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Introduction 
 
The following report is a summary of the discussions held at our 2020 Annual General Meeting 
on the theme of ‘guaranteed access to regular and meaningful breaks from caring’.  The purpose 
of the discussion was to hear views on what was currently preventing carers from accessing short 
breaks, and whether a legal guarantee to breaks would deliver better outcomes for carers and 
cared-for people. 
 
Participants were given the following statement in advance of the meeting, and also the attached 
background paper which summarises recent policy and legislative developments. 
 

“We believe that ALL carers should have access to meaningful breaks that help them 
balance their caring role with other things that are important in their lives. 
 
We know from various health and wellbeing surveys that, despite policy efforts to 
improve the availability and consistency of support, at least 40% of carers are still 
struggling to achieve a healthy balance in their lives. We believe that insufficient breaks 
from caring is a key contributing factor. 
 
Is it time therefore to take a rights-based approach to tackle this problem?  Is it 
time to give carers an enforceable right that guarantees them access to the breaks 
they need?  
 

Format 
 
Participants were divided into four groups with each group ‘hosted’ by a Shared Care Scotland 
Board member.  Notes were taken by members of staff.   
 
Each group was asked to consider the following questions: 
 

• What do we think are the main obstacles currently preventing carers from being able to 
access regular, meaningful breaks from caring? 

• What difference would guaranteed breaks from caring make?  

• How could breaks be guaranteed?  How might this work in practice? 

• Now that we have started to explore the idea of guaranteed breaks, do we think this is 
something worth pursuing?  

• What would we like to see happen next?   
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At the end of discussion, and back in the main group, we conducted an on-screen poll to ask if 
people agreed-disagreed with the idea of introducing a minimum guaranteed entitlement to 
breaks from caring.  Almost 90% strongly agreed or agreed. 
 
We have compiled the following summary of the four group conversations.   
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Firstly, what do we think are the main obstacles currently preventing carers from being able 
to access regular, meaningful breaks from caring?  

 
The main obstacles identified included: 
 

• Lack of sufficient funding for short breaks provision, and no ringfencing of Carers Act 
money 

• Affordability – many carers can’t afford to privately pay for respite in order to be able to take 
a break  

• Restrictions of eligibility criteria preventing people from receiving sufficient respite care 
support until it becomes critical 

• Lack of awareness and information about what is available and what carers are entitled to 
• Also, carers need to first identify themselves as carers  
• Lack of consistency – in what carers are told, what they receive and how decisions are 

taken 
• Impersonal assessment processes led by deficit rather than outcome-led conversations, 

less focused on identifying carer strengths and outcomes 
• Bureaucracy – too many hurdles to overcome puts carers off even considering asking for 

help with a break 
• Time – the length of time carers are left waiting for an ‘assessment’ and then waiting again to 

hear if they are entitled to receive any support 
• Misconceptions about ‘short breaks’ – limited awareness of alternatives to more traditional 

models of residential respite that might be more appropriate 
• Also, the perception amongst some professionals that short breaks are a ‘holiday’ and 

therefore a luxury.  The need to change thinking so that breaks are seen as contributing to 
essential health and wellbeing outcomes 

• Limited choices – the lack of suitable short break options that are flexible to individual needs 
and circumstances 

• Guilt – carers feeling uncomfortable taking a break and leaving the person they care for in 
the care of others, and not trusting that they will be properly looked after 

• Evidence – more evidence needed to show the positive impacts of short breaks on carers, 
cared-for people, and the economy 

• Carers under pressure not having the ‘headspace’ to even consider taking a short break   
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What difference would guaranteed breaks from caring make?   What would need to happen to 
make this work? 

 
• Legitimises the caring role, clarifies what is expected from statutory organisations 
• Creates an expectation for the carer and the cared for person   
• Short breaks would become part of an established routine, something the carer could plan 

and look forward to and be able to reflect on during more difficult times   
• Carers would feel more valued as an equal partner – they would feel less resentful about the 

importance of breaks being overlooked 
• More young carers would access short breaks if they were more aware of their entitlement  
• Less impact on statutory services having to step in to support unpaid carers in crisis 

situations, if guaranteed breaks were available 
• Carers health and wellbeing (and that of the cared for person) would be improved and 

therefore the need for crisis support would be reduced 
• With guaranteed demand, short break providers would be able to plan for the future, with 

longer-term confidence in their sustainability  

 
What would be needed to get there: 
 

• An infrastructure or ‘marketplace’ of short breaks provision that can deliver the guarantee 
• A flexible system with all relevant agencies and providers working together as a multi-

agency approach, so that resources are optimized and geared to ‘what carers want’ 
• Additional funding to invest in early intervention and prevention by fast tracking support to 

carers to enable them to access a break – building on the Time to Live model 
• Concerted effort and leadership to move beyond crisis support, investing in carers health 

and wellbeing and ensuring this is driving future policy and budget decisions 
• Greater use of person centered - strength-based approach to identifying and responding 

to carers personal outcomes and aspirations 
• Going beyond ‘traditional’ approaches to short breaks and exploring other alternative 

opportunities in our wider communities and neighbourhoods 
• Much more co-production with carers in determining the shape and future direction of short 

breaks provision in their local area 
• Less rhetoric from policy makers and more action (Promises on entitlements and 

guarantees have been made in the past but not kept.  This erodes trust.) 
• Overcoming concerns, in some quarters, that a rights-based position on short breaks is too 

challenging 
• Reframing unpaid caring as a form of employment - ‘a job’ where people have rights and 

entitlements to minimum periods of annual leave 
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Now that we have started to explore the idea of guaranteed breaks, do we think this is 
something worth pursuing?  What would we like to see happen next?    

 
• Third sector providers of short breaks need more support and recognition from local 

authorities and Scottish Government.  Funding is uncertain and yet demand is increasing. 
They are not on a level playing field with the public services that rely on them 

• Without a specific legal guarantee or duty, local authorities will not ringfence funding and it 
won’t happen 

• Further work is needed to consider how a guarantee or right would work in practice, how 
would it be executed?  What are potential risks and how could these be mitigated?  

• Would the lion’s share of work fall to the 3rd Sector and what would this mean 
to organisations’ that are already over stretched?  How could they be supported to build 
capacity in a sustainable way? 

• (Is there another way?  Should we instead be investing more effort in guaranteeing carers a 
better and more consistent experience of receiving support plans and statements, and 
ensuring these are acted upon?) 

• Can information gathered from Adult Carer Support Plans be more effectively used to 
establish the level of need for short breaks, and to find out what carers are asking for?  Share 
this with commissioners and providers to help them make decisions about how their services 
need to evolve in future 

• Linked to this, there is scope to build on the findings and recommendations contained in 
Shared Care Scotland’s “Promoting Variety” publication.  This provides a framework to 
develop local provision based on an understanding of existing and emerging needs 

• Training should be provided for health and social care workers - but particularly gateway 
professionals such as social workers, GPs – on how to have meaningful conversations with 
carers about the importance of breaks to health and wellbeing 

• Build on the principles underpinning Self-directed Support by ensuring there is choice and 
flexibility in what is available - linking into more traditional forms of break, whilst also 
considering creative break options 

• The need for courageous and sustained leadership to drive change at both national and local 
levels to ensure progress is made. Legislation to guarantee breaks would ensure this was 
taken seriously 

• Use the review of adult social care, the increased awareness of the role of unpaid carers, and 
the 2021 elections, to exert influence and promote the importance of guaranteed breaks for 
carers  

 
Volunteering/Community role 
 

• Are there other options for expanding short breaks options?  COVID-19 has demonstrated 
the importance of strong, caring communities and volunteerism.   

• Can we find an acceptable balance between community support and statutory provision that 
recognises the strengths and limitations of both?  
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Other comments 

 
• Shared Care has been great at showing us creative and alternative breaks. We should build 

on this and learn from these examples 
• Information is not easy to access or read. We need guidance that is easy read, and not 

“waffly” 
• It’s hard to plan for the future at the moment. Everyone is so busy during COVID.  However, 

there is so much we have learned that can improve how we provide breaks in the future 
• There has been a big increase in carers during COVID, with many conditions worsening due 

to the protective measures.  The need for breaks has never been more important” 
• There is a risk that the during the pandemic unpaid carers were seen to be coping without 

their normal services, and therefore longer-term support might be reduced 
• There is also the risk of further budget cuts to services due to COVID debt  
• People are missing out on breaks because they are not aware of their entitlement 
• It should be stressed just how much money carers save society each year 
• What about carers that are not registered or have just started in the journey as a carer, how 

does information get to them?   
• What about under-represented or more isolated ‘communities’, BAME etc. how are these 

communities getting their information about short breaks?   
• Adult Carer Support Plans are good, they are mainly filled in by 3rd Sector organisations with 

the carers.  Then they are passed to the local authority who consider whether they meet 
eligibility. There is a disconnect here, as sometime expectations are raised then dashed if 
the carer does not meet the eligibility criteria for the break 

• We must not forget young carers who are often left behind and not included in conversations. 
They are trusted to look after people when they are at home on their own, but not trusted to 
speak or voice opinions when adults are in the room 

• We must be careful that we don’t dilute the meaning of short breaks and what can be offered.  
Currently we can design short breaks for carers most in need and these breaks are designed 
around that care.  Would this ‘personalisation’ be lost if provision had to be scaled up to meet 
statutory obligations to meet short break guarantees? 

• What would happen if the guaranteed breaks did not go ahead, who is accountable?   
 
International reference points 
 

• What can we learn from experiences beyond Scotland/UK?  Have entitlements or ‘rights’ 
worked elsewhere? 
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Background Paper 
 
The purpose of this short paper is to provide some background information relevant to our 
discussion topic.  
 
1. Carers (Scotland) Act 2016  

 
The Carers (Scotland) Act 2016 came into effect on the 1st April 2018 and introduced a 
range of new rights for carers. This included the right to have an adult carer support plan 
(ACSP) or young carer statement (YCS), which would take a preventative approach to 
identifying each carer’s personal outcomes and needs for support.  

 
The Act also established the process to determine whether the local authority has a legal 
duty to provide support to a carer to enable them to meet these identified needs. The duty to 
provide support to a carer is then determined by the application of eligibility criteria.  

 
2. The duty to support and eligibility criteria  

 
The Act specified that eligibility criteria were to be set locally1 through local decision making. 
Each local authority has to decide the levels of impact or risk and need which are 
appropriate to trigger the duty to provide support. The Act, and the accompanying statutory 
guidance, make it clear that there will be circumstances that merit the local authority 
exercising their discretionary power to provide support to people whose needs may fall 
below the local eligibility threshold.  
 
Any carer support provided for the carer (either by the exercise of powers or duties) will be 
provided under section 24 of the Act and cannot be charged for or means tested. This 
includes the costs of any breaks from caring that enable the carer to meet their identified 
personal outcomes.  

 
3. The legislation and short breaks  

 
The Act does not set out any rights specifically in relation to short breaks, however when 
carrying out an Adult Carer Support Plan or Young Carer Statement, the local authority must 
consider whether the support provided should take the form of or include a break from 
caring. Again, the duty to meet any short break needs identified, would be determined by the 
application of local eligibility criteria.  

 
4. Looking back at manifesto commitments 2007 - 2016  

 
In 2007 the incumbent SNP government stated in its election manifesto - ‘By 2011, carers in 
greatest need will have a guaranteed annual entitlement to breaks from caring’. This was 
not progressed although the government took forward other initiatives that helped to develop 
innovative approaches to short breaks – including launching the third sector Short Breaks 
Fund, and wider policy developments such as the national Carers Strategy - Caring 
Together 2010-15 - which further emphasised the importance of providing flexible, 
personalised short breaks to carers.  

 

 
1 Section 23 of the Carers (Scotland) 2016 does allow for Scottish Ministers to make regulations setting 
out national eligibility criteria, but this has not been used. 
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In the 2011 manifesto, the SNP made a commitment to increasing the amount of respite 
care (day and overnight) by the equivalent of 10,000 weeks over a 5-year period. There was 
debate about whether these additional weeks were achieved in the end, mainly due to 
inconsistencies in the data that was used to measure progress. The final data produced 
appeared to show that more than half of local authorities had seen a decrease in respite 
provision over this period.  
 
The 2016 manifesto was less specific on short breaks but referred to a commitment to 
consider a national or regional approach to supporting carers and cared for people, 
including the availability of short breaks for carers and how they can be guaranteed. As far 
as we are aware there has been no further work undertaken to explore how breaks can be 
guaranteed or provided more consistently. 
 

5. Access to breaks from caring  
 

Currently there is no accurate information on national levels of unmet need relating to 
breaks from caring, and therefore it is difficult to properly evaluate the impact of policy and 
legislation. However, numerous surveys have reported significantly high numbers of carers 
who have not been able to access regular breaks. For example, in 2018 only 18% of carers 
surveyed said they had managed to have a break from caring in the past 12 months (State 
of Caring 2018, Carers Scotland). And In 2019, less than a third of carers said their need for 
a break was sufficiently considered as part of their Adult Carer Support Plan (State of Caring 
2019, Carers Scotland).  
 
The latest information from the Scottish Government’s Health and Care Experience survey 
(2019/20) shows that approximately 35% of carers do not have a healthy balance between 
caring and other things that are important in their lives. This figure has increased in each of 
the three previous surveys.  
 
Furthermore, across Scotland, there appears to be significant variation in the availability of 
breaks, and carers’ experience will be different due to a variety of factors, including where 
they live.  

 
6. The future?  

 
It seems inevitable that we will see significant and continuing pressure on public finances as 
demand increases, further impacting on the availability of day and overnight respite care 
that help carers to have a break.  
 
Eligibility criteria is likely to be tightened further than at present to manage local authority 
expenditure, which would work against the desired aim of providing preventative support on 
a more consistent basis.  
 
Self-directed Support should provide greater flexibility and scope for carers to achieve more 
personalised breaks, but SDS is rolling out slowly and unevenly. And many carers depend 
on the availability of suitable, flexible opportunities for the people they care for, in order to 
have a break of their own.  
 
However, the vital contribution of unpaid carers has been further emphasised by recent 
events. There is growing acknowledgement, across society, of the need to ensure carers 
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are properly recognised and supported, and that their caring role is not to the detriment of 
their own health and wellbeing.  
 

“It’s no exaggeration to say that unpaid carers are indispensable”  
 
(Derek Feeley, Chair of Expert Panel, Review of Adult Social Care, November 2020) 
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