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Mothers of Autistic Children Susceptible to Depression  
Ambiguity of Disorder’s Cause Leaves Mothers Blaming Themselves  

Greensboro, N.C. – March XX, 2007 – A new study has found that mothers of children 
diagnosed with autism, are prone to developing depression, especially if they feel their child’s 
autism is having a big effect on their own lives. This study appears in the April issue of Family 
Relations.  

“Because of the dramatic increase in the number of children diagnosed with autism in the  
U.S. (now estimated at 6.7 cases in every 1,000 children), many families are facing the 
difficult task of accepting that their child has a life-long disability,” says study author Marion 
O’Brien. “Autism is especially difficult for mothers to cope with, not only because the 
disorder and its cause is still largely misunderstood, but because they must maintain some 
element of hope while accepting their child’s permanent limitations.”  

This emotional struggle, called ‘ambiguous loss’ by mental health experts, is especially taxing 
on mothers who have difficulty separating their own identity from that of their child. “The 
more mothers feel entwined with their child’s identity and well-being, the more likely they are 
to experience depression and stress,” says O’Brien.  

“When people experience ambiguous loss, they feel confused, often blame themselves for things 
that are out of their control and may eventually become overwhelmed,” says O’Brien. 
“Professionals can help by explaining ambiguous loss to family members so they come to 
understand that their feelings of distress have to do with the ambiguity of autism and are not 
signs of weakness in themselves.”  

 
This study is published in the April issue of Family Relations. Media wishing to receive a 
PDF of this article may contact journalnews@bos.blackwellpublishing.net.  

Dr. Marion O’Brien is a professor with the department of human development & family studies 
and is director of the Family Research Center at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro. 
She can be contacted for further information at m_obrien@uncg.edu.  
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A premier, applied journal of family studies, Family Relations is mandatory reading for 
family scholars and all professionals who work with families, including: family practitioners, 
educators, marriage and family therapists, researchers, and social policy specialists. The 
journal's content emphasizes family research with implications for intervention, education, 
and public policy, always publishing original, innovative and interdisciplinary works with 
specific recommendations for practice. For more information, go to 
www.blackwellpublishing.com/fare.  

Blackwell Publishing is the world's leading society publisher, partnering with 665 medical, 
academic, and professional societies. Blackwell publishes over 800 journals and has over 6,000 
books in print. The company employs over 1,000 staff members in offices in the US, UK, 
Australia, China, Singapore, Denmark, Germany, and Japan and officially merged with John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc.'s Scientific, Technical, and Medical business in February 2007. Blackwell's 
mission as an expert publisher is to create long-term partnerships with our clients that enhance 
learning, disseminate research, and improve the quality of professional practice. For more 
information on Blackwell Publishing, please visit www.blackwellpublishing.com or 
www.blackwell-synergy.com.  
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