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Structured Interview by the modified edition of
Beth Israel Hospital Psychosomatic Questionnaire (SIBIQ)
in Japanese edition for evaluating “Alexithymia”

Gen Komaki”, Tatsuyuki Arimura”

1) Division of Psychosomatic Research, National Institute of Mental Health, National Center

of Neurology and Psychiatry

2 ) Department of Psychosomatic Medicine, Graduate School of Medical Sciences, Kyushu

University

Introduction

The word “alexithymia” came from the
Greek: a=lack, lexis=word, and thymos=
emotion. Dr Sifneos (1973) coined the word
alexithymia to denote cognitive and affective
characteristics commonly found in patients
with psychosomatic diseases”. Alexithymia is
composed of four characteristic features: (i)
difficulty identifying feelings and distinguish-
ing between feelings and the bodily sensations
of emotional arousal; (ii) difficulty describing
feelings to other people; (iii) constricted imag-
inahle processes, as evidenced by a paucity of
fantasies; (iv) a stimulus-bound, externally
oriented cognitive style. The twenty-item
Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), a self
report questionnaire, originally developed by
G.J.Taylor et al, has been proven to have
good internal consistency and test-retest reli-
ability to assess alexithymia”, However, clini-
cal interviews have been recommended to cli-
nicians to evaluate alexithymia.

Although Sifneos PE (1973) originally de-
veloped the Beth Israel Hospital Psychoso-
matic Questionnaire (BIQ) for the objective
assessment of these alexithymia characteris-
tics, Taylor GJ et al. (1994) modified it by
adding four new items and eliminating the
nine items less relevant to the construct for
better rating of alexithymia®. Further, be-
cause there were no uniform methods in Japa-
nese to evaluate alexithymia in clinical setting,

we decided to develop the Structured Inter-
view by the modified edition of Beth Israel
Questionnaire (SIBIQ) in Japanese edition.

Subject and Method

SIBIQ is constituted by the partially struc-
tured interview based on the standard rating
scale according to the modified edition of BIQ
(Taylor GJ] et al), accompanied with the in-
terview guide—lines composed of the written
questions referring to the modified BIQ.

Therefore, the aim of this study was to as-
sess the reliability and validity of the newly
developed SIBIQ.

SIBIQ was carried out by two interviewers
to 45 patients (male, n=6; female, n=39
mean age, 26.3£7.9 yr (SD)), admitting to
the department of psychosomatic medicine in
Kyushu University Hospital; Eating Disorders
(n=34), Mood Disorders (n=7), Anxiety Dis-
orders (n=2), Somatoform Disorders (n=1),
and Communication Disorders (n=1). Briefly,
each patient was interviewed for approxi-
mately 20 min by either of the two interview-
ers, as randomly selected, who were all famil-
iar with the alexithymia construct; one inter-
viewer asked questions, while the other only
watched beside in an interview room, The pa-
tients were rated for alexithymia by the two
interviewers independently based on the
modified version of BIQ according to the in-
terview guidelines, After the interview, the
patients answered TAS-20, and consequently
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the rating scores of SIBIQ and the TAS-20
were compared.

Results

When factor analysis was performed on the
results of SIBIQ, the following two factors
were extracted: alexithymia and fantasy abil-
ity. The first factor consisted of both affective
awareness and operatory thinking that had
been already discriminated in the modified
BIQ. As to the reliability, the good internal
consistency (a=0.91) and the good reliability
between raters (ICC=0.82) were observed

(Table 1). Significant positive correlation (r
=(,49) between SIBIQ and TAS-20 was ob-
tained and the convergent validity of SIBIQ
was also confirmed (Table 2).

Discussion

Regarding the reliability of the SIBIQ, the
internal consistency is very high as shown in

Table 1. Modified BIQ reliability

Internal consistency (a)

(n=45)
Total BIQ 0.91
BIQ affect awareness 0.93
BIQ operatory thinking 0.78

the Table 1. The reliability of the assessment
of the total BIQ and the subscales between
the two raters is also high like 0.76-0. 87, re-
spectively, probably because we used the
structured interview for the BIQ in the confir-
matory manner as the SIBIQ.

On the other hand, the validity of the SIBIQ
was evaluated by comparing with the TAS-
20. As shown in the Table 2, there are signifi-
cant correlations between total scores of BIQ
and TAS-20, as well as between the
subscales, respectively. There was, however,
only a weak correlation of BIQ affective
awareness with TAS-20 difficulty identifving
feelings. It seems firstly because the BIQ has
gome guestionnaires that do not completely
discriminate between the affective awareness
and the operatory thinking, and secondarily
because severely alexithymic patients were
not able to correctly evaluate their own affec-
tive awareness*®. Therefore, for example, the
SIBIQ might have measured high score in
those who had rather lower score in the TAS
=20, consequently resulting in the weak corre-
lation between the two, the BIQ affective
awareness and the TAS-20 difficulty identify-
ing feelings. To avoid such a problem in the
clinical settings it will be necessary not only
use the self-reporting questionnaire, TAS-20,

Table 2. Correlation of the TAS-20 and factor scales with interviewer ratings in the modified
Beth Israel Hospital psychosomatic questionnaire (n=45)

Total BIQ Total TAS-20 BIQ AA BIQ OT  TAS-20 DIF TAS-20 DDF
Total BIQ
Tatal TAS-20  0.49"*
BIQ AA 0.94%* 0.55*"
BIQ OT 0,914 0, 33" 0.72""
TAS-20 DIF 0.21 00 0.23 0.17
TAS-20 DDF  0.25 0.73%" 0.39** 0.05 Q. 36""
TAS-20 EOT  0.62*" 0.68*" 0.63" [y LT b 0.22 0.30*

fp<0.05**p<0.01,

Note: BIQ AA =BIQ affect awareness; BIQ OT = BIQ operatory thinking; TAS-20 DIF = TAS-20 difficulty identify-
ing feelings: TAS-20 DDF = TAS-20 difficulty describing feelings; TAS-20 EOT = TAS-20 externally oriented

thinking.
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but also the structured interview, the SIBIQ.
Actually the measurement scores among the
interviewers were rarely widely varied.

In conclusion, the present findings indicate
that it is valuable to use the SIBIQ for the as-
sessment of alexithymia in daily practice in
psychosomatic medicine,
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Introduction

Since social support has been proved to
have effects on mortality and incidence of dis-
eases, this psychosocial entity has attracted
attention from many researchers of social psy-
chology, health psvchology, sociology and
medicine. House [1] suggested that individu-
als isolated from society have shorter life ex-
pectancy and that social support has stronger
effects on mortality than other risk factors iLe
smoking, Type A behavior.

While many researchers proposed several
hypotheses for the mechanisms that social
support influences the status of one's health,
there is no definite explanation. Cohen and
Wills proposed a hypothesis that social sup-
port has an effect on one's appraisal of stres-
sors. Consequently social support indirectly af-
fects stress reactions such as anxiety and de-
pression [2]. Another finding notes that social
support influences indirectly on one's health
via direct influences on health-related behav-
iors such as physical exercise [3]. The above
two pathways can be classified into the hy-
pothesis of indirect effects. On the other hand,
the direct effect hypothesis is also presented
because there is some evidence relevant to di-
rect effects of quality of social relationships on
immune function in the field of psychoneuro-
immunology, highlighted as an area of re-
search to investigate the effects of psychologi-
cal parameters on physiological ones [4],

_48_

Uchino et al [5] concluded that social sup-
port has a substantial relationship to immune
function on the basis of meta analysis on the
researches of social support. With respect to
psychological parameters that affect immu-
nity, Irwin reported that depression has a
negative correlation with the number of natu-
ral killer (NK) cells (CD16+) [6]. To our
hest knowledge, however, no one has exam-
ined the relationship between social support
and NK cell number. Although it was ob-
served that there was no correlation between
social support and the percentage of NK cells
[7], it is feasible that the results were biased
since the sample size was small and the
authors did not use the number but percent-
age of NK cells. In the present study, in addi-
tion to measuring the NK cell number we ex-
amined the direct correlation hypothesis of so-
cial support on NK cell number in a cross sec-
tional design with controlling for age and
smoking as major two confounding factors of
immunity.

Methods

Farticipants

A total of 98 male workers (mean age: 46. 1
+7.25) were recruited from a private com-
pany in Japan and psychological question-
naires and immunological assessments were
executed with written informed consent. In
our study there was no shift worker. The in-
fluence from circadian rhythm to immune sys-
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tem in this study was seemed to be slight,
since sample subjects were seemed to have
an almost homogeneous working hours,

Assessment of social support

The Japanese version of Stress Coping In-
ventory (SCI) was administered in order to
evaluate the level of social support. Rahe de-
veloped SCI [8] and Fukunishi standardized
the Japanese version of SCI [9]. SCI is a self-
administered questionnaire composed of 4
subscales, that is, health-related behaviors, re-
sponse to stress, social support, and life satis-
faction. For the present study, social support
scale was utilized from the Japanese version
of SCI. The scale is classified into 3 subscales,
namely individual social support network,
utilization of social support, and perceived so-
cial support. The respective subscale consists
of 6 items with 0-3 Likert scale.

Immunological assessments

Blood samples were collected in heparinized
tubes (Beckton—Dickson, New Jersey, USA)
at 10:00 am. and stored at a room tempera-
ture for no longer than 24 hours before the
assays. To determine white blood cell (WBC)
subset counts, total numbers of WBC and leu-
kocyte differential counts were determined
using a Coulter counter (Beckman Coulter,
Inc, Fullerton, CA, USA). Lymphocyte sub-
sets were measured by flowecytometry analy-
sis (EPICS XL, Beckman Coulter, Ine, Fuller-
ton, CA, USA) according to standard meth-

ods. Enumeration of the following cells by
floweytometory was conducted using three
combinations of two color analysig: T cells and
NK cells (CD3/fluoresein isothyocyanate
(FITC) and CD16/phycoerythrin (PE), and,
CD3/FITC and CDS6/PE), and B cells (CD
19/PE) and one type of T cell subsets (CD4/
FITC). All antibodies were purchased from
Beckman Coulter, Inc (Fullerton, CA, USA),

Results

We conducted partial correlation analysis
controlling for age and smoking so as to ex-
amine the relations between social support
As  psychological
scales, we used individual social support net-
work, utilization frequency of social support,
and perceived social support. As indices of im-
mune cells, we used the numbers and per-
centages of CD3+, CD4+, CD19+, CD3-/
CD16+, and CD3-/CD56 +, There were sig-
nificant correlations between perceived social
support and the numbers of CD3-/CD16+
cells and CD3-/CD56+ cells. Perceived so-
cial support had a positive correlation with
CD3-=/CD16+ number (r=0.25 p<0.05 n
=78) and with CD3=/CD56+ number (r=
0.26, p<<0.05: n=78) (see Table). The other
immune parameters (CD3+, CD4+ and CD
19+) were no significantly correlated with
any social support indices. No statistically sig-
nificant correlations between social support
and the percentage of lymphocyte subsets
were observed.

and immune functions.

Table Partial correlation between social support and immunelogical parameters (cell counts)

total score of existense  of utilization of perception  of

social support support support support
CD3+/ul 0.01 0.03 -0.02 0.00
CD4+/ ul 0.05 0. 06 0.03 0.04
CD8+/ul 0.06 0. 05 0.01 0.11
CD19+/ 1l 0.10 0.07 0.11 0.10
CD3-CD16+/ ! 0.22 0.17 0.16 0. 25*
CD3-CD56+/ ul 0.21 0.17 0.15 0. 26"

p<0.05 N=78

controlled by age and smoking



A 0 £ Bt 10 58 7 SR 28150

Discussion

Schlesinger [7] reported that there was no
relationship between social support and the
percentage of NK cells. We also observed the
same null findings in terms of percentages of
NK cells, and observed that perceived social
support had a weak but significant positive
correlation with CD3=/CD16+ and CD3-/
CD56+ NK cell numbers after controlling for
age and smoking. Percentages of particular
lymphocyte subsets should be recognized as
representing the consequences of cell differen-
tiation rather than the strength of the immu-
nity. To evaluate the immune function of the
circulating blood, one should count the cell
numbers per unit. Thus our results are consis-
tent with our hypothesis that social support
correlates the increase in NK cell number and
might be relevant to augmenting the natural
immunity although we cannot tell any causal
relationship due to our cross sectional design.
Although we tried to include as many con-
founding factors as possible, the present study
has limitations because we did not assess the
undercurrent virus infections that might in-
crease NK cell numbers.

Cohen et al [10) showed that susceptibility
to common cold was associated with the social
network diversity as an index of social bond-
age. The subjects with low social network di-
versity had higher susceptibility to common
cold. They hypothesized that the mediators of
the link between social support network and
susceptibility to virus infection were attrib-
uted to health related behaviors, such as
smoking, aleohol intake and exercise, and en-
docrinolo-immunological system. However,
they did not find any correlation between so-
cial support network diversity and NK cell ac-
tivity, which plays an important role to de-
fend against the virus infections. They had to
assume immunological factors other than NK
cell activity to explain their own results. In
our study we also failed to find any correla-
tion between NK cell numbers and social sup-

port network but found the correlation with
perceived social support. In terms of virus in-
fection, perceived support might be a better
predictor,

The results presented showed no relation
between social support and the numbers of T
cells (CD4+ and CD8+) and B cells (CD19
+). It is consistent with a previous review by
Uchino [5] in which there was no correlation
between CD4 + number and social support in
studies conducted both on 33 (healthy) fe-
male [11] and on 221 HIV positive male [12]
that simply examined a correlation.

Among three categories of social support,
significant positive correlation with NE cell
number exists only in the perceived social
support. Uchino [5] proposed that, of per-
ceived support, emotional support especially
correlates with cardiovascular responses and
has strong effects on mental health such as
depression, anxiety, and so on. This proposal
could be endorsed in part by the results of
the present study that perceived social sup-
port correlated with NK cell number in terms
of psycho—neuro-endocrine-immune system.
As it is possible to interpret that both support
network and utilization frequency are parts of
perceived support, the results may be biased
by the questionnaire method .

Cohen and Willis [2] proposed two hy-
potheses for the mechanism of the effect of
social support on one's health: the direct and
buffering hypothesis. The former is that social
support has a direct effect on one's health,
The latter is that support has an influence
just after an exposure to stressors. The re-
sults presented here seem to support the di
rect hypothesis in terms of NK cells. In the
previous studies, the direct hypothesis was
confirmed when the researchers used social
integration as an tool for assessing social sup-
port, while the indirect hypothesis was con-
firmed when the functional indexes such as
perceived support were used as a research
tool. However, our results were different from
the previous studies. This difference may be
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due to the kinds of physiological parameters
evaluated since the indirect hypothesis was
often confirmed in the relationship between
the reactivity of cardiovascular functions and

social support,

In the future, it is necessary to investigate

the reason that perceived support specifically
correlates with NK cell number with control-
ling for potential confounders.
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