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Abstract
Young carers are the subject of public policies in the UK, which aim to address their needs as a group experiencing disad-
vantage relating to their caring role. These policies are implemented in a way that aims to improve their health and their 
educational and social opportunities, but left unaddressed is a wider context of inequalities. Nevertheless, inequalities are a 
feature of the terrain upon which social policies for young carers are developed and implemented. Evaluation of the ways that 
young carers and their families are impacted by public policies demands an understanding of those inequalities. Academic 
knowledge of how experiences diverge as a result of multiple intersecting inequalities is so far limited. This paper reports 
from a study that aimed to contribute greater understanding of the interaction between inequalities, young carers, family life 
and social policies in England. Ethnographic research methods created a record of care, family life and the impact of social 
policies. Unequal conditions of care are an important feature of the lives of young people and their families with on-going 
caring responsibilities. Young carers and their families positioned at the intersection of inequalities of ‘race’/ethnicity, class 
and disability had different and unequal experiences of support. The paper discusses these findings and explores the implica-
tions for social policies and social work practice.

Keywords  Young carers · Inequality · Intersectionality · Ethnicity · Class · Disability

English governments have recognised children’s involve-
ment in care work, with policies at a local and national level. 
Children are defined as young carers for the purposes of 
key legislation when they provide care unpaid and are under 
the age of 18. During the last 25 years, these policies have 
sought to support those children and to limit the ways that 
care work impacts negatively on their lives (Aldridge, 2018). 
A growing field of research on children carrying out unpaid 
care work for parents, siblings and other relatives has pre-
sented the shared experiences of children as ‘young carers’ 
and engaged in dialogue with policy-makers on the ways that 
young carers are disadvantaged (Leu & Becker, 2017). This 
paper seeks to extend our understanding of young carers 
and inequality by introducing the concept of unequal condi-
tions of care. I propose this framework for considering mul-
tiple intersecting inequalities alongside the consideration of 
children’s differing relationship to care work. By discussing 

findings from an ethnography of young carers’ family life, 
I explore children’s and families’ experiences as embedded 
in differing conditions of care. I consider how policies are 
formulated and operating in response to an understanding 
of young carers and their families without significant con-
sideration of wider inequalities. This leaves a problem of 
reproducing inequalities by ignoring different conditions 
of care amongst young carers. I discuss findings on ‘race’/
ethnicity and class and consider the ways that policies in 
England interact with inequalities to the detriment of young 
carers’ experience of support.

Young Carers in England

In England, many children are involved in care work as part 
of family life (ONS, 2013), in common with children around 
the world (Camiletti et al., 2018). Research on young carers 
has strengthened understanding of the number of children 
that are involved in unpaid care work and the nature of their 
experiences as care providers. It is a perspective that has 
been developed particularly in the UK and applied to other 
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contexts (Leu & Becker, 2017). The young carer concept, 
based on research pursued in Minority World countries dom-
inates the ways we think about and measure the phenomenon 
of children’s care work (Evans & Becker, 2019). It remains 
challenging and, to a degree, contested, to estimate the num-
ber of young carers (Kelly et al., 2017). This has become 
increasingly important as policy makers have been called on 
to respond to this group’s needs for support and to then eval-
uate the reach, impact and comprehensiveness of services for 
young carers in England. We can be informed by measure 
such as the 2011 Census in the UK. The census counted 
149,929 children as young carers in England and Wales, 
equating to 2.1% of young people aged five to 17 years old 
as young carers (ONS, 2013). Other studies, including those 
that ask children to report on their involvement in unpaid 
care, rather than relying an adult in the family to respond 
on their behalf, find higher prevalence, for example 4.5% 
of children (Vizard et al., 2019). The research indicates that 
young carers are there in significant numbers and that there 
is a strong case for providing them with support services.

Two pieces of legislation, the Care Act 2014 and the 
Children and Families Act 2014, set a policy framework 
for supporting young carers in England. These are seen as 
leading global policy responses to the concerns about chil-
dren as young carers (Carers Trust & University of Sussex, 
2021). Children that provide unpaid care are expected to be 
identified by the local authority, have their needs assessed 
and could then be offered services. Social care services for 
adults and children are expected to meet the care needs of 
the whole family so that the degree of care provided by 
children in the family could be reduced and any negative 
impacts alleviated or prevented. However, in contrast with 
the stated aim, services for young carers are known to be 
reaching only a fraction of the intended population (Chil-
dren’s Commissioner, 2016). For those young carers that 
are receiving support, this exacerbates and entrenches exist-
ing inequalities (Alexander, 2021). Services that might be 
expected to support an adult that they care for, for example, 
a parent, are greatly restricted (Brimblecombe et al., 2020). 
The specialist services for young carers are reported to be 
highly valued (Cheesbrough et al., 2017; Sempik & Becker, 
2013) but are unlikely to be widely available.

For the families that are in contact with services, whether 
as a young carer or, for other family members, as people with 
assessed care needs, there is a lack of research that explores 
the ways that young carers’ experienced are embedded fam-
ily relationships. Only a few studies evaluate services and 
provision for young carers (Butler & Astbury, 2006; Chees-
brough et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2003). As we understand 
more about the lives of young carers from a growing body 
of research, it is clear that there is a lack of research on 
the delivery of services to the families of young carers. My 
research delves into the ways that the relationships and the 

multiple perspectives held within families can shed light on 
the delivery of services to young carers.

Another gap in the research is on young carers and their 
families in the context of inequalities. There is a lack of stud-
ies that examine the experience of young carers in relation to 
class and ‘race’ (Aldridge, 2018; Jones et al., 2002). Some 
recent studies have explored the subject of young carers and 
poverty (Vizard et al., 2019) or as LGBTQ + young adults 
(Traynor, 2016). Research into what categories of social dif-
ference, such as age and disability, mean for young carers 
has been added to the debate about how to understand chil-
dren’s relationships to care. Amongst the most recent stud-
ies of young carers, some have introduced intersectionality 
theory as a reference point (Akkan, 2020; Alexander, 2021; 
Hamilton & Cass, 2017; Kelly et al., 2017).

A concern about inequality has driven much research on 
young carers, however, this has been orientated towards an 
inequality between children that are young carers and chil-
dren that are not. To a lesser extent there is also a body of 
research that explores that differences between children who 
provide different types of care or whose care is focussed on 
particular family members (Santini et al., 2020; Aldridge & 
Becker, 2003). Young carers were found to carry out sub-
stantially more unpaid work at home compared to children 
that were not young carers and are concerned about their 
future opportunities (Warren, 2007). Children and young 
people with caring responsibilities are found to face addi-
tional barriers in terms of employment and education, and 
experience worse health, with additional complexities in the 
phase of young adulthood (Alexander, 2015; Brimblecombe 
et al., 2020).

Unequal Conditions of Care

The concept of unequal conditions of care is introduced here. 
It seeks to complement the understanding of children’s expe-
rience of care and knowledge of the ways that care impacts 
on their lives. It does this by framing an analysis of the ine-
qualities that affect care needs, care practices, care resources 
and care relationships. I work with the ‘unequal conditions 
of care’ concept by analysing the interaction between care 
practices and the multiple inequalities in a particular histori-
cal context, acknowledging that both care and inequalities 
are changing and dynamic.

It is a framework for questioning and exploring the 
conditions under which people establish care practices. 
Care is understood as the historically-specific practices 
of replenishing people’s capacity to live, shaped by social 
relations. Inequalities are understood as intersecting 
structures of power relations, drawing on scholarship on 
intersecting inequalities of ‘race’/ethnicity, gender, class, 
disability, age and sexuality (Crenshaw, 1989; Hancock, 
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2016; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016) that shape care (Shel-
ton & John, 1996) and global care chains (Ehrenreich & 
Hochschild, 2003). It also resonates with an ecological 
perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) prompting us to look 
at the wider environment in which care is established and 
within which it may change. We can avoid the conflation 
of social inequalities with the differences in care practices. 
If we ignore the unequal conditions of care there is a risk 
that we miss those factors in our analysis.

The unequal conditions of care framework is used to 
report and discuss finding from my ethnographic study of 
young carers and their families in the West Midlands. The 
experience of care for young carers participating in the study 
was shaped by a range of conditions. Young carers, their 
siblings and parents spoke about the impact of inequalities 
on their needs, the resources they could draw on, resources 
that were unavailable or came with strings attached. Report-
ing on the analysis of ethnographic data, I focus here on 
class, ‘race’/ethnicity and citizenship-status as intersecting 
inequalities that had an impact on the conditions of care for 
young carers and their families. However, it is important to 
note that there were also other areas of intersecting inequali-
ties that are not reported here, for example, those relating 
to sexuality, disability and gender. Heeding the political 
legacy of intersectionality theory (Tomlinson, 2018), which 
is discussed further below, this paper focusses the discus-
sion on ‘race’/ethnicity and class, without space to also pre-
sent findings on the complex breadth of categories of social 
difference.

An analysis of the unequal conditions of care can also be 
used as the basis for discussing ways of improving young 
carers’ circumstances. Policy discussions about young carers 
frequently attend to the ways that children are under pressure 
to become involved in care work because of poorly designed 
or inadequate services. They are concerns about their lack of 
access to crucial resources, deprivation and isolation. Ana-
lysing young carers and the unequal conditions of care that 
surround them can provide new perspectives. We can ask, 
what wider conditions of care could be changed that would 
improve young carers’ circumstances? How do young carers 
use their social location, for example, drawing on positions 
of privilege as a resource for their caring role? What does a 
context of inequality mean for the continued stigmatisation 
of unpaid care work? While comparative studies of young 
carers have made the case for recognising children’s rights 
to be involved in family care (Carers Trust & University of 
Sussex, 2021), we can use the unequal conditions of care 
framework to be critical of the inequalities that undermine, 
penalise and impoverish children’s involvement in care. 
There is the potential for more nuanced perspectives on 
children’s relationship to the young carer role in the context 
of inequalities that are being contested, moderated or inten-
sified by changes in policies.

Intersecting Inequalities and Young Carers

The research presented here explored inequalities informed 
by intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) and through 
the design, the fieldwork and analysis I considered a wide 
range of categories of social difference. Examples of cat-
egories of social difference are class, ethnicity, ‘race’ and 
class. These were understood as social structures that con-
ceptually arrange people in hierarchical ways (Hancock, 
2016; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016; Mirza, 2015). Catego-
ries are explicitly or implicitly referenced in social interac-
tions that create knowledge of an individual’s relationship 
to society (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). An overarching 
term, social location, describes the collective effect of 
these structures on individuals or groups. Categories of 
social difference are used and understood in varied ways 
within epistemological and theoretical traditions but in the 
young carer literature they are often seen as determining 
people’s lives by reducing people to positions of low status 
or at other times drawing people together around particular 
forms of a social category as the basis for collective action 
and celebration. However, there has been little research 
that explores the operation of multiple categories of social 
difference in the lives of young carers and their families, 
with the notable exception of Jones et al. (2002), or that 
delves deeper into the theorisation of difference and ine-
quality amongst young carers.

The development of intersectional approaches has 
been led by Black feminist theorists who have called for a 
reframing of theory and empirical research to strengthen 
the engagement with the social experience of categories 
such as gender, ‘race’, class and sexuality (Cohambee 
River Collective, 1983; Crenshaw, 1989; Hill Collins & 
Bilge, 2016; Mirza, 2015). This literature critiques the 
limitations of existing scholarship that excludes and under-
mine knowledge of Black women and their experiences as 
women, as working class, as queer and their relationship 
to other categories of social difference (Crenshaw, 1989; 
Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016; Lorde, 1984). This diminishes 
understanding of gender relations, racism, class structures, 
sexuality and other forms of inequality (Spelman, 1988). 
Tomlinson describes intersectionality as a mid-level 
theory, which adds nuance to understandings of a global 
“theory for antisubordination and social change”, (Tom-
linson, 2018, p. 2). Whilst intersectionality powerfully 
supports analytical engagement with categories of social 
difference, it is connected to a political and theoretical 
project of debating and securing social justice.

The existing literature on young carers seeks to con-
nect data to an analysis of categories of social difference 
through a range of research questions and methods. This 
can be strengthened by engaging with intersectionality 
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theory because it supports a fuller understanding of the 
ways that an individual’s relationship to multiple catego-
ries is experienced, rather than seeking to artificially dis-
tinguish them. It provides a more robust account of the 
collective experience of inequality. It also challenges us to 
represent people in subordinated positions and to articulate 
the operation of privilege in people’s lives, rather than 
allowing it to remain obscure.

Methodology

The subject matter of this study is complex, with interwoven 
factors because it sets out to explore multiple intersecting 
inequalities and to understand the relationships and prac-
tices of family life for the duration of a series of months. 
The choice of an ethnographic methodology supported the 
investigation of the nuances of this subject matter, especially 
in the absence of previous studies that address this area. It 
appears that this methodology has not featured in the young 
carers literature, however, it has been used to study chil-
dren’s experience of care work and family life more broadly 
(Brannen et al., 2000; Gabb, 2008).

Ethnography is a qualitative research method, centred on 
the practices of observation and participation, which aims to 
immerse the researcher within a community to explain the 
perspectives of insiders, whilst using their outsider perspec-
tive and research skills to create new knowledge (Geertz, 
1973). The constructivist paradigm of ethnography is the 
starting point for this project. My approach makes use of 
the flexibility in this method and the potential for devel-
oping ethical, knowledge-rich relationships through which 
theoretical questions can be explored. Central to the idea of 
ethnography is the researcher’s journey to join a group and 
understand it, after which the researcher will often step away 
in order to reflect and write about the subject of study (Ham-
mersley & Atkinson, 2007). This process is recorded, largely 
through fieldnotes and written reflections, to capture differ-
ent moments through the process (Lareau, 2011; Spradley, 
1980), including the development of new understandings 
and the creation of relationships that enable it to proceed. 
The researcher is unavoidably a prominent participant in the 
research landscape, calling for reflexivity as a crucial ele-
ment in fieldwork and analysis (Aull Davies, 1999; Ham-
mersley & Atkinson, 2007).

The ethnographic methodology has the benefit of allow-
ing the study to work with participants over time to develop 
richer data and allow for families to refine the methods 
alongside the researcher. It supported the engagement of 
young carers alongside their families in order to give a 
fuller picture of care within relationships. It also provides 
data from observations, complementing care talk with care 
observations, as recorded in fieldnotes. At the same time it 

is shaped by the positionality of the researcher, as will be 
discussed further, and its depth means that it was focussed 
on a small number of participants.

The study was carried out 2017–19 and had five phases, 
through which the research question evolved in tandem with 
the development and applications of methods. Firstly, there 
was a planning phase in which ethnography was selected 
after consideration of a range of qualitative methods. This 
phase also included gaining approval for fieldwork to pro-
ceed from the university Ethical Review Committee. The 
second phase continued alongside the planning phase, dur-
ing which I volunteered with three young carers projects in 
the West Midlands region of England. The third phase was 
recruitment of participants, followed by a fourth phase of 
fieldwork. The final phase was the end of fieldwork, analysis 
and writing of the ethnography.

I set out to study action in people’s homes, considered to 
be private spaces, where people are deciding on what work 
should be done and who does it. Policies assert that this and 
other behaviour in private homes matters to people outside 
those demarked spaces (Crossley, 2016; James & James, 
2001; Parr, 2017). The collective effects of family life are to 
create patterns such as gender and class inequalities, as well 
as being subject to and absorbing those inequalities (Marx 
Ferree, 1990; Shelton & John, 1996). Private spaces are 
important for understanding the process by which inequali-
ties of gender, ‘race’, class, disability etc. are manifested 
(Oakley, 1974; Yeandle et al., 2017). The back and forth of 
ideas about who should do care work, which turn into the 
inequalities of care work, calls for us to establish that there 
is a complex relationship between the distribution of care 
work, inequalities and services that interact with families.

Family life, through the eyes and ears of the researcher, 
provides data for policy analysis. In this case, the data comes 
from the family life of five young carers: Aidan, Alia, Rosie, 
Sapphire, XD who participated in an ethnographic research 
project (see Table 1).1 The group of participants that chose 
to join the research project gave insight into a range of car-
ing relationships, including those that in which individuals 
were simultaneously being classified as care provider and 
care recipient. Aidan was a young carer in relation to his 
mother who had experienced mental health problems but 
his younger brother and mother were classified as his car-
ers because of his Asperger Spectrum Disorder. Alia was 
a sibling carer for her older sister. XD was a carer for his 
mother because of her experience of depression. Rosie was 
a sibling carer for her older sister. Sapphire was classified 
as a young carer because of her role supporting her father, 

1  University of Birmingham Ethical Review Reference Number: 
ERN_17-1247.
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who had had a stroke, and her two siblings who had special 
educational needs.

The participants were recruited in March 2018, follow-
ing a period in which I met children and young people who 
attended a local young carers group. At these groups I was 
in the role of a volunteer, although I was also able to discuss 
my research plans and discuss these with staff and the young 
people in attendance. This earlier volunteer phase lasted six 
months and it provided background information on local 
provision for young carers, gave opportunities to introduce 
the study and get feedback from children and young people 
on potential participation.

The recruitment process was started during a phase of 
volunteering. A number of young carers expressed inter-
est in the research process and from this group I selected 
a sample that was diverse in terms of family care needs, 
demographic characteristics and being located in different 
areas around the West Midlands region. Their families were 
approached by sending information by post explaining the 
aims of the project and asking whether they were happy to 
receive further information about becoming involved. If the 
family expressed interested in finding out more, this was fol-
lowed up by a phone call to discuss the project and an offer 
of a visit for further conversations if the family wished. A 
small number of families went through this process and all 
were given the opportunity to remain involved for as long as 
they wanted for the duration of the research.

I agreed a bespoke schedule and format for visits, which 
provided the opportunity for discussion and observation, fit-
ting around the routines of family life. Over time this built 
up opportunities for participation in elements of the family’s 
activities. An additional element was the use of visual eth-
nography, using drawing exercises to produce collaborative 

data (collaboration between multiple family members), to 
record imaginative representations of family life and to elicit 
discussion of different perspectives held within the family. 
These research methods were used over a period of nine 
months, while the families experienced both continuity and 
change in their lives, with increasing familiarity between 
them and the researcher. The data consist of fieldnotes, 
which include verbatim quotations, drawings from partici-
pants and the researcher’s reflective writing.

I built activities into the fieldwork and analysis process 
to support the trustworthiness of the data. One strand was 
checking my notes and plans with participants. I discussed 
the research design with young carers and young carer 
project workers to get their feedback on how to initiate the 
research process and prepare ways of checking my work with 
my participants. During the fieldwork process I typed up 
verbatim quote, observations and analysis points on an elec-
tronic tablet whilst I was present with young carers and their 
families. I was able to check the accuracy of these notes dur-
ing fieldwork and participants could review my notes. Imme-
diately after each visit I would jot down points that I had 
retained as ‘headnotes’ (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 
Fieldnotes were worked on further by adding descriptions 
and reflections in the hours and days after each visit in order 
to build a detailed picture so that the material was fresh. My 
participants were offered the opportunity to see a draft of 
my thesis and two of my participants did so, providing some 
comments in response, which I took on board.

A number of other people’s perspectives were sought to 
challenge or explore this process and increase trustworthi-
ness. I shared sections of fieldnotes and visual data with 
my PhD supervisors who could give their perspective on 
the fieldwork and feed into the process of reflection. I also 

Table 1   Details of young carers and their families

Young carer Parents Siblings Care relationship focussed 
on by services

Ethnicity (using UK Cen-
sus categories)

Class

Aidan Marie (mother) Joey (younger brother) Aidan as young carer to 
mother, Marie as parent 
carer to Aidan, Joey as 
young carer to Aidan

White (British) Working class

Alia Kaya (mother)
Ben (father)

Amber (older sister) Alia as young carer to 
older sister; Kaya and 
Ben as parent carers

Asian British (Pakistani) Middle class

XD Tizzy (mother) XD as young carer to 
mother

Black (African) Middle class

Rosie Dominique (mother) Poppy (younger sister) Rosie as young carer for 
sister; Dominique as par-
ent carer for Poppy

Mixed (White and 
Asian)—Rosie and 
Poppy

White (British)—
Dominique

Middle class

Sapphire Becky (mother), Chris 
(father)

Jane (sister), Luke 
(brother)

Sapphire as young carer to 
father and siblings

White (any other white 
background)

Working class
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shared extended quotes and the developing analysis with 
peers at conferences in order to gain feedback on the meth-
odological approach.

Alongside checking with my participants and others in 
the academic community, I undertook reflexivity. I regularly 
updated a research journal which aided my momentum in 
reflecting on my activities, my positionality and the emo-
tions connected to fieldwork (Spradley, 1980). Reflexivity 
influenced my thinking on the ethnography (Aull Davies, 
1999), reaching a point of producing the analysis based on 
my experience of getting closer to participants, feeling the 
distances and closeness between us.

To protect the families’ privacy, participants chose pseu-
donyms, which are used here. They also imposed limits on 
subjects discussed and commented on the data as it was 
collected. They provided their consent to participate in the 
study and reviewed their participation to confirm they agreed 
to the process as it developed. Efforts were made to pro-
vide opportunities for individual family members to share 
their experiences but there was an acceptance that this could 
not be confidential and could be known by others in their 
families through the ethnographic research process (Eldén 
& Anving, 2020).

Findings on the Conditions of Care for Young 
Carers and Their Families: Class and ‘Race’

The study found that young carers and their families were 
socially located at the intersections of multiple inequali-
ties. In analysing their positive and negative experiences of 
services I referred frequently to explanations grounded in 
their social location. The participants would also draw on 
their understanding of their class, ‘race’/ethnicity, disabil-
ity, citizenship status and religion to interpret the nature of 
their encounters with professionals that addressed them as 
families with issues relating to disability and as including a 
young carer. Inequalities affected the experience of being a 
young carers, of being their sibling or their parent, interact-
ing with the circumstances of disability and complex physi-
cal, mental, emotional and practical needs.

During the ethnographic fieldwork, spending time with 
families, I was presented with data from families about the 
way that they experienced their relationship to categories of 
social difference, such as ethnicity/‘race’ and class. There 
were differences in the ways that families presented their 
social location. Some of the data was articulated directly or 
remained more implicit. This is discussed as a contrast of 
spoke and unspoken social locations. Another differences in 
the families’ relationships to inequalities was whether they 
had experienced privileged or subordinated position. This 
is a second set of contrasts that I discuss here, as well as 
considering the significance of these forms of representation 

of social location for understanding the families’ conditions 
of care.

I explore two case studies of class and ‘race’ as conditions 
of care for young carers and their families. This is followed 
by a discussion of the conditions of care for this group of 
young carers and their families in the West Midlands region 
in England. The data comes from interactions with young 
carers but also siblings and parents because the overlapping 
relationships between family members helps us understand 
the way that ‘whole family’ policies are interacting with 
inequalities in their lives.

Alia’s Family

One group of participants was Alia’s family. She lived with 
her mother, Kaya, her father, Ben, and older sister, Amber. 
Alia was a young carer who received support through a local 
young carers service because she was regularly providing 
care for her older sister. They held a British Pakistani, mid-
dle class identity foremost, but also saw Amber’s disability 
as something they all shared as an experience. The manage-
ment of Amber’s needs was very absorbing (McLaughlin, 
2006) and family life was vocalised through the lively and 
absorbing activities of motherhood, fatherhood, daughter-
hood and sisterhood. A cast of wider family members were 
recalled in conversation, invited in or visited. Family life was 
going at full pace and with many references to the categories 
that placed the family as a whole in their social world and 
that differentiated between Alia, Amber, Kaya and Ben.

Alia’s family shared with me a culture of discussion and 
debate. They were keen to speak about their social location, 
where it established positive treatment and where it incurred 
discrimination. Alia’s family provided an example of how 
‘race’ and ethnicity are important explanatory frameworks 
for families’ encounters with the support services target-
ing families with a disabled person as a member and young 
carers. Alia and her mother, Kaya, articulated the ways that 
they were stereotyped and their frustration with the ways 
that other people pursued lifestyles that contributed to a ste-
reotype of behaviour based on religion and ‘race’ (Mirza, 
2013). Kaya explained how social workers accused her of 
not properly providing for her eldest daughter, Amber, and 
that there was a suspicion that she was a possible victim of 
forced marriage. Kaya perceived that these accusations were 
based on stereotyping the family because of their Islamic 
faith and their South Asian ethnicity. She was determined 
to show that they were false and ridiculous.

Fieldnotes 25/3/18
Kaya was hurt, offended and angered by a suspicion 
that Amber was at risk of forced marriage during a 
period when she was taken out of school because bul-
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lying meant that she refused to go. She stayed in Paki-
stan for several months with her grandparents. Kaya 
said that this showed her “how racist the social work-
ers and schools could be.” She contrasted that forceful 
interaction with the disengagement when she raised 
concerns about Amber’s poor education. She spoke 
very evocatively about insisting that the social worker 
went around to see the house and that she needed to 
see the food supplies to refute that idea that the chil-
dren were not fed enough.

This interaction with social workers was significant for the 
ways that it made Kaya feel that she and her family were 
racialised subjects, reduced to the performance of acts in 
line with a stereotype of Muslim citizens. Yet the engage-
ment with the state on the family’s terms, seeking support 
for Amber’s education and mental health services were 
denied. Kaya felt disempowered by the ways that the fam-
ily’s attempts to manage the pressures of disability and care 
were undermined by racialised terms for their interactions 
with state services. She felt that there were “so many levels 
of prejudice there.” (Fieldnotes 4/6/18). Ethnicity and reli-
gion were intersecting social structures that had impressed 
themselves upon the families’ encounter with services. It 
was important for this family to speak about the ways that 
this position of subordination was experienced. It was part 
of their conditions of care, producing difficult feelings about 
working with services and accepting offers of support.

Kaya was attentive to her class position, her high level 
of education and the professional jobs that gave her and her 
husband considerable resources and financial security.

Fieldnotes 25/3/18
Kaya implied that because the family are affluent and 
highly educated (implicitly middle class, I suppose), 
that they were dismissed as not needing the input of 
services.

Kaya felt that her class position complicated her relation-
ship with services, made it difficult for her to navigate and 
also meant that she did not have the position of power that 
she was used to holding. She could not express middle class 
behaviours, instead having to fight for resources that she 
should have been entitled to. She also noted the different 
background of those whose circumstances meant they were 
brought together by their connection to services for children 
with special needs.

Fieldnotes 25/11/18
Kaya spoke about how many of the other young people 
in Amber’s school “came from chaotic and impover-
ished families,” who were “unable to help them with 
administrative tasks because they have not gained 
much from the educational system.”

Social workers, staff at the college for students with spe-
cial educational needs and child psychologists were also 
figures in Kaya’s interaction with the welfare state that had 
required her to confront hierarchies of class, ‘race’, ethnicity 
and migration.

Kaya’s younger daughter, Alia, a young carer, indicated 
some familiarity with these same structures of inequality and 
social categories of difference. Alia referenced class when 
she drew on her experience of defending herself because of 
accusations of superiority. It suggested to me that she also 
had to navigate divisions of class with her peers and that she 
replicated these difficult manoeuvres in recounting a family 
story during a research visit.

Fieldnotes 3/8/18
During [a story about her aunt’s profession] Alia made 
two comments that added to the picture of social loca-
tion. She said about her aunt being one of the top doc-
tors and then said that she is “not boasting, that it’s 
true.” People at school had accuse her of boasting. I 
wondered how this builds an idea of class, education 
and race that people might reject, through this idea of 
boasting. Alia also checked that I knew that Abu meant 
granddad, which I did. I think I knew that but maybe 
it was from context, just guessing. It was interesting 
the ways that Alia’s questioning was showing how she 
saw the differences in me.

Public spaces were discussed at home, reflecting on the ways 
that ‘race’ and ethnicity impacted on these experiences. 
At the same time, my presence in that environment as a 
researcher, representing a intersectional identity (white, mid-
dle class woman, not disabled, English accent) establish a set 
of shared assumptions and differences that drew comment.

The experience of educational institutions was a promi-
nent feature of families care biographies. Educational insti-
tutions were important public spaces where ‘race’ inter-
sected with class and gender (Lareau, 2011; Reay, 2017). 
Alia explained some of the ways that ethnicity and national-
ity fractured the social relations in her school.

Fieldnotes 3/8/18
Alia says that “the Bangladeshi girls at school” think 
that she is “weird” because she does not pray after 
school. Kaya said that “they are racist against them” 
[the family or Pakistanis, I’m not sure]. Alia said 
that “they are jealous because I was the only brown 
girl who would make friends with people who are 
not brown.” Kaya says that she thinks it is because 
they were jealous that she “did not have to live in that 
oppressive lifestyle.” Alia talked about how more 
recently the Bangladeshi girls made friends with a girl 
who was white and after saying white she quickly said 
“no offence” to me, which amused me. Alia said that 
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people at school “tell her off and get uncomfortable” 
when she talks about race or talks about someone ‘as 
white’. She mocked people who are so uncomfortable 
talking about race. She is glad that her “friendship 
group is mixed because then they won’t have problems 
about race. At primary school there were problems.” 
Kaya said that her friends have “always been mixed.” 
You then get a taste of “their own culture,” they said. 
They seemed harmonious on this topic and enjoyed 
building on each other’s ideas to mark out their views 
on race.

Noting a ‘white’ audience for this explanation embodied by 
the researcher, Alia describes frustrations and amusements 
about ethnic differences. These experiences were located 
outside of family life, while Alia enjoyed the freedom to 
associate herself with diverse people, as did her mother. 
The constraints and conflicts of the educational environment 
were contrasted with the relative freedom and harmony of 
their family life.

Alia’s parents supported their daughter in diagnosing the 
prejudices that were encountered through interactions with 
services or in school and they spoke of how they used family 
life as a space in which to respond creatively and resist these 
harmful currents.

XD’s Family

Like Alia’s family, the information that XD and his mother 
shared helps elaborate the way that the intersection of class, 
ethnicity, ‘race’ and nationality anchored their family iden-
tity and was articulated in their encounters with services. 
XD and his mother were Black and they had migrated to 
the UK from southern Africa. The process of arriving in the 
UK, to join XD’s father, was the start of a difficult legal pro-
cess. Tizzy, XD’s mother was in the country under restrictive 
terms as since her separation from XD’s father she no longer 
had right to be in the country as his dependant. Therefore, 
she did not have the right to work or to access a range of 
benefits. The disintegration of her relationship with XD’s 
father, who was violent towards her, left her without finan-
cial support and unable to earn through paid work because 
of the laws applied to migrants. She was living with XD 
in poor housing, which from the outset of my time with 
them, they discussed as extremely difficult. Tizzy felt lost 
and unable to be independent as she had used to be when 
she had been able to do paid work before she migrated. Her 
mental health deteriorated and she struggled to look after 
XD. Support from social services was credited with enabling 
an improvement in her mental health. She had also found it 
helpful to receive counselling and the attentions of housing 
services. Following this period she was able to reconnect 

with the responsibilities to look after XD. Nevertheless she 
was still unable to look for paid work so she had to manage 
the welfare payments carefully to cover the costs of everyday 
life. Tizzy and XD’s circumstances were heavily imprinted 
by the criminalisation of migration and connect them to a 
picture of the ways that women and children have their lives 
shaped by violence against women (Walby et al., 2017). XD 
was put in the position of being Tizzy’s carer and taking on 
extensive domestic responsibilities including cooking and 
cleaning. He was referred to the young carers’ services and 
attended regular activities sessions, social groups and had 
professional staff keeping an eye on his situation.

XD recognised the importance of class for understand-
ing other people’s backgrounds, although not sharing his 
thoughts about how it applied to himself. When reflecting 
on his mother’s story of long hours doing housework and 
providing care for relatives when she was a child,

Fieldnotes 24/9/18
He said he did not know “if they were working class or 
well off but it was really hard” for his mum.

Class was a reference point but migration, nationality and 
mental health were prominent in their account of evolving 
care needs.

The family had been bullied and targeted for criticism 
because of the ways that people sharing the house inter-
preted their ethnicity and class. Tizzy and XD had been 
accused of being a spies for the Home Office by other resi-
dents in their shared housing because they were seen to be 
in a relatively favourable position (having a bedroom each, 
although this was required by the local authority housing 
rules because of XD’s gender and age). Tizzy also explained 
that XD was perceived as being born in the UK because 
his accent placed him as local, rather than someone who 
was a migrant by background. Time spent with Tizzy and 
XD during fieldwork showed that they enjoyed recounting 
stories about the times in southern Africa, its landscapes, 
its culture, its economy and their family there. Nationality 
and migration were reference points for XD and his mother 
to tell their story, explain the struggles of the last few years 
and consider their options for the future.

Migration was a strong theme in their story, while ethnic-
ity or ‘race’ were less openly explored. My positionality and 
habituation with the invisibility of whiteness (Clark Mane, 
2012) may have influenced me to be tentative in discussing 
‘race’ and ethnicity in contrast to pursuing more extensive 
questioning about gender or disability. The lack of discus-
sion about ethnicity and ‘race’ may reflect XD’s discomfort 
at representing his ethnicity to a white British woman, not 
confident about the response he would get (Konstantoni & 
Emejulu, 2017).

However, in one discussion, XD used ‘race’ and ethnicity as 
a reference point when telling a story about his family.
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Fieldnotes 22/10/18
XD did not seem to know the cousins. Tizzy referred to 
them carrying him when he was little. XD asked if the 
cousin they are referring to “is the black man, the dark 
man.” Tizzy was laughing at the reference. She laughed 
“as if you were white! He is like your cousin!”. XD dis-
missed her jokes and said that he just did not remember 
what he looked like.

Their Black identity was something that Tizzy expected XD to 
be clear about, not to forget. The idea of him questioning it by 
implying their family were anything but Black was ridiculous 
to her. He seemed to see it differently, with lower expecta-
tions about the absolute nature of their Black identity and that 
of their family. He also questioned his mother’s instruction 
to reject his group of friends in the neighbourhood because 
of racist behaviour, implying that he did not see this as the 
correct judgement about them and regretting the loss of their 
friendship because it meant he was lonelier when away from 
school. Tizzy and XD had different interpretations of their 
social location. XD saw ‘race’ and nationality as less relevant 
to his life, while Tizzy felt their importance for the continuities 
in her life, herself as a Black woman from southern Africa.

This background triggered XD’s role as a young carer. He 
needed to step in when Tizzy was overwhelmed with distress 
and the after effects of the breakdown of her relationship, cut 
off from her family and without economic resources. In other 
words, the family found themselves disconnected from their 
middle class background and having to start again in a new 
position because of their migration status. They encountered 
a very different landscape of welfare services, which helped 
them get back onto their feet but did not remove the legal 
constraints because of their status as immigrants (Berg et al., 
2019; Jolly, 2019; Kilkey et al., 2013; Mirza, 2013). ‘Race’, 
ethnicity and class were important markers in exploring the 
family’s circumstances and understanding XD’s position as 
a young carer.

Representing and Interpreting 
the Conditions of Care

The analysis of the data on class, ‘race’/ethnicity and the 
social location of young carers and their families illus-
trates two ways of categorising the unequal conditions of 
care. I produced two categorisations based on the analy-
sis of social location from the ethnographic research. My 
analysis was underpinned by charting the process by which 
individuals disclosed social location and by synthesising 
the social location data from different family members. I 
also analysed the way that different social locations were 
embodied by family members, weaving inequalities and 
social hierarchies into the network of relationships held 
within the family. Lastly, I considered how the data was 
shaped by my embodied presence as a researcher. Taking 
insights from each of these perspectives on the unequal 
conditions of care, I present two categories that help us 
explore the lives of young carers in the West Midlands. I 
argue that applying two contrasting labels, spoken/unspo-
ken and privileged/subordinated, helps us to understand 
the intersectionality of the relationships between young 
carers, families and services (see Table 2).

The four labels shown in Table 2 set out different ways 
that social locations were constructed through the ethnog-
raphy process. I argue that in this specific context and in 
conversations with this particular researcher, families spoke 
about and also left unspoken their connection to the catego-
ries of ‘race’/ethnicity and class. Their positions were also 
underpinned by structures that privileged or subordinated 
them. These categories shed light on the unequal conditions 
of care and services for young carers. ‘Race’/ethnicity and 
class intersect in the ways that family members experienced 
their relationship to public services and interpreted the deci-
sions about their entitlements. These categories of young 
carers and their families are now discussed further in rela-
tion to researcher positionality and the unequal conditions 
of care, drawing on intersectionality theory.

Table 2   Families' representation 
of their social location in 
relation to class and 'race'/
ethnicity

Spoken Unspoken

Categorising the unequal condi-
tions of care

 Privileged Middle class families White British families
 Subordinate Black and South Asian families Working class families
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Researcher Positionality and Speaking 
About Privilege

As a white, middle class, ‘able-bodied’ woman, I had lim-
ited embodied knowledge to build up the voices of those 
who are subordinated at the intersectional of ethnicity, 
class, disability and other categories of social difference 
(Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016; Harding, 1993; Konstantoni 
& Emejulu, 2017; Mirza, 2013). The data on ‘race’/ethnic-
ity and class is marked by the limitations of knowledge I 
had as a researcher and the ways that my identity inhibited 
or encouraged the sharing of experiences by my partici-
pants. It is likely that the positionality of the researcher in 
this case, as a middle class woman facilitated discussions 
about middle class identity more than it would have for a 
discussion of working class experiences. My background 
meant I was tuned into the implications of certain com-
ments. I might also have been seen as more sympathetic 
or receptive.

The middle class families in the study, for example, 
Alia’s family spoke freely about middle class experiences, 
as did another family, Rosie’s family. The experiences of 
families embodying a middle-class status to engage with 
services was something that two families explained to me. 
They had learned which elements of their intersectional 
identity helped them, giving them greater control, extra 
resources, a stronger voice or some more power in the 
interactions with services.

For Rosie and Alia’s families, their mothers reported 
some of the ways that services had interacted with their 
families and sought to respond to the needs of their daugh-
ters as young carers. These participants drew connections 
between their class position and the ways it distinguished 
them other people who were connected to state provision. 
In both cases, the mothers used education as evidence of 
their strengthened position to negotiated services for their 
daughters and indicated that they felt out of place in the 
interactions with professionals or state representatives.

Fieldnotes 16/5/18
Dominique [Rosie’s mother] spoke of her anger 
at her treatment by the legal system. For example, 
[Children and Family Court Advisory and Support 
Service] staff acted “superior” but seemed not to 
be able “to handle” Dominique and her ex-partner 
because they are both “educated and intelligent.” 
Dominique felt that they were “used to dealing with 
people who are more rough.”

In this extract from fieldnotes and the extracts in the dis-
cussion of Alia’s family the women drew distinctions 
between their status and other parents who were placed in 
similar relationships to services because of circumstances 

such as children’s special educational needs, their chil-
dren’s roles as young carers or disputes adjudicated 
through the family courts.

Both women also provided moments where I could 
observe the ways that they educated their daughters in repro-
ducing class status. Dominique picked up on her daughters’ 
pronunciation, gently mocking her and discouraging her 
from speaking in ways that exacerbated the West Midlands 
inflection in their words. Middle class performance was 
monitored in the young carer’s domestic interactions. In 
return for been cultured in middle class ways, the middle 
class young carers were benefitting from increased support-
ive input from services. Rosie’s family secured access to 
funding for respite services so that Rosie could have time 
with her mother while her sister Poppy had one-to-one care. 
Alia’s family had been effective in gaining the input of an 
educational psychologists for Alia’s older sister so their was 
a professional addressing their concerns about her educa-
tional needs. The whole family approach promoted by the 
Care Act 2014 and the Children and Families Act 2014 in 
England appears to be working in some cases for middle 
class families, with them using their privileged position and 
being legitimated to speak about their social location.

The middle class privilege did not exist in isolation from 
other class positions that were subordinated. The young car-
ers, Rosie and Alia could benefit from the way that their 
mothers deployed their class position, in the rhetorical tac-
tic of being different from ‘the rest’—i.e. from the work-
ing class people who were seen as the regular subjects of 
those services. This perpetuated the idea that services could 
usually work in ways that gave citizens little power, with 
the exception for middle class subjects who ‘pulled rank’. 
The working class subject was reinforced as one who had 
to submit to the system or had to draw on other categories 
if they were to modify their experience of public services. 
Class was an important resource for securing what the fam-
ily needed to support disabled children and young carers.

The working class families recounted experiences of ser-
vices in which they were the subject of compulsion. One 
family had to engage with the youth justice system follow-
ing a caution for shoplifting. Another family shared difficult 
memories of intervention from social services. Whilst the 
young carers did benefit from specialist services, their lack 
of wider supportive services was notable, in contrast with 
the middle class young carers. They did not present the same 
set of examples of having support services address the fam-
ily’s care needs in order to reduce the work carried out by 
young carers and improve their day to day experiences.

Working class status was not a prominent rhetorical 
resource as recorded in this ethnography. The limited dis-
cussion of working class experiences might indicate a wari-
ness of using me as an audience for these experience. Alter-
natively, it might reflect my limited knowledge to draw on 
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markers and shared experience of working class life, there-
fore a shortcoming when it came to identifying and record-
ing the points about working class experience.

With this qualification about the problems of accessing 
these accounts, it is also interesting to consider whether the 
lack of working class expressions captured here may also 
reflect its exclusion from families’ narratives. Whilst mid-
dle class status was indicated to be a helpful resource for 
the two families discussed above, working class status may 
have been put to one side in the interaction with services, not 
offering the same benefits. The ability to assert the presence 
of disadvantaged and treatment through services may be hin-
dered by cultures that subordinate working class families 
but also discourage spoke identification with this subject 
position.

Spoken and Unspoken Representations 
of Inequality in the Conditions of Care

The conditions of care were made more favourable for those 
families that could draw on the resources of middle class 
identity. They could command a different position when 
they interacted with services and could draw strength from 
expectations of support.

Whilst there are suggestions that White British ethnicities 
also conferred a position of privilege, sparing those families 
the difficulties of navigating the assumptions or discrimina-
tion that Alia’s family described, this took on a different 
form in the data. It was also an identity position shared with 
the researcher but rather than being a spoken position of 
privilege it was emphatically unspoken by those families 
that benefited from it.

Other than point to this omission, what can we say about 
white ethnicity in this study and its connection to the ear-
lier richer discussion about South Asian ethnicity and Black 
identity? Alia, a young carers, provides a rare example of 
discussing whiteness, talking about how she shocked her 
peers at school in naming it as a category. The taboo of 
naming whiteness has probably imprinted itself on the data, 
reducing the possibilities of analysing the privilege built 
around this category. However, it is important than white 
ethnicity does not go unremarked in the analysis, despite 
its ability to slide out of discussion, as an unremarked-upon 
assumed state (Clark Mane, 2012; Konstantoni & Emejulu, 
2017; Tomlinson, 2018). The presence of a white British 
researcher would ease the invisibility of whiteness in these 
conversations, allowing it to be unremarkable or potentially 
harder to utter. It is also interesting to consider that the white 
families were able to exclude ethnicity from their consid-
eration about relationships with services, while for Alia’s 
family in particular, they needed to develop their knowledge, 
awareness and strategies to overcome the ways that racism 

might operate through the delivery or denial of services. 
The need to explain, to account for and to reconcile views 
within the family for some are connected to the ease of liv-
ing without conscious reference to ethnicity, which some of 
the families were able to experience. Despite being absent, 
whiteness was important in that it subtly provided protec-
tion and resources, but in ways that were varied because it 
intersected with migration and class status.

The study provides material for an exploration of the 
ways that the category of ‘race’ and ethnicity intersect with 
class to shape the experiences of young carers and their 
families. This is the case for those in subordinated positions 
but also privileged ones. It confirms that the gap in research 
about social inequalities and young carers is indeed prob-
lematic (Aldridge, 2018; Jones et al., 2002; Vizard et al., 
2019). What is distinctive about the argument here is that 
the experience of those young carers that are middle class, 
that are socially located as White British could also be bet-
ter understood as part of further research that explicitly 
addresses those privileged identities, as well as a need to 
rectify the lack of understanding of the experiences of young 
carers who are Black and Minority Ethnic and working class. 
Those in privileged positions are typically shielded from 
the expectation that they articulate the relationship to these 
categories (Clark Mane, 2012; Spelman, 1988; Tomlinson, 
2018). There is a failure in the literature on Minority World 
young carers to attend to subordinated voices but also to 
articulate the intersections of privileged young carers’ sub-
jectivities, thereby making intersecting inequalities even 
more invisible.

In considering researcher positionality but also analys-
ing the ethnographic data, intersectionality theory pro-
vides a framework for paying attention to the way that 
privileged positions can be present but hidden, potentially 
taken for granted or obscured (Hancock, 2016; Mirza, 2015, 
Spelman). In this context middle class privileges were 
explored by families in their discussions with the researcher, 
while privileges of whiteness were left implicit. Further 
research into privileged and subordinated positions of young 
carers should therefore consider different representations of 
social location and would benefit from the involvement of 
researchers bringing different embodied knowledge of ine-
qualities (Harding, 1993).

Conclusion

The study found impacts of inequalities of ethnicity/’race’ 
and class, which affected children’s access to support as 
young carers. The supportive quality of services was com-
promised by these persistent inequalities, with families 
disadvantaged and facing discrimination. The particular 
methods described here, with study participants shared the 
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experience of their family life for a period of participant 
observation, allowed me to explore ideas of spoken and 
unspoken intersections of categories of social difference in 
the lives of young carers. Intersecting inequalities of ‘race’/
ethnicity and class place families in different positions in 
relation to services, some privileged and some subordinated. 
The unequal conditions of care concept draws attention to 
the ways that power is exerted at the interface between fami-
lies and services as mediated by policies, across two cat-
egories of spoken/unspoken and privileged/subordinated. 
Positions of ‘race’ and class are reference points to under-
stand how families are positioned by those working in public 
services or as agents of policy implementation within the 
third sector. Families that occupied relatively strong posi-
tions were those whose ethnicity was characterised by white-
ness and held middle class status but they mainly observed 
a silence about whiteness, not needing to use it explicitly as 
a reference point to interpret their position as recipients of 
services. I found that a position of privilege in the category 
of class, a middle class identity, was important knowledge 
for explaining a strained but favourable relationship with ser-
vices, although ethnicity marked out middle class families 
differently. Working class identity was less alluded to, but 
middle class identity was an important resource in pushing 
back against the instructions, intrusions or reticence of state 
provision. The implementation of the Care Act 2014 and 
the Children and Families Act 2014 that provide for young 
carers in England are being shaped by relations of inequality 
within families, between families and in interactions with 
services.

An intersectional perspective and a prominent use of it 
within analysis is needed for an understanding of how pol-
icies take on a different character, more or less supportive, 
more or less punitive, in the ways they reach young carers 
and their families. This is because it holds our analysis to 
account, reminding us to examine those subject positions 
that are unspoken, giving a fuller picture of privileges and 
subordination. It also asks to “substantively attends to 
what comes into view.” (Hancock, 2016, p. 48), to reshape 
our understanding of the world in response and act on it. 
So where might our new perspective direct us? Services 
could consider and address the lack of support or the prob-
lematic aspects of services offered to working class fami-
lies and Black and Minority Ethnic families. This adds to 
existing calls for services to improve their support to this 
group made by Jones et al. (2002). It would also be benefi-
cial to consider that ways that improving the circumstances 
of young carers is dependent on wide efforts to confront 
inequalities of ‘race’/ethnicity, class and disability and 
promote social justice. The role of young carers is related 
to the way that families see the need of children and adults 
to be supported. Prominent ideas about disability, gender, 

sexuality and age encourage needs to be heavily stated, 
whilst other family members are seen as more independent 
of support. This means that the fates of children inhabit-
ing young carer roles are intertwined with existing and 
future prejudices about disability, gender, sexuality and 
age. Efforts to explore these prejudices in the general pop-
ulation and in family cultures or to challenge discrimina-
tory attitudes could unpick some of the ways that care 
needs are worsened and under-resourced, increasing the 
work potentially done by young carers. The campaigning 
work of disability advocates, antiracist activists, feminist 
campaigners and LGBTQ + advocates to challenge those 
attitudes could lead to a shift in family care requirements. 
Lessening inequalities and securing more socially just pro-
vision for disadvantaged groups could change the condi-
tions that create care need and replenish the resources that 
support individual and collective wellbeing. Intersectional 
analysis provides such insights into the nature of care and 
possible avenues for policy.

As young carer research is circulated internationally 
amongst academic communities and policy-makers, the 
most influential interpretations of this topic are dominated 
by Minority world conceptualisations of young carers 
(Evans & Becker, 2019). These have not yet adequately 
been informed by a consideration the experiences of more 
marginalised young carers’ in these locations, which are 
fundamentally shaped by poverty and inequalities. Nei-
ther do these critically consider the ways that the ‘typical’ 
young carer experience may be reliant on unspoken forms 
of privilege such as white ethnicity. Therefore, interna-
tional policy work on this topic should take into consid-
eration the critical gaps in knowledge on young carers in 
the Minority world and its limitations as a template for 
approaches elsewhere. By developing an understanding 
of the unequal conditions of care that surround and shape 
the experiences of young carers, the literature on young 
carers in the Minority World can be strengthened and be a 
more nuanced resource for research taking place in other 
contexts.
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