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INTRODUCTION

The term “meaning of life” is commonly used in various 
contexts and has no clear definition. Many authors have de-
scribed the experience of one’s life as meaningful based on 
their feeling of integration and relatedness or a feeling of ful-
filment and significance.1,2When someone stating that he or 
she has meaning in their life, It implies that they have com-
mitted to the values, believes and positively committed to 
some core concept which provides a framework or directive 
goal to view their life in fulfilment as a feeling of integra-
tion, relatedness or significance.3,4Parenthood is one of the 
most difficult jobs in everyone’s life because it creates the 
new chapter in their life story. It invigorates another self in 
them something that they did not know was there until they 
had children. It also gives them a new sense of purpose and 

meaning in life. As a parent, they tend to encounter love and 
passion for their children that they have never experienced 
before.5 There is a vast number of studies that confirms that 
the parents of special need children experience a higher level 
of stress, anxiety and depression.6,7The recent study indicates 
that they experience a mixture of joy and sorrow with the 
presence of a child with a special need. 8,10All human beings 
are craving for the meaning and true purposes of their life. 
In the parenting phase, every parent expects to have an aver-
age child who does not have any physical and psychologi-
cal deficiency but when they have the special child they feel 
helpless, stressed and lose their purposes in life.11 Research 
shows that the meaning of life can be viewed in two broader 
dimensions thus, existence and search for meaning.12

Emotional ventilation is an art and essentials of our lives. 
Emotions in general will add importance and structure to our 
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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a range of neurodevelopmental related mental disorder which affects the 
individual’s social interactions, communication and also causing the comorbid condition of repetitive behaviour, self-injurious 
behaviour, and developmental delays. It has been identified that mothers having children with autism have a higher level of 
parenting-related stresses and longing for better physical, social and mental health. Meaning of life comprises of “Who are we?, 
Why are we here ?, What is the purpose of our life? and what is the reason we are living for ?” in the context of scientific theories, 
philosophical and theological explanations. Mothers with special children spend most of their life by providing supportive care to 
their children and fail to realize their meaning of life. 
Methods: To understand the purpose of life of mothers who are having children with ASD, The Meaning of Life Questionnaire de-
veloped by Steger M. F(2006) was administered to 15 mothers who are having children with ASD followed by a semi-structured 
interview. An overall perceptive was reported in this study. 
Result: The result indicates that there was no significant difference in presence and search state in the meaning of life of moth-
ers having children with ASD.
Conclusion: The participants from this study disclosed that they have not valued the meaning and purpose in life which can be 
addressed by psychological counselling and intervention.
Key Words: Autism, Counselling, Disability, Emotion, Meaning of life, Parenting
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feelings and without these emotional expressions, we would 
resemble robots. How we feel and express emotions play a 
major role in physical and mental functioning. Emotional 
ventilation is the core of the healthy body, mind and soul. 
It is a sign of good health and strength rather than weak-
ness.13 Mothers having children with special needs find no 
time and energy for the continuous caretaking of their chil-
dren which leave them more stressed, helpless and hopeless 
in life. Hence, to develop a greater understanding of the lives 
of families with special needs children especially in the con-
dition of ASD in terms of the meaning of life this study was 
carried out. 

AIM

The study aims to analyze the meaning of life and emotional 
expression of mothers having children with an autism spec-
trum disorder.

METHODOLOGY

Hypothesis for the study
There will be no significant difference in the presence and 
search state on the meaning of life of the mothers having 
children with an autism spectrum disorder. 

Research Design: Ex post facto research design was adopt-
ed for this study. 

Sampling: Purposive sampling method was used in this 
study. Participants who were fulfilling the following inclu-
sion criteria were only selected.  The basic demographic 
details like age, education, family type, religion and so-
cio-economic status were collected. All the participants 
were from the rural village of Kanchipuram district such 
as Kanathur, Mutthukadu and Kovalam located in Tamil 
Nadu, India. 

Inclusion Criteria: 

• Mothers who were having children with ASD between 
the age of  5 to 10 years were included. 

• Mothers with no psychiatric conditions were only in-
cluded.  

Exclusion Criteria: Mothers with serious physical and psy-
chiatric problems, not being primary caregivers were ex-
cluded.

Tool Used:
The Meaning of life Questionnaire (MLQ). Steger, M. F 
(2006). It assesses two dimensions of meaning in life (Pres-
ence & Search) using 10 items rated on a seven-point scale 
from “Absolutely True” to “Absolutely Untrue.” (i) Presence 
subscale scoring is done by adding items 1, 4, 5, 6 and 9. 
Scores range between 5 to 35. (ii) Search subscale scoring 

was done by adding items 2, 3, 7, 8 and 10. Scores range 
between 5 to 35. The internal consistency of the scale was 
found to be Presence (0.86) and Search (0.87) with good reli-
ability. The scale is found to have good convergent, discri-
minant validity. 12

Scoring Interpretation
The below interpretation is a probabilistic guess about the ar-
eas of life based on the MLQ scoring. Numerous studies also 
confirmed the same but it cannot be considered as a diag-
nostic tool for labelling their opinion about life. The context 
meaning of life differs from a different cultural and religious 
point of view. 

I. If the score is above 24 on Presence and also above 24 
on search then it can be inferred that, “They feel that 
life has value, meaning and purpose. Yet still openly 
exploring the meaning or purpose. 

II. If the score is above 24 on Presence and below 24 on 
search, they feel their life has valued meaning and pur-
pose, and are not actively exploring that meaning or 
seeking meaning in their life.

III. If the score is below 24 on Presence and above 24 on 
search, they probably do not feel their life has a valued 
meaning and purpose, and they are actively search-
ing for something or someone that will give their life 
meaning of purpose.

IV. If the score is below 24 on Presence and also below 
24 on search, they probably do not feel their life has a 
valued meaning and purpose, and are not actively ex-
ploring the meaning or seeking meaning in their life. 

Procedure
All the participants were mothers of children with autism 
spectrum disorder and they were approached individually. 
Voluntary participation and the right to withdraw from the 
study was informed. After obtaining consent from the par-
ticipants the MLQ questionnaire was used followed by the 
semi-structured interview. Initially, the participants were 
asked about how they were feeling about their current life 
situation, where it was meaningful in their point of view and 
was there any possibility of finding fulfilment in their life 
despite having a child with ASD. They were also encouraged 
to ventilate the family problems and emotional distress, is-
sues in parenting the child with ASD. The interview lasted 
for about 15 to 20 minutes for each parent. After the personal 
semi-structured interview session they were thanked for their 
participation. 

Ethical Consideration
This study was carried out with the approval of the Institu-
tional Human Ethics Committee of Chettinad Academy of 
Research and Education (216/IHEC/Nov 2020), Kelambak-
kam, Chennai, Tamil Nadu, India as a part of the doctoral 
research. 
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Statistical Analysis: The collected data was analyzed by us-
ing the SPSS version 20. Descriptive statistics and t-test was 
incorporated for the data analysis. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1: Shows the Mean, SD value of the Presence 
and Search of MLQ questionnaire scoring of the 15 
mothers having children with ASD (N =15) 
Dimensions Mean SD t P

Presence 22.06 3.84 3.00* NS 0.7

Search 22.66 6.70

P<0.05 * t value is not significant at 0.05 level

The results indicate that the t value of 3.00 was found to be 
non-significant at the 0.05significant level hence hypothesis 
1 is accepted. From the scoring procedure, it can be inferred 
that their presence and search state is below the expected 
score, which indicates that the selected samples of mothers 
having children with ASD have not valued meaning and pur-
pose in their life and also not seeking actively the fulfillment 
of their life.

During the semi-structured interview, the mothers had em-
phasized the physical and emotional distress that they have 
undergone in parenting their child. Studies show the present 
state in one’s life is associated with better physical and emo-
tional wellbeing which is generally lacking in parents with 
a special child.15,17  The mean score of both presence and 
search was found to be 22 in the selected samples and as per 
interpretation, it can be inferred that selected mothers having 
children with ASD have not valued their meaning in life and 
also not keenly looking for the same.  When asking about 
their futuristic plan in life they all stressed upon good well-
being of their children and some of them even hoping for a 
complete cure from ASD.  Even though they were educated 
about the child’s condition and prolonged comprehensive 
care, they were just anticipating the miracle of complete cure 
from ASD as the child is growing older. According to the 
meaning of the life refers to their child’s normalized physi-
cal functioning and recovery from the mental illness. They 
value nothing more important in their life than their child’s 
well-being. 

For a longer period, they misunderstood autism with men-
tal retardation and was getting the available medical and 
psycho rehabilitation therapy which has taken their money, 
time and energy. To get a clear diagnosis of autism itself 
took nearly about 2 to 3 years. The mothers who were in-
terviewed were from low and middle socioeconomic back-
grounds, and they revealed their best financial plan was to 
feed the child three meals a day and no health insurance, 

savings were planned due to the low income of the family. 
During the interview session, they had ventilated the burden 
of having a child with ASD. Their self-confidence and qual-
ity of life were severely affected due to the condition of hav-
ing a child with ASD. 18,19While explaining their problems 
they also mentioned the love and care that they show to make 
the child understand the emotional care of the mother. From 
being conceived with a child to birth, and from identifying 
the condition of autism to caretaking daily all these mothers 
played a vital role in the child comprehensive development. 

CONCLUSION

The present findings of this investigation reveal that moth-
ers of children with ASD do not find value, meaning and 
purpose in life. From the responses of the participants, we 
could understand that the mothers of ASD children would 
feel happy and find meaning in life only when their children 
get good physical and mental well-being. It is a challenging 
task for the mental health care professionals like psycholo-
gists, psychiatrists to address the parents with special chil-
dren to find the purposes in their life. It is a need of the hour 
which supposed to be addressed in the form of counselling, 
psychotherapy and intervention. 

Limitations and Future Directions: Meaning of life is 
more of one’s personal opinion based on cultural, religious 
aspects and differ from environmental, socio-economic sta-
tus. Considering the small number of participants of mothers 
having children with ASD, the result cannot be generalized 
for the larger population. An attempt of measuring the mean-
ing of life with good psychometric properties allows a more 
nuanced analysis of their lifestyle and expectations. The 
Theotherwell-being components can be administered and 
studied in correlating with MLQ for developing better train-
ing, intervention for the mothers having children with ASD. 

Implications: After an effective training program for the 
parents who are having special children such as autism spec-
trum disorder, the meaning of life questionnaire can be ad-
ministered with appropriate counselling techniques to create 
a positive attitude towards life and valuing the meaning and 
purpose of it. In addition, the questionnaire could also be 
used to gather information about their expectations in life 
and assess successful therapy outcomes for the same 
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