Automatic facial expression processing as function of
Alexithymia: An fMRI Study

Vladimir Lichev*'!, Thomas Suslow', Klas Thme!, Markus Quirin?, Nicole Rosenberg!,
Julia Sacher?®, Arno Villringer®, Michael Rufer?, Hans-Jorgen Grabe®, Anette Kersting?!,
and Richard Lane®

1University of Leipzig, Department of Psychosomatic Medicine and Psychotherapy — Germany
2University of Osnabriick, Institute of Psychology — Germany
3MPI for Human Cognitive and Brain Science — Germany
4Department of Psychiatry University Hospital of Zurich — Switzerland
5University of Greifswald, Department of Psychiatry — Germany
6University of Arizona, Department of Psychiatry, Psychology and Neuroscience — United States

Abstract

The personality trait of alexithymia, which literally means "no words for emotion”, has
been described as the inability to identify and describe feelings accompanied by an exter-
nally oriented cognitive style. Recent fMRI studies suggested that people scoring high on
alexithymia have remarkable deficits in the controlled processing of emotional information.
The main goal of the present study is to investigate the neurobiological mechanisms underly-
ing automatic emotion processing as function of alexithymia. For that reason an innovative
paradigm, combining an affective priming task with the implicit positive affect negative af-
fect test (IPANAT) will be tested. The IPANAT has been shown to be a valid measure of
implicit affect by asking subjects to judge to what extent artificial words express different
moods. In order to measure alexithymia, we applied a multi method approach combining
self-report (Toronto Alexithymia Scale), interview (Toronto Structured Interview for Alex-
ithymia) and performance task (Levels of Emotional Awareness Scale). ROI-based analysis
conducted on 25 participants and thresholded at p = 0.005 (uncorrected) revealed signifi-
cantly more brain activation in the emotional (i.e., angry, afraid, happy) than the neutral
conditions in the insula, fusiform gyrus, middle frontal gyrus and superior temporal gyrus.
Furthermore, decreased brain activation in amygdala, insula and fusiform gyrus as function
of emotional awareness (i.e. LEAS) in the angry vs. neutral condition was observed. There
were no significant results as a function of the self-report measures. The findings so far speak
in favor of the validity if this paradigm. Future steps include the evaluation of behavioral
and interview data.

*Speaker
fCorresponding author: vladimir.lichev@medizin.uni-leipzig.de

sciencesconf.org:escan2012:3925


mailto:vladimir.lichev@medizin.uni-leipzig.de

