


HOW TO BECOME A CARER-FRIENDLY WORKPLACE
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1. UNDERSTANDING WORKING CARERS

It is important that you, as an employer, are aware of what a carer is and, specifically, the expectations that can be placed on them. This is crucial for starting the process of appropriately managing carers in the workplace.

The CIPD defines a working carer as someone who “has caring responsibilities that have an impact on their working lives. These workers are responsible for the care and support of relatives or friends who are older, disabled, seriously ill (physically or mentally) and unable to care for themselves”.

It goes on to confirm that “this does not include individuals who are employed as a professional carer or whose caring role relates solely to a child or children who do not have a long-term illness or disability”.

Carers may have a number of external responsibilities to undertake whilst also remaining in a job. This could be providing regular care on a weekly or even daily basis but could also come in waves. For example, some employees may only need to care for others at varied points in the month or year. It could even be a gradual process; the needs and requirements of the person being cared for may increase as the situation progresses.

It is also important to remember that care is not just limited to personal care. It can also mean helping with general household chores like cleaning/tidying up, alongside shopping and getting medication in for the individual. It can also be financial assistance, such as ensuring that all bills for the month are paid.

Any employee can be, or become, a carer.

Since 6 April 2024, unpaid carer’s leave has been available as a day-one statutory entitlement for employees who act as an unpaid carer for someone dependent upon them who has a long-term care need. 

2. THE BENEFITS OF BEING A CARER-FRIENDLY WORKPLACE

You should always aim to be an open and caring employer to individuals from all backgrounds and situations. Publicly showing and remaining committed to this can help encourage both staff loyalty and retention, alongside encouraging a stronger organisational reputation overall. As demand for equal opportunities at work remains such a prevalent topic, taking actions to work towards such a goal can be key for the continued development of your business.

This is especially important when taking the needs of working carers into account. As outlined by the CIPD, a third of working carers do not discuss their caring responsibilities whilst at work, whilst one fourth have considered giving up work entirely as a result of a poor work/life balance. The impact of this cannot be underestimated; you could potentially lose out on otherwise valuable members of staff with potential to progress in your organisation, whilst the carer is denied opportunity to develop professionally that they may otherwise have had.

By taking steps to assist working carers, you can aim to avoid staff leaving earlier than they otherwise would have done or having to take prolonged related absences. You can also help them to work against stress that could arise as a result of their situation, something that could be very damaging to their overall productivity and, if left unchecked, lead to the development of a mental illness. In a worst-case scenario, a carer who does develop a mental health disability could potentially claim they have been discriminated against due to lack of support from their employer.

3. UNDERSTANDING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON CARERS

Alongside considering the benefits of helping carers at work (see above — The benefits of being a carer-friendly workplace), it is also important to consider how the coronavirus pandemic impacted them. Caring for loved ones during the pandemic will have greatly increased pressures, both professionally and personally. Those who are being cared for may have needed further support, especially if they were classed as vulnerable and advised to “shield” in line with government guidance. This could have turned the already difficult role of a carer into something even more involved. Whilst it has been some time since lockdowns and shielding ended, there may well be lasting and knock-on effects that continue to impact the employee.

As Covid remains an issue, there is the ever-present worry of becoming infected and passing it onto a vulnerable person, which could leave carers struggling to provide the assistance they want to.

To ensure their own wellbeing and health, it is now more important than ever that carers are encouraged to come forward and feel they can seek further support from their employers.

4. RAISING AWARENESS AT WORK

The first step you can take in supporting carers is raising awareness of the issues they may face at work. In this way, you can clearly demonstrate that you understand what they could be going through and are willing to offer them further support if they feel they need it. Fundamentally, the aim should be to create a culture of support at work.

There are several methods you may explore:

· create and maintain a dedicated carer policy that aligns with the statutory right to Carer’s leave
· outline on job adverts that the organisation is committed to offering support to its staff, such as providing flexible working
· provide detailed information on internal and external support offered to carers within induction processes
· maintain detailed information on support available through staff message boards
· promote offering further support to carers through regularly distributed posters and leaflets — the information could form part of ways the organisation will support staff in general
· hold awareness sessions and/or training on supporting carers
· organise social events to create further awareness.

5. DEVELOPING A CARER POLICY

A clear organisational policy on supporting carers can demonstrate your organisation’s commitment to assisting individuals in this position and clearly outline what support you are going to offer, including employee’s statutory entitlement to unpaid carer’s leave. A strong policy could be structured in the following way:
· confirming the organisation’s definition of carers
· clearly listing all support available
· outlining how employees can disclose they are carers
· outlining how management will respond to this disclosure
· describing statutory rights associated with working carers
· confirming any right to extended leave 

6. ESTABLISHING WHO IS A WORKING CARER

Not all working carers may want to come forward at work and, in order to encourage them to do so, it is important it is an open, transparent and easy process. Crucially, coming forward should never be seen as something by which an individual is judged unfairly, either by managers or colleagues.

As a strong form of management, team leaders should hold regular one-to-one meetings with staff in order to get to know them, discuss how they are doing at work and if they do feel they need further support in certain areas. This form of performance management can be key for identifying if the employee is showing signs that they are starting to struggle at work due to an external factor, and discuss what steps can be taken to support them.

Another option is to conduct regular staff surveys, which again can invite staff to put forward issues they may be having. For example, if they feel the organisation is not doing enough to support working carers, this can help you to reassess what options you currently have and therefore encourage more carers to come forward.

You may consider introducing a care register, which invites working carers to list themselves and allows you to keep track of them. If this is an option you wish to explore, it is important that the list is kept regularly updated and remains confidential. Any individual on the list should be communicated with in order to make sure they are being fully supported and discuss if there are further actions that can be taken.

Some organisations may wish to introduce carer role models, who can encourage their colleagues to come forward following their own positive interactions with management on this issue. No member of staff should be made to do this; it should be a voluntary option in order for it to be truly effective.

7. OUTLINING EMPLOYEE RESPONSIBILITIES

It should be made clear within organisational policy and through other awareness methods that the organisation will be prepared to assist working parents in a non-judgemental manner and, as a result, they should come forward. Although no member of staff should ever be forced to come forward, or disclose anything about their personal lives if they do not wish to, being willing to ask for help is important for management be aware of their situation and take steps to assist them.

All of your staff should be reminded of how they should interact with each other. You should assert that any form of bullying will not be tolerated, including any which relate to the fact that an employee is receiving further support due to being a carer. Staff should be aware that this form of misconduct could result in disciplinary action, up to and including dismissal. Carers should also know how to come forward if they feel they are being treated poorly by colleagues.

8. OUTLINING MANAGEMENT RESPONSIBILITIES

Managers should be fully trained in responding to the needs of working carers in a non-judgemental and understanding way. They should also be fully aware of what steps the organisation is prepared to take to help working carers, alongside any statutory rights they have. For example, if the organisation provides forms of extended leave, managers should know how this works in practice.

All team leaders and managers should discuss further options to support carers, coming to a solution that benefits both parties. Care should be taken in these discussions; how an organisation does respond will depend on the circumstances of the case. It may be that the carer’s hours could be amended to help them with caring responsibilities in the longer term. Or, a period of leave could be necessary to respond to a more urgent situation.

All outcomes of these meetings should be clearly recorded and regularly assessed by management, in order to ascertain if the steps taken still prove to be effective. Any additional leave, or deduction in pay, must also be carefully managed by managers.

9. CARER’S LEAVE

Since 6 April 2024, employed carer’s with a dependant with a long-term care need, subject to eligibility requirements, have the right to take up to one week’s unpaid leave in a rolling 52-week period in order to provide or arrange care for the dependant.

To be eligible for statutory carer’s leave, the employee must have someone who is dependent on them. This can include those who are:
· a spouse, civil partner, child or parent of the employee
· living in the same household as the employee, however, this does not include the employee’s boarder, employee, lodger or tenant
· reasonably able to rely on the employee to provide or arrange care. This could be, eg an elderly neighbour.

To qualify for carer’s leave, the dependant of an employee must also have a long-term care need which includes:
· an illness or injury (whether physical or mental) that requires, or is likely to require, care for more than three months.
· a disability for the purposes of the Equality Act 2010.
· care for a reason connected with their old age.

Employers can postpone this leave for a limited time, where it would cause undue disruption to the business, and therefore it is unlikely to be of use in emergency situations.

Should you choose to provide your own carer’s leave that goes beyond the statutory requirement, in situations where a carer is facing an emergency, you may wish to offer them an extended period of leave in order to manage it. Whilst the CIPD recommends five days, this could be as long as you feel it needs to be. Pay could also be offered for some, or all, of carer’s leave taken.

Any occupational carer’s leave provided should be consistent across the board. Leave that favours some staff over others could result in claims of unfair treatment and/or discrimination.

10. TIME OFF FOR DEPENDANTS

The law provides employees the right to take a reasonable amount of unpaid time off work to deal with an emergency situation involving a dependant. This is separate from the entitlement to statutory carer’s leave. A dependant of an employee is defined in the legislation as one of the following:

· husband or wife or partner
· child
· parent
· someone else who is regarded as part of the family and lives with an employee (but not tenants, boarders, lodgers or employees)
· anyone else who is reliant on an employee in emergency situations.

Although the length of time isn’t specified, it is usually around two days, subject to the situation at hand. Some carers may need to exercise this right and you as their employer should not prevent them from doing so. If there are situations where it looks like an employee is taking this time a lot, conversations should be held with them to see if they do need further support from the employer.

Examples of emergencies that could impact upon carers are:

· disruption in caring arrangements
· the death of an individual being cared for
· the dependant falls ill, eg contracting coronavirus, or is injured
· to make some longer-term arrangements for a dependant.

11. THE RIGHT TO MAKE A FLEXIBLE WORKING REQUEST

One of the biggest ways of helping working carers is permitting them the option of working flexibly. This is when an individual’s hours are changed in order to assist them in balancing their working and professional lives. For example, you could permit the staff member to come in earlier, leave later, work from home, or shorten their working day completely.

It should be remembered that all eligible staff, from the first day of employment, have the statutory right to request flexible working. They can make two requests in a 12-month period and you must consult with the employee before refusing their request. Employees are also no longer required to tell their employer how it might be able to deal with their absence.

Although you do not have to agree to this request, you need to provide sound business reasons for its refusal — the law provides eight reasons which employers can rely on. Carers in particular may wish to use this right and you should be prepared to strongly consider why they wish to work flexibly. Any changes to working hours would be permanent, subject to any trial period you put in place, unless both parties agree to change them again.

Even outside of the statutory right to make this request, you may still consider informal requests to change working hours, on a temporary or permanent basis, in order to assist working carers. These situations should be carefully evaluated; if it is not possible for your organisation to agree to their original request, you should consider reaching a compromise with them.

The willingness to be flexible, transparent and creative could be crucial to maintaining a positive relationship with staff.

12. THE RIGHT TO TAKE PARENTAL LEAVE

Working parents also retain the right to request periods of parental leave to care for children if they have worked for you for at least a year. There is no requirement for the child to have a long-term care need for the right to parental leave to apply.

Employees who qualify have a right to take up to 18 weeks' unpaid parental leave in total for the purposes of caring for a child, which can be up to four weeks per year. The leave taken must be for a period of at least one week, unless the employee is caring for a disabled child. In this situation, it can be for lesser periods of time, including as little as a day.

13. SIGNPOSTING EXTERNAL SUPPORT

Carers should be signposted to any external support that may be able to assist them with their specific needs. One such option is offering access to an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP), which offers third-party counselling and support services to staff struggling both professionally and personally.

Other external bodies that could be referred to are the following.
Carers Trust
Carers UK
Employers for carers
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