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ABSTRACT

Aims and background. The study aims to investigate the alexithymia construct in pa-
tients with a recent or longtime diagnosis of cancer as well as in healthy people, and
whether alexithymia and fatigue are linked in the mentioned groups.

Methods. A first group, diagnosed less than 3 months previously (n = 63), and a sec-
ond group whose cancer diagnosis dated back more than 30 months (n = 53),
matched for sex, age, educational level and cancer site were assessed. Matched
healthy controls (n = 50) were also evaluated. Alexithymia was assessed with the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20, while fatigue was assessed with the Brief Fatigue In-
ventory.

Results. Alexithymia scores were higher in the recently diagnosed group than in the
group with a longtime cancer diagnosis (t = 2.18, P <0.05). Both groups had higher
scores than controls (t = 4.3, P <0.001; t = 2.01, P <0.05). Alexithymic subjects were
45.6% in the recently diagnosed and 21.4% in the longtime diagnosed group (χ2 = 6.3,
P <0.05) and 18% in controls. Fatigue was more severe in patients with a longtime di-
agnosis compared with recently diagnosed patients (t = 7.079, P = 0.000). A weak but
significant association between fatigue and alexithymia was found in recently diag-
nosed patients (r = 0.27.2; P <0.05).

Conclusions. Our study confirms that alexithymia scores are higher in cancer pa-
tients than in controls. The study suggests that alexithymia could be considered a dy-
namic reaction to illness in recently diagnosed patients, declining during subsequent
phases. High fatigue rates in patients with a longtime diagnosis of cancer underline
the role of the long course of illness in the perception of fatigue. The association be-
tween fatigue and alexithymia was weak in the recently diagnosed group and not sig-
nificant in patients with a longtime diagnosis, in whom fatigue was an important
complaint. Free full text available at www.tumorionline.it
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