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ABSTRACT 

Today, researchers consider sports as one of the methods of reinforcement in the development of 

psychological parameters. The aim of the present study was to compare the alexithymia and its 

components, in athletes and non-athletic adolescents. Its components consist of difficulty in 

identifying feelings (DIF), difficulty in describing feelings (DDF), and externally oriented 

thinking (EOT). The statistical sample of the research included 100 athlete students and 100 non-

athlete students, who were selected using multistage cluster sampling. They were asked to fill out 

the Farsi version of the Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20. The obtained results showed that there 

were significant differences in the mean scores of the alexithymia and its three components: 

difficulty in identifying feelings, difficulty in describing and externally oriented thinking in both 

groups (P = 0.001, P = 0.001, P = 0.001 and P = 0.008, respectively). The results revealed that 

athletic students had less emotional problems than non-athlete students; it is recommended that 

physical activity be part of the strategies to improve emotional health among non-athletic 

students.  

Key Words: Athlete, Non-Athlete, Alexithymia, Students. 

 

 

 

                                                            
Corresponding Author: 

Heidar Jodat 

E-mail: h_jodat@yahoo.com  

mailto:h_jodat@yahoo.com


18                                                    Alexithymia in Athletes and Non-Athletes 

Jodat, H., Ghasempour, A., Tavakoli, A. (2015). Ann Appl Sport Sci, 3(3): 17-24. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Nowadays, poverty of movement induced 

industrial life has created many problems for 

humans; therefore, exercise is one of the 

essential needs of the modern person. 

Psychologists and exercise specialists have 

consistently affirmed the vital role of 

exercise and physical fitness on the 

development of mental skills such as 

happiness (1) and reduction of psychological 

problems, emotion, and affection; including 

depression (2).  

One of the psychological and emotional 

problems that has attracted the attention of 

psychologists and experts in the health field 

is alexithymia. Alexithymia refers to deficit 

in the ability to recognize and express 

emotions, use of concrete speech and 

thoughts related to external events, and a 

paucity of fantasy life. It has three core 

features. (a) Difficulty identifying feelings, 

which refers to “a limited identification of a 

person’s own mood states and failure to 

identify emotions”. (b) Difficulty describing 

feelings, which refers to “a limited ability to 

recognize one's own emotions and verbalize 

them”. (c) Externally-oriented thinking, 

which refers to “a cognitive style that shows 

a preference for external detail of everyday 

life rather than thought content related 

feelings, fantasies and other aspects of a 

person's inner experiences” (3).  

Emotions are not only an intrinsic part of 

competitive sport; they are widely believed 

to influence performance in sport. 

Consequently, the ability to regulate 

emotions successfully is regarded by many 

as an important psychological skill in 

athletes. Although most humans are able to 

recognize, and report the experience of a 

variety of emotions, because emotion is a 

term derived from everyday language, 

identifying the necessary and sufficient 

conditions for something to qualify as an 

emotion has been plagued with difficulty (4).  

Various researchers demonstrated in their 

research that exercise, physical activity and 

movement have an important role in 

reducing the emotional and psychological 

problems. Mostafai (2012) found that level 

of negative emotions, such as depression and 

anxiety in female athletes, is significantly 

lower than non-athletic women (1).  

Behroozi and Abdimoghadam (2014) 

concluded in a study that athletic conscripts 

had less psychological, effective and 

emotional disorders than non-athletic 

conscripts (5). Ghasempour et al. (2013) 

showed that physical activities are associated 

with increased levels of happiness and 

psychological well-being (6). Stanger et al. 

(2012) demonstrated that people who do not 

exercise have more blunted emotions 

compared to their athletic counterparts (7). 

Carless and Douglas (2010) found that 

physical exercise has a positive effect on the 

mental health of participants and decreases 

anxiety and depression in them (8). Strohle 

(1996) showed that exercise and physical 

activity can reduce depression and anxiety 

(9). In Cabrera and Padilla’s research 

(2004), it was shown that student athletes 

have relatively high emotional intelligence, 

which has a positive impact on their athletic 

performance (10). Cox (2002) stated that 

athletes have lower negative emotional states 

and higher vitality in comparison with non-

athletes (11). Ghasempour et al. (2014) 

revealed that athletic students were in better 

positions with regard to psychological 

wellbeing, positive relationships with others 

and purpose in life than non-athletic students 

(12).  

Overall, based on what was said, it can be 

concluded that exercise, physical activity 

and movement are among the factors that 

play important roles in reducing mental and 

emotional disorders. Although research 

evidence indicates the role of exercise in 

improving psychological and emotional 

problems is essential, so far no research has 
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examined the role of sport, physical activity 

and movement in reducing emotional 

disorders in adolescents. Furthermore, no 

studies consider the importance of exercise 

in reduction of alexithymia and its 

components in adolescent students. So by 

reviewing how these variables can play an 

effective role in student athletes and non-

athletes by comparing psychological factors, 

possible differences can be realized between 

the negative emotional structures of the two 

groups. If there is a significant difference, it 

should be possible to specifically identify 

the desired features and emphasize them as 

well as it being possible to improve the 

condition of Sport Science and Physical 

Education in adolescent students. So, the 

question is: is there significant difference 

between athletic and non-athletic students 

with regard to alexithymia and its 

dimensions? 

 

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

Due to the subject of this study and the 

nature of its variables, the type of this study 

was post event (causal comparative), in 

which researchers tried to evaluate, compare, 

and explain the obtained results (13). 

Participants. The population consists of 

all the high school male students of ordinary 

schools of Miandoab in the academic year 

2012-2013, which came to approximately 

6,000 people. Sample size was calculated 

using the Cochran formula, taking into 

account the measurement error, equal to 

0.08, and confidence interval of 0.95 (14), 

equalling 146 people. 

Finally, in view of the likelihood of 

dropped subjects and high external validity, 

200 people were selected as the sample, 

including 100 student athletes (mean age; 

15.55 and SD; 0.91) and 100 non-athlete 

students (mean age; 15.85 and SD; 0.83). 

Randomized multistage cluster sampling 

was used. For the sampling, first, Miandoab 

City was divided into five geographical 

areas and from these regions, two regions 

were selected randomly as the first stage 

clusters. In the next step, in the 

aforementioned two regions, high school 

boys from two high schools, and from each 

high school, a few classes were selected as 

clusters. In the third stage, the desired 

sample was selected randomly from each 

class.  

Inclusion criteria of the student athletes in 

this research were: the selected have been 

members of sports clubs for at a minimum of 

one year continuously (up until the 

selection), and in every week, two sessions 

of regular exercise have been carried out. 

Furthermore, they must be in the age range 

of 14-16 years. Exclusion criteria were 

severe physical illness, a history of 

hospitalization in psychiatric centers, or 

referral to a psychiatrist due to mental 

disorders that resulted in limited sport and 

physical activity.  

Inclusion criteria of non-athletes were 

that during the previous year, with the 

exception of sports in school, the subjects 

have not had physical activity and were in 

the age range of 16-14 years. The exclusion 

criteria also include those with a history of 

hospitalization in psychiatric centers, or 

visits to a psychiatrist because of mental 

disorders.  

Tools. The FTAS-20 is a Farsi version of 

The Toronto Alexithymia Scale [TAS-20; 

(15)] validated for the Iranian population 

(16). The FTAS measures three components 

of alexithymia including difficulty in 

identifying feelings (DIF), difficulty in 

describing feelings (DDF), and externally 

oriented thinking (EOT) on a five-point 

Likert scale, which ranged from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The TAS-20 

has demonstrated good psychometric 

properties (15-17). Adequate psychometric 

properties of the scale have been reported for 

the Iranian population (16).  

Cronbach's (alpha) coefficients of the 

FTAS-20 were 0.85, 0.82, 0.75, and 0.72 for 

the overall alexithymia score and subscales 
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of difficulty in identifying feelings, 

difficulty describing feelings, and externally 

oriented thinking, respectively.  

Test-retest reliability, in a sample of 67 

participants, was calculated on two 

occasions over a four week period. 

Correlation coefficients ranged from 0.80 to 

0.87 for the overall and subscales’ scores. 

All correlation coefficients were significant 

at p = 0.001 (15). The reliability of this test 

in this study was 0.61 using Cronbach's 

(alpha). 

Procedure. Athlete and non-athlete 

students completed the Farsi version of the 

Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20 in the 

classroom without the teacher present (10-15 

min) following an explanation of the 

advantages of this research. In order to 

comply with research ethics and to attract 

the cooperation of the subjects, they were 

initially apprised on the general objectives of 

the study and then they were asked to 

answer the questions whilst remaining 

anonymous. It is necessary to note that 

people who participated in this project were 

enthusiastic to take part and the subjects 

were assured that their information would be 

kept confidential and the results would be 

issued in a group and statistically rather than 

individually. 

Statistical Analysis. For data analysis 

descriptive statistics (Mean±SD) and 

analysis of variance, MANOVA was used 

and p<0.05 was considered to be significant. 

Statistical analysis was performed using 

SPSS-16. 

 

RESULTS 

Table 1 shows the mean and standard 

deviation of the research variables for the 

two groups. Obtained values of 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov for all variables were 

not significant between the two groups. 

These values indicate that the scores of the 

examined scales have no problem in terms of 

normality in the samples and data. 

Conversion methods will not be used to 

adjust them and the analysis of the scales 

will not disturb the results. Furthermore, all 

variables are normally distributed according 

to the Kolmogorov-Smirnov values. Thus, 

MANOVA test can be used to analyze the 

findings of this study. 

Table 1. Descriptive characteristics for alexithymia and its components in two groups 

Variable group Mean±SD Kolmogorov-Smirnov sig 

DIF Athletic 18.88±5.31 0.61 0.84 

Non-athletic 25.31±5.48 0.79 0.55 

DDF Athletic 13.57±3.75 0.91 0.36 

Non-athletic 17.98±6.10 0.83 0.46 

EOT Athletic 22.19±3.63 0.72 0.67 

Non-athletic 23.39±2.56 0.80 0.58 

Alexithymia (total score) 
Athletic 54.64±9.50 0.98 0.29 

Non-athletic 66.68±9.51 1.13 0.10 

DIF: Difficulty in Identifying Feelings, 

DDF: Difficulty in Describing Feelings,               


EOT: Externally Oriented Thinking 

 

 

Before using the test of analysis of 

variance, the assumption of homogeneity of 

variance was studied using the Levene test. 

According to the results of the Levene test, 

the assumptions of homogeneity of variances 

of the research variables were verified in the 

two groups. This test was not significant for 

any of the variables.  

As can be seen in Table 2, the results of 

the research demonstrated that there is a 

significant difference between the DIF in the 

athlete and non-athlete students (P = 0.001). 
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The athlete students therefore are better at 

identifying feelings than the non-athlete 

students. A comparison of the average of the 

DDF in athlete and non-athlete students also 

showed a notable difference (P = 0.001). The 

athletic students had lower DDF scores in 

comparison with the non-athletic students. A 

comparison of the average of the DOF 

indicated that athlete students have less DOF 

than non-athlete students and the difference 

was significant (P = 0.008). With 

consideration to  alexithymia, the results 

show that fewer athlete students had 

alexithymia in comparison to the non-athlete 

students (P = 0.001). 

 

Table 2. MANOVA for alexithymia and its components 

Variable Mean Square F p-Value 

DIF 2067.24 79.79 0.001 

DDF 972.40 37.89 0.001 

EOT 72 7.25 0.008 

Alexithymia (total score) 7248.08 80.14 0.001 

DIF: Difficulty in Identifying Feelings, 

DDF: Difficulty in Describing 

Feelings, EOT: Externally Oriented Thinking 

 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The aim of the present study was to 

compare alexithymia and its components; 

DIF, DDF and EOT in athletes and non-

athletic adolescents. The results showed that 

generally, the average scores of athletic 

students are less than the average scores of 

non-athletic students in the variables of 

DDF, DIF, EOT and alexithymia. These 

differences were significant and presented 

the better emotional conditions and better 

health in athlete students over the non-

athlete students.  

On basis of these results, our first 

hypothesis was supported. The results are 

consistent with results of Mostafai and 

Ghasempour et al. (1, 12). Mostafai (2012) 

showed that disorders and problems (mental, 

emotional and affective) are less frequent in 

athletes than in non-athletic people (1). 

Ghasempour et al. (2014) indicated that 

exercise and physical activity leads to 

increased psychological well-being (12). In 

explaining the results of this study, it can be 

said that student athletes in different sports 

not only acquire the physical growth, they 

also experience growth in their mental, 

emotional, and personality dimensions.  

Exercise and physical activity are 

effective and important in expressing and 

regulating emotions, creativity, curiosity, 

personal self-control, a sense of hope, 

increased self-esteem, psychological well-

being and happiness (1, 6, 10, 12).  

Exercise and physical activity are 

associated with increased positive aspects 

that are conditioned to respond and provide 

opportunities to reduce the negative impacts 

of threatening situations and antigenics (10). 

By creating an appropriate context to 

increase their sense of empowerment and 

self-worth (11), athletic people are able to 

reduce psychological, emotional and 

affective (e.g., alexithymia and its 

components) problems more so than non-

athletic people. Regular exercise and 

physical activity can improve positive 

attitude and change negative beliefs and 

dysfunctional views on the life of people and 

their surrounding environments. These 

changes, in turn, reduce emotional disorders 

(including deficits in emotional self-

regulation, the inability to recognize and 

verbal descriptions of personal emotions) in 

athletes compared to non-athletes.  

Moreover, it is likely that student athletes 

use sport and physical activity as a method 
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and of coping with the worries and stresses 

that are caused by the repetitive nature of 

life. This, in turn reduces and controls 

psychological and emotional problems such 

as alexithymia.  

In explaining these results, it is assumed 

that individuals have different skills in their 

use of positive emotions and processing 

emotional balance constructively and 

efficiently. These skills can be caused by 

factors such as participation in physical 

activity and sport. Participation in sport and 

physical activities are effective and safe 

ways to reduce emotional stress and negative 

emotions (e.g. sadness and anxiety), increase 

social and interpersonal skills and employ 

productive and efficient strategies for 

regulating emotions in stressful situations (1, 

7). In terms of psychological, physical and 

sporting activities, exercise provides 

opportunities to divert the attention of the 

person from stressful conditions and create a 

context for improving body image, positive 

attitude towards oneself, communicating 

with others, positive emotions and mental 

health, emotionally and physically (6, 11). 

This probably reduces the rate of 

alexithymia and its components (Externally 

Oriented Thinking, Difficulty in Describing 

Feelings and Difficulty in Identifying 

Feelings) in student-athletes.  

Overall, the results showed that the 

situations of athletic adolescents, compared 

to non-athletic adolescents, in terms of 

alexithymia and its components, were better. 

According to the findings, encouraging 

students to participate in physical activity 

and exercise in their teenage years can 

reduce their psychological problems, help to 

control these problems, and help to improve 

mental health. It is therefore necessary for 

officials, and those involved in educating 

and training students in youth sports, be 

more sensitive and carry out short-term and 

long-term planning in this context in order to 

provide necessary facilities for this stratum 

of society.  

It is suggested that future research is 

carried out on students from other 

educational levels, such as junior and female 

students. It is necessary to repeat this study 

in schools in other cities to discover whether 

or not the results obtained in this study are 

true for other situations. It is suggested that 

relevant authorities are applied to in order to 

attempt to reduce and control mental and 

emotional problems, such as alexithymia and 

its components, in students. This can be 

done by giving more attention to sport and 

physical activity and in research and 

planning relating to the control and 

reduction of psychological problems. 

Finally, it is necessary to note the 

limitations of this study in the interpretation 

of its results. Firstly, the appraisal of 

alexithymia was based on the self-report of 

subjects, which may be biased. Another 

limitation related to the sample group, which 

takes caution in generalizing the results to 

the external subjects. 
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 چکیده

 حاضر پژوهش از هدف. گيرند مي نظر در شناختي روان هاي مؤلفه رشد در کننده تقویت هاي روش از یکي عنوان به را ورزش محققان امروزه

 در( EOT) عيني تفکر و( DDF) احساسات توصيف در دشواري ،(DIF) احساسات شناسایي در دشواري: آن هاي مؤلفه و تایميا آلکسي مقایسه

 که بودند؛ غيرورزشکار آموز دانش 111 و ورزشکار آموز دانش 111 شامل پژوهش آماري نمونه. بود غيرورزشکار و ورزشکار نوجوانان از گروه دو

 معناداري تفاوت که داد نشان پژوهش نتایج. دادند پاسخ تورنتو تایميا آلکسي مقياس به و شدند انتخاب اي چندمرحله اي‌خوشه گيري‌نمونه بصورت

 از ورزشکار آموزان دانش طوریکه به ؛(P<111/1) دارد وجود آن هاي مؤلفه و تایميا آلکسي لحاظ از غيرورزشکار و ورزشکار نوجوانان بين

 و ورزش که است حاکي نتایج این. بودند برخوردار غيرورزشکار آموزان دانش به نسبت کمتري EOT و DIF، DDF تایميا، آلکسي

 .باشند‌مي نوجوانان در هيجاني مشکلات کاهش در تأثيرگذار عاملي بدني هاي‌فعاليت

 .آموز دانش تایميا، آلکسي غيرورزشکار، ورزشکار، :واژگان کلیدی
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