The Modes of Carers

Carers’ responses to their role fall into three main modes: that of engulfment, of balancing/boundary setting and of symbiosis.

It is useful for workers to identify the mode of caring as it defines a way of working with that particular individual to ensure they receive the relevant type of support to meet their needs.  

The Engulfment Mode

Engulfment is the mode of response where the carer subordinates his or her life to that of the cared-for person.

It is hard for such carers to distance themselves from the situation and their emotional identification with the cared-for person is often so close that they find it difficult to separate themselves from the cared-for persons. 

Carers in this category have difficulty in:

· Establishing autonomy for themselves or their own interests;

· Identifying their own needs;

· Accepting services which they perceive could potentially interfere with their caring responsibility;

· Hearing or interpreting information correctly. 

Other characteristics are: 

· Many do not or cannot work;

· Outings or holidays are rarely enjoyed;

· Asking for help is seen as an admission of failure;

· Due to the limitation of social activities, offers of relief care are not generally taken up;

· An engulfed carer may find it more difficult to realise that the person’s hurtful behaviour is not meaningful in a personal way.

· Accepting help is seen as more problematic than the situation they are in.

All too often, carers in the ‘engulfed’ mode can be seen as difficult to work with but with the right type of support, i.e. working with them and not in any way undermining their caring role, they can accept service provision and take advantage of organised regular breaks. The approach needed is to offer a little at a time. 

The Balancing/Boundary Setting Mode

The essence of this mode lies in having an element of separation between the carer and the situation. Carers in this category place greater value on their own autonomy and make space for their own interests. Some carers maintain their balancing mode y adopting a boundary setting approach. This can either be a physical or an emotional space, or both, depending on the carer. 
(Twigg, 1990 p-123)

Carers who adopt this mode:

· Find it easier to accept help;

· Receiving assistance is not interpreted as personal failure;

· Are more proactive in seeking information, including diagnosis and prognosis, benefits and services available;

· Value the opportunity of being offered a carers assessment;

· Tend to be more assertive;

· Have a stronger sense that they deserve help.

Carers in this category do need information and the support of services to maintain a sense of control of the situation.

It is essential to explore with boundary setting carers the scope of care they are prepared to provide and to know their reasons for this.  

Caring situations are likely to break down or cause the carer to move to an engulfed state if the care increases beyond what they are prepared to do or is above the limit they have placed on the caring responsibility.   

The Symbiotic Mode

Carers in this mode gain positively from their role as a carer and to such extent that they would not wish their responsibility and its consequences to be taken from them. 

This approach is most characteristic of parents caring for a child with a learning difficulty or diagnosed with schizophrenia, particularly where one parent, often the mother, is caring on her own. This mode has also been identified with young carers aged below thirteen who do not see their role as abnormal. 

Carers in this mode:

· Will accept services but only if they do not threaten their caring 

      responsibility; 

· Are likely to refuse a carers assessment as they do not consider the role a 

     burden in any way;

· Do not actively seek information on services but will ask for information   

      which will help them carry out their caring role.

           It is also helpful to work with other members of the family who have demonstrated concern about the situation as they can reinforce the need for any necessary intervention and be aware of any risks if services are still refused. 

Carers Adopting Different Modes

Increasingly, there are carers who have more than one caring responsibility. 

In these situations carers can adopt different modes depending on their relationship with that person. It is entirely possible for a carer to be in an engulfed mode for example with their own mother but to adopt a boundary setting mode with their husband. 
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