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 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

Despite government recognition of its importance, there is a crisis in the recruitment of 
short-break carers for disabled children. Family-based short-break services, also known 
as shared care or family link services, provide short-breaks for primary carers of disabled 
children and help disabled children develop new friendships and broaden their horizons. 
The breaks are provided by families, couples or individuals who give occasional (or 
sometimes more regular) care, varying in length from a few hours a week to several days 
a month. 
 
In recent years, some short-break services have attempted to address recruitment 
problems by introducing extra payments for some short-break carers. ‘Enhanced’ 
payments, such as differentiated rates of pay and salaries have been introduced to 
attract carers willing and able to care for children for whom it is harder to find 
placements. This prompted the current research, which looks at the effectiveness and 
cost-effectiveness of using ‘enhanced’ payments to carers providing short-breaks for 
disabled children. It is based on information provided by the coordinators of 10 short-
break schemes in England, Scotland and Wales, and interviews with: 73 families using a 
short-break service; 33 families waiting to receive a short-break service; and 86 carers 
providing short-break care.  The research found that: 
 

• There are many benefits to a short-break service of using ‘enhanced ‘ carers. 
• Young people linked to ‘enhanced’ short-term carers cost almost twice as much 

to care for than youngsters linked to ‘standard’ carers.  
• Exploration of cost-effectiveness found no statistically significant differences 

between the ‘standard’ and ‘enhanced’ carer groups. 
• Young people already receiving a short-break service cost almost twice as much 

to care for than youngsters on the waiting list.  
• Exploration of cost-effectiveness found no statistically significant differences 

between those receiving a service and those waiting to receive a service.  
• The impact of ‘enhanced’ carers on waiting lists was ambiguous and was 

dependent on the prior organisation of the waiting list.   
• There is a need for schemes to listen, and take into account, the views of the 

young people themselves; for them to improve the ways in which they keep in 
touch with waiting families, and those already using the service; to provide more 
flexibility for families; to provide better assessment procedures for carers; and to 
improve introductory and on-going training for carers. 

 
 



Background 
The provision of short-break services 
has increased since the 1980s: by 
1998 it is estimated that there were 
around 10,000 users of the service. 
More recently, the importance of the 
provision of short-break services has 
been recognized at national 
government level (DH/SSI 2001, 
DH/SSI 1998, DH 1998).  
 
Traditionally, short-break carers have 
provided care on a voluntary basis – 
paid only for the expenses they 
incur. These are called ‘standard’ 
carers in this study.  In recent years, 
however, a number of schemes have 
introduced ‘enhanced’ payments for 
carers who look after children with 
more complex needs, or when it has 
been hard to find a placement for a 
child. ‘Enhanced’ payments are 
made to recompense carers for the 
expenses incurred, plus a reward 
element for the extra skills and 
commitment that their work requires. 
These carers are called ‘enhanced’ 
carers in this study. 
 
The research 
The study aimed to look at the 
effectiveness and cost-effectiveness 
of using ‘enhanced’ carers to provide 
short-breaks for disabled people. 
Ten schemes (in England, Scotland 
and Wales) that used ‘enhanced’ 
carers for at least some disabled 
children registered with them were 
recruited to the project. Information 
was collected from the coordinators 
of each of the ten schemes. In 
addition, interviews were held with: 
73 families using one of the ten 
short-break schemes; 33 families 
waiting to use one; and 86 carers 
providing short-break care through 
one of the ten schemes. 

Perceived benefits of having 
‘enhanced’ carers 
A number of benefits to a short-break 
service of using ‘enhanced’ carers 
were identified. These included: an 
improved stability of placements; 
greater satisfaction, trust and 
confidence in the service by parents; 
a greater level of commitment by 
carers; and a more experienced pool 
of carers. ‘Enhanced’ carers were 
typically linked to more children than 
‘standard’ carers.  
 
Comparison of families linked to 
‘standard’ or ‘enhanced’ short-
break carers 
There was little difference in the 
proportions of youngsters linked to 
‘standard’ or ‘enhanced’ carers 
according to their age, gender, the 
number of people in the household, 
household income or family stress. 
There was a difference in the type of 
help needed. A greater proportion of 
the youngsters linked to ‘enhanced’ 
carers needed help with most 
aspects of daily living (most notably 
toileting, drinking and getting 
around). They were also more likely 
to require help at night. 
 
Short-break service use among the 
children linked to an ‘enhanced’ 
carer was higher than for those 
linked to a ‘standard’ carer. 83% of  
all the families who thought their 
support was ‘about right’ had breaks 
at monthly intervals or more 
frequently. 
 
Young people linked to an 
‘enhanced’ short-break carer cost 
almost twice as much to care for 
over the three months prior to entry 
into the study than youngsters linked  



to a ‘standard’ carer. Over the six 
months of the study, those linked to 
an ‘enhanced’ carer remained more 
expensive to care for. The main 
difference in cost between the 
‘standard’ and ‘enhanced’ carer 
groups was the use of short-break 
services. When the cost of short-
break care was removed from the 
analysis, the difference between the 
two groups fell and was not found to 
be statistically significant.  
 
Exploration of cost effectiveness 
found no statistically significant 
differences between ‘standard’ and 
‘enhanced’ carer groups. There was 
a suggestion that parents in the 
‘enhanced’ carer group had poorer 
levels of health-related quality of life 
than those in the ‘standard’ carer 
group. 
 
Comparison of families receiving 
and waiting to receive a short-
break service 
There were some differences in the 
characteristics of youngsters and 
their families receiving and waiting to 
receive a short-break service. A 
disproportionate number of those 
already receiving a service were 
girls, and fewer of their parents 
described the youngsters’ behaviour 
as ‘challenging’ than did those 
waiting for a service. Twice the 
proportion of families receiving a 
service had an annual income of less 
than £20,000 than did families 
waiting to receive a service. 
 
Although differences were seen in 
the average use of services between 
children receiving and waiting to 
receive a short-break service, no 
obvious trends were evident.  
 

Young people already receiving a 
short-break service cost almost twice 
as much to care for over the three 
months prior to entry into the study 
than youngsters on the waiting list. 
Over the six months of the study, this 
pattern remained, although the 
difference was statistically not 
significant when adjustment was 
made for costs at first interview. The 
main difference in cost between 
those receiving and those waiting for 
a short-break service was the use of 
the short-break service itself. When 
the cost of short-break care was 
removed from the analysis, the 
difference between the two groups 
fell and was not found to be 
statistically significant.  
 
Exploration of cost effectiveness 
found no statistically significant 
differences between those receiving 
and those waiting to receive a 
service. There was a suggestion that 
parents in the waiting list group had 
poorer health-related quality of life 
and mental health status at first 
interview than those already 
receiving a service. There was also a 
suggestion that during the period of 
the study, parents on the waiting list 
showed an overall improvement in 
health-related quality of life whilst it 
deteriorated slightly for parents 
linked to a carer. 
 
The impact of ‘enhanced’ carers 
on the waiting list 
The impact of ‘enhanced’ carers on 
the waiting list was ambiguous and 
was dependent its prior organization. 
Some waiting lists increased with an 
increase in new referrals and as 
children who had previously been 
excluded from the service became 
eligible; other waiting lists decreased 
as children who had previously been 



difficult to place were provided with a 
service.  
 
Issues for short-break schemes to 
consider 
The research raised a number of 
issues for short-break schemes to 
consider. Key amongst these were 
the need for schemes to listen, and 
take into account, the views of the 
young people themselves; for them 
to improve the ways in which they 
keep in touch with waiting families, 
and those already using the service; 
the need to provide more flexibility 
for families, particularly with regard 
to transport, arranging the stays, and 
the option of having the carer come 
to the family home; providing better 
assessment procedures for carers; 
and improving introductory and on-
going training opportunities for 
carers. 
 
 
For further information about the 
research contact: 
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