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David Oliver: Taking carers for granted
David Oliver consultant in geriatrics and acute general medicine
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David Mowat, the health minister, raised a few eyebrows earlier
this year when he said that people had the same duty to look
after their ageing parents as they did to look after their children.1

Mowat, who was giving evidence to the communities and local
government select committee, acknowledged the current
problems in the care system and its future sustainability. He
then added, “No one ever questions that we look after our
children—that is obvious. No one says that is a caring
responsibility, it is what we do.
“Some of that logic and some of the way we think about that .
. . will have to impinge on the way that we think about caring
for our parents. Because it is a responsibility in terms of our life
cycle which is similar.”
Mowat isn’t the first politician or commentator to make this
kind of plea. The health secretary, Jeremy Hunt, said in 2013
that we should “adopt the Asian culture of caring for the
elderly.”2 Yet, even in countries such as China and Japan,
urbanisation, falling birth rates, increasing longevity, changing
gender roles, and working lives mean that Hunt’s stereotype
decreasingly holds true.3 4

Carers are often spouses rather than offspring. Around
two million are over 65, and half a million are over
80

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development’s health report shows that an average of 17% of
OECD citizens over 50 are informal family carers—most, at
least daily.5 Many combine this with parenting and
grandparenting.
Closer to home, the House of Lords committee on ageing and
public services concluded that around 6.4 million people care
for someone over 65—twice the number working in health and
care services. “The bulk of care is and always has been provided
by families,” the report stated.6

The Lords heard that the intensity of the caring burden had
grown, as the number of people providing care for more than
50 hours a week has doubled in a decade. At current
demographic projections the number of older people needing

such informal care will soon outstrip the system’s ability to meet
that demand.
Many people age without children. Some outlive theirs. Others
have none nearby. Others don’t want to be a burden.
Carers are often spouses rather than offspring.7 Around two
million are over 65, and half a million are over 80.8 Many are
in poor physical or mental health, either impeding their caring
role or resulting from it.
Meanwhile, less than 5% of UK carers receive statutory support.8

We have lost capacity in long term residential and home care
since 2010.9 Unless you have the money to pay for care, you
won’t get near the threshold for a care home or home care
without very high needs. Yet carers contribute an estimated
£100bn to the economy through unpaid work, often to the
detriment of their own jobs.7

When help arrives,10 even through crisis admissions to hospital,11

carers are often emotionally and physically exhausted and
grateful that, at last, something’s on offer.11

Unless you’ve been a carer or worked in roles supporting carers,
you’ll have little idea of the work they do. Talk is much cheaper
than funding the care system properly.
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