
Definition

Whilst there is some minor variation in the terminology used, the four countries of the United Kingdom (England, Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales) broadly concur that an informal ‘carer’ is a child, young person or adult who provides unpaid care to a 
partner, family member or a friend, “who, due to illness, disability, a mental health problem or an addiction, cannot cope without 
their support” (Carers Trust, 2022). 

Anyone can become a carer at different stages during their lifetime, and may, on occasions, care for multiple individuals 
concurrently.

It is acknowledged that the term carer is also often used to identify paid employees of either local authorities or private or 
charitable organisations that provide personal care and/or social care support for individuals either within their home or a 
residential care setting. This poster focuses only on the informal carer who is not paid for the care they provide.

Epidemiology

The 2021 Census recorded 4.7 million unpaid carers in England, and approximately 310,000 unpaid carers in Wales (Office for 
National Statistics, 2023) and 222,213 carers in Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA), 
2022). Additionally, the Scottish Carers Census 20-2021 identified there were 31,760 individual carers being supported by local 
services across Scotland (Scottish Government, 2021). 

It has been reported that the proportion of females providing informal care is generally greater than males, particularly during 
middle age (45-64) where when individuals are most likely to take on a caring role (Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), 
2022):

A UK-wide report published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2022) found that carers are more likely to live in social 
deprivation, with working-age carers more adversely affected than those of retirement age.

Economics

It is estimated that carers save the UK economy £162 billion a year in England and Wales (Petrillo and Benett, 2023), with further 
estimates suggesting that, at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, carers were saving the UK government £530 million per day 
(Carers UK, 2020).

United Kingdom Health and Social Care Policy

The overarching UK health and social care system relies on a combination of universal and means-tested benefits. Healthcare 
services are predominantly provided free by the National Health Service (NHS), while social care is means-tested, requiring 
individuals to contribute towards the cost of their care based on their estate and assets. When the estate value depletes to a 
certain level, care is offered free; however, up until this time, individuals are required to contribute to the cost of their care. Local 
authorities or Boroughs are responsible for assessing and providing social care, often commissioning private organisations to 
deliver the actual care.

Devolution and Responsibility

Since the devolution agreements of 1999, health and social care responsibilities in the UK have been devolved:

• England: Responsibility is centrally retained by Westminster. Currently, the responsibility is 
transitioning back to the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) from NHS England 
(NHSE), which is in the process of being dissolved. DHSC will manage day-to-day operations at 
a national level, while Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) will handle local operations

• Scotland: The Scottish Government oversees healthcare provision, with specific legislation like 
the Carers (Scotland) Act 2016 providing additional support through 'adult carer support plans' 
and 'young carer statements'.

• Wales: The Welsh Government manages healthcare, with strategies like the 'Strategy for 
Unpaid Carers' outlining national priorities.

• Northern Ireland: The Northern Ireland Assembly is responsible, with existing legislation like the 
Carers and Direct Payments Act (Northern Ireland) 2002. Further policy developments are 
anticipated following reports highlighting challenges faced by carers.

Current Carer Legislation and Policy

• The Care Act 2014: places a duty on local authorities in England and Wales to provide care and support for adults meeting 
eligibility criteria and to support carers' needs.

• Carer’s Leave Act 2023: Entitles employees across the UK to leave to provide or arrange care for dependents with long-term 
care needs.

• Commitment to Carers (NHS England, 2014): Outlines support available to carers in England.
• Strategy for Unpaid Carers (Welsh Government, 2021): Details national priorities for action in Wales.
• Carers (Scotland) Act 2016: Provides additional provisions for carers and young carers in Scotland, coordinated through 

support plans and statements.
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Impact and Contributing Factors

Young Carers

Current UK legislation defines a young carer as “a person aged under 18 years, who provides or intends to provide care for 
another person (of any age, except where that care is provided for payment, pursuant to a contract or as voluntary work.)” 
(Children and Families Act, 2014). However, several organisations working with young carers in the UK broaden the maximum 
age category and publish data which incorporates carers up to the age of 25 in some cases (Aldridge, 2018). 

Support and Policy

Support for young carers varies across the UK. The Carers Trust and other organisations provide resources and advocacy. The 
Scottish Government's Carers (Scotland) Act 2016 offers specific provisions for young carers, including support plans and 
statements. The Welsh Government's Strategy for Unpaid Carers outlines national priorities for supporting young carers.

Challenges Faced by Young Carers

Young carers often face isolation, stress, and negative impacts on their education and future opportunities (Scottish Government, 
2017). Evidence shows that one in three young carers feel stressed due to their role (Crossroads, 2022), and 23% believe it 
hinders their ability to maintain friendships (Dharampal and Ali, 2020). Bullying is also prevalent, with up to two-thirds of young 
carers experiencing it at school (The Carers Trust, 2016). School attendance is affected, with one in 20 young carers frequently 
absent (Waters, 2019).

Impact on Education and Social Life

Balancing caring responsibilities with educational demands is a significant challenge. A survey found that 33% of young carers 
struggle to balance these responsibilities, and 40% do not receive adequate help (The Carers Trust, 2023). Despite these 
challenges, some young carers report being happy at school and performing above average (Chesborough et al., 2017).

Positive Aspects of Being a Young Carer

Young carers report often finding their role rewarding, experiencing emotional and psychological benefits (Chesborough et al., 
2017). Caring can lead to a sense of maturity, new skills, and strong relationships with the person being cared for and other family 
members (Gowen et al., 2021, Robison, Inglis and Egan, 2020). 

Adult Carers

Emotional Impact

Caring for another person can significantly increase stress levels, impacting a carer's mental health (George et al., 2020). Studies 
show that adult carers, especially those living in poverty or providing intensive care for individuals with complex conditions like 
dementia, are at a higher risk of developing depression. Female carers and younger carers are particularly vulnerable (Cottagiri 
and Sykes, 2019). Prolonged stress and the pressure to provide care while managing personal and employment responsibilities 
can lead to burnout, characterised by physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion (Cottagiri and Sykes, 2019).

Physical Impact

The physical demands of caring can lead to various health issues, including musculoskeletal disorders. Carers often experience 
back pain, shoulder pain, and joint pain due to the physical exertion required in their role. Older carers, who may already have 
long-term health conditions, are particularly at risk (Gérain and Zech, 2019).. The 2022 State of Caring report found that many 
carers report poor physical health, with a fifth identifying their health as bad or very bad (Carers UK, 2022). Carers often struggle 
to maintain their health and wellbeing, adopting poor health behaviours such as disturbed sleep patterns, smoking, and poor diet 
(Carers UK, 2023, Cottagiri and Sykes, 2019). Access to manual handling and mobility support equipment can reduce physical 
exertion and increase the independence of the person being cared for.

Financial Impact

Caring can place individuals under considerable financial strain (Carers UK, 2024). Half of carers have been identified that their 
main source of income was earnings from employment. Remaining carers either relied upon income from state or private 
pensions, while approximately 20% of carers drew most of their income from other benefits or tax credits (Carers UK, 2022). The 
UK Poverty Report 2022 (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2022) found that informal carers are ‘more likely’ to be living in poverty 
that than those without caring responsibilities. 

Carers who are of working age are also at a higher risk of experiencing poverty then than those in receipt of a pension. Those 
who have been caring for five years of or more are also more likely to be in debt because of their elongated caring role (Carers 
UK, 2022). Carers who spend more time caring have also been found to have higher poverty rates: with 44% of working-age 
adults caring for thirty-five or more hours a week identified as being in poverty compared to 17% for those caring for 20 hours or 
less a week (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2021).

Practical Support Needs

Carers often find their role rewarding but require practical support to continue caring over the long term. It is essential that the 
system is reconfigured to enable carers to provide care without placing their own health and wellbeing in jeopardy (Carer 
Passport, 2023).

Many carers are unaware of available services, highlighting a need for better information dissemination. Carer’s Assessments are 
essential to identify support needs, and the health and social care system should be adapted to help carers navigate complex 
systems. Respite care, providing short-term home-based or residential care, is crucial for giving carers a break. However, access 
to these services is often limited, particularly in rural areas (Carers UK, 2022).  Support with completing official documentation 
and access to local charities offering information and advice can also be beneficial.  

Future Directions

The COVID-19 pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis have increased pressures on carers, highlighting the need for greater 
support and recognition. The UK government has established an independent public inquiry to examine the impact of COVID-19 
on carers. 

Carers often feel undervalued and isolated, with fears of future separations during crises. Significant investment is required to 
address the complex situations carers face and ensure they receive the necessary support to continue their vital roles.
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