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Influence of Alexithymia on Cognitive Control

Eunhee Jeong, Donghoon Lee, Bia Kim

Busan Metropolitan Police Agency DongNae Police Station,
Pusan National University Department of Psychology

Alexithymia refers to a cognitive-affective disorder characterized by a deficiency in identifying,
describing, and expressing feelings. Alexithymia is related with executive dysfunction and causes
emotion-processing deficits. This study examined the effects of alexithymia on the control of internal
attention and shifting that comprises the executive function. The experimental design was a 2X2X2
mixed factorial design, with Participant Group (alexithymic or normal) as the between-subjects
factor, and Processing Depth (shallow or deep) and Attention Shifting(shift or non-shift) as the
within-subjects factors. In the internal shift task (IST), participants were asked to perform a mental
count based on the syllable of a word (i.e., count the number of two and three syllables) under
a shallow processing condition or the emotional valence of a word (i.e., count the number of
neutral and negative valence) under a deep processing condition. The analyses showed that
the alexithymic group had lower accuracy in the IST than the normal group. The alexithymic
group showed a longer reaction time for negative words in both the syllable and emotional valence
conditions than the normal group. These results indicate that alexithymia causes a lack of inhibition
of distraction from negative words and persists in holding them in working memory despite being
irrelevant to accomplishing the tasks. The discussion highlights the need for an information
processing approach to understand the principal cause of the failure of alexithymic individuals
to regulate their emotions.

Keywords: Alexithymia, Internal Shift Task (IST), Cognitive Control. Executive Function, Emotion
Regulation
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