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Understanding the characteristics of unpaid carers
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Providing care for longer hours is associated with detrimental effects on carers’ employment
and earnings. However, very little is known about carer financial hardship, especially from an
intersectional perspective. This study makes use of the UK Household Longitudinal Study to
investigate associations between providing care and poverty. Findings show that unpaid carers
are more likely to face poverty than non-carers and that this gap has become wider over time.
Employment and older age seem to be protective characteristics associated with a lower
likelihood of poverty. These findings support the recognition of the many challenges faced by
unpaid carers.
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Introduction

Unpaid caring responsibilities may bring benefits to those providing care, such as
fulfilment and pride (Garcia-Mochon et al, 2019; Greenwood et al, 2019), as well
as a sense of purpose, the opportunity to learn new skills and social connections
(Martire et al, 2003; Schulz and Sherwood, 2008). Nevertheless, most evidence
suggests that carers face many challenges in their role, from difficulties finding
jobs with flexible working patterns to the deterioration of their own health and
well-being (King and Pickard, 2013; Kaschowitz and Brandt, 2017; Brimblecombe
and Cartagena-Farias, 2022). This is particularly true for those who provide more
intensive care (Bauer and Sousa-Poza, 2015; Brimblecombe et al, 2020; Robison
et al, 2020). In this regard, providing care for longer hours has been associated
with early retirement, the reduction of working hours, moving to part-time jobs
and the acceptance of lower-paid jobs as a result of losing bargaining power in the
search for more flexible work arrangements (Colombo et al, 2011; Pickard et al,
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2015;Van Houtven, 2015; Skills for Care, 2021). Having caring responsibilities may
also involve additional out-of-pocket expenses, such as transportation, parking and
buying special food for those they care for,among other things (Van Houtven, 2015;
Carers UK, 2022a; House of Lords, 2022).

These circumstances all put unpaid carers in a position of risk and vulnerability
to income-related poverty, precarity and deprivation, and the research that exists
tends to show that carers do experience financial difficulties. For example, the
New Policy Institute made use of the Family Resource Survey (FRS) in 2016
and reported that poverty levels among carers were 4 per cent higher than for
non-carers and that this varied by age and hours of unpaid care provision, as
well as the type of relationship to care recipients (Aldridge and Hughes, 2016).
More recently, a survey carried out by Carers UK shows that three quarters of
unpaid carers worried about their energy bills and that a third were worried that
they would have to use a foodbank (Carers UK, 2022b), but the survey did not
include non-carers for comparison purposes. Along the same lines, a report by
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024) has recently highlighted a link between
unpaid care and poverty: 28 per cent of unpaid carers live in poverty compared
to 20 per cent of non-carers. The consequences of living with financial hardship
are many; for example, poverty may reduce the ability of unpaid carers to cope
with the difficulties and challenges associated with their role, limit their ability to
access health services themselves, reduce their choice in accessing paid services
like respite, and increase social isolation (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2022). In
addition to the risks of income poverty, unpaid carers may also be more likely
to live in material deprivation, not be able to save money and unavoidably end
up in debt due to being unable to afford their bills (Hulme et al, 2016). Not
surprisingly, then, findings from the Census 2021 in England and Wales show that
the proportion of unpaid carers is higher in the most deprived areas (ONS, 2023a).
The constant fear of not being able to afford basic needs may also play a role in
the deterioration of carers’ outcomes. Financial difficulties may be cushioned by
the welfare system and its support networks; however, at least in the UK, benefits
aimed to alleviate the lower (or lack of) income faced by unpaid carers have been
flagged as insufficient. For instance, in England, Carer’s Allowance — the main
welfare benefit to help carers — is the lowest of its kind, and many carers are
excluded because it is restricted to those providing more than 35 hours a week
and on very low incomes (The Health Foundation, 2023).

Thus, carers experience higher levels of poverty than non-carers, with associated
stresses and limits to their lives, and there is some evidence of inequalities within
this. However, not much research looks at which carers are most at risk of living in
poverty, and the scarce quantitative evidence available on unpaid carers and poverty
mostly relies on descriptive analysis based on cross-sectional data, which makes it
difficult to understand patterns over time, or has no comparison group. In addition,
previous analysis has mainly treated unpaid carers as a homogeneous group, without
exploring characteristics that may exacerbate the challenges they face. Our study
aims to: (1) describe recent trends in unpaid carer poverty, material deprivation and
related difficulties, such as carers’ ability to keep up with bills; (2) identify the risk
factors for unpaid carers associated with living in financial hardship; and (3) investigate
whether these risk factors change across subgroups (by gender, ethnicity, age group
and intensity of care).
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Poverty, deprivation and social exclusion

Influenced by the work of Townsend (1979), in most developed countries, and
European countries in particular, the concept of poverty is understood as not only
low income but also lacking the ability, due to the lack of financial resources, to
participate in what is considered common daily activities in society, which includes
having limited (or being denied the) opportunity to work, study or live healthy lives
(Townsend, 1979; Gordon, 2006). These issues are associated with not having enough
financial resources (Nolan and Whelan, 2011) and the concept of social exclusion
(Burchardt et al, 1999). The design and implementation of social policies rely on an
accurate measure of those living in disadvantage. In many countries, identifying those
living in poverty has taken most of the attention and has focused on establishing the
most pertinent threshold to distinguish those living with low income (Atkinson, 1987;
Brian and Whelan, 2011). In this regard, income-based measures have always been
considered useful but imperfect and are much in need of complementary indicators,
including deprivation and social exclusion measures (Ringen, 1988; Gordon et al,
2000; McKnight et al, 2024). The nature and dynamics of poverty have also been
incorporated into this debate; how long individuals or families have been poor,
whether they can escape poverty, and the depth of poverty have been matters of
interest (Edmiston, 2022). Moreover, an extra layer of complexity has been added to
the debate, including non-income-related measurements, which may help to capture
the multidimensional nature of poverty, deprivation and social exclusion and how
it can be embedded in all aspects of life (Tomlinson et al, 2008; Alkire et al, 2015;
Seving, 2020; Lloyd et al, 2023).

Data and methods

Our study makes use of eight waves of the UK Household Longitudinal Survey
(UKHLS) covering a period of time between 2014—16 (Wave 6) and 2021-23 (Wave
13) (University of Essex, 2023a;2023b). The UKHLS is a UK nationally representative
sample. It includes information about caring responsibilities, the intensity of the care
provided and income. Measures of material deprivation and the ability of individuals
to keep up with utility bills are also included as part of the data collection. Socio-
demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity, level of education and
employment status, are also found in the data set. A total of around 3,000 unpaid
carers in each wave were included in the analysis.

Outcomes

The main outcomes of interest included in this analysis are poverty (low-income
measure), poverty depth (‘deep poverty’), material deprivation (including the capacity
of households to save) and the ability of carers to keep up with their bills (‘financial
distress’). All of these relate somewhat to the capacity to consume or access the
minimum levels of services and goods that are considered fundamental in society and
to being able to have a safety net during challenging times (Burchardt et al, 1999).
These are also among the most commonly used indicators of material poverty within
current poverty analysis in European countries (Hick, 2014).
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Income-related poverty

In this measure, households are considered to be poor (that is, below the UK poverty
line), or households below average income (HBALI), if their income is below 60 per
cent of the median household income after housing costs for that year (House of
Commons, 2022).To classify unpaid carers as poor and non-poor, we have made use
of income information available in the UKHLS. In particular, the UKHLS includes
information on the net household monthly income.This is the household disposable
income — or total gross income after taxes and national insurance contributions and
less council tax liability and any council tax reduction — which includes net labour
income, investments, pensions and social benefit income. Net monthly income was
also adjusted for Housing Benefit reported in the household questionnaire (Fisher
et al, 2019). Moreover, in this estimation, net household income adjusted by housing
costs corresponds to an equivalised version of the total financial resources available to
households or consumption or savings. Equivalisation is needed to make households
comparable; therefore, it adjusts not only for household size but also for its composition,
including the number of children that are members of the household. For this, we
make use of an equivalence scale (the ‘OECD-Modified Scale’) available in the
UKHLS, which was developed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) and has been adopted in official UK income distribution
statistics (Department for Work and Pensions, 2018). The OECD equivalence scale
applies a weight of 1 for the first adult in a household, 0.5 for each additional adult
and 0.3 for each child.Total net household income is then divided by the sum of the
weightings to yield equivalised income (OECD, 2013). Following the same procedure,
households are also classified as living in deep poverty if their net equivalised income
is below 50 per cent of the median equivalised household income after housing costs
(Social Metrics Commission, 2020).

Material deprivation

The UKHLS allows for the study of several aspects of material deprivation. We focused
on four main indicators: (1) whether the individuals have enough money to keep
their house in a decent state of repair (answers: yes = 0/no = 1); (2) whether a small
amount of money can be spent each week on individuals themselves (not on their
family) (answers: yes = 0/no = 1); (3) whether individuals can keep up with bills
and regular debt repayments (answers: yes = 0/no = 1); (4) whether individuals can
afford to take holidays (answers: yes = 0/no = 1); and (5) whether individuals have
enough money to make regular savings of £ 10 a month or more for rainy days or
retirement (answers: yes = 0/no = 1).A material deprivation summary score was not
created due to the few questions available and the inability to obtain the variability
needed across individuals for analysis.

The consumption activity of households is an important indicator of whether
individuals can consume at least some basic goods and services that allow them to
interact as members of society (Townsend, 1979; Mack and Lansley, 1985); as such,
material deprivation is a key component of social exclusion. Savings, on the other
hand, allow individuals to consume in the future when there are difficulties or loss
of employment; thus, it is also an important indicator of the safety nets available to
households and individuals (Burchardt et al, 1999). Material deprivation information
was available in Waves 6, 8, 10 and 12 only.

4
Unauthenticated | Downloaded 02/24/25 01:46 PM UTC



Understanding the characteristics of unpaid carers living in financial hardship

Financial distress: not being able to pay household bills

The inability of individuals to consume services and goods is also reflected in their
capacity to afford their household bills. Here, we made use of information available
in each wave of the UKHLS in which respondents were asked whether they were
up to date with all their household bills, such as electricity, gas, water rates, telephone
and other bills. Responses were coded (yes = 0/no = 1) to capture financial distress.

Analysis

Our analysis includes an estimation of the proportion of carers living in poverty and
in deep poverty over time. For this, we utilise sample weights, so that the results are
nationally representative. To analyse the risk factors associated with being poor, we
estimate a logit random effect (RE) model. This will identify whether a change in
carer poverty status can be linked to a change in carer characteristics or circumstances.
We performed a similar analysis to address factors associated with financial distress,
but we left out outcomes associated with material deprivation, as they were not
collected in all waves analysed.

In order to investigate whether certain carers face exacerbated inequalities, we
explore intersectionality effects when running the RE models mentioned earlier for
different subsamples.We focus on three main characteristics: gender, ethnicity and age.

The UKHLS protocols and research programme have been scrutinised by a
number of research ethics committees to ensure that ethical and legal obligations are
tulfilled at all times. This includes obtaining consent from participants, maintaining
the confidentiality of responses in the end user licence (EUL) data and sharing
agreements with qualified researchers. In accessing the data, we agree to adhere to
these requirements. Authors are also experienced in data manipulation, identifying
issues with data quality and establishing protocols to challenge positionality concerns
when coding variables and interpreting results.

Results

Our analysis indicates that poverty levels — based on household equivalised net income
after housing costs — have been kept, more or less, constant over time for carers, from
26 per cent in 2014-16 to 25 per cent in 2021-23 (see Figure 1). Nevertheless, it is
clear that carers exhibit much higher levels of relative poverty than non-carers (19
per cent in 2014-16 and 20 per cent in 2021-23). Relative poverty among carers
has also had a small increase in the last data point available for analysis, from 22 per
cent in 2020-22 to 25 per cent in 2021-23, which may be associated with the most
recent ‘cost-of-living’ crisis affecting the country.

For both carers and non-carers in poverty, we estimated the proportion of them
living in deep poverty. A slightly larger proportion of non-carers live in deep poverty
compared to carers, with the high levels of deep poverty for both being a matter
of concern, especially when they have been consistently increasing over time (63
per cent of poor non-carers and 59 per cent of poor carers lived in deep poverty in
2021-23 compared to 55 per cent of poor non-carers and 48 per cent of poor carers
in 2014-16) (for more details, see Figure 2). We also calculated the proportion of
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Figure 1: Relative poverty levels over time
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Figure 2: Relative deep poverty levels over time
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carers and non-carers living in deep poverty out of the total number of carers and
non-carers in our sample, respectively (not only among those living in poverty). We
estimated that 14 per cent of carers in 2014-16 were living in deep poverty, while
only 4 per cent of non-carers were living under the same circumstances.

In addition, our results show that a larger proportion of carers face financial
distress, as indicated by being behind on basic utility bills, compared to non-carers
(see Table 1).This gap has significantly increased over time. For instance, in 2014-16,
the proportion of carers in financial distress was 8 per cent, while only 4 per cent of
non-carers were living in the same circumstances. In 2021-23 the figure for carers
doubled, reaching 16 per cent not being able to afford their household bills. The
proportion of non-carers also increased, though to a lesser extent (reaching almost
7 per cent in 2021-23).

Material deprivation is also higher for carers than non-carers and has also increased
over time: 41 per cent of carers cannot save a small amount of money over a month
compared to 18 per cent of non-carers. Carers also seem to struggle more to be able
to repair their homes: 33 per cent of carers could not afford home repairs in 2020-22
(compared to 20 per cent in 2014—16).Also, a larger proportion of carers (18 per cent
in 2020-22) find it difficult to keep up with their bills compared to non-carers (7 per
cent in 2020—22). More than one third of carers do not have money for themselves
(37 per cent). This proportion is much higher than for non-carers, with 17 per cent
being in similar circumstances. (For more details, see Table 1.)

While the proportion of non-carers who can afford to go on holiday has been
constant over time (21 per cent), this has become more difficult for carers. In 202022,
44 per cent of carers said that they could not afford a holiday. Table 1 shows the
proportion of carers and non-carers living in material deprivation and financial
distress over time.

When we explored the characteristics and circumstances of carers that may be
associated with being in poverty and financial distress using an RE model, we found
that, controlling for other factors, being female reduces the probability of living in
relative poverty but not the likelihood of living in deep poverty among carers who
are poor. Older carers are less likely to be poor and to be behind on bills. Being
married or living with a partner and having a higher education degree reduces the
probability of being in poverty and financial distress. Carers living in a rural area are
less likely to be living in financial distress. Carers in employment are also less likely to
be poor, living in deep poverty if already poor and in financial distress. Those carers
providing 35+ or more hours of care are more likely to be poor compared to those
who provide less than ten hours a week. Nevertheless, they are less likely to be in
deep poverty if already poor; this is also the case for those providing care for more
than 20 hours a week. (For more details, see Table 2.)

We also explore factors associated with living in relative poverty across different
subgroups of carers. Our results show that older carers are better off and poverty is less
likely among older carers that live in a household with a larger number of household
members. Being White British reduces the likelihood of being poor among older and
younger carers. We also found that higher education and being employed behave as
protective factors among older and younger carers.

In addition, our results show that younger carers providing 35 or more hours of
care are more likely to be living in poverty, but results are not statistically significant
for older carers. Table 3 shows the results from the RE model by age group.
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Table 2: Overall results on poverty, deep poverty and financial distress: carers (RE model)

Poverty after Deep poverty after | Financial distress:

housing costs housing costs behind bills
Controlling for: Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient
Gender: female -0.219** 0.079 0117
Age -0.029%*** -0.007** -0.059%**
Household size -0.025 -0.136*** 0.066
Ethnicity: White British -0.836*** -0.709%** 0.053
Married or in partnership 0132 -0.104 -0.257*
Higher education —0.784%** -0.301 -0.647**
Rural household -0.103 -0.193 -0.619%**
Employed -1.398%** -0.194* -0.315%**
Intensity of care 10+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.027 -0.074 0.454%**
Intensity of care 20+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0138 -0.232* 0.714%**
Intensity of care 35+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.237*** -0.376%** 0.927%**
_cons 1.054%++* 1.920%** —1.597%**
Number of observations 12,613 3,188 12,596
Number of groups 4,485 1,833 4,481

Notes: *** Represents p-values < 0.01 (99 per cent confidence level), ** p-values < 0.05 (95 per cent
confidence level) and * p-values < 0.1 (90 per cent confidence level).

Table 3: Poverty, deep poverty and financial distress among carers (subsample analysis by

age group; RE model)

Poverty after housing costs | Poverty after housing costs

16-65 65+
Controlling for: Coefficient (std) Coefficient (std)
Gender: female -0.220** -0.383**
Age —0.014%** 0.008
Household size -0.014 -0.406***
Ethnicity: White British -0.762%** —-0.992%**
Married or in partnership 0.047 0.321
Higher education -0.599*** —2.194***
Rural household -0.159 0.036
Employed —1.503%** —1.395%**
Intensity of care 10+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.040 -0.007
Intensity of care 20+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0127 0102
Intensity of care 35+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.228** 0.094
_cons 0.594** =171
Number of observations 9,160 3,453
Number of groups 3,411 1,241

Notes: *** Represents p-values < 0.01 (99 per cent confidence level), ** p-values < 0.05 (95 per cent
confidence level) and * p-values < 0.1 (90 per cent confidence level).
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Potential differences in risk factors were also analysed across male and female carers
and are presented in Table 4. Here, similar factors were found to be important for
both groups, but being married or living with a partner (other factors being equal)
statistically increases the probability of being in poverty among male carers, though
it does not have the same effect among female carers. In addition, providing more
than 35 hours of care is more detrimental for female carers, as it increases their
likelihood of living in poverty. Table 5 shows differential risk factors associated with
‘White British carers and non-White British carers. Overall, both groups of carers
have similar risk factors, but being married or living with a partner (other factors
being equal) statistically increases the probability of being in poverty among non-
‘White British carers.

Table 4: Poverty, deep poverty and financial distress among carers (subsample analysis by
gender; RE model)

Poverty after housing costs | Poverty after housing costs

Male Female
Controlling for: Coefficient (std) Coefficient (std)
Age -0.037%** -0.027%+*
Household size -0.009 -0.035
Ethnicity: White British —0.957*** -0.798***
Married or in partnership 0.777%** -0.131
Higher education -0.543** —1.073%***
Rural household -0.249 0.021
Employed -1.850%** -1167***
Intensity of care 10+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.049 0.001
Intensity of care 20+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0.113 0149
Intensity of care 35+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0121 0.289%**
_cons 1.214%** 0.848***
Number of observations 5150 7,463
Number of groups 1,900 2,587

Notes: *** Represents p-values < 0.01 (99 per cent confidence level), ** p-values < 0.05 (95 per cent
confidence level) and * p-values < 0.1 (90 per cent confidence level).

Discussion

Consistent with the still scarce other research on unpaid carers and poverty in the
UK context (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024), our study shows that many unpaid
carers live in poverty and that this is higher than for non-carers, though rates are
high across the whole population.The proportion of carers in poverty has fluctuated
over the last ten years, with an overall declining trend but a peak in 2017/18, a dip
in 2020-22 and an increase since then (2020-22 to 2021-23).This overall declining
trend with an increase since 202022 is observed for non-carers too. Our results
are not perfectly aligned with other research on UK overall poverty trends, which
shows that levels of relative poverty have been stable over time. Nevertheless, the
same dip in 202022 is also observed in official figures published by the Department
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Table 5: Poverty, deep poverty and financial distress among carers (subsample analysis by
ethnic group; RE model)

Poverty after housing costs | Poverty after housing costs
White British Non-White British

Controlling for: Coefficient (std) Coefficient (std)
Gender: female -0.185* -0.324*
Age -0.030%** -0.030%**
Household size -0.078* 0.010
Married or in partnership -0.078 0.598%**
Higher education —1257%** -0.260
Rural household -0.083 -0.089
Employed -1.386*** —1144%**
Intensity of care 10+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) -0.078 0.319*
Intensity of care 20+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0164 0.091
Intensity of care 35+ hrs (ref < 10hrs) 0168* 0.457%+**
_cons 0.633** 0.581
Number of observations 9,525 3,088
Number of groups 3,222 1,283

Notes: *** Represents p-values < 0.01 (99 per cent confidence level), ** p-values < 0.05 (95 per cent
confidence level) and * p-values < 0.1 (90 per cent confidence level).

for Work and Pensions (DWP) (House of Commons Library, 2024). The reasons for
this difference may include the use of a different sample for analysis, as well as trends
being published for the overall population, without distinguishing between carers
and non-carers. Nonetheless, the differential between carers and non-carers remains.

The reasons for the sharp increase in carers in relative poverty in 2017-19 from the
previous year are unclear. However, the decrease seen for carers in 2020—22 may be
related to the pandemic measures in England. Furlough and more flexible working-
from-home arrangements for some workers meant that carers could provide care at
home without it affecting their employment so much, though greater isolation was
often the corollary (Onwumere et al, 2021). In addition, welfare benefits were more
generous during the COVID-19 pandemic (ONS, 2023b), meaning less poverty for
all, though maybe even more so for carers and the disabled or older people they care
for, who may be more reliant on welfare benefits. Since then, the COVID-19 uplift
to selected benefits has been removed, and earnings from paid employment have not
kept up with inflation (Bell and McCurdy, 2023). Meanwhile, the so-called ‘cost of’
living’ crisis has seen an increase in basic living costs, such as fuel and food (Brown
et al, 2023).This may have amplified the extra costs of disability, which often include
tuel for both heating the home and transport. All these trends may go a long way to
explaining the increase in relative poverty since 2020-22 seen in our study.

Our study also found that the majority of those living in poverty lived in deep
poverty, that is, had a household income under 50 per cent of the median income.
For both carers and non-carers in our study, this has increased over the last ten years,
consistent with Edmiston’s (2022) research, which shows an increasing depth of
poverty in the UK since 2010. Interestingly for our study, rates of deep poverty among
carers are slightly lower than among non-carers, and this is consistent over time. This
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may be because the welfare system (carer benefits and disability benefits) may slightly
protect carers and their households at the extreme end of the poverty distribution.
In supplementary exploratory analysis (available on request), we found that the
association between low income and material deprivation is weaker for carers than
non-carers, that is, having a low income increases the likelihood of not being able to
afford basic necessities for everyone but slightly more so for non-carers, giving some
support for this hypothesis. That deep poverty has still increased for carers over time
may reflect the aforementioned decrease in the real-term value of welfare benefits
plus the wider austerity context. Lastly, material deprivation, a more capability-based
measure of poverty that covers its multidimensional nature (McKnight et al, 2024),
is again higher for carers than non-carers, as is debt, with one in six carers in our
study experiencing debt in 2021/23 (up from one in ten the year before). A total of
40 per cent of carers had no savings (twice as many as non-carers), nearly one in five
struggled to keep up with bills, and a third were unable to afford home repairs. A
survey by Carers UK (2022b) similarly found that a quarter of carers worried about
their energy bills.

While widespread poverty and financial distress are not experienced equally. In our
study, female carers were less likely to experience relative poverty but had the same
likelihood as men of experiencing deep poverty. This is perhaps surprising given that
female carers are more likely to leave paid employment and to experience greater
income penalties from caring (Brimblecombe and Cartagena-Farias, 2022). Minority
ethnic carers were more likely than White British carers to be poor or deeply poor.
Minority ethnic carers can face additional barriers to getting support, both for
themselves and for the people they care for (Greenwood et al, 2015; Zygouri et al,
2021). Consistent with work by Aldridge and Hughes (2016) using 2013/14 data,
caring for higher hours is associated in our study with higher rates of poverty and
being behind with bills. The reason for this may include that care hours are highly
related to the likelihood of leaving employment (Carers UK, 2024). That caring
for 35 or more hours a week — the eligibility criteria for Carer’s Allowance in the
UK — was associated with lower rates of deep poverty in our study may give further
support for the partly protective role of this benefit and disability benefits (which
the care recipient has to receive for the carer to be eligible) in reducing poverty for
carers at the extreme end of the scale. However, it is not keeping carers caring for
35 hours a week out of poverty overall, and many carers caring for that many hours
are also still in deep poverty. Caring for more than 35 hours is more detrimental for
female than male carers and for minority ethnic carers compared to white carers. For
female carers, this may be to do with the greater likelihood of leaving employment
as care hours rise (King and Pickard, 2013); for minority ethnic carers, this may be
to do with additional barriers to accessing support and/or because to get Carer’s
Allowance, you need to identify or be identified as a carer, and this identification is
lower among minority ethnic carers (Banks, 2022).

Implications for policy and practice

That poverty levels are high among carers and recently increasing and that deep poverty
is also increasing argue for, at the least, higher and more easily accessible welfare benefits
to prevent so many carers from experiencing deep and high levels of poverty. England’s
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Carer’s Allowance is set at very low levels, reducing its ability to ameliorate poverty
(Brooks et al, 2017). Its conditions penalise even very small increases in paid work
hours or pay (Brimblecombe et al,2018), which again undermines its ability to reduce
poverty. The process for claiming Carer’s Allowance is difficult to understand, and the
benefit is difficult to access, meaning that not everyone who is entitled and needs the
benefit receives it; improving these aspects of the benefit and widening the eligibility
criteria could contribute towards reducing the risk of carer poverty. Disability benefits
are similarly hard to access (Paddison and Crellin, 2022), meaning greater poverty
among disabled people (The Health Foundation, 2024) and their households, which
in many cases include an unpaid carer. Not being in paid employment increases the
risk for carers of being in poverty in our study. This is not helped by it being harder
for carers to remain in employment than non-carers (Carers UK, 2019). Flexible work
practices for carers may enable them to remain in employment. Paid care leave can
also help (Ikeda, 2017). While the new right to five days of carers’ leave in the UK
increases employment rights for carers and does protect in some cases against leaving
work (see, for example, Colombo et al, 2011; Skira, 2015; Bouget et al, 2016), it is
unpaid, meaning a cut in income for carers while they take that leave. In addition,
most carers care for many years; five days will not cover that situation, and the finding
that so many carers are in debt in our study may be because existing savings get used
over the sometimes long duration of caring. Policy measures that could be taken are
to extend flexible working and care leave and for the latter to be paid.

However, because some jobs are less amenable to flexible working and the need for
care can extend for longer than care need can cover, what may therefore be needed
to reduce poverty among carers linked to their lack of paid employment is other
sources of care for the person with care needs; this ‘replacement care” has been shown
to reduce the risk of leaving work among unpaid carers (Pickard et al, 2015). In the
context of cuts to local authority funding, there has been an increase in the number
of carers providing high levels of care (ONS, 2023a); care at this level carries a higher
risk of leaving employment (King and Pickard, 2013) and potentially subsequently
relying on inadequate welfare benefits. Even though being in employment reduced
the risk of being in poverty in our study, it did not remove it. Carers are more likely
to work part-time (Brimblecombe et al, 2018), which is also associated with greater
in-work poverty (All Party Parliamentary Group on Poverty, 2022). There has been a
great deal of work on in-work poverty, and suggestions for action in this domain will
also help unpaid carers. They include minimum and living wage increases and better
in-work protections, for example, from job insecurity, as well as action to address the
structural barriers to being in well-paid work. An additional issue for carers is that
the conditions of Carer’s Allowance in the UK act as a disincentive to increasing
work hours or pay (Brooks et al, 2017). Finally for policy is our finding that some
carers are more at risk of poverty, deep poverty and/or material deprivation than
others. This includes minority ethnic carers, carers caring for more than 35 hours a
week and carers subject to the intersection of ethnicity or gender and higher care
hours. This suggests the need for action to remove some of the barriers to financial
and social care support for carers more at risk, as well as to address the issue of carer
poverty overall. Actions could include simplifying systems, more accessible information
about social care and benefits, support with accessing financial and social care support,
de-stigmatisation around welfare benefit receipt, and the greater availability of good-
quality and culturally appropriate social care services.
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Strengths and limitations

Our research and analysis are based on a large longitudinal sample of carers (and
non-carers) and, as such, provide invaluable insights into their financial hardship and
the potential barriers they face to being active participants in society. In this regard,
our analysis includes not only relative poverty income measures but also material
deprivation and inability to keep up with utility bills. It also sheds light on how
carers may face challenges from different perspectives; here, the intersectionality of
risk factors to living in poverty is also explored, something that has not previously
been done in other studies. Nevertheless, we faced a few limitations. For instance,
subgroup analysis has been limited by the size of the sample, and while the UKHLS
includes information on several ethnicity categories, they have been grouped as a
binary variable.

While our results are only applicable to the UK context, our findings may provide
evidence to other nations seeking to protect and support their most vulnerable
population. Nevertheless, it may be interesting to investigate the characteristics of
unpaid carers living in financial hardship in countries with different policy and welfare
contexts than the UK. This spans from providing the legal frameworks necessary for
carers to keep working to the development of a compassionate welfare benefits system
that provides financial safety nets when needed. Future research may also focus on
the temporary aspect of caring, identifying risk factors associated with entering into
poverty or the characteristics of carers who are able to leave poverty. This may also
include investigating the effect of shocks (such as unemployment or illness) among
carers and potential poverty traps.

Conclusions

Our study has contributed to the literature by showing not only how carer poverty is
higher than non-carer poverty, all other things being equal, but also that some carers
are more at risk. Looking at deep poverty reveals different relationships between caring
and poverty, as well as differential changes over time compared to relative poverty,
and the relationship between caring and higher material deprivation shows some of
the aspects and nuances of financial deprivation. We conclude that it is important to
consider not only carer poverty overall, though action is much needed to address that,
but also the heterogeneity within poverty levels, deprivation and carers’ characteristics.
This is crucial not only for research but also for long-term care, carer and welfare policy.
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