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CareConnect AI: An AI-Powered Mental Health Support Platform for Unpaid Carers in the UK

Changemakers: Creativity and Value Creation

Introduction 
Unpaid carers make an invaluable contribution to the UK health and social care system by supporting family members and friends with long-term illnesses, disabilities, or age-related conditions. Despite their essential role, many carers experience high levels of stress, anxiety, depression, and social isolation while receiving limited emotional support themselves. CareConnect AI is an innovative digital platform designed to address this gap by providing accessible mental health support through artificial intelligence combined with professional healthcare services. The platform offers personalised wellbeing advice, emotional support, self-assessment tools, and signposting to local NHS and community services. By improving access to timely support, CareConnect AI aims to enhance carers’ wellbeing, reduce burnout, and strengthen the quality of care they provide. This innovation reflects the increasing importance of digital technology in creating more person-centred, accessible, and sustainable health and social care services.
Background
Across the UK, millions of people provide unpaid care for relatives, partners, or friends living with physical disabilities, mental health conditions, dementia, or chronic illnesses. Although this care saves health and social care services billions of pounds each year, many carers experience significant emotional and physical challenges. Research from Carers UK highlights that many unpaid carers report feelings of exhaustion, loneliness, financial pressure, and poor mental health because they often prioritise the needs of others over their own wellbeing.
The NHS Long Term Plan recognises unpaid carers as essential partners in delivering high-quality care and emphasises the importance of improving access to personalised support and community-based services. Similarly, guidance produced by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) encourages early identification and intervention for people experiencing common mental health problems. However, many carers continue to face barriers when accessing support, including long waiting times, lack of awareness of available services, limited appointment availability, and competing caring responsibilities.
The COVID-19 pandemic further demonstrated the vulnerability of unpaid carers, with increased caring responsibilities contributing to higher levels of emotional distress and social isolation. These challenges highlight the need for innovative digital solutions that provide flexible, confidential, and easily accessible support. CareConnect AI has been developed in response to this growing demand by combining modern technology with existing health and social care services to improve mental wellbeing and promote earlier intervention.
Innovation Description 
CareConnect AI is a secure digital platform available through both a smartphone application and an online website. Unlike many existing wellbeing applications that offer generic information, CareConnect AI uses artificial intelligence to personalise support according to each user’s individual needs and circumstances. Following a confidential wellbeing assessment, users receive tailored guidance, stress-management techniques, relaxation exercises, and recommendations for local health and social care services.
The platform operates continuously, allowing carers to access emotional support whenever they need it rather than waiting for appointments during standard working hours. Artificial intelligence analyses responses provided by users and identifies patterns that may indicate increasing stress, anxiety, or depression. Where appropriate, the platform encourages users to seek further professional support by directing them towards GP services, NHS Talking Therapies, mental health teams, or emergency services if urgent intervention is required.
An important feature of CareConnect AI is that it complements professional healthcare rather than replacing it. Healthcare professionals remain responsible for clinical assessment, diagnosis, and treatment, while the platform provides additional support between appointments. Secure cloud-based technology enables users to monitor their wellbeing over time while maintaining confidentiality through compliance with UK data protection legislation. By integrating digital technology with existing services, the innovation improves accessibility, encourages early intervention, and supports carers in maintaining both their own wellbeing and the quality of care they provide to others.
Impact on Health and Social Care 
CareConnect AI has the potential to improve outcomes for unpaid carers, the individuals they support, and the wider health and social care system. By offering immediate access to emotional wellbeing resources and personalised guidance, the platform encourages carers to recognise and address mental health concerns before they become more serious. Early intervention can reduce stress, anxiety, and burnout, helping carers maintain their own health while continuing to provide safe and effective care.
The innovation also promotes greater equality by making support available at any time, regardless of a person’s location or work schedule. Carers living in rural communities, individuals from ethnically diverse backgrounds, and those who struggle to attend face-to-face appointments would benefit from easier access to support. This aligns with the principles of person-centred care by recognising the individual needs and circumstances of each user.
Improving carers’ wellbeing can also reduce pressure on health and social care services. Carers who receive timely support are more likely to remain physically and emotionally resilient, reducing the likelihood of crisis situations that may result in emergency hospital admissions or increased demand for formal care services. Healthcare professionals also benefit because the platform provides an additional source of support between appointments, allowing them to focus on people with more complex clinical needs. Overall, CareConnect AI contributes to a more sustainable, accessible, and compassionate health and social care system.
Public and Stakeholder Involvement 
Successful implementation of CareConnect AI depends on collaboration with unpaid carers, healthcare professionals, voluntary organisations, and community groups. A co-production approach would be used throughout the design and evaluation process to ensure the platform reflects the real experiences and needs of carers. Feedback from carers would help improve accessibility, usability, and the relevance of the support provided.
Key stakeholders would include NHS organisations, GP practices, local authorities, social workers, mental health practitioners, and charities such as Carers UK. Public engagement activities, including surveys, workshops, and pilot programmes, would allow users to share their experiences and suggest improvements before national implementation. Ongoing evaluation and user feedback would ensure the platform continues to meet the changing needs of carers while maintaining high standards of quality and safety.
Policies, Services and Professional Links 
CareConnect AI supports several important UK policies and professional standards. The Care Act 2014 highlights the importance of recognising and supporting unpaid carers through appropriate assessment and access to services. The Equality Act 2010 promotes fair and equal access to healthcare, ensuring digital support is available to individuals regardless of age, disability, ethnicity, or socioeconomic background.
The innovation also reflects the priorities outlined in the NHS Long Term Plan, which encourages greater use of digital technology, prevention, and personalised care. NICE guidance on common mental health conditions supports early identification and timely intervention, both of which are central to the CareConnect AI platform. Healthcare professionals, including nurses, social workers, occupational therapists, and GPs, would play an important role in promoting the platform and integrating it into existing care pathways while continuing to deliver safe, evidence-based care within their professional codes of practice.
Conclusion 
CareConnect AI provides an innovative and practical solution to the growing mental health challenges experienced by unpaid carers in the United Kingdom. By combining artificial intelligence with existing NHS and social care services, the platform improves access to emotional support, encourages early intervention, and promotes better health outcomes for carers and those they support. Its person-centred approach, alignment with national health policies, and realistic implementation strategy make it a feasible innovation capable of strengthening health and social care services while improving the wellbeing and quality of life of unpaid carers across the UK.
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Unpaid carers are an essential part of the UK health and social care
system, providing support for family members and friends living with long-
term ilinesses, disabilities, mental health conditions, or age-related needs.
Despite their significant contribution, many carers experience stress,
anxiety, depression, and social isolation because they often prioritise the
needs of others over their own wellbeing. CareConnect Al is an innovative
digital platform designed to improve access to mental health support for
unpaid carers. Available as both a mobile application and website, the
platform uses artificial intelligence (Al) to provide personalised emotional
support, wellbeing advice, self-assessment tools, and signposting to NHS
and community services. Unlike traditional support services, CareConnect
Als available 24 hours a day, allowing carers to access help whenever
they need it. The platform complements existing healthcare services by
encouraging early intervention, promoting self-care, and connecting users
with professional support when required. By combining digital innovation
with person-centred care, CareConnect Al aims to improve carers'
wellbeing while supporting a more sustainable health and social care
system.

Caring responsibiities can have a significant impact on an individual's
physical and psychological health. Many unpaid carers experience
difficulties balancing employment. family responsibilities, and personal
wellbeing, which can increase the risk of emotional exhaustion. Digital
interventions such as CareConnect Al provide an opportunity to offer
flexible and accessible support that fits around carers’ daily routines. By
providing immediate access to wellbeing resources, the platform helps
reduce barriers associated with traditional healthcare appointments and
encourages carers 1o prioritise their own mental health.
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...all while trying to maintain a life of their own.

Across the UK, milions of people provide unpaid care for relatives or friends without
financial payment. According to the Office for National Statistics (2023), around 5.8
‘million people provide unpaid care in England and Wales. Carers UK (2024) also reports.
that unpaid carers save the UK economy an estimated £184 billon each year, yet many
experience poor mental health, financial pressures, and emotional exhaustion. Many
carers struggle to access timely mental health support because of demanding caring
responsibilies, long NHS waiting times, limited appointment availabilty, or a lack of
awareness of available services. These challenges can result in chronic stress, anxety,
depression, bumout, and reduced quality of ife. The NHS Long Term Pian recognises
unpaid carers as essential partners in delivering care and NICE recommends early
intervention for common mental health condiiions.

Akey challenge within current support systems is that carers may only receive help after
reaching crisis point. Early identiication of stress and deciining mental wellbeing is
essential to prevent more serious mental health difficulties. CareConnect Al aims to
bridge this gap by providing regular wellbeing check-ins and encouraging carers to seek
appropriate support at an earier stage. This preventative approach aligns with current
healthcare prioriies that focus on reducing pressure on NHS services through early
intervention and community-based support.
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the Equality Act 2010, NICE guidance, and relevant professional standards including the.
NMC Code.

platform complies with UK GDPR, the Data Protection Act 2018, the Care Act 2014,
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video consultations, secure messaging, and

Ethical considerations are central 1o the development of CarcConnect AL The platform must
ensure that Al recommendations are accurate, inclusive, and accessible for users from different

focused on improving user expericnce and supporting compassionate care.

CareConnect Al would be delivered through partnerships between NHS England, Integrated Care Systems, local authorities, GP practices, mental health services, and
‘organisations such as Carers UK. A pilot programme would evaluate the platform before wider rollout. Healthcare professionals would recommend the platform during

routine appointments and carers' assessments.

‘The development

levels of digital confidence.

During Months 4-5, the Al system would undergo testing to assess accuracy, reliability, data protection, and compliance with UK healthcare regulations. Security
assessments would be completed to ensure that users’ personal and health information remains confidential.

‘The NHS pilot phase (Months 6-8) would involve a selected group of unpaid carers using the platform and providing feedback about usability, accessibility, and the
usefulness of the support provided. Healthcare professionals would also evaluate whether the platform improves engagement with mental health services.

Following the pilot, Months 9-10 would focus on analysing results, identifying improvements, and measuring outcomes such as user satisfaction, wellbeing
improvements, and referral rates. Regional rollout would occur during Months 11-12, with wider promotion through healthcare networks.

In Year 2, CareConnect Al would move towards national implementation, with ongoing monitoring, updates, and evaluation to ensure the platform continues meeting

carers’ needs.

implementation of CareConnect Al would follow a structured two-year timeline to ensure the platform is safe, effective, and suitable for unpaid
carers. During the initial development phase (Months 1-3), the project team would conduct research with carers, healthcare professionals, and relevant organisations
to identify user needs and design the platiorm features. This stage would focus on creating a user-friendly interface and ensuring accessibility for people with different





