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DESCRIPTION
Alexithymia is a complex psychological phenomenon, first 
coined by Peter Sifneos in the 1970s. It refers to the inability or 
difficulty in recognizing, describing, and processing emotions. 
Derived from Greek words meaning “no words for emotions,” 
alexithymia is often referred to as emotional blindness. While 
not a mental illness, it significantly affects emotional functioning 
and quality of life, making it an essential subject for both clinical 
psychology and everyday social understanding.

Alexithymia is not a singular condition but rather a multi-
dimensional trait. People with alexithymia struggle with 
identifying and describing their own emotions, have a limited 
capacity for emotional imagination, and often experience 
externally oriented thinking. These individuals might not only 
find it difficult to express emotions, but also have a hard time 
interpreting the emotions of others, which affects their 
interpersonal relationships.

Research indicates that between 10-13% of the population 
experience alexithymia to varying degrees. It is often associated 
with other psychological disorders such as depression, anxiety, 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), and eating disorders, 
suggesting that alexithymia could be an underlying trait 
impairing or contributing to these conditions.

Important features of alexithymia

Difficulty identifying emotions: One of the hallmark features of 
alexithymia is the inability to recognize or distinguish between 
different emotional states. For instance, an individual might 
struggle to discern whether they are sad, anxious, or angry, often 
referring to these experiences simply as "feeling bad."

Difficulty describing emotions: Even when individuals are able 
to recognize their emotions, those with alexithymia may struggle 
to put these feelings into words. Their emotional vocabulary is 
often limited, and this creates a barrier to expressing their 
emotional needs, frustrations, or joys.

Externally oriented thinking: People with alexithymia tend to 
focus on external, concrete events and facts, rather than inner 

emotions or abstract concepts. This cognitive style means they 
are often disconnected from their emotional world, sometimes 
viewing emotions as irrelevant or confusing.

Impaired imagination: Alongside emotional difficulties, 
individuals with alexithymia often experience a lack of 
imagination, both in daydreaming and in considering others’ 
perspectives. They may have difficulty engaging in creative or 
artistic activities that be dependent on emotional expression.

Causes and contributors to alexithymia

The exact causes of alexithymia are not fully understood, but 
research points to a combination of biological, psychological, 
and environmental factors.

Neurological basis: Some researchers propose that alexithymia 
may be linked to abnormalities in brain regions responsible for 
processing emotions, such as the anterior cingulate cortex, 
insula, and amygdala. Functional MRI scans have shown that 
individuals with alexithymia exhibit decreased activity in these 
areas during emotional tasks.

Genetic factors: There is some evidence to suggest a genetic 
predisposition to alexithymia. Twin studies have shown higher 
concordance rates for alexithymia in identical twins compared to 
fraternal twins, implying a hereditary component.

Trauma and childhood environment: Traumatic experiences, 
particularly in early childhood, may play a significant role in the 
development of alexithymia. Individuals who have experienced 
neglect, emotional abuse, or inconsistent caregiving may develop 
emotional coping mechanisms that distance them from their 
feelings as a means of protection. Over time, this emotional 
detachment can become ingrained, leading to the characteristic 
emotional deficits of alexithymia.

Cultural and gender influences: Research suggests that cultural 
models around emotional expression may also contribute to the 
development of alexithymia. For example, in some cultures or 
families, expressing emotions is discouraged or seen as a sign of 
weakness. Additionally, men are statistically more likely to 
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alexithymia. Through mindfulness training, individuals may 
become more adjusted to their emotional experiences.

Expressive therapies: Art therapy, music therapy, and other 
forms of expressive therapies may provide non-verbal avenues for 
individuals with alexithymia to explore and express emotions. 
These therapies bypass the need for verbalization, offering 
alternative ways to engage with emotional experiences.

CONCLUSION
Alexithymia remains a largely under-recognized and under-
researched condition, yet its impact on emotional functioning 
and relationships is profound. Whether due to neurological, 
genetic, or environmental factors, alexithymia creates a unique 
challenge for individuals who struggle to navigate the complex 
world of emotions. Despite these challenges, there is hope for 
individuals with alexithymia to improve their emotional 
awareness and interpersonal relationships through therapeutic 
interventions. By raising awareness of alexithymia, we can help 
more understanding and empathy for those who experience this 
form of emotional blindness, and ultimately, create a more 
emotionally inclusive society.
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exhibit traits of alexithymia, which may be partly due to societal 
pressures to suppress emotions and display patience.

Diagnosis and treatment of alexithymia

Diagnosing alexithymia is challenging, as it is not recognized as a 
separate mental disorder in the DSM-5 or ICD-10. However, it is 
often assessed using self-report questionnaires, such as the 
Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), which measures factors like 
difficulty identifying and describing feelings.

Treatment for alexithymia is also complex, as it requires 
addressing both the emotional deficits and the underlying factors 
contributing to the condition. Some of the most effective 
interventions include:

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): CBT can help individuals 
with alexithymia develop skills to better recognize and articulate 
their emotions. It focuses on changing patterns of thought and 
behavior, which may help reduce some of the emotional 
disconnection.

Mindfulness-based therapy: Mindfulness practices, which encourage 
individuals to become more aware of their thoughts and feelings 
in the present moment, can be beneficial for those with 
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