 11.000 8.000 5.000 20.000

ADS‑overall Male 20.000 9.000 9.000 45.000 Yes 19.000 10.000 9.000 31.000

ADS‑overall Female 21.000 10.000 10.000 36.000 No 21.000 10.500 9.000 45.000

ADS‑craving Male 13.000 6.500 5.000 25.000 Yes 12.000 7.000 5.000 22.000

ADS‑craving Female 14.000 6.000 5.000 21.000 No 14.000 6.000 5.000 25.000

ADS‑submission Male 7.000 4.000 4.000 20.000 Yes 6.000 5.000 4.000 14.000

ADS‑submission Female 7.000 4.000 4.000 16.000 No 7.000 5.000 4.000 20.000

Abbreviations: ADS: Affective dependency scale; AES: Aesthetic sensitivity; CHA: Controlled harm avoidance; EOE: Ease of excitation; HSPS: Highly 
sensitive person scale; IQR: Interquartile range; LST: Low sensory threshold; RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale; SD: Standard deviation.
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p<0.001) and negative correlations between the HSPS-FR 
and the RSES (r = −0.485, p<0.001) and between the 
RSES and the ADS-9 (r = −0.395, p<0.001) (Table 4). All 
components of the HSPS are positively correlated with 
each other (p<0.005). The components of the RSES are 
positively correlated with each other (p<0.001), as are the 
components of the ADS-9 (p<0.001). The components of 
the different constructs were also correlated with each other, 
except for the AES component, which was not correlated 
with any of the components of affective dependence, nor 
with the self-competence component of self-esteem, which 
was not correlated with the CHA component.

3.3. Predicting affective dependence and self-
esteem

SPS positively predicts affective dependence. The 
model is significant, explaining approximately 14% of 
the variance (r2 = 0.0143, F [1, 98] = 16.336, p<0.001). 
Conversely, SPS negatively predicts self-esteem, in which 
the model is significant, explaining approximately 25% 
of the variance (r2 = 0.254, F [1, 98] = 33.390, p<0.001) 
(Table  5). In addition, self-esteem negatively predicts 

affective dependence, where the model is significant and 
explains approximately 15% of the variance (r2 = 0.145, 
F [1, 98] = 16.667, p<0.001) (Table 6).

3.4. Mediation effect of the RSES between the HSPS 
and the affective dependence scale

The overall model shows that both SPS and self-
esteem influence affective dependence (p<0.001). The 
standardized indirect effect of HSPS-FR on ADS-9 though 
RSES is significant (z = 4.083, p<0.001) (Table 7). In other 
words, SPS increases affective dependence through a 
double negative effect: first, HSPS negatively impacts self-
esteem, and second, self-esteem negatively affects affective 
dependence (Figure  1). The effect size is substantial 
(kappa² = 0.68), meaning that RSES mediates 68.8% of the 
total effect of HSPS-FR on ADS-9.

4. Discussion
This study aimed to investigate the relationship between 
SPS and affective dependence through self-esteem. We 
formulated our hypotheses, some of which were confirmed 
by our results. There is a correlation between these different 

Table 3. Mann–Whitney tests according to gender and relationship experience

Gender Previous or actual relationship experience

W p RBC SE RBC W p RBC SE RBC

HSPS‑overall 553.000 <0.001 −0.556 0.116 1,226.500 0.908 0.014 0.117

HSPS‑EOE 495.000 <0.001 −0.603 0.116 1,170.000 0.784 −0.033 0.117

HSPS‑LST 660.500 <0.001 −0.470 0.116 1,240.000 0.833 0.025 0.117

HSPS‑AES 894.000 0.015 −0.282 0.116 1,099.500 0.442 −0.091 0.117

HSPS‑CHA 984.500 0.070 −0.210 0.116 1,266.500 0.691 0.047 0.117

RSES‑overall 1,678.500 0.003 0.348 0.116 1,339.000 0.365 0.107 0.117

RSES‑self‑competence 1,518.500 0.058 0.219 0.116 1,359.000 0.293 0.124 0.117

RSES‑self‑liking 1,776.000 <0.001 0.426 0.116 1,320.500 0.438 0.092 0.117

ADS‑overall 1,221.000 0.868 −0.020 0.116 895.000 0.028 −0.260 0.117

ADS‑craving 1,180.000 0.652 −0.053 0.116 857.000 0.013 −0.291 0.117

ADS‑submission 1,293.500 0.741 0.039 0.116 969.000 0.090 −0.199 0.117

Note: p-values showing significant differences are in bold.
Abbreviations: ADS: Affective dependency scale; AES: Aesthetic sensitivity; CHA: Controlled harm avoidance; EOE: Ease of excitation; HSPS: Highly 
sensitive person scale; IQR: Interquartile range; LST: Low sensory threshold; RBC: Rank‑biserial correlation; RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale; 
SE RBC: Standard error rank‑biserial correlation.

Figure 1. Mediation model of the relationship between sensory processing sensitivity and affective dependence through self-esteem
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constructs, confirming our first hypothesis. Affective 
dependence was found to be positively correlated with 
SPS and negatively correlated with self-esteem. The results 
indicate that individuals with higher sensitivity have 
higher affective dependence, while those with higher self-
esteem show lower affective dependence. These results 
align with previous studies, which have shown that highly 
sensitive individuals tend to be more dependent on their 

partners.19 This was also confirmed by our linear regression 
analyses, which support the vulnerability hypothesis of 
SPS, which is widely reported in the literature. These 
results are particularly intriguing as they prompt further 
exploration of how high sensitivity may play a role in the 
various components of Stenberg’s triangular theory of 
love, namely, intimacy, passion, and commitment.27 This 
presents an avenue for further investigation, as well as the 

Table 4. Spearman’s correlations

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. HSPS‑overall

Spearman’s rho —

p‑value —

2. HSPS‑EOE

Spearman’s rho 0.899 —

p‑value <0.001 —

3. HSPS‑LST

Spearman’s rho 0.902 0.730 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 —

4. HSPS‑AES

Spearman’s rho 0.590 0.445 0.403 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 —

5. HSPS‑CHA

Spearman’s rho 0.573 0.433 0.435 0.288 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.004 —

6. RSES‑overall

Spearman’s rho −0.485 −0.566 −0.400 −0.172 −0.251 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.087 0.012 —

7. RSES‑self‑competence

Spearman’s rho −0.327 −0.413 −0.271 −0.027 −0.176 0.891 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 0.006 0.792 0.080 <0.001 —

8. RSES‑self‑liking

Spearman’s rho −0.556 −0.608 −0.451 −0.290 −0.311 0.938 0.697 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.003 0.002 <0.001 <0.001 —

9. ADS‑overall

Spearman’s rho 0.390 0.438 0.315 0.055 0.287 −0.395 −0.438 −0.308 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 0.001 0.590 0.004 <0.001 <0.001 0.002 —

10. ADS‑craving

Spearman’s rho 0.406 0.447 0.331 0.067 0.279 −0.403 −0.427 −0.332 0.943 —

p‑value <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 0.508 0.005 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 <0.001 —

11. ADS‑submission

Spearman’s rho 0.270 0.311 0.232 0.001 0.228 −0.331 −0.394 −0.231 0.867 0.668 —

p‑value 0.007 0.002 0.020 0.991 0.022 <0.001 <0.001 0.021 <0.001 <0.001 —

Note: p-values showing significant differences are in bold.
Abbreviations: ADS: Affective dependency scale; AES: Aesthetic sensitivity; CHA: Controlled harm avoidance; EOE: Ease of excitation; HSPS: Highly 
sensitive person scale; LST: Low sensory threshold; RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale.
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influence of high sensitivity on the three diagnostic criteria 
developed by Sirvent-Ruiz in the clinical approach of 
affective dependence: addictive criteria (extreme affective 
need, emotional emptiness, and intense desire), attachment 
criteria (pathological relationship, impairment of autonomy, 
and pathological attachment), and cognitive-affective 
criteria (negative feelings, denial, and self-deception).26

Our second hypothesis examined the influence of 
gender on the scores of the different scales. This was 
evident for SPS and self-esteem. In the case of SPS, 
women reported higher scores than men. Our results 
aligned with findings by Engel-Yeger,28 in which females 
aged 11 – 17 were more sensitive than males of the same 
age. However, these results are not universally supported 

in the literature, as other studies29 found no significant 
gender differences in SPS. Although no studies suggested 
a higher prevalence in men, this could be attributed to 
gender stereotypes that often associate sensitivity more 
with women. In the case of self-esteem, women reported 
lower scores than men. Several explanations have been 
proposed for this gender difference in self-esteem.30 For 
example, men and women do not have the same presumed 
roles in society, and self-esteem is presented in society as 
a predominantly masculine characteristic. Furthermore, 
peer interactions and socialization reinforce gender 
stereotypes and create gender differences in self-esteem. 
However, the literature on this topic is inconsistent.31 
In this study, we did not find significant effects for age 
and level of education, probably due to the young age of 

Table 6. Linear regression in predicting affective dependence with self‑esteem

Affective dependence Unstandardized Standard error Standardized t p

H0 (Intercept) 20.750 0.740 28.031 <0.001

H₁ (Intercept) 32.079 2.859 11.221 <0.001

RSES −0.397 0.097 −0.381 −4.083 <0.001

Abbreviation: RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale.

Table 7. Mediation analysis

Direct effects Estimate Standard error z‑value p 95% confidence interval

Lower Upper

HSPS‑FR→ADS‑9 0.072 0.030 2.393 0.017 0.013 0.131

Indirect effects

HSPS‑FR→RSES→ADS‑9 0.037 0.016 2.264 0.024 0.005 0.070

Total effects

HSPS‑FR→ADS‑9 0.109 0.027 4.083 <0.001 0.057 0.162

Path coefficients

RSES→ADS‑9 −0.266 0.108 −2.456 0.014 −0.479 −0.054

HSPS‑FR→ADS‑9 0.072 0.030 2.393 0.017 0.013 0.131

HSPS‑FR→RSES −0.140 0.024 −5.837 < 0.001 −0.187 −0.093

Abbreviations: ADS‑9: Affective dependency scale; HSPS‑FR: Highly sensitive person scale in French; RSES: Rosenberg self‑esteem scale.

Table 5. Linear regression in predicting affective dependence with sensory processing sensitivity

Affective dependence Unstandardized Standard error Standardized t p

H₀ (Intercept) 20.750 0.740 28.031 <0.001

H₁ (Intercept) 8.499 3.108 2.734 0.007

HSPS 0.109 0.027 0.378 4.042 <0.001

Self‑esteem Unstandardized Standard error Standardized t P

H₀ (Intercept) 28.530 0.711 40.142 <0.001

H₁ (Intercept) 44.217 2.784 15.883 <0.001

HSPS −0.140 0.024 −0.504 −5.778 <0.001

Abbreviation: HSPS: Highly sensitive person scale.
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the respondents (15 – 20 years). However, the literature 
shows that SPS changes with age.32

Our third hypothesis analyzed the mediating role of 
self-esteem in the relationship between SPS and affective 
dependence. The results support this hypothesis. In 
summary, SPS has a positive influence on affective 
dependence but a negative influence on self-esteem, 
which, in turn, has a negative influence on affective 
dependence. In other words, higher SPS tends to increase 
affective dependence and decrease self-esteem. Conversely, 
higher self-esteem tends to reduce affective dependence. 
The influence of SPS on affective dependence can thus 
be partly explained by self-esteem. This mediational 
relationship confirms several key points. First, regarding 
the relationship between sensitivity and self-esteem, our 
results align with existing literature that adolescents and 
young adults with high sensitivity tend to have lower 
self-esteem.12,13 Second, with respect to the relationship 
between self-esteem and affective dependence, linear 
regression analysis confirms the negative influence of self-
esteem on affective dependence, consistent with previous 
research highlighting that low self-esteem is a trigger for 
affective dependence.14

Our fourth hypothesis explored the influence of 
the experience of a romantic relationship on affective 
dependence scores. The results confirmed this hypothesis, 
showing that individuals who were or had been in a 
relationship reported lower scores than others, particularly 
for the “craving” component. Relationship craving can be 
defined as the imperative need for the other in response to 
distressing emotional states. Interestingly, the experience 
of being in a relationship seems to reduce overall 
affective dependence, suggesting that the perception of 
relationships may be idealized or distorted before the 
experience. This finding opens up avenues of research 
into the social representation of couple relationships 
and love in adolescence and the possible socio-cognitive 
consequences (such as stereotypes and behaviors) or 
health consequences, such as anxiety. For instance, 
Galliher et al.33 found that two people in a dependent 
romantic relationship had lower self-esteem. Notably, 
existing literature suggests a more complex relationship 
between self-esteem and affective dependence, which is 
thought to operate bilaterally.34 The role of high SPS in 
affective dependence, particularly through self-esteem, 
also warrants further investigation. While some studies 
suggest no gender differences in terms of sensitivity, others 
highlight its prevalence in women, raising the question of 
whether this is viewed as socially desirable or undesirable. 
Given its largely negative impact on the health of those 
affected, it is essential to continue questioning the initially 

perceived benefits of high sensitivity. Moreover, there is a 
need to critically examine the growing tendency to frame 
high sensitivity as a resource, particularly in the context 
of a capitalist and productivist society. In such a society, 
individual traits are increasingly studied to enable better 
adaptation to the living environment as well as to cope 
with the increasingly difficult working conditions.

5. Limitations
Regarding the limitations of our study, we believe that 
it is particularly important to highlight the emotional 
instability that exists during adolescence,35 which may 
have influenced SPS and self-esteem scores. Hence, our 
results cannot be generalized to other demographic 
groups. In terms of the questionnaire and the scales used, 
some feedback indicated that certain words were difficult 
for adolescents to understand (e.g., “stimuli”), prompting 
some to seek help from an adult for clarification. We 
also noted that the questions on the ADS-9 scale were 
considered to be inappropriate for young people aged 
15 – 18 years, with many finding them complex. Another 
limitation of the ADS-9 scale is that the responses of 
participants who had never been in a relationship were 
considered less reliable, as those individuals might 
have based their answers on a hypothetical romantic 
relationship, making it unlikely for them to engage in 
an affective dependence relationship voluntarily. Out of 
the 100 participants, 41 participants had never been in 
a relationship. This figure should not be overlooked as it 
is not representative of the whole sample. As a result, the 
generalizability of the findings is limited. However, given 
the size of the sample, we have decided to retain this data 
for statistical analysis, although we are aware that using 
a hypothetical relationship to infer the existence of a 
dependency introduces a significant bias. Furthermore, 
while our sample size may be considered too small for 
broader generalization to all adolescents, this study was 
exploratory, and it successfully confirmed the relationship 
between the examined constructs.

6. Conclusion
First, we suggest that future studies be conducted under 
more favorable conditions to obtain a larger sample. In 
addition, it would be valuable to use a more appropriate 
scale to measure affective dependence (such as the Perrotta 
Affective Dependence Questionnaire or the Emotional 
Dependence in Dating of Young People and Adolescents), 
as we encountered significant difficulties with the existing 
scales in this study. Another potential avenue for research 
would be to conduct a similar study with the same variables 
but analyze sensitivity on a categorical basis, as proposed 
by Lionetti et al.2
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As demonstrated in this study, high SPS is a vulnerability 
factor in the development of affective dependence, with 
higher sensitivity associated with higher dependence scores. 
At the same time, indirect links between these two variables 
have been established in the literature, mainly through 
various factors. Among these, attachment style stands out 
as particularly relevant. Branjerdporn et al.22 have shown 
a correlation between SPS and attachment style, especially 
with anxious and avoidant attachment. Petruccelli et al.34 
confirmed the influence of attachment style (secure, fearful, 
dismissive, and ambivalent/disorganized) on affective 
dependence and have shown that insecure attachment 
(anxious, avoidant, or ambivalent/disorganized) contributes 
to the development of affective dependence. These three 
variables – SPS, attachment style, and affective dependence 
– appear to interact, forming a triangular relationship. This 
raises an intriguing new hypothesis: Could the effect of SPS 
on affective dependence found in our study be partially 
explained, or possibly moderated, by the attachment style of 
the respondents? Testing this hypothesis in future research 
would be an important next step.

In addition, a qualitative approach, such as interviews, 
could provide deeper insights into how individuals 
perceive their sensitivity to sensory processing. Rather 
than focusing solely on the direct influence of sensitivity 
on specific variables, it would be useful to ask individuals 
directly whether they view their sensitivity as an asset, 
strength, or weakness in various aspects of their lives, 
including their relationships, romantic or otherwise, 
and academic or work life. This would shed light on the 
experience of these individuals with high SPS, regardless 
of its impact on specific constructs.
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