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Introduction 
 

This is the national report which is part of Work Package 3 of the Pro-Motion project, concerning the 

Focus Groups and Interviews conducted with highly sensitive employees and employers. The aim of 

these focus groups and interviews was to investigate the opinions about high sensitivity in the 

workplace and their implications for career management, both from the point of view of highly 

sensitive employees and also from the point of view of employers. This report focuses on the context 

of Portugal and features the results of the research conducted with 10 highly sensitive employees (2 

interviews and 2 focus groups) and with 18 employers (2 focus groups and 10 interviews). In the 

following pages, a description of the participants and the results of the study will be provided.  
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1. Organisational Information 
 

This study counted with a total of 28 participants, among which 10 were highly sensitive employees 

and 18 were employers.  

1.1 Highly sensitive employees 

 

Concerning the highly sensitive employees, two of the interviews and one focus group were conducted 

online. The online focus group was conducted with four participants belonging to the professional 

group of Plant and Machine Operators (ISCO Occupational Group Code 8), the two interviews were 

also conducted with professionals of the same group and the second focus group was done in person 

with 4 people from the Professionals group (ISCO Occupational Group Code 2). 

The data of the participants is summarized in the table below: 

No. Date Participant 
Focus Group or 
Interview 

In-person or 
Online ISCO Professional Group 

1 1/11/2022 
Fernanda 
Assunção Interview 1 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

2 1/12/2022 Inácia Silva Interview 2 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

3 1/21/2022 
Maria da Luz 
Ferreira Focus Group 1 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

4 1/21/2022 Cristina Matias Focus Group 1 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

5 1/21/2022 Alice Gomes Focus Group 1 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

6 1/21/2022 
Fernanda 
Borges Focus Group 1 Online 8 Plant and machine operators 

7 2/9/2022 Rui Soares  Focus Group 2 In-person 2 Professionals 

8 2/9/2022 César Reis Focus Group 2 In-person 2 Professionals 

9 2/9/2022 Daniela Martins Focus Group 2 In-person 2 Professionals 

10 2/9/2022 Joana Silva Focus Group 2 In-person 2 Professionals 
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2. Content related information 
 

2.1 Information about participants  

 

2.1.1Highly Sensitive Employees 

 

Ten employees were involved in this research study, eight women and two men (see pie chart 1).  

 

Pie chart 1  - Sex of the participants 

The following graph shows the year of birth of the participants. 

 

Graph 1 - Participants per year of birth 
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When it comes to the participants, 4 participants had the 9th grade of education, 3 participants had a 

Master’s degree, 2 participants had the 6th year and one participant had completed the 12th year of 

education. 

When it comes to the place of residence, nine of the ten participants lived in a town or village with up 

to 20 000 inhabitants and one participant lived in a village. 

Concerning marital status, 6 participants were married, 3 were single and one was in a non-marital 

partnership. Regarding occupations, two were project managers, two worked in International 

Relations and four worked as seamstresses in a factory (graph 2). 

 

Pie chart 2 - Professions of the participants 

 

All of the participants considered themselves to be highly sensitive and were also considered so upon 

analysis of their responses to the high sensitivity test from the high sensitivity questionnaire. 
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2.2 Categories from the results  

 

This section consists of thematic analysis. The data obtained in the interviews and focus groups was 

codified and several themes and codes were identified.  

For the employees, the main themes analyzed will be the beliefs of high sensitivity, the importance 

of sensitivity for the work performed, management, relations, conditions, and practical implications 

for management. 

For the group of employers, the focus will be on the following themes: beliefs of high sensitivity, 

management of highly sensitive persons, relations, physical working conditions, and implications for 

employee management. 

All of the direct quotes from the participants are translated into English from Portuguese. 

 

2.2.1 Highly Sensitive Employees 

 

Beliefs of high sensitivity 

 

At the beginning of the focus group and the interviews, the participants were asked to define what 

high sensitivity is for them and what they understand by being a highly sensitive (HS) person. Some 

stereotypes were identified, namely that HS people cry easily, that is, have a lack of emotional control 

and that this can affect their work. A total of eight relevant quotations were identified. The two 

following quotations are examples of the stereotypes identified. 

“There are people who cry for any reason and I believe these people are sensitive.” (see 

Appendix, Transcript of interview 1). 

The fact that people are easily affected by external stimuli was also mentioned in Focus Group 2: 

“It is when we let ourselves be easily affected by external stimuli” (…) “And when 

these external stimuli undermine our performance of functions” (see Appendix, 

Transcript of Focus Group 2) 

 

The importance of sensitivity for the work performed 

 

The participants of this study also discussed the importance of sensitivity for the work performed, both 

in positive terms and negative terms. Two codes stood out in this theme, namely that HS increases the 

quality of teamwork and that HS employees have a need for a supportive environment. 
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Concerning teamwork, the participants of both focus groups 

mentioned that their HS was conducive to a good environment 

between colleagues, although in the first focus group the participants mentioned that this good 

relationship was not extended to the boss, as follows: 

“We are all in favour of one another and against the boss.” (see Appendix, Transcript of 

Focus Group 1) 

In the second focus group the participants agreed that HS can be a positive factor in 

interpersonal relationships: 

“I think it can help in interpersonal relationships. At least in my case, considering myself 

a sensitive person, if I see someone who is clearly sadder, I will want to try to help, that 

is, I create more empathy with people.” (see Appendix, Transcript of Focus Group 2) 

 

 

 

In the second interview, the interviewee also mentioned that she makes an effort to create a good 

relationship with her colleagues, as this contributes to making her feel better in her work environment, 

as stated in the following quote: 

Me, what I can do is to calm them down, because I don’t like noise nor do I like when 

people, especially at the workplace, do not get along. I try to avoid that and I try that 

they keep being united because it doesn’t help anything to be mad, it’s enough that 

sometimes we have other problems, due to the manager, and if it’s also between 

them, it’s neither healthy nor very good. I make an effort so that everyone more or 

less gets along. There is no 100%, it never happens, but I always try for us to get 

along. (See Appendix, Transcript from Interview 2, ). 

It can be inferred from the quotes above that HS employees value teamwork and make a 

conscious effort to work towards a supportive environment and encourage cooperation and a 

good relationship between colleagues. 

 

Although the respondents considered that high sensitivity could have a positive effect on their 

work, they also mentioned some negative aspects. One of the mentioned aspects was that they 

were strongly influenced by a negative evaluation of the performance of some tasks, namely 

that some comments on the part of the management could have a negative impact, leaving 

them nervous and wondering what they did wrong. The following quote was mentioned by one 

of the focus group participants: 
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Sometimes I feel like, but this also has to do with past 

experiences on a professional level, I feel like if I’m 

approached, not by my line manager, because there’s a different relationship, but by 

the boss more above me, sometimes a little message can make me nervous, 

immediately. And it might not even be something with the intention of creating, let’s 

say, some panic, but I get nervous immediately. At least I feel like this and I think 

“Come on, what´s coming now?”. For this, sometimes a message is enough to disrupt 

that sense of harmony that you have during the day. (See transcript from Focus 

Group 2, ). 

Additionally, when it comes to negative aspects, the stiffening in the event of work overload 

was also mentioned twice. One respondent mentioned that work overload can lead to 

reprimands on the part of the management, which then leads to low self-esteem and 

another person mentioned that when people are not satisfied with their work, whether it 

is because of overload or other reasons, this leads them to produce less. 

Additionally, it was also mentioned in Focus Group 2 that HS employees tend to have a 

tendency to react with intensity to situations and relationships. 

 

 

Management 

 

The conducted interviews and focus groups also focused on the HS employees’ views on management 

and some characteristics were identified. The most mentioned aspect was that HS employees feel the 

need to participate in decision-making and planning, preferring this style of management. The 

following quotes are representative of the need: 

I think that sometimes there needs to be more time to listen to the employee. (See 

transcript from Focus Group 2) 

I would like to change things, but it’s not me who is going to change anything, 

because I can’t do anything, but I think that when there is understanding people work 

better. When there is respect and people listen to each other, people get to speak. 

And I think the result is very positive. (See transcript from Interview 2,  ) 

This last quote is also linked to another mentioned characteristic, which is the need for transparent 

communication. It is important for HS employees to feel understood and to get to communicate clearly 

with management. The following quote is relevant:  
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“They (the management) should tell things in another way, 

then people would listen and not be as outraged and then they 

would end up being more willing to work. I think. (See transcript from Interview 1)  

It was also mentioned that the environment also has a strong influence on the quality of work of HS 

people and the if the environment is unfavourable, the quality of work is decreased. For example, it 

was mentioned in Interview 1 that when there is an environment where management is always 

criticizing the employees’ work, they lose motivation and become less productive.  

It was also mentioned the importance of trust, that is, that management needs to trust that the 

employee will get things done. This was mentioned in particular in the situation of factory work (see 

interview 1), where employees must produce pieces by the minute, and this leads to a lot of pressure 

and frustration. The interviewee mentions that the time is not enough to make a certain number of 

pieces, but that if this limit was removed, people would produce more. 

 

Relations 

 

The topic of relations was also addressed. The most mentioned topic during the focus groups and 

interviews was the importance of communication in relations. The highly sensitive employees who 

were consulted considered that having high-quality communication has a positive result both on 

their productivity and wellbeing. This is apparent in the following quotes: 

 

(…) when there is understanding, people work better. When there is respect and 

mutual listening, people talk. I think the result is very positive. (See transcript from 

Interview 2) 

(…) there being a follow-up, time to listen, to talk, and this is very important. Knowing 

that if you have a doubt if something happens, a catastrophe, for the world, and you 

have support there, to resort to, even if it’s just for the experience. And this is 

fundamental and a direct correlation for everything that is going to happen next, for 

the results of the company, for your personal and professional results. (See transcript 

from Focus Group 2). 

In addition to being listened to and the importance of good communication, another code was 

particularly relevant, which was the need to count on support, which was not about instrumental help, 

but simply knowing that they can count on their colleagues in case of potential difficulties. This desire 

is apparent in the following quote from Interview 2 (See transcript ): 
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I think that if we are there, we spend the majority of time at 

work, the biggest part of our lives at work, the majority of our 

lives there and I think we should keep ourselves united and support each other.  

Another code that was present, which is connected to the aforementioned one, was that highly 

sensitive employees have great care for relationships and that they strive to create a good relationship 

with the people surrounding them, as this leads to a more comfortable and positive environment at 

work. Additionally, it was also mentioned by the HS employees that the creative process is also quite 

important for them, and that to be creative and achieve a flow state. The importance of listening to 

music while working to achieve a flow state was mentioned by the employees from ISCO group 2. 

Conditions  

The theme of working conditions was also relevant during the interviews and focus groups performed. 

The participants considered this theme particularly important to them and eight different codes were 

identified from the analysis of the focus groups and interviews. First, one of the most important 

aspects for the participant was the importance of a comfortable temperature for their performance. 

Temperature is a topic that seems to be underrated in Portugal, as buildings are typically not ready for 

extreme temperatures, meaning that when it is cold outside, it can be very cold inside as well. For 

example, a comfortable temperature was connected by one participant not only to a person’s well-

being but also to the quality of their performance: 

I believe that the question of temperature, which is a thing that, especially in 

Portugal, tends to be undervalued, because we don’t have appropriate buildings to 

retain heat. I believe that it is an undervalued thing, but has a lot of impact on the 

person’s well-being and performance. (See transcript from Focus Group 2, ). 

 

Remote work was also mentioned as something important, in particular by the participants from ISCO 

group 2 – Professionals. Naturally, the participants from group 8, as factory workers, had no choice 

but to work on location. The people from FG 2, however, mentioned that having the possibility to work 

from home, even in a hybrid system, with some days at the office would be a great option and would 

help them be more productive. The flexibility of schedule was also mentioned as a bonus in terms of 

the potential for increasing productivity.  

Another important code, in particular for the participants who worked in a factory, was the existence 

of an optimal work pace. The nature of their work involved producing a certain number of pieces per 

minute, which leads to stress, as commented by an interviewee: 

Each job has that amount of time, and many times the time is not enough to do it, 

it’s not enough. It needs more time, and they are always pressuring people, for what 

they have to do in that time. And that is very bothersome, and people get stressed 

and depressed because of it. (See transcript of Interview 1). 



 

12 
    

 

             

This project has been funded with the support from the European Commission. "PRO-MOTION.Sensitive career management" 621491-EPP-

1-2020-1-PL-EPPKA3-IPI-SOC-IN This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for 

any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

The distraction by sound stimuli was also mentioned by the HS 

employees, in particular, that working in environments with a lot of 

sound stimuli can be distracting and have an influence on the worker’s productivity.  

The need for adequate space to work was also mentioned, particularly when it comes to ergonomic 

material, which in the participants’ opinion, should be ensured by the management of the company. 

It is also important to refer that the code “Work-related overload perceived as somatic complaints” 

was also mentioned, in particular by the factory workers. As previously mentioned, the fact that they 

must sew a certain number of pieces per minute can lead to stress, and then depression, according to 

one of the interviewees. And another participant also mentioned that the nature of their work makes 

them strain their eyes, which leads to vision problems: 

We have already complained sometimes that the lighting is not the best, and while 

there is no lack of lighting, I think it’s not the best because sewing is a job in which 

we have to really focus our eyes, which really harms our vision. (See transcript of 

interview 2, ).  

The need to avoid monotony was mentioned. This was linked to the need to have changes in working 

conditions for better performance. The members of Focus Group 2 mentioned, for example, the 

possibility of working from home sometimes or having flexible schedules as something that can work 

as a stimulus, or even just how the fact of looking out the window can stimulate creativity.  

And lastly, in terms of working conditions, the aesthetics of the work environment were also deemed 

important by the interviewees. The care for the aesthetics of a work environment, even something as 

simple as having plants in the office, was mentioned as something that can increase the workers’ well-

being and even foster creativity (See transcript Focus Group 2).  

 

Practical implications for management 

 

When it comes to the practical implications for management, two codes came up, “Supporting 

monitoring in the supervision of the implementation” and “Attentiveness to loading with tasks”. The 

first code was mentioned in the interview with employees from ISCO group 2, where it was mentioned 

that feeling supported by the management is important to increase a HS employee’s confidence in 

their work, which is apparent in the following quote: 

 
If your superiors create a good work environment and have a good or reasonable 

proximity channel, you feel much better doing things, and confident, this will give 

you more tranquillity, more security, and this will be reflected in your results. (See 

Focus Group 2, ). 
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The code “Attentiveness to loading with tasks” came up with the 

focus groups and interviews with the HS employees from Group 8. As 

previously mentioned, their work involves producing a certain number of pieces per minute, which 

leads to stress. It was mentioned that if the management removed this time constraint, the workers 

would be happier and more productive. 

 

QUANTITATIVE DATA FOR EMPLOYEES 

 

1. Sample and data - characteristics of the research group- 

Descriptive statistics of the sample. 

Descriptive statistics for the participants who took part in the quantitative phase of the project are 

given below. 

 

   Table 1. Sociodemographic data of the sample 

Sociodemographic variables   
Total sample N=3 

n (%)/Mean (DT) 

Age 39.49 (10.47) 

Gender  

      Male 6 (18.8) 

      Female  26 (81.3) 

Level of education    

       High school  2 (6.3)  

      Bachelor 18 (37.5) 

      Master degree 12 (56.3) 
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Sociodemographic variables   
Total sample N=3 

n (%)/Mean (DT) 

Marital status  

        In a couple or married  18 (56.3) 

Widower 1 (3.1) 

Divorced 3 (9.4 

        Single 10 (31.3) 

Size of the place of residence    

      Until 20,000 inhabitants 14 (43.8) 

From 20,001 to 100,000 inhabitants   11 (34.4) 

100,001 inhabitants or more  7 (21.9) 

Formal background  

     Teaching  21  

External Affaires 3 

Marketing 1 

Beauty care 1 

Architect 1 

     Psychology  1  

Current professional field  
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Sociodemographic variables   
Total sample N=3 

n (%)/Mean (DT) 

    Education 21  

   Others 7  

 

2. Measures 

 

The characteristics of the instruments employed in the quantitative phase of the project are 

described below. 

• Sociodemographic data. An ad-hoc questionnaire was included to determine the main 

characteristics of the participants (gender, year of birth, educational level, size of their 

place of residence, marital status, profession of study, profession currently exercised, 

name of the company in which they work, group to which they belong in their work). 

 

• The Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS; Aron & Aron, 1997; Spanish adaptation 

by Chacón et al., 2021), is an instrument designed to assess environmental sensitivity 

as a personality trait. It consists of 27 items, with a 7-point Likert-type scale (from 

1=Strongly disagree to 7=Strongly agree). The Portuguese adaptation has five 

dimensions: i) Sensitivity to overstimulation (SOS): items 5, 11, 14, 16, 19, 21, 23, 26, 

27; ii) Aesthetic sensitivity (AES): items 2, 3, 8, 10, 15, 22; iii) Low sensory threshold 

(LST): items 1, 7, 9, 18, 25. iv) Psychophysiological discrimination (FPD): items 4, 6, 

13, 20; v) Harm avoidance (HA): items 12, 17, 24. For its correction, averages are made 

to calculate the value of the dimensions separately and for the total score of the scale is 

an overall average of all items. There are no inverse items. Higher scores indicate 

higher levels of sensory processing sensitivity. The internal consistency of the total 

scale score of the Portuguese adaptation of HSPS-S was α = 0.92 and the HSPS 
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subscales presented acceptable reliability scores with α 

= 0.86 for SOS, α = 0.79 for AES, α = 0.82 for LST, α = 0.56 for FPD and α = 0.67 for 

HA (Chacón et al., 2021). 

 

• The Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI; Maslach, 1996) is an instrument designed to 

assess Burnout syndrome. It consists of 22 items with a Likert-type scale ranging from 

1 (never) to 5 (daily). It is distributed in 3 subscales: i) Emotional Exhaustion (EA), 9 

items: 1,2,3,6,8,13,14,16,20. The maximum score is 54. High scores correspond to high 

feelings of being emotionally exhausted by the demands of the job. ii) 

Depersonalization (DP), 5 items: 5,10,11,15,22. The maximum score is 30. High scores 

correspond to a high tendency of coldness and detachment attitudes. iii) Personal 

Accomplishment at work (PR), 8 items: 4,7,9,12,17,18,19,21. The maximum score is 

48, The higher score, the greater feelings of self-efficacy and self-fulfillment at work. 

The syndrome can be observed when the person scores high on the first two subscales 

and low on the third. The internal consistency of the subscales is α = 0.82 for AE, α = 

0.80 for DP and α = 0.85 for RP (Manso-Pinto, 2006). 

 

• The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985) is an instrument 

designed to assess the global cognitive judgements of individuals' satisfaction with their 

life. It consists of 5 items with a Likert-type scale with 7 response possibilities in which 

participants indicate the degree of agreement with each statement (from 1=Strongly 

disagree to 7=Strongly agree). The internal consistency of the scale was α = 0.87 

(Diener et al., 1985). A score of between 5 and 35 is obtained. Scores are assigned in 

six categories: 31-35, very satisfied; 26-30, satisfied; 21-25, somewhat satisfied; 20, 

neutral; 15-19, somewhat dissatisfied; 10-14, dissatisfied; and 5-9, very dissatisfied 

(Pavot & Diener, 1993). 
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3. Process of research carried out  

 

 

Prior to complete the research survey electronically via Google platform, participants 

were provided with the informed consent, and they were asked to accomplish the online 

questionnaire, which took 7 minutes roughly. Participation was voluntary anonymous, 

and no compensation of any kind was received for it. Participants could drop out of the 

study at any time. Appropriate measures were taken to safeguard the information in 

compliance with Organic Law 3/2018 on data protection and guarantee of digital rights. 

Here is the link used for the questionnaire: https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1L67-

ck57i1QJZsPn8ZQZH9ZIu9XgzTDWqIqeJoefiPk/edit#responses 

 

4. Descriptive Statistics of the questionnaires 

 

In the Table 2, the mean and standard deviation of the total score and the score obtained in each 

dimension of the Highly Sensitive Person Scale (HSPS) questionnaire have been included. 

       Table 2. Means and standard deviations of the HSPS total score and its dimensions. 

Total score/dimensions M (SD) 

Sensitivity to overstimulation  4.38 

Aesthetic sensitivity  6.21 

Low sensory threshold  5.17 

Psychophisiological discrimination  1.53 

Harm avoidance  5.79 

HSPS total score 4.62 

 

Table 3 includes means and standard deviations of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) 

dimensions. 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1L67-ck57i1QJZsPn8ZQZH9ZIu9XgzTDWqIqeJoefiPk/edit#responses
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1L67-ck57i1QJZsPn8ZQZH9ZIu9XgzTDWqIqeJoefiPk/edit#responses
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Table 3. Means and standard deviations of the MBI 

dimensions. 

Dimensions M (SD) 

Emotional exhaustion  19.41 

Despersonalization  9.34 

Personal accomplishment at work  35.47 

 

In the Table 4, means and standard deviations of the total score in the Satisfaction with Life 

Scale (SWLS), the Quantitative Workload Inventory (QWI), and The Interpersonal Conflict at 

Work Scale (ICAWS) have been included.  

Table 4. Means and standard deviations of the SWLS. 

Items M (SD) 

SWLS 21.05 
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3. Appendix - Transcripts 
3.1 Employee Transcripts 

3.1.1 – Interview 1 
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3.1.2 – Interview 2
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3.1.3 Focus Group 1
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3.1.4 Focus Group 2
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