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a b S t r a c t

Alexithymia represents a personality trait construct characterized primarily by 
difficulties in the capacity to identify and verbalize emotions. In the present pa-
per, we review the existing results from psychological studies based on behavioral 
methods with respect to the automatic and controlled processing of external 
emotional information (i.e. originating outside of the body). There is evidence 
that alexithymia is associated with impairments in the ability to label and recognize 
emotional facial expression and lexical stimuli at a controlled processing level. In 
addition, there is preliminary evidence for a relation between alexithymia and 
reduced automatic attention allocation to emotional lexical stimuli. In the large 
majority of previous studies alexithymic characteristics have been assessed by self-
report instruments. To reach stronger conclusions about emotion perception in 
alexithymia future research has to complement self-descriptive with objective or 
direct measures of alexithymia such as standardized interview methods.  
Keywords
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r e S U m e n

La alexitimia representa un constructo de las características de personalidad que 
se caracteriza principalmente por dificultades para poder identificar y verbalizar 
emociones. El presente estudio provee una reseña de los resultados de estudios 
psicológicos basados en métodos conductistas, con respecto al procesamiento 
automático y controlado de la información emocional externa (es decir, origi-
nándose fuera del cuerpo). Se ha comprobado que la alexitimia es un fenómeno 
asociado a alteraciones en la capacidad de nombrar y reconocer emociones 
faciales y estímulos léxicos en un nivel de procesamiento controlado. Además, 
existe evidencia preliminar de una relación entre la alexitimia y un déficit de 
atención para estímulos léxicos emocionales de tipo automático. En la gran 
mayoría de estudios anteriores, los rasgos alexitímicos han sido evaluados por 
instrumentos de autoevaluación. Para poder obtener conclusiones más firmes 
sobre la percepción de las emociones en la alexitimia, conviene complementar 
en una investigación futura, medidas autodescriptivas con medidas objetivas 
o directas de la alexitimia, tales como métodos de entrevistas estandarizados.
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Core features of the personality construct alex-
ithymia are difficulties in the identification and 
verbalization of emotions. Graeme Taylor (2000) 
has postulated that the characteristics of the alex-
ithymia construct reflect deficits in the cognitive 
processing of emotions (see also, Taylor, Bagby, & 
Parker, 1997). It is an important theoretical ques-
tion whether impairments in the perception and 
identification of interoceptive cues or states (such 
as subjective feelings) are related to impairments in 
the perception of external emotional stimuli. It can 
be theoretically predicted that difficulties in getting 
aware of body states as developing during emotion-
al reactions should be systematically associated 
with impairments in the conscious perception of 
emotional stimuli originating outside of the body. 
It appears that the subjective evaluation of physi-
ological or body processes occurs with recourse to 
contextual, environmental information. According 
to the cognitive-developmental theory of Lane and 
Schwartz (1987) the same cognitive operations are 
applied to process internal and external emotional 
stimuli. Therefore it should be expected that the effi-
ciency in processing internal and external emotional 
information should be very similar within a person. 

In the present article results from psycholog-
ical studies based on behavioral methods will 
be reviewed in which automatic and controlled 
processing of external emotional information 
was investigated as a function of alexithymia in 
normal (i.e. non-clinical) individuals. Relevant 
publications in English language were identified 
through searches on ISI Web of Science, PsycIN-
FO, and Pubmed (till 2012) and through the refer-
ence lists of papers. Only studies were considered 
in which alexithymia was assessed on the basis of 
standardized instruments (self-report, objective, 
or observer-rated measure).

Emotional stimuli can be defined as environ-
mental cues that are capable to elicit emotional 
reactions or that inform about the emotional state 
of another person. Basic emotions are in general 
interpreted as biologically determined processes 
which are characterized by a specific subjective 
experience and specific physiological responses, 

action tendencies, and expressive reaction patterns 
(Ekman, 1984; Izard, 1977; Plutchik, 1994). Emo-
tional facial expressions are an important part of 
non-verbal communication used in everyday life. 
As early as five months old, infants are able to dif-
ferentiate between the facial expressions of anger, 
fear, sadness, and surprise (Schwartz, Izard, & An-
sul, 1985; Serrano, Iglesias, & Loeches, 1992). In 
his differential emotions theory Izard (1972, 1977) 
proposed a set of ten basic emotions (interest, joy, 
surprise, anger, contempt, disgust, fear, sadness, 
shame, and guilt). 

In everyday life emotional reactions are nor-
mally elicited without intention or awareness. They 
appear to develop spontaneously and without ef-
fort (Rohracher, 1960; Zajonc, 1980). Perceptual 
cognitive processes which carry out an automatic 
evaluation of the environment precede emotional 
reactions. It has been shown that emotional facial 
expression or emotionally valenced words present-
ed below the threshold of conscious awareness can 
influence the processing of subsequently shown 
stimuli (Greenwald, Klinger, & Liu, 1989; Murphy 
& Zajonc, 1993). It has a high adaptive value for an 
organism to react without effort and efficiently to 
stimuli which have significance for its survival or 
wellbeing (Öhman, 1987; Öhman, Flykt, & Lund-
qvist, 2000). Research on alexithymia has to clarify 
whether alexithymic persons show impairments in 
the processing of emotional information already at 
an automatic processing level or whether controlled 
processing is primarily impaired. 

The differentiation between controlled and 
automatic information processing, one of the 
central concepts in cognitive psychology, has been 
repeatedly confirmed (Anderson, 1989; Shiffrin 
& Schneider, 1977). An automatic process can 
be defined as being involuntary, unintentional, 
autonomous, occurring outside of awareness. In 
other words, it could occur without the need of 
an act of will, without the individual’s awareness 
of its commencement or operation, and with-
out interfering with other, concurrent processes 
(Shiffrin & Schneider, 1977). Anxiety disorders, 
for example, appear to be primarily characterized 
by processing abnormalities at the automatic or 
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implicit perception level which has also been 
interpreted as cognitive vulnerability (Williams, 
1997). In contradistinction, a controlled process 
is defined as under intentional control, with the 
individual aware of their occurrence, effortful, 
and limited by the availability of processing re-
sources (Neely, 1977). 

Psychological assessment of emotion 
processing characteristics

Tasks measuring controlled processing 
of emotional information

Identification and labeling of emotional 
facial expression and emotional situations

The assessment of the capacity to identify and 
label facial emotions is one of the classical tasks 
developed by experimental emotion psychologists. 
Typically, in the so-called matching tasks faces 
with an emotional expression are presented and 
have to be assigned to a face expressing the same 
emotion quality. Labeling tasks are used to assess 
the ability of individuals to express in words facial-
ly expressed emotions (see Table 1). There exist 
free as well as forced-choice response formats in 
which the response to an item is selected from a 
list of words denoting emotion. In language-based 
tasks sentences are presented describing situ-
ations that elicit a specific emotional reaction 
(without including words denoting emotions). In 
these tasks subjects have to decide which emo-
tion word, emotional facial expression or picture 
can describe best the emotional reaction elicited 
(Lane et al., 1996). 

Emotion situation priming 

It has been shown that reading descriptions of 
emotional situations can facilitate and speed up 
the processing of subsequently presented emotion 
words (Conway & Bekerian, 1987). A task that 
allows assessing the effects of reading depictions 
of emotional situations in a standardized manner 
is emotion situation priming. In case of the lexical 
decision task variant sentences describing an emo-
tional situation are presented and after an interval 
of 500 msec a lexical stimulus is shown that has 
to be classified as word or non-word. If the emo-
tion word fits with the emotion situation then a 
faster lexical decision can be expected compared 
to the mismatch condition. Since in this task the 
interstimulus interval is rather long it is likely that 
primarily controlled information processing is as-
sessed.

Tasks measuring automatic processing 
of emotional information

Emotional Stroop tasks 

Stroop (1935) developed a color-word test to mea-
sure processes of selective attention and inter-
ference. In the classical color-word interference 
test observers are slower to identify the color of 
ink when the ink is used to produce color names 
different from the ink. For example, observers are 
slower to identify green ink when it spelled the word 
yellow. The difference in time for reading the words 
printed in colors and the same words printed in 
black is a measure of the interference. In the case 
of emotional Stroop tasks subjects have to name 

table 1 
Experimental paradigms used in alexithymia research to measure controlled and automatic emotion processing

Controlled processing Automatic processing
Recognition of facial and lexical emotional information attention allocation, identification of valence, implicit processing effects
- Matching tasks - emotional Stroop tasks
- Labeling tasks - sequential affective priming tasks
- Emotion situation priming - perception of chimeric faces

Source: own work
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the color of emotional words (e.g., hostile or hon-
est) which are clearly visible or which can be also 
presented subliminally (below the threshold of sub-
jective awareness) in computer-based tasks. It was 
observed that negative (but also positive) words are 
color named more slowly than neutral words (Prat-
to & John, 1991; Rothermund, Wentura, & Bak, 
1996). This effect appears to occur independently 
of conscious processing strategies (Pratto, 1994). 
Emotional Stroop tasks seem to assess the extent 
of involuntary attention allocation to emotional 
stimuli (Williams, Mathews, & MacLeod, 1996).

Sequential affective priming 

Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, and Kardes (1986) 
proposed an experimental procedure in which 
emotional stimuli are presented briefly one after 
the other. If the stimulus onset asynchrony is less 
than 300 msec it can be assumed that automatic 
processing effects (i.e. affective priming effects) 
are measured. In affective priming tasks emotion-
al faces or words can be used as stimuli. Different 
tasks have been proposed with respect to the sec-
ond stimulus (i.e. the target): evaluative decision 
(positive or negative), pronunciation, or lexical 
decision (in case of lexical stimuli). The experi-
mental effects typically observed are processing 
facilitation in case of valence congruence between 
prime and target and processing inhibition in case 
of valence incongruence (Hermans, de Houwer, & 
Eelen, 1994). However, under specific experimental 
conditions a main effect of processing inhibition 
due to negative prime stimuli is obtained (Suslow, 
Ohrmann, & Arolt, 2001).

Chimeric faces

 Emotions are expressed more intensely on the left side 
of the face than on the right side. A chimeric face is 
created by dividing an image of a face vertically 
through the midline. Such a face might be half 
neutral and half happy. Typically, flashing two chi-
meric faces for brief intervals, the subject is asked 
to specify which member of the pair looked happier 
(e.g., Heller & Levy, 1981). Judgments made on chi-

meric faces elicit reliably a perceptual bias to the left 
hemispace, presumed to be due to right hemisphere 
dominance for emotional processes. Since subjects 
are essentially unaware of the chimeric nature of the 
stimuli chimeric face tasks assess primarily charac-
teristics of automatic emotion perception. 

Alexithymia and the controlled 
processing of emotional facial expression

McDonald and Prkachin (1990) conducted one 
of the first studies on the perception of emotion-
al facial expression and emotional pictures as a 
function of alexithymia. Twenty males assessed 
as alexithymic or not, on the basis of the Schal-
ling-Sifneos Personality Scale ([SSPS]; Martin, 
Pihl, & Dobkin, 1984), rated the emotional impact 
of prototypic displays of emotion. Emotional stimuli 
were presented for 10 seconds. The alexithymic 
men did not differ from the non-alexithymic men 
in labeling facial expressions using a list of six basic 
emotions or in evaluating scenarios that elicit posi-
tive or negative emotions. The findings of McDon-
ald and Prkachin’s study showed that alexithymic 
individuals do have a cognitive representation of 
emotional information and recognize and respond 
appropriately to linguistic conventions concerning 
emotion. However, because of the small sample size 
statistical power to detect performance differences 
was rather limited. Another important limitation 
of McDonald and Prkachin’s study is the use of the 
SSPS as measure of alexithymia which appears to be 
characterized by low internal consistency (Parker, 
Taylor, Bagby, & Thomas, 1991).

In 1990, Mayer, di Paolo, and Salovey published 
data from an experiment in which young adults had 
to evaluate visual cues (among other stimuli facial 
expressions of six basic emotions) using a list of 
emotion words. Surprisingly, positive correlations 
were observed between TAS-alexithymia and larger 
emotional range in evaluating visual stimuli and 
higher intensity of emotional reactions. The influ-
ence of negative state emotions was not controlled 
in this experiment. 

In a subsequent study Parker, Taylor, and Bag-
by (1993a) presented facial expressions of several 
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basic emotions to a sample of university students 
with the task to evaluate type and intensity of the 
experienced emotions. The 20-Item Toronto Alex-
ithymia Scale ([TAS-20]; Bagby, Parker, & Taylor, 
1994) was applied as a measure of alexithymia. For 
the emotions of fear, contempt, interest, anger, dis-
tress, surprise, and joy high alexithymic individuals 
were less able to recognize facial expressions than 
low alexithymic individuals. The effect of negative 
state emotions on recognition performance was 
not controlled in this experiment. The results of 
another study (Mann, Wise, Trinidad, & Kohanski, 
1994) based on a non-clinical sample show also that 
high alexithymics (as defined by the TAS-26; Tay-
lor, Ryan, & Bagby, 1985) are less able to identify 
emotional facial expression than low alexithymics. 

Berenbaum and Prince (1994) used the Profile 
of Nonverbal Sensitivity (PONS) to examine the 
effects of the TAS scales Difficulties in identify-
ing feelings and Difficulties in describing feelings 
on the perception of emotional information in 
a sample of university students. Subjects had to 
judge photographs of faces and people’s bodies on 
two dimensions (i.e. dominance and positivity). 
Berenbaum and Prince found no evidence for an 
influence of alexithymic characteristics on the 
accuracy of interpreting emotion-relevant informa-
tion. However, the authors reported a correlation 
between alexithymic features and interpretative 
biases. Individuals who had difficulties to recognize 
their emotions were less likely to select anger and 
more likely to select disgust than individuals with 
low alexithymia. 

Using the TAS-20, Pandey and Mandal (1997) 
selected a group of high-alexithymic individuals and 
a control group from a large non-clinical sample. 
The two study groups did not differ with respect to 
their ability to recognize and to label facial expres-
sions of basic emotions.

Lane et al. (1996) applied the TAS-20 as well as 
the Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale ([LEAS]; 
Lane, Quinlan, Schwartz, Walker, & Zeitlin, 1990) 
and investigated the relationship between alexithy-
mic features and the ability to label and identify 
facial emotions. The LEAS evaluates the degree of 
differentiation and integration of words denoting 

emotion and the degree of awareness of emotional 
complexity in self and others. In a sample repre-
sentative of the general population (N = 308) 
it was found that high TAS-20 scores (and low 
LEAS scores) were associated with poor recogni-
tion of emotional facial expressions. Even though 
these correlations were highly significant strength 
of correlations was only moderate (correlation 
coefficients were between -0.27 and 0.39). Nega-
tive state emotions did not affect significantly the 
relationship between alexithymia and perception 
of facial expression. The results of a subsequent 
study (Lane, Sechrest, Riedel, Shapiro, & Kaszniak, 
2000) corroborate the above mentioned findings. 
It was shown that there exist inverse correlations 
between alexithymia and the ability to recognize 
the facial expression of basic emotions (joy, sadness, 
fear, anger, disgust, and surprise). 

Finally, it was investigated if alexithymic char-
acteristics affect the perception of emotional facial 
expression under rapid presentation conditions 
(Parker, Prkachin, & Prkachin, 2005). To this aim, 
the authors showed neutral, angry, sad, and fear-
ful faces to a sample of university students. Study 
participants had to decide whether a briefly shown 
face depicted an emotion or not. According to the 
results of Parker et al. (2005) difficulties describing 
feelings were negatively correlated with the ability 
to detect facial expressions of negative emotion in 
the speeded condition. This correlation was inde-
pendent of negative and positive affectivity. Thus, 
the alexithymic personality trait difficulties in de-
scribing feelings appears to be associated with the 
perception of negative emotion displayed by others 
in circumstances that require rapid and sensitive 
use of information processing.  

Summing up the results of previous research 
it can be concluded that there is evidence for an 
association between alexithymia and controlled 
processing of emotional facial expression from 
five studies. Especially the studies of Lane et al. 
(1996, 2000) which are of high methodological 
quality and are based on large representative 
samples corroborate the assumption that alex-
ithymic personality traits are related to a poor 
ability to recognize and label emotional facial 
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expression. However, since four studies did not 
find a relationship between alexithymia and con-
trolled processing of facial emotions it appears 
that this association could be of modest strength 
and therefore not always detectable. There are 
data suggesting that alexithymics’ deficit in the 
ability to detect (negative) emotions in other 
people may not be manifest unless demands in 
the form of temporal constraints are placed on 
emotion processing capacities.

Alexithymia and the Controlled 
Processing of Emotional 
Linguistic Stimuli

Less research has been conducted on the percep-
tion of emotional linguistic stimuli compared to 
the perception of emotional faces. Berenbaum 
and Prince (1994) applied the Emotional Story 
Test to examine the effects of the alexithymic 
personality traits difficulties in identifying feel-
ings and difficulties in describing feelings on the 
perception of emotional stories. No relationship 
was observed between alexithymic characteris-
tics and the accuracy of interpreting emotional 
stories. Lane et al. (1996) administered descrip-
tions of emotion eliciting scenarios in their study 
on alexithymia and information processing. High 
TAS-20 and low LEAS scores were correlated 
with poor interpretation of lexical emotional 
stimuli. Again, correlations were statistically 
highly significant but strength of correlations 
was only moderate. 

In the study of Suslow and Junghanns (2002) 
an emotion situation priming task was used to 
investigate whether alexithymics are impaired in 
linking emotion eliciting scenarios and emotion 
concepts. An inverse correlation between TAS-
20 and emotional situation priming was found. 
In particular, difficulties in identifying feelings 
were associated with low priming from situational 
information to emotion words. 

In sum, findings from previous research in-
dicate that alexithymic personality traits are 
associated with impairments in the controlled 
processing of lexical emotional stimuli.

Alexithymia and the Automatic 
Processing of Emotional 
Facial Expression

Alexithymia and Affective Priming Effects

To our knowledge only two affective priming 
studies to date have addressed the effect of alex-
ithymia on the automatic perception of facial 
emotions. In a sequential affective priming task 
based on happy, sad, and neutral prime faces no 
association between TAS-20 and affective prim-
ing due to facial emotions was observed (Suslow, 
Junghanns, Donges, & Arolt, 2001). In this study 
targets were also emotional faces which had to be 
evaluated as positive or negative. However, there 
was a negative correlation between LEAS and 
affective priming due to facial emotions. That 
means that individuals with a low awareness of 
emotional complexity showed stronger processing 
facilitation due to emotional face primes than 
individuals with a high awareness of emotional 
complexity. The latter could spontaneously allo-
cate more attention to emotional faces.  

Vermeulen, Luminet, and Corneille (2006) 
administered a sequential affective priming task 
using schematic face drawings with neutral, hap-
py, sad, and angry expressions as prime stimuli 
and emotional words as target stimuli to a sample 
of university students. In their experiments an 
inverse relation of TAS-20 and affective priming 
due to angry faces was found. Thus, high alexithy-
mic individuals tended to exhibit low automatic 
processing facilitation due to angry facial expres-
sion. Interestingly, no correlations were observed 
between TAS-20 and affective priming due to sad 
or happy facial expression. 

The results of both studies conducted hitherto 
suggest that (TAS-20) alexithymia could be relat-
ed to an impaired automatic processing of threat-
ening (but not sad or happy) facial expression. In 
addition, a low awareness of emotional complexity 
seems to be associated with an enhanced prim-
ing due to sad and happy facial expression which 
might be caused by a reduced automatic allocation 
of attention towards emotional facial expression.
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Alexithymia and the Perception 
of Chimeric Faces

Berenbaum and Prince (1994) presented the 
free-vision Chimeric Face Task to a sample of 
university students to examine hemi-spatial bias 
as a function of alexithymia. In this task subjects 
saw two chimeric faces (one of which has a smile 
on the right side and the other having a smile on 
the left side) and had to choose which looks happi-
er. The free-vision Chimeric Face Task consists of 
36 pairs of faces that are each presented for a time 
period of up to ten seconds. In the whole sample, 
there were no significant correlations between 
difficulties in identifying and describing feelings 
and hemi-spatial bias. However, individuals with 
high alexithymia scores showed an impaired per-
ception of chimeric faces. In addition, for men an 
association of difficulties in identifying feelings 
and hemi-spatial bias was detected. For women, 
a relationship between difficulties in describing 
feelings and hemi-spatial bias was observed. The 
alexithymic characteristics were associated with 
a reduced left hemi-face bias suggesting that indi-
viduals with higher levels of alexithymia have less 
right hemisphere activity than other individuals. 
The concept left hemi-face bias refers to a percep-
tual effect shown by normal right handed subjects 
meaning that a chimeric face with the emotional 
side on the left is judged as more emotional than a 
face with the emotional side on the right. Jessimer 
and Markham (1997) selected based on the TAS-
20 individuals with high and low alexithymia 
scores. The authors used chimeric pictures of real 
and schematic faces in the experiment. The high 
alexithymics exhibited a reduced left hemi-face bias 
compared to the low alexithymics. Finally, Lane, 
Kivley, Du Bois, Shamasundara, and Schwartz 
(1995) administered the Levy Chimeric Faces Test 
together with the LEAS to a group of university 
students. A positive correlation was obtained 
between left hemi-face bias and awareness of emo-
tional complexity. Persons with a high awareness 
of emotional complexity manifested an enhanced 
right-hemispheric dominance in the perception of 
facial emotion. 

Taken together, there is clear evidence that 
alexithymic personality traits are associated with 
reductions in left hemi-face bias when perceiving 
chimeric faces. Thus, alexithymia appears to be 
characterized by an impaired processing of emo-
tional information by the right cerebral hemisphere. 

Alexithymia and the Automatic 
Processing of Emotional 
Linguistic Stimuli

Alexithymia and Emotional Stroop Effects

Parker, Taylor, and Bagby (1993b) were the first who 
administered an emotional Stroop task to investi-
gate the involuntary processing of lexical emotional 
cues as a function of alexithymia. It was found that 
alexithymic individuals (as defined by scores on the 
TAS-20) were more distracted by arousal words 
than non-alexithymic individuals. According to 
Parker et al. (1993b) the data are consistent with the 
view that alexithymia reflects a deficit in the abil-
ity cognitively to process and modulate emotional 
stimuli. They argued that cognitive schemata that 
assimilate emotional arousal are poorly differentiat-
ed and not flexible or well integrated in alexithymic 
individuals. Findings from an emotional Stroop 
study conducted in India (Pandey, 1995) are in line 
with those of Parker et al. (1993b).
Lundh and Simonsson-Sarnecki (2002) adminis-
tered an emotional Stroop task in which illness and 
negative emotion words were presented masked and 
unmasked. A large sample of normal subjects was 
investigated (N = 120). In the unmasked presen-
tation condition word stimuli were shown on the 
screen until response. In the masked presentation 
condition words were presented for 17.34 or 51 msec 
masked by letters of the same color so that subjects 
were not able to perceive the word consciously.  
No correlations were found between TAS-20 and 
performance on the emotional Stroop task. The 
authors formed extreme groups by selecting the 20 
participants who scored highest (or lowest) on the 
TAS-20. Group comparisons between low TAS and 
high TAS scorers indicated that the alexithymic 
individuals were slower on color-naming unmasked 
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illness words than negative words. However, no 
relationship was observed between alexithymia 
and the automatic processing of emotional words.

Sanchez and Serrano (1997) examined a 
sample of university students with an emotion-
al Stroop task in which negative arousal words 
were presented. In this study, alexithymic indi-
viduals were less distracted by emotional words 
than non-alexithymic individuals. These results 
are not in line with those of Parker et al. (1993b) 
and Pandey (1995). According to Sanchez and 
Serrano alexithymic subjects cannot efficiently 
identify emotional stimuli so that these stimuli 
do not enter into subsequent processing stages 
and thus do not interfere with other processes 
such as color-naming. The findings of Coffey, 
Berenbaum, and Kerns (2003) who also examined 
a sample of university students corroborate the 
results of Sanchez and Serrano (1997): individuals 
who reported devoting greater attention to their 
emotions paid more attention to emotion words 
in the Stroop task (as indicated by longer times 
to color-name emotion words).

In the study of Müller, Alpers, and Reim (2006) 
an emotional Stroop task was administered and 
alexithymia was assessed using a self-rating (TAS-
20) and observer-rating ([OAS]; Haviland, Warren, 
& Riggs, 2000). In the study of Müller et al (2006). 
both measures of alexithymia were positively cor-
related. The main finding was that subjects with 
high observer-rated alexithymia had a lesser emo-
tional bias in the emotional Stroop experiment. 
They had lower interference scores for body symp-
toms and negative words than subjects rated low 
on alexithymia. Thus, low alexithymic individuals 
seem to allocate spontaneously more attention 
especially to body symptoms than high alexithy-
mics. Since no relationship was found between 
self-reported alexithymia and performance on the 
emotional Stroop task the results of Müller et al. 
(2006) further stress the importance of a multi-
method assessment of alexithymia with self-reports 
and observer ratings. 

The findings of the six studies presented above 
are not very consistent. The heterogeneous pat-
tern of results could at least in part be due to the 

different versions of the Stroop task applied (e.g., 
single trial vs. card format; Kindt, Bierman, & 
Brosschot, 1996) and the poor control of partici-
pants’ state and trait emotions. All in all, alexithy-
mic personality traits seem to be associated with 
reduced distraction due to emotionally valenced 
words. Such an assumption is also supported by 
the results of the study of Müller et al. (2006) 
in which an observer-rated measure was used to 
assess alexithymia. 

Alexithymia and Affective Priming Effects

Two studies were conducted in Germany to ex-
amine the effect of alexithymic personality traits 
on the automatic processing of lexical emotional 
stimuli (Suslow, 1998; Suslow et al., 2001). In 
these sequential priming experiments a positive, 
negative, or neutral word was shown for 200 msec. 
Then, after an interval of 100 msec a second word 
(the target) was presented that had a positive or 
negative valence. The second word had to be 
pronounced as fast as possible or had to be eval-
uated as positive or negative. By presenting the 
emotional (and neutral) prime words for very brief 
periods of time automatic processing effects could 
be revealed. Reaction latencies and error rates 
were registered for all prime-target conditions and 
priming effects were calculated by comparing per-
formance in the emotion prime conditions with 
that in the neutral prime condition. In the above 
mentioned studies evidence was found that sub-
jects with high TAS-20 scores direct less attention 
to negative words compared to subjects with low 
TAS-20 scores. Alexithymic individuals appear 
to be able to evaluate the affective meaning of 
word stimuli automatically but further processing 
of the emotion words seems to be reduced at an 
automatic processing level. 

According to the results of a study conducted in 
Belgium (Vermeulen et al., 2006) there is no rela-
tionship between alexithymia and affective priming 
based on lexical stimuli. Thus, no firm conclusions 
can be drawn at present about the relationship be-
tween alexithymia and affective priming based on 
lexical emotional stimuli.
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Summary and Conclusions

The majority of the existing alexithymia studies 
based on behavioral experimental methods were 
focused on the controlled processing of emotional 
facial expression. Starting from early infancy, facial 
emotions play a central role in the regulation of 
interpersonal interactions. This research interest 
could have developed because it has been postulat-
ed that impairments in the cognitive processing of 
emotional information could originate from early 
deficits in non-verbal communication between par-
ents and their children (Taylor & Bagby, 2000). It is 
very important that parents are responsive to their 
child’s facial expression of emotions. The facial re-
actions of the parents inform children about their 
own feelings and emotional conditions and about 
the emotional state of significant others. Parental 
neglect and emotional deprivation are discussed as 
central factors in the development of alexithymic 
personality characteristics. 

The emotional Stroop task was primarily used 
to assess automatic emotion processing in alexithy-
mia. This line of research explored the involuntary 
processing of lexical emotional stimuli. The gener-
alizability of the present findings is low because in 
many studies participants were university students. 
Moreover, in the majority of the studies self-report 
measures (e.g., the Toronto-Alexithymia-Scale) 
were applied to assess alexithymic personality traits. 
The utility of the self-description is founded on the 
assumption that people can accurately recognize 
and describe their feelings. There exist serious 
doubts that valid judgments about the ability to 
monitor, identify, and verbalize emotional states 
can be obtained especially from highly alexithymic 
individuals (Lane et al., 1996). Thus, the present 
findings have to be interpreted as preliminary since 
they strongly depend on the self-report approach. 

In sum, based on our review of the existing 
literature it can be concluded that alexithymia is 
associated with impairments in the ability to label 
and recognize emotional facial expression at a 
controlled processing level. Difficulties identifying 
and describing one’s feelings appear to be related 
to impairments in the (conscious) processing of 

other persons’ emotional facial expression. Possibly, 
marked processing deficits occur in alexithymic 
individuals when facial emotions have to be recog-
nized rapidly. There are up to now no solid results 
on the relationship between alexithymia and auto-
matic perception of facial emotions. The findings 
of the two previous affective priming studies were 
not homogeneous. However, there is evidence that 
alexithymic individuals exhibit a reduced left hemi-
face bias when perceiving chimeric faces indicating 
a poor processing of emotional information by the 
right cerebral hemisphere in alexithymia. 

In addition, there is preliminary evidence for 
a relation between alexithymia and impaired con-
trolled processing of emotional lexical stimuli. 
That is, individuals with difficulties in identifying 
and describing feelings manifest impairments in 
recognizing emotions from lexical stimuli (e.g., 
stories, situational scenarios). Furthermore, first 
evidence has been provided that high alexithymic 
subjects allocate less attention to emotional lexical 
stimuli at an automatic processing level than low 
alexithymic subjects.

Thus, when considering the existing literature 
there are quite strong indications that alexithymic 
characteristics are associated with impairments in 
the controlled processing of facial and lexical emo-
tion stimuli. The empirical evidence for automatic 
emotion processing dysfunction in alexithymia 
is less compelling. However, it appears that alex-
ithymic subjects exhibit primarily deficits in the 
automatic processing of lexical emotion stimuli. 
It seems that impairments in the perception of in-
teroceptive and exteroceptive emotion stimuli do 
co-occur albeit the extent of association between 
interoception and exteroception of emotions ap-
pears rather moderate. 

Using a multi-method approach, future research 
should combine self-report and observer-rated in-
struments to measure alexithymic personality char-
acteristics. In this way, interpretation of behavioral 
experimental findings could be significantly ex-
tended and improved in studies on alexithymia. 
Moreover, it appears necessary to examine in the 
future also high alexithymic subjects suffering from 
psychiatric or psychosomatic disorders. Possibly, 
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these clinical groups could be characterized by 
pronounced (combinations of) impairments in the 
automatic as well as in the controlled processing of 
emotional information. Today, very little is known 
about the relationship of automatic and controlled 
emotion processing in alexithymia. Future studies 
on alexithymia combining tasks that measure auto-
matic and controlled emotion processing will yield 
new insights into the coupling of deficits at different 
processing levels. Future research on alexithymia 
should pay more attention to the impairments in 
automatic emotion processing. It is widely accepted 
that in general emotions are involuntarily elicited. 
Deficits at early perceptual emotional processing 
stages should systematically affect higher infor-
mation processing since the former constitute the 
input to more complex operations of information 
processing. The experimental methods of emotion 
psychology could be combined with modern neu-
roimaging techniques such as functional magnetic 
resonance imaging to elucidate the neurobiological 
substrate of alexithymic personality characteristics.
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