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Who should bear the costs 

of care: state or individual?
Design choices & policy questions: 

learning from abroad



Who we are & today’s talk

➢Nuffield Trust 
➢ Independent health & care think tank

➢ Aim to generate evidence to improve policy & practice

➢ International comparisons at the heart of our social care work

➢Today’s talk
▪ Focused on how other countries decide the balance between state and 

individual responsibility

▪ Based on work funded by JRF

▪ Prompts questions about the decisions & choices England faces
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My name is Asma. I 

have lived in my house 

for over 50 years, and it 

is now worth £180,000. 

I’m a widow and live on 

my state pension, and 

have savings of 

£25,000.

I recently had a stroke 

and two falls and need 

regular home care.

My name is Georgia and I 

have been a wheelchair user 

since a spinal cord injury in my 

20s. 

I work part-time and need 

assistance with transport and 

work. I have saved up 

£24,000 in the hope of one day 

being able to purchase to a 

property that can be adapted 

to my needs. 

Who gets formal social care in England?

My name is Harveen and this is my 

husband Winston. We own our home, 

worth £580,000, and have £60,000 of 

savings. 

Winston was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s 

and until now I have been his main carer. 

But I can’t cope anymore. I have decided 

we both need to move to a care home so 

I can be sure we can spend our final years 

together.  

Join at menti.com 

1671 5396



There is some consensus 

that social care needs 

fixing…

4

Approx one in seven people aged over 65 
faces care costs of more than £100,000 
over their lifetime (DHSC modelling 2021)

Individuals left with very high costs

Heavy reliance on unpaid carers

High levels of unmet need

Increasing reliance on local revenue: Needs threshold varies 
between councils 

Provider fees reduced: cross-subsidy between self-funders & 
council-funded individuals

Workforce challenges: pay, recruitment, retention

Est. 1.6m older people 

have unmet needs. 
(Age UK 2023)

1.2 million unpaid 

carers live in 

poverty – nearly one 

in ten (400,000) in 

deep poverty. (Carers UK 

2024)

Self-funders can pay 

40% more than local 

authority residents for 

the same care. (CMA, 2017)

96,000 vacancies & heavy reliance on 

overseas workers; 

Low pay: Median hourly pay: £12.60ph - 39p 

more than NLW;

Experienced care workers earn only 12p more 

than new starters. (Skills for Care 2026)

66% of councils 

reported providers 

handing back 

contracts in previous 

6 months. 
(ADASS 2026)

Est. 1.5m disabled 

adults have unmet 

needs. (Healthwatch 2024)



But no consensus over how to fix it…

5

Social Care Green 

Paper 2017 2018 

2019

Social Care White 

Paper 2019

2020



Why has reform proved so elusive?

1 Public awareness Low public awareness limits pressure for change.

2 Politics
An adversarial political system turns reform into a political 

risk.

3 Political will
Lack of political will — and bravery — stalls difficult 

choices.

4 Starting point
The debate often starts with “How much will it cost?” and 

“Who pays?”

5 Missing questions Too little exploration of what we want, what we need, who 

should be prioritised — and what feels fair.

HOW MUCH?

WHO PAYS?

A third (34%) of 

the public 

mistakenly think 

the NHS provides 

most social care 

for older people. *

*https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/briefings/we-need-to-talk-public-attitudes-to-social-care-and-the-NHS#lf-section-

287766-anchor



Where are we now?

What we know
• Andy Burnham is committed to social care 

reform

• The Casey Commission’s timeline will be 
accelerated

• He has promised a new National Care 
Service (NCS) ‘run on NHS principles’

• Possibly free personal care (FPC) for older 
people

• Some funding to be provided from 
changes to the pensions triple lock from 
2030

• Likely some action re ‘profiteering’ in the 
sector

What we don’t know

• What is really meant by an NCS?

• Does NHS principles necessarily mean 
free at the point of use?

• If FPC would be just for older people? 
What about working age adults?

• Will the funding be enough?

• What approach will be taken to 
addressing ‘profiteering’ concerns?

• How comprehensive & ambitious will the 
Casey proposals be?



Fundamental questions remain

1. To what extent should the state be responsible for someone’s care 
costs?

2. How should the state decide who it supports and to what degree?

3. Should the state protect individual’s assets?

4. Should the state bear the costs of accommodation/hotel fees in 
addition to care?

➢How do other countries decide on 

    the balance?



We reviewed 11 countries or regions

Northern Ireland Scotland Wales New Zealand British Columbia Australia

France Catalonia Denmark Germany Japan
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Finding 1

England is a relative outlier

DENMARK

Everybody can access 

publicly funded care. There 

are no user contributions on 

care costs.

MOST OTHER COUNTRIES

Everyone is entitled to something, 

but it doesn’t cover everything and 

can vary by financial circumstances

1

2

3

Only Denmark offers all care for free

Most other countries offer something to everyone

Even means-tested systems tend to be more 

generous

NEW ZEALAND (residential), 

NORTHERN IRELAND 

(residential), WALES

Access to care is restricted 

based on people’s financial 

circumstances

KEY POINTS



Finding 2

Some countries offer the same to all

GERMANY/JAPAN

Everyone regardless of 

financial circumstances 

has access to a set 

allowance relative to 

need (on a nationally-set 

scale).

KEY POINTS 1

2

3

These models potentially offer certainty and clarity 

These models prioritise equality over equity

On their own, these approaches risk leaving people exposed to high/unlimited costs

AUSTRALIA

The state provides a free 

package of ‘clinical and 

personal’ care to all but 

other elements of care are 

means-tested

SCOTLAND

Everyone is eligible for 

free personal care. All 

other elements of care 

(wider social care, 

accommodation in care 

homes etc) is means-

tested as in England.
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Finding 3

Some countries vary the offer according to means

1

2
3

These models prioritise equity: those who have higher wealth pay 

more
On their own, they do not protect against unlimited/high costs

These models can be complex and difficult to understand

AUSTRALIA

Beyond the universal free 

element, other parts of 

care are means-tested. A 

complex series of tapers & 

thresholds are used to 

avoid sudden cliff-edges

BRITISH COLUMBIA

Everyone is entitled to 

some state-funded care 

but people can only be 

charged for care costs up 

to 80% of their income 

(note assets are 

excluded).

FRANCE

Everyone is entitled to 

some state-funded care 

but the amount varies 

according to someone’s 

financial circumstances 

(0%-90%).

JAPAN

If the individual requires more 

care than is provided within the 

universal allowance, co-

payments are means-tested. 

Three income (note assets 

excluded) brackets determine 

if someone pays 10%, 20% or 

30% of costs

KEY POINTS



Complexity!



Finding 4

Many countries protect people against unlimited 

costs

GERMANY AUSTRALIA JAPAN

KEY POINTS 1

2

3

While there is no ‘cap’ as 

such, in residential care a 

person’s co-payment on 

care costs reduces year 

on year until it reaches 

35% (in year 4). They 

continue to pay 35%.

An absolute cap of 

~$140,000 applies OR a 

maximum of 4 years 

payments – whichever is 

hit sooner. Then the state 

takes over.

A monthly cap on care 

co-payments applies to 

all. The cap is also 

relative to financial 

means. Individuals 

continue to pay for as long 

as they need care.

WALES

A weekly cap on care co-

payments applies in 

homecare only of £100. 

Individuals continue to pay 

for as long as they need 

care.

These models can be difficult to understand

What counts towards the cap is key and must be made clear

Some require people to continue to pay indefinitely which could help 

with affordability for the state



Finding 5

Most countries separate out accommodation 

costs

DENMARK FRANCE

KEY POINTS 1

2

3

. Accommodation is 

counted separately. State 

aid is available, but only 

once mandatory 

reciprocal duty for 

offspring to provide 

support is assessed.

Housing benefit can be 

used to help pay.

While individuals get fully-

funded care, they must 

pay for their 

accommodation/hotel 

costs. But housing benefit 

can be used. Food 

charges are regulated and 

capped nationally.

Separating out accommodation costs can drive more transparency

Without extra support people can be left with high accommodation costs

Some countries regulate fees or set maximums or require fee breakdowns

AUSTRALIA

For people falling under a 

financial threshold, the 

state shares 

accommodation costs. 

Individual contributions to 

‘hotelling’ are means-

tested and capped on 

daily basis with state 

paying remainder.

NEW ZEALAND/ 

BRITISH COLUMBIA

Like in UK, these countries do 

not separate out 

accommodation so it is 

difficult to see the breakdown. 

But it means cost-sharing 

measures (e.g. cap) are, 

where in place, applied to the 

whole bill.



Points for discussion

There is no single way to determine the balance

Social & cultural values around fairness need to 
underpin model

Political palatability and financial constraints/ 
affordability will also be key determinants



What if you were prime minister?

You have a limited amount of money. 
What would be your priority?

1 Capping costs

2 Expanding the current means test

3 Ensuring everyone gets the same

4 Ensuring everyone gets something according 
to financial circumstances

Join at menti.com 

1671 5396



Links & further reading
On cost sharing:

1 Sharing the costs of social care: How other countries balance state and individual contributions

2 A new contract for social care: how to strike the right balance between state and individual responsibility? 

International case studies:

1 What can England learn from the long-term care system in Japan?

2 What can England learn from the long-term care system in Germany?

3 Building resilience in adult social care: Learning the lessons from other countries’ experiences of Covid-19

4 Adult social care in the four countries of the UK

Funding for social care:

1 What principles should underpin the funding system for social care?

2 How to fund social care?

On workforce:

1 New horizons: What can England learn from the professionalisation of care workers in other countries?

2 From ambition to reality: national policy options to improve care worker pay in England

On provision:

1 Fractured and forgotten? The social care provider market in England

Overall reform:

1 What health and care need: #2 – Adult social care

2 What does the Prime Minister mean by a National Care Service?

Thank you for your attention.

https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/sharing-the-costs-of-social-care-how-other-countries-balance-state-and-individual-contributions
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/sharing-the-costs-of-social-care-how-other-countries-balance-state-and-individual-contributions
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/a-new-contract-for-social-care-how-to-strike-the-right-balance-between-state-and-individual-responsibility
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/a-new-contract-for-social-care-how-to-strike-the-right-balance-between-state-and-individual-responsibility
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/what-can-england-learn-from-the-long-term-care-system-in-japan
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/what-can-england-learn-from-the-long-term-care-system-in-japan
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/what-can-england-learn-from-the-long-term-care-system-in-japan
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/what-can-england-learn-from-the-long-term-care-system-in-japan
What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20long-term%20care%20system%20in%20Germany?
What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20long-term%20care%20system%20in%20Germany?
What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20long-term%20care%20system%20in%20Germany?
What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20long-term%20care%20system%20in%20Germany?
nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/building-resilience-in-adult-social-care-learning-the-lessons-from-other-countries-experiences-of-covid-19
nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/building-resilience-in-adult-social-care-learning-the-lessons-from-other-countries-experiences-of-covid-19
nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/building-resilience-in-adult-social-care-learning-the-lessons-from-other-countries-experiences-of-covid-19
nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/building-resilience-in-adult-social-care-learning-the-lessons-from-other-countries-experiences-of-covid-19
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/comment-series/adult-social-care-in-the-four-countries-of-the-uk
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/comment-series/adult-social-care-in-the-four-countries-of-the-uk
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/what-principles-should-underpin-the-funding-system-for-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/what-principles-should-underpin-the-funding-system-for-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/how-to-fund-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/how-to-fund-social-care
New%20horizons:%20What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20professionalisation%20of%20care%20workers%20in%20other%20countries?
New%20horizons:%20What%20can%20England%20learn%20from%20the%20professionalisation%20of%20care%20workers%20in%20other%20countries?
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/national-policy-options-to-improve-care-worker-pay-in-england
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/national-policy-options-to-improve-care-worker-pay-in-england
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/fractured-and-forgotten-the-social-care-provider-market-in-england
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/research/fractured-and-forgotten-the-social-care-provider-market-in-england
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/what-health-and-care-need-from-the-next-government-2-adult-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/what-health-and-care-need-from-the-next-government-2-adult-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/what-health-and-care-need-from-the-next-government-2-adult-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/what-health-and-care-need-from-the-next-government-2-adult-social-care
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/what-does-the-prime-minister-mean-by-a-national-care-service
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/what-does-the-prime-minister-mean-by-a-national-care-service
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