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Sensory processing sensitivity is associated with
religiosity and spirituality
Marie Buchtova 1✉, Klara Malinakova1, Jitse P. van Dijk1,2,3, Vit Husek1 & Peter Tavel1

Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) has recently been gaining public as well as scientific

interest. Evidence is lacking on the relationship between SPS and different dimensions of

religiosity and spirituality (R/S). We investigated the associations between SPS and R/S in

the Czech Republic. Two samples of Czech adults (N1= 1406; 48.1 ± 16.4 years; 49.4%

women, N2= 1494; 50.7 ± 15.8 years; 44.1% women) participated in the online survey. We

measured SPS, religious attendance, religiosity, spirituality, images of God, negative religious

coping (NRC) and religious conspiracy theories (RCT). Results of binary logistic regression

found SPS significantly associated with religiosity, spirituality, and NRC with odds ratios

(ORs) of 1.38 (95% confidence interval [CI] 1.22–1.56), 1.61 (95% CI 1.33–1.96) and 1.25

(95% CI 1.02–1.52), respectively. Higher SPS indicated a greater likelihood of perceiving God

as ever-present, fatherly, forgiving, gentle, loving, motherly, punishing, just, and absolute,

with ORs ranging from 1.14 to 1.26. No significant association was found between SPS and

RCT. Results revealed associations between SPS and various aspects of R/S. The study

highlights the relevance of considering SPS in clinical contexts involving religious and spiritual

issues. Further research might be aimed at comparing the results with countries with different

religious backgrounds, or at exploring the links with other variables that may play a role in

these relationships.
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Introduction

Sensory processing sensitivity (SPS) is defined as a personal
predisposition to be more sensitive to subtle stimuli and
easily aroused by external stimuli (Aron and Aron 1997).

This trait is associated with higher activity in brain regions
associated with awareness, self-other processing, memory, and
empathy (Acevedo 2020). SPS is a hereditary trait occurring in
about 15–20% of the population (Aron 2013; Assary et al. 2021).

Individuals with increased central nervous system sensitivity
are able to process information more deeply than usual (Boter-
berg and Warreyn, 2016). On the other hand, they are more easily
overwhelmed when they are in a highly stimulating environment
for too long (Aron 2013). SPS has been linked to higher levels of
stress, anxiety, depression, and neurotic personality traits (Ahadi
and Basharpoor, 2010; Liss et al. 2005; Malinakova et al. 2021).
Research also suggests that SPS is associated with emotional
regulation difficulties (Brindle et al. 2015) and poorer social
functioning, especially under demanding conditions like the
COVID-19 pandemic (Ahadi and Basharpoor 2010; Malinakova
et al. 2021). Moreover, adverse childhood experiences and poor
upbringing may be related to more psychological symptoms in
individuals with high SPS (Karaca Dinç et al. 2021; Liss et al.
2005). However, SPS also has a number of advantages, given that
highly sensitive persons (HSPs) are aware of subtle nuances in
their environment (Rizzo-Sierra et al. 2012). When HSPs adapt to
the environment they possess better perception, ingenuity, and
imagination (Aron, 2013), are more creative and sensitive to the
arts (Bridges and Schendan, 2019), and make better decisions and
engage in meaningful work (Aron et al. 2012). These people are
often characterized by empathy, caring for others, and are more
intuitive (Acevedo, 2020; Acevedo et al. 2018). It could be con-
cluded that SPS provides greater benefits from a positive and
supportive environment but increases the risk of stress-related
problems in response to negative experiences (Greven et al. 2019;
Jagiellowicz et al. 2020).

Currently, there is a lot of public and media interest in the SPS
concept. So far, SPS has attracted increasing research interest in
various areas of psychology, such as temperament and personality
traits and mental health issues (Lionetti et al. 2019). The theory
(Aron and Aron, 1997) as well as recent research (Malinakova
et al. 2021) also suggests a possible link between SPS and the
domains of religiosity and spirituality (R/S). Although the sci-
entific knowledge about this association is still scarce, some facts
suggest that these concepts may be related. First, topics such as
the soul, spiritual life, relationship to religion or spiritual practice
are often observed by psychotherapists when speaking with HSPs
(Aron 2010, 2013). Second, a high level of sensory sensitivity
appears to be a definite prerequisite for a deeper/more intense
spiritual experience (Aron 2013; Wahbeh and Butzer 2020). Some
authors (Acevedo 2020; Aron 2010; Rappaport and Corbally,
2018) even report sensitivity as a trait conditioning religious
competence. Finally, at the same time, spiritual activity can
increase sensitivity through changes in brain regions important
for sensory processing as a result of extensive meditation practice
(Acevedo 2020).

Both religiosity and spirituality are highly complex and mul-
tidimensional constructs involving attitudes, experiences, and
behaviors that refer to a sacred, transcendent, and ultimate
domain of existence (Hill and Pargament 2003; Hooker et al.
2014). Because of their overlap in the literature (Koenig 2012a)
and the consequent potentially biased results due to difficulties in
measuring them (Malinakova et al. 2020), an approach that
includes both internal and external aspects of R/S is appropriate
for capturing the association of SPS with the heterogeneous
nature of R/S. E.g., regarding religiosity, although participation in
organized religious activities seems to be a basic criterion for

measuring religiosity, it is only one of several aspects of religiosity
(Koenig et al. 2015). Other important dimensions may include,
for example, belief, attachment to God, or religious coping
(Koenig 2012b).

Attachment relationship with God involves a spectrum of
emotions, from closeness, love, and affection towards a suppor-
tive and protective God to fear of rejection or punishment from a
judgmental and powerful God. It may also encompass feelings of
anger and disappointment due to the perception of an indifferent
God, leaving individuals to navigate their lives independently
(Schaap-Jonker 2018). The way people perceive God is related to
mental health outcomes (e.g., Jonker et al. 2008; Silton et al. 2014;
Stauner et al. 2016) and is supposed to reflect one’s attachment
(Granqvist et al. 2020), as described by the correspondence and
compensation theories. According to the correspondence theory
(Granqvist and Hagekull 1999), a secure attachment corresponds
to perceiving God as loving and supportive, whereas an insecure
attachment is related to perceiving God as strict and distant.
However, the compensation theory (Kirkpatrick and Shaver,
1990) goes beyond this explanation and suggests that insecure
attachment to significant others can be compensated for by
developing a secure attachment to God.

Religious coping includes positive religious coping (PRC) and
negative religious coping (NRC) (Pargament et al. 1998).
Whereas PRC involves a secure connection with God, spiritual
interconnectedness, and a sense of life’s meaning, NRC is marked
by spiritual tension, negatively perceived relationship with God
and conflicts with fellow community members (Pargament et al.
2011). The significance of investigating NRC stems from its
negative impact on health, as numerous studies have demon-
strated that NRC is associated with adverse effects on mental
well-being, including increased stress, depression, and anxiety
(Holloway-Friesen 2023; Pargament et al. 2004).

Taken together, it is evident that R/S factors can have both
positive and negative impacts on health (Koenig 2012a). How-
ever, certain associations within the domain of R/S exhibit
inconsistency, which may not necessarily be attributed to con-
ceptual ambiguity but could be indicative of confounding vari-
ables. These factors may involve overlaps with personality traits
or other characteristics that are not yet adequately explored.
Among these unexplored dimensions, SPS emerges as a potential
area of interest. Despite its potential relevance, there is a scarcity
of research addressing the interplay between SPS and R/S factors.
Moreover, given the above-mentioned dual influence of R/S on
health, our aim was to comprehensively examine both the positive
and negative facets of R/S, including, for example, NRC and
negative God images. Therefore, we decided to assess the asso-
ciations between SPS and religious attendance, faith, NRC, God
image, spirituality, and religious conspiracy beliefs.

Methods
Participants and procedure. For this study, we used data from
two online surveys of the Czech population aged 18 to 97
(respectively 92). The first data sample was collected in April
2020, and data for the second sample was collected in April 2021.
Both data collections were carried out by a specialized agency
(The Czech National Panel, Prague, Czech Republic) to achieve a
balanced sample close to national characteristics regarding age
and gender. In the second data collection, we applied the fol-
lowing exclusion criteria to ensure high data quality: 1) a very
short period filling in the survey and 2) a uniform response
pattern, i.e., responding to most of the items in the survey in the
same way. We excluded 166 problematic subjects based on these
criteria. Thus, the final first sample comprised 1406 Czech
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respondents (age 18 years and over, mean age= 48.05,
SD= 16.42, 49.4% female), the final second sample comprised
1494 Czech respondents (age 18 years and over, mean
age= 50.67, SD= 15.79, 44.1% female).

At the beginning of each survey, participants received written
information on the purpose of the study and the anonymous and
confidential treatment of the data and were made familiar with
the system. Participation in the survey was completely voluntary,
with the option to leave the study at any time before or during the
survey without giving any reason. Respondents had to explicitly
give their informed consent to participate in the survey before the
study began. The study design was approved by the local Ethics
Committee of the Faculty of Theology, Palacký University in
Olomouc (No. 2020/06).

Measures. Religiosity was measured by the question: “Would you
call yourself a believer?” with possible answers: Yes, I am a
member of a church or religious organization/Yes, but I am not a
member of a church or religious organization/No/No, I am
convinced atheist. Respondents who had reported “Yes” were
classified as religious; others were considered non-religious.

Religious attendance was assessed by the question: “How often
do you go to church or religious sessions?” Possible answers were:
I don’t visit at all/Occasionally/Often, but not every week/I try
once a week/More than once a week. Participants reporting at
least one religious meeting a week were dichotomized as
attending, as used in previous studies in the Czech environment
(Buchtova et al. 2020).

Spirituality was measured using the Daily Spiritual Experience
Scale (DSES) (Underwood and Teresi 2002), which measures the
frequency of everyday experiences of connection with transcen-
dence. In this study, we used an adapted 15-item version of the
scale validated for a Czech environment (Malinakova et al. 2018).
For the first 14 items, respondents were given the option of
answering on a Likert scale graded according to the intensity of
their experience of the phenomenon, ranging from “never” (1) to
“many times a day” (6). Response possibilities for the last item
regarded a 4-point scale that ranged from “not close at all” (1) to
“as close as possible” (4). Higher DSES scores indicate higher
spiritual experience. The total score of DSES ranged from 15 to 88
points. For the purposes of our analysis, the score was
dichotomized: the respondents with a score of 51 (the middle
of the total score) or higher were considered spiritual, and the rest
as non-spiritual.

Images of God were assessed both in religious and non-
religious respondents by the question “How well do you feel that
each of the following words describes God?” followed by 12
adjectives (critical, distant, ever-present, fatherly, forgiving,
gentle, loving, motherly, punishing, wrathful, just, absolute)
adapted from the Baylor Religion Survey (Baylor University
2005). Respondents chose from four possible answers: “very well”
(1); “somewhat well” (2); “not very well” (3); “not at all” (4).
Religious respondents (those who identified themselves as
believers) were asked how well they thought the adjectives
described God. Non-religious participants (not identifying
themselves as believers) described how well they thought the
adjectives described the religious respondents’ views. For the
purpose of statistical analysis, we dichotomized each item as
follows: those who answered “very well” and “somewhat well”
were considered to perceive God in this way.

Negative religious coping was measured using the Czech version
(Janu et al. 2019) of the NRC subscale of the Brief RCOPE
(Pargament et al. 2011). It is composed of seven items reflecting a
religious struggle that grows from a less secure relationship with
God. Examples of these items include statements such as “I’m

wondering whether God had abandoned me” or “I feel that God
is punishing me for my lack of devotion”. Each item is rated on a
four-point scale with possible answers ranging from “not at all”
(1) to “a great deal” (4), leading to a total score ranging from 7 to
28. Since the NRC was assessed as a dependent variable in the
analysis, each of the item scores was dichotomized. Responses of
1 or 2 were recoded to “0” (did not use NRC) and responses of 3
and 4 were recoded to “1” (used NRC). To determine the NRC
summary, a dichotomous variable was created with a value of “1”
if any of the seven NRC items had a value of “1”, as recently used
in the Czech environment (Kosarkova et al. 2020, 2022).

Religious conspiracy theories were assessed using six statements
capturing common religious beliefs about the COVID-19
pandemic and related vaccinations. These statements were
retrieved by searching the Internet and social media in the first
weeks of the COVID-19 pandemic to identify the most
commonly held views. While our approach may not be entirely
comprehensive, our goal was to encompass the most prevalent
theories related to religious themes during a given time. The
assessed statements were: “Rejection of the COVID-19 vaccine is
an act of true faith and trust in God”; “Some of the vaccines
contain modified RNA that changes the human genome, which is
a crime against the human race and its Creator”; “Vaccination is a
sign of the end of the world”; “The pope and false church
prophets are fulfilling the intentions of world elites and spreading
the ideas of modernism, which contradicts true tradition”; “The
current coronavirus pandemic is God’s punishment”; “Vaccina-
tion with the COVID-19 vaccine is morally unacceptable because
tissues from aborted foetuses were used for its development”.
Participants were asked to rate the extent to which, in their
opinion and available information, the following statements
correspond to the truth. Respondents chose from five possible
answers: “does not correspond at all” (0); “somewhat do not
correspond” (1); “I do not know” (2); “somewhat corresponds”
(3); “completely corresponds” (4). When any of the statements
were marked as “3” or “4”, the respondent was classified as
believing in the religious conspiracy theory (RCT). Consequently,
to determine the RCT Summary, a dichotomous variable was
created with a value of “1” if any of the six RCT items had a value
of “3” or “4”.

To assess sensory processing sensitivity, we used the Sensory
Processing Sensitivity Questionnaire (SPSQ), a tool recently
developed and validated in Czech settings (Malinakova et al.
2021). It has been demonstrated that in the Czech environment,
the SPSQ scale exhibits a high positive correlation (rs= 0.61,
p < 0.001) with the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS), an
established instrument for measuring SPS (Malinakova et al.
2021). The initial question was worded as follows: “Please indicate
to what extent you think that compared to other people you are
sensitive to the following stimuli”. Each item was rated on an
eleven-point scale with possible answers ranging from “compared
to others, I am not sensitive to them at all” (0), through “about
the same as the people around me” (5) to “much more sensitive
than the people around me” (10). This initial question was
followed by a set of 8 sensory items (light; sounds; smells; taste;
tactile stimuli – touch, clothing, etc.; hunger; heat; and cold) and a
set of 8 other sensitivity items (your emotions; emotions of other
people; sudden changes; your inner world; the need to do many
things at once; criticism; the need for harmony in life; and the
need to make decisions). This led to total scores from 0 to 160. A
higher score of SPSQ represents higher sensitivity. In the same
way, we also used the Sensory Sensitivity subscale (Malinakova
et al. 2021) of the SPSQ questionnaire.

Sociodemographic characteristics, such as age, gender, educa-
tion level, marital and economical status, were obtained from the
questionnaire.
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Statistical analyses. As the first step, we described the back-
ground characteristics of both samples. Second, based on the
Shapiro–Wilk test, we rejected the assumption of normal data
distribution. Then we assessed the associations of SPS and its
sensory subscale (both standardized to Z-scores) with religious
attendance, religiosity, spirituality, and NRC using binary logistic
regression models. All models were adjusted for age, gender, and
education level. In the next step, the dependent variables were
replaced by 12 images of God, and the described steps were

repeated. Finally, variables assessing a belief in RCT were
regressed on the sensory subscale of the SPSQ. All analyses were
performed using the statistical software package IBM SPSS ver-
sion 21 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA). All the data files are
available at https://osf.io/z8pfv/.

Results
Description of the sample. The sociodemographic characteristics
of the samples (the first sample mean age 48.1; SD= 16.4; 50.6%
men, the second sample mean age 50.7; SD= 15.8; 55.9% men)
are presented in Table 1. Approximately one-third of respondents
(exactly 34.1% in the first sample and 31% in the second sample)
were considered religious.

Sensory processing sensitivity, religious attendance, religiosity,
spirituality, and negative religious coping. Table 2 shows the
associations between SPS and religious attendance, religiosity,
spirituality, and NRC. Both the total SPSQ score and the sensory
SPSQ subscale score were used. In our sample, we found no
significant association of SPS (as measured by both the total SPSQ
score and the sensory SPSQ subscale score) with religious
attendance. The results indicate that with one standard deviation
increase in the SPSQ total score, the odds of being religious or
spiritual increased by 38% and by 61%. A similar but weaker
relationship was found between religiosity and spirituality and the
sensory SPSQ subscale scores: 29% (respectively 57%). Moreover,
one standard deviation increase in the SPSQ total score increased
the risks of NRC by 25%.

Sensory processing sensitivity and images of God. The results of
regression analysis assessing the associations of SPS with the
specific images of God are presented in Table 3. We found that
SPS (as measured by the total SPSQ score) was associated with
ever-present, fatherly, forgiving, gentle, loving, motherly, just,
absolute, and punishing images of God. The strongest adjusted
associations (standardized to Z-scores) of the SPSQ total score
were found for forgiving, gentle and loving images of God, with
odds ratios (ORs) ranging from 1.22 (95% confidence interval, CI,
1.10–1.37) to 1.26 (95% CI 1.13–1.42). One standard deviation
increase in the SPSQ total score increased the likelihood of per-
ceiving God as ever-present (by 19%), motherly (by 18%), and
fatherly, just, and absolute (by 17%). Moreover, SPS (as measured
by the total SPSQ score) was positively associated with perceiving
God as punishing, with an OR of 1.14 (95% CI 1.02–1.27). Similar
but weaker relationships were found between these images of God
(except for the punishing image of God) and the sensory SPSQ
subscale score, with ORs ranging from 1.13 to 1.22.

Sensory processing sensitivity and religious conspiracy the-
ories. Table 4 depicts the results of the binary logistic regression

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the study samples.

Demographic
characteristics

First sample Second sample

N % N %

Gender
Male 712 50.6 835 55.9
Female 694 49.4 659 44.1
Age
18–34 years 349 24.8 266 17.8
35–49 years 407 28.9 493 33.0
50–65 years 372 26.5 370 24.8
66–99 years 278 19.8 365 24.4
Marital status
In a partnership 926 65.9 950 63.6
Not in a partnership 480 34.1 544 36.4
Highest education achieved
Elementary 118 8.4 91 6.1
Secondary vocational 636 45.2 572 38.3
Secondary with graduation 439 31.2 451 30.2
College 213 15.1 380 25.4
Economical statusa

Employee 698 49.6 720 48.2
Entrepreneur 70 5.0 89 6.0
In householdb/without work 125 8.9 117 7.8
Student 78 5.5 55 3.7
Disabled/old-age pensioner 435 30.9 503 33.7
Religiositya

Religious, member of a
church/religious society

121 8.6 132 8.8

Religious, not a member of a
church/religious society

358 25.5 331 22.2

Non-religious 746 53.1 680 45.5
Non-religious, convinced
atheist

181 12.9 262 17.5

Religious attendancea

Attending 53 3.8 44 2.9
Non-attending 426 30.3 413 27.6
Total 1406 100 1494 100

aNumber of missing cases per variable in the first sample: Religious attendance: 927, number of
missing cases per variable in the second sample: Economical status: 10, Religiosity: 89, Religious
attendance: 1037.
bIncluding maternity leave.

Table 2 Associations of sensory processing sensitivity (standardized to Z-scores) with religious attendance, religiosity,
spirituality and negative religious coping, crude, and adjusted for age, gender, and education level (odds ratios and 95%
confidence intervals).

Variable Religious attendance Religiosity Spirituality NRC Summary

SPSQ Crude 1.14 (0.85, 1.53) 1.43*** (1.27, 1.62) 1.59*** (1.32, 1.92) 1.19 (0.98, 1.45)
Adjusted 1.06 (0.78, 1.43) 1.38*** (1.22, 1.56) 1.61*** (1.33, 1.96) 1.25* (1.02, 1.52)

SPSQ-S Crude 1.13 (0.84, 1.51) 1.34*** (1.18, 1.51) 1.56*** (1.29, 1.90) 1.20 (0.98, 1.46)
Adjusted 1.07 (0.79, 1.45) 1.29*** (1.14, 1.45) 1.57*** (1.29, 1.92) 1.25* (1.02, 1.53)

SPSQ Sensory Processing Sensitivity total score, SPSQ-S Sensory Subscale score of Sensory Processing Sensitivity Questionnaire, NRC negative religious coping.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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assessing the associations of the sensory SPSQ subscale score with
RCT beliefs. The results revealed that SPS was not significantly
associated with RCT beliefs around COVID-19.

Discussion
This study aimed to assess the associations between SPS and R/S,
i.e., religious attendance, religiosity, spirituality, NRC, God image,
and religious conspiracy beliefs in the secular environment of the
Czech Republic. The results, adjusted for age, gender, and edu-
cation level, showed that SPS was associated with religiosity and
spirituality, or rather with some of their domains. Higher SPS
predicted higher religiosity and spirituality, but not regular reli-
gious attendance. SPS was also associated with a higher proneness
to NRC but did not appear to affect belief in RCT. HSPs were also
more likely to see God in a positive way, for example, as forgiving,
loving and ever-present.

We found strong associations between SPS and R/S. The
findings of higher religious and spiritual attitudes in association
with increasing SPS are in line with the theory and previous
research (Acevedo 2020; Aron and Aron 1997). HSPs are more
sensitive to their environment, situations, and feelings of other
people (Acevedo et al. 2017; Jagiellowicz et al. 2011), and thus
tend to be overstimulated by their surroundings (Acevedo 2020;
Aron and Aron 1997; Malinakova et al. 2021). Many studies have
already reported that spirituality-based techniques, e.g., medita-
tion or mindfulness, could alleviate stress (e.g., Hartwick and
Kang 2013; McClintock et al. 2019). Thus, we can presume that
HSPs may benefit from R/S practices, especially those focusing on
reflection and awareness and that these practices may help them
deal with overstimulation. Another explanation may lie in the
deeper thinking (Aron, 2013; Aron et al. 2012; Li et al. 2022) and
search for meaning (Acevedo 2020; Aron and Aron 1997) among
HSPs, which is often considered an aspect of spirituality. By
seeking a deeper meaning in life, HSPs may be more inclined to

spiritual experiences, and the search for something beyond
themselves. Furthermore, previous research has indicated asso-
ciations between SPS and poorer adaptation to adverse life events,
including trauma (Karaca Dinç et al. 2021; Marshall et al. 2010).
While our study did not specifically measure traumatic experi-
ences, we hypothesize that spirituality might provide a source of
support for HSPs facing adversity. Further research incorporating
measures of trauma and spirituality is essential to validate this
hypothesis.

However, we found no significant association between SPS and
religious attendance. It is possible that highly sensitive individuals
may experience spirituality and a relationship with the trans-
cendent internally (Aron 2010), and they do not necessarily need
to associate these experiences with participation in organized
religion (Aron 2013). However, our findings also suggest a trend
towards higher religious attendance among HSPs. Therefore, our
results may be non-significant due to a generally low prevalence
of attending respondents in secular environments, which may
have affected our power to detect differences.

Our findings reveal an association between HSPs and an
increased risk of employing NRC strategies. To the best of our
knowledge, there is no research describing this relationship.
However, previous studies showed that SPS is associated with
poorer mental health, i.e., heightened levels of anxiety, depres-
sion, and neuroticism (Ahadi and Basharpoor 2010; Benham
2006; Engel-Yeger and Dunn 2011; Liss et al. 2005). The same
holds for NRC, which can furthermore both reflect one’s mental
health problems and contribute to their development or wor-
sening (Ano and Vasconcelles 2005; Martínez de Pisón 2023;
Pargament et al. 2004).

Furthermore, increasing levels of sensitivity were associated
with a mostly positive perception of God as forgiving, gentle,
loving, ever-present, motherly, fatherly, just and absolute, but less
strongly also with an image of punishing God. Research shows
that positive God-image characteristics are associated with better

Table 3 Associations of sensory processing sensitivity (standardized to Z-scores) with different images of God, crude and
adjusted for age, gender, and education level (odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals).

Variable Images of God

Critical Distant Ever-present Fatherly Forgiving Gentle

SPSQ Crude 1.07 (0.96, 1.19) 1.06 (0.96, 1.18) 1.24*** (1.12, 1.39) 1.22*** (1.09, 1.35) 1.34*** (1.20, 1.50) 1.26*** (1.13, 1.40)
Adjusted 1.07 (0.96, 1.20) 1.06 (0.96, 1.18) 1.19** (1.07, 1.33) 1.17** (1.05, 1.31) 1.26*** (1.13, 1.41) 1.22*** (1.10, 1.37)

SPSQ-S Crude 1.08 (0.97, 1.20) 1.07 (0.96, 1.19) 1.20** (1.08, 1.34) 1.17** (1.05, 1.30) 1.29*** (1.15, 1.45) 1.21** (0.08, 1.35)
Adjusted 1.09 (0.97, 1.21) 1.07 (0.96, 1.20) 1.16* (1.03, 1.29) 1.13* (1.01, 1.26) 1.22** (1.09, 1.37) 1.17** (1.04, 1.31)

Loving Motherly Punishing Wrathful Just Absolute

SPSQ Crude 1.33*** (1.19, 1.49) 1.21*** (1.09, 1.35) 1.12* (1.01, 1.25) 1.03 (0.92, 1.16) 1.22*** (1.10, 1.36) 1.21*** (1.09, 1.34)
Adjusted 1.26*** (1.13, 1.42) 1.18** (1.05, 1.32) 1.14* (1.02, 1.27) 1.08 (0.96, 1.21) 1.17** (1.05, 1.30) 1.17** (1.05, 1.31)

SPSQ-S Crude 1.26*** (1.13, 1.42) 1.17** (1.05, 1.30) 1.10 (1.00, 1.23) 1.05 (0.93, 1.18) 1.21** (1.08, 1.35) 1.17** (1.05, 1.31)
Adjusted 1.20** (1.07, 1.35) 1.13* (1.01, 1.27) 1.12 (1.00, 1.25) 1.09 (0.97, 1.23) 1.16** (1.04, 1.30) 1.14* (1.02, 1.27)

SPSQ Sensory Processing Sensitivity total score, SPSQ-S Sensory Subscale score of Sensory Processing Sensitivity Questionnaire.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.

Table 4 Associations of sensory processing sensitivity (standardized to Z-scores) with religious conspiracy theories, crude and
adjusted for age, gender, and education level (odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals).

Variable RCT summary RCT 1 RCT 2 RCT 3 RCT 4 RCT 5 RCT 6

SPSQ-
Sa

Crude 1.06 (0.90, 1.25) 1.23 (0.78, 1.94) 0.98 (0.70, 1.39) 1.19 (0.75, 1.87) 1.17 (0.88, 1.55) 1.01 (0.74, 1.37) 0.92 (0.75, 1.13)
Adjusted 1.07 (0.91, 1.26) 1.29 (0.83, 2.00) 1.03 (0.73, 1.46) 1.23 (0.80, 1.90) 1.27 (0.95, 1.70) 1.02 (0.75, 1.40) 0.94 (0.77, 1.15)

aOnly the sensory subscale of the SPSQ questionnaire was included in the data collection.
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psychological well-being as well as higher self-esteem (Gabova
et al. 2021; Stanford et al. 2021), while negative God-image
characteristics are related to greater psychological distress, poorer
well-being, and worse mental health outcomes (Jonker et al. 2008;
Silton et al. 2014; Stauner et al. 2016). Because of the heightened
sensitivity of HSPs to adverse life experiences (Karaca Dinç et al.
2021), their heightened interpersonal sensitivity (Acevedo 2020),
and their higher prevalence of insecure attachment style (Kerley
et al. 2023), we can also suppose that, in line with a compensation
theory (Kirkpatrick and Shaver 1990), HSPs may tend to see God
as a safe haven while facing life difficulties. Furthermore, these
positive images of God may help them to deal with negative
feelings about themselves and their perception of the world
(Greenway et al. 2003). However, more research that would
integrate the attachment style into the analysis is needed to
support this hypothesis.

In our study, we did not observe any significant associations
between SPS and belief in RCT. A possible explanation may lie in
the tendency of HSPs to think more deeply about information
and the world around them (Aron 2020; Aron et al. 2012). As a
result, they may not be inclined to turn to the shortcuts and
simple solutions that conspiracies offer (Goertzel 1994). At the
same time, SPS does not appear to be a protective factor for belief
in conspiracy theories either, given that a negative relationship
between these constructs has not been demonstrated.

Strengths and limitations. This study has several important
strengths. First, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study
to examine the relationship between SPS and the domains of R/S
in such depth and extent. Second, we examine a wide range of
aspects of R/S (including self-reported belief, spirituality, images
of God, NRC, and RCTs), which is uncommon in studies. Third,
the sample size is close to the characteristics of the national
sample regarding age and gender. Despite the study’s contribu-
tion to a deeper understanding of associations between SPS and
R/S, it also has several limitations. One of these is the cross-
sectional design of the study, which does not allow us to make
any conclusions about causality. Another limitation may be
information bias, as our data is self-reported and may be influ-
enced by social desirability. Moreover, some bias is inevitably
caused by the online nature of the questionnaire, which excluded
respondents without internet access. Additionally, the data for
this study were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
unique circumstances of this global health crisis may have
increased respondents’ predisposition towards R/S, as proposed
by research suggesting that under the specific conditions of a
secular environment, the psychological burden of a difficult life
situation like the pandemic can contribute to heightened religious
and spiritual inclinations (Malinakova et al. 2020).

Implications. We found that SPS was related to R/S. This
information may be useful for psychologists, psychotherapists,
social workers, and others in the helping professions, as well as
in spiritual care. When working with people exhibiting high
sensitivity, professionals in the aforementioned fields should
take into account their greater tendency to think more deeply
about topics of faith, spirituality, or the meaning of life, while
also mitigating or eliminating the impact of stressful situations
due to intense experience and overload. For HSPs, faith can
represent inner security, a resource to rely on. Spirituality can
help them in many life situations. Those who work with HSPs
can assume that these people tend to be spiritual and engage
more with themes of spirituality and the meaning of life. When
working with spiritual HSPs, professionals can tailor therapeutic
approaches by incorporating spiritual topics and encouraging

the use of spiritual practices, e.g., meditation or mindfulness.
Additionally, our study underscores the importance of ther-
apeutic work with NRC in order to guide HSPs toward healthier
coping strategies. Moreover, the positive link between SPS and
perceptions of God as loving, gentle, or forgiving suggests ave-
nues for enhancing psychological well-being, with interventions
focusing on fostering positive images of God that may bring
feelings of security and peace.

Due to the specific character of the Czech Republic as a highly
secular environment, it is appropriate to compare the results with
research in prevalently religious countries. Further research is
needed to investigate other concepts that may be related to the
relationship between SPS and R/S, such as self-esteem, attach-
ment style, or other personality traits, as well as variables related
to emotions. For a deeper understanding of the association
between SPS and R/S, it would also be useful to assess these
concepts on the basis of neural correlates.

Conclusions
Our results suggest that SPS is related to aspects of R/S. An
increase in sensory sensitivity scores was related to higher odds of
self-reported religiosity and spirituality. On the other hand, we
found no association of SPS with regular religious attendance.
Increased sensitivity was related to perceiving God as ever-pre-
sent, fatherly, forgiving, loving, motherly, just, absolute, and
punishing. A slight trend can be seen in the association between
SPS and increased odds of using NRC strategies. We found no
significant association between SPS and belief in RCT about the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Our results suggest that high sensitivity is associated with
different dimensions of religiosity and spirituality, which may
have both positive and negative consequences on the experience,
well-being, and, to some extent, the overall health of HSPs.
Religiosity and spirituality can play an important role in the lives
of these individuals, and it seems that experiencing faith itself is
more important than going to church. The study also offers
suggestions on the possible risks and consequences of this trait in
relation to R/S aspects.

Data availability
The datasets generated and/or analyzed during the current study
are available in the Open Science Framework repository: https://
osf.io/z8pfv/.
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