
State of Caring
2014

carersuk.org/stateofcaring



State of Caring 2014
Carers UK carries out an annual survey of carers to collect 
evidence on a whole range of issues affecting carers’ lives.

This year nearly 5,0001 carers shared their experiences, 
enabling us to build a picture of the state of caring in 2014.
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Context
6.5 million people in the UK are caring for family and other loved ones.2 Caring is a normal part of 
life. Though it can be hugely rewarding, it often impacts on the lives of carers in less positive ways 
– contributing to a deterioration in their health and well-being, creating difficulties in relationships 
with others, leading to feelings of isolation, and creating often insurmountable challenges for those 
juggling care alongside work and other family responsibilities. Over half of carers are already juggling 
caring with work.3

Despite these costs, the number of families taking on caring responsibilities for our ageing 
population and the rising numbers of people living with disabilities and long-term conditions is 
growing. 

Societal trends and the changing make-up of our population call for a system response from our 
public services and workplaces. This is bringing the ability of our welfare, health and care systems to 
support our changing needs into sharp focus.

As of January 2010, there were 15.4 million people in England alone with at least one long-term 
condition (around 30% of the population) and it is estimated that by 2025 this number will rise to  
18 million.4

A rapidly ageing population and longer life expectancies mean that there is an ever increasing need 
for care and support, but this need is quickly outstripping the number of family members able to 
provide it. This problem will become even more critical over the coming years, with demand for care 
provided by adults projected to rise by over 50% between 2007 and 2032, and the supply of this care 
projected to rise by only 20%.5

Demographic trends require new responses from society. Demand for care and support from an 
older population is competing with the need to address a greater fiscal dependency on a smaller 
working age population. As we look to extend working lives to fit better with a longer life expectancy, 
it is vital to recognise the dramatic growth – an increase of 35% over ten years – in the number of 
people over 65 providing care.6

Any expectation that growing demand can be met by an increase in care provided by family and 
friends should be tempered by recognition of the enormous and growing contribution carers are 
already making – the greatest increases are amongst those caring for over fifty hours a week.7 
Instead, focus must be on recognising and supporting this contribution, and ensuring that the  
well-being, health and financial security of carers is nurtured.

Governments across the UK are already developing stronger legal rights for carers but a more far 
reaching recognition of carers must take place.

In order to make these rights a reality and bring the transformation needed to make caring 
understood, valued and sustainable for families, policymakers must consider the impact of caring 
today.

1 As this report provides a snapshot of caring in 2014, we have excluded the responses of former carers from 
these results. However, we will be using their responses for other pieces of work throughout the year.  
4,924 current carers completed the State of Caring survey (2014).

2    Census 2011
3 Census 2011
4 Department of Health, Improving the health and well-being of people with long term conditions: World class 

services for people with long term conditions – Information tool for commissioners (2010)
5 Select Committee on Public Service and Demographic Change, Ready for Ageing? (2013)
6	 Census	2011.	These	figures	apply	to	England	and	Wales	only.
7 Census 2011
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Impact on carer health
The Census shows that full-time carers are over twice as likely to be in bad health as non-carers. 
Carers UK’s research consistently reflects the strain that caring, without the right support in place, 
can have on the physical and mental health of carers. This year’s survey again found that over 80% 
of carers report that caring has a negative impact on their health.

The health and well-being of carers is affected in a number of ways. Lack of sleep is a concern for 
many carers, with 69% saying that as a result of caring they find it difficult to get a good night’s 
sleep.

Carers report finding it difficult to look after their own health – 58% said that they have reduced the 
amount of exercise they do since they started caring and 45% reported that as a result of caring 
they found it hard to maintain a balanced diet.

At times of crisis I don’t have time 
to look after myself with exercise, a 
well-balanced diet, health appointments, 
sleep… it just doesn’t happen. 

I never have time to see a doctor for 
myself until I am desperate.

A physiotherapist has told me my 
shoulder is showing the signs of damage 
he usually sees in athletes who have 
exercised too hard for too long – the joys 
of being a 65 year old, 5 foot tall carer!

find it difficult to get a good night’s 
sleep as a result of caring.

have reduced the amount of 
exercise they do since they  

started caring.

69%
of carers

58%
of carers

feel more stressed because of  
their caring role

feel more anxious because of  
their caring role

82%
of carers

73%
of carers
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As well as the physical strain of caring, the pressure of providing care to a loved one can have a 
serious impact on mental well-being with 73% of carers surveyed reporting increased anxiety and 
82% increased stress since taking on their caring role.

Half of carers (50%) responding to our State of Caring survey stated they were affected by depression 
after taking on a caring role.

Sustainable caring role
Carers need preventative health and care services which build their resilience and focus on carers’ 
own health as well as supporting the people they care for. Yet nearly two thirds (61%) of carers 
responding to our survey said they felt that they had reached ‘breaking point’, unable to carry on 
without a change to their circumstances. The survey also found that 20% of carers caring for over 35 
hours a week are caring without any support.

Providing care for a loved one should not cost carers their mental and physical health. Support must 
be in place for carers to have time away from caring, allowing them to have a healthy lifestyle, 
address their own health needs and look after their own mental well-being. Health and care 
authorities looking to sustain the contribution of carers should be active in putting the right support 
in place to prevent their health and well-being deteriorating, making sure they have the right support 
in place from the start.

Financial hardship
The rising cost of living, the extra costs associated with providing care, the limited earning potential 
of many carers as well as the impact of welfare changes are creating a perfect storm for carers and 
their families.  A lack of support leads to carers cutting their working hours, retiring early or giving up 
work entirely in order to care.

This can have a dramatic impact on the incomes of those with long-term caring responsibilities, 
resulting in the loss of their careers, lasting debt and financial hardship into retirement.

Even a relatively short time out of work can lead to a loss of skills, experience and seniority in a 
competitive job market, and those who are able to continue working can also see a significant 
impact on their earning potential. Carers often find that they have to turn down opportunities for 
promotion or a better job elsewhere, or even take a step down in order to keep working flexibly with 
hours that fit around their caring role.

In 2014 Carers UK published its in-depth analysis of the financial issues facing carers in its Caring & 
Family Finances Inquiry published in January 2014.8

8 www.carersuk.org/inquiry

I just needed a break and was then 
able to care again in the knowledge that I 
was supported in my caring role.

I have suffered breakdowns in the 
past but my life has changed since I got 
an amazing personal assistant through 
direct payments.
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This latest survey into the experiences of carers finds that many continue to experience severe 
strain on their finances and ability to afford even the essentials. More than half (54%) of carers are 
struggling to pay household bills or to make ends meet suggesting continued pressure on carers’ 
finances.

Large numbers of carers continue to cut back on these essentials. Over a third (35%) of all carers 
responding to the survey are cutting back on essentials like food and heating.

The cost of care continues to be a significant issue for families with the cost of paying for care 
services often falling on families even in situations where the state is responsible for meeting care 
costs. Increasingly, care and support is provided through Direct Payments – cash payments given to 
people with care needs in place of local authority arranged community care services they have been 
assessed as needing. Direct Payments are intended to give users greater choice in their care. 

Responses to our survey suggested that for many Direct Payments are not covering the cost of care. 
A quarter (24%) of those caring for someone with a Direct Payment are supplementing the payment 
as it does not cover the cost of care.

Impact on ability to work
Managing paid work alongside caring can be tough. Nearly half of the UK’s 6.5 million carers are 
juggling work with caring. However, combining work and caring can be too much without the 
support of an understanding, flexible employer and the right health and care services in place that 
can respond to the care and support needs of the family. Even those who are able to continue 
working the same hours often find that their work suffers – 41% of these carers say that their job 
has been negatively affected by caring, for example because of tiredness, lateness or stress.

Of the working carers who responded to our survey, nearly half (44%) had reduced their hours and 
nearly a third (32%) had refused a promotion or taken a less qualified job in order to manage their 
workload and caring responsibilities.

It is not surprising then that many carers leave work as a result of their caring role. Polling carried 
out by Carers UK and YouGov found that 2.3 million people have quit work to care and almost 3 
million have reduced their working hours.9 Carers leaving work to care on this scale not only has 

9 www.carersuk.org/over-2-million-quit-work-to-care

are struggling to pay household 
bills or to make ends meet.

54%
of carers

Heating is the worst and for a 
disabled person who sits about, the cost 
is more than for a normal household. 

I always worry whether the money 
will be there to pay the rent, gas, water 
and electricity at the end of the month.
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a devastating impact on the finances of individual families, but also on the Exchequer and the 
businesses which lose valuable employees.

As the population ages, and the number of carers rises, the effects of losing carers from the 
workforce will grow.

This is damaging to employers and the wider economy. Employers are losing talented people in 
whom they have invested significant time and money. The peak age for caring – 45-64 years old 
– is also the point at which people are most likely to have developed the skills employers need to 
succeed. 

We	asked	carers	who	had	given	up	work	or	retired	early	to	care	why	they	did	so.	The	majority	of	
carers replying to our survey (62%) said it was the stress of juggling everything that meant they gave 
up work. 

Over a third (35%) of them said that the care services they needed to continue to work and care 
were not suitable or were too expensive.  

The survey shows that carers are continuing to find the poor quality of services a barrier to getting 
practical support – one third (33%) of those who have used health or social care services have 
refused a service because of concerns over quality.

A quarter (25%) blamed the difficulty of getting enough time off or negotiating suitable hours to 
enable them to carry out their caring responsibilities.

Current rules about who can get the main financial benefit for carers – Carer’s Allowance – say that if 
you are in paid work (including self-employment) you do not qualify for Carer’s Allowance if you earn 
more than £102 a week. One in ten carers (10%) who had left work, reduced working hours or retired 
early to care pointed to the rules in the benefit system which mean that, financially, it is not worth 
working.

There just isn’t enough time to care 
and work. The exhaustion of doing both 
meant that work had to be limited and 
eventually given up. I’m unable to pursue 
a proper career, save for the future, build 
a pension – caring has altered my life 
irreparably.

Neither child sleeps more than four 
hours.	We	both	had	to	give	up	work	to	
care for the kids. All I want is to be able to 
go back to work part-time to remember 
who I am.

said it was the stress of  
juggling everything that  
meant they gave up work. 

gave expensive or lack of  
suitable care services as  

reasons they gave up work  
or retired early to care.

62%
of carers

35%
of carers
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Financial independence – extending working lives 
Leaving work to care not only puts pressure on the day-to-day finances of carers and their families – 
it can also have far reaching consequences for their long-term financial independence and security.

Nearly half of carers (44%) who had left work to care said they would not be able to save for a 
pension as a result and over half (58%) reported that they would not be able to save up to provide 
for their own care needs.

Failing to prevent the financial hardship of carers means that despite savings made to the state 
through their contribution, many carers will themselves become reliant on the limited safety net of 
social security and state funded care later in life. This approach is not sustainable and those that 
provide care for loved ones should have their income and future financial resilience protected.

 

said that as a result of  
giving up work or retiring early 
to care, they would not have 

enough savings for pay for their 
own care needs in the future.

58%
of carers

gave expensive or lack of 
suitable care services as reasons 
they gave up work or retired early 
to care.

35%
of carers

I am on duty 24/7 because I cannot 
trust the agency support that is on offer. 

People do not understand what it 
is like to care for an elderly relative with 
dementia and hold down a full-time job. 
My employer is aware I am a carer but 
they do not make it easy for me when I 
need time for medical appointments.

Managing finances is a constant 
worry as everything varies from week to 
week. Carers’ benefits have not increased 
in real terms.

I have used all my savings. I struggle 
and worry about the future.
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Maintaining relationships
Although caring for a loved one is part and parcel of so many people’s lives, many carers do not find 
it easy to talk about their caring role with others. 

Two in five carers responding (39%) said they had found it hard to maintain social networks because 
they did not have anyone to talk to about caring and three quarters of carers (75%) said that it was 
because people do not understand the impact that caring has on their lives.

Once caring, many find it difficult to maintain relationships and social networks. 

57% lost touch with friends or family. Eight out of ten (79%) carers say this is because of a lack of 
time and nearly half (46%) point to a lack of practical support. 

Losing the support of friends and family can have a big impact on carer resilience, yet without more 
practical support and time away from caring, carers are not able to benefit from emotional support 
from others. 

Sharing experiences with other carers by meeting up at carer support groups or through online 
forums can provide a listening ear and important emotional support. One in five carers (21%) 
reported making new friends as a result of taking on a caring role.

Nearly a third (29%) of people also said that their caring role had brought them closer to the person 
they care for.

Friends have drifted away so I am 
exhausted from caring and have little 
support. I am becoming increasingly 
isolated and depressed.

You have no social life whatsoever 
as a carer. Take it from me – I have been 
an unpaid carer for 20 years. I do not feel 
part of society at all. I feel a complete 
outsider.

said it was hard to maintain 
relationships and social 
networks because people  

do not understand the impact 
that caring has.

75%
of carers

Family and friends have not been 
supportive. However despite this lack of 
help and understanding I have made 
some wonderful friends within the caring 
community and it is only with support 
from care groups and fellow care friends 
that I can cope.

My social life has dwindled and I feel 
increasingly isolated.



10 State of Caring  2014

Valuing carers
Evidence from the survey suggests that many experience a lack of empathy or understanding about 
their caring role. Of those in work, 24% say caring has had a negative impact on relationships with 
colleagues.  

Despite the key role that many play in the care and support of their loved ones, many carers struggle 
to have their role recognised by health and care professionals.  This can mean that their knowledge 
and expertise about the care of the person they look after is not recognised. Carers reported mixed 
treatment when accompanying the person they care for in hospital.

One in five (19%) felt their caring role was ignored and not recognised by health professionals; 
however a further one in five (20%) felt their role as a carer was valued and recognised by hospital 
staff.

As more people live with long-term health conditions, health professionals must be more consistent 
in seeing patients and their families as partners in care.

Health professionals should also be active in offering support to carers of patients and thinking 
about the caring responsibilities that their patients might have.

 

I haven’t had a holiday – or any 
break, even an overnight stay – for three 
years. Friends I no longer see did not 
understand how time-consuming caring 
is and how important a routine is for 
mum.

In the NHS there is little 
acknowledgement of how well we know 
the person and how long we have looked 
after them, all the things we have tried, 
researched, bought...

I appreciate that confidentiality is in 
place to protect the rights of individuals 
but find that when this impacts on any 
support I need to give my mother, my 
needs and requirements are ignored.

I had to have surgery recently and 
wasn’t offered any respite or home care 
and therefore had to come out of hospital 
to look after my mother with no recovery 
time.

I feel invisible. I don’t think anyone 
knows or sees what I’m doing at all.

feel that society does not think 
about them at all.

49%
of carers
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A society that respects and values caring
When	asked	how	they	thought	society	views	those	providing	unpaid	care,	less	than	one	in	ten	(8%)	
carers said that society views them as someone who makes a valuable contribution. Half (49%) of 
carers felt that society does not think about them at all.

This suggests a fundamental shift is needed in the way society views and values the contribution of 
carers and the importance of caring for others. As more people live into old age with disabilities and 
long-term conditions, more and more of us will find ourselves providing vital care and support to 
loved ones. It is time that this contribution to society is valued and celebrated.  

Making life better for carers – 
what next?
Through engagement with carers, policy-makers and academics, Carers UK has always sought to 
identify new approaches and solutions which will improve the lives of carers.

Working	directly	with	carers	through	the	Caring	&	Family	Finances	Inquiry,	with	employers	and	with	
carers juggling work and care as part of the Employers for Carers and Department of Health Task and 
Finish Group, we developed a number of key recommendations for change.

We	will	continue	our	work	on	technology,	developing	new	and	innovative	solutions	with	and	for	
carers as well as looking at successful international approaches to supporting carers.

As part of this State of Caring survey we took the views of those currently caring about what they 
think is the pressing issue for current and future governments to address for carers. The top two 
were:

 > to ensure that carers and their families do not suffer financial hardship as a result of caring

 > to ensure that there is sufficient funding so that older and disabled people get the care they 
need and which is affordable

With	these	priorities	in	mind,	and	the	evidence	provided	by	carers	themselves	on	all	aspects	of	
their lives related to caring, Carers UK will publish a plan of action with recommendations for policy 
makers, employers and public services and we will work with carers to realise these changes and 
make life better for carers.
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Carers UK makes life better 
for carers.
Caring will affect us all at some point 
in our lives. 

With	your	help,	we	can	be	there	for	
the 6,000 people who start looking 
after someone each day.

We’re	the	UK’s	only	national	
membership charity for carers. 
We’re	both	a	support	network	and	a	
movement for change.

 > We	give	expert	advice,	
information and support.

 > We	connect	carers	so	no-one	
has to care alone.

 > We	campaign	together	for	
lasting change.

 > We	innovate	to	find	new	ways	
to reach and support carers.


