
Introduction
Unpaid carers represent the backbone of long-term care 
systems around the world. Even before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, as many as 9% (5 million) of all adults in the UK and 
nearly 16% (40 million) of adults in the US were estimated 
to provide unpaid care to people with care needs (own 
calculations using data from Gov.uk [2018] and US Census 
Bureau [n.d.]) (Brimblecombe et al. 2018; US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2019). In countries where community 
and residential long-term care services are less preva-
lent, almost all long-term care is provided by unpaid car-
ers, most of whom are women (Wimo, Gauthier, & Prince 
2018). Many provide personal care (activities of daily living) 
and/or help people with care needs with daily tasks and 

support (instrumental activities of daily living and super-
vision), such as help within the household and transpor-
tation (OECD/European Commission 2013: 9–10). There 
is substantial evidence that unpaid carers incur financial 
as well as physical and mental health consequences (e.g., 
Bom et al., 2019; Butrica & Karamcheva, 2014).

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised the profile of long-
term care and made more visible many of the issues the 
sector has been struggling with for years. However, most 
attention has been paid to people living and working in 
residential care settings, who experienced disproportion-
ate mortality (Comas-Herrera et al., 2021). So far there is 
limited knowledge on the impacts of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on family and other unpaid carers, on the measures 
put in place to address these impacts and on evidence of 
their effect. We have brought together information from 
around the world to map the available evidence for unpaid 
carers, focusing on adult carers who provide care for other 
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adults. We excluded evidence on young carers and the car-
ers of children and younger adults as the impact on their 
lives and the need for support are likely to be different.

Methods
We conducted a rapid review of the literature to map the 
available evidence regarding the impacts of COVID-19 on 
adult unpaid carers and measures adopted to mitigate 
these impacts. There is no agreed definition of how a 
rapid review should be conducted (Haby et al., 2016). In 
the interest of timeliness, rapid reviews take a number of 
methodological shortcuts compared to systematic reviews 
including ‘not using a protocol, limiting the literature 
search, limiting inclusion criteria, only having one person 
screen the literature search results, not conducting qual-
ity appraisal, and not conducting a meta-analysis’ (Tricco 
et al., 2015: 9).

Our rapid review approach differed from a systematic 
review in that i) we did not register/provide a protocol, ii) 
only one researcher assessed inclusion/exclusion of arti-
cles, ii) we did not conduct a risk of bias/quality appraisal, 
iii) we did not contact authors for further information, iv) 
we limited the languages to those the researcher conduct-
ing the search and extracting the data was fluent in, v) 
we did not fully adhere to ‘A Measurement Tool to Assess 
Systematic Reviews’ (AMSTAR) or ‘Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis’ (PRISMA) 
guidelines.

We included:

•	 publications in English and German that reported evi-
dence collected from unpaid carers caring for adults 
with care needs. Languages were chosen pragmati-
cally as the languages the first author is fluent in.

We excluded publications that:

•	 were only based on the perspective of health and 
social care professionals and people with care needs 
without providing data from unpaid carers;

•	 discussed issues concerning unpaid carers but did 
not report any data (e.g., letters, commentaries, edi-
torials);

•	 focused mostly on unpaid carers of children and 
young adults (we used the criteria of carers of adults 
with long-term care needs representing <20% of the 
sample compared to carers of children and younger 
adults (aged 25 and under);

•	 did not allow for the impact on unpaid carers of the 
different groups to be distinguished.

KLD initially searched the four academic databases 
CINAHL, Medline, Socindex, and Embase for articles 
focusing on informal, unpaid carers (i.e., caregivers) and 
COVID-19. The databases selected were among those 
also used in other reviews focusing on unpaid care (Bom 
et al., 2019; Greenwood & Smith, 2015). The search was 
first conducted on 3 July 2020 and then repeated on 21 
July 2020, 10 September 2020, and 2 November 2020 to 
reflect the rapid development of the literature. KLD also 

searched medRxiv, a preprint database for papers that 
have not yet completed the peer-review process to ensure 
the inclusion of emerging evidence that had not yet been 
published in academic journals.

The search terms included:

•	 For CINAHL, Medline, and SocIndex: (Family OR In-
formal OR unpaid) AND (carer OR caregiver) AND 
COVID-19 OR coronavirus OR 2019-ncov)

•	 For Embase: (Family OR Informal OR unpaid) AND 
(carer OR caregiver) AND (COVID-19)

•	 For medRxiv: caregiver covid, informal carer covid, 
carer AND covid, unpaid AND COVID

The results from the academic databases, as well as poten-
tially relevant articles from medRxiv (based on title), were 
imported to the reference management software Mende-
ley. Duplicates were removed, titles and abstracts were 
screened, and relevant full texts were extracted in line 
with inclusion and exclusion criteria described above. 

We included 16 academic papers in this review (see 
Table 2). Two papers identified through medRxiv had not 
completed the peer-review process at the time of writing, 
but both papers have since been published in academic 
journals (see Table 2). We were unable to assess the rel-
evance of three academic papers where title and abstract 
met the inclusion criteria due to publisher access restric-
tions. These papers were excluded in the interest of a rapid 
turnaround of the available evidence. The authors did 
not pursue other routes, such as contacting the authors 
directly to access the papers, in the interest of time.

In addition, KLD searched the LTCcovid.org website for 
evidence on the impact of COVID-19 on unpaid carers and 
used the Google search engine to identify relevant studies 
in the grey literature using a mix of search terms. Search 
terms used for the Google search engine included:

•	 carer OR caregiver AND unpaid OR family OR unpaid 
AND COVID-19 OR coronavirus.

The review of the grey literature led to the inclusion of 24 
reports. An overview of the reports included can be found 
in Table 3. A detailed overview of the review process can 
be found in Figure 1.

KLD and ACH organized the findings on the impacts of 
COVID-19 on unpaid carers of people living in the com-
munity into six key themes. We developed these themes 
iteratively: 1) We organised our summary notes by key-
words based on the sub-headings in the articles and 
reports included in the review. Where no sub-headings 
were used in the original articles and where the notes did 
not fit with existing keywords, we created new keywords. 
2) We then grouped related concepts. 3) Finally, we organ-
ised related concepts together into overarching themes 
(e.g., keywords such as ‘time spent caring’, ‘new carers’, 
and ‘carer characteristics’ were organised under the theme 
‘care commitment’). In total, we identified seven themes 
that describe the range and diversity of findings reported 
in the included articles and reports, six of which relate to 
carers of people living in the community. These are: care 

http://LTCcovid.org
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commitment, concerns related to COVID-19, availability 
of formal and informal support, financial implications, 
carer health and well-being, and carer adaptability. We 
also identified one additional theme for carers of people 
living in residential care settings.

We also provided an overview of the interventions put 
in place to support carers during the pandemic and availa-
ble evidence of how well they worked. We identified tech-
nology-based interventions as well as financial assistance 
and other support for working carers.

Results
In this rapid review we identified 40 studies (n = 16 
academic journal articles, n = 24 reports) from 10 coun-
tries: Argentina (n = 2), Australia (n = 1), Canada (n = 2), 
 Germany (n = 2), India (n = 1), Italy (n = 1), Japan (n = 1), 
Taiwan (n = 1), the UK (n = 15), and the USA (n = 14). 
The studies focus on the impacts of COVID-19 on unpaid 
carers and on measures implemented to mitigate these 
effects. The evidence presented is based on qualitative 
(n = 8), quantitative (n = 27), and mixed methods (n = 5) 
research. Studies have been conducted almost exclusively 

online or by phone (only Suzuki et al. [2020] explicitly 
reported the possibility of face-to-face interviews). Most 
studies used convenience samples (n = 29), but some 
analyzed nationally representative datasets (n = 11). Two 
thirds (n = 26) were academic studies, 13 reports were 
produced by voluntary sector organisations, and one 
report was provided by a private health insurance pro-
vider. An overview of the types of studies can be found 
in Table 1.

We organised the findings on the impacts of COVID-19 
on unpaid carers of people living in the community into 
six key themes that emerged from the literature. These are: 
care commitment, concerns related to COVID-19, avail-
ability of formal and informal support, financial implica-
tions, carer health and well-being, and carer adaptability. 
In addition, one theme covered the impacts of COVID-19 
on carers of people living in residential care settings.

The detailed findings for each theme, by country, are 
provided in Table 4, which also includes the references 
for all the studies. In this section we provide a broad over-
view of the key findings by each of the seven themes, with 
some specific country examples.

Figure 1: Overview of review process.
Adapted from: (Moher D et al., 2009; Peters et al., 2017).
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We also mapped the available information on measures 
used to address the impacts on carers and evidence of how 
well they worked. The measures were grouped as use of 
technology, receipt of financial assistance and support 
to enable working carers to combine care and work com-
mitments. Details of the evidence for these measures, by 
country, can be found in Table 5.

The impacts of COVID-19 on unpaid carers
Care commitment
Available evidence indicates that more people have 
become unpaid carers since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The evidence shows that women continue to 
disproportionately take on unpaid care responsibilities 
and that carers who have taken on care responsibility since 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic are younger and 
often also have childcare responsibilities. Across coun-
tries, the care responsibility and commitment of most car-
ers who were already providing care prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic has increased. For a small proportion of carers, 
however, the amount of care they provided declined. This 
was typically the case for carers supporting people outside 
their household who adhered to government distancing 
guidelines and travel restrictions (see Table 4 for detailed 
information by country).

Concerns related to COVID-19
We identified six key concerns. First, carers across coun-
tries were worried about catching COVID-19 and infecting 
the person they cared for. Evidence from Germany and the 
US shows that carers report greater worry around infec-
tion than non-carers (Eggert et al., 2020; Rosalynn Carter 
Institute for Caregiving, 2020; Rothgang et al., 2020; Uni-
versity Center for Social and Urban Studies, 2020). Sec-
ond, carers in the US and the UK and carers of people with 
dementia in India and the US worried about what would 
happen if they became unable to care, if they or the person 
they care for became ill or required hospitalisation (Carers 
UK, 2020b; USAgainstAlzheimer’s, 2020; Vaitheswaran et 
al., 2020). Third, adherence to movement restrictions and 
distancing guidelines posed challenges to carers and peo-
ple with care needs. Fourth, particularly at the beginning 
of COVID-19-related public health measures, unpaid car-
ers reported difficulty in accessing relevant resources (e.g., 
food, hygiene products, personal protective equipment 
[PPE], medical items) due to shortages and movement 
restrictions. Fifth, government communication strategies 
affected carers’ ability to respond to the pandemic. For 
example, most unpaid carers (87%) in Germany felt they 
had access to good and comprehensible information and 
81% of respondents felt they could adhere well to guid-
ance. On the other hand, carers in the UK reported a lack 
of information, ‘widespread confusion’ about government 
advice, and challenges adhering to it (Carers UK, 2020b; 
Eggert et al., 2020; Lariviere et al., 2020). Finally, while 
about half of carers surveyed in the UK felt they could 
manage their caring responsibilities at that moment, two 
thirds worried how they would deal with further lock-
downs and more than half were concerned about how 
they would manage during winter due to weather, limited 

opportunities to get out, seasonal illness, and their own 
health (Carers UK, 2020a: 14).

Among carers of people with dementia, we identified 
a further aspect: The impact of reduced social interac-
tion and physical activity on the progression of dementia 
symptoms. Carers reported that since COVID-19-related 
public health measures were implemented, the health 
and cognitive abilities of people with dementia had 
declined more rapidly and that people with dementia had 
developed more behaviours that carers found challenging 
to respond to.

Availability of formal and informal support
Reduced availability of community services resulted in 
many carers having to increase their care commitment. 
For some carers, the unavailability of home help created 
major challenges. We identified three main reasons that 
led to the unavailability of home care. First, home care 
staff were unable to reach people’s homes due to travel 
bans; second, there was reduced availability of services 
due to staff shortages; and, third, people using paid care 
and their families chose to reduce services out of concerns 
about a COVID-19 infection. We also identified a pattern 
where carers persisted with formal support, despite con-
cerns around infection, as they were worried about not 
being able to regain access to services. Carers also voiced 
concerns about whether previously established commu-
nity support services would become available again at all 
(Giebel, Cannon, et al., 2020).

Carers of people with dementia faced particularly com-
plex situations as studies report that many people with 
dementia find it difficult to follow public health restric-
tions. Carers also explained that reduced availability of 
support structures had an effect on behaviour that carers 
find challenging to respond to as well as on the cognition 
of people living with dementia (Carers UK 2020b; Eggert 
et al., 2020; Giebel, Cannon, et al. 2020; Roach et al. 2020; 
Vaitheswaran et al. 2020).

The availability of support through informal networks, 
such as family, friends, and neighbours, was mixed. While 
many carers, including carers of people with dementia, 
reported that practical and emotional support from their 
informal networks continued, others reduced or stopped 
their network’s involvement due to concerns around 
infection risks and adherence to government guidelines.

Carers also experienced reduced availability of, as well 
as delays in access to, medical care, both for themselves 
and the person they provide care to. Some reported avoid-
ing or delaying medical care out of concerns about infec-
tion risk.

Financial implications
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, many carers were already 
experiencing challenges in combining work and care, as 
well as financial implications because their care respon-
sibility prevents them from working full-time (Hosking, 
Maccora & McCallum, 2020). The reduction of available 
community services during the pandemic, as discussed 
above, has created even greater challenges in combining 
paid work and unpaid care. While some carers who can 
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work from home report experiencing greater flexibility 
to manage their responsibilities, this has been challeng-
ing for others. Those working in jobs that cannot be per-
formed from home expressed concerns about infection 
risk in their workplace.

Since the pandemic, carers have reported financial 
concerns as a source of stress (Rosalynn Carter Institute 
for Caregiving, 2020). For many US and UK carers, 
financial implications posed a risk to people’s ability 
to meet basic needs, including food (Bennett, Zhang, 
& Yeandle, 2020a, 2020b; Rosalynn Carter Institute for 
Caregiving, 2020; University Center for Social and Urban 
Studies, 2020). The financial impacts do not seem to 
have been as much of a concern in Germany (Eggert 
et al., 2020). Self-funded retirees in Australia have also 
been affected as they experienced a substantial drop 
in their finances ‘when the Reserve Bank reduced cash 
interest to a record-low’ (Hosking, Maccora & McCallum,  
2020).

Carers’ health and well-being
Some carers reported that that they gained positive feel-
ings. Many others, however, reported a decrease in pleas-
ant moments. Evidence from several countries shows that 
large proportions of carers have experienced increased 
burden and stress as well as other stress-related symp-
toms, including difficulty concentrating, sleep loss, 
irritability, and feelings of anguish. Unpaid carers also 
reported feeling more socially isolated and lonely than 
before the pandemic. This risk appeared greater among 
women, younger carers, and those experiencing financial 
difficulties. Studies also report worsened mental health 
(e.g., depression, anxiety), mental wellbeing, and physical 
health among carers (Please see Table 4 for detailed infor-
mation by country).

Carers’ adaptability
While this review highlights negative impacts on many 
carers, there is also important evidence of strength, 
resilience, and adaptation. Carers have reported draw-
ing strength from their informal support networks (fam-
ily, friends, online peer network) and emphasised the 
importance of making time for themselves and prioritis-
ing self-care (See Table 4 for detailed information by 
country).

Carers of people in residential care
Across countries, lockdown measures to protect vulner-
able populations in care homes meant that unpaid carers 
were unable to visit their relatives over weeks and months. 
The inability to visit their relatives left many carers feeling 
stressed, angry, guilty, and reliant on overstretched care 
home staff for updates and to facilitate virtual contact 
with their relatives. Carers reported difficulties in assess-
ing the health status and well-being of their relatives as 
well as the quality of care they received. They also wor-
ried about how their relatives were treated without their 
ability to monitor the situation and the long-term impli-
cations of sustained isolation on their relative. Detailed 
information of evidence from Australia, Taiwan, the UK, 
and the USA can be found in Table 4.

Measures to address the impact on carers and 
evidence of how well this worked
The use of technology
Carers reported that services and interventions using tech-
nology increased since the beginning of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Five main purposes for the use of technology 
were described. First, to maintain social contacts; second, 
for peer support; third, for contact with social services and 
care providers; fourth, for the delivery of medical care; and 
fifth, for ordering supplies.

Many carers have provided positive feedback on the 
experience of remote services and interventions. The 
evaluation of a remote peer support intervention for car-
ers during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that over time 
carers developed friendships and experienced the virtual 
meeting as a safe space where they could take a break, 
relax, and exchange experiences. The research empha-
sised that it took a coach to lead the group as well as time 
for these relationships to build and for a sense of com-
munity to emerge (Lariviere et al., 2020). Other research, 
however, has pointed out issues around access, privacy, 
and the ability of people with care needs to engage with 
the online tools as well as the important recognition that 
technological interventions cannot replace in-person 
practical support. Detailed information on research find-
ings from Canada, Germany, India, the UK, and the USA 
can be found in Table 5.

Receipt of financial assistance and support for 
working carers
Some carers received financial assistance. In Germany, for 
instance, this included paid leave, the ability to spend flex-
ibly the funds that usually go towards day care, as well 
as in-kind provision of protective equipment. In addition, 
German government policy enabled carers to take up to 10 
days of paid leave during the COVID-19 pandemic. In prac-
tice, even though carers participating in a study acknowl-
edged difficulties in combining work and care, none of the 
respondents in the survey had taken up the opportunity 
for paid care leave (Eggert et al., 2020). While measures 
in the UK and the US were not specifically targeted at car-
ers, they contributed to supporting carers’ financial situa-
tion. The UK government’s introduction of the ‘furlough 
scheme’ provided people whose jobs were temporarily 
suspended due to COVID-19 with 80% of their income. 
According to a survey, this intervention initially ensured 
an income for approximately 13% of working carers, but 
many were worried about the future (Carers UK, 2020b). 
In the United States, carers benefited from general finan-
cial stimulus payments (Rosalynn Carter Institute for Car-
egiving, 2020). Please see Table 5 for more information 
by country.

Discussion
Our review highlights that many carers have increased 
their care commitment and others have taken on new 
care responsibilities. There is great concern among carers 
that the person they care for could suffer consequences 
of a COVID-19 infection, and carers have worked hard to 
prevent this. Where government advice was communi-
cated clearly, this helped carers to adhere to it. Reduced 
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availability of formal and informal support structures 
increased the responsibility of carers and challenged their 
ability to maintain employment. Many carers have also 
reported experiencing negative financial as well as physi-
cal and mental health implications. Women, younger car-
ers, people with existing financial difficulties, and Black, 
Asian, and minority ethnic (BAME) carers have been 
found to be at greater risk of negative outcomes (e.g., 
financial difficulties, health, loneliness) (Bennett, Zhang, 
& Yeandle, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c; BlueCross BlueShield 
2020; Cagnin et al., 2020; Carers UK, 2020a; Rosalynn 
Carter Institute for Caregiving, 2020). Carers of people 
living in residential care settings have found it difficult 
to remain in contact with their relatives, have been wor-
ried about their health status and the quality of care they 
receive, and have feared negative long-term implications 
due to the prolonged social isolation experienced by their 
relatives (Baxter, 2020; Carers UK, 2020b; Giebel, Cannon, 
et al., 2020; Hosking, Maccora, & McCallum, 2020; USA-
gainstAlzheimer’s, 2020; Yeh et al., 2020).

Policy implications
For many carers, the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact 
on their care responsibilities, but also on their income and 
health.

The provision of intensive unpaid care is generally 
associated with negative implications on carers’ men-
tal and physical health, their ability to engage in paid 
employment and ultimately, carers’ income level leading 
to greater risk of ‘vulnerability and poverty in old age’ 
(World Health Organization, 2020: 24). Our rapid review 
has shown that the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to have 
exacerbated all of these risks. Evidence from the UK and 
US show that the fragile situations many carers live in has 
worsened. As everyday expenditure increased, many were 
left vulnerable to hunger and even homelessness and 
reliant on foodbanks (Bennett, Zhang, & Yeandle, 2020a: 
2; Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving, 2020: 17). 
Labour market interventions, such as the British furlough 
scheme or the American stimulus cheque, even though 
not particularly targeted at carers, have protected many 
working carers from economic hardship, while enabling 
them to compensate for the suspension of services (Carers 
UK, 2020b: 13; Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving, 
2020). In countries such as Germany, where unpaid carers 
are seen as a key part of the care system and have access to 
a broader safety net of social protection mechanisms dur-
ing ‘normal times’, the impact appears to have been less 
severe (Curry, Schlepper & Hemmings, 2019; Rothgang et 
al., 2020; Zigante, 2018: 18). This highlights the impor-
tance of social protection mechanisms. Other recom-
mended measures included paid leave for unpaid carers, 
direct payments, and unemployment benefits, including 
for those who voluntarily stopped working due to care 
responsibilities and/or infection risk (Stokes & Patterson, 
2020: 420–421).

Carers need support
Our review has emphasised the importance of dedicated 
support structures for carers. The suspension of commu-
nity services and voluntary reductions of informal sup-

port networks to reduce the risk of infection, as well as 
increasing the care load, created considerable challenges 
for many working carers in combining work and care 
responsibilities. Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
access to long-term care services and benefits was difficult 
as their availability and funding is limited in most coun-
tries (World Health Organization, 2020: 24). UK carers, for 
example, have reported persisting with domiciliary care 
support despite concerns around infections out of fear of 
not being able to access this support again post COVID-19 
(Giebel, Cannon, et al., 2020; Giebel, Hanna, et al., 2020). 
Others who have lost their paid helpers struggled to sus-
tain the care situation.

As outlined in the WHO policy brief on long-term care 
and by other organisations, it is crucial that in emergency 
situations (paid and unpaid) carers receive permission to 
travel to attend to their care responsibilities and that they 
receive access to up-to-date information and actionable 
guidance for carers in different situations (e.g., for carers 
of people with dementia, for people providing end-of-life 
care). In addition, carers need access to PPE and to vac-
cination to enable them to protect themselves and the 
person they care for as well as support with developing 
contingency plans to prepare for situations when they 
may be unable to care (Carers UK, 2020b: 23–24; Lauter 
et al., 2021; World Health Organization, 2020: 24). Carers 
also require timely access to health care for themselves 
and for the person with care needs (Vaitheswaran et al., 
2020: 1190).

Improved employment conditions for domiciliary care 
workers to increase the pool of available care staff could 
play a crucial role in supporting unpaid carers. Increased 
availability of trained domiciliary care workers would also 
help ensuring more consistent care with fewer changes of 
staff, which is likely to improve not just person-centred 
care but would also reduce the risk of infection as care 
staff would be in contact with a smaller group of people 
with care needs.

Demands for more practical and financial support have 
been voiced uniformly. Measures carers require include 
access to quality and affordable respite care so that car-
ers can take breaks, resources and processes for contin-
gency planning, mental health services, training, peer 
support as well as flexible employment and education 
policies (e.g. paid care leave, flexible hours, working from 
home), support with end-of-life care, death and bereave-
ment, and official recognition of carers in health records 
as key care partners and as informants of the preferences 
and wishes of the person with care needs and in recov-
ery plans (Carers UK, 2020a: 23, 2020b: 23; Carers Week, 
2020; Rosalynn Carter Institute for Caregiving, 2020; 
World Health Organization, 2020: 25).

Technology has been recognised as having potential 
to enable the provision of some of the services and car-
ers have welcomed that some community services were 
moved online to provide carers with emotional support, 
advice, and virtual interventions. However, it has also 
been highlighted that not all carers can access these 
resources and many miss in-person contact and practical 
support (Carers UK, 2020b: 23; Rosalynn Carter Institute 
for Caregiving, 2020: 30). For successful implementation, 
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it will be crucial that service providers address barriers 
to access. One suggestion for meaningful and accessible 
engagement of unpaid carers and people with care needs 
were weekly public broadcasting programmes of educa-
tional programmes or interventions, such as exercise in 
the home or sensory stimulation activities (O’Shea, 2020: 
3–4).

Carers of people living in residential care settings
The concerns of carers of people living in residential care 
settings received considerable attention in the media. 
However, the trade-off between the risk of infection and 
residents’ quality of life has proven difficult to address 
(Low et al., 2021). The Alzheimer’s Society in England 
recommended that at least one unpaid carer per resident 
should receive the status of a key worker, receive training, 
access to COVID-19 testing, PPE, and vaccination when 
possible (Alzheimer’s Society, 2020b: 10). Where in-per-
son contact is not possible, it has been emphasised that 
carers should be able to regularly connect virtually with 
the person they care for to reduce the detrimental impact 
of isolation. Care settings should also ensure that family 
members are able to monitor the situation of their rela-
tives. A possibility to facilitate this may be through assign-
ing designated staff members as primary contacts for each 
family (Hado & Friss Feinberg, 2020).

Women continue to carry the bulk of care
Historically, the provision of unpaid long-term care has 
fallen into the female realm. Even though in many coun-
tries (e.g., United Kingdom [ONS, 2013], Germany [Robert 
Koch-Institute, 2015]), the number of older men caring 
for their wives is increasing, globally women continue to 
provide three times times the amount of unpaid care and 
domestic work compared to men and boys (Nesbitt-Ahmed 
& Subrahmanian, 2020; UN Women, 2020). According to 
Oxfam, female unpaid care work globally ‘contributes at 
least US$10.8 trillion’ per year to the economy (Coffey et 
al., 2020; Mercado, Naciri, & Mishra, 2020). Our review has 
highlighted the heightened vulnerability of female carers. 
While it has long been reported that female carers expe-
rience worsened mental and physical health, our review 
has shown that this pattern persists, and is likely to have 
worsened, during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition to 
health outcomes, women have also reported greater social 
isolation, loneliness, and financial stress. Expected demo-
graphic change means that the number of older people 
with long-term care needs is likely to increase over the 
next decades while the share of the population at work-
ing age decreases. This will make the role of women in 
the labour force increasingly important (European Com-
mission, 2020). Many women already provide care on top 
of other family and employment responsibilities. The UN 
emphasises that the ability of women to carry multiple 
roles is not infinitely elastic (United Nations 2020). The 
COVID-19 pandemic widened and highlighted the gender 
inequality gap, but it also offers the opportunity to design 
gender-responsive and age-sensitive social protection 
mechanisms to mitigate and eventually eradicate these 
inequalities (Nesbitt-Ahmed & Subrahmanian, 2020).

Conclusion
Our review is based on data that has been collected since 
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic and up to 
November 2020, but, apart from the repeat surveys con-
ducted by USagainstAlzheimer’s and the two surveys by 
Carers UK, the studies so far rely only on cross-sectional 
data. The absence of longitudinal data means that it is not 
yet possible to observe patterns over time or to establish 
causality. However, some data sources, such as the UK 
Understanding Society survey will enable comparisons to 
pre-COVID experiences. In addition, some of the reported 
data rely on convenience samples of people who either 
already have been in contact with services or who have 
responded to research advertisements (see Tables 2 and 
3). It is possible that the experiences of these groups dif-
fer from carers who are not in contact with services or not 
volunteering their participation. This may have affected 
results.

Nevertheless, the information summarised in this 
review provides an important and up-to-date overview of 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on unpaid carers. It 
shows that increasing numbers of unpaid carers continue 
to provide many hours of care and support for people with 
care needs, that carers are concerned about their ability to 
protect the person they care for from a COVID-19 infec-
tion and that they are worried about the consequences. 
Our review also found that the availability of formal and 
informal support has been affected, that being an unpaid 
carer can have implications on carers finances, health, 
and well-being and that many carers have responded and 
adapted to the changes created through the pandemic. In 
addition, our review has highlighted the concerns of car-
ers supporting people in residential care settings and their 
concerns about residents’ social contacts and the quality 
of care they receive. It has also emphasised the impor-
tance of policy responses, such as the use of technology, 
direct and indirect financial support, as well as measures 
that enable carers to maintain employment, to mitigate 
and prevent the negative implications many unpaid carers 
experience.

Note
 1 This an assumption by the authors as no details are 

provided in the report.
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