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The authors aimed to understand the role of alexithymia in borderline
personality disorder (BPD). A total of 79 BPD patients, 76 healthy con-
trols, and 39 patients with avoidant personality disorder (AVPD) were
included. Alexithymia and its influence on interpersonal functioning
were assessed. The authors explored group differences in empathy in
relation to interpersonal function, and they measured responses to
emotional pictures with a computer task in which subjects focused ei-
ther on the experience of the individual in the picture or the subject’s
own imagined experience. Patients with BPD and AVPD had higher
alexithymia than those in the control group. Patients with BPD had
more difficulty identifying their own emotions than patients with AVPD.
Patients with BPD reported poorer ability to take the perspective of oth-
ers, but higher distress; they showed intact “empathic concern.” Differ-
ences in computer task performance were clearest during self-relevant
responses to negatively valenced pictures. BPD patients are highly re-
sponsive to the feelings of others, but they are impaired in identifying/
describing feelings and in taking the perspective of others.

Borderline personality disorder (BPD) is a serious, highly heritable, chron-
ic psychiatric illness (Torgersen, 2000). It is defined by a complex set of
symptoms, but the core phenotype has been elusive. Although some factor
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