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	CareConnect

	A Digital Peer Support and Mental Health Platform for Unpaid Carers in the UK



	THE PROBLEM
Carers UK (2024) estimate there are around 5.8 million people in the UK who provide unpaid care. Carers UK (2023) revealed that 27% of carers have bad or very bad mental health in their 2023 State of Caring survey, rising to 31% of carers who care for more than 50 hours a week. The majority (79%) of all carers said they had suffered from stress or anxiety and 50% had suffered from depression (Carers UK, 2023).
This research, published in The Lancet Public Health, supports the findings of professor UCL (2023): becoming a carer is associated with a decrease in mental health at all ages. In England and Wales the value of informal care supplied by carers for adult family members is estimated at £162 billion per year (Centre for Care, 2022) because access to statutory mental health assistance is weak and these poorly coordinated.
	TARGET AUDIENCE AND IMPACT
Primary: These are people aged 25 to 64 who are unpaid carers in England, especially women, these make up 60% of all carers (ONS, 2023).
Secondary: Young adult carers (18-24) and carers who identify as belonging to an ethnic minority who say that they are less aware of support available (Health Foundation, 2025).
By helping to sustain the UK care system, eliminate isolation, deliver better mental wellbeing and advance equity of access to digital health resources CareConnect helps to do good.



	INNOVATION OVERVIEW
CareConnect is a free, NHS integrated mobile app and web platform that offers: structured mental health support, video based peer support groups, detailed map of local respite services and self-guided care tools for unpaid carers. The platform improves access to professional support and services for carers by using validated screening tools (PHQ-2, GAD-2) to direct carers to the most appropriate support and services, and facilitates peer groups for shared learning (Lancaster et al., 2023; Cui, 2024).



	IMPLEMENTATION
· Provided via NHS Integrated Care Boards and local authority (LA) adult social care teams
· Partnerships with Carers UK in outreach and Carers Trust for outreach.
· Co-designed with a range of carers, using participative approaches (WHO 2020)
· Accessible on iOS, Android and web browser
· Peer groups with trained volunteer carers, using their personal experience, as facilitators	
	TECHNOLOGY INTEGRATION
· End-to-end encrypted Video conferencing for peer groups
· Internal validated PHQ-2 and GAD-2 wellbeing screening tools driven by AI technology.
· Mapping of local respite services/carer support groups – geolocation-based 
· Cloud storage with NHS approved provider with ISO 27001 certification. 
· Reminders via push notifications for self-help activities and group sessions.



	TIMELINE

	Phase
	Timeframe
	Activities

	1. Co-Design
	Months 1-3
	Stakeholder engagement, carer focus groups, co-production workshops, needs assessment

	2. Development
	Months 4-6
	App build, content creation, peer facilitator training, clinical governance setup

	3. Pilot
	Months 7-9
	Testing with 200 carers across 3 ICB areas, iterative feedback, outcome evaluation

	4. Rollout
	Months 10-12
	Regional launch, integration with local authority referral pathways, media campaign



	REGULATIONS AND STANDARDS
• UK GDPR and Data Protection Act 2018 for health data processing (ICO, 2023)
• NHS Digital Technology Assessment Criteria (DTAC) compliance
• NICE Evidence Standards Framework for Digital Health Technologies (NICE, 2022)
• CQC fundamental standards for safe and effective care
• NMC and HCPC professional codes for involved practitioners
	DISSEMINATION
• Social media campaign via Carers Week (annually, June)
• GP surgery and pharmacy leaflet distribution
• Digital advertising through NHS App and local authority websites
• Community engagement events at carer hubs and support groups
• Referral integration with social prescribing link workers



	KEY MESSAGE
CareConnect addresses a documented failure to support unpaid carers’ mental health. By combining peer support, validated screening, and local service integration within a single platform, the innovation fills the gap between statutory entitlement under the Care Act 2014 and lived reality. A digital-first approach provides evidence-informed, scalable and accessible support for both carers and the health system that they support as 79% of carers report stress and anxiety (Carers UK, 2023).
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CareConnect is a mobile app and website that offers mental health advice, peer support and local help finding services to unpaid carers in England. Although the Care Act 2014 allows for assessments, there is inconsistent delivery of the same and most carers do not receive formal mental health intervention (SCIE, 2024). CareConnect is designed for that, it integrates tests that have been proven to be effective with peer support groups and a local respite services directory. The main target groups are those aged 25 to 64 years who are unpaid carers, but also young adult carers and ethnic minority carers who have further barriers to accessing the IJF (Health Foundation, 2025).
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Around 5 million unpaid carers in England and Wales were recorded in the 2021 Census, and there are estimated to have been 8.9 million adults providing unpaid care between 2023 and 2025 (Health Foundation, 2025). The Centre for Care (2022) estimated the value of this care to be £162 billion per year, just about the current spend of the NHS in England.
In 2023, the State of Caring survey revealed that 27% unpaid carers say they have bad or very bad mental health, this increases to 31% for people who care more than 50 hours a week (Carers UK, 2023). 79% of them said they were stressed or anxious, 49% depressed and 50% lonely (Carers UK, 2023). The findings of psychological wellbeing being significantly reduced on becoming a carer were similarly confirmed by UCL research published in The Lancet Public Health (UCL, 2023) where the higher proportion of increase in psychological distress was found to be among working-age adults. A recent study in 2022 has found that unpaid informal care is consistently linked to poorer mental health, and a recent study has found that women are most vulnerable to the mental health impacts of unpaid informal care (Lam et al., 2022).
Digital-1st approach and improved carer identification has been pledged in the NHS Long Term Plan 2019 and the 10-Year Health Plan 2025. The Care Act 2014 places a duty on local authorities to undertake a needs assessment for carers and to promote their welfare. There is anti-discrimination protection under the Equality Act 2010 and Carers UK has called for the recognition of caring as a 10th protected characteristic (Carers UK, 2024c). These policies communicate intentions, but there remains a disconnection between the promise and reality.
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There are four basic functions of CareConnect. First, automated mental health screening with two brief and validated questionnaires (PHQ-2 and GAD-2) for assessment in Primary Care. If carers' scores are above the clinical cut scores, they are referred to the NHS IAPT self-referral pathways. Second, small groups of 8-10 participants where a video moderated by the peer support group members. Peer support programmes also have been shown to lessen carer distress and to enhance wellbeing (Lancaster et al., 2023). According to Cui (2024), digital peer platforms can decrease the depression and stress of caregivers, but there is a barrier with digital literacy. 
Third, georeferencing of local respite services and provision by the voluntary sector in response to the 2025 Health Foundation polling that reveals only 37% of the public were confident they could find government provision. Finally, co-produced sleep, stress and boundary-setting guided self-care modules. All features have end to end encrypted infrastructure which is hosted through an NHS approved cloud provider with ISO 27001 certification, thus ensuring compliance with the UK GDPR and DTAC.

[bookmark: _Toc236947107]Impact on Health and Social Care

CareConnect tackles various aspects of carer wellbeing. Peer support helps carers to overcome social isolation, which is suffered by 50% of carers (Carers UK, 2023). Screening instruments provide an opportunity to identify depression and anxiety before it gets severe. Respite mapping helps to fill the information gap between statutory entitlements and provision that is available. A scoping review of digital carer supports for informal mental health care revealed the potential for web-based and mobile apps to enhance the wellbeing of informal carers (Community Mental Health Journal, 2026). The informal care system, on which the NHS relies, is supported by the platform and it generates the common good. Formal care costs are increased when carers burn out as is patient outcome.
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The development of CareConnect is based on co-production and participatory workshops with carers from a variety of backgrounds are conducted. User testing is done in three of the ICB pilot sites, using iterative feedback loops. Through: Carers Week (June each year), social media campaigns, GP practice leaflet and social prescribing link workers. Carers Trust are dissemination partners of Carers UK. Support to the initiative is encouraged through sharing of the awareness and recognition of carers in the community.
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CareConnect is consistent with the Care Act 2014 (SCIE, 2024), the NHS Long Term Plan (2019) and the 10-Year Health Plan (2025) and the Equality Act 2010. Professional services include GPs for onward referral, IAPT therapists, social prescribers, adult social care teams as well as voluntary organisations. The operations of all screening and referral pathways within the app are closely integrated with the clinical governance of the actual nurses or social workers who provide a service adhering to the codes of practice of the nursing and care committee (NMC) and Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC).

[bookmark: _Toc236947110]Conclusion

CareConnect is a response to a measurable gap in carer support, which is evidence based and targeted. It brings together evidence-based mental health instruments and community and service access in one portal. Legislation, policy and people are the three foundations of the innovation. The UK health and care system is having to rely on unpaid carers. CareConnect makes sure that they are taken care of.
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