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1. Introduction
CarerLink is an app for unpaid carers the family and friends of ill, disabled and elderly people. The app brings together three services into one a confidential mental health check-in and support line, a respite booking system and a peer community forum. What is unique about CarerLink is that it is directed at carers themselves and not just the person they care for and that carer wellbeing is a public health concern.

2. Problem Statement

Unpaid carers are the unsung heroes of health and social care in the UK, and their well-being is often neglected. Between 2023 and 2025, approximately 8.9 million people, or 1 in 6 UK adults, were unpaid carers. Even at this level of caring, over a quarter of unpaid carers say they have bad or very bad mental health, with 31 percent of those who care for more than 50 hours a week or more than 10 years. 84% of carers with poor mental health have felt constantly low in mood, 82% have felt hopeless, and 71% feel tearful regularly.

This trend is consistent with research on mental health carers, in general, which has found that caring is always associated with increased psychological distress, such as depression, anxiety, burnout, and social isolation. Many carers also find that they never get a break from caring, making them feel depressed and reducing their social life.

3. Target Audience and Impact

[image: ][image: ]CarerLink is targeting the 5.8 million unpaid carers in the UK, especially those who care for more than 20 hours a week, working age carers who combine caring with a job, and carers in rural and remote communities who have little access to respite care. The app offers confidential mental health support and respite booking for carers, helping to safeguard their wellbeing to enable them to continue to provide safe and sustainable care. This is in the common good of acknowledging the dignity and need for health of the carer, not merely the system's need for unpaid labour.
4. 
Implementation
CarerLink would be commissioned via NHS Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) alongside Carers UK and local carer support charities. It would be distributed as a free smartphone app either through GP referral, social prescribing link workers, or be self-registered. Respite bookings would help users to link up to existing respite schemes in the voluntary sector and vetted local domiciliary care providers in their area.
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5. Timeline

	Phase
	Timeframe
	Activity

	
Development
	
Months 1–4
	App	design,	safeguarding	checks,	partnership agreements with ICBs and charities

	Pilot
	Months 5–8
	
Trial in 2–3 ICB regions with carer feedback groups

	Evaluation
	Months 9–10
	Review pilot data, adjust features

	
National Rollout
	
Months 11–18
	Phased rollout across England, promotion through GP practices


6. Regulations

CarerLink must comply with UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 for handling sensitive health data. It would have to comply with NHS Digital Technology Assessment Criteria (DTAC) and CQC requirements if it is a digital health tool and respite care is organised. Any professional support provided via the app should be consistent with NMC and HCPC codes of conduct and the app should reflect the responsibilities under the Care Act 2014, which places a duty on local authorities to consider and provide support for carers' own needs.


7. Technology Integration

The app has a secure cloud-based system to store carer profiles and care plans; an in-app messaging system that connects carers to trained mental health support workers; and a booking algorithm to match carers with available, local respite slots in real time. Push notifications encourage carers to do wellbeing check-ins, so carers don't reach a crisis point. The use of digital carer support tools is indeed evidence-based, with similar web and app-based interventions being associated with less caregiver burden, better coping, and better emotional regulation.
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8. Dissemination

CarerLink would be marketed via GP surgeries, pharmacies and hospital discharge teams, as well as a social media campaign with real carer stories. Linking with Carers UK, Carers Trust, and local authority carer registers would enable us to gain access to carers who are not yet known to services. The leaflets would be distributed in community centres, libraries and places of worship, and there would be a telephone option for people who do not have a smartphone.

Conclusion

CarerLink tackles an important and growing issue in the UK health and social care system; the neglected wellbeing of unpaid carers. Its all-in-one approach of mental health support, respite access, and community connection in one easy-to-use app helps to safeguard the people who safeguard others, creating a more equitable and sustainable care system for all.
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CarerLink – A Digital Support App for Unpaid Carers
1. [bookmark: _bookmark0]Introduction
CarerLink is a mobile application to help the mental health and wellbeing of unpaid carers in the UK. It combines peer support community, a respite booking system, and confidential mental health check-ins on a single platform. Unpaid carers family members and friends who provide care to ill, disabled or elderly family members without being paid for it is one of the most overlooked groups in the health and social care system. CarerLink is important because it makes carer wellbeing a priority, rather than a by-product of the care that is given to others.

2. [bookmark: _bookmark1]Background

There is a substantial and largely hidden element of the UK health system unpaid care. Approximately 1 in 6 adults in the UK, around 8.9 million people, were carers between 2023 and 2025 (Carers UK, 2023). It's not a small or niche group, it's a significant proportion of people propping up services which the NHS and social care system could not sustain. Carers' health is often neglected in spite of this level of contribution. Over a quarter (25%) of unpaid carers say that their mental health is bad or very bad, and this increases to 31% for those who care for over 50 hours a week or have been caring for more than 10 years (Carers UK, 2023).
The majority of carers with poor mental health report feeling sad all the time, hopeless and crying regularly (Carers UK, 2023). This picture is endorsed by broader research in the academic world. Research on mental health carers consistently reveals that the role of a carer is associated with increased psychological distress such as depression, anxiety, burnout and social isolation (Naughton-Doe et al., 2022; Ervin et al., 2024). Many carers also feel they cannot take a break from caring, compromising their mood and over time

their social and interests will become more limited (Fulton and Newton, 2018; Redican et al., 2024). This background is sufficient to illustrate that carer mental health is not a minor, but a major public health problem that is not currently being addressed by services.



3. [bookmark: _bookmark2]Innovation Description

CarerLink is a smartphone application based on three interwoven features. The first is a confidential mental health check-in tool carers can fill out short wellbeing assessments and send a direct message to trained support workers without having to leave caring responsibilities in order to attend a check-in. The second is a respite booking system, which connects carers to registered local domiciliary care providers and voluntary sector respite schemes and enables them to book short-term respite care in the same way as they might book any other type of care, without complicated referral processes and quickly. The third is a peer community forum, in which carers can meet others in similar circumstances, so that they can informally support each other and share advice.
CarerLink's unique aspect of support is that it is designed around the limitations that carers have to accessing support, most significantly the challenge of leaving the person they care for alone. There are similar technology-based support tools that support this approach: A review of technology-based support tools for informal mental health carers revealed that app-based and web-based interventions were associated with decreased caregiver burden, increased coping, and better emotional regulation (Community Mental Health Journal, 2026; Herskovic et al., 2020). CarerLink addresses two related issues respite access and mental health support in the same location.

4. [bookmark: _bookmark3]Impact on Health and Social Care

CarerLink primarily targets the 5.8 million unpaid carers in the UK (Carers UK, 2024), with a special interest in those caring for over 20 hours a week, working-age carers balancing work and care, and carers living in rural or isolated areas who may have more limited access to respite care. CarerLink provides access to supports which for these groups would mean having to make time out of their caring role to access supports. It improves overall care quality, as a well-supported, rested carer will be able to offer safe and consistent care to their loved one. It also has an indirect impact on the broader health and social care workforce, as unpaid carers lessen the burden on health and social care services which would otherwise have to intervene.
Internet-based interventions for carers of individuals with psychiatric or neurological conditions have been shown to decrease hospital admissions and alleviate the burden on formal systems of care through systematic review (Spencer et al., 2019; Chan et al., 2025). This is directly connected to the common good, as safeguarding the wellbeing of carers is not just about the individual carer, it is about the sustainability of the whole care system that they are part of helping to hold together. The extent to which public and stakeholder involvement is addressed.

5. [bookmark: _bookmark4]Public and Stakeholder Involvement
CarerLink is designed to be influenced by those who will use it. The features for mental health check-ins and the process of booking respite care would be developed through focus groups with unpaid carers to ensure the app is reflective of the real-life experiences of carers, and not simply what the developers would assume. Advocacy support through partnerships with organisations like Carers UK and Carers Trust would help to build trust with carers who might be more skeptical about new digital tools. The co-production of digital tools has been demonstrated in other carer-focused digital tools and has been found to enhance engagement and relevance of the end product (Fulton and Newton, 2018; Phillips et al., 2026).

6. [bookmark: _bookmark5]Policies, Services, and Professional Links
CarerLink is based on current legislation and professional practice in the UK. CarerLink provides a practical pathway to local authorities meeting their statutory obligations on a large scale to assess and support the needs of unpaid carers under the Care Act 2014. The app would also have to adhere to the UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018 due to the sensitivity of the health data it would be handling and would need to meet NHS Digital Technology Assessment Criteria before it could be deployed. Professional input, such as mental health support, via the app would require to be consistent with NMC and HCPC codes of conduct. CarerLink would complement, not replace, existing services like GP practices, social prescribing link workers, and voluntary sector respite providers, and would provide a bridge between carers and support which may already be available but is hard to access.

7. [bookmark: _bookmark6]Conclusion
Unpaid carers form a large and important part of the health and social care system in the UK, but their wellbeing is often overlooked. CarerLink fills this void by providing mental health assistance and respite access all in a single app. It is realistic in its implementation, via already established NHS and charity partnerships, and is sustainable to safeguard those who safeguard others.
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