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Abstract
Purpose To examine the illness perceptions of informal carers of persons with depression, using the theoretical framework 
of Leventhal’s Common-Sense Model (CSM) and to determine whether these illness perceptions are predictors of anxiety 
and depression, as measures of psychological well-being.
Methods A cross-sectional survey was conducted with 94 Maltese individuals caring for a person with depression within a 
community setting. The informal carers completed the modified Illness Perception Questionnaire (IPQS-Relatives version) 
and the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS). Data were analysed using descriptive statistics, Spearman’s rank 
order correlations and ANCOVA regression models, to identify predictors of anxiety and depression respectively in the 
informal carers.
Results The informal carers perceived depression as a cyclical condition, having negative consequences on both the patient 
and on themselves. Participants perceived the causes of depression to be mainly psychosocial in nature and generally viewed 
the treatment as effective. Caring for a person with depression was perceived as having a considerable negative emotional 
impact on them. Years of caring was identified as a predictor of anxiety accounting for 20.4% of the variance, and timeline 
chronicity beliefs, consequences (relative) and illness coherence were identified as predictors of depression, accounting for 
56.8% of the variance.
Conclusion Illness cognitions are significant predictors of depression, thereby suggesting that cognition-based interven-
tions may be effective in targeting depression in these informal carers. Thus, health professionals should explore the carers’ 
personal understanding of the disease, their timeline beliefs and the perceived consequences of providing care, as they relate 
to their psychological well-being.
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Introduction

According to the World Health Organisation, depression 
is considered a global public health concern being a sig-
nificant contributor to the global burden of disease [1]. By 
the year 2020, it is estimated that depression will rank in 
second place for global burden of disease [2], moving into 
first place by the year 2030 [3]. The rising prevalence of 
depression, coupled with a trend towards the deinstitution-
alisation of persons with a mental illness, places an onus 
of responsibility on their informal carers [4] who provide 
personal care, practical assistance and emotional support to 
the care recipient [5]. In the above scenario, informal carers 
often experience significant levels of distress and perceive 
themselves as lacking the necessary knowledge and skills to 
provide effective care [6]. Moreover, the demands faced by 
these carers may not only have a detrimental effect on their 
health, but may also influence their decision to abandon care 
[7]. Hence, it is crucial to examine the illness perceptions of 
these informal carers as they have been identified as better 
predictors of their behavioural and emotional outcomes, than 
the illness severity of the care recipient [8].

The present study applies ‘Leventhal’s Common-Sense 
Model of Self-Regulation (CSM) [9] to examine the illness 
perceptions of informal carers of persons with depression. 
This model was selected as it recognises the role of the influ-
ential person (carer) in the life of the patient as a resource 
of information and therefore highlights the need to examine 
their perceptions. Although the CSM has been applied to 
examine the perceptions of carers for various mental health 
conditions such as schizophrenia [10–12], anorexia nervosa 
[13] non-affective psychotic disorders [14], and psychosis 
[15], to date no research has been conducted on the illness 
perceptions (as highlighted by the CSM) of informal carers 
for persons with depression. This model posits that individu-
als generate perceptions regarding the illness based on con-
crete and abstract sources of information. These beliefs are 
formed from three main sources of information: (i) external 
sources such as family, friends and health providers; (ii) lay 
information that the individual has previously assimilated 
and the (iii) current experience of the illness [16]. Accord-
ing to the CSM, individuals carry out parallel processing of 
both cognitive and emotional representations of the illness, 
which influence their coping strategies and the appraisal of 
their effectiveness. Originally, these cognitive representa-
tions consisted of the following five dimensions: identity, 
causes, consequences, control/cure and timeline (acute/
chronic) [17]. However, additional dimensions were intro-
duced, namely illness coherence, treatment control, personal 
control, timeline cyclical and emotional representations.

Hence, the present study addresses the dearth in lit-
erature, by examining the illness perceptions of carers of 

persons diagnosed with depression and by determining 
whether these illness perceptions are predictors of anxi-
ety and depression. This information is of importance as 
illness perceptions are highlighted as key targets for inter-
ventions [8] due to their influence on the well-being of the 
informal carer and the care recipient [18].

Methods

Study design

A cross-sectional survey was conducted using validated 
tools which provide measures of illness perceptions, anxiety 
and depression in the informal carers of persons clinically 
diagnosed with depression. Additional questions were pro-
vided examining socio-demographic characteristics of the 
participants, such as gender and years of care provision to 
the person with depression.

Sample

The sample consisted of 94 Maltese participants who pro-
vided informal care to persons clinically diagnosed with 
depression. The majority of respondents were females 
(n = 67, 71.3%) and the modal category for age was 
40–50 years. The majority of carers were the spouse/part-
ner (n = 38, 40%), followed by siblings (n = 26, 28%), sig-
nificant others (i.e. children/close friends, n = 18, 19%) and 
parents (n = 12, 13%), respectively. More than half of the 
informal carers were in full-time employment (n = 54, 57%), 
with 20% (n = 19) having part-time employment and 23% 
(n = 21) being unemployed.

Inclusion criteria consisted of informal carers who were 
aged 18 years and over and who were caring for a person 
clinically diagnosed with depression within a community 
setting .

Assessment measures

Illness Perception Questionnaire 
for Schizophrenia-Relatives version (IPQS-Relatives; Lobban 
et al. [12])

Carers’ perceptions for persons with depression were meas-
ured using a modified version of the Illness Perception 
Questionnaire-revised version (IPQ-R) [19]. The IPQ-R 
developed by Moss-Morris et al. [19] assesses illness per-
ceptions in relation to the following domains: identity (i.e. 
symptoms associated to the illness), consequences, treatment 
and personal control, illness coherence (i.e. understanding 
of the illness), causes and timeline.
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Lobban et al. [12] modified the IPQ-R for use with car-
ers of persons having schizophrenia. This modified tool, 
(i.e. Illness Perception Questionnaire for Schizophrenia-
Relatives version, IPQS-Relatives) [12], has been used in 
studies exploring the illness perceptions of carers of persons 
with psychosis and eating disorders [20]. General modifica-
tions incorporated in the IPQS-Relatives include replacing 
the word ‘illness’ with ‘mental health problem’. In addition, 
for the identity subscale, the respondents had to indicate 
whether the symptom was related to the mental illness, or a 
side effect of their medication or due to some other reason. 
As these modifications appear relevant to carers of persons 
with depression, this modified tool was consequently used in 
the present study. However, as recommended by the authors 
of the IPQ-R, researchers should adapt the tool subscales to 
the particular illness being investigated [19]. Consequently, 
respondents in the present study were asked to identify 
symptoms relating specifically to depression on a dichoto-
mous scale (i.e. yes/no). For statements in the remaining 
subscales, respondents indicated their level of agreement 
on a 5-point Likert scale with 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 
(strongly agree).

The subscales examined in this study were

 (i) Identity (30 items)—label and symptoms that the 
carer associates with depression.

 (ii) Cause (20 items)—carer’s perceptions regarding the 
causes of depression.

 (iii) Timeline-acute/chronic (6 items)—carer’s perception 
regarding the duration of depression. A high score 
relates to perceptions of a more chronic timeline.

 (iv) Timeline-cyclical (4 items)—belief that depression 
and its symptoms are cyclical in nature. A high score 
represents the perception of a more cyclical pattern 
of mental health problems over time.

 (v) Consequences-carer (9 items)—the carer’s beliefs 
about the severity of depression and the likely impact 
on functioning. A high score represents greater per-
ceived negative consequences for the carer.

 (vi) Consequences-patient (11 items)—the carer’s beliefs 
about the severity of depression and the likely impact 
on the life of the care recipient. A high score reflects 
greater perceived negative consequences for the care 
recipient.

 (vii) Treatment control (5 items)—belief that the treat-
ment is an effective means to control depression. A 
high score indicates that carers perceive the treat-
ment for depression as effective in alleviating mental 
health problems.

 (viii) Personal control—carer (4 items)—carer’s percep-
tion about his/her own ability to control symptoms. 
A high score indicates a greater perception of control 
by the carer.

 (ix) Personal control—patient (4 items)—perception 
about the care recipient’s ability to control his/her 
symptoms. A high score indicates a greater percep-
tion of control by the patient.

 (x) Illness coherence (5 items)—degree to which the 
carer believes that s/he has a coherent understanding 
about depression. A high score represents perceiv-
ing no coherent understanding of the mental health 
problems.

 (xi) Emotional representations (9 items)—the perceived 
emotional state that the carer associates with depres-
sion. A high score reflects a strong negative emo-
tional response in the carer to providing support to a 
person with depression.

The IPQS-R was also shown to be a reliable and valid 
measure of illness perceptions with a sample of carers of 
persons with schizophrenia [12]. The internal consistency 
values for the subscales are adequate, with Cronbach’s α 
values ranging between .63 and .83. Test–retest reliabil-
ity scores were assessed over a two week (rs = .62–.91) 
and 6 month period (rs = .53–.88) and were demonstrated 
to remain stable over time. Concurrent validity was also 
confirmed through correlational analysis of the subscales 
with measures of symptom severity, emotional state and 
attitudes towards adherence to medication.

The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS)

The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) [21] 
was used to measure anxiety and depression in the carer. 
This scale is a 14-item questionnaire consisting of seven 
items related to depression and seven related to anxiety 
symptoms. Each question has four possible responses, and 
these are scored on a scale from 0 to 3. The HADS pro-
vides an individual anxiety and depression score where 
the overall possible score ranges from 0 to 21 in both. 
Furthermore Zigmond and Snaith [21] suggested that an 
overall score of 0–7 for anxiety/depression falls within 
the normal limits. A score of 8–10 indicates mild symp-
toms, while a score of 11 and above suggests moderate and 
severe symptoms of anxiety/depression. Furthermore the 
HADS-Anxiety Questionnaire has been demonstrated to 
have an optimal cut-off score of 8 (sensitivity 0.89, speci-
ficity 0.75), while HADS-Depression was found to have 
an optimal cut-off score of 8 (sensitivity 0.80, specificity 
0.88) [22]. Both concurrent and construct validities for the 
HADS have been demonstrated in studies on individuals 
with chronic illnesses, as well as for carers [23].
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Recruitment

The informal carers were approached by nurses working in 
community mental health clinics. The nature of the study 
was explained to them and they were provided with an infor-
mation letter providing details regarding the aim, objectives, 
content and estimated time required to complete the ques-
tionnaires. Participants were also informed that the question-
naires were to be filled in anonymously and that they could 
refuse to answer any question and withdraw participation 
at any stage.

Those carers who indicated their willingness to partici-
pate were provided with two questionnaires (i.e. the modified 
IPQS-Relatives and the HADS) to complete. Those informal 
carers who were willing to participate were instructed to 
return the completed questionnaires to the researcher in the 
self- addressed envelope provided.

Ethics

Ethical approval was granted for this research by the relevant 
university research and ethics committee. Participation was 
voluntary, and the carers were free to withdraw from the 
study at any time. Although the eventuality of any risks to 
participants was minimal, the services of a clinical psycholo-
gist was available if requested. In addition, respondents were 
provided with a list of organisations and community health 
services which could be contacted should they experience 
any distress due to participation in this study. As the par-
ticipants filled in the questionnaires anonymously, this was 
taken as indicating their informed consent.

Data analysis

The data were analysed using the facilities of SPSS ver-
sion 19. Missing data were identified in four cases and these 
were excluded from the present study. Pearson correlation 
coefficients (ρ) were used to examine intercorrelations 
between illness perception subscales. Moreover, regression 
analysis was used to identify significant predictors for the 
outcomes measures of anxiety and depression. These regres-
sion models were fitted on the merit that the distributions 
of the dependent variables (anxiety and depression) were 
fairly normal and the predictors consisted both of covariates 
(variables having a metric scale) and fixed factors (categori-
cal variables). An ordinary least squares (OLS) procedure 
was used to estimate the regression parameters, which is 
equivalent to a maximum likelihood (ML) procedure in a 
homoscedastic linear regression model. The final model 
was identified using a backward elimination procedure. A 
0.01 level of significance level was adopted throughout to 
reduce the probability of Type 1 errors. Several diagnostic 
tests were used after fitting the regression models to identify 

outliers, influential observations and other model misspecifi-
cations. Studentized deleted residuals were used to identify 
outliers, where values larger than 2 or smaller than − 2 indi-
cated observations that did not comply well with the model 
fit. Cook’s distances were used to identify influential data 
points, where large values indicated observations that have 
undue impact on the parameter estimates of the regression 
model. Leverages were used to identify data points locations 
of which are considerably distant from the data centroid, 
where leverages larger than the 2p/n threshold value indi-
cated considerable departure from centroid (p is the number 
of estimated parameters and n is the sample size). Further-
more, multicollinearity between the continuous predictors 
was tested using collinearity diagnostics, including the con-
dition index and the variance inflation factor (VIF).

Results

Identity

Scores for the identity subscale ranged from 9 to 25 with a 
mean of 15.82 symptoms (SD = 2.53) perceived as associ-
ated with depression. Table 1 presents the ten symptoms 
most frequently attributed to depression and the number and 
percentage of participants attributing the symptoms to: (i) 
the actual illness itself (i.e. depression), (ii) side effects of 
medication and (iii) other factors.

Causes

Table 2 lists the causal attributes endorsed by participants 
as relating to depression. Participant responses endorsing 
(i.e. ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’) and non-endorsing (i.e. 
‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’) the causal attribute, were 
collapsed, respectively together, to aid in the interpretation 
of data. The most commonly attributed causes of depression 
were ‘stress/worry’ (n = 88, 93.6%) and ‘thinking too much’ 
(n = 88, 93.6%) followed by their ‘personality’ (n = 84, 
89.4%), ‘negative mental attitude’ (n = 81, 86%) and their 
‘own behaviour’ (n = 71, 75.2%), respectively. These causal 
items mainly relate to the person’s behaviour and/or thought 
processes. Biological causes such as chemical imbalances 
in the brain were cited by slightly more than half of the 
participants (n = 52, 54.8%). Overall carers did not highly 
rank traumatic events such as a ‘shocking experience in life’ 
(n = 23, 24.8%), ‘death of a loved one’ (n = 12, 12.9%) and 
‘money worries’ (n = 13, 14%) as causes of depression.

Descriptives for each of the illness perception subscales 
and the subscale midpoint are presented in Table 3.

Participants perceived depression to be a cyclical con-
dition (timeline cyclical median score = 16), having nega-
tive consequences both on the carer (consequences carer 
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median score = 28) and even more on the care recipient 
(consequences patient median score = 39). Depression was 
perceived as controllable both by treatment (treatment con-
trol median score = 19) and personally by the carer (personal 
control carer median score = 15) and care recipient (personal 
control patient median score = 16). Participants perceived 
having an understanding of depression (illness coherence 
median score = 13). On the other hand, the provision of sup-
port to the care receivers was perceived as having a negative 

emotional impact (emotional median = 32) on informal 
carers.

Table 4 presents the intercorrelations obtained for the ill-
ness dimensions using Spearman’s rank order correlations. 
The significant bivariate correlations, on average, were iden-
tified as moderate to high.

Results demonstrate that attributing more symptoms to 
depression (identity dimension) was related to perceptions of 
greater negative consequences for the carer and patients, less 

Table 1  Symptom attributes to the illness (depression), medication and other factors

Symptom Number (N, %) of participants associ-
ating symptom to depression

Symptom attributes (%)

Depression as an 
illness (n/%)

Side effect due to 
medication (n/%)

Other factors (n/%)

Lack of energy 92 (97.9) 25 (26.6) 65 (69.1) 4 (4.3)
Gaining weight 92 (97.9) 4 (4.3) 86 (91.4) 4 (4.3)
Loss of motivation 90 (95.7) 82 (87.2) 8 (8.5) 4 (4.3)
Being withdrawn 89 (95.0) 82 (87.2) 7 (7.5) 5 (5.3)
Worrying 89 (94.7) 86 (91.5) 2 (2.1) 6 (6.4)
Difficulty concentrating 89 (94.7) 49 (52.1) 34 (36.2) 11 (11.7)
Loss of selfconfidence 89 (94.7) 86 (91.5) 0 (0.0) 8 (8.5)
Feeling worthless 89 (94.7) 88 (93.6) 0 (0.0) 6 (6.4)
Sleeping a lot 88 (93.6) 8 (8.5) 79 (84.0) 7 (7.5)
Loss of interest in personal care 85 (90.4) 79 (84.0) 2 (2.2) 13 (13.8)

Table 2  Causal attributes for 
depression

Causes Agree/strongly 
agree
n (%)

Undecided
n (%)

Disagree/
strongly 
disagree
n (%)

Stress/worry 88 (93.6) 5 (5.3) 1 (1.1)
Hereditary 58 (61.3) 17 (18.3) 19 (20.4)
Diet/eating habits 1 (1.1) 1 (1.1) 92 (97.8)
Poor medical care 7 (7.6) 11 (11.8) 76 (80.6)
Patient’s own behaviour 71 (75.2) 13 (14.0) 10 (10.8)
My own behaviour 3 (3.2) 1 (1.1) 90 (95.7)
Negative mental attitude 81 (86.0) 4 (4.3) 9 (9.7)
Family problems 25 (26.8) 14(15.1) 55 (58.1)
Overwork 10 (10.7) 7 (7.7) 77 (82.6)
Alcohol 6 (6.5) 7 (7.5) 81 (86.0)
Their personality 84 (89.4) 7 (7.4) 3 (3.2)
Brain damage 5 (5.4) 4 (4.3) 85 (90.3)
Lack of friends 1 (1.1) 8 (8.6) 85 (90.3)
Chemical imbalance in brain 52 (54.8) 22 (23.7) 20 (21.5)
Trauma/shocking experience in life 23 (24.8) 9 (9.7) 62 (65.5)
Death of a loved one 12 (12.9) 12 (12.9) 70 (74.2)
Money worries 13 (14.0) 13 (14.0) 68 (72.0)
Lack of sleep 3 (3.3) 3 (3.3) 88 (93.4)
Thinking too much 88 (93.6) 2 (2.1) 4 (4.3)
Their upbringing 12 (13.1) 12 (13.0) 70 (73.9)
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knowledge about depression and perceived control by the 
relative and perceptions that the treatment is less effective.

Greater perceived consequences for the patient and carer 
and perceiving the treatment to be less effective were all 
associated with having a poorer understanding of the ill-
ness; attributing more symptoms to depression; being more 
negatively affected emotionally and with less personal 
control in the informal carer. A stronger perception of the 
chronic nature of depression was associated with poorer 
personal control beliefs (carer) and both were associated 
with greater negative consequences (carer and patient) and 
emotional impact; a poorer understanding about depression 

and perceiving the treatment to less effective. Poorer per-
ceived knowledge about the illness (illness coherence) was 
associated with perceptions of a more chronic timeline for 
the disease, greater emotional impact and perceived conse-
quences (patient and relative) and decreased perceptions of 
control (relative).

A regression model was then fitted to identify significant 
predictors for psychological well-being, namely anxiety 
and depression. The predictors consisted partly of covari-
ates (variables having a metric scale) and partly of fixed 
factors (categorical demographic variables). The rationale 
of using regression analysis was that the distributions of 

Table 3  Descriptives for the 
illness perception subscales by 
carer response

SD standard deviation

Illness dimension subscale Theoretical range and 
subscale (midpoint)

Mean score 
(S.D.)

Median Minimum–
maximum 
score

Timeline chronic/acute 6–30
(18)

17.8
(4.9)

16.0 9–28

Timeline cyclical 4–20
(12)

17.8
(.91)

16 12–19

Treatment control 5–25
(15)

18.1
(4.3)

19 10–25

Illness coherence 5–25
(15)

13.7
(3.3)

13 7–21

Emotional representation 9–45
(27)

32
(3.2)

32 23–42

Consequences patient 11–55
(33)

38.7
(4.3)

39.0 30–50

Personal control patient 4–20
(12)

14.9
(2.1)

16.0 10–18

Consequences carer 9–45
(27)

27.7
(3.7)

28 27.9

Personal control carer 4–20
(12)

13.5
(3.0)

15 5–18

Table 4  Intercorrelations between IPQ subscales (N = 94)

1 = Identity; 2 = timeline acute/chronic; 3 = timeline cyclical; 4 = treatment control; 5 = illness coherence; 6 = emotional representations; 7 = con-
sequences (patient); 8 = consequences (carer); 9 = personal control (patient); 10 = personal control (carer). Correlations in italics are significant at 
*p ≤ 0.01 level (2 tailed)

Illness dimension subscales 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Identity 1.000 .247 .206 − .349* .291* .263* .419* .397* − .098 − .358*
2. Timeline chronic .247 1.000 .006 − .787* .523* .209 .606* .453* − .116 − .731*

3. Timeline cyclical .206 .006 1.000 − .024 − .032 .054 .055 .021 .229* .006
4. Treatment control − .349* − .787* − .024 1.000 − .578* − .282* − .685* − .638* .121 .793*
5. Illness coherence .291* .523* − .032 − .578* 1.000 .400* .571* .555* − .222* − .588*
6. Emotional .263* .209 .054 − .282* .400* 1.000 .202 .365* − .121 − .357*

7. Consequences patient .419* .606* .055 − .685* .571* .202 1.000 .597* − .128 − .641*
8. Consequences carer .397* .453* .021 − .638* .555* .365* .597* 1.000 − .041 − .593*
9. Personal control patient − .098 − .116 .229 .121 − .222 − .121 − .128 − .041 1.000 .221
10. Personal control carer − .358* − .731* .006 .793* − .588* − .357* − .641* − .593* .221* 1.000
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the dependent variables (anxiety and depression) were fairly 
normal, where the Shapiro Wilk p values exceeded the 0.05 
level of significance. Multicollinearity measures indicated 
that multicollinearity was not a cause for concern since the 
condition index was < 10 and the VIF was < 3. Moreover, 
the diagnostic tools indicated no serious problems with 
anomalous observations and model misspecifications.

A parsimonious model for anxiety was identified by using 
a backward elimination procedure. This model included a 
sole significant predictor (years of caring) which explained 
20.4% of the total variance in the anxiety scores (Table 5). 
The regression coefficients (parameter estimates) indicated 
that carers who have been supporting a person with depres-
sion for 5 years or less were scoring, on average, 1.947 scale 
points more on anxiety than carers who have been caring for 
11 and more years. Moreover, individuals who have been 
supporting the person with depression for 6–10 years were 
scoring, on average, 0.907 points more on anxiety than car-
ers who have been providing care for over 11 years.

A similar procedure was used to identify a parsimonious 
model for depression (Table 6). This model identified time-
line chronicity, illness coherence and consequences (rela-
tives) as significant predictors of depressions, explaining 
56.8% of the total variance in the depression scores. As all 

the unstandardised regression coefficients have a positive 
value, there is a positive relationship between the predic-
tors and the outcome variable. Thus, the increasing timeline 
chronicity beliefs, greater perceived impact on the carer and 
stronger beliefs in a lack of knowledge about depression are 
associated with higher depression scores. Consequently, as 
timeline chronicity increases by 1 unit, the depression score 
increases by 0.236 of a unit; as illness coherence increases 
by 1 unit, the depression score increases by 0.395 of a unit 
and for consequences (relative) with an increase of 1 unit 
depression scores increase by 0.256 of a unit. Similarly, no 
serious problems were encountered with multicollinearity, 
outliers and influential observations.

Discussion

The present study is of theoretical importance as it repre-
sents the first application of the CSM to examine the illness 
perceptions of informal carers of persons with depression 
and identifies which of these perceptions are predictors of 
psychological well-being. Such information may serve as a 
guide when formulating interventions that target the psycho-
logical well-being of these carers. This information is also 
of importance as the illness perceptions and psychological 
well-being of informal carers have a strong influence on their 
supportive behaviour towards the care recipient [24].

Identity

The symptoms which were strongly endorsed by the infor-
mal carers concur with a diagnosis of depression. However, 
whilst a loss of motivation, being withdrawn, worrying, loss 
of self-confidence, feeling worthless and loss of interest in 
personal care were strongly endorsed by informal carers as 
symptoms related to depression, a ‘lack of energy’, ‘gaining 
weight’ and ‘sleeping a lot’ were attributed by most of the 
carers to the medication taken.

Causal attributes of depression

Causal attributes are of importance to the informal carers 
as they strive to understand the cause of the care recipi-
ent’s depression. Such causal beliefs are of importance 
as they influence the type of treatments that the individ-
ual perceives as necessary to control an illness [25]. The 
causal attributes most strongly endorsed by participants as 
a cause of depression were psychosocial aspects (e.g. stress 
and worry). The possible impact of chemicals as a cause 
of depression was endorsed by approximately half of the 
participants, which may influence the support provided to 
the care recipient to adhere to any medication prescribed. 
Furthermore, other causal triggers for depression such as 

Table 5  Regressional analysis with anxiety as the dependent variable

Dependant variable = anxiety, adjusted R2 = 20.4%, B = regres-
sion coefficient;  0a = parameter set to 0; years of caring: category 1: 
≤ 5 years; category 2: 6–10 years; category 3: 11+ years

Parameter Regression 
coefficient, 
B

Standard error t Value p Value

Intercept 9.170 0.380 17.079 ≤ .001
Years of caring 

category 1
1.947 0.483 4.968 ≤ .001

Years of caring 
category 2

0.907 0.565 1.715 .09

Years of caring 
category 3

0a

Table 6  Regressional analysis with depression as the dependent vari-
able

Dependant variable = depression, adjusted R2 = 56.8%, B = regression 
coefficient

Illness dimension 
subscales

Regression 
coefficient, 
B

Standard 
error 
of B

t Value p Value

Intercept − 8.844 1.951 − 4.534 ≤ .001
Timeline chronicity .236 .062 3.824 ≤ .001
Illness coherence .395 .117 3.362 .001
Consequences relative .256 .087 2.924 ≤ .01
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traumatic events and the death of a loved one were poorly 
endorsed by participants. This finding highlights a misper-
ception, whereby participants did not acknowledge traumatic 
events as causal triggers for depression. This may result in 
‘problem minimisation’ during which informal carers play 
down the symptoms experienced by individuals following a 
traumatic event. This process may have a detrimental effect 
on the care recipient, who may be under the impression that 
s/he is not being taken seriously [24].

The identification of stress as a major causal trigger for 
depression maybe explained as it is perceived as a deleteri-
ous factor associated with a contemporary hectic lifestyle 
[25]. Stress as a causal trigger serves a dual purpose, having 
an external uncontrollable element and controllable internal 
elements [26]. Thus, the individual can avoid blaming him/
herself or others, whilst at the same time seeking to control 
a recurrence [27]. In fact, only 3.2% of carers in the present 
study perceived their own behaviour as a causal trigger of 
the care recipient’s depression. Other causal items cited by 
respondents included personality, mental attitude and the 
patient’s own behaviour. The attribution of an illness to the 
care receiver’s personality has been demonstrated [27] to be 
associated with fewer positive appraisals in carers.

Participants in the present study also strongly AQen-
dorsed  a  hereditary factor as a major causal trigger of 
depression. Blaming a hereditary factor as the cause for an 
illness can be associated with a family history of persons 
with the illness [28]. In addition, it has been demonstrated 
that by blaming a disease on heredity, persons tend to evade 
any blame for having or passing on their condition, as the 
disease is beyond their control [29].

Illness perceptions

The illness perception profiles of study participants indi-
cated that most perceived depression to be cyclical in 
nature and also perceived the treatment to be effective. 
In addition, depression was perceived as having conse-
quences on the carer, but even more on the care recipient. 
According to Lobban et al. [12], perceptions of severe con-
sequences in the informal carers of persons with a mental 
illness were associated with corresponding measures of 
distress and a sense of burden. These severe consequences 
have been documented in qualitative research studies 
which highlight the various challenges faced by carers of 
persons with depression relating to: financial difficulties 
and worries [30]; work constraints [31]; social isolation 
[6]; changes in family dynamics and relationships [6], and 
renouncing of leisure activities [30]. Moreover, findings in 
this study highlight that perceiving greater consequences 
in the relative was associated with perceptions of a chronic 
model of depression, poorer treatment control beliefs, 
a lower level of understanding about depression, the 

endorsing of more symptoms as associated with depres-
sion, a greater negative emotional impact for the carer and 
greater perceived consequences in the care recipient.

The present study also contributes to research to date 
by identifying that a poor understanding about depres-
sion (illness coherence), greater perceived consequences 
in the relative and a chronic model of depression were 
predictive of higher scores of depression in the informal 
carers. This finding lends support to the common-sense 
model [9] which posits that an individual’s perceptions 
are associated with outcomes, represented in this study 
by depression, as a measure of well-being. A poorer level 
of understanding may be predictive of higher depression 
scores as it is associated with perceptions of having less 
control over the care recipient’s mental health problems 
[12]. The impact of timeline chronicity beliefs on depres-
sion may be explained as longer timeline perceptions are 
associated with the carer perceiving poor personal control 
over the situation, with pessimism of ever returning back 
to a ‘normal life’ [25]. These findings should be inter-
preted within a context, where the carers of persons with 
depression are described as receiving little reprieve from 
their role [6]. In fact, findings in this study demonstrate 
that timeline chronicity beliefs are positively correlated 
with perceived consequences (patient and relative) and 
negatively associated with personal control beliefs in the 
informal carer.

The study also contributes to the academic literature 
by identifying ‘years of caring category’ as a predictor of 
anxiety with those carers providing 5 years or less of car-
ing being identified as the most anxious. Thus, the initial 
phase following the diagnosis of a mental illness is stress-
ful for the carers who often react with feelings of shock, 
confusion, fear and heightened vigilance [32]. Moreover, 
the encountering of unpredictable and unfamiliar situa-
tions in relation to the care recipient has been identified 
as increasing both stress and anxiety in these carers [5].

Despite all efforts to reduce possible flaws and rule out 
potential limitations in this research study, the researcher 
acknowledges the fact that certain methodological issues 
such as the cross-sectional design could have an influ-
ence on the conclusions made, as one cannot clarify the 
direction of relationships. For instance, it is impossible to 
determine whether depression leads the carers to interpret 
a disease as having negative consequences on their lives 
or whether experiencing negative consequences leads to 
depression. Future research using a longitudinal design 
could provide evidence-based statements regarding causal 
implications. In addition, the restriction of the sample to 
carers of persons who have received support in the com-
munity setting may have implications on the generalisabil-
ity of the results to the general carer sample for persons 
with depression.



459Quality of Life Research (2019) 28:451–460 

1 3

Conclusion

This study highlights the importance of understanding the 
carers’ illness perceptions (as identified by the common-
sense model) and their predictive values in relation to the 
psychological well-being of carers. Hence, interventions 
for such carers should target various illness perceptions 
highlighted in this study, such as the need for information, 
chronic timeline beliefs, misperceptions relating to causal 
attributes for depression and targeting the perceived conse-
quences of providing support in informal carers. Psychoe-
ducational interventions can be used to improve the carers’ 
understanding of the causes and treatment of depression and 
enhance the participants’ ability to cope with illness-related 
concerns relating to the mental illness [32–34]. Moreover, 
study findings have demonstrated an association between 
higher scores on understanding about depression with lower 
perceived consequences (for the patient and carer) and less 
emotional impact for the informal carers. Other approaches 
such as cognitive behaviour therapy are also of benefit as the 
one through the modification of the carers’ illness percep-
tions and appraisals [27], such as a restructuring of negative 
thoughts about the consequences of the disease.

Acknowledgements The authors would like to thank all the informal 
carers who participated in this study.

Author contributions JS conceived the study, supervised all aspects 
of its conduction and wrote the manuscript. TS collected the data, 
analysed and interpreted the data, and revised the manuscript. GS, CS 
and LC assisted with the study design and revised the manuscript. All 
authors helped to conceptualise ideas, interpret findings and review 
drafts of the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final 
manuscript.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest The authors declare that they have no competing 
interests.

Ethics approval Ethics approval was obtained from the University 
Research and Ethics committee, University of Malta.

Informed consent Written informed consent to participate in this study, 
analyse and publish the data was obtained from each participant.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Crea-
tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

References

 1. Marcus, M., Yasamy, M. T., Mark, V. O., Chisholm, D., & Saxena, 
S. (2012) Depression a global health concern. World Federation 
for Mental Health, Depression: A global crisis. Retrieved from 
December 12, 2017, from http://www.who.int/menta l_healt h/
manag ement /depre ssion /who_paper _depre ssion _wfmh_2012.pdf.

 2. The World Health Report. (2001). Mental health: New under-
standing, new hope. Geneva: World Health Organisation.

 3. Mathers, C. D., & Loncar, D. (2006). Projections of global mor-
tality and burden of disease from 2002 to 2030. PLOS Medicine. 
https ://doi.org/10.1371/journ al.pmed.00304 42.

 4. Fenech, M., & Scerri, J. (2013). Coping experiences when car-
ing for a person with severe mental illneses: A qualitative study. 
International Journal of Arts & Sciences, 6, 73–80.

 5. Shah, A. J., Wadoo, O., & Latoo, J. (2010). Psychological distress 
in carers of people with mental disorders. British Journal of Medi-
cal Practice, 3(3), 18–25.

 6. Highet, N. J., McNair, B. G., Davenport, T. A., & Hickie, I. B. 
(2004). How much more can we lose?”: Carer and family per-
spectives on living with a person with depression. The Medical 
Journal of Australia, 181(7), 6–9.

 7. Caqueo-Urizar, A., Gutierrez-Maldonado, J., & Miranda-Castillo, 
C. (2009). Quality of life in caregivers of patients with schizophre-
nia: A literature review. Health and Quality of Life Outcomes, 7, 
84–88.

 8. Kuipers, E., Onwumere, J., & Bebbington, P. (2010). Cognitive 
model of caregiving in psychosis. British Journal of Psychiatry, 
196, 259–265.

 9. Leventhal, H., Meyer, D., & Nerenz, D. (1980). The common-
sense model of illness danger. In S. Rachman (Ed.), Medical Psy-
chology (pp. 7–30). New York: Pergamon.

 10. Barrowclough, C., Lobban, F., Hatton, C., & Quinn, J. (2001). An 
investigation of illness in carers of schizophrenia patients using 
the Illness Perception Questionnaire. British Journal of Clinical 
Psychology, 40, 371–385.

 11. Fortune, D. G., Smith, J. V., & Garvey, K. (2005). Perceptions 
of psychosis, coping appraisals, and psychological distress in the 
relatives of patients with schizophrenia: An exploration using 
self-regulation theory. British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 
44, 319–331.

 12. Lobban, F., Barrowclough, C., & Jones, S. (2005). Assessing 
cognitive representations of mental health problems. The Illness 
Perception Questionnaire for schizophrenia: Relatives version. 
British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 44, 163–179.

 13. Holliday, J., Wall, E., Treasure, J., & Weinman, J. (2005). Percep-
tions of illness in individuals with anorexia nervosa: A compari-
son with lay men and women. International Journal of Eating 
Disorders, 37(1), 50–56.

 14. Watson, P. W., Garety, P. A., Weinman, J., Dunn, G., Bebbington, 
P. E., Fowler, D., & Kuipers, E. (2006). Emotional dysfunction in 
schizophrenia spectrum psychosis: The role of illness perceptions. 
Psychological Medicine, 36(6), 761–770.

 15. Kuipers, E., Watson, P., Onwumere, J., Bebbington, P., Dunn, G., 
Weinman, J., et al. (2007). Discrepant illness perceptions, affect 
and expressed emotion in people with psychosis and their carers. 
Social Psychiatry and Psychiatric Epidemiology, 42, 277–283.

 16. Hagger, M. S., & Orbell, S. (2003). A meta-analytic review of the 
common-sense model of illness representations. Psychology and 
Health, 18(2), 141–184.

 17. Leventhal, H., Brissette, I., & Leventhal, E. A. (2003). The com-
mon-sense model of health and illness. In L. D. Cameron & H. 
Leventhal. (Eds.), The common-sense of health and illness behav-
iour (pp. 42–65). London: Routledge.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.who.int/mental_health/management/depression/who_paper_depression_wfmh_2012.pdf
http://www.who.int/mental_health/management/depression/who_paper_depression_wfmh_2012.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.0030442


460 Quality of Life Research (2019) 28:451–460

1 3

 18. Dempster, M., McCorry, N. K., Brennan, E., Donnelly, M., 
Murray, L. J., & Johnston, B. T. (2011). Illness perceptions 
among carer-survivor dyads are related to psychological distress 
among oesophageal cancer survivors. Journal of Psychosomatic 
Research., 70, 432–439.

 19. Moss-Morris, R., Weinman, J., Petrie, K., Horne, R., Cameron, L., 
& Buick, D. (2002). The Revised Illness Perception Questionnaire 
(IPQ-R). Psychology and Health, 17, 1–16.

 20. Whitney, J., Haigh, R., Weinman, J., & Treasure, J. (2007). Caring 
for people with eating disorders: Factors associated with psycho-
logical distress and negative caregiving appraisals in carers of 
people with eating disorders. British Journal of Clinical Psychol-
ogy, 46, 413–428.

 21. Zigmond, A. S., & Snaith, R. P. (1983). The Hospital Anxiety and 
Depression Scale. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 67, 361–370.

 22. Olsson, I., Mykletun, A., & Dahl, A. A. (2005). The Hospital 
Anxiety and Depression Rating Scale: A cross-sectional study of 
psychometrics and case finding abilities in general practice. BMC 
Psychiatry, 5, 46.

 23. Snaith, R. P., & Zigmond, A. S. (1994). The Hospital Anxiety and 
Depression Scale manual. Windsor: Nfer-Nelson Publishing.

 24. Weinman, M., Heijmans, M. J., & Figueiras, M. J. (2003). Carer 
perceptions of chronic illness. In L. D. Cameron & H. Lev-
enthal (Eds.), The self-regulation of health and illness behaviour 
(pp. 207–219). New York: Routledge.

 25. Petrie, K. J., & Weinman, J. (2006). Why illness perceptions mat-
ter. Clinical Medicine, 6(6), 536–539.

 26. French, D. P., Senior, V., Weinman, J., & Marteau, T. M. (2001). 
Causal Attributions for Heart disease: A systematic review. Psy-
chology and Health, 16, 77–98.

 27. French, D. P., Maissi, E., & Marteau, T. M. (2005). The purpose 
of attributing cause: beliefs about the causes of myocardial infarc-
tion. Social Science and Medicine, 60(7), 1411–1421.

 28. Cameron, L. D., Petrie, K. J., Ellis, C., Buick, D., & Weinman, J. 
A. (2005). Symptom experiences symptom attributions and causal 
attributions in patients following first time myocardial infarction. 
International Journal of Behavioural Medicine, 12, 30–38.

 29. Senior, V., Smith, J. A., Michie, S. M., & Marteau, T. M. (2002). 
Making sense of risk: An interpretative phenomenological analy-
sis of vulnerability to heart disease. Journal of Health Psychology, 
7, 157–168.

 30. Skundberg-Kletthagen, H., Wangensteen, S., Hall-Lord, M., & 
Hedelin, B. (2014). Relatives of patients with depression: experi-
ences of everyday life. Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 
28, 567–571. https ://doi.org/10.1111/scs.12082 .

 31. Stjernsward, S., & Ostman, M. (2008). Whose life am I living? 
Relatives living in the shadow of depression. International Jour-
nal of Social Psychiatry. https ://doi.org/10.1177/00207 64008 
09079 4.

 32. Rose, L., Mallinson, R. K., & Walton-Moss, B. A. (2002). 
Grounded theory of families responding to mental illness. West-
ern Journal of Nursing Research, 24(5), 516–536.

 33. Dixon, L., Lucksted, A., Stewart, B., Burland, J., Brown, C. H., 
Postrado, L., et al. (2004). Outcomes of the peer-taught 12-week 
family-to-family education program for severe mental illness. Acta 
Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 109, 207–215.

 34. Pickett-Schenk, S. A., Cook, J. A., & Laris, A. (2000). Journey of 
hope problem outcomes. Community Mental Health Journal, 36, 
413–424.

https://doi.org/10.1111/scs.12082
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764008090794
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020764008090794

	Illness perceptions, depression and anxiety in informal carers of persons with depression: a cross-sectional survey
	Abstract
	Purpose 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusion 

	Introduction
	Methods
	Study design
	Sample
	Assessment measures
	Illness Perception Questionnaire for Schizophrenia-Relatives version (IPQS-Relatives; Lobban et al. [12])
	The Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS)
	Recruitment
	Ethics

	Data analysis

	Results
	Identity
	Causes

	Discussion
	Identity
	Causal attributes of depression
	Illness perceptions

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements 
	References


