
BUILDING CIRCLES OF
SUPPORT FOR PEOPLE WITH
INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES

LET’S  MAKE IT  HAPPEN



I  am del ighted to welcome you to our guide to Bui lding
Circ les  of  Support  for  People with an Intel lectual
Disabi l i ty .

This  project  was funded by the Health Research Board as
an extension of  the Intel lectual  Disabi l i ty  Supplement to
the Ir ish Longitudinal  Study on Ageing ( IDS-TILDA),  with
the aim to translate what IDS-TILDA has learned about
Circ les  of  Support  into pract ical  resources.

Circ les  of  Support  i s  a  concept that  has been around for
some decades now. I t  s imply recognises that  people with
intel lectual  disabi l i t ies  may draw support  from dif ferent
types of  people in  their  l ives  – the dif ferent c irc les  around
them. 

In f ive waves of  IDS-TILDA to date,  we have learned so
much about the importance of  social  networks of  people
with an intel lectual  disabi l i ty  including family  and fr iends.  

We have also highl ighted the importance of  other
supports,  including services that  support  people with
intel lectual  disabi l i t ies  and their  famil ies,  as  wel l  as
support  from the wider communit ies  in  which indiv iduals
l ive.  

INTRODUCTION

https://youtu.be/TAYKmdBVmYk

https://youtu.be/TAYKmdBVmYk


[1]  Health Service Executive.  (2020).  A Guide to Circ les  of  Support.
t inyurl .com/HSEguideToCirc lesOfSupport

Circles  of  Support  Model  (Snow, 1988)  [1]

http://tinyurl.com/HSEguideToCirclesOfSupport


IDS-TILDA has found that,  whi le  many people with
intel lectual  disabi l i t ies  have very strong and diverse Circ les
of  Support,  this  is  not  a lways the case.

Many people with intel lectual  disabi l i t ies  have a very
strong Circ le  of  Int imacy,  with great  support  from their
c lose family,  and a very strong Circ le  of  Exchange,  with
support  from a disabi l i ty  service provider.  

However,  for  some,  there are cr i t ical  gaps in  their  wider
Circ le  of  Fr iendship and in their  Circ le  of  Part ic ipat ion.

Circ les  of  Support  are also cr i t ical  to helping services
develop a person-centred approach and culture,  for
example,  in  helping indiv iduals  to identi fy  and achieve
their  personal  goals  through person-centred planning.  

We hope that  these resources wi l l  be of  benef it  to people
with intel lectual  disabi l i t ies  and the people who support
them – including their  famil ies  and services.  

Our a im was to demonstrate and showcase posit ive
examples of  Circ les  of  Support,  and the strategies
indiv iduals  use to bui ld and maintain those relat ionships.

We feel  that  others  can learn from the wonderful  examples
of  support ive relat ionships that  our part ic ipants  have
demonstrated in these v ideos – and take some of  the
strategies  to help bui ld their  own Circ les  of  Support.

We have worked c losely  with Stewarts  Care in  Dubl in to
develop these resources and have been supported by other
partners  including the HSE,  the Federat ion of  Voluntary
Service Providers,  and Temple Univers ity  in  the United
States.



 
I  wish to thank al l  of  them for  their  support  of  this
important  project .  

Many thanks,  and I  hope you enjoy these resources and
videos.

Prof.  Mary McCarron
Principal  Investigator

Professor of  Ageing and Intel lectual  Disabi l i ty,  Tr inity
Col lege Dubl in
Director,  Tr inity  Centre for  Ageing and Intel lectual
Disabi l i ty  (TCAID),  Tr inity  Col lege Dubl in
Executive Director,  National  Intel lectual  Disabi l i ty
Memory Service (NIDMS),  Tal laght University  Hospital



My name is  Mei  L in Yap,  Ambassador L ia ison Off icer  at  the
Trinity  Centre for  Ageing and Intel lectual  Disabi l i ty .  I  wi l l
be your guide to Bui lding Circ les  of  Support.

This  project  a imed to demonstrate and showcase posit ive
examples of  support  for  indiv iduals  from their  Circ les  of
Support,  and the strategies  they have used to bui ld and
maintain those relat ionships.

The model  behind Circ les  of  Support  explains the c irc les  as
dif ferent layers  of  support  made up by the people you
know. These Circ les  include:

Circle of  Int imacy 
These are the very c lose relat ionships in  our l i fe.  

Circle of  Fr iendship
They are our fr iends and family  that  we see often but not
al l  the t ime.   

Circle of  Part ic ipation
They are the people in  our community groups,  c lubs,  work,
and c lassmates.   

Circle of  Exchange
They are the people in  our l i fe  that  are paid to support  us.

PROJECT GUIDE

https://youtu.be/VUtWoVpbm_k

https://youtu.be/VUtWoVpbm_k


LET’S  MEET OUR PARTICIPANTS

I  l ive with mum and dad.  I  go to
day services in  Stewarts  twice a
week and I  work in  a  sol ic i tor’s
off ice.  I  swim with Special
Olympics  and play bocce.  I  l ike
going out shopping or  for  coffee.  I
l ike to go to the theatre and
relaxing at  the weekends.

People in  my c irc les  are my mum,
dad,  and brother.  My cousins,
auntie,  col leagues and fr iends
from clubs and work.

Audrey

Joe:  I  am 44,  work in  Musgraves,
and I  p lay a  bit  of  sport  too.  In  my
work I  help people with the
shopping trol leys  and their  bags.  I
work 3 t imes a week.  Wednesday
is  my day off .  I  p lay footbal l ,  tag
rugby,  badminton and sometimes
tennis .  

Pat:  I  work in  the farm in Ki lc loon.
I  enjoy plant ing and grass  cutt ing.
I  a lso do horse-r iding on Tuesdays.
I  l ike swimming,  squash,
badminton,  basketbal l  and
running.

Pat  & Joe



I ’m 36 years  old and l ive with my
mum. I  go to day services in
Stewarts.  I  l ike knitt ing,  paint ing,
drawing,  making cards,  woodwork
and help with the horses at  the
Equestr ian centre.
 
People in  my c irc les  are my mum,
4 s isters,  n ieces and nephews,  my
fr iend Tommy, and staff  from
Stewarts.

Martin

I ’m 42 years  old and I  l ive with my
mum and dad.  I  try  to be as  act ive
as I  can.  I  go to Rossecourt  and
enjoy horse r iding,  bowling,
swimming,  arts  and crafts .  

On Saturdays I  go for  a  walk with
my uncle.  I  am happy with the
support  I  have from my family,
fr iends,  and staff  in  Stewarts.

Theresa

I ’m 40 now. I  l ive with my dad and
my dog.  I  have 2 jobs working in
admin.  I  take part  in  Special
Olympics,  in  bowling.  I  go to the
gym and swimming.  On the
weekends I  go shopping or  meet
my boyfr iend for  a  coffee or
cinema.  We hang out!  The people
in my c irc les  are my dad,  s isters,
my boyfr iend,  and fr iends.

Una



CIRCLE 1  –  CIRCLE OF INTIMACY 

The Circ le  of  Int imacy includes the people very c lose to us,
sometimes l iv ing with us,  and who we share pr ivate
information with.  They are the people we would miss  a  lot
i f  they were not around.

Our part ic ipants  highl ighted the special  importance of
family  in  their  Circ les  of  Int imacy.  

But  other people,  such as  partners,  boyfr iends/gir l fr iends,
or  very c lose fr iends may also be important  members of
this  Circ le.

Audrey spoke about how her mum supports  her  healthcare
appointments and guides her  with direct ions and
transport .

Audrey’s  dad talked about support ing her  gett ing to work
and social  act iv it ies  such as  the c inema,  sports ,  and
theatre.

Audrey’s  mum said how their  “whole thing in l i fe  is  to
make sure she’s  happy and healthy,  and just  encourage
her to get  out there and do as much as she can”.

https://youtu.be/wRDa_Ccm0LM

https://youtu.be/wRDa_Ccm0LM


Una noted that  her  boyfr iend is  her  “biggest  supporter” ,
and she also gets  lots  of  day-to-day support  from her dad
and other c lose family  members.

Una’s  dad spoke about how they get  on as  a  normal  family
doing day-to-day stuff ,  and his  role support ing Una with
household act iv it ies  and transport .

Theresa is  independent in  many ways.  Her mum supports
her with some of  her  act iv it ies  of  dai ly  l iv ing.  She helps
her to get  ready in  the morning and to have her breakfast ,
in  t ime to leave for  her  day service each day.



Martin’s  mum also plays a  key role for  Mart in,  but  his
Circ le  of  Int imacy also includes important  support  from the
close-knit  family  including his  s isters.

One of  his  s isters  l ives nearby and is  a lways around,  and
the other s isters  are also regular  supports.

This  takes some of  the pressure off  Mart in’s  mum as the
primary support.



CIRCLE 2  –  CIRCLE OF FRIENDSHIP 

Outside the Circ le  of  Int imacy is  our  Circ le  of  Fr iendship.

In the Circ le  of  Fr iendship are the people we share things
in common and meet social ly .  Our fr iends and family  that
we see often but not  a l l  the t ime.  

Our part ic ipants  highl ighted how special  i t  is  to have
fr iends,  someone who knows you wel l  and who you can
count on for  support  outs ide family  and the support
service.  

Pat  and Joe or ig inal ly  met through shared interests  in
sport  and got  on great  together,  bui lding their  fr iendship
over the next  20 years.

They spoke about the importance of  their  support  for  each
other.

They said i t  was important  to be there for  your fr iend,  but
also to al low them their  own space.

https://youtu.be/_fO-j IEq1r8

https://youtu.be/_fO-jIEq1r8


Martin’s  s ister  spoke about how she goes bowling with
Mart in every Fr iday.  Others  in  Mart in’s  Circ le  of  Fr iendship
also help to support  his  act iv it ies,  including another s ister ,
Gina,  and fr iend Tommy.

Una said she has lots  of  fr iends including dif ferent types of
fr iends.  Her fr iends are very special  and important  to her.

Una keeps in  contact  with her  fr iends by phone and text
messages,  as  wel l  as  meeting up.



Theresa’s  Circ le  of  Fr iendship includes her  uncle,  Dominic,
who takes her  out  on Saturdays.  This  supports  Theresa’s
interests  and part ic ipat ion as  wel l  as  support ing her
parents.  Theresa also spoke about gett ing out  to see her
other fr iends,  especial ly  at  the weekends doing bowling.  

Audrey’s  aunt and cousin,  Mary,  are important  members of
her Circ le  of  Fr iendship.  They provide great  support  for
both Audrey and her family.

Audrey has a  great  group of  fr iends through her act iv it ies
in Special  Olympics,  who always look out for  each other.

Audrey also spoke about the importance of  her  fr iends in
col lege in  Rossecourt ,  who she meets up with for  a  cup of
tea and a chat.



CIRCLE 3  –  CIRCLE OF PARTICIPATION

After  the Circ le  of  Fr iendship,  comes the Circ le  of
Part ic ipat ion,  which includes the people we interact  with
frequently.  

Our part ic ipants  mention the importance of  feel ing part  of
the community  “l ike everybody else”  when having people
in this  c irc le.

 

Joe got  a  job in  Musgraves with support  from Stewarts.  
He says:  “I  love it” .  He real ly  enjoys his  tasks helping
customers and feels  part  of  the team. Pat  enjoys a l l  h is
social  act iv it ies.  He br ings back strawberr ies  to his  fr iends
in Ki lc loon farm after  respite.  

Joe’s  keyworker Orla ith spoke about a l l  the act iv it ies  and
weekly  meetings in  JASS to support  employment and
promote social  interact ion and fun t ime together.  

Both Joe and Pat  mentioned having an enjoyable busy
weekly  scheduled.  They both l ike taking part  in  their
groups and sports.  

Pat’s  keyworker Br idget  mentioned natural ly  Joe and Pat   
include others  to make sure new members feel  part  of  the
group.  Their  fr iendship helps others  to belong to the
group.  

https://youtu.be/JSBWo6ROdts

 

https://youtu.be/JSBWo6ROdts


Audrey mentioned her job and how much she feels  part  of
the team. She helps in  admin tasks and events.  Audrey’s
sense of  belonging is  very strong,  she says they are l ike a
“family,  a  different family,  they include me in
everything”.  

Audrey also spoke about taking part  in  an event at  work to
celebrate dif ference.  She had the opportunity  to explain to
her workmates her  abi l i t ies  and support  needs.  “It  is
easier  to work together once they know more about me”.   

Una works in  Musgraves for  over 15 years  and Campion
Insurance for  5  years.  She enjoys her  roles  and feels
supported.  Una “loves”  dress ing up smart  for  work l ike
everybody else in  her  role.  



Theresa enjoys her  tea breaks with her  col leagues in
Rossecourt  and going out for  bowling.  She says:  “I  enjoy it
even i f  i t  is  only for  a couple of  hours”.

Martin goes bowling with his  fr iends on Fr idays after
Stewarts.  His  family  or  fr iend Tommy, members of  other
circ les,  help to faci l i tate his  part ic ipat ion and interact ion
in this  c irc le.  



CIRCLE 4  –  CIRCLE OF EXCHANGE

In  the Circ le  of  Exchange are the people in  our l i fe  that  are
paid for  their  t ime,  for  example staff  from support
services,  doctors,  and therapists .  

Our part ic ipants  spoke about the importance of  this  c lose
relat ionship and open communicat ion with staff  from
services,  and how this  supports  a  person-centred
approach.  

They also mentioned how important i t  is  to have people
from this  Circ le  a lso support ing their  Circ le  of  Int imacy.
 
Part ic ipants  mentioned how important the Circ le  of
Exchange is  in  enabl ing their  routines – for  example,
al lowing important  breaks for  the indiv iduals  and also
their  famil ies.

Pat  spoke about how important i t  is  to have the t ime away
from home to break the routine.  “I  need a break and so
does my family” .  Pat  enjoys and “feels  relaxed”  knowing
he has the support  from his  service.  “They wil l  do
anything for  you”.

https://youtu.be/WRWTzDl i_Ns

https://youtu.be/WRWTzDli_Ns


Martin’s  mum Helen mentioned how happy he feels  going
to day services because he knows he can talk  to staff ,  and
they know him very wel l .  Helen also spoke about the
person-centred approach Mart in receives from staff  g iv ing
him t ime and the opportunity  to talk  and be heard.  

Mart in’s  s ister  Mart ina also highl ighted how having a
break is  important  for  her  mum. “She needs to have her
own space but knowing Martin is  comfortable and happy”.
Martina also spoke about how the relat ionship with the
service has improved and evolved over the years.  “Open
communication and trust  develop over the years;  i t
doesn’t  happen instantaneously”.  

Martin’s  keyworker,  Aaron,  spoke about encouraging
famil ies  to communicate frequently  and to be included in
the del ivery of  the day service.



Theresa enjoys going out for  a  coffee with staff  on the
weekends and looking around the shops.  

Theresa’s  mum Evelyn spoke about how important i t  is  to
have her own break and t ime for  herself  and Patr ick,  even
though she wouldn’t  l ike that  a l l  the t ime.

Una’s  keyworker Orla ith mentioned the support  Una can
access from Employabi l i ty  and Jass.  They have a range of
weekly  and monthly  act iv it ies  and opportunit ies  to catch
up with keyworker and col leagues to share new ideas or
good stor ies  and have fun.



OVERARCHING THEMES

From speaking with our part ic ipants  and their  Circ les  of
Support,  some important themes emerged.  These are
important to think about for  Circ les  of  Support.  And we
think they are very important  to share with you.

Person-Centred Approach

Having a person-centred approach was highl ighted as  being
important by the part ic ipants  and their  Circ les  of  Support.  

This  means ensuring that  the indiv idual  and their  wishes
and preferences remain the pr imary focus.  And this
requires real ly  gett ing to know the person over t ime,  as
mentioned by Mart in’s  s ister  Mart ina and keyworker
Aaron.  

Audrey’s  mum Monica highl ighted how important i t  is  ask
quest ions and to be open.  “I  want her  to be chal lenged
and be able to do anything she wants to do.”  

Reciprocal  Support

Meaning you give,  and you receive,  was also mentioned by
several  part ic ipants  as  an important  way to start  and
develop relat ionships.  Keyworkers  Br idget  and Orlaith
highl ighted this  reciprocal  support  in  the Circ le  of
Exchange with Joe and Pat.  “You need to be kind.  Kindness
is  always important”.

https://youtu.be/0d79Fw_nP6Y

https://youtu.be/0d79Fw_nP6Y


Remote Support

A lot  of  the part ic ipants  spoke about how they maintain
their  relat ionships and contact  with family  members and
fr iends using technology,  phone,  and computers.  In  this
way,  important  supports  can be provided even i f  family  or
fr iends l ive far  away,  as  mentioned by Una and Audrey.
They also highl ighted how some family  members help
deal ing with complex computer tasks -  a  valuable support
spoken about by Theresa’s  mum, Evelyn.

Confluence of  Support

Where support  from dif ferent parts  of  the c irc les  come
together and combine to help one another for  a  better
qual i ty  of  l i fe  for  the person with an intel lectual  disabi l i ty
and their  c irc les.  This  was mentioned by al l  part ic ipants
circ les  of  support  and emphasised by Audrey’s  mum
Monica,  Theresa’s  dad Patr ick,  and Mart in’s  mum and
sister.  

Cascade Effect

Where exist ing people in  di f ferent c irc les  may grow into
another layer.  For  example,  Pat  and Joe f i rst  met through
playing basketbal l ,  but  after  became very good fr iends.
The c irc les  are constantly  changing and growing,  so their
relat ionship moved from the Circ le  of  Part ic ipat ion into
the Circ le  of  Fr iendship.  



STRATEGIES FOR BUILDING CIRCLES OF
SUPPORT 

Final ly ,  we asked our part ic ipants  about strategies  for  how
to start ,  grow and maintain their  Circ les  of  Support.  

Here’s  what they suggested!

Get involved in c lubs and societ ies  outs ide support
services was suggested by Joe and Pat  and their
keyworkers  Br idget  and Orlaith as  a  great  strategy for
bui lding c irc les.

You must  g ive to receive.  This  strategy was highl ighted
by most  of  our part ic ipants  during the interviews and
also by our expert  TCAID PPI  panel .  

Show you are interested and give t ime for  people to get
to know you was also highl ighted by Pat  and our expert
PPI  panel .

Look for  people that  share the same interests;  you
might not  l ike to play a  sport ,  but  you might l ike to
watch i t  together.  This  strategy was mentioned by Joe
and Pat  and suggested by Una’s  boyfr iend Ross.  

Start  meeting in  places that  are easy to get  to and
accessible.  Go for  a  walk or  to a  coffee shop was an
example and strategy given by Audrey,  Theresa,  Mart in
and Una.

Volunteering in  your local  community might  help you
meeting people in  your neighbourhood.  A strategy
strongly  supported by Audrey and her family.  

Meeting people once a week was mentioned by most  of
the part ic ipants  as  a  great  way to grow your c irc les.  

https://youtu.be/hBVRN_1Du2s

https://youtu.be/hBVRN_1Du2s
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