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Joint Position Statements on Young Carers from The Princess Royal Trust for Carers, The Disabled Parents Network and The Children’s Society.

Why do we need a statement?

The purpose of this statement is to strengthen the partnership between our organisations in working for the rights of disabled people with parenting responsibilities, their families and children and young people who are in caring roles.

The prevalence of “young carers”

While most children and young people help out parents to some degree, many children and young people take on caring responsibilities for family members that would be inappropriate for a child of any age to take on. These young people, who have come to be known as “young carers”, are often responsible from a young age for tasks such as personal care for a family member, emotional support, helping someone to get around, household tasks such as shopping, cooking, cleaning and paying bills and helping to look after younger siblings. They care for siblings, grandparents and parents who need assistance with personal care. Not all children in families where a member has a disability will necessarily be young carers.

Disabled Parents

We have adopted a broad and inclusive definition of ‘disabled’ to include anybody with actual or perceived physical, sensory, emotional or learning impairment, long-term illness, HIV, drug or alcohol dependence or a person with a mental health issue. We recognise that not all parents included in our definition would define themselves as disabled people. 

Parents include prospective parents, biological parents, grandparents, same sex couples, those who raise, adopt or foster children and step-parents.

Some disabled adults, with parenting responsibilities, will have both ‘personal care’ needs and also support needs with respect to their parenting roles or responsibilities. Other disabled adults may not have personal care needs, but may still require support or assistance to fulfil their parenting roles and responsibilities which will prevent their children from having to undertake inappropriate responsibilities. Many disabled adults with parenting responsibilities will not have any ‘specialist’ needs other than to access the same choices and opportunities for them and their children as other non-disabled parents.

Realistic goals

There are always likely to be children and young people who take on caring responsibilities for three reasons:- 

Firstly, although we are committed to lobbying for more adequate funding for Community Care packages for disabled adults who have parenting responsibilities; there is no immediate prospect of the huge increase in funding that would be needed to ensure no child or young person ever has to take on an inappropriate caring responsibility.

Secondly, many families continue to fall between the gaps between services or have needs that are not known to anyone outside of their families. This is particularly true of families with conditions that attract stigma, such as substance misuse, mental illness and HIV/AIDS.

Thirdly, children and young people occasionally make an informed choice to take on caring responsibilities that would normally be deemed inappropriate to their age. For instance, this can occur during the final stages of a parent’s terminal illness.

Changes needed to Community Care

If Community Care services for parents were assessed and funded appropriately, many fewer children and young people would need to take on responsibilities inappropriate to their age. Community Care assessments and services must also focus on enabling disabled parents in their parenting role. At present, many Community Care packages rely, often implicitly, on the caring role of a child.

At present, parents are often unable to access support for their parenting needs until lack of support leads to their children experiencing difficulties and being assessed as being “in need” under the Children Act 1989. This is a sign that support for that parent and their family has already failed, often due to a lack of coordination between services for adults and services for children. Parents should be able to access support that prevents their children experiencing difficulties that lead to them being labelled as “in need”. 

Young Carers Projects 

Projects that have evolved across the UK to meet local needs offer a range of direct services to young carers and their families. Many projects have been offering support for a number of years and have a wealth of expertise about young carers’ issues and local needs. Evaluations show that the services provided are greatly valued by both the children and their families, for whom they are often the only or main source of support. 
Projects also play a key role in raising awareness, offering training and identifying gaps in services, not just for young carers but also for the person in need of care and for other agencies who offer services.  

Young people’s experiences of Young Carers Projects

Project staff have empowered young carers to feel able to seek support for themselves and, in turn, have highlighted the need for more flexible and effective support in the home which would prevent them from undertaking inappropriate levels of care. They also provide information, advocacy and someone who will listen to the child and support their developmental needs if required. Peer support offered by young carers groups is greatly valued by the children. Many young carers say how isolated they feel and that meeting others in the same situation really helps.

Parents’ experiences of Young Carers Projects

Many “young carers” and their parents value the support of Young Carers Projects. These projects are especially valued when they take a “whole-family” approach that works in partnership with parents to strengthen the relationships within their family. Many parents who use Young Carers Projects, identify them as their only or main source of support. 

Some parents feel that the term “young carer” implies that they lack parenting skills. Parents who have care needs have the same range of parenting abilities as other parents, but as well as facing the challenges of parenting, they often face the challenges of inadequate support for their personal and parenting needs, isolation and lack of income.

The Children’s Society, The Princess Royal Trust for Carers and The Disabled Parents Network are working together to promote whole family, interagency practice for these children and families. 

Visit our websites at:-  The Children’s Society www.childrenssociety.org.uk/youngcarers
    The Princess Royal Trust for Carers www.youngcarers.net
    Disabled Parents Network www.DisabledParentsNetwork.org.uk
This statement is also endorsed by:

· Young Carers Research Group-  Loughborough and Birmingham University

· CARERS UK

· Crossroads – Caring for Carers

· The Family Policy Alliance (ParentlinePlus; Family Welfare Association; Family Rights Group)
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