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As a young adult carer myself, I feel like I have experienced slip-
ping through various access gaps while in education and have 
had to navigate the multitude of responsibilities which come 
with being a caregiver in isolation. Throughout my education, 
I had litt le support off ered and I only reached out  for support 
when reaching a breaking point, which for many student-carers 
is too late. Despite my responsibilities, I made the diff icult deci-
sion to go to university, however I wasn’t aware of the fi nancial, 
emotional and educational challenges that I was to encounter. 
Moreover, I wasn’t even conscious of how much my caring roles 
impacted my life, as they had just become normality. 

My responsibilities ranged from ordering my mother online food 
shops whilst in lectures through to calling my mum several times 
a day when she felt down. In the back of my mind, I felt guilty 
about leaving my home in Leeds  and spent time worrying about 
mine and my mothers fi nancial situation. I knew students around 
me wouldn’t understand, and I was embarrassed when people 
would ask “why are you always on the phone to your mum”. I had 
to learn alone and I had to learn quickly. I hope that by creating 
this report, it will shine light on the importance of returning the 
favour, and creating a caring university experience for carers 
while they att empt to support their loved one while in higher
education. 

My positioning

Positioning
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This service design project explores two key opportunities to 
improve support for students with care responsibilities. First, it 
outlines a proposed service transformation at my current insti-
tution, the University of the Arts London. Second, it presents a 
framework of interventions that can be applied across universi-
ties throughout the UK.

This past year has been signifi cant for young adult and stu-
dent carers, with UCAS introducing the option for students to 
self-identify as having care responsibilities. While not all carers 
recognize themselves in this role, this change is a positive step, 
off ering universities a chance to establish targeted support sys-
tems for self-identifying carers. However, many universities are 
not yet leveraging this data eff ectively to create meaningful out-
comes for carers. Students have taken the step of notifying their 
universities—now it’s time for universities to step up, and create 
a caring service for carers in Higher Education. 

Abstract

Abstract

Gett ing the terms right

Unpaid Carer: This is defi ned as “A carer is anyone who cares, unpaid, for a friend or family member who 
due to illness, disability, a mental health problem or an addiction cannot cope without their support” 
(Carers Trust, 2021).

Young Adult Carer: This is defi ned as “young people aged 16–25” Carers Trust (n.d.).

Young Carer: This is defi ned as “A young carer is someone aged 18”Carers Trust (n.d.).

Student Carer: This includes students of all ages who have caring responsibilities, the term young adult 
carer excludes mature students and a term which I have decided to use throughout this report
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Introduction

MA Service Design

Despite national progress in supporting young carers and adult carers, young adult carers 
often fall into a transitional gap, receiving limited targeted support. This project addresses 
the complex challenges faced by student carers, employing Service Design Thinking to ex-
plore key issues across touchpoints and scales. A holistic, co-creative approach is central, 
as Brown highlights “Design thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation that inte-
grates the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements for suc-
cess.” (Brown, 2009).

The project follows an evidence-based design approach, utilising lived experiences to in-
form strategies for enhancing the higher education journey of student carers. Engagement 
with the unpaid carer community has occurred on various levels, from connecting with other 
carers to speaking with political fi gures and advocates such as Princess Anne. Partnerships 
with organisations like the Carers Trust and the Young Carers Alliance have been integral, 
alongside contributions the Learning and Working Institute, through the Creating Change in 
HE Programme.  Key advocacy eff orts included speaking at the reformation of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group for Young Carers and Young Adult Carers and participating in a planned 
meeting with the Government Minister to push for policy changes, such as exempting stu-
dent carers from the Carer’s Allowance restriction.

As Stickdorn and Schneider argues, “Service design thinking connects stakeholders to 
co-create value.” This project exemplifi es how these principles can drive systemic change, 
tackling barriers and empowering student carers through collaborative, evidence-based 
solutions. (Brown, 2009; Stickdorn and Schneider, 2010).

Field of Study
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This research is guided by several academic frameworks central to 
service design and user-centred design. The Double Diamond model 
(Design Council, 2005) provides a structured and iterative approach 
to problem-solving, which is essential when addressing the complex 
challenges faced by student carers. By following the stages of Discov-
er, Defi ne, Develop, and Deliver, this model ensures a comprehensive 
understanding of the problem space, allowing for a thorough explora-
tion and refi nement of prototypes and solutions.

Design Thinking is another key framework, focusing on human-cen-
tred design that emphasizes empathy, user involvement, and iteration 
(Brown, 2009). This approach aligns with the project’s commitment to 
ensuring that student carers are actively involved in the design pro-
cess, allowing their lived experiences to directly inform the develop-
ment of project. The principles of Design Thinking ensure that solu-
tions are practical and true to the constraints of the higher education 
system.

Additionally, co-design and co-discovery methodologies emphasize 
collaboration between stakeholders- student carers, educational in-
stitutions, and policymakers (Sanders & Stappers, 2008). These ap-
proaches help connect complex ecosystems where all participants 
contribute to shaping the service.

Autoethnography is a method for capturing the personal experiences 
of my life as a student carer. It provides a deeper understanding of my 
challenges by combining personal narratives with broader contextual 
insights (Ellis, 2004). This qualitative approach off ers a valuable per-
spective that directly informs the service design process, ensuring 
that the solutions developed are grounded in real-world experiences 
(Adams et al., 2015). Through refl ection and storytelling, it creates em-
pathy and helps create more user-centred services.

Theoretical Framework

Introduction
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Methodology

Autoethnography has allowed 
me to refl ect on how my caring 
responsibilities have shaped my 
life. By examining the impacts 
of care-giving across diff erent 
time frames, creating a refl ec-
tive journal, and mapping my 
experiences through discovery 
exercises, I gained a more com-
prehensive understanding of my 
journey into higher education. 
This refl ective practice is a core 
element of autoethnography,and 
allows researchers to question 
internal conditions such as feel-
ings and emotions, external con-
ditions such as the environment 
and the temporal dimensions 
of past, present and future.
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

MA Service Design

Research through design is rec-
ognised as “design activities 
that play a formative role in the 
generation of knowledge” (Stap-
pers et al. 2014). This method 
involves developing and test-
ing practical solutions collabo-
ratively with student carers in 
higher education. By adopting 
this approach, the outcomes 
align closely with the needs of 
the intended users. These out-
comes are grounded in the lived 
experiences and real-world chal-
lenges encountered within the 
context of university life. Such a 
participatory strategies ensures 
that the solutions are relevant 
and address complex issues 
through iterative design cycles.

Ethical design helps to ensure-
that the research process and 
designed outcomes are solu-
tions are inclusive and respect-
ful of lived experience, particu-
larly for vulnerable groups like 
student carers. It emphasises 
social responsibility by involv-
ing carers in the design process, 
ensuring their voices shape the 
services they need (Govers & 
van Halen, 2014). This approach 
counters systemic barriers in 
higher education and promotes 
transparency and fairness. (Bu-
chanan, 2001). Ethical design 
not only addresses immediate 
needs but also advocates for 
systemic change that supports 
the well-being of student carers 
in higher education. 

Autoethnography & 
Refl ective Practice

Research 
Through Design

Ethical Design

12
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Introduction

DISCOVER DEFINE

• Desk research into exist-
ing support at universities 
for student carers.

•Interview with UAL sup-
port team to understand 
existing support

• Interview with the Learn-
ing & Working institute

• Start autoethnography, 
create refl ective journal 
and day in the life

• Process research data 
and fi nd specifi c service
opportunities

• Defi ne the problem 
space and refi ne project 
objectives 

•Continue to connect with 
stakeholders and speak 
with carers  and experts

•Begin brainstorming 
ideas and potential 
service solutions

DEVELOP DELIVER

• Explore possible 
solutions with stakehold-
ers and student carer

• Co-design with stake-
holders and student carers

•Identify focus point of the 
service concept

• Start synthesising data 
and sett ing up report.

• Identify key  interven-
tions working at diff erent 
scales.

• Conclusion of service 
concept

•Finalise report and visuals

•Stakeholder map, 
Service blueprint and fi nal-
ised service outcome

• Share fi nding back to 
appropriate stakeholders

• Collaborate with the 
UAL, presenting them with 
a service which can be 
implemented in house.

JUNE JULY OCTOBER NOVEMBERSEPTEMBERAUGUST

Double Diamond

The Double Diamond framework is employed to tackle complex service design prob-
lems (Design Council, 2005). It divides the design process into four stages: Discov-
er, Defi ne, Develop, and Deliver, ensuring a holistic approach to problem-solving. 
The fi rst diamond focuses on broadening understanding, while the second narrows 
down to actionable solutions (Mager & Thoring, 2012). It encourages collabora-
tive design and social innovation, ensuring that outcomes are both user-centred 
and impactful. This framework is refl ected in the structure of the report and works 
through the phases as seen bellow.

13
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DISCOVERDISCOVER
This section examines the need for change by 
conducting both primary and secondary discov-
ery research. It presents data that uncovers key 
insights, highlighting areas requiring interven-
tion and opportunities for improvement.

MA Service Design
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Young adult carers (YACs), aged 16-25, pro-
vide an estimated £3.5 billion worth of un-
paid care annually in the UK (Aylward, 2024). 
These individuals often struggle to balance 
care-giving with educational responsibili-
ties and personal well-being. There are ap-
proximately 275,000 YACs in the UK, but the 
actual number is likely closer to 600,000 
(Working & Learning Institute, 2024). Trying 
to gain an  education while caring for some-
one else can put a great deal of strain on 
YAC and therefore the pressures of caring 
have resulted in a large education gap for 
this minority group.  

As a result, YAC are at a greater risk of not 
being in education, employment, or train-
ing (NEET) with 23.1% of registered carers 
and 9.8% of unregistered carers were NEET, 
compared to 5.3% who were not carers.
(Youth Employment UK, 2023). YAC’s take 
on a lot of responsibility yet often get very 
litt le support in return. This has huge impli-
cations upon a caregivers life and the op-
portunities in which they have, being 38% 
less likely to obtain a degree level qualifi ca-

Young Adult Carers & Barriers to 
Higher Education:

CARE 
RESPONSIBILITIES

EDUCATION

PERSONAL
WELLBEING

YAC

LIFESTYLE LIFESTYLE 
MANAGEMENTMANAGEMENT

Discover

tion than compared to their peers, and very 
often grow up in low-income households 
(Aylward, 2024). 

Beyond this, those individuals who do make 
it to higher education are often faced with 
the emotional and fi nancial challenges, 
from the feelings of guilt for moving away 
from home through to the high costs of un-
expected trips home. Ultimately this can 
lead to an increase in likelihood of drop-out 
and poor att endance, with 39% of young 
carers in 2022-23 were persistent absen-
tees(Department for Education, 2023). 

So what can, and are universities doing to 
bett er support students with care respon-
sibilities? How can the University of Arts 
London work towards becoming a proactive 
and caring university for carers? 

A need for change
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What the data tells us. 

Financially:

Statistically:

Current UK policy creates the conditions for Young Carers (YC) 
and YAC to make the diff icult decision between education and 
caring. Policy  states that a carer cannot be in education for over 
21 hours per week and still access the carers allowance of £76.75 
per week (Government Digital Service, 2014). This makes a clear  
parallel to the previously mentioned statistics of YAC’s 38% less 
likely to obtain a degree (Aylward, 2023). Alongside the fact that 
caregivers are often from low-income households as the parent 
is unable to work (Aylward, 2023), it begs the question as to why 
the UK government would create more diff icult conditions to ac-
cess Higher Education (HE). Contrastingly, this law is not followed 
in Scotland with student-care being an exception to this policy.

 Under-representation is a big major issue when trying to under-
stand the scale of students with care responsibilities across the 
UK. As previously mentioned, there are approximately 275,000 
YACs in the UK, but the actual number is likely closer to 600,000 
(Working & Learning Institute, 2024). There are many reasons 
for this but ultimately this  roots back to lack of data collection. 
Young Adult Carers are not off icially recognised by the not UK 
government (like care leavers for example)  and no strategy or 
policy is currently in place to support them (Carers Trust, 2023).  
Likewise these  issues continue into HE. Without clear data it be-
comes more diff icult to create a case to integrate a policy lead 
strategy in place to bett er support and identify young adult car-
ers in HE. With greater clarity on statistical data, there is greater 
leverage to bring in a policy which is backed by the UK govern-
ment and help create the conditions for a caring environment for 
carers in HE.

Gett ing the numbers right

38%38%
“less likely to obtain a 

university degree than 
their peers, with those 
caring for over 35 hours 

per week a shocking 86% 
less likely to gain a 

degree.” 

Under-representation
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Key Project Stakeholders

The key stakeholders engaged throughout this project include 
the Carers Trust, the Young Carers Alliance, and the Learning & 
Working Institute. Through these partnerships, I have connected 
directly with student carers, engaged with delegates from key 
higher education organizations such as UCAS, and participated 
in policy discussions, including the reformation of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group for Young Carers and Young Adult Carers 
(APPG).

Additionally, I collaborated with care charities from both England 
and Scotland to explore how caregiving challenges are experi-
enced across the UK and how various organisations are support-
ing student carers.

The project outcomes are framed through the context of the 
University of Arts London but off er potential for service interven-
tions to be implemented at universities across the UK.

Discover
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The challenges of being a carer 
in higher education

Geographical

Emotional

Financial

Social

Academic

I’ll need to look 
for a university 
nearby as my 
brother needs 
my daily support.

I feel guilty 
for leaving my 
mother without 
my support. 

I didn’t realise 
how expensive 
it would be to 
travel home.

My housemates 
keep asking why 
I am always on 
the phone to my 
mother. 

I need to use my phone 
in  class but tutors get 
annoyed at me and are 
not aware of my care 
responsibilities. 

MA Service Design
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“It takes over your future. I can’t think about my goals without con-
sidering my caring role implications - this makes me feel guilty and 
trapped”.

The problem space

Geographical

Emotional

The implications of caring can have a huge impact on a student carers personal 
well-being. Starting university is a big enough challenge, having to navigate a new 
city, workload and peers alongside new unique challenges of caring for someone 
while they may be in another city proves to be emotionally challenging for YAC. 
It is understood that student carers are 71% more likely to report mental health 
conditions (UCAS, 2024), challenges or disorder when compared with their peers. 
Student carers often face feelings of guilt and confl ict when making a choice be-
tween Higher Education and their caring responsibilities, and feel high levels of 
isolation and loneliness when making decisions which can have large implications 
for a student carer’s life. 

“I decided to stay at home while studying. This means I could only go 
to a university nearby. I have to cycle to university everyday. I am often 
late, and teachers still give me a hard time instead of asking why.”

A carers geography can be an indicator of the opportunities that 
they may have. The physical responsibilities for student carers mean 
that they often either need to stay at home and travel to the nearest 
university or fi nd a university within a short commutable distance to 
home. Data suggests that young adult carers are 39% more likely to 
choose to live at home while they study and 41% choose to study 
within a 30 minute drive from home (Carers Trust, 2024). This is 25% 
more likely than those without caring responsibilities and put young 
adult carers. (Carers Trust, 2024)This draws the term ‘postcode lot-
tery’ and creates a situation where young adult carers don’t have a fair 
level of choice when deciding upon a university. This limits a carer’s 
choice, particularly if they have high academic aspirations yet lack ac-
cess to suitable local universities. For students who stay at home this 
may put strain on the pressures of academic life and caring while lim-
iting opportunities to meet with new students and create new friend-
ship groups and career networks. 

Discover

39%39%
“more likely to choose 

to live at home while 
they study and 41% 

choose to study within 
a 30 minute drive from 

home ”
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“Places of education need to be more aware of what young carers 
have to go through. It can be diff icult and draining. We aren’t lazy; 
we are tired and overworked.”

The problem space

Financial

Academic

“I have to balance full time eduction, caring and paid part time work 
on my weekends. I have no time for myself and feel like I’m fi ghting 
a losing batt le everyday”.

Student carers may face issues around identifi cation and support 
when joining university. It is understood that 72% of young adult 
carers “never” or “rarely” spoke to teaching staff  about their 
care responsibilities(UCAS, 2024). Universities don’t  do enough 
to support YAC nor create the conditions for YAC to be able to 
speak about their circumstances. Furthermore, the data suggests 
that the lack of off icial recognition of a young adult carer’s status 
means that they are sometimes not aware that they are entitled to 
any additional support alongside the fact that the support is not 
initially visible to young adult carers. University services are often 
more reactive than proactive and this leaves a huge risk in the like-
lihood of the student completing their studies, can indicate why 
students are 4 times more likely to drop out when compared with 
their peers (Working & Learning Institute, 2024).

As previously mentioned, the current UK policy means 
that many young adult carers have to make the choice 
between accessing government fi nancial support or 
att ending full-time higher education (Government 
Digital Service, 2014). However the challenges don’t 
stop there. Students with caring responsibilities of-
ten come from low-income backgrounds (Aylward, 
2024) and is refl ected through the data which sug-
gests that 70% of young adult carers have concerns 
about fi nances and 63% said they considered work-
ing part-time alongside their studies(UCAS, 2024).
This means that fl exibility in att endance at a univer-
sity is a key factor when decisioning-making. Student 
carers also have additional expenses from travelling 
home regularly or in emergency situations to support-
ing family members who are unable to work. 

MA Service Design

72%72%
“of young adult 
carers “never” 
or “rarely” spoke 
to teaching staff  
about their care 
responsibilities.”

70%70%
“of young adult car-
ers have concerns 
about fi nances and 
63% said they con-
sidered working 
part-time alongside 
their studies”
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The problem space

Social

“I wish there were more people that understand the struggles and 
that sometimes I won’t be able to att end because the person I care 
for may be ill that day.”

Loneliness and isolation is a major problem for student carers. They often 
feel isolated and feel that no one will understand what they are going 
through on top of the fact that they may perceive their caring responsi-
bilities as embarrassing(Sempik and Becker, 2013). As students are more 
likely to take on part time work, it means that they may also miss out on 
forming social connections with peers on weekend events or through miss-
ing university classes as a result of needing to  access additional fi nances. 
This can further develop a separation from the student carers and peers 
and lead to more challenging university experience. 

Discover
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Financial

Academic

Emotional
UAL provides free CBT and counselling support for students 
who may fi nd themselves in times of distress or if they have 
mental health problem. This is important for carers, but 
there is a lack of tailored support specifi c to the needs of a 
student-carer. 

Staff  only become aware of a students needs when the stu-
dent tells them. There is a policy in place which includes stu-
dent-carers, but the website feels like it concerns students 
with children instead of student-carers and can lead to a 
missed opportunity to access support. The policy allows for 
extensions and academic adjustments.

There is no specifi c fi nancial support for student with care 
responsibilities, whoever money is available under specif-
ic hardship. The process of accessing the fi nances is quite 
invasive asking for all bank accounts and statements and 
even asking for reason for payments over ‘£100’.

Benefi ts: There is money available in times of ‘hardship’
Painpoints: The support feels ‘hidden’ for student-carers

Benefi ts: Policy provides extensions and adjustments
Painpoints: The website wording is very misleading 

Benefi ts: Free support for all students in times of distress 
Painpoints: Lack of tailored support for student-carers

UAL’s current support
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Sheff ield University University College of London

Queen Mary University City University

Discover

Financial support

Pre-university support

Pre-entry support

Outline support

Clarity

External support

Phased support

Post-graduation support

Sheff ield university off er carers up to 
£4,500 per academic year (University 
of Sheff ield, n.d.) which student do not 
have to pay back. This helps massively 
tackle fi nancial barriers. 

Proactive approach through actively 
reaching out to carers in high school, 
off ering Access & Travel bursaries to en-
sure carers and low-income students are 
able to att end open days.

Clear support around self-identifying as 
a carer through the UCAS application. 
Helping carers to become visible before 
joining university.

The web page give three important rea-
sons to make yourself aware to the uni-
versity as a carer, from gett ing the right 
support to considerations given the con-
text of your achievements.

There is a clear diff erentiation on being a 
carer and being a parent. This is a major 
painpoint which is clearly dealt with on 
their carers landing page. 

Provide links to important resources to 
local carers centres. This allows students  
who may be new to areas become aware of 
the external support available to them. 

City University of London excels in outlin-
ing support, prior to joining, while studying 
and after graduating the university. With 
ongoing support at each phase.

The university provides a graduation pack-
age to support students fi nancially and 
professionally at the diff icult stage be-
tween graduating and fi nding professional 
work.

Who’s doing it bett er
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Primary Research
Key Stakeholders Research

Policy 
Level 

Social 
Workers

Students
with Care 

Responsibilities

UAL 
Support 

Staff 

UCAS 
Advisor 

Carers Trust

The Learning & 

Working Institute

All Parliamentary 

Party Group for 

Young Carers & 

Young Adult 

Carers 

York Carers 

Sefton Carers

IMAGO Southwark

Falkirk Carers

Lambeth Council

 A-Level

Undergraduate  

Masters 

Mature

Mental Health Team Fair Access Team

Application Team

MA Service Design
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Active Work with Stakeholders

Carers Trust Report

All-party 
Parliamentary Group

Driving Change 
in Higher Education

Discover

I was invited to the all-party 
parliamentary group for young 
carers and young adult carers, 
where I shared my experience 
as a carer in education, helping 
to shape the APPG’s future fo-
cus areas.

I was invited, in collabora-
tion with the Carers Trust, the 
Learning & Working Institute, 
and City, to discuss improving 
support for young adult carers 
transitioning into higher edu-
cation. I shared my experiences 
with key stakeholders, includ-
ing Princess Anne, who att end-
ed the event.

Since starting this project, I 
have worked actively with the 
Carers Trust, part of the Young 
Carers Alliance. I’ve participat-
ed in focus groups with other 
young adult carers in education 
and co-wrote the foreword for 
the latest Carers Trust report.
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Autoethnography - A day / week / month in the life of me.

Student-Carers 

Co-discovery

I designed a co-discovery 
mapping exercise which 
acts to make student car-
ers aware of how their re-
sponsibilities impact their 
life across the diff erent 
dimensions of life.

It provided an opportunity 
to discover the situation, 
understand the perceived 
impact and emotional im-
pact att ached to the event. 

When conducting autoethnographic research, I became aware of how much my caring responsi-
bilities have impacted my life. Prior to this, I wasn’t fully conscious of the emotional, fi nancial, and 
academic eff ects. My case involves supporting my mother with complex mental health issues.

This process helped me break down the key areas of my life impacted by caregiving, focusing 
on the social, educational, and fi nancial aspects that intersect with the university experience. 
Additionally, I became more aware of the emotional and geographical challenges of caring for 
someone, noting how these challenges vary over diff erent time frames.

Lewis Baylin - Day/Week/Month/Year(s) in the Life of a Young Adult Carer

(Work-in-progress)

Background: I have unpaid care responsibilities for my mother who has severe bi-polar,
schizophrenia, psychosis, depression, diabetes and has become overweight in recent
years. I care for her remotely, helping out daily with finances, emotional support, buying
clothes, ordering food, creating healthy meal plans etc. She hears auditory illusions which
tell her what to eat, call her names, agitate her and create a strong sense of paranoia,
often believing family members or passer-bys on the street think bad of her and call her
names. This means she spends most of her time in isolation with her dog Benji, which I
decided to bring in as I left for university. My grandma helps out when we are in severe
financial trouble or need any household improvements;bathroom, carpets, cooker (this is
less frequent now I look after her finances and have an income). My other grandma is
paid to clean once per week, and a dog walker also comes weekly. Other than this, I am
the primary carer of my mother.

Timeframe (Average Day)

Touchpoints:
1. 7.50am: I wake up, have breakfast and head to work to start at 9am.
2. 9.27am:(receive text messege mum) “Lewis do you think your nana Maureen has a

spare inhaler that I could have please x”
My Action: I contact Maureen to ask if she has a spare inhaler and arrange a drop
off time. Slight concern and worry about this, I question if she should probably be
contacting a doctor about this but if it's urgent the doctors will take too long to
respond.

3. 10.03am:(receive text messege mum) ”Oh great I’ll be able to breath xxx”
4. 10.29am: (receive text messege mum) “Lewis is there any way I could have my

money made up to four pound please x”
My Action: Yes but I’m in a meeting so i'll do it later. Feel frustrated that she
constantly asks me for money.

5. 12.46pm:(receive phone call from mum) During my lunch break, she tells me she
has spent all her money on food she doesn't like, her knee is really hurting her so
she doesn't want to walk anywhere and wants me to order her a food shop. She is
also upset because is sick of eating the same thing everyday and just wants to eat
chips. Her auditory illusions, through the voice of a doctor, have suggested that
she eats one bag and chips and an orange per day in order to lose weight. I say to
her that it may work but a doctor has told me that if you eat three balanced meals
then you will have an even better chance of losing weight. This helps her change
her thought process. Despite this she has now spent her daily allowance.

a. Note: I have learnt that disagreeing with her makes her more agitated, no
matter how ridiculous her statement is, to her it's the truth. So it's
important not to tell her she's being ridiculous or that she is wrong.

16.37pm (Action):I forgot to send her money so I logged in to her online banking
(where I have made all accounts joint) while in a meeting and sent her £2.45. I got
distracted from the meeting and feel like people think I’m rude for using my phone.

6. 17.00pm: (receive text message from mum) “Lewis please could you give me up
to five pound for bread butter and milk x”
My Action: I say no, as I have already sent her money but there is an underlying
feeling of guilt because it's only an extra £2 but I know that if I say yes every time
(as it's a daily occurrence) it will build up.

7. 17.01pm: (receive phone call from mum) “How much have I got please x”
My Action: I tell her she has £3

8. 18.05pm: I leave work and cycle home, cook my dinner and complete some
freelance graphic design work.

9. 20.54pm: (receive facetime call from mum) Asking if I will order her make-up,
perfume, toilet roll, a new chip-pan, mascare, lip balm and underwear.
My Action: I access amazon prime and order her all the things she needs and ask
in case there are any other items which she wants. She says she wants to feel nice
again, which makes me feel bad for her.

10. 21.55pm: (I send mum text message) “Are you okay”
11. 21.57pm:(receive text message from mum) “Yes I’m ok I just wondered if you could

do me a little food shop if you weren’t busy please xx…I’m just hungry love”
My Action: I didn't respond as I feel it's best not to answer every time. She asks
most days if I will do her a food shop - sometimes I will do it but I feel if I take that
basic task away from her she will lack any responsibility and routine, thus reducing
her self worth and meaning.

12. 23.55: I say goodnight and go to sleep, and have my phone on incase of
emergencies, this can wake me up sometimes.

Timeframe (Bad Day, types of events which can happen on a bad day, 2-5 events may
occur on that given day)

1. Falls out with family members due to intense auditory illusions, which call her
names (through the voice of that family) or diet issues where she has spent all her
money on one type of unhealthy food e.g., pot noodles, bags of chips, 5 x the
same microwave meal.

2. Misses doctors appointments
3. Worried that they will take her house away
4. Says she doesn't want to cook, wants to eat only takeaways
5. Bulk buys pot noodles and cans of soup, then has no money when she changes

her mind the next day.
6. Takes extra money which I have given her to get the dog's haircut, then spends it

on food. She gets upset and stressed that she has made a mistake, this upsets and
angers me as I really hate when food and money are wasted.

Timeframe (Week)

1. Message from Grandma
2. Organise Dog walker
3. Organise Cleaner
4. Online food shops
5. Other mentally ill neighbours on the estate try take money from her
6. Set up a security system; Ring Doorbell etc.
7. She will have a weekly meltdown about food, diet, and being overweight.

Timeframe (Month)

1. Order dog food / arrange dog haircut / trip to the vet
2. Other mentally ill neighbours on the estate try take money from her
3. Return home to do gardening or arrange gardener (in emergencies)
4. Doctors often forgot to give her injection, need to speak with nurses
5. Make sure she is taking certain medication
6. Purchase technology to help me assist with reminders, Alexa, Apple watch
7. Purchases clothes for her once per month

There is a lot of guilt, shame and frustration. I feel angry and frustrated because I want to
help and I want my mum to be happy and healthy but she makes the wrong decisions.
Then she comes to me upset. So I am always taking on the burden of her issues. It makes
me upset, angry and helpless.

MA Service Design
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Findings from co-discovery

When completing a co-discovery session with student carers, it revealed 
that carers are often not fully conscious of how much their responsibilities 
impact their life. When completing the discovery, one participant who didn’t 
even recognise the concept of being a carer, until I spoke about my project in 
my class. The exercise helped her map her experience and speak for the fi rst 
time about the areas which she had been impacted. 
“I didn’t realise until I talked with you and you mentioned the concept of 
carer and unpaid carer.”

When trying to return home to support the person she cared for, she didn’t re-
ceive ‘proper’ permission to return home. In her group project, she explained 
how returning home made her feel like she was lett ing her team down.
“I need to be on the laptop whilst in the hospital, feeling anxious.”

One carer mentions how she feels that her caring responsibilities impact her 
life a lot. She recognises herself as the mature one in the family and if she has 
a problem she has to fi gure it out herself. This is empowering for the carer 
however can leave her feeling disconnected.
“I feel proud as I am self-suff icient but disconnected because I don’t share 
things with my family.”

She feels there is a lot of fi nancial pressures of living in London and that she 
doesn’t feel she is able to ask her family for support.
“I don’t feel that I can ask for support or be a burden on the family.”

Discover
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Student-Carer Interviews 

Findings

28

“I didn’t think I did 
enough to call myself a 

carer”

Mature student with secondary care responsibilities 

Mixed Age Student-carers

When refl ecting on my own experience and that of other carers, it is clear 
to see that no two carers are the same. Each carer may have similar respon-
sibilities on paper but very diff erent challenges and lived experiences. This 
means that there is a need for tailored support. 

Students feel that support is often provided by the university, but it feels 
‘hidden’ under diff erent names or support services. They usually fi nd sup-
port ‘by chance’ or when reaching a breaking point. But again support ap-
pears varied from one university to another but it seems that gett ing the 
basics right is key. Clear information and terminology is understood to be 
important in accessing support early. Again highlighting the need for univer-
sities to be proactive instead of reactive. 

28
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Discover

29

Lack of 
awareness.

increased 
visibility at 
key touch-
points?

Identifi cation. Hidden. What if there was:

The student-carer was so 
accustom to their caring role 
that they didn’t realise how 
much it impacted their life. 

The could include website 
visibility, student coms 
and care organisation 
presence intermitt ently 
throughout the academic 
year. 

Emerging Insights

1. 2.

3. 4.

Student carers don’t 
always recognise their 
caring responsibilities 
and therefore miss out 
on support.

Financial struggles can be 
a huge barrier, especially 
when carers may need to 
return home in  the event 
of an emergency. 

Carers often feel like they 
can’t talk about their own 
problems as the person 
they care for is primary 
concern within a family.

Student carers struggle 
to fi nd the right moment 
to speak with academic 
staff  about their caring 
roles.

29
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“I want universities to 
have bett er relation-

ships with carer 
networks”

Young Adult Carer Support Worker

Expert Interview 

Findings

When speaking with social workers there seems to be a clear resistance from 
universities to work with care organisations. Often the universities with the 
best support in place have strong communication and dialogue with local 
care organisations. When universities work with care organisations, this can 
also reduce the load of emotional support which is needed to be provided by 
the university. 

Referrals to local care organisations can provide student carers with tailored 
support if the university does not have the capacity. Additionally, it also put 
carers in touch with other cares, again, if this is something the university is 
not doing already. Care organisations can also provide training for universi-
ties and bring clarity to what a student carer is and how to best identify and 
support them.

Young Adult Social Care Workers

MA Service Design
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Universities 
don’t utilise 
free support 
from carer 
networks.

universities 
worked with 
care organi-
sations?

Networks. Carers. What if:

Care networks are actively 
att empting to engage with 
universities however com-
munication often falls fl at. 

This would help reduce the 
load of students using the 
in-house support service 
and provide students with 
tailored support. 

Discover

1. 2.

3.

Care organisations often 
try reach out to universi-
ties to make a connection 
but there is often resist-
ance to external bodies.

Some universities lack an 
understanding of what  a 
student carer or young 
adult carer is. It is often 
mixed with ‘care-leave’ or 
‘parent carer’.

Student carers often feel 
isolated, so being con-
nected with other carers 
can break the isolation 
and create a supportive 
network.

Emerging Insights

4.
There is a need for tai-
lored support for carers, 
including an dedicated 
student carer lead within 
universities.
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Expert Interviews

“not enough student 
carers are being sup-

ported at university, so 
they drop out”

Policy Advisory at The Learning & Working Institute

It is recognised that having a clear university policy in place for student car-
ers is essential to gaining formal recognition and creating a framework of 
support that aims to provide an inclusive environment for carers’ needs. This 
allows the university to tailor support around the key areas outlined in this 
report, including the academic, fi nancial, and emotional dimensions aff ect-
ed by caring.

A second key area is data. Universities now have access to UCAS data, which 
provides information about ‘self-identifying’ carers who will be att ending. 
Despite this, universities are not utilizing this information eff ectively. It is 
crucial to create value from this data-sharing, as it off ers an opportunity to 
provide recognition and support to student carers when it matt ers the most, 
at the start of their academic journey.

Findings

Policy Level

MA Service Design
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Lack of sup-
port leads to 
drop-out.

we were 
proactive 
instead of 
reactive 

Support. Drop-out. What if:

Student-carers often only 
access support when they 
reach a breaking point, and 
for many this is too late, 
leading to drop-out. 

If we created a proactive 
service which created 
the conditions to provide 
support, backed by policy, 
could help reduce drop-out 
rates.

Discover

1. 2.

3. 4.

Universities need a clear 
policy in-place to support  
student carers.

Student carers need 
support which is in line 
with their specifi c cir-
cumstances, there is no 
one size fi ts all.

Access to fi nancial sup-
port shouldn’t be invasive 
or demanding on the stu-
dent carer.

Universities have access 
to UCAS data that identi-
fi es student carers. They 
need to use this data to 
reach out and provide ap-
propriate support.

Emerging Insights
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DEFINEDEFINE
This section focuses on defi ning the prob-
lem space, understanding the ecosystem of 
support, and identifying key areas for inter-
vention.

MA Service Design
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Defi ne

Defi ning The Problem Space

Identifi cation

UCAS 
Application

Self-identifi cation

Pre-application

While Studying

Post-graduation

Support Available
Lack of clarity

Social

Emotional

Financial
Academic

GeographicalAwareness

Data
Unreliable

Plan for the
future?

How to care & 
work?

Issues that arise at diff erent 
stages of the educational journey 
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Project Focus 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Universities need to create the conditions for 
student carers to be able to talk about their care 
responsibilities.

Value in having a student carer lead within universi-
ties.

Universities need a clear policy in-place to support 
student carers.

How can universities create an active dialogue with 
care organisations.  

Universities need to be proactive in their att empt to 
support student carers instead of reactive. 

36
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6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

Tailored support is key as no two carers are the 
same .

How can universities support student carers through 
the whole journey from pre-application to 
graduation?

How can universities make support visible?

Universities need to be able to build trust with 
student carers in order to support them fully.

Emphasis on fi nancial assistance which the 
government has taken away from student carers.

37
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Ecosystem Mapping

This ecosystem map highlights the key 
actors involved in improving the experi-
ence of student carers both nationally and 
within the University of the Arts London. 
It showcases the organisations I engaged 
with during this project, spanning care net-
works, universities, and policy-level stake-
holders.

Key Stakeholders
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Name: Ben
Age: 23

Background: Ben has been a carer for most of his life. He is studying engineering 
at Newcastle University and has to work part time jobs on his weekends in order to 
support himself and contribute to his family.  He lives at home and commutes each 
day to university.

Name: Yaseem
Age: 19

Background: Yaseem has been caring for her mother since she was in sec-
ondary school, gradually taking on more responsibilities as her mother’s health 
deteriorated. She excelled academically but often felt isolated and struggled to 
balance her studies with her caring duties. She wasn’t aware of any support avail-
able for young adult carers and didn’t consider herself one until recently.

Persona’s Caring Role: Provides over 20 hours of care per week for his 
younger sibling who has a disability.

Needs:
• Financial assistance through schol-
arships, bursaries, or fl exible access to 
Carer’s Allowance.
• Flexibility in att endance policies and 
deadlines to accommodate his caring 
responsibilities.
• Support with time management and 
accessing respite care options.
• University staff  who recognise the 
challenges of juggling multiple roles.

Challenges:
• Balancing a demanding caring role 
with the pressures of university life.
• Managing a part-time job to sup-
port himself and his family.
• Understanding complex and hid-
den benefi t systems and fi nancial 
aid options at his university.
• Limited time for socialising and en-
gaging in extracurricular activities.

Caring Role: Provides around 30 hours of remote care per 
week for her mother who has a chronic mental health illness.

Needs:
• A welcoming and supportive envi-
ronment where she feels comfortable 
disclosing her caring role.
• Clear information and guidance on 
available support services, including 
fi nancial aid, fl exible study options, 
and mental health resources.
• Opportunities to connect with other 
young adult carers for peer support.

Challenges:
• Reluctant to disclose her caring 
role due to fear of stigma.
• Worries and guilt about her 
mother’s well-being while she’s at 
university.
• Concerned about the fi nancial 
implications of university, especially 
given the 21-hour rule that limits 
access to Carer’s Allowance.

Name: Anna
Age: 26

Background:
Anna became a carer whilst at university and didn’t realise she was a carer until 
she spoke with another student carer. She is now actively involved in raising 
awareness about young adult carers and advocating for bett er support systems 
within the university.

Needs:
• A university environment that ac-
tively seeks to identify and support 
young adult carers.
• Access to peer support groups 
that cater to the needs of young 
adult carers.
• Greater involvement in promoting 
awareness and advocating for the 
rights of young adult carers.

Challenges:
• The emotional toll of providing 
long-distance care and coordinat-
ing support for her mother from a 
diff erent country.
• A system that lacks understand-
ing of the unique challenges faced 
by young adult carers.
• Lack of tailored support services 
and resources specifi cally for young 
adult carers.

Caring Role: Provides emotional support for her mother who 
experienced a stroke alongside other complex mental health 
problems.

Defi ne
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MAPPING RISK & UNCERTAINTY

“I care for my mum, 
will universities off er 
any support? I can 
see UCAS have a 
self-identifi cation 
option but what does 
this mean for me?”

“I need to live nearby 
my home, but I want 
to go to a university 
which specialises in 
engineering”

“I feel like univer-
sity is not for me 
and I’m struggling 
and feel I’m the 
only one in this 
position”

“I spoke to student 
services, and they 
off er fi nancial and 
emotional support 
but I wasn’t aware” 

“Since starting uni, 
I’ve had to travel 
home which is expen-
sive. My friends are all 
going out and having 
a good time but I’m 
worried about my 
mother”

“I received some sort of 
plan for the future but 
it was not specifi c to  
my caring roles. I’m not 
sure how I will manage 
in the workplace”

Financial
Privacy?

“I received counselling which 
helped, and fi nancial sup-
port. But I reached breaking 
point before seeking help, 
and it was almost too late. 
The process of gett ing sup-
port was also quite invasive”

So much 
paperwork?

What next?

For Student Carer’s

MA Service Design
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Understanding The Issues of a
 Reactive Service

1.

2.

3.

4.

Starting university presents many unexpected challenges 
for student carers—fi nancial, social, and academic—that 
can push them to a breaking point. Without clear support 
from the start, carers may feel isolated, with fewer opportu-
nities to share their responsibilities with staff  or peers and a 
lack of awareness of available support. 

When applying to university, it’s important for universities 
to make their support for student carers visible and clear. 
Clear support can ease the anxiety of starting university. 
The latest UCAS process lets students self-identify as car-
ers and share this with universities, creating an expectation 
that support will follow—though this often isn’t the case.

Student carers often face tough choices when applying to 
university, such as staying close to home or moving away to 
att end their preferred institution, often leading to feelings 
of guilt. Clear support strategies can help them balance 
caring responsibilities while achieving their goals, creating 
fairer opportunities.

University support for student carers often exists but is 
hidden under titles like ‘hardship fund’ or ‘mental health 
support.’ The process of accessing support is often “inva-
sive”, requiring detailed personal information. 

Like many, this reactive approach waits for problems to 
arise before off ering support—but what if support was 
visible from the start?

Defi ne
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1.

2.

improve 
identifi cation of 

student-carers as 
they enter / att end

university?

create a support 
framework 

which UAL and  
universities across 
the UK can follow? 

MA Service Design

HOW 
MIGHT 
WE...
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3.

bett er support 
student-carers 

emotionally,
 fi nancially & 
academically

throughout their 
studies?

HOW 
MIGHT 
WE...

Discover
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DEVELOPDEVELOP
The develop chapter details the development 
and testing of service interventions at diff er-
ent scales, including micro, meso, and macro 
levels.

MA Service Design
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Develop

Change at diff erent scales

Micro Interventions

Meso Interventions

Macro Interventions

At the micro level, interventions pro-
vide personalised, direct support to stu-
dent carers, addressing their immediate 
needs. This helps them feel recognised, 
off ers clear pathways to support, and en-
ables bett er management of both their 
studies and well-being. These interven-
tions aim to improve support and create 
opportunities to identify student carers.

The meso scale focuses on creating a 
supportive environment within the uni-
versity through accessible systems. This 
includes introducing a student carer lead 
who can advocate for students across fi -
nancial, academic, and emotional dimen-
sions. Initiatives such as the breakfast 
morning drop-in create conditions that 
encourage student carers to meet one 
another, helping to reduce isolation.

At the macro level, interventions advo-
cate for systemic, long-term changes 
that ensure consistent, fair support for 
student carers across institutions. Pol-
icies such as a student carer policy and 
Care Accredited University programme 
set standards and frameworks for uni-
versity support. This level drives equality, 
promoting wider institutional and societal 
recognition of student carers’ needs.

Individual

Collection

Institution
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Developing Micro 
Interventions 

How might we provide student carers with simple 
and concise information about what support the 
Universities or UAL off ers?

Target Group:
1. All student carers

“I thought this was 
for students who 
were parents, not 
young adult carers”

The current university website at the University of the 
Arts London, blurs the terminology of student carers 
and parent carers. This distinction is pivotal in ensuring 
students are able to access the support that they need. 
One carer mentions how the lack of clarity on this web 
page meant that they did not access academic support 
that was available for them. This requires a simple and 
low cost solution which can enable student carers to 
access the support that they are entitled to. 

1. 2. 3.Examples of being a 
parent carer only

Unclear link with the 
above examples

Same page for very 
diff erent support

Insight

Feedback

“give some real world 
examples around caring 
such as ‘caring could look 
like supporting your mum 
with schizophrenia’”

Website Analysis

MA Service Design
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One pain point that even the ‘best in class’ examples fell short of was the ability to provide in-
formation in a digestible way. By providing a diagram or simple user journey to show the carer 
key touch points as they move through their academic journey. When testing with carers it is 
understood that lots of text can be ‘overwhelming’ and issues around fi lling out ‘large forms’. 
Displaying this information in a digestible and concise manner has the opportunity to increase 
direct access to support and ultimately reduce drop-out rates and the reaching of support in 
points of crisis. 

When looking at how other universities across the 
UK present information, it’s clear there is not stand-
ard set of information which is provided. I conducted 
a benchmarking exercise, which enabled me to create 
a framework which looks at providing clear support for 
the most useful information a student carer needs. 

• This is broken down into phased support, so are they 
applying to university or currently studying? 
• Are they able to self-identify, and given examples of what 
a carer is and give examples of what their responsibilities 
may look like.
• Clear academic, fi nancial and emotional support. 
Bursaries available? Access to counselling CBT or even a
 referral to nearby care organisations?

Clear Terminology Phased SupportApplication Support

‘Best in class’ University Support

External Support Financial Support

Develop
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Developing Micro 
Interventions 

How might UAL be proactive in their process of 
identifying students who are not aware that they 
are student carers? 

Target Group:
1. Students who became carers while studying at 
university 
2. Students who became aware they were a carer 
whilst studying at university

“I didn’t understand 
the concept of an 
unpaid carer or 
young adult carer 
until I heard about 
your project”

An increase in communication and awareness from 
a university can help identify students who are not 
aware that they are a carer. Opportunities to create 
awareness for students can occur through diff erent 
mediums:

• Care organisations present in freshers week.
• Social media posts designed to allow potential
 carers to refl ect on their current situation. 
• Visual awareness around university, celebrating 
young carers action day and presence in university 
newslett ers.

Could This Be You?

Do you spend time providing 
unpaid care for a family member with 
a disability, illness, or mental health 
condition? 

You might be a young adult carer.  

#UAL
#YoungAdultCarersAwareness

Providing care can involve 
emotional support, medication 
management,fi nancial support, 
communication and much more. 

Care Looks Like...

#UAL
#YoungAdultCarersAwareness

“I didn’t realise I was a carer. I didn’t 
think I did enough to call myself that. 
But in reality, my responsibilities im-
pact my life in so many ways. You just 
accept the things you do day to day as 
normal.”

Student Carer Voices

#UAL
#YoungAdultCarersAwareness

Share Yours 
Experiences 
& Help Shape 
Support for 
Young Adult 
Carers at UAL

#UAL
#YoungAdultCarersAwareness

Care Organisation 
at Freshers Week

Social Media 
Awareness

Celebrate Young 
Carers Action Day

Insight

Identifi cation 
Oppertunity

MA Service Design
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How might we make student carers feel recognised 
and provide them with access to clear support of-
fered to them by the university? 

Target Group:
1. Self-identifying carers applying to university
2. Self-identifying carers currently at university

Developing Micro 
Interventions 

Given that UCAS provides universities with data on 
self-identifying student carers started at the given 
university, then what if universities and UAL provided 
student carers with a welcome box which physically 
lets the carer know that they have been recognised. 
The recognition welcome box could include several 
functions:

• Provide a small token of comfort, for example a 
chocolate bar. 
• A short form with three simplifi ed key questions.
• Small booklet with concise information on support 
available and how to access it. 
• A refl ective diary to help the carer become aware of 
how they are aff ected by their caring 
responsibilities.

“I only became 
aware of the 
support that 
was available 
to me at my 
lowest”

Insight

Feedback

“some parents don’t 
recognise their chil-
dren as  being a carer, 
especially those with 
addiction. This could 
cause an issues if this 
box was sent through 
the lett erbox”

“I really wish that my 
uni had this when I 
was applying”

Develop
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Developing Meso 
Interventions 

How might we create the conditions for student 
carers to talk about their care responsibilities at 
key touch points?

Target Group:
1. All student carers

What if universities had a student carer lead who they could 
explain their situation to only once, and instead having to ex-
plain to every teacher or even worse, not explain to anyone at 
all. This creates the conditions for student carers to speak to 
someone who has been trained and understands how to sup-
port student carers, while also being the voice of that student 
and telling the appropriate staff  about the students situation. 
This takes the pressure off  of the carer and reduces risk of con-
stantly explaining their situation or not gett ing told off  lateness 
for example. 

A second way to create the conditions for carers to talk is 
through university wide teacher training. If teachers are trained 
in the ability to identify student carers, they can be curious and 
take an opportunity to ask questions instead of immediately 
punishing ‘hidden’ carers. 

“I never fi nd the 
right time to 
tell my teacher 
about my care 
responsibilities, 
and when I tell 
teachers, I feel 
embarrassed and 
that I am over 
sharing”

Student
 Carer

Carer 
Lead

Tutor 
Seminar 
Teacher Lecturer

Course 
Leader

Shares information 
about caring 
responsibilities once

Carer lead tells 
necessary staff 

Staff  understand 
the needs of the 
student carer

Role of a Student Carer 
Lead in Universities:

Insight

How does caring impact my Life?

Student Carer Refl ection Sheet

What I’d like staff  to know...

Student Carer Refl ection Sheet

Carer
Refl ection 
Template

MA Service Design
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What if universities set up monthly breakfast ‘drop-in’ mornings for 
student carers across the university and create the conditions for 
carers to connect in an informal and relaxed environment. The signifi -
cance of the session being a ‘drop-in’  was informed by a conversation 
I had with a  social care worker at York Carers. Drop-ins create a sit-
uation where there is no pressure to join and recognises that carers 
responsibilities are unpredictable so emphasis on not sett ing precise 
times for carers to join the session.

Developing Meso 
Interventions 

How might we allow student carers to connect with 
one another in a ‘safe’ and understanding environ-
ment?

Target Group:
1. All student carers

 “I feel isolated 
and that no one 
will understand 
what I am going 
through” 

Insight

Develop
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Developing Macro 
Interventions 

 How might UAL and universities alike be-
come recognised as an accredited caring 
university?

Target Group:
1. Self-identifying carers currently at university
2. Self-identifying carers applying to university

“I don’t want my 
university to make 
my life harder than 
it already is”

Insight

Validation and Recognition:
Accreditation can help validate student 
carers’ experiences and make them feel 
seen and understood within the university 
environment. This can be particularly im-
portant for those who struggle with identi-
fying as carers or feel that their caring re-
sponsibilities are not acknowledged.

Clear Framework and Guidance:
Accreditation schemes provide universi-
ties with a structured framework, such as 
the Quality Standard in Carers Support, to 
guide the development and implementa-
tion of support services for student carers. 
This clarity helps universities understand 
the specifi c areas they need to address 
and the standards they need to meet.

Student Carer 
Benefi ts

Institutional 
Benefi ts

Enhanced Reputation: 
Gaining accreditation demonstrates a 
commitment to supporting minority groups 
and potentially att racting a wider range of 
students from diff erent backgrounds.

Competitive Advantage: 
As awareness of the needs of student 
carers grows, accreditation can become 
a distinguishing factor for prospective 
students, giving accredited universities a 
competitive edge in att racting and retain-
ing talented individuals from diverse back-
grounds. A clear outline of support can set 
the expectations for the student and fur-
ther work towards reducing the rate of drop 
out for student with caring responsibilities. 

CARE
ACCREDITED

CARE
ACCREDITED

MA Service Design
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Developing Macro 
Interventions 

How might we provide a clear and easy to 
understand student carer specifi c policy?

Target Group:
1. All student carers

“I thought this was 
for students who 
were parents, not 
young adult carers”

Gett ing a clear policy in place is the foundation of get-
ting a support framework which can help student car-
ers understand where and how to get help. UAL cur-
rently has a policy for student carers however, again, 
it is hidden under examples of being a parent. As pre-
viously mentioned this is a huge barrier to support for 
student carers meaning they often become aware 
when having informal conversations with support 
staff . 

Insight

Clear
 Policy 

Accessible 
Support

Student 
Carer 

Retention

Easy to read and understand Less steps to access support Reduced rate of drop-out

Current UAL Policy examples

Develop
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The policy should set out clear examples of being a student 
carer and the standardised support available.

The support the university should off er:

Student Carer Bursary
Method of accessing: Non-invasive explanation needed, just 
a request for a carer’s advocacy lett er from a care organisation.
Current method of accessing: 1. Providing access to all bank 
accounts and detailing every payment over £100. 2. Submitt ing 
evidence to prove you cannot aff ord cost of living for the year 
make it to the end of the year. 3. Sharing very private lett ers de-
tailing a parent’s disability.

Travel and access bursary: 
Emergency travel is a frequent yet expensive challenge faced 
by student carers, and it is often not fully realized until they join 
university. Travel expenses can also act as a barrier, prevent-
ing student carers from att ending their university of choice in 
favour of a more accessible local option. A travel and access 
bursary would allow carers to aff ord emergency trips home and 
create more inclusive opportunities for students to att end the 
university of their choice.

Academic support
Academic support is currently available at UAL and has been 
somewhat benefi cial for me, helping to make the pressures of 
caring and university life more manageable. However, staff  were 
not aware that I was a carer until I embarked on this project, 
which led to my discovery of the available support. When inter-
viewing mental health staff  to understand the support off ered 
at UAL, I found there was confusion between sibling carers and 
student carers. While both are important, they require very dif-
ferent types of support.

Having an in-house student carer lead would ensure that staff  
are trained to recognize and address the specifi c needs of stu-
dent carers. This would reduce confusion and ensure that ap-
propriate support is provided quickly and accurately.

Access to CBT counselling or referral to care organisations
At UAL, student carer support falls under the responsibility of 
the mental health team. While mental health is a signifi cant 
challenge for student carers, it is not always the type of sup-
port they need. UAL off ers CBT and counselling, which can be 
hugely benefi cial, but there is no formal referral process to local 
care organisations. This could, fi rstly, provide tailored support 
to student carers and, secondly, alleviate some of the pressure 
on the university’s mental health department. Additionally, it 
would create an opportunity for students to connect with other 
carers.

“I have 9 bank 
accounts as I look 
after my mothers 
money, it’s really 
invasive”

Insight

Reforming Proactive Policy

Feedback

“you often have to 
demonstrate that you 
have no other means to 
survive. It shouldn’t aff ect 
your eligibility to receive 
other forms of support“

Care 
Organisations

Student 
Carers

Academic 

Financial

Well-being

Carer Policy

MA Service Design
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Testing with Student Carers
Iterating on prototypes

Key takeaways 
• The student carer found the redesigned website clear, digestible, and easy to follow. 
They particularly liked the fl owchart diagram, which visually represented the support journey, 
and the use of simple language and visuals.

• Concerns were raised about the discreet packaging and delivery of the welcome pack-
age, as some carers may not want their families to know they are accessing support. They 
suggested that the package be collected on campus or that students be given the option to 
provide an alternative address for delivery.

• The importance of clear and separate signposting for student carers, distinct from stu-
dent parents or those with childcare responsibilities. They suggested including examples 
of caring situations in the defi nition of a student carer to make it easier for students to identify 
with the category.

• A need for confi dentiality and reassurance that disclosing their caring role wouldn’t lead 
to judgment or aff ect their academic standing. They felt that a student policy should explic-
itly state that information shared with the carer’s lead would be kept confi dential and wouldn’t 
be shared without the student’s consent.

• The student carer stressed the importance of fi nancial support, including a travel fund 
that wouldn’t aff ect eligibility for other forms of fi nancial aid. They argued that relying on 
hardship funds for emergency travel was insuff icient, as these funds often require students to 
be in dire fi nancial straits before they can access them.

• The student carer appreciated the inclusion of links to external carer organizations and 
information on carers’ allowance in the redesigned website. They felt that this would help 
students access additional resources and understand their entitlements after graduation.

Develop
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System Map

System 
Interventions

Proposed Service Map

Existing Service Map

Opportunities Identifi ed

MA Service Design
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Initial Service 
Blueprint

Service Blueprint
This initial service blueprint breaks down key phases in the application journey of a student 
carer. It investigates the stages of the application process while identifying key actions, pain 
points, and stakeholders who play a role in completing the application journey.

Macro Intervention

line of visbility

Develop
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DELIVERDELIVER
Deliver focuses on creating a proactive sup-
port service and understanding how service 
interventions can be adopted throughout an 
institution.

MA Service Design
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Deliver

A Caring Service
Service Interventions

Micro

Meso

Macro

Low eff ort to 
implement

Higher eff ort 
to implement

This helps to provide an under-
standing of the estimated eff ort 
and cost associated with each 
intervention while outline a po-
tential strategy to implement 
each intervention.

Intervention Matrix

Lower 
cost

Higher 
cost

Accreditation

Carer Organisation 
at Freshers Fair

Welcome 
Pack

Website 
Reconfi guration

Student 
Carer Policy

Student 
Carer Lead

Staff  Training 
& Awareness

Breakfast 
Drop-in Travel & Carer 

Bursary

Referal to care 
organisation

Social Media & 
Awareness Day

Short-terms Wins

Mid-term WinsLong-term Wins

Estimation of  
eff ort / cost.
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MITIGATING RISK & UNCERTAINTY
For Student Carer’s

“I care for my mum, and can 
see that the university I want 
to go to off ers support for 
student carers on their web-
site. So I can tell UCAS and 
they will inform my university”

“I thought I might need to 
live at home, but univer-
sity will help me fi nan-
cially and help pay for 
emergency visits home. 
This means I can go to my 
preferred university”

“When I joined, the 
university reach out 
to me,this made me 
feel recognised. They 
also shared a welcome 
pack of what support 
is there for me!”“I started to feel a litt le 

overwhelmed but I was 
able to reach out for 
support before it got 
out of hand. I read my 
carers tip book that I 
was given when I joined.”

“I reached out for help 
when an emergency
came up. The staff  were 
so helpful and gett ing 
support quickly, saved 
me from further 
struggles”

“I connected with 
other carers”

“Exceptions for 
my att endance “

“It was easy to 
access support”

“I have put in place a 
plan for my future and 
have been in contact 
with the Carers Trust 
in-case I need any-
more  support with my 
caring role.”

MA Service Design
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1.

2.

3.

4.

Confi guring a Proactive 
Service Intervention

When starting university, it’s crucial that student carers are 
recognised by the institution. Since universities have ac-
cess to UCAS data, they have the opportunity to proactive-
ly reach out to carers. This allows them to share available 
support at the beginning of the journey, rather than when it 
may be too late.

Making support visible at key touchpoints, such as univer-
sity websites, is essential for communicating available sup-
port to student carers. Clear, accessible information can 
reduce anxiety and reassure carers that they will be recog-
nised and supported.

Understanding available support helps student carers plan 
how to use it, guiding decisions on whether to att end a lo-
cal university or move to a preferred one. This clarity cre-
ates the conditions for a fairer, more equitable experience, 
allowing carers to pursue their goals while balancing their 
responsibilities.

Visible support allows student carers to seek help quickly 
when issues arise. Having a dedicated carer lead to advo-
cate for them eases the burden and simplifi es the process 
of accessing support. This ensures that issues are ad-
dressed as they occur, rather than when the carer reaches 
a breaking point.

This is an example of proactive service intervention, 
where support is outlined before and at the start of the 
university journey. Such an approach may help reduce 
the dropout rate, which is four times higher for student 
carers than their peers (BBC News, 2015).

Deliver
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Improved Website Confi guration

Making Important 
Information Visible 

MA Service Design

The basics

Phased support

Breakdown

Policy & related 
support

It’s important that key touch-
points, such as university web 
pages, provide concise and clear 
information to help potential 
student carers self-identify and 
support existing student carers.

Phased support presented in a 
diagrammatic format helps stu-
dent carers navigate complex 
support systems and reduces fa-
tigue caused by processing large 
amounts of information.

A clear breakdown of support 
addresses the needs of pro-
spective, current, and graduat-
ing students, creating a holistic 
framework that ensures all stag-
es of the student carer journey 
are covered.

Providing access to a standalone 
student carer policy, separate 
from other support policies, re-
duces confusion and ensures 
related support is easily accessi-
ble. Related support provides an 
opportunity to spread awareness 
on the wider student carer com-
munity.
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Deliver

Breaking up large blocks of 
text with simple diagrams 
creates a more digestible 
and relatable experience for 
students at diff erent stag-
es. These diagrams help car-
ers easily locate themselves 
within the support frame-
work and understand their 
journey.

An immediate landing page 
should clearly defi ne what a 
student carer is, provide ex-
amples of caring responsi-
bilities, and diff erentiate this 
group from students with par-
enting responsibilities. 

Additionally, a link to a “Tips 
for Caring” PDF outlining the 
support off ered by the univer-
sity is valuable.

What the student carer sees...

Clear Journey

Clear Terms
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Recognising
Carers Early
Welcome Pack

MA Service Design

Carers Welcome Pack

1. 2.

3. 4.

Surprise:
Comforting gift 
such as  a
Chocolate bar or 
simple snack 

Support:
Academic, fi nan-
cial and emotional 
support available.

3 Questions:
Three key questions 
to get the right 
support.

Refl ection Sheet:
Helps carers express 
how their responsi-
bilities aff ect their 
lives.
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Deliver

3 Simple Questions

Support Booklet

Asking three simple ‘yes/no’ questions at the 
start of a student carer’s university journey 
helps immediately identify the type of support 
required, enabling universities to proactively 
provide tailored assistance from the start.

The support booklet presents fi nancial, emo-
tional, and academic resources off ered by 
the university in a simple, easy-to-under-
stand format. Tested with student carers, it 
ensures that the most important informa-
tion is delivered concisely and eff ectively.
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Recognising
Carers Early
Welcome Pack

MA Service Design

Refl ection Sheet
The refl ection sheet poses two key ques-
tions: “How does caring impact my life?” 
and “What would I like staff  to know?” The 
fi rst question encourages carers to refl ect 
on how their responsibilities aff ect them 
personally, while the second allows them to 
share essential details with staff  to ensure 
they receive appropriate support. This re-
duces the likelihood of misunderstandings, 

such as misinterpreting a carer’s actions in 
class. The information can also be shared 
with the in-house carer lead, who can dis-
seminate it to the relevant staff  as needed. 
Confi dentiality is paramount, so this pro-
cess must be handled with care and only 
after trust has been established with the 
student carer.
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Deliver

Freshers Fair
Freshers’ fairs provide a valuable opportu-
nity to reach hidden carers who may not 
realise they are carers. These events serve 
as key touchpoints to raise awareness and 
help identify student carers early on.

Drop-in
Monthly drop-ins off er a space for potential 
student carers to refl ect on their situation 
and explore whether they align with the 
role of a carer. These sessions also foster 
connections among student carers, help-
ing to reduce isolation and build a support-
ive community.

Accessing 
Hidden Carers
Identifi cation Opportunities

Carers Monthly 
Breakfast Morning 
Drop-in     9-11AM

67
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Accessing 
Hidden Carers

MA Service Design

Leveraging existing uni-
versity social media and 
online platforms off ers 
a low-cost, low-eff ort 
way to proactively reach 
hidden carers. Curat-
ed content can pose 
thought-provoking ques-
tions and provide direct 
links to available support.

Proactive Social 
Media Outreach

Identifi cation Opportunities

68
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Discover

Accessing 
Hidden Carers
Improving Staff  Awareness

External Care 
Organisation

LecturerTutorCourse 
Leader

Library 
Staff 

Students

Teachers and university staff  interact most 
frequently with students. With proper train-
ing and the ability to recognise common 
signs of caring responsibilities, they can 
play a key role in identifying hidden carers 
by being observant and actively curious.

Teacher Training & Awareness

Staff  Training: (examples)
• Signs of a student carer
• Being curious, asking questions
•Missing deadlines 
• Att endance and lateness
•Frequent phone calls or use of 
phone in class

Identifi c
ation

Staff 

Training
Training
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Gett ing The Basics Right: 
Student Carer Policy
Macro Service Interventions

MA Service Design
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Deliver

Defi nitions 
& Recognition

Identifi cationSupport

Training & Awareness

Policy Development
External Collaboration  
& Benchmarking

Gett ing The Basics Right: 
Student Carer Policy
Macro Service Interventions

Staff  training and awareness play a pivotal role in 
identifying hidden carers within an institution. 
This ensures carers can access support pro-
actively, rather than only during times of crisis.

Providing clear defi nitions of student car-
ers and YACs is essential to help individuals 
self-identify with the role of a carer. This en-
sures that self-identifi ed carers can access 
the appropriate support without being mis-
led by other variations of caring, such as par-
enting responsibilities or care leaver status.

Proactive identifi cation should begin at 
the start of a student’s journey, leverag-
ing UCAS self-identifi cation data, social 
media outreach, and staff  trained to rec-
ognise signs of caring responsibilities.

Support for student carers should take 
a holistic approach, addressing aca-
demic, well-being, and fi nancial needs. It 
should cater to carers at diff erent stages 
of their higher education journey, provid-
ing consistent and meaningful assistance.

A student carer policy should be integrated into 
the university’s wider access and outreach strat-
egy. Its development must involve consultation 
with student carers and care organisations to 
ensure their needs are central to the policy.

External collaboration with care organisations 
helps keep support systems up-to-date and 
aligned with the complex needs of student car-
ers. Benchmarking allows universities to eval-
uate and improve their services, sett ing clear 
goals for enhancing the support they provide.

University 
Support

Carer 
Needs

Carer 
Policy
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Establishing a Caring 
Service Strategy
Macro Service Interventions

MA Service Design

The journey  of a self-identifying student carer
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A Caring & Proactive Service
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Macro Interventions

Meso Interventions

Micro Interventions

ProactiveProactive

Deliver

ProactiveProactive
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SWOT

Establishing a Caring 
Service Strategy
SWOT Analysis

MA Service Design

ANALYSIS

SWOT

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS

• Meet a signifi cant unmet need in support-
ing students with caring responsibilities.
•Improved identifi cation and proactive sup-
port early in the students journey into higher 
education. 
•Enhanced student experience and in-
creased retention of student carers following 
proactive and early access to support. 
•Active role of external care organisations of-
fer support but also provide training and help 
access student carers at key touch points.  

•Student carers may be reluctant to disclose 
personal information if trust is not built early.
•There could be a worry that telling the uni-
versity that you are a carer in the application 
phase may impact the result of your 
application.
•Competing priorities within universities 
could lead to insuff icient funding for key 
service interventions.
• Additional barriers for student who don’t 
want  their parents to fi nd out that they are 
accessing support from university.  

• There is a signifi cant, yet often hidden,
population of student carers in higher 
education who require support.
•Ability to leverage existing social media plat-
forms and web pages to help identify, support 
and bring awareness the student carers.
•Free staff  training and accredited 
programmes which allow universities to be 
recognised for providing a high standard of 
support for carers. 
•Opportunity to implement a holistic care 
service which spans across the a spectrum of 
carer needs at diff erent stages of the journey 
in higher education. 

 •Potential lack of long-term 
      commitment from leadership could result in 
reduced funding and training and awareness.
 •Negative stereotypes and stigma around 
students with caring responsibilities which 
could create barrier for carers.
 •I high increase in identifi ed student carers 
could put pressure on already stretched 
university support services.
•Collecting and managing data about carers 
requires careful consideration of privacy and 
confi dentiality.
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Deliver

Establishing a Caring 
Service Strategy
Value Proposition Canvas

Gain Creators

Products & 
Services

Pain Relievers

PainsGains

•Student carer welcome pack 
• Website Reconfi guration
•Referral to local carer hub
• Proactive Social media 
outreach & Awareness days
•Care organisation at 
freshers fair
•In-house student carer breakfast 
morning.
•Student carer lead / point of 
contact.
•Staff  training & Awareness
•Accreditation
•Student carer policy
•Additional bursaries, travel fund, 
carers bursary, 
graduation package.

•Balancing care giving with studies often limits 
part-time work opportunities, leading to fi nancial 
concerns.
• Caring can clash with deadlines, att endance, and 
academic performance.
•Struggle to connect with peers and participate in 
social activities due to their caring commitments.
•Student carers often go unnoticed
• Unique challenges of moving to university.
• Hard to access and ‘invisible’ support 

•Navigate higher education while managing caring role.
•Balance academic demands with care giving duties without 
compromising well-being.
•Balances fi nancial resources and consider the added costs 
associated with caring.
•Find a sense of belonging within the university sett ing.
•Transition smoothly into professional environment 
post-graduation with adequate support and resources.

Carer Jobs

•Access to bursaries and funds
can ease fi nancial burdens.
•Academic adjustments can make 
caring and university more manageable.
•Connecting with other carers through 
peer support networks can combat 
isolation.
•Being recognised at on entry can 
make carers feel valued.
•Access to resources can support suc-
cessful transitions beyond university.

•Visible and proactive support systems in place.
•Financial bursaries and funds address fi nancial concerns.
•Flexible deadlines, extensions, and understanding staff  
help manage academic demands.
•Peer support networks and a dedicated carer lead off ers 
tailored support.
•Staff  training, awareness campaigns, and a clear policy 
combat stigma.
•A confi dential and supportive environment encourages 
disclosure and help-seeking.
•Access to external carers hubs, mental health resources, 
and a caring community promotes well-being.
•Dedicated support during key transition points, such as 
starting university and graduating.

•Tailored academic support and adjustments enable 
carers to achieve their full potential.
•A dedicated support network creates an inclusive 
environment.
•Holistic support, including mental health resources and 
peer connection, boosts overall well-being.
•Financial support tailored to student carers needs, 
promotes fi nancial stability.
•Student carer policy can increase the likelihood of 
carers graduating.
•Raising awareness about carers can lead to greater 
understanding and appreciation within universities.
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In conclusion, this report highlights the urgent need for universities to 
take proactive steps to identify and support young adult carers. The 
fi ndings reveal a signifi cant gap in awareness among staff  and carers, 
perpetuating a cycle of invisibility and unmet needs. Clear, compas-
sionate policies that protect confi dentiality, encourage disclosure, and 
make support visible and accessible are essential and should be the 
minimum standard.

Confi dential disclosure processes and discreet methods of delivering 
information can help carers seek support without fear of judgement 
or familial confl ict. Targeted fi nancial assistance, such as travel and 
carers’ funds, can alleviate the fi nancial strain many carers face, allow-
ing them to focus on their studies. Alongside policy changes, creat-
ing opportunities for student carers to connect with one another and 
appointing dedicated student carers’ leads will help ensure their full 
spectrum of needs is recognised and addressed.

By adopting these recommendations, universities can create an envi-
ronment that empowers student carers to thrive both academically and 
personally. The challenges faced by student carers are hard enough, 
let’s create an experience that actively seeks them out and supports 
them. This report provides a roadmap for meaningful change, demon-
strating how the right support can help carers reach their full potential 
in higher education.

Conclusion

MA Service Design
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Conclusion

77



78

This project has enabled me to turn the lived experiences of student 
carers into actionable service interventions. I have built relationships 
with the Carers Trust and the Learning & Work Institute, two leading 
UK charities dedicated to improving the identifi cation and support of 
student carers. Additionally, I shared my experience at the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Young Carers and Young Adult Carers, 
aligning with its priorities.

Moving forward, I plan to continue collaborating with these organisa-
tions, focusing on driving policy changes, including addressing the 21-
hour rule that prevents student carers in full-time education from re-
ceiving Carer’s Allowance (Aylward, 2023).

At the recent ‘Driving Change: Supporting Young Adult Carers’ Transi-
tions in Education and Employment’ event, I had informal conversations 
with delegates, alongside three other young adult carers who sat on a 
panel and shared their experiences with the event att endees. This has 
led to an invitation from the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
to meet with Government Minister Sir Stephen Timms, who are respon-
sible for current, problematic, carer’s allowance . The Minister has ex-
pressed interest in hearing directly from me and the other student car-
ers to discuss our challenges and experiences.

This marks a meaningful step towards real-world change for student 
carers across England, aiming to reduce the fi nancial barriers that 
aff ect so many.

Moving Forward

MA Service Design



79

ConclusionMoving Forward
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