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The Challenge: Why do unpaid Carers need Support?
Unpaid carers provide essential support to family members, friends and individuals living with disabilities, dementia, long-term health conditions, mental health conditions and age-related needs. Their contribution helps people remain independent within their communities and reduces pressure on formal health and social care services.
However, caring responsibilities can create significant physical, emotional, financial and social pressures. Unpaid carers may experience stress, exhaustion, financial difficulties and social isolation, which can negatively affect their wellbeing and increase the risk of burnout (Carers UK, 2024).
The 2021 Census demonstrated the significant scale of unpaid caring across England and Wales. Approximately 5.0 million people aged five years and over provided unpaid care, highlighting the importance of recognition, support and early intervention for carers (Office for National Statistics, 2023).
The innovation: What does care connect?
Care Connect is a proposed digital health and social care platform designed to improve the experiences of unpaid carers through accessible information, wellbeing support, professional communication and peer connection.
The platform aims to shift support from a reactive approach, where carers may receive help after reaching crisis point, towards a preventative approach that identifies support needs earlier and promotes long-term wellbeing.
Care Connect combines digital technology with person-centred care principles, recognising unpaid carers as important partners within health and social care.
How does Care connect work?
1.Digital information Hub
A central online resource provides reliable information about:
· Health and social care services
· Financial support and benefits
· Respite care opportunities
· Local community resources
Benefits: Reduces confusion, improves access to information and supports informed decision-making.
2.Ai-assisted guidance and signposting
 An AI-supported guidance function helps carers navigate complex systems and identify relevant information and services based on their individual circumstances.
Benefits:
· Improves accessibility
· Supports navigation of complex services
· Provides personalised signposting
AI will support, rather than replace, professional assessment, diagnosis and clinical decision-making. Its use should be guided by appropriate ethical and governance principles (World Health Organization, 2021).
3.Wellbeing Monitoring
Regular digital wellbeing check-ins can help carers recognise changes in their physical and emotional wellbeing.
The platform provides:
· Stress monitoring
· Self-care resources
· Early identification of support needs
· Links to appropriate services
Early recognition of difficulties may encourage carers to seek appropriate support before problems become more severe.
4.Professional Communication
Secure communication enables carers to engage with relevant health and social care professionals, including:
· Nurses
· Social workers
· Occupational therapists
· Community support organisations
This can improve communication, partnership working and the inclusion of carers' experiences within care planning.
5.Peer support community
A moderated online community enables carers to connect with others who have similar experiences.
Potential benefits include:
· Sharing experiences
· Reducing loneliness
· Receiving emotional encouragement
· Developing a sense of belonging

Who will benefit?
Unpaid Carers
· Easier access to information
· Emotional and wellbeing support
· Reduced social isolation
· Better management of caring responsibilities
People Receiving Care
Better-supported carers may contribute to more consistent, safe and sustainable care.
Health and Social Care Professionals
· Earlier identification of carers' needs
· Improved communication
· Stronger partnership working
Wider Society
· Stronger communities
· Potentially reduced pressure on health and social care services
· A more sustainable care system

Implementation Plan
Phase 1: Development | 0-6 Months
· Consult unpaid carers through co-production
· Develop the digital platform
· Test accessibility, usability and safety features

Phase 2: Pilot Programme | 6-18 Months
Introduce Care Connect through:
· GP practices
· Local authorities
· Community carer organisations
The pilot will evaluate:
· User experience
· Accessibility
· Engagement
· Impact on carers' wellbeing

Phase 3: Wider implementation | 18+
Following successful evaluation, Care Connect could be expanded across UK health and social care settings.
Safety, Governance and Equality
Care Connect will be designed in accordance with relevant UK legislation and information governance requirements.
Care Act 2014
Recognises carers' rights to assessment and support and places duties on local authorities relating to wellbeing (HM Government, 2014).
Equality Act 2010
Care Connect will aim to provide accessible features that consider the needs of users with different abilities and backgrounds (HM Government, 2010).
Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR
Personal and sensitive information will be protected through secure systems, appropriate consent and effective information governance arrangements (HM Government, 2018).
Technology and public engagement
Care Connect combines:
📱 Mobile application technology
🔒 Secure digital communication
🤖 AI-assisted guidance
❤️ Wellbeing monitoring
👥 Peer support worker
The platform could be promoted through NHS communication channels, GP practices, community organisations, social media campaigns and carer support groups.
Unpaid carers will be actively involved through ongoing feedback and co-production to ensure the platform remains accessible, relevant and responsive to their needs.
Our vision: Supporting Carers before they reach crisis point
Care Connect offers a preventative approach that combines digital technology, professional collaboration and peer support. By improving access to information, encouraging early recognition of wellbeing needs and strengthening connections, the platform has the potential to improve carers' experiences and quality of life.
“Better Support for Carers → Better Outcomes for everyone”


Part 2: Pitch – Care Connect 
A Digital Support Platform to Reduce Stress and Burnout Among Unpaid Carers 
Introduction
Imagine providing essential care for someone you love while feeling that your own health, wellbeing and needs are being overlooked. This is the reality for many unpaid carers. Care Connect is a proposed digital health and social care innovation designed to support unpaid carers before they reach crisis point. The platform combines accessible information, AI-assisted signposting, wellbeing monitoring, professional communication and peer support in one accessible digital environment.
This pitch argues that Care Connect should be supported because it offers a preventative, person-centred and digitally enabled approach to addressing the challenges experienced by unpaid carers. It creates value not only for individual carers but also for people receiving care, professionals, communities and the wider health and social care system.
The Need for Care Connect
Unpaid carers make an essential contribution to health and social care. The 2021 Census estimated that approximately 5.0 million people aged five years and over provided unpaid care in England and Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Despite this contribution, carers can experience physical exhaustion, emotional stress, financial difficulties and social isolation.
Carers UK (2024) found that 61% of unpaid carers were worried about living costs and managing financially in the future, while 27% were struggling to make ends meet. Financial pressures can contribute to anxiety and reduced wellbeing, while reduced social contact can increase isolation. These challenges demonstrate why support should not only be available when carers reach crisis point.
NICE (2020) emphasises the importance of identifying carers and providing information, practical, emotional and social support. However, carers may still find health and social care systems difficult to navigate. Care Connect responds to this challenge by bringing key sources of support together in one digital platform.
The Innovation and Value Creation
Care Connect represents incremental digital innovation because it combines and improves existing forms of support rather than attempting to replace health and social care professionals. Its innovation lies in integrating information, wellbeing monitoring, professional communication and peer support within one platform.
The platform creates social value by recognising unpaid carers as individuals with their own health and wellbeing needs, rather than viewing them only as providers of care. It also creates potential value for the wider system by supporting earlier identification of difficulties and encouraging preventative intervention.
The proposed platform reflects principles of person-centred care, because carers can access information and support according to their individual circumstances. It also reflects co-production, as unpaid carers should be actively involved in designing, testing and evaluating the platform. This is important because innovation is more likely to be relevant when the people affected by a service are involved in its development.
Care Connect also demonstrates creativity by bringing together existing technologies in a new way. The digital information hub addresses fragmented information; AI-assisted guidance supports navigation; wellbeing check-ins encourage self-awareness; secure professional communication improves partnership working; and peer support addresses loneliness.
However, innovation should not be viewed as automatically positive. A creative idea only creates meaningful value when it is accessible, safe, acceptable and sustainable. Therefore, Care Connect should be developed through consultation, co-production and pilot testing before wider implementation.
Innovation, Entrepreneurship and Adoption
Entrepreneurship in health and social care involves identifying unmet needs and developing solutions that create value for individuals and communities. Care Connect demonstrates an entrepreneurial approach by identifying a gap between carers' needs and the accessibility of existing support.
The platform could be developed through collaboration between unpaid carers, NHS services, local authorities, voluntary organisations, technology developers and social care professionals. This partnership model could support the development of a sustainable social innovation rather than a technology-led solution that operates separately from existing services.
The proposed implementation follows three stages: development, pilot and wider implementation. During the pilot phase, Care Connect could be introduced through GP practices, local authorities and community carer organisations. Evaluation should consider user experience, accessibility, engagement, wellbeing outcomes and whether carers feel better able to navigate available services.
This approach reduces the risk of implementing an innovation without evidence of effectiveness. It also allows the platform to be adapted in response to feedback from carers.
Benefits for Unpaid Carers and Health and Wellbeing
The main beneficiaries are unpaid carers. Care Connect could improve wellbeing by making support easier to find and access. Regular wellbeing check-ins may encourage carers to recognise changes in their emotional or physical wellbeing and seek appropriate help earlier.
The platform could also reduce social isolation through moderated peer support. Connecting with people who have similar experiences may provide emotional encouragement and help carers feel recognised and less alone.
For people receiving care, better-supported carers may be better able to sustain their caring responsibilities. For professionals, Care Connect could provide opportunities to identify carers' needs earlier and improve communication. NICE (2020) recommends that health and social care practitioners use opportunities to identify carers and inform them about their rights to information and support.
At a wider level, supporting carers contributes to stronger communities and may help reduce avoidable pressure on formal services. However, Care Connect should complement rather than replace face-to-face services and professional relationships.
Policy, Legislation and Professional Involvement
Care Connect aligns with the principles of the Care Act 2014, which recognises carers' rights to assessment and support and places wellbeing at the centre of adult social care in England (HM Government, 2014). The platform could help carers identify available support and understand how to access assessment and services.
The Equality Act 2010 is also relevant because digital services must consider accessibility and avoid disadvantaging users with protected characteristics (HM Government, 2010). Care Connect should therefore include accessible design, clear language and alternative methods of access for people who experience digital exclusion.
Data protection is particularly important because the platform could involve sensitive personal information. The Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR require appropriate safeguards for personal data (HM Government, 2018). Clear consent procedures, secure communication and transparent information governance would therefore be essential.
AI-assisted guidance also presents opportunities and risks. The World Health Organization (2021) highlights the importance of ethics, human rights, accountability and appropriate governance when AI is used in health. Therefore, AI within Care Connect should provide signposting and information rather than replace professional assessment, diagnosis or clinical decision-making.
Implementation would require collaboration between GPs, nurses, social workers, occupational therapists, local authorities, voluntary organisations and community groups. NICE (2020) identifies these services as important partners in supporting adult carers.
Limitations and Challenges
Despite its potential, Care Connect has limitations. The most significant is digital exclusion. Some carers may lack suitable devices, reliable internet access, digital confidence or accessibility support. The platform must therefore complement, rather than replace, telephone, face-to-face and community-based services.
There are also risks associated with AI, including inaccurate information, bias and over-reliance on automated guidance. Strong governance and human oversight would be essential. Data privacy and cybersecurity are additional concerns that could affect trust.
Another challenge is engagement. Carers may be time-poor and reluctant to use another digital service. For this reason, the platform must be simple, accessible and designed around carers' real experiences.
Finally, there is a risk that Care Connect could unintentionally increase responsibility for carers by encouraging them to monitor their own wellbeing without providing sufficient access to professional support. The innovation must therefore be connected to real services and referral pathways.
Why the Public Should Get Involved
The public has an important role in making Care Connect successful. Many unpaid carers may not identify themselves as carers and may therefore remain unaware of their rights and available support. Public awareness campaigns can help communities recognise caring roles and encourage carers to seek support earlier.
The public can support the initiative by sharing information, participating in consultations, volunteering with community organisations and challenging the stigma associated with asking for help. Employers, schools, community groups and local organisations can also help identify and support carers.
Most importantly, unpaid carers themselves should have a central voice in the development of Care Connect. Through co-production, feedback and lived experience, carers can influence the platform's design and ensure that it responds to genuine needs.
Conclusion and Call to Action
Care Connect offers a practical and preventative approach to supporting unpaid carers. By combining digital information, wellbeing monitoring, professional communication, AI-assisted signposting and peer support, it has the potential to create value for carers, people receiving care, professionals and communities.
However, successful innovation requires more than technology. Care Connect must be developed with carers, supported by professionals and implemented within appropriate legal, ethical and information governance frameworks. Its success should be measured through evidence and continuous evaluation.
The message is simple: carers should not have to reach crisis point before they receive support. By supporting carers earlier, recognising their contribution and connecting them with the right information and services, Care Connect can contribute to healthier carers, stronger communities and a more sustainable health and social care system.
“Better support for carers can create better outcomes for everyone.”
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