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Caring for carers:
The financial strain 
of caring

Carers Australia has long advocated for policies that will improve the health and wellbeing of carers.
There is now ample evidence available to show on the one hand, the enormous contribution carers make
to society, and on the other, the great personal cost that often comes with providing this care. 

Carers significantly reduce the ever-increasing strain on Australia’s health care system while also pro-
viding quality care that greatly benefits the person they support. Access Economics (2005) found that the
cost of replacing the care provided by unpaid family carers with services supplied by formal care providers
would be more than $30.5 billion each year. This conservative and purely economic comparison does not
take into account the quality of personalised care that family members or close friends can provide. 

Most people who require care are cared for at home by someone they know and trust. When appropri-
ate support is provided to the carer and their family by service providers, caring can be shared between
the family and the service systems. When this is a positive experience for all concerned, it is a benefit to
the family and the community care and health systems.

However, caring can also come with a cost. Our 2000 publication, Warning – caring is a health haz-
ard, clearly showed that the physical, mental and emotional health and wellbeing of most carers in
Australia is the poorer because of their caring responsibilities (Briggs, 2000). More recently, findings
published in the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, conducted by Deakin University and Australian
Unity Limited (2005), indicated that not only were the effects of caring clearly detrimental to the
subjective wellbeing of the carer, but also that the effects were felt by others living in the same house-
hold, irrespective of the individual level of care provided.

The Carers Australia submission to the 2007-2008 Federal Budget emphasised this point. New gov-
ernment policy with a carer impact affects not only the 2.6 million carers; it also affects the people
they care for and other family members. Carers Australia estimates the real number of Australians
affected by carer policy decisions to be well over 5 million – more than one quarter of the total
Australian population.

Coping financially while caring for someone
It is well known that caring responsibilities adversely affect carers’ financial situations. In fact, the Aus-
tralian Bureau of Statistics (2004) Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers found that the average income
for carers was more than 25% lower than for non-carers. The most frequently cited reasons for caring
include a sense of family responsibility, a belief that they can provide a better quality of care, a perceived
emotional obligation, or simply that no one else was available. Although there is considerable evidence
that caring can contribute to personal fulfilment, there are many policies and programs which need to
address carers’ needs and issues.

When we consider the time resources required for caring, we should not be surprised to learn that
the role comes with a significant opportunity cost in lost earnings borne by the carer, and subse-
quently, their family. Access Economics (2005) conservatively estimated this cost to be in excess of
$4.9 billion per year. 

Some carers are in a better position than others to absorb these costs. The ABS (2004) found that 66,400
primary carers were having difficulties meeting living expenses due to a decrease in income, while
59,400 primary carers identified the extra costs associated with caring as another considerable chal-
lenge. According to the findings in the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, certainty in relation to income
and relationships are the two most powerful influences on subjective wellbeing. This makes carers and
their families particularly vulnerable.

The Federal Government offers two types of payments specifically for carers. The Carer Allowance of
$98.50 per fortnight is claimed by nearly 386,000 carers. Although it is not subject to an income or asset
test, it comes with strict eligibility requirements and requires a health professional’s report to establish
eligibility. Perhaps this is why it is accessed by less than 15% of the total carer population. The Allowance
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is a payment to acknowledge the extra medical and health service
costs associated with caring in the home. The other payment,
Carer Payment, was received by over 113,000 in March 2007.
This is also a fortnightly payment, currently set at $525.10 for a
single carer and $438.50 for each partner of a couple. Basing cal-
culations on a single carer receiving both Carer Payment and
Carer Allowance, a recipient’s total fortnightly income equals
$623.60, or $311.80 per week. Comparatively, the Federal Mini-
mum Wage is $511.86 per week. This means that carers relying
solely on the Carer Payment plus the Carer Allowance are paid
$200 per week below the minimum wage. Unfortunately, the
Carer Payment incurs even stricter eligibility criteria (it also
includes an income and asset test and a health professional’s
report) often forcing ineligible carers to rely on other government
payments, such as the Parenting Payments. According to the ABS
(2004), close to one million carers get their principal source of
income from a government pension or allowance.

As part of our 2007-2008 Budget Submission, Carers Australia has
called on the Federal Government to increase the income support
amount for carers. Among our recommendations, we have argued
that the Carer Allowance should be doubled to $98.50 per week. 

We also recommend that a Carers Superannuation Scheme be
established for recipients of the Carer Payment and sole parent
carers on Centrelink income support. Because of their reduced
workforce participation, many carers do not benefit from the
existing compulsory superannuation guarantee scheme and
therefore have little capacity to prepare for retirement. With an
ageing population and an already large number of carers rapidly
approaching retirement age, the need to prepare for the future
cannot be overstated. 

The need for carers’ superannuation was also identified by the
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) in its
report, It’s About Time: women, men, work and family, released in
March this year. HREOC called for the Productivity Commission to
undertake an inquiry into the feasibility of establishing a superan-
nuation-like framework in which the Federal Government
recognises the unpaid work of carers. It also recommended an exten-
sion of the Superannuation Co-contribution Scheme to individuals
who are not in the paid workforce because of caring responsibilities,
including caring for dependent adults or young children.

Balancing employment and caring commitments
For most Australians, work is a central and necessary part of our
adult lives. It allows us to provide for our families and bring a
sense of worth to ourselves. Just like other members of the com-
munity, carers recognise the value of work and want to be a part
of the workforce. The Taskforce on Care Costs (2006) found that
more than half of carers would increase their work hours if the
cost of alternative care was more affordable. However, the ABS
(2004) shows that while 76% of carers are of workforce participa-
tion age (18-64 years), their workforce participation rate is nearly
20% lower than that of non-carers. Of those carers who are
employed, proportionally more are in part-time employment and
fewer are in full time employment compared with non-carers.
Access Economics (2005) found a total of $1.36 billion of poten-
tial tax revenue was forgone in one year due to the lower
workforce participation of carers.

Carers Australia believes that caring should not mean that carers
have to leave the workforce, but that they should be enabled to com-
bine caring with their workforce participation, if this is their choice.
We have recommended that the Federal Government addresses the
need for carer-friendly workplaces, and that legislation is introduced
Australia-wide to provide carers with the right to flexible working
hours. This is also a recommendation in the It’s About Time report.

The Federal Government has funded some initiatives for carers in
the workplace to support them while they are caring. The focus of

this innovation has been carers caring for a person who is aged and
frail, including an additional $65 million in funding for respite for
employed carers through the Employed Carers Innovative Project.
What is lacking from these initiatives though, are affordable care
options for sole-parent carers, carers on low income and carers of
people with a disability, mental illness or chronic condition. 

The Carers Australia 2007-2008 Budget Submission recommends
that the Federal Government funds sufficient and flexible respite so
carers can remain in, or move into employment. We recommend
the establishment of an Employers for Carers Program similar to a
European model that provides financial incentives for employers.

Further, we have called for the establishment of a national carer
workforce participation gateway, similar to a model currently
used in New South Wales, to provide information to carers about
carer-friendly workplaces and support for employed carers. We
also recommend funding a Supporting Working Carers guide for
carers and employers.

Carers Australia is one of more than 40 business, government and
non-government stakeholders of the Taskforce on Care Costs. We
support the Taskforce’s recommendation that the Federal Govern-
ment introduces 50% reimbursement for child, elderly and
disability care costs for employed carers up to $10,000 a year.
Their research indicates that excessive care cost is a major reason
carers leave the workforce or reduce their hours of work. 

Carers Australia recognises and respects the diversity of Aus-
tralia’s 2.6 million carers. We advocate for increased life choices
for all carers so they are better able to make decisions that work
for them. There can be little doubt that policies that provide
appropriate support for carers will have benefits for the health
and wellbeing of their family as well as for themselves. Whether it
is in the form of increased income support, increased carer sup-
port services or more flexible work arrangements, the key issue is
that carers should not be disadvantaged for providing such a valu-
able service to the community. 
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