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A B S T R A C T

Objective: The aim of this review was to synthesise the literature on the use of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale
(TAS) in eating disorder populations and Healthy Controls (HCs) and to compare TAS scores in these groups.
Method: Electronic databases were searched systematically for studies using the TAS and meta-analyses were
performed to statistically compare scores on the TAS between individuals with eating disorders and HCs.
Results: Forty-eight studies using the TAS with both a clinical eating disorder group and HCs were identified. Of
these, 44 were included in the meta-analyses, separated into: Anorexia Nervosa; Anorexia Nervosa, Restricting
subtype; Anorexia Nervosa, Binge-Purge subtype, Bulimia Nervosa and Binge Eating Disorder. For all groups,
there were significant differences with medium or large effect sizes between the clinical group and HCs, with the
clinical group scoring significantly higher on the TAS, indicating greater difficulty with identifying and labelling
emotions.
Conclusion: Across the spectrum of eating disorders, individuals report having difficulties recognising or de-
scribing their emotions. Given the self-report design of the TAS, research to develop and evaluate treatments and
clinician-administered assessments of alexithymia is warranted.

1. Introduction

Alexithymia, meaning literally “no words for mood” [1] was first
coined in the 1970s to define an inability to describe and/or recognise
one's own emotions. Since then, research has focused on both under-
standing alexithymia and on measuring it in both clinical and general
populations. Alexithymia is known to be present in several psychiatric
disorders, including depression [2]; Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder
[3]; Schizophrenia [4]; Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder [5]; Autism
Spectrum Disorder [6] and eating disorders (EDs) [e.g., 7]. While
alexithymia is described as a stable personality trait [8] it correlates
highly with symptoms of both depression and anxiety and may be a
predisposing factor for the development of other psychopathologies [9].
What's more, alexithymia is thought to underlie emotional difficulties
in individuals with eating disorders [10] and has been implicated in
both the development and maintenance of EDs [11]. It is also related to
poorer treatment outcome, making it a relevant treatment target [12].

Prevalence estimates of alexithymia within the general population,
as measured by the twenty-item Toronto Alexithymia Scale [TAS-20;

13], range from 5.2 to 18.8%, with a prevalence of 18% being reported
in a British undergraduate sample [14]. In this study, alexithymia was
found be to be more prevalent in females than in males. Alexithymia is
also associated with higher levels of sub-clinical disordered eating in
undergraduate females [15], mirroring what has been found in ED
populations [16–18].

One of the main focuses of alexithymia research has been how to
effectively measure the concept. The development of the TAS-20 [13]
resulted in increased interest in this field as it provides an efficient way
to measure alexithymia, allowing for comparability across clinical
groups [9]. The TAS-20 is a brief, self-report measure on which parti-
cipants rate their level of agreement to statements on a five-point Likert
scale, yielding a total score as well as subscale scores designed to
measure: difficulty identifying feelings (DIF); difficulty describing
feelings (DDF) and externally-oriented thinking (EOT). The maximum
possible score on the TAS-20 is 100 with a score of 61 or above in-
dicative of high levels of alexithymia [19]. The TAS-20 demonstrates
good reliability and factorial validity [20,21]. Despite the TAS being
widely used, normative data for ED populations have not yet been
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