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Preface

Informal care: hard, arduous and challenging? Indeed, it can be all of this and informal care is often represented in 

this way. However, it is by no means a reflection of the experiences of countless informal carers who also enjoy car-

ing for another person or feel proud of it. Therefore, in 2014 and 2015, the Centre of Expertise for Informal Care will 

commit to shedding light on the positive aspects of informal care. 

We approached informal carers as well as professionals to find out how to keep informal care pleasurable or become 

so once more. In other words, how to keep the informal carer vital? In light of this, we organized a number of theme 

walks with informal carers. While we walked we discussed various subjects like, social contacts, physical health and 

finding meaning. Afterwards we shared the outcomes of our talks and marked them on a map. Dennis Lohuis based 

the illustrations in this manual on the theme walks. The Catharijne Convent museum kindly offered us the use of 

some of its rooms and our meetings happily coincided with an exposition called I care for you! Neighbourly love 

through the ages. Understandably, a visit to the museum was part of the deal. 

Initially, the goal of this method was to learn more about vitality and informal care. Along the way we learned that 

the method is equally useful for professional and informal carers as a reflection tool. 

Informal carers often wait too long before they ask for help. It is useful to plan regular 
moments to reflect upon how things are going. 
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Reflection is ultimately important, because of the fact that informal care is so often provided self-evidently. Infor-

mal carers don’t stop and think about it. At the same time, numbers show that informal care is gradually increasing 

and that informal carers often refrain from seeking help until the burden has gotten too much to carry. Taking time 

to reflect on how things are going regularly will help to prevent this informal trap. 

This manual offers a creative way to reflect on informal care: using self-made (road)maps. Professionals can use the 

maps in sessions with informal carers but informal carers can also use them independently for self-reflection. 

No time to reflect? A sure sign that it is indeed time to stop and think. 

Ours is a rather straightforward approach. Some people find this refreshing, others feel less comfortable with it. A 

much heard argument from informal carers is that in their experience there just isn’t time to reflect. Our answer: 

that is a sure sign that it is time to stop and think. And: there is no need to fill out all the maps at once, take little 

steps over a longer period of time. 
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Introduction
Time for vitality
Like any other person, informal carers feel the need to lead a reasonably uncomplicated life. A care situation may 

interfere with this need. It is therefore important to lay aside your caring duties from time to time, and to stop and 

think about what would help you to experience vitality. What do you like to do, what brings you joy? How do you 

maintain the right balance between your energy level and care giving? Often, the emphasis is solely on the strain 

of informal care, the burden it presents. This is indeed an experienced burden, but let’s make sure we are telling the 

whole story. Informal care, like so many other things, has at least two sides: a positive and a negative one. 

A quest for balance 
Caring for a parent is different than caring for a partner or for a child. Also, older informal carers encounter different 

problems than younger ones. For most carers, the intense and long-term caring for another person is an unknown 

journey. A quest for a way to provide informal care while maintaining a healthy balance with other activities and 

duties. By taking time to reflect it is easier to identify and understand your issues or problems. 

For and by whom 
To support informal carers in their quest for balance and insight in their situation, we have developed a reflection 

tool, consisting of four maps. The maps are composed and filled together with a group of informal carers who 

walked with us and shared their experiences. 

Informal carers can use the maps to help them reflect upon their situation and it is them we address directly. How-

ever, the maps can also be used by professionals supporting informal carers to use together with informal carers. A 

lot of people find it useful to work with a sparring partner. 
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Maps body, mind, heart and soul 
The maps constitute a key to a different perception of informal care. The geographical names on the maps reflect 

desires as well as boundaries. They present informal carers with questions like ‘How do I stay healthy?’ and ‘What 

keeps me going?’. The empty maps in the appendix are all yours to fill out and you are heartily invited you to use 

your imagination. 

Each map has a theme, a perspective from which to consider informal care: 

•	 Body: about physical health and the balance between stress and relaxing. 

•	 Mind: about personal development and understanding a (care) situation. 

•	 Heart: about social relationships, about doing things together or alone. 

•	 Soul: about what informal care means to informal carers or what meaning it gives them. 

Where am I and who am I? 
Informal carers have two basic options: to work with the filled out maps or with the empty ones. The maps that are 

pre-designed can be used to look for answers to the question ‘Where am I?’. Your journey is unknown and on the 

way you encounter words and symbols on the map, rivers, mountains, cities and stations, to experience how they 

affect you. What applies to you and your situation, and what doesn’t? 

Download the empty maps from www.movisie.com/publications/vitality-informal-caregivers to add your own 

words and symbols. Your associations with the theme. This way, you will be working on the question ‘Who am I?’. 

Inspiration questions are formulated for every theme to help informal carers to get started. The questions range 

from concrete to more abstract questions. Both kinds aim to inspire informal carers to tell their story on vitality. 

This way, informal carers will gain new ideas and insights on what they need to feel vital, thus gaining fresh energy. 

This method is all about the process, not the solution.
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Methods 
for informal carers
What is the general method and how to use the maps if you are an informal carer? Well, there are numerous 

ways to use the maps. The main idea when drawing the maps is to let your imagination and creativity lead the 

way.

General instructions 
•	 Choose one of the themes: body, mind, heart or soul.    

•	 Brainstorm: write down everything that comes to mind – words and images – when you think of this theme. 

What is going on in your life? Use the inspiration questions for inspiration. 

•	 Then, put your words and images on the map. What will be a city, a river, a station, a monument, or a …? What 

themes or words seem to be contradicting each other? Or follow each other logically? 

All materials are available at www.movisie.com/publications/vitality-informal-caregivers: 

•	 Maps	with	and	without	text

•	 This	manual

For you to bring:

•	 Additional	paper	to	brainstorm	or	for	sketching	

•	 Pencils,	markers,	paint:	anything	you	like	to	draw	and	decorate	your	map

Material
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This way you will build up your own map, step by step, and learn to understand what is important for your vitality, 

things you want to keep doing, things you would like to discard, et cetera. You can even write your own map key. 

The empty maps offer a lot of freedom to experiment, the example maps can help to get you started. It is up to you 

which type of map suits you best. 

Reflecting on vitality as a family 
When someone in the family has a long-term illness, it affects everyone in the family. It may be useful to draw a 

map together to discuss how you (manage to) stay vital as a family, especially at times when a lot of care is needed 

and provided. 

Example: start out by making your individual maps as described in the instructions. Use these maps as starting 

points for your mutual map. What does the family landscape look like? Are there similarities? Is there room for dif-

ferences? How can we support each other? If you decide to start working on a map as a group immediately and skip 

the first stage, just make sure that everyone gets their chance to add things to the map. 

Practical tips: 
•	 If you work on a map together, make sure you use a large size sheet, like A3. This way, all participants have space 

to draw and write. 

•	 Sometimes it is useful to pick someone to be discussion leader. He or she will keep track of the time and make 

sure that everyone gets to say what they want to say. 

•	 Sometimes, it is useful to start by agreeing on how you will deal with feedback. For example, everybody can add 

anything to the map, even if others have a different view on the matter. 
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Methods  
for professionals
As a professional you can recommend this manual to informal carers and encourage them to use it individually, or 

you can use it in your sessions with informal carers to reflect on the care situation together. 

A heart to heart talk 
Use the maps to find out how an informal carer is actually doing and how to bring your talk to a deeper 

level. Shortly explain your plans and give an estimated duration time of the session (around 1 hour). The core ques-

tion should be ‘How are you?’. Lay down all four maps and ask the informal carer to react on them. What strikes 

you? What is true for you, and what isn’t? Do the answers correspond with a particular theme? The next stage is to 

draw symbols and write down key words or short sentences on the empty maps. 

To encourage more openness and input, you can use the theme inspiration questions (page 14 and onwards). Some-

times you will find that all the answers end up on only one or two maps. This means that the challenge is in using 

the other maps to help you look at informal care from a different perspective, in order to find out what is important 

for your vitality. 

A group meeting 
A group meeting on informal care and vitality is an effective way to share experiences: 

•	 Print the maps in poster size (A3) and put them up in the room where everybody can see. 

•	 Each participant gets a manual and some empty forms.  

•	 Start each theme with a short introduction. Discuss an example and the inspiration questions and then invite the 

participants to work on the theme individually or in small groups. Allow about fifteen minutes per theme. At the 

end of the meeting the participants share thoughts and insights they had while drawing the maps. 
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Organising a series of walks 
People share and talk while walking together. We suggest a series of four theme walks. A walk for each vitality 

domain: body, mind, heart and soul. Shortly explain to the group what the idea is (with the inspiration questions). 

Then, take the group on a 1,5 or 2 hour walk with the chosen theme as subject. After the walk all participants write 

down their insights on the form and are invited to share their experiences. If possible, conclude the day with a 

lunch, high tea or hot drink. 

A different way to reflect on informal care 

In	your	energy	diary	you	simply	report	the	things	that	gave	you	energy	that	day,	as	well	as	the	

things	that	drained	the	energy	out	of	you.	Take	no	longer	than	10	minutes	to	write.	It	can	be	as	

simple	as	a	friendly	greeting	when	you	arrived	at	your	session	or	an	unpleasant	phone	call	filled	with	

incomprehension.	There	can	be	big	things	but	the	small	things	are	just	as	important.	Focus	on	those	

things	(positive	and	negative)	that	are	related	to	your	informal	care	situation.	

Goal

Keeping	an	energy	diary	is	a	fun	way	to	record	experiences.	You	will	become	more	aware	of	both	

experiences	that	give	you	pleasure	and	experiences	that	drain	you.	Your	experiences	are	the	key	to	

keep	informal	care	manageable	and	pleasant.	Beautiful	moments	bring	a	smile	to	your	face	and	you	

become	aware	of	energy	draining	situations.	This	will	encourage	you	to	finally	have	that	talk	or	make	

some	changes	in	your	life.	Keeping	an	energy	diary	will	also	give	you	ample	munition	to	add	on	the	

maps.	

TIP: keep an energy diary
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Body and vitality refers to experienced health. For 

example, the stress you feel or the cold that is lurk-

ing because of your weakened condition. But it also 

refers to whether you feel good, or if there is still some 

form of intimacy between you and the person you are 

caring for; whether you take the time to eat healthy 

and exercise regularly. In other words: the perpetual 

need to keep a healthy balance between exertion and 

relaxing. Sometimes the best choice is to go ahead and 

do certain things, but at other times it is crucial to set 

your limits, and to strictly keep to them. It is always a 

matter of balancing, with the body as thermometer. 

Informal carers can experience vitality by carefully 

listening to their physical signs.

Mary looked after her partner 
Jasmyn who suffered from ALS, a 
neurological muscle disease, and 
ignored her own eye problems. 

Two examples 
Nolan takes care of his twin sister Dorte. She was 

involved in an accident at work and suffered severe 

burns on her hands and arms. They used to go moun-

tain biking together at the weekends but that is no 

longer possible for Dorte. As an alternative, Nolan has 

bought hiking shoes for both of them and instead of 

cycling he takes his sister out every weekend for a long 

nature walk. This way, they can still enjoy an outdoor 

activity. It helps to keep their spirits up. 

For years, Mary looked after her partner Jasmyn who 

had ALS. She ignored the problems she herself had 

with her eyes and her GP didn’t think it was anything 

serious. Some time later she was diagnosed with a 

malignant tumour. After a serious surgery she was 

lucky to fully recover. At meetings for informal carers 

she tells her story as a warning to keep looking after 

yourself as well. 

Inspiration questions 
1. How do you stay healthy? 

2. Do you listen to the signs your body gives you?  

3. Do you experience enough intimacy? 

4. Do you allow yourself to relax? 

5.  How do you keep going when the ground seems to 

crumble from under your feet? 
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The theme ‘mind’ is about the importance of taking 

time for yourself, making room for personal develop-

ment and not getting completely absorbed by the 

care situation. Do you keep a diary? Do you feel free 

enough to follow a course? It may lead to new ideas 

or more fun and enhance your vitality. By learning 

more about the condition of the person you are car-

ing for, you may discover new ways to support them. 

There may be technical means or better ways of lifting 

someone. Or maybe a better understanding of people 

with dementia. Mind and vitality is also about organ-

izing care, with a clear time-path and scheme, making 

sure that the informal carer has enough opportunity 

to relax (or go on that movie date with a friend). In 

some cases, like with people suffering from depres-

sion or psychoses, the care situation can change very 

quickly. Does that mean that planning is useless? In 

other words: how to keep all your balls up in the air in 

quickly changing care situations? 

Thea is surprised to see how often 
and readily professionals and 
acquaintances try to make her do 
more than she can handle. 

Two examples
Although informal carer Thea is well aware of her per-

sonal limits, she is often confronted with them while 

caring for others. She is surprised to see how often and 

readily professionals, but also friends and acquaint-
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Mind & vitality
ances of the care receiver are trying to make her do 

more than she is capable of. She has dealt with this by 

taking up a coordinating role, enabling her to practice 

informal care more pro-actively. This way, it is easier to 

keep things manageable. 

Kassim finds it important to think in orderly steps. 

For some time, it wasn’t clear whether his wife would 

be able to survive her disease. To stay on top of the 

situation and keep a positive mind he took life one 

day at the time and made sure he was well prepared. 

Gradually, step by step, he took over the informal care 

for his wife. 

Inspiration questions 
1.  What knowledge is useful? And what knowledge 

should rather be relativized? 

2.  How to stay focused? What can help you to stay 

focused? 

3.  How do you stay on top of everything that needs to 

be done? 

4. How do you find the time to make the right choices?  

5.  What unknown talents did you discover about 

yourself? 

6. How do you keep developing yourself? 
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What makes your heart skip a beat? Is it being together 

and doing things together? Or would you rather be 

alone from time to time? Heart and vitality is about 

social relationships and working together, with profes-

sionals, friends, family and other people around you. 

Seeing each other and being able to trust each other. 

Being there to support each other, practically and emo-

tionally. What happens when you need to ask for help? 

Who do you tell about your (emotional) experiences 

as an informal carer? When it comes to the heart, it 

is important that you feel appreciated, that someone 

sees your truth. Also, when have you last compli-

mented someone else? Do you still see the beauty of 

life, of small things and daily moments, in spite of all 

your worries? This keeps the heart open. And with the 

heart, the connection to yourself and others. 

After her father passed away, 
Myriem started caring for het  
great-aunt. Caring is what she  
loves best in life.

Two examples 
Caring for other people is what makes Myriem happy. 

When her father got sick she cared for him. During 

her childhood he wasn’t around much so this way she 

finally got to know him better. After he passed away, 
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the family asked her to take care of her great-aunt.  

She was happy to take it upon her: ‘It’s what I love  

best in life.’

Aanan and Chanda are caring for their son Prem who 

has severe multiple disabilities. Together with neigh-

bours and relatives they have divided the necessary 

care and both are working part time. They are happy 

with the way things are going. They discuss Prem’s 

future among themselves but aren’t keen on sharing 

this with the others. It feels too vulnerable. The other 

informal carers are aware of this and respect their 

choice. 

Inspiration questions 
1.  What do you enjoy together? What do you like to do 

with other people? 

2.  Who makes you feel appreciated? 

3.  What do you need to be able to share your concerns? 

4.  What do you try to avoid when caring together? 

5.  What beauty do you find in being together?   

6.  When do you feel the need to be alone (even for a 

little while)? 

Heart & vitality
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Vitality of the soul is about finding the core of your 

life. About connecting to what matters to you, to what 

makes it worthwhile and your sources of inspiration. 

What are your norms and values? Are they set in stone 

or prone to change? Do you feel it is your duty to 

provide informal care or is it a choice you make? With 

the soul we do not look for questions with straightfor-

ward answers. We look for questions to enter a search. 

We investigate the pleasure of meaning something 

(to someone). Especially in the light of our mortality. 

Accepting this as well as the current situation can be a 

source of strength and vitality, even without knowing 

what the future will bring. 

Andries’ aunt wants to stop and 
admire every little plant and every 
new and sprouting bud. 

Soul & vitality

Two examples 
Andries takes care of his aunt. She is terminally ill. In 

early spring time he takes her to the park. He pushes 

the wheelchair ever so slow because his aunt wants to 

stop and admire every little plant and new and sprout-

ing bud. It is un unspoken farewell. However sad the 

situation, it has taught Andries to experience life with 

a deeper gratefulness. 

Judith is taking care of her partner who was perma-

nently disabled after an accident. To them it is very 

important to always keep a sense of humour when 

looking at the situation. Even when things get tricky. 

Inspiration questions 
1.  What is really important in your life? 

2.  What are you losing? And what are you gaining? 

3.  How true are you to yourself? 

4.  What keeps you going? Is that likely to (never) 

change? 

5.  What makes your soul happy? 
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