
 
 

Four reasons why our care system is in crisis 
 
A series of recent horror stories have all pointed to a crisis in our care and support system: 
parents forced to consider putting their disabled children in care because they cannot get 
support with caring, abuse of disabled people in residential care, care homes at risk of 
shutting due to financial mismanagement and care services so poor they breach the human 
rights of older people.  
 
But the truth is that our social care system has been at breaking point for years: 
 

1. Families are shocked to find that care is an expensive postcode lottery 
2. They face catastrophic care costs under the current system 
3. Current funding for care and support cannot cope with rising demand and cuts have 

pushed it beyond breaking point 
4. Families are being left to care alone. 

 
1. Families are shocked to find that care is an expensive postcode lottery 
 
If you are ill, you know that, wherever you live, you are entitled to free NHS treatment. But if 
illness, disability or frailness mean that you need care, like help with washing, dressing and 
eating; many families are shocked to find that it will cost them. Where you live dictates what 
care you get and how much it costs.  
 
Need help at home with personal care? In one area you’ll get it for free, but, down the road in 
another council area, you could be charged £20 an hour1.  
 
In some parts of the country, councils provide a range of support, including low-level services 
like meals-on-wheels to help people stay independent in their own homes; whilst in other 
areas, councils only provide critical services for people who need full-time care. 
 
If you need care or support with daily living there is no national system setting out what you 
get and whether it will cost you. Families face a lottery which could leave them without the 
support they need or paying massive bills for basic care.  
 
2. They already face catastrophic care costs 
 
Currently, if you have housing, savings or income over £23,250 you will be charged for the full 
costs of your care and get no help from the state. These costs can be catastrophic. 
 

• Care at home, like support to eat, prepare food and with personal care can cost 
£500 a month2 

 
 

                                            
1 Home Care Charges Revealed (2011) Which? www.which.co.uk/news/2011/01/home-care-charges-lottery-
revealed-by-which-242460  
2 Ibid.  



 
 
• The cost of residential care starts at £550 a week3 and can rise to as much as 

£7004. A quarter of people spend over three years in residential care5. The 
Alzheimer’s Society describes a ‘dementia tax’ at an estimated £35,000 for 
residential care for someone with dementia6. 

 
The bill you could face if someone in your family has dementia? 
 

• Four years of care and support in your own home: over £24,0007 
• Three years of residential care: at least £109,2008  
• Total over their lifetime: £133,200 

 
These costs would wipe out the savings of most families and force many to sell their homes to 
pay for care. When the savings of the person needing care run out, families often end up 
reaching into their own pockets to pay thousands of pounds a month for care. 
 
3. Current funding for care and support cannot cope with rising demand and cuts have 
pushed it beyond breaking point 
 
Our population is ageing rapidly, 11 million people alive today will live to 1009. But this debate 
is also not just about older people - the care and support system relates to everyone over 18 
who needs support, and people are living far longer with illness and disability. This includes 
people who have suffered injuries, or who have physical disabilities, people with long-term 
conditions or illnesses like cancer, multiple sclerosis or mental health conditions. Nearly two 
thirds of state social care spending on the working-age population is on those with learning 
disabilities and, because of falling mortality, the number of working-age adults with learning 
disabilities will rise by almost a third over the next 20 years10. 
 
Whilst the NHS has seen increased funding to help cope with this increase in demand, social 
care has been forgotten. Since 2004, whilst spending on the NHS has risen by £25 billion, 
spending on social care rose by just £43 million (0.1% per year in real terms)11. 

Age UK report that 800,000 older people who currently need care, receive no formal support 
from either the state or private sector agencies12.  

                                            
3 Impact of changes in length of stay on the demand for residential care services in England: Estimates from a 
dynamic microsimulation model (2011) Forder, L. and Ferandez, J-L., PSSRU www.pssru.ac.uk/pdf/dp2771.pdf   
4 The Dementia Tax (2011) Alzheimer’s Society 
5 Impact of changes in length of stay on the demand for residential care services in England: Estimates from a 
dynamic microsimulation model (2011) Forder, L. and Ferandez, J-L., PSSRU www.pssru.ac.uk/pdf/dp2771.pdf   
6 The Dementia Tax (2011) Alzheimer’s Society 
7 Based on £500 a month charges 
8 Based on £700 a week charges estimated in The Dementia Tax (2011) Alzheimer’s Society 
9 Number of Future Centenarians by Age Group (2011) DWP 
10 Estimating Future Need for Adult Social Care Services for People with Learning Disabilities in England (2008) 
CeDR  
11 Care in Crisis (2011) Age UK 
12 Care in Crisis (2011) Age UK 



 
 
Yet services which already cannot meet demand, are facing cuts: 
 

• Social Services Directors report that the total cuts to all adult social care reach £1 billion 
this year13. 

 

• This week, Age UK released research showing that net expenditure on older people’s 
social care this year is falling by £610 million, or 7.1%. They estimate that cuts will mean 
within four years one million people who need care will be getting nothing14. 

 

• A Learning Disability Coalition survey of councils showed 57% of councils were 
increasing charges or raising eligibility criteria, or consulting on doing so. A survey of 
people with learning disabilities and their families showed that 1 in 5 had been told their 
hours of care would be reduced15.  

 

• A survey by the Care and Support Alliance in 2011 showed that services to 24% of 
disabled adults had already been cut, even though their needs were the same or had 
increased16. 

 
4. Families are being left to care alone. 
 
Caring for ill, frail or disabled friends or family members is pushing families into ill health, 
financial hardship and isolation. A Carers UK survey of over 4,000 carers showed that: 
 

• 67% of families were caring without any support from social services. 38% of carers 
care completely on their own with no support from family or social services.  

• 4 out of 5 (78%) had seen their health worsen as a result of caring. 
• 43% were in debt as a result of the costs of caring17 

 
Over 1 million people have given up work or reduced working hours to care for ill or disabled 
loved ones18. Without more support, families, business and the economy will losing an 
estimated £750 million and £1.5 billion19 a year in earnings because the social care system 
cannot support families to juggle work and care. 
 
On top of the costs of expensive equipment and bills for the people they care for, carers face 
huge costs just to get a few hours rest. Caring full-time for a disabled child or elderly parent 
and need to take a day off? It could cost you over £100 to get someone to look after the 
person you care for. If they need nursing care the bill could double. 
 

                                            
13 ADASS Budget Survey 2011 (2011) The Association of Directors of Adult Social Services 
14 Age UK (2011) www.ageuk.org.uk/latest-press/spending-on-older-peoples-care-to-be-cut-by-84/  
15 Social care – the continuing crisis: from the perspective of local authorities in England The Learning Disability 
Coalition Local Authority Survey 2011 (2011) Learning Disability Coalition 
16 Submission to the Dilnot Commission Call for Evidence (2011) Care and Support Alliance 
www.carersuk.org/professionals/resources/research-library  
17 State of Caring (2011) Carers UK 
18 One Million Give up work to Care (2009) Carers UK, Ipsos MORI and DWP 
19 The case for social care reform - the wider economic and social benefits. HCMS and IASS, University of 
Birmingham (2010) Glasby, J., Ham, C., Littlechild, R. and  McKay, S. 



 
 

The timeline of social care reform 
 

• November 1997 – New Labour Government establishes the Royal Commission on 
Long Term Care for the Elderly, to consider the options and make recommendations 
for funding long term care for older people. 

   
• March 1999 – The Royal Commission reports back. Its recommendations include that 

personal care should be free at the point of delivery; other types of care, such as help 
with shopping, should be chargeable but subject to means-testing; and that the cut-off 
for entitlement to means-tested state support should be raised to £60,000. 

 
• January 2000 – The Government responds to the Royal Commission in the NHS Plan. 

Some recommendations are accepted by the Government; for example, free nursing 
care and extending direct payments to the over 65s. However, the Government rejects 
calls to make personal care universally free at the point of delivery. Means-tested 
support limits are only restored to their 1996 real terms value. 

 
• March 2006 – The Wanless Report, a review of funding social care for older people 

commissioned by The King’s Fund, is published. Sir Derek Wanless calls for the 
system of means-testing to be scrapped and replaced with a model where all social 
care users receive a basic level of funding which they can top-up with matched funding 
from the state. 

 
• 2008 – The Government announces the launch of a ‘once in a generation’ review of 

how social care is funded and organised. A six-month engagement process, which will 
inform a Green Paper, begins.  

 
• July 2009 – Shaping the Future of Care Together, the Green Paper on reforming the 

care system is published. A public consultation, ‘The Big Care Debate’, is launched. 
The Green Paper suggests establishing a National Care Service, with a ‘fair, simple 
and affordable’ funding system. Three funding options are recommended in the Green 
Paper: 

 
o a Partnership model, in which the state and the individual each may a proportion 

of the costs of social care;  
o an Insurance system, whereby the state would establish an insurance scheme, 

into which individuals over retirement age could pay in return for all their basic 
care and support costs being met, should they later have any 

o a Comprehensive system, in which it would be compulsory for everyone over 
retirement age to pay a means-tested amount into an insurance scheme, in 
return for their care costs being fully funded. 

 
• March 2010 – The White Paper on social care is published. The Government backs the 

idea of a National Care Service, but defers the decision on how this should be  
 
 



 
 

funded. Instead, they propose a cross-party commission to consider the National Care 
Service funding options.  

 
• April – May 2010 - social care has become a key election issue; the Comprehensive 

option, which Labour strongly backs, is described by the Conservatives as a ‘death 
tax’; the Conservatives then suggest that the Government is in ‘retreat’ when it fails to 
endorse the Comprehensive funding option. The Conservatives propose an £8,000 
voluntary insurance scheme to cover care costs in residential care.  

 
• July 2010 – The new Coalition Government launches the Commission on the Funding 

of Care and Support, chaired by economist and broadcaster Andrew Dilnot, alongside 
two other Commissioners; Dame Jo Williams and Lord Norman Warner. 

 
• July 2011 – The Dilnot Commission will report back. It is anticipated that Dilnot’s 

recommendations will include a cap on individuals paying towards their social care of 
between £35,000 - £50,000.  

 
• Autumn 2011 – A Government White Paper on Social Care is expected. 

 
      

The Care and Support Alliance 
 
The Care and Support Alliance was set up in July 2009, it is a consortium of over 50 
organisations that represent and support older and disabled people, including disabled 
children, those with long-term conditions and their families.  
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Senior Policy and Public Affairs Officer, Carers UK 
Secretariat for the Care & Support Alliance 
Tel: 0207 378 4937 
Mob: 07875724088 
Email: steve.mcintosh@carersuk.org  
 
 
 


