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Families caring for members with mental illness are too often forgotten in health promotion work.  Research has shown that families are a major source of support for people living with serious mental illness, yet more research must be done to discover the perspectives of family caregivers.

This qualitative study explored the experiences of individuals who are caring for a family member with a mental illness.  Eleven focus groups, involving 75 participants, were conducted during a three-year period of time.  The study found that family caregivers were part of a “circle of care” – supporting the independence of the individual with mental illness, while trying to protect them from the inadequacies of the health care and social service systems.  Family caregivers expressed anger, frustration, and fear related to the inadequate supports available.  However, family members also expressed hope that the system would change.
Key Findings:

· The “circle of care” frequently led to a “vicious cycle” of caregiving.  
· Three central themes were identified within the “vicious cycle” of caregiving: 1) witnessing inadequacies, 2) working behind the scenes, and 3) creating a better world.

·  Witnessing Inadequacies: Families caring for a member with mental illness witnessed a number of inadequacies.  Poor living conditions, inappropriate or unsafe housing, neglectful landlords, and limited access to qualified staff were all problems expressed by family members.

· Working Behind the Scenes: In response to poor housing conditions, family members worked “behind the scenes” to provide care.  Family caregivers working behind the scenes assumed a number of different roles, paid for various expenses, and dealt with the lack of support and assistance available.
· Creating a Better World: In their quest to break free from this “vicious cycle,” families expressed a desire to create a better world.  Families were hopeful that changes in the system would improve care for persons with mental illness and their families.  To this end, family members made a number of suggestions for change.  These suggestions for change included a need for affordable, safe, and conveniently located housing, and a call for supports to be put in place in assistance of families who act as primary caregivers. 

Key Implications: 

· Findings suggest that family caregivers working “behind the scenes” are not adequately supported by the heath care and social service systems.  Changes in mental health legislation are needed.

· Health care providers need to build trusting collaborative relationships with families who care for a member living with mental illness.

· If families’ hopes for creating a better world are to be realized, nurses need to collaborate, advocate, and support caregiving families.
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