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Chapter 7 

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This thesis aimed to contribute to the current understanding of how alexithymia affects 

the processing of emotions, and to shed light upon the electrophysiological and neural 

substrates of this personality construct. To this end, Chapter 2 investigated how 

individuals with alexithymia process emotions conveyed by speech by measuring the 

electrophysiological responses to subconsciously and consciously perceived emotional 

prosody. In Chapter 3, we looked at the impact of alexithymia on the perception of 

affective mismatches in prosody and music and their electrophysiological correlates using 

a cross-modal affective priming paradigm. Chapter 4 was devoted to a more thorough 

ERP investigation of the mechanisms underlying priming effects in affective 

categorization tasks such as used in Chapter 3. In Chapter 5, we employed functional 

magnetic resonance imaging to investigate the neural correlates of affective mentalizing 

in alexithymia. Chapter 6 explored how alexithymia manifests at the structural brain level 

using voxel-based morphometry. In the current Chapter 7, I summarize the results of 

these studies and discuss how our findings extend the current state of knowledge 

regarding the neural basis of emotion processing in alexithymia. 

The electrophysiology of alexithymia 

Emotional prosody 

Previous research on alexithymia mainly focused on the processing of visual affective 

material, such as emotional pictures, words, and film clips. Being able to understand the 

emotional qualities of speech, which provide information about the emotional state and 

intentions of a speaker, is an important part of social communication. Emotional prosody 

recognition in relation to alexithymia at the behavioral level was tested in one previous 

study (Swart et al., 2009) using sentences with emotional content (e.g., happy) spoken 

with incongruent prosody (e.g., angry), which did not observe significant differences in 

emotional prosody identification as a function of alexithymia. Nevertheless, it is 

conceivable that alexithymia affects emotional prosody comprehension in a more subtle 

manner evading detection by behavioral measures. ERPs with their measurement 
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sensitivity in the range of milliseconds are potentially more suited to detect such subtle 

processing impairments. We followed this rationale and used ERPs to test our hypothesis 

of a reduced sensitivity to variations in the emotional tone of voice in alexithymia in 

Chapter 2 of this thesis. Low- and high-scorers on affective and cognitive alexithymia 

were asked to detect changes in emotional prosody (attended processing, task 2) and to 

focus on watching a movie while syllables spoken in differing prosody were played in the 

background (unattended processing, task 1). 

We found that already during unattended processing, alexithymia was associated 

with altered electrophysiological responses to emotional prosody, as indexed by 

differences in the MMN, an ERP component reflecting the amount of personal relevance 

(subconsciously) assigned to an event. Specifically, we observed that individuals scoring 

high on cognitive alexithymia showed a left-hemisphere bias during early acoustic 

encoding of unattended emotional speech, as indexed by shorter eMMN latencies. For 

disgusted prosody, we additionally observed a delayed right-hemispheric eMMM. A left 

hemisphere preference was also evident in individuals scoring high on affective 

alexithymia, though only in response to disgusted prosody. Our finding of a left-

hemisphere preference during the processing of emotional prosody, a cognitive function 

thought to be largely mediated by the right hemisphere (e.g., Pell & Baum, 1997; Pell, 

1998; Wunderlich et al., 2003) is in line with the hypothesis of a hyperactive left 

hemisphere during emotional processing in alexithymia (e.g., Bermond et al., 2005), and 

suggests that decreased abilities to interpret, analyze, and verbalizing feelings are linked 

to a hyper-reliance on the left hemisphere during the processing of emotional stimuli, 

normally specialized for cognitive analyses rather than emotional processing (Gazzaniga, 

1995). 

In addition, individuals scoring high on affective alexithymia displayed a general 

reduction in lMMN amplitudes during the unattended perception of emotional prosody, 

indicating that low abilities to emotionalize and fantasize are linked to a reduced 

sensitivity and less personal relevance assigned to emotions conveyed by speech even at 

unattended processing levels. Our finding of a reduction in P3 amplitudes during the 
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detection of deviants in emotional prosody (task 2) further supports this conclusion, as 

amplitudes of this component reflect the amount of personal importance ascribed to a 

stimulus (Cuthbert et al., 2000; Schupp et al., 2000). While this reduction in P3 

amplitudes was evident in both alexithymia dimensions, it was stronger for negative 

(angry and disgusted) compared to positive (happy) prosody in cognitive alexithymia. 

Such a valence difference was not found in individuals with affective alexithymia, who 

showed reduced P3 amplitudes for all prosodic deviants (happy, angry, disgusted) and 

displayed an ever stronger P3 amplitude reduction for prosodic stimuli spoken in high 

intensity. This could suggest that individuals with cognitive alexithymia may be 

particularly impaired in the processing of negative emotional information, whereas 

affective alexithymia may be associated with a more general impairment in emotional 

speech perception that seems especially pronounced for emotions spoken with high 

intensity. However, these findings are preliminary and await confirmation by future 

research. 

 

Emotional music 

Expanding our approach to look at the impact of alexithymia on emotional processing in 

the auditory domain, we tested the processing of emotional prosody as well as emotional 

music in Chapter 3 of this thesis. In this experiment, we employed a cross-modal affective 

priming paradigm using short (600 ms) segments of happy and sad emotional prosody 

and natural music conveying happy or sad emotion as well as visually presented words 

with positive and negative connotations as primes and targets. Subjects were asked to 

categorize the respective prosody, music, or word target based on its valence (affective 

categorization). We used a very short (200 ms) stimulus onset asynchrony between 

primes and targets to test the impact of alexithymia on the affective priming effect (an 

automatic effect occurring outside of conscious awareness) and on negativities in the 

N400 time-window, known to be sensitive to mismatches in affective meaning (for a 

review, see Kutas & Federmeier, 2011). 
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Confirming our hypothesis of a reduced perception of mismatches in affective meaning 

conveyed by music and prosody, we observed diminished amplitudes of the N400 with 

increasing scores on alexithymia. However, this effect did not surface at the behavioral 

level as there was no difference in reaction time as a function of alexithymia. Interestingly, 

our results revealed an asymmetry in the impact of alexithymia on N400 amplitudes for 

target type: alexithymia was only associated with reduced N400 amplitudes to music and 

prosody targets, but not to word targets. We suggest that this asymmetry may be due to 

an internal verbalization of the target valence required in conditions in which music and 

prosody served as targets, but not in conditions in which words were presented as targets. 

Difficulty to verbalize emotions is a diagnostic criterion of alexithymia (Nemiah et al., 

1976), and difficulty describing emotions conveyed by music has been observed in 

individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders, with which alexithymia exhibits high 

comorbidity (Berthoz & Hill, 2005a, b; Hill et al., 2004). Thus, we suggest that difficulty to 

verbalize emotions conveyed by music and prosody may underlie the observed asymmetry 

in N400 amplitude reduction. Note that in this study the TAS-20 questionnaire was used, 

which assesses only the cognitive dimension of alexithymia. Consequently, these findings 

only account for cognitive alexithymia and their validity for affective alexithymia should 

be tested in future research. 

 

Mechanisms of affective priming 

The phenomenon of affective priming is part of the long standing ‘primacy of emotion’ 

debate, which can be traced back to the founder of experimental psychology (Wundt, 

1907). The affective priming effect has caught scientific interest for more than three 

decades, yet the nature of the mechanisms underlying this effect remains elusive. Early 

explanations proposed spreading of activation to cause the effect (e.g., Bargh et al., 1996; 

De Houwer et al., 2001), assuming that affective valence is represented in an associative 

network of interconnected target nodes. When an affective prime is encountered, it is 

thought to pre-activate the representations of affectively related targets at the conceptual 
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level, thereby leading to faster encoding and in turn to faster reaction times to targets that 

are affectively related to the prime. More recently, researchers have begun to 

conceptualize the affective priming effect in terms of conflict at the response level rather 

than at the conceptual level (e.g., De Houwer et al., 2002; Wentura, 1999; 2000). This 

response conflict account suggests that the affective prime automatically triggers a 

corresponding response tendency, which leads to faster encoding of affectively related 

targets, resulting in faster reaction times, but to response inhibition when the target 

valence differs from the valence of the prime (Stroop-like interference effect). Note that 

the two mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. 

In Chapter 4, we set out to systematically test the contribution of conflict at the 

response level to affective priming and accompanying negativities in the N400 time-

window by means of ERPs. We used the same data as in Chapter 3, in which subjects were 

to categorize music, prosody, and word targets based on their valence (affective 

categorization), and conducted an additional experiment, identical in paradigm and 

stimuli, but instructed participants to categorize the targets based on non-affective 

characteristics. This design systematically manipulated the possibility of response conflict 

to occur: in experiment 1 (affective categorization), both spreading of activation and 

response conflict could underlie affective priming. In experiment 2 (non-affective 

categorization), the affective dimension of the prime is irrelevant to the task as targets 

were to be judged based on characteristics unrelated to the affective dimension, excluding 

the possibility of response conflict to occur. We predicted that if the affective priming 

effects and negativities in the N400 time-window observed in experiment 1 were indeed 

caused by response conflict, no affective priming and no N400-like effects should be 

evident in experiment 2. 

Indeed, our results revealed a clear pattern confirming this hypothesis. While robust 

affective priming effects were found in experiment 1 for prosody, music, and word targets, 

accompanied by negativities in the N400 time-window, no affective priming effects and 

no N400-like effects occurred in experiment 2. We conclude that response conflict indeed 

is an important factor in driving affective priming and N400-like effects during the 

affective categorization of words, prosody, and music. 
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The neural correlates of alexithymia 

Affective mentalizing 

In the past decade, neuroimaging studies have begun to shed light onto the neural 

substrates of alexithymia. Paradigms employed in these studies comprise the presentation 

of emotional pictures, masked or unmasked facial expressions of emotion, the observation 

of fearful body expressions and pain situations, and the imagery of autobiographic 

emotional events. 

Theory of Mind (or Mentalizing), the cognitive skill of understanding that others 

have beliefs, desires, and intentions different from the self (Frith & Frith, 2003) has been 

tested only by one previous fMRI study in relation to alexithymia (Moriguchi et al., 2006). 

Using animated triangles acting like humans or moving randomly, this study found 

impaired performance during intention recognition in alexithymia, accompanied by 

hypoactivity of the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), suggesting that alexithymia is 

associated with an impairment in understanding the intentions of others. 

In Chapter 5, we employed fMRI to test the impact of alexithymia on the ability to 

mentalize specifically about the emotional state of others (affective mentalizing), and to 

investigate neural activity during affective mentalizing as a function of cognitive versus 

affective alexithymia. We used scenes of social interactions, in which each character’s 

emotional state depends on their belief: one character has a True Belief (full knowledge 

about the situation), the other character has a False Belief (partial knowledge or a 

misperception of the situation). The scenes were presented in two conditions: emotion 

recognition (“What is X feeling?”) and emotion inference (“What would X feel if they had 

full knowledge about the situation?”). 

Results of this study showed no behavioral difference in affective mentalizing as a 

function of cognitive and affective alexithymia. However, at the neural level we observed a 

differential impact of cognitive versus affective alexithymia during the prediction of 

other’s emotional states (emotion inference). Cognitive alexithymia correlated positively 

with activity in left posterior cingulate cortex (PCC) and thalamus, both extending into 
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the right hemisphere, the bilateral precuneus, and with increased activity in a left-

hemispheric cluster in the superior parietal and occipital lobe including the cuneus and 

precuneus. Affective alexithymia correlated positively with activity in middle cingulate 

cortex. 

All of these regions are commonly observed during emotion processing. Thalamic 

activity is related to the perception, experience, and recall of emotion (e.g., Lane et al., 

1997b; Damasio, et al., 2000), and is integral to the experience of monitoring one’s internal 

feeling states (George et al., 1995; Kimbrell et al., 1999; Damasio et al., 2000). The PCC and 

precuneus in particular are parts of the standard mentalizing circuit (Lemogne et al., 2011). 

According to the simulation theory (Gallese & Goldmann, 1998; Gallese et al., 2004), 

people use emotion-related neural mechanisms to simulate other’s emotional experiences 

in order to best understand their thoughts and feelings (i.e., mentalize). Mentalizing 

about others thus involves self-referential processing, and studies investigating self- and 

other-referential processing have shown that the neural circuits subserving these 

processes are largely identical (for a review, see Lombardo et al., 2010). This circuitry is 

thought to consist of two systems, a low-level embodied, simulative system comprising 

anterior insula, middle cingulate cortex, frontal operculum/ventral premotor cortex, and 

somatosensory cortex, which is active during the observation of other’s acting or 

experiencing emotional or somatosensory states, and a higher-level inference-based 

system recruited during reflection about oneself and others, comprising the medial 

prefrontal cortex (mPFC), PCC/precuneus, and temporo-parietal junction (TPJ). 

According to the results of our study, alexithymia was not associated with 

differences in neural activity during the mere recognition of others’ emotions, but with 

hyperactivity of emotion- and mentalizing-related regions during the prediction of other’s 

emotional responses, that is, when subjects were required to generate an internal affective 

representation of the predicted emotional response. The fact that affective alexithymia 

positively correlated with activity in middle cingulate cortex, part of the low-level 

embodied, simulative system, could reflect a higher effort to access one’s own 

representations of feeling states when asked to predict other’s emotional responses in 

individuals with difficulty to emotionalize and fantasize. 



Summary and conclusions 

175 

 

Cognitive alexithymia, the difficulty to analyze, interpret and verbalize one’s own feelings, 

was associated with hyperactivity of the thalamus, PCC, and precuneus during the 

prediction of others’ emotional responses in our study, suggesting higher effort to 

generate an emotional response and to monitor one’s own feeling states, reflected in 

thalamic hyperactivity, and increased effort during higher-level inference-based 

prediction of others’ emotional responses, reflected in hyperactivity of PCC and 

precuneus. In conclusion, this study provides first evidence for a hyper-engagement of the 

mentalizing circuit during the prediction of others’ emotional responses in alexithymia, 

and suggests a low-level impairment in affective alexithymia but a higher-level 

impairment in cognitive alexithymia during affective mentalizing. 

Brain morphology 

Up to today, only a handful of studies attempted to investigate how alexithymia manifests 

at the structural brain level, and results of these studies are inconsistent. Further, none of 

these studies differentiated between the cognitive and the affective dimension of 

alexithymia. In Chapter 6, we employed voxel-based morphometry (VBM) to investigate 

regional gray matter volume differences as a function of cognitive and affective 

alexithymia in a sample of 40 female and male subjects. 

The results of this study are straightforward: female and male high-scorers on 

cognitive alexithymia, compared to low-scorers, exhibited significantly larger gray matter 

volumes in the right posterior insula, extending into the rolandic operculum, superior 

temporal gyrus, and Heschl gyrus in the right hemisphere (BA 13). Affective alexithymia 

was not associated with significant differences in gray matter volume in this sample. 

The posterior insula is involved in the general awareness of one’s own body and in 

the processing of visceral and somatosensory sensations (Craig, 2002; Adolphs et al., 2000; 

Karnath et al., 2005; Khalsa et al., 2009). Previous studies on emotion processing in 

alexithymia reported increased insular activity during the viewing of pain-related images 

(Moriguchi et al., 2006) and emotional film clips (Karlsson et al., 2008) in individuals with 

alexithymia, indicative of hyperactive bodily brain regions during emotional processing 
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possibly related to the alexithymic tendency to somatize feelings (Karlsson et al., 2008). In 

line with this interpretation, Zhang and coworkers suggested their finding of higher 

insular gray matter density to indicate a greater reliance on bodily sensations during 

emotional processing in alexithymic smokers (Zhang et al., 2011). Corroborating and 

extending these previous reports, we suggest the right insula, particularly its posterior 

part, to be a key correlate of cognitive, but not affective alexithymia, reflecting a greater 

relevance of bodily sensations during emotional processing in individuals with difficulty 

to analyze, interpret, and verbalize their feelings.  

Novelty 

The aim of this thesis was to contribute to a better understanding of how alexithymia 

affects the processing of emotions, and to disentangle the electrophysiological and neural 

correlates of deficits in emotional processing associated with this personality trait. The 

studies presented in this thesis employed behavioral measures, ERPs, and functional as 

well as structural MRI to test emotional stimuli and paradigms that have not, or barely, 

studied before in the context of research on alexithymia, including the perception of 

emotions conveyed by prosody and music as well as the ability to mentalize about the 

feelings of others. 

We showed for the first time that the electrophysiological processing of emotional 

speech qualities is impaired in alexithymia during conscious and even subconscious 

perception (Chapter 2). The results of this study further suggested a differential impact of 

the cognitive and the affective dimension of alexithymia on the perception of emotions 

conveyed by speech. Chapter 3 extended these findings by providing evidence that 

cognitive alexithymia is associated with a reduced sensitivity to the perception of 

mismatches in the affective meaning of prosody and also music during cross-modal visual-

auditory processing. 

Chapter 4 was devoted to a more thorough investigation of the affective priming 

phenomenon, which has been studied for more than three decades, yet the exact nature of 

affective priming has remained elusive. This cross-modal study shows that affective 
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prosody and music are capable of interfering with the processing of visually presented 

affective words and to elicit N400-like effects. Importantly, results of this study argue for a 

significant role of conflict at the response level in causing priming effects during affective 

stimulus evaluation. 

The results of the affective mentalizing fMRI study (Chapter 5) showed that despite 

unimpaired behavioral task performance during the recognition and prediction of other’s 

emotional responses, alexithymia was associated with hyperactivity of emotion- and 

mentalizing-related brain regions. Notably, findings of this study further emphasize the 

relevance of distinguishing between the cognitive and affective alexithymia dimension, as 

affective alexithymia appeared to be related to neural hyperactivity within the low-level 

embodied, simulation system during the prediction of other’s emotional responses, 

whereas cognitive alexithymia was found to be associated with hyperactivity of brain 

regions involved in higher-level, inference-based processing during emotion prediction. In 

addition to these differences in brain function during emotional processing, the results of 

our structural MRI study (Chapter 6) implicated the right insula, particularly its posterior 

portion, as a key correlate of cognitive, but not affective alexithymia, likely reflecting the 

tendency of individuals with difficulty to analyze, interpret, and verbalize their feelings to 

rely more strongly on the perception of bodily sensations during emotional processing. 

Conclusions and future directions 

On a general note, the results of the studies presented in this thesis suggest that 

alexithymia not only affects the way visual stimuli such as emotional words, pictures, and 

film clips are perceived, but also how emotions conveyed by speech prosody and music 

are processed in the brain. Remarkably, this reduced sensitivity to emotions perceived in 

one’s auditory environment seems to be evident not only at conscious processing levels 

but appears to alter the brain’s electrophysiological response outside of conscious 

awareness, as the findings of Chapter 2 and 3 indicate. However, it should be born in 

mind that we tested only female participants in Chapter 2, and that only the cognitive 
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dimension of alexithymia was investigated in Chapter 3. Future studies could investigate 

whether the differences in the conscious and subconscious perception of emotional 

prosody extrapolates to the male population with alexithymia, and explore whether it is 

only the cognitive or also the affective alexithymia dimension that is associated with 

reduced perception of mismatches in the affective meaning of prosody and music. 

When testing the underlying mechanisms of affective priming by music and speech 

in Chapter 4, we found that affective priming and N400-like interference effects were 

only evident during affective target categorization, allowing for spreading activation as 

well as response conflict to drive priming effects, but not when targets were evaluated 

based on non-affective characteristics, a situation in which response conflict is excluded 

as a possible mechanism of affective priming. These results argue for an important role of 

conflict at the response level in causing priming effects during affective evaluation. 

However, one should keep in mind that this conclusion is based on a null-effect (i.e., the 

absence of effects observed in experiment 2 as opposed to experiment 1), and that an 

attention bias toward the affective (experiment 1) versus non-affective dimensions 

(experiment 2) could have confounded the observed findings. Results of this study should 

therefore be replicated in future studies not relying on null-effects and controlling for 

attentional demands. 

Chapter 5 further showed that alexithymia is associated with differential activity in 

brain regions implicated in emotion processing and mentalizing. Though not formally 

demonstrated before, it seems rather intuitive that individuals with marked difficulty to 

analyze and interpret their own feelings will show aberrant neural activity when asked to 

mentalize about other’s emotional responses, as the ability to predict the feelings of 

others is likely to be related to awareness of one’s own feelings. Nevertheless, the results 

of this study not only show that alexithymia is associated with neural hyperactivity during 

the prediction of other’s emotional states, they suggest a differential involvement of 

affective compared to cognitive alexithymia. While affective alexithymia seems to be 

related to hyperactivity of regions participating in more low-level, embodied processing, 

cognitive alexithymia appears to be associated with hyper-engagement of brain areas 

mediating higher-level, inference-based processing during the prediction of other’s 
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emotions. However, only the interaction of cognitive alexithymia with neural activity 

survived correction for multiple comparisons in this study. Consequently, our reported 

correlation between affective alexithymia and activity of middle cingulate cortex awaits 

confirmation by future research. 

In our structural MRI study presented in Chapter 6, we further found that cognitive 

alexithymia is associated with increased gray matter volume of the right posterior insula, 

interpreted to reflect a stronger reliance on bodily sensations during emotional processing 

in female and male individuals with difficulty to analyze, interpret, and verbalize their 

feelings. Affective alexithymia, however, did not correlate significantly with gray matter 

volume. Though our finding of enlarged insular volume was robust in that it was a very 

large cluster observed in female as well as male participants and results were corrected for 

multiple comparisons, we did not formally assess somatization tendencies in our sample. 

Therefore, our interpretation of larger insula volume being linked to a hyper-reliance on 

somatic sensations during emotion processing could be tested more directly in future 

studies relating insular volume to somatization tendencies in alexithymic individuals. 

In summary, the findings of this thesis extend the existing literature on alexithymia 

by showing that deficits in emotion processing associated with this personality trait are 

not only evident during visual processing but also affect the processing of emotions 

conveyed by auditory material such as speech prosody and music, and that such deficits 

occur already during subconscious emotion perception. Moreover, we provide evidence 

for neural hyperactivity during mentalizing about other’s emotional responses, which 

seems differentially related to the affective versus the cognitive dimension of alexithymia. 

In addition, our findings indicate that at least cognitive alexithymia is related to 

differences in cerebral morphology. Taken together, the findings of this thesis support the 

idea to conceive this multi-faceted personality trait not as a unitary construct but to 

differentiate between a cognitive and an affective dimension of alexithymia. 
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Clinical implications 

New insights into emotion processing deficits in alexithymia as provided by the present 

thesis and the clinical relevance of a differential impact of the cognitive and the affective 

alexithymia dimension on emotional processing seem particularly important considering 

that the treatment of alexithymia has proven difficult over the years. Nemiah and Sifneos 

(1970) described their alexithymic psychosomatic patients as “seemingly detached, 

unconcerned, and distant”, hampering therapeutic progress. Clinical investigations 

confirmed that higher levels of alexithymia are related to worse therapy outcome (Grabe 

et al., 2008; Ogrodniczuk et al., 2005; Taylor et al., 1997). Recently, Vanheule and 

coworkers suggested that the underlying problem of therapeutic failure in the case of 

alxithymia is that psychotherapists generally approach patients with a symbolic mode of 

communication, expecting patients to address their problems via talking. However, this 

mode of communication is inconsistent with the alexithymic tendency to communicate 

non-symbolically and respond behaviorally to feelings of arousal (Vanheule et al., 2011). 

The result is a mismatch between patient and therapist, causing frustration in both, as the 

therapist feels bored and irritated by the patient’s apparent lack of cooperation, and the 

patient feels helpless when required to use symbolic communication. Vanheule and 

colleagues suggest that treatment of alexithymia must be tailored to the patient’s non-

symbolic response style. The authors propose a new model of therapeutic intervention 

linking the Freudian roots of alexithymia to the Lacanian concept of the other and to 

contemporary attachment theory, which could lead to a more successful treatment of 

clinical alexithymia and which will be described in the following. 

According to Freud’s account of actual neurosis (Freud, 1905), bodily arousal 

produces tension that can only be reduced via binding it to mental representations. In 

cases of actual neurosis, the step toward a mental representation of one’s feeling state has 

not been successful. Thus, arousal remains at the level of the body and feelings of distress 

are experienced as intolerable bodily tension. Inspired by this Freudian point of view, 

Vanheule and coworkers conceptualize alexithymia as a difficulty in processing and 

regulating affective arousal by means of mental representations (Vanheule et al., 2008). 
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Following Lacan’s theory of the mirror stage, human development starts with an 

experience of organic disturbance and discord the child cannot control (Lacan, 2006). In 

the mirror stage, the other provides language and narration to create a symbolic order of 

the child’s inner life and its surrounding world, which the child uses to gradually build 

mental representations of itself and the world, making its internal and external world 

comprehensible and controllable (Vanheule & Verhaeghe, 2009; Verhaeghe, 1998, 2004). 

According to attachment theory, it is through mirroring by the caregiver that 

mentalization emerges (Fonagy et al., 2002; Holmes, 2001). 

Vanheule and colleagues consider alexithymia as a marker of problems in developing 

accounts of one’s own experiences of arousal and failure to use interpersonal 

communication to manage distress (Vanheule et al., 2011). Starting from Lacanian theory, 

they suggest that therapy of alexithymia should focus on naming and verbally articulating 

problematic events in the patient’s life. From attachment theory, mirroring can be used by 

the therapist to address the patient’s distressing experience of arousal. The aim of their 

model is that the patient learns to build up mental representations of difficult life 

situations, which can be achieved in three steps. First, the chain of events constituting the 

difficult situation needs to be put into words. Second, the patient’s appraisal of the 

difficult situation needs to be made explicit. Lastly, the patient’s emotional responses to 

problematic situations are addressed and ways of dealing with them discussed. During the 

course of therapy, the patient gradually learns to construct mental representations of 

distressing life events and of his/her own affective responses to such events. Ultimately, 

the alexithymic patient will learn to become more aware of his/her feelings and to 

regulate them more efficiently, which will lead to a significant improvement of his/her 

quality of life. 

In conclusion, while the treatment of alexithymia and associated affective disorders 

was not a direct aim of the research presented here, our findings provide new insights into 

the nature of emotional processing in alexithymia and suggest that the cognitive and the 

affective dimension of this personality trait may be differentially related to deficits in the 

processing of emotions. The identification of different alexithymia types based on this 
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differentiation could have important clinical implications as it may lead to more precise 

predictions of vulnerability to psychopathology and guide treatment of alexithymia and 

psychiatric disorders characterized by difficulty in dealing with one’s feelings. 




