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Abstract

Substance use disorders are complex clinical situations, characterized by poor emotional expression and
by having comorbidity with other entities such as personality disorders, and require therapeutic inter-
ventions for improvement. The aim of this article is to compare the level of alexithymia, positive and
negative affect, and emotional competence in substance users with and without a diagnosis of personality
disorder before and after a cognitive-behavioral intervention. It was a cuasi-experimental study, with 35
substance-using patients from a residential treatment unit. Toronto Alexithymia Scale, Emotional Compe-
tence Questionnaire, Positive and Negative Affect Scale and Structured Clinical Interview for Personality
Disorders (SCID Il) were used. As results, ANOVA and Bonferroni test showed that alexithymia and
negative affect were reduced in both groups and that emotional competence did not suffer any effect.
As conclusion, intervention in substance use requires including approaches to personality disorders and
affective expression and the cognitive-behavioral approach is an effective alternative.
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Resumen

Los trastornos por consumo de sustancias son situaciones clinicas complejas, caracterizadas por una pobre
expresién emocional y por presentar comorbilidad con otras entidades como los trastornos de la perso-
nalidad, y requieren intervenciones terapéuticas para su mejora. El objetivo de este articulo es comparar
el nivel de alexitimia, afecto positivo y negativo, y competencia emocional en usuarios de sustancias con y
sin diagnostico de trastorno de la personalidad antes y después de una intervencién cognitivo-conductual.
Fue un estudio cuasi-experimental, con 35 pacientes usuarios de sustancias de una unidad de tratamiento
residencial. Se utilizaron la Escala de Alexitimia de Toronto, el Cuestionario de Competencia Emocional,
la Escala de Afecto Positivo y Negativo y la Entrevista Clinica Estructurada para Trastornos de la Persona-
lidad (SCID II). Las pruebas de ANOVA y de Bonferroni mostraron que la alexitimia y el afecto negativo
se redujeron en ambos grupos y que la competencia emocional no se vio afectada. Como conclusién, la
intervencion en el consumo de sustancias requiere incluir abordajes de los trastornos de la personalidad y

la expresion afectiva y el enfoque cognitivo-conductual es una alternativa eficaz.

Palabras clave

Abuso de sustancias, expresion emocional, intervencién cognitivo-conductual, trastornos de la personalidad.

INTRODUCTION

Personality disorders are stable and rigid pat-
terns of cognition, interpersonal relationships,
emotional expression, and impulse manage-
ment that involve problems with context, de-
cision making, and progressive deterioration
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
The current classification includes 10 person-
ality disorders, subclassified into 3 groups:
Group A for those with strange or eccentric
behaviors, Group B for those with difficulties
in their emotional management and Group C
for those with tendencies to anxiety (Morri-
son, 2023). Various authors agree that per-
sonality disorders are associated with prob-
lems in emotional regulation, difficulty achiev-
ing goals, self-harming behaviors (Chapman,
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2019), and substance use (Albein-Urios et al.,
2019, Nieto-Preciado et al., 2017). One of
the main complications of personality disor-
ders are difficulties in emotional management,
in which emotional regulation deficits (Chap-
man, 2019; Selby & Joiner, 2009; Tsavou &
Petkari, 2020) determine the lack of self-care
behaviors and the possibilities of long-term
contextual functioning.

Research in recent decades has coincided in
pointing to alexithymia (Sifneos, 1996; Taylor
etal., 1995) and other difficulties in emotion-
al expression and recognition as a prevalent
trait in the emotional dynamics of both per-
sonality disorders (Hervas, 201 |; Albein-Uri-
os et al.,, 2019) and substance use (Corona-
Figueroa et al., 2015; Honkalampi, et al, 2022;
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Luna et al., 2017; Palma-Alvarez et al.,2021,
Souto et al, 2019 and Sudraba, 2012). Specif-
ic difficulties in emotional expression include
specific incompetence for emotional naming
(Honkalampi et al, 2022), facial recognition
of emotions (Albein-Uros et al., 2019) and
cognitive elements that constitute fixed be-
liefs to evaluate the world, which tend to be
negative and totalizing and lead to unpleasant
and uncomfortable affects that make their
life experience difficult (Selby & Joiner, 2009;
Trull et al., 2018).

Within all this complexity, substance use dis-
orders maintain maladaptive cognitive frame-
works that seem to feed back into comorbid
personality disorders that even have an im-
portant genetic correlate. A high percentage
of patients with borderline personality disor-
der also have a substance use disorder, and
many opiate, cocaine, and alcohol users may
have jointly received a diagnosis of borderline
personality disorder (Trull et al., 2018).

Coming from rigid patterns of thought, affect
and behavior, personality traits or disorders,
as well as difficulties in emotional expression,
these tend to reinforce substance use (Nieto
et al,, 2017) as it becomes a form, although
maladaptive and stereotyped, to understand
the world and manage stressful situations. The
affectivity of substance users is very restrict-
ed, poor and poorly regulated, characterized
by tendencies towards alexithymia negative
affect (Corona-Figueroa et al.,, 2015; Tsavou
& Petkari 2020) and unbearable emotions
(Kang et al., 2019).

Until recently, many clinicians considered that
personality disorders tend to be conditions
that are difficult to treat, both from a psycho-
therapeutic perspective (Quiroga et al., 2001)
a pharmacological perspective (Morales,

!

2022), and in large part this situation lies in
their normalization and chronicity (Trull et al.,
2018). The presence of personality traits or
disorders continues to be an element of re-
sistance to therapeutic improvement, which is
why the efforts of psychotherapy approaches
have been aimed at adapting the approach
techniques to make them more effective.
Thus, approaches such as psychoanalysis
(de Cortés, 2000), cognitive-behavioral ap-
proaches (Pérez et al., 2017), dialectical be-
havioral therapy (Trull et al., 2018; Zamboni
etal., 2021) or holistic approaches (Adedoyin
etal., 2014) have been taken.

Personality disorders, as stated so far, rep-
resent a fascinating and complex field for
clinical work, yet most studies have only
achieved a descriptive or analytical design
and a transversal temporality or have lacked
a homogeneous methodological rigor (Trull
et al., 2018). There are very few stud-
ies that focus on the stability of personal-
ity disorders and their impact on substance
consumption (Souto et al., 2019) and even
fewer that incorporate monitoring of the
effectiveness of the therapeutic alternatives
applied or the permanence of patients in
treatment (Palma-Alvarez et al., 2021).

In previous studies by the present author, it
was identified that half of the substance-using
patients showed the presence of alexithymia
and a greater tendency toward negative af-
fect (Corona-Figueroa et al., 2015) and per-
sonality disorders, that were associated to
much higher tendence to relapse (Nieto et al.,
2017). Furthermore, another study showed
that 75% of patients in a residential treatment
unit for substance users exhibited personality
traits or disorders according to the Structured
Clinical Interview for Personality Disorders
(SCID 1), that the most prevalent disorder
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was antisocial personality disorder; and that
patients with personality disorders had a much
higher probability of experiencing a relapse at
the four-month follow-up (Nieto et al., 2017).
For these reasons, the objective of this study
was to identify the results obtained by Mexican
substance-using patients with and without a di-
agnosis of personality disorder and compare
them after participating in a specific cognitive-
behavioral intervention to reduce their alex-
ithymia and negative affect and increase their
emotional competence and positive affect.

METHOD

It was a longitudinal quasi-experimental study
with a total duration of four months, with
pre- and post-intervention measurement.
The participants were substance abusers un-
dergoing treatment in a residential treatment
unit located in a Western Mexican city. Before
beginning the intervention, the project was
submitted to the central authorities of the
residential treatment unit, and the patients
attended an informational talk about the in-
tervention. Afterward, the patients voluntarily
joined the project and signed informed con-
sent to participate in the intervention, which
posed no risk to them. To evaluate the study
variables, five instruments were used: 1) To-
ronto Alexithymia Scale (Taylor et al., 1990),
which is the most used and translated to
measure this variable due to its solid psycho-
metric properties, 2) Emotional Competence
Questionnaire (Garrosa et al., 2008) which,
with only 12 items, measures this important
affective construct, 3) Positive and Negative
Affect Scale (PANAS by Watson et al., 1998,
translated and adapted to Spanish by Robles
and Paez, 2003); 4) Structured Clinical Interview
for Personality Disorders (SCID Il), created from
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the DSM-III-R and which diagnoses personal-
ity disorders based on a questionnaire on the
diagnostic criteria, and followed by a confirm-
atory interview to identify the severity, persis-
tence or pathology of the trait in question and
based on the number indicated by the manual
for individual disorder diagnoses (Nieto et al.,
2017), and 5) Patient self-reported informa-
tion questionnaire, which included sociode-
mographic questions and clinical variables.
These questionnaires were administered in a
personalized manner with each patient who
agreed to enroll in the study, once they had
signed informed consent for the procedure
and the various actions of the program, which
had been authorized by the institution.

Patients participated in a |4-session program
over a seven-week period. The first session
was a welcome session and the last was a
closing session, while the |2 intermediate ses-
sions were divided into three modules of four
sessions each to work on each of the three
variables included in the intervention (alex-
ithymia, emotional competence and positive
and negative affect). Due to the treatment
unit’s open admission system, sessions were
implemented on a continuous basis, where
each participant left when they had participat-
ed in all the program sessions and the same
instruments were applied to them as when
they entered. The sessions were based on
the cognitive-behavioral approach examining
their beliefs and the resulting feelings and be-
haviors, as well as promoting characteristics
such as empathy and positive affect with indi-
vidual and group work and even role-playing
activities. The sessions were designed and
conducted by experienced clinical psychology
graduates and taught by the main researcher
of the project. The intervention did not pose
any risk for the participants.
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The analyses were carried out with the SPSS
Version 29 statistical package, and frequen-
cies, multivariate analysis with ANOVA and
the Bonferroni test were used for compari-
sons between groups.

RESULTS

Thirty-five patients participated in the inter-
vention. Among them, |7 had a diagnosis of
some personality disorders, and 18 of them
had no any diagnosis.

To identify the differences in the emotional
expression variables (alexithymia, emotional
competence and positive and negative af-
fect), a multivariate analysis was carried out
comparing the groups (pre and post and with

!

and without diagnosis) and an ANOVA of F=
3.354 was found. (3.1), a Sig= 0.024 between
the groups.

Regarding alexithymia, the different groups
were found to have an F=3.354 and with
higher scores for the group with a diagnosis
of personality disorder (Sig= 0.024), in posi-
tive affect an F= 0.677 without significant dif-
ference, in negative affect an F= 4.877 and
significantly different with 0.004, being higher
for patients with a diagnosis of personality dis-
order. In measuring emotional competence,
no differences were found, with F=0.696.
Regarding the comparisons between groups
with Bonferroni, significant differences in alex-
ithymia were found only in the pre-group with
diagnosis group vs. pre-group without diagno-
sis (Sig= 0.041) (figure 1).

Figure |. Estimated marginal means of alexithymia

Pre no Pre with
diagnosis diagnosis
Groups

Post with
diagnosis

Post no
diagnosis

Error bars +/- 2SE
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No significant differences in positive affect with Sig = 0.028, a significant decrease
were found between the groups (figure 2). (figure 3).
Significant differences were found with According to figure 4, no significant differ-
the Bonferroni test, in negative affect be- ences were found between the groups in
tween the pre- and post-diagnosis group emotional competence.

Figure 2. Estimated marginal means of positive affect

a0

Pre no Pre with Post no Post with
diagnosis diagnosis diagnosis diagnosis
Groups

Error bars +/- 2SE

Figure 3. Estimated marginal means of negative affect

Pre no Pre with Post no Post with
diagnosis diagnosis diagnosis diagnosis
Groups

Error bars +/- 2SE
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Figure 4. Estimated marginal means of emotional competence

40

30

20

Groups

Post with
diagnosis

Post no
diagnosis

Error bars +/- 2SE

Pre no Pre with
diagnosis diagnosis
DISCUSSION

The results found show that, even before
participating in the intervention, substance
users with a diagnosis of personality disor-
der already had higher scores in the unfa-
vorable variables of emotional expression
such as alexithymia, which is a concept of
extensive study. Alexithymia is present in
many aspects of the lives of people who suf-
fer from personality disorders and substance
use, for which there is extensive theoretical
and empirical support (Albein-Urios et al.,
2019; Corona-Figueroa et al., 2015; Hervas,
2011; Honkalampi, et al, 2022; Luna et al.,
2017; Palma-Alvarez et al., 2021, Souto et
al, 2019; Sudraba, 2012). The other variable
that showed a difference was negative af-
fect, a characteristic that can lead patients
to uncomfortable and unpleasant moods

that drive them to substance use, as they
lack the ability to regulate these moods
(Hervas,201|; Selby & Joiner, 2009). Both
variables, alexithymia and negative affect in
the substance-using population, had already
been correlated in a previous study with
a larger sample (Corona-Figueroa et al,
2015). Positive affect and emotional compe-
tence did not show differences between the
groups or after treatment, which may mean
that substance users, whether or not they
present a personality diagnosis, are similar
in the negative tendencies of their affectivity
and not in the positive ones.

Regarding the objectives of the intervention,
these same two variables were modified, in
such a way that all participants benefited
from a reduction in alexithymia and a much
more significant reduction in negative affect.
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Given the strong association of these char-
acteristics with substance use, it can be of
use in one of the many aspects to improve
in this clinical problem, which, on the other
hand, is complicated by personality disorder
issues (Luna et al., 2017; Nieto et al., 2017)
and which turns out to have an implication
in substance use relapse (Palma et al. 2021).

Due to its complex nature, substance use
has been addressed from very diverse ap-
proaches and everyone focuses on the as-
pect that they consider most important
from their point of view. Cognitive-behav-
ioral treatments have been successful for
many disorders and have very consolidated
empirical support. In the case of substance
use, the identification and modification of
dysfunctional beliefs have contributed to
emotional improvement and a favorable be-
havioral effect in reducing or discontinuing
consumption (Albein et al., 2019; Zamboni
et al.,, 2021). Despite the complexity of the
problem, therapeutic approaches like this
study that directly modify emotional com-
petencies, such as identification, empathy
and emotional regulation, have been able
to show their effectiveness. The present
authors’ suggestion is that substance use
continues to be studied not only through
documentary, descriptive and cross-section-
al studies, given that quasi-experimental and
longitudinal conceptions provide informa-
tion to understand these chronic and refrac-
tory mental health situations.

Some limitations should be considered in
this study. First, the relatively small sample
size (n = 35) limits the statistical power of
the analyses and may have reduced the abil-
ity to detect smaller intervention effects, we
recommend follow up studies with larger
simples and recruiting participants from

Revista Espaiiola

different contexts. Second, the study em-
ployed a quasi-experimental design without
a randomized control group. Consequently,
causal inferences regarding the effectiveness
of the cognitive-behavioral
should be made with caution. Additionally,
to acknowledge if the reductions shown on
negative affect were maintained over the
time, is recommended to include long term
follow-up assessment.

intervention

The heterogeneity of personality disorder
diagnoses represented in the clinical sample
may also have influenced the results. Dif-
ferent personality disorders are associated
with distinct emotional regulation profiles
and treatment responses, yet the analyses
treated personality disorders as a single
category. Future research should examine
intervention outcomes according to specific
personality disorder diagnoses or clusters.

Future studies should employ larger and
more diverse samples, randomized con-
trolled designs, multi-site recruitment strat-
egies, and longitudinal follow-up assess-
ments to further establish the efficacy and
durability of cognitive-behavioral interven-
tions targeting emotional expression among
substance users with comorbid personality
pathology.
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