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Research Summary
The background to the study
Students with caring responsibilities include students who are parents or guardians of
children, and students who care for an adult family member or friend who could not manage
without their help. Research shows that these students can find university study more difficult
than students without caring responsibilities. 

These students can find it challenging to balance the demands of their studies with their
caring responsibilities. These difficulties can cause stress and anxiety. They are more likely to
experience loneliness and find it difficult to take part in the academic and social aspects of
university life compared to other students (Dent, 2020; Scott and Varner, 2020). Other research
suggests that universities don’t always understand the needs of students with caring
responsibilities, or know about how to support them to overcome these challenges (Gregerson
and Nielsen, 2022). 

What were the aims of this research?
We wanted to work with students with caring responsibilities and those who support them
during their studies to understand more about the challenges they experience at university.

The research aimed to: 

Improve our knowledge about the mental health and wellbeing of students with caring
responsibilities while they are at university
Find out more about the university experience of students with caring responsibilities
and how they balance their different roles and responsibilities 
Create practical recommendations for universities to improve the support they offer for
students with caring responsibilities. 

The researchers wanted to answer the following questions: 

How do diverse students with caring responsibilities experience university? 
What is the relationship between feelings of engagement and wellbeing for students
with caring responsibilities? 
How can universities support and represent the interests of students with caring
responsibilities effectively?
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Our recommendations for universities

We recommend that the higher education sector takes the following steps to address the
challenges faced by students with caring responsibilities:

Improve your knowledge of the care commitments of your students1.

Recognising that care commitments are not static, offer regular opportunities for students to disclose
their caring and/or parenting responsibilities, for example, annually at the point of enrolment. 

Communicate the support available effectively2.

Students with caring responsibilities are a time-poor group who may not have time to search for
support information. Use direct communications and explicitly set out the range of support options
available. Ensure that information is available pre-enrolment to enable students to make informed
decisions about their university choice. 

Work with students to co-create institutional policy3. 

Ensure students with caring responsibilities can contribute to creating a policy which addresses their
specific needs and sets out your commitment to them in a single document.

Work with local and external organisations4. 

Third sector organisations and local authorities have expertise in supporting students with caring
responsibilities. Joined-up working can help to improve the range and continuity of support available.

Create a ‘care-full’ campus5. 

Ensure there are family-friendly spaces on campus.  Recognise and value the skills and contributions
made by students with caring responsibilities. 
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How was the research carried out?
The researchers used a mixed methods research design. They carried out a review of recent
research to understand more about the current evidence about studying with caring
responsibilities and identify gaps in our knowledge. They invited students with caring
responsibilities to complete a survey which asked questions about their mental health and
work-life balance.  The researchers also asked for volunteers to talk in detail about their
experiences in a research interview. 

One hundred and seven students (n=107) from across the UK completed the survey and
eighteen (n=18) took part in a research interview. 

The research was overseen by a Steering Group which primarily consisted of students with
caring responsibilities as well as student support and wellbeing staff, academic researchers
and a representative of a national charity which supports carers. The Steering Group helped to
clearly define what caring responsibilities and work-life balance meant to them, at the outset
of the project.  

What were the main findings of the research?
The survey found that students with caring responsibilities were providing lots of different
kinds of care to their loved ones, including emotional support, help with domestic tasks and
end of life care. Some students (n=24) were ‘multigenerational carers’, caring for both children
and adults. 

Many of those who completed the survey were struggling to balance their study, work and care
commitments. Around 40% reported low levels of wellbeing and 60% reported difficulty
engaging with either the social and academic aspects of university life. 

The students who took part in the research interviews described the difficulties experienced at
university. The demands of study, work and care often conflicted, leading to feelings of stress
and guilt. 

Many participants described having a supportive tutor or lecturer who helped them to find
ways to juggle these conflicts. Some students had benefitted from more flexible study options
introduced during the COVID-19 pandemic but noticed that online study options and flexibility
were now being reduced or removed. 

Financial difficulties could be an issue, for example, access to state benefits while studying
was limited and paid work added further to the time pressures experienced. 

The students also highlighted some strengths which caring responsibilities brought to their
studies, such as being motivated, having good time management skills and a sense of
perspective which helped ground them. However, these strengths were rarely acknowledged
by their university. 6
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Final Report
The full report is also available:
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supporting the study, work and life balance and wellbeing of students with caring
responsibilities: Final Report. University of Lincoln. 
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