
ONLINE-only features: www.janacnet.org

Pursuing Meaning and Purpose in Life
Among Thai Adolescents Living With HIV:
A Grounded Theory Study
Quantar Balthip, PhD, RN
Marguerite J. Purnell, PhD, RN

This grounded theory study aimed to understand
how Thai adolescents living with HIV pursued mean-
ing and purpose in life. Data were gathered from 11
adolescents in southern Thailand who were between
ages 18 and 20 years, and who had lived with HIV
for 2 or more years. Purposive and theoretical sam-
pling techniques were used to recruit the participants.
Data were collected through in-depth interviews,
participant observations, and field notes. Strauss
and Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory method guided
data analysis. The core category of ‘‘pursuing mean-
ing and purpose in life among Thai adolescents living
with HIV’’ emerged out of a recursive process of
uncertainty, inferiority, self-realization, and growth
that comprised three categories: (a) condition: real-
izing self-value, (b) strategy: being connected to pro-
longing life, and (c) consequence: achieving peace
and calm. The findings enhance knowledge that would
benefit nurses helping adolescents living with HIV
find meaning and purpose in life.

(Journal of the Association of Nurses in AIDS Care,
25, e27-e38) Copyright � 2014 Association of
Nurses in AIDS Care

Key words: adolescent, HIV, life meaning, life
purpose, prolonging life, self-value

HIV continues to spread among diverse population
groups, including young people (Joint United Nations
Programme on HIV/AIDS [UNAIDS] & World
Health Organization, 2008). The key modes of HIV
transmission in young people are unprotected sex
and injecting drugs (United Nations Children’s

Fund, 2010). Many adolescents begin having sexual
intercourse at an early age (Murphy, Brecht,
Herbeck, & Huang, 2009). In 2010, there were 2.7
million new HIV infections worldwide, including
an estimated 390,000 infections in children. While
the numbers of people becoming infected with HIV
are continuing to fall, in some countries more rapidly
than others (UNAIDS, 2011a), young people ages
15–24 years accounted for 42% of new HIV infec-
tions in people ages 15 years and older. In youth,
risk behavior data show an increase in sex-partn-
er mixing without condom use (UNAIDS, 2011b).
Among young people living with HIV, nearly 80%
(4 million) live in sub-Saharan Africa (UNAIDS,
2011b). In 2009 in the United States, an estimated
8,294 young persons were diagnosed with HIV infec-
tion, with 75% (6,237) of these diagnoses occurring
in people ages 20–24 years (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2011).

Although Thailand has made significant progress
in reducing the prevalence of HIV, the spread of
HIV has continued since the first AIDS case report
in 1984 (UNAIDS, 2012), and the incidence rate of
persons newly infected with HIV, particularly among
adolescents, has also continued to increase. The
Ministry of Public Health (2012a) reported that by
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November 2012, more than 1,200,000 Thais had been
infected with HIV. Persons newly infected with HIV
were estimated at 9,473 persons and, of this group,
22% were adolescents between ages 15 and 19 years
(Ministry of Public Health, 2012b).

Having HIVis a distressing circumstance because it
is associated with death, stigma, and rejection (Mak
et al., 2007), loss, uncertainty (Perrett & Biley,
2013), and changes in life expectation (Balthip,
2010; Balthip, Boddy, Kong-In, & Nilmanat, 2011;
Siriwatanamethanon, 2008). Adolescence, especially
ages 15 to 20 years, is defined as a period of pushing
for independence, establishing new relationships,
continuing growth in capacity for abstract thought
and setting goals, being interested in moral
reasoning, thinking about the meaning of life, and
experiencing feelings of love and passion (Sawyer
et al., 2012). However, for adolescents infected with
HIV, life becomes characterized by limitations,
including stigma (Hall, 2003), which some may have
been living with since birth. Millions of adolescents
miss childhood (United Nations Children’s Fund,
2005) and education because of HIV.

Similarly, Thai adolescents with HIV perceive that
they have limitations to living their lives fully. They
are faced with discrimination and stigmatization.
They also have to see health care providers and
take antiretroviral therapy (ART) to maintain life.
Some acknowledge that they have never experienced
normal life. The knowledge of potentially passing on
the illness through sex and pregnancy has made in-
fected adolescents aware of future limitations
inherent in having a family and children. They are
also concerned about the limitations encountered in
obtaining and continuing to hold a job (Balthip,
Petchruschatachart, & Piriyakoontorn, 2013). These
life limitations may affect infected adolescents’
meaningfulness and purpose in life.

Meaning and purpose in life have been identified as
essential attributes in spirituality (Dyson, Cobb, &
Forman, 1997). These attributes are significant to all
human beings, allow them tomake sense of their lives,
and give purpose to their ways of living (Barnum,
2003; Dyson et al., 1997). For example, successful
goal attainment has been linked to adolescent health
and well-being (Massey, Gebhardt, & Garnefski,
2008). Finding meaning and purpose in life refers to
the desire to find the answers to ultimate questions

about the meaning of life, illness, and death, so as to
live a fulfilled and satisfying life (Chiu, Emblen,
Hofwegen, Sawatzky, & Meyerhoff, 2004). Many
people living with HIV (PLWH) can master the dis-
ease and develop new life goals. Women with HIV,
for instance, have described positive changes. HIV
was seen as a motivating factor to make positive
behavior changes and to enhance relationships with
family and friends. Many women felt that HIV
changed the value of their lives and, as a consequence,
they had a greater appreciation for life (Bouthillette,
2001). Additionally, recent studies in Thailand
(Balthip, 2010; Balthip et al., 2011; Balthip,
Petchruschatachart, Piriyakoontorn, & Boddy, 2013)
found that adults living with HIV who were able to
find meaning and purpose in their lives were able to
overcome life crises and live in harmony.

However, little is known about how adolescents in
Thailand find meaning and purpose in life while
living with HIV. The gap in this knowledge has led
to the lack of guidance and support for nursing inter-
ventions in the care for adolescents living with HIV.
Hence, the purpose of this study aimed to understand
how Thai adolescents in southern Thailand living
with HIV pursued meaning and purpose in life.

Methods

Our study was conducted based on Strauss and
Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory. Grounded theory
is based on the concept-indicator model, which
involves the constant comparison of indicator to indi-
cator (Strauss, 1987). The process of constant com-
parison continues until a theory with sufficient detail
is generated. In grounded theory, ‘‘data collection,
analysis, and eventual theory stand in close relation-
ship to one another’’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 12).

Sampling Strategy

In grounded theory, data collection is influenced
by emerging theory (Strauss, 1987; Strauss &
Corbin, 1998) and theoretical sampling is an
essential sampling technique (Strauss, 1987). In our
study, two sampling techniques – purposive sampling
and theoretical sampling – were used. In the initial
stage of data collection, purposive sampling was
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