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INTRODUCTION 
Caring and being cared for  
are fundamental aspects of the  
human experience. From cradle  
to grave, each one of us will be ill, 
injured or vulnerable and will need 
care. In turn, we are highly likely to 
have to care for someone else in our 
lifetime too—not including parenting 
responsibilities, 3 in 5 adults in the  
UK will become a carer. 

Unpaid care work makes an invaluable contribution  
to the well-being of those being cared for, but often 
costs those who provide care dearly. An ageing 
population, increasing financial hardship, stricter  
rules on access to free child care1 and cuts to social 
services are compounding the problem, making it 
increasingly necessary for people to carry the  
burden of family, home, and long-term care  
provision, without pay or recognition.

The material costs of providing unpaid care— 
poor health, restricted leisure time, access to  
money and social care benefits, and sacrificed 
employment opportunities—are a major driver  
of gender inequalities, in households and at work.2  

Women shoulder the primary responsibility for 
unpaid and informal caregiving, caring for children, 
spouses and relatives with ill-health while also 
taking responsibility for 70% of daily life activities, 
like cleaning and cooking.3 These responsibilities 
profoundly and disproportionately affect women’s 
quality of life and their ability to flourish. 

The facts and figures presented in Women’s Equality 
Now: The Position in Wales Today on Unpaid Care 
(2015)4 reveal the stark consequences, compromises 
and inequalities of unpaid care, but what do we know 
about the people who give their care and how it 
impacts their lives?

Our research explored both the parental responsibilities 
for the care of children and the unpaid, long-term, 
regular support given to family members with an 
illness, disability or mental health problem. We aimed 
to uncover the stories behind the statistics. By sharing 
women’s personal and emotional experiences of 
caregiving and how it affects them, we show the value 
and cost of unpaid care beyond the numbers.



Through a combination of surveys and in-depth,  
semi-structured interviews, we collected the views  
of women from across Wales (a breakdown of 
participants’ county of residence can be found  
in Figure 1, below) before undertaking a thematic 
analysis of the biographic narrative. 

Seventy-seven women contributed to our research5 
on unpaid care: Sixty-nine people participated in our 
survey (responses were invited in Welsh and English), 
and a further eight people were interviewed. 

Participants’ ages ranged between 23 and 73  
(three participants declined to share this information).

Thematic analysis was conducted at a semantic 
level, focussing on identifying meaning and issues 
of importance to our participants, before analysing 
narrative at a more interpretive level.

Although each woman’s situation was unique,  
every experience shared common ground  
with another. 

RESEARCH APPROACH
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We take care of others for many reasons. We do it  
for love; we do it out of compassion. We do it to  
nurture our children and give them the best start in life. 
We do it because our partner is poorly and needs our 
help. We do it because our elderly relative is vulnerable 
and feels safest with someone they know and trust.  
We do it because our lives take turns we don’t expect. 
We do it out of duty, out of choice or because there  
is no other option: who will give care if we don’t?

Often, caring is a necessary response to unforeseen  
life events but, even when caregiving is a planned 
choice, like having a baby, the responsibility of  
caring for someone vulnerable is life-changing. 

Michelle, mum to two children under the  
age of four, describes her experience:

Overnight you suddenly lose yourself,  
and you get given this massive responsibility  
for everything and everyone. ”

For Becca, needing to take care of someone else  
was not something she had considered before  
her dad became ill: 

It was incredibly frightening… I was 24 or 25.  
I didn’t expect to suddenly become a carer 
overnight. I was still the child of the family,  
and it changed all that. It was incredibly difficult, 
and we just had to take it day by day. ”

Choice and Expectations

There are numerous social expectations about who 
should care for others, including family expectations  
of duty and cultural perceptions of gender roles. 

Caring is a role we just assume as women. 
It’s not an option; we just do it.

Women are naturally expected to organise all the 
childcare, step in and be the ones to pick children  
up and pay for childcare. My husband sees looking 
after my son as ‘babysitting’, something he does as  
a favour to me!

As a daughter/in-law, this is not regarded  
as being a carer but a member of the family.

I didn’t realise I was a carer; I thought it was  
a daughter’s job. 

[In the Bangladeshi culture] It is an expectation  
from the community and the family, it’s your role. 
You have to cook, clean and provide for the family…
never mind that you are an income generator too, 
that is your role. ”

Study after study endorses the narrative that the 
unequal distribution of unpaid care between men 
and women, and lack of support for the caring role, 
have severe negative consequences for gender 
equality and poverty reduction. The focus of this 
particular story, however, isn’t about men not sharing 
or supporting the caring role—in many cases, partners, 
husbands and sons are providing the family’s primary 
income, if not the hands-on care—it is about women 
trying to balance the responsibility of providing care 
with the need to survive financially. It focuses on the 
struggle women face finding employment flexible 
enough to accommodate caregiving commitments 
and paying enough to sustain or improve their 
current standard of living.

Career and Paid Employment

Despite a clear narrative about the desire to  
work, career aspirations are often halted as  
the need to take care of someone takes higher  
priority. For this research, we spoke only  
to women, so we cannot compare gender  
experiences of paid employment and care. 
Nonetheless, the narrative of these women’s  
lives is enlightening. 

Jenny and her husband both worked part-time  
while their children were babies and shared  
caring for their children. Later, when they both  
moved to full-time hours, Jenny managed all  
of the childcare arrangements around her job. 

THE NARRATIVE OF UNPAID CARE



Everyone assumed he was the breadwinner  
but I was the breadwinner, and I was the one  
juggling childcare during my working day. ”

Now Jenny works full-time and travels a lot for  
work and has a career she loves. Since she and her 
husband split up, Jenny relies on her mum’s help  
with childcare and the flexibility her employer 
offers to make her job work. 

I rely on my mum’s help otherwise I couldn’t  
do this job. There’s no way I could have my 
career without my mum’s help. ”

Jane and her husband, Mike, share care of their  
children equally; it works well for them because  
Mike runs a business from home, so he’s there  
when the children get home from school. 

Michelle and her partner also try to share the care of 
their children. However, because Michelle works both 
part-time and from home, as a freelancer, she finds 
herself juggling childcare and work—looking after  
the children at home, while she works, one day a  
week, because the nursery costs more than she  
earns. It’s stressful. 

I felt like a terrible parent, a terrible employee  
and then, when my partner comes home, the house  
is in chaos, so I feel like I have failed because I have  
been home all day and haven’t managed to tidy  
up or cook dinner. I think that’s more in my head  
than my partner’s. ”

Michelle’s partner hasn’t asked his employer about 
flexible working. He and Michelle have always assumed 
it was easier for her to accommodate the childcare.

Finding a flexible and supportive employer is an 
important aspect of sustaining paid employment 
alongside a caregiving role.

For Becca, finding an employer who understood and 
would accommodate her caring role was essential:

When I was looking for jobs, my dad needed lots  
of care and lots of the jobs just didn’t offer that sort  
of flexibility. It was really important to know that  
if I needed time off to take him to an appointment, 
it wouldn’t be a problem, and I wouldn’t get in 
trouble. Work knew from day one. I work for a 
charity, and they couldn’t be more supportive…  
as long as I do the hours I can do the job  
however I need to. ”

For other women, there are numerous barriers  
to finding suitable paid work, including concern  
that a new employer simply wouldn’t be able  
to accommodate the flexibility needed to work 
around the rigidity of care services. 

Alison had planned to re-train after maternity leave,  
but her son was born with life-limiting conditions,  
which drastically changed her plans. She would  
love to get back into work and thinks it would be  
good for her to have a purpose outside of her home, 
and to find her identity again. She doesn’t think it’s a 
realistic option, though.

One year, out of 52 weeks in the calendar, we had  
45 weeks where there was an appointment for one  
of the three children. A new employer isn’t going  
to take you on with that. ”

Personal Values

Whether caring for someone is a necessity, a personal 
choice, or an obligation, the caring role connects with 
closely held personal values and holds meaning beyond 
the basic provision of food, shelter and hygiene:

I sacrifice my own needs and health for the  
benefit of those I love because they are not  
looked after properly or protected properly  
by the services meant to support them.

Being a mother and having a family is the most 
important thing to me, it is the main priority in my 
life. Caring for my children properly is important 
to me because I want them to grow to be happy 
people who can lead fruitful lives.

[It’s about] looking after others who for one reason  
or another can’t completely care for themselves. 
Giving something back.

Being able to keep our Mum in her own home  
where she can still have some independence  
is worth the sacrifices we make.

My mum gave her life putting me first. Now it’s time 
for me to care and support her. She is suffering from 
ill health, and it’s important for me to take care of 
her and keep her spirits high. ”
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Identity and Sense of Self

We all play many roles in our lives, through which  
we define ourselves and are defined by others— 
we may be daughters, friends, colleagues, wives,  
lovers, mothers, or carers. These roles shape our 
identity and mark our place in the world.

The story of caring is that it often supersedes  
other roles and subsumes individual identities.  
Whether parents or carers (or both), many of the 
women we spoke to described their former lives  
with a sense of loss:

[Caring] is a big part of my life and my identity.

It’s really hard to keep your own identity…  
I used to feel like an individual and like I knew  
who I was, how I wanted the world to see me. 

I sometimes feel as if I have no separate  
identity other than being a carer, and I do 
sometimes want to walk away from it all.

Being a Carer has taken my life from me.  
I have no career, no social life and no energy. ”

When your sense of self is defined by your caring role, 
what happens when you’re no longer needed? 

Paula looked after her mother for almost twenty  
years. Her story describes the accumulative and 
devastating loss of identity, career, relationship,  
and financial stability she experienced while caring  
for her mother and the pain of grieving for her 
mother and her own life.

I couldn’t pick myself up. From the career girl I was 
to giving everything up in my late forties... my social 
life, my friends, gone. After the grief, coming out the 
other end and getting better again, what I couldn’t 
get was the strength to find myself and know I  
could have a social life again, drive a car again, 
work again, be independent... I couldn’t do that.  
I couldn’t find myself. That was the hardest thing. ”

Health and Own Needs

Many of the stories shared with us describe 
caregivers’ own needs as a diminishing priority.

What I need doesn’t matter anymore in my head.  
It’s what they need. That’s how I feel. 

Carers don’t exist… it’s always the person 
you’re looking after.

You get caught up in the constant whir of  
thinking about what everyone else needs and  
forget that you need a bit of space so you can 
remember that you exist, just you on your own...  
like a real person [laughs]. ”

Parents talked to us about tiredness and stress— 
the consequences of putting children, partners,  
paid employment, and domestic tasks before 
themselves. Jo, a single mum of four children, 
told us how coping alone is affecting her health:

The constant stress and worry of coping on 
my own has adversely affected my own mental 
health at times. ”

Several mums talked about the stress of juggling home 
and work priorities and having to cope even when they 
are ill or exhausted because there’s no alternative and 
limited flexibility in the workplace.

It’s hard working full-time, trying to keep both 
households running shopping, cleaning, etc.  
I feel guilty having ‘time out’ to myself.

I’m tired, [there is] less time for personal social 
experiences, less flexibility with personal time 
and work time, [and I have to use my] annual  
leave to cover child illnesses/inset days etc.

It’s tiring when there is illness or I’m feeling under 
the weather, but I’m unable to pass my caring 
responsibilities temporarily to someone else, 
can be stressful at times. ”

Other women, taking care of sick or elderly relatives, 
also talked about the impacts of stress on their daily 
lives and their general health. 

I have health issues, but I feel so fed up with being  
at the doctors all the time… that I don’t like to 
bother the GP with my own problems, especially 
since my problems are all due to stress.

I’m trying to see to my son’s physical needs,  
social needs… and you constantly feel like 
you don’t have time for you. ”

The narrative of ill health, exhaustion, and emotional 
distress is widespread, as is its knock-on effect on 
relationships and general quality of life.



Sarah is chronically ill and cares full-time for her  
14-year old son, who is too poorly to attend school.  
She feels as though her whole world is contained within 
the four walls of her house and describes her mental 
picture of her life with imagery from children’s book, 
Where the Wild Things Are:

The room is his world. Our home is the world. ”
Sarah’s story describes the irony of her situation.  
Having retired from work with ill health, she now works 
80-100 hours a week as an unpaid carer, and can’t get 
the rest she needs to manage her own health condition. 
As for a life of her own, she doesn’t have one. Not even 
Sarah’s dog gets a walk now; there’s no time. 

Fifty-four-year-old Gwenllian is exhausted and  
feels unable to engage with the world outside  
her caring role:

Being a carer has taken my life from me. I have no 
career, no social life and no energy. I live a solitary, 
uncertain existence unable to commit to anything 
that might give me enjoyment because I never know 
when I will be needed or exhausted from having 
been needed to champion one of my loved ones or 
having been exhausted from dealing with another  
of their emotional collapses invariably caused by 
a failure of one or another of the services meant 
to improve our lives. ”

For Becca, there is a tension between wanting to start 
her own life and also wanting to be there for her dad, 
who has needed a high level of care from Becca and  
her mum since he had a stroke a couple of years ago:

After I’ve finished work, I’m very aware that there  
are things that need to be done at home. I get one 
day a week to myself, and a yoga class… everything 
else is looking after other people, and that’s hard  
for a 26-year-old who wants to start her own life.  
But it’s hard to let go. ”

These aren’t tales of defeat, though. There is 
acceptance of a need to change and determination  
to do so, or at least, to try. 

I meet old colleagues once a year, and I have  
had my hair done a few times in the past couple  
of years, and I never did that before. It’s hard  
to be selfish, but I know I have to be to be able  
to do the caring. ”

There’s also a strong sense of resilience, 
learning and personal growth. 

Life doesn’t get easier; you just get stronger.  
I saw a post of Facebook that sums it up:  
‘Big pants on and get on with it.’

Caring has had a positive impact as it made  
me more confident, well organised and,  
most of all, determined to meet my goals.

It has enhanced my patience and tolerance.

I am much more aware now about how much  
effort it takes to put someone else first—I only  
ever had to put myself first before. You have to  
learn to anticipate what someone needs and 
support them without taking over. 

As I have learned about my child’s condition and  
how best to support him, I have become more 
confident in my ability to learn and improvise. ”

Relationships

These shared stories illustrate how caregiving affects 
family relationships and friendships. Looking after 
someone else can be all-consuming and tiring.  
The narrative describes the prioritisation of practical 
over pleasurable and depicts couples struggling to 
nurture their bond. 

It’s affected the quality of our relationship.  
That’s all we do is talk about the next appointment, 
the latest letter. It’s very difficult to do the normal 
things you would do as a couple. 

Five years ago we went away for a night.  
And we’ve been to a couple of wedding evening  
dos. It’s too difficult. The evenings are busy;  
you’re either helping children with GCSEs  
or A Levels or doing physiotherapy.

[Caring] affects everything, your marriage,  
your relationship. If it wasn’t for the fact we are in  
a relationship for life… you’ve just got to get on with  
it and be good parents. It hasn’t been much fun. ”

For parents caring for children, juggling parenting 
duties alongside work and domestic chores leaves little 
room for time alone together, let alone the energy 
to nurture romance. Friendships can also be hard to 
sustain when there’s little time, or when your world has 
shrunk, and friends can’t relate to your circumstances:
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I don’t feel understood by many of my friends  
or family as they haven’t been in my situation.

I have a friend who always wants to do things  
in the evening but that’s a difficult time for me…  
I just wish she would remember. ”

We heard a counter-narrative too: Stories that describe 
how the shared experience of caring has improved 
relationships between partners/spouses and helped 
them get to know each other better, and how families 
stand strong through times of adversity. 

Isha took care of her brother-in-law when he was 
taken ill with cancer. She and her husband took turns, 
alternating caring for him and doing paid work (Isha 
worked days and her husband worked nights). It was 
tough, but they pulled together. Isha’s sister helped by 
cooking for the family, and even Isha’s 10-year-old son 
stepped-in when his mum needed to rest:

He would see I looked tired and offer to help,  
and tell me sit down. ”

Support

A common thread runs throughout each story:  
Everyone needs support. 

Jenny feels lucky. Her mum’s help with childcare 
enables Jenny to have a fulfilling work-life and know 
that her children are well cared for. She values the 
relationship her children have with her mum and 
realises that it makes her mum happy too. 

Emotional support is a vital part of coping, but it can 
be hard to find, especially if you don’t have family or 
friends to talk to:

I have no emotional support. There are parent  
carers whose children go to school every day,  
and those parents can meet while their kids  
are at school but I can’t go… all my friends work  
so I could only talk to them if I went out in the  
evening and that’s impossible. 

I haven’t been able to turn to anyone for support. 
There is ill health in my family so we haven’t been 
there for each other, and we’ve all needed help. ”

Many of the stories we were told were of frustration 
with the bureaucracy and inflexibility of systems 
supposedly there to provide help and support, 
and the difficulty of finding relevant information.

Finding out what help is available is like having  
a part-time admin job. I swear I spend as much  
time on the computer, writing letters, filling out 
forms and ringing people as when I was working. 

I’ve found it a nightmare to access services  
and appointments whilst caring. ”

In several cases accessing financial benefits was 
particularly challenging—and has been the cause  
of much distress—as was accessing practical support, 
like additional care to provide respite and help with 
domestic care. 

We were told several stories of families sinking further 
and further into debt as a result of the loss of one salary 
and extra care costs, and where financial assistance 
is not available because the family doesn’t meet the 
eligibility criteria. In Sarah’s case, her existing disability 
benefit means she is not eligible to claim Carer’s 
Allowance, although it’s a full-time role for her. 

In some circumstances, respite care can be arranged. 
However, getting more basic help is often harder.  
The plea for help shared with us several times is 
summed up by Isha’s words: 

I didn’t mind looking after my brother-in-law,  
but all I needed was a cleaner. I was so physically 
and mentally drained, then after work I would cook, 
clean… I cried out to social services for support…  
if I can have a cleaner. ”

For Sarah too, help with cleaning would make  
a huge difference as her own illness makes the  
physical effort of cleaning impossible. 

The narrative around support is that getting help and 
support is difficult and time-consuming. What happens 
then, if your literacy is poor, or you don’t speak English 
or Welsh? What happens if you haven’t realised that 
you’re a carer or that there is any support?
 



Respect

A working parent told us that she feels people  
respect what she does, seeing her on top of  
everything, managing her job, the house and the kids. 
Feeling appreciated isn’t the story shared by other 
carers and parents in our study, though. For many 
of them, caregiving is associated with feelings of 
invisibility and irreverence from professionals.

The worst thing is dealing with the professionals.  
We are not treated as equal. It feels like they  
are the ones in charge of your child and you  
are the annoying person who asks questions  
and doesn’t understand. 

This is my child and I am responsible for him,  
but we [his parents] are an after-thought. 

Being a carer is like being invisible. What people  
don’t realise is that you probably do the same  
hours again outside work to hold things together.

I think caring for an elderly/sick relative/dependant  
is one of the hardest jobs ever. I feel there is not  
enough recognition.

I felt what I did for the family and home was not 
valued and had a nanny/cleaner/au pair been 
employed there would have been costs incurred.  
As a carer of your family, it is unpaid work often 
taken for granted. ” 

The sense of invisibility described by the women  
we spoke to is real. Unpaid care isn’t recognised and 
respected as something of value and, consequently, 
those who give care are not listened to, or adequately 
supported, and their needs are not met. There is a 
systemic failure to offer caregivers the same flexibility 
that is demanded of them and an unwillingness to 
acknowledge anything other than quantifiable value 
—but of course, the nurturing qualities of care are 
impossible to assign a monetary value to.

Unpaid care of children or sick, elderly or disabled 
dependents is a role that most often falls on women 
and has a more profound impact on women’s lives  
than any other factor.6 The narrative of unpaid care, 
shared with us by women across Wales, is that caring 
for someone holds intrinsic and immeasurable 
value, but often the women who give their care 
pay a high price.

The caring role is demanding and tiring. There’s little 
time for caregivers to prioritise their own needs and,  
as a consequence, they often become physically ill  
or psychologically burnt out. Quality of life is affected 
by the constant demands of caring and the feeling  
that there is always more to do. Friendships fall  
by the wayside—there’s little time for pleasure— 
and relationships become functional care-supporting 
partnerships, if they survive. 

Financially, it’s often a struggle to be a caregiver. 
Career aspirations are put on hold. Even low-paid, 
part-time work is hard to find because caregivers’ 
lives are governed by a combination of unpredictable 
circumstances and scheduled appointments,  
which few employers will accommodate. And low 
income or benefits dependency may result in future 
financial vulnerability.

Whether a choice or duty, providing care for someone 
else is a unique experience that impacts each person’s 
life and circumstances very differently. For some 
women, caregiving is a fulfilling role. For others,  
it’s an all-consuming duty that erodes their health, 
wellbeing and financial security. Every story is different, 
but a common thread runs through each: Autonomy and 
flexibility are prerequisites of people’s ability to sustain 
themselves emotionally and financially. 

The reality is that many caregivers are invisible and 
have little choice about how they live their lives—
someone else always comes first. There’s often an 
unclear boundary between family roles and caring. 
Where does being a daughter stop and being a carer 
begin? What about the division of labour? The popular 
narrative of unpaid care is that women accommodate 
the need for flexibility so that men can earn money. 
Even in efforts to co-parent, women tell us that they 
take the lion’s share of tasks or, at the very least,  
bend the most to accommodate everyone else’s needs.

CONCLUSION
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Unpaid care is a non-negotiable necessity but it  
is commonly undervalued by society and by policy 
makers, and has remained largely invisible in 
economic calculations, statistics, policy, and political 
discussions.7 The unequal distribution, intensity,  
and lack of recognition and support of unpaid care 
work undermines the dignity and autonomy of women 
caregivers and obstructs their ability to enjoy several 
human rights—including economic, social, cultural, 
civil, and political rights—on an equal basis with men.8 
In many cases, unpaid care also commits women  
to a life of financial hardship.9 

People take care of others for many reasons and, 
without doubt, the women who put other lives 
before their own and give their care, are driven by 
intrinsic values that reinforce what’s valuable in our 
society—compassion, kindness, care, responsibility, 
benevolence, community, family, love, respect, 
and dignity. While this narrative describes how 
unpaid care disadvantages women, it also tells 
the story of great strength and moral conviction.

There is no doubt that making caregiving fairer will 
require profound socio-cultural change. We have an 
ethical responsibility to play our part in creating a just 
society and to recognise that unpaid care is a human 
rights issue that urgently needs our collective attention. 
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