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Background

Nesta commissioned Uscreates to conduct user research 
with parents of children under 5, childcare providers, 
influencers and intermediaries. This research would help 
identify the needs of parents and providers, and highlight 
opportunities where digital innovation in provision was 
valuable.

Uscreates reviewed some secondary data on formal 
childcare and the childcare decision process before 
interviewing a number of key stakeholders including the 
parents of children in formal childcare, nursery managers, 
childminders, national and local childcare organisations, 
mother and baby groups, libraries and GP surgeries 
(please see ‘Who We Spoke to’ page for a comprehensive 
list)

Within discussions, parents were asked to map the 
journeys they underwent in making decisions about 
their childcare provision and prioritise the influence 
of different features on that final decision. Service 
providers and intermediaries were asked to reflect on 
the key challenges they experienced and the potential 

This research was conducted to inspire new, engaging and innovative solutions  
that provide accurate information about childcare provision for parents. 

opportunities for digital innovation. We then synthesised 
what we found out into these summary slides.
The following report looks first at the parents’ journeys 
before considering the intermediaries, the service 
providers and then the potential opportunities for 
innovation. 

The aim of the research was to uncover detailed insights 
and create empathy with the target audience. The small 
number of people we spoke to means the research is 
not meant to be a comprehensive reflection of the rich 
variations and complexities of people’s experiences of 
the childcare decision process, but a lens to inspire and 
provoke new ideas and questions, which might otherwise 
have been overlooked. 
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The key players

The 
parents

There are three key players in the decision process – the parents, the formal childcare 
services and the large group that act as intermediaries between the two

Th

e childcare providers

Th
e 

intermediaries

Any service / website / individual / 
group that operates as a source of 
information, advice or matchmaking 
between parents and service providers.

Registered childcare providers that 
enable parents to work or undertake 
training leading to work.

Any mothers or fathers of children 
under 5 looking to find formal care 
arrangements (not provided by friends 
of relatives) on a full or part-time basis.
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Who we spoke to

The pArenTs

Age and gender of children

pT- Part time FT - Full time F - Formal I - Informal

IncomeCity or town

1 hIGhCITYpT, F+I

Childcare arrangements

2 hIGhCITYpT, F

4 hIGhCITYpT, F

3 MeDIUMCITYpT, F

5 MeDIUMTOWnpT, F

6 hIGhCITYFT, I

7 MeDIUMTOWnpT, F+I

8 LOWTOWnpT, F

9 CITYpT, F MeDIUM

1 yrs

2 yrs

3 yrs 1 yrs

1 yrs

1 yrs

1 yrs 8 mnths

6 yrs 4 yrs

2 yrs

4 mnths
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Who we spoke to

We would like to thank everyone who participated in the research for giving up their time and sharing their views 
with us for this project (some names have been anonymised) 

The 
InTerMeDIArIes

Vauxhall Surgery
Family & Childcare Trust
Pacey
Natural Parenting Group Norwich
Patrick Ladbury
Teahouse Café
Tower Hamlets FIS 
Learn Plus UK
North London Steiner School 
Peckham Library
Bishops House Children’s Centre 

The ChILDCAre 
prOVIDers

Nicky (Nanny registered with Ofsted) 
Michelle (Nanny registered with Ofsted) 
My Crèche
N8 Childminders
Vendula (Au pair)
Rising Stars Day Nursery
Durham Street Pre-School
Kendor Day Nursery
Harmony House
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2  The parents
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 The childcare decision process: an emotional task

The childcare decision 
process is an emotional 
task for all parents, albeit to 
varying degrees depending 
on such things as:

• Parenting values / philosophies 
• Parental personalities
• The complexity of the decision
• The age of the child
• First or second-time Motherhood
• How much time the child will be 

spending in formal childcare 

Many people compared the complex 
emotions involved in looking for a 
childcare arrangement as akin to 
searching for a new ‘home’.

“I had quite a lot of trepidation thinking about giving 
our daughter’s livelihood to a stranger but I was pretty 
confident we would find the right person”

“It’s a bit like looking for a house, it’s emotional and 
frustrating and you often either get a ‘feeling’ or you don’t”

What parents say:
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What is ‘good quality’ childcare?

parents identified four pivotal elements 
to ‘good quality’ childcare: body, heart, 
social and mind. 

The emphasis on these different factors in the eventual 
decision varied depending on parenting values, parental 
personalities, the age of the child and how much time the 
child would be spending in formal childcare.

Body and Heart emphasis: 
“  I was shown round a dance studio. A dance studio 

– she’s not even one for gods sake! All I want is for 
someone kind to give her a cuddle and a rice cake 
and makes sure she gets plenty of sleep” 

What parents say:

Social and Mind emphasis: 
“  He was a male childminder and it referenced the 

fact there were other boys. I wanted him to spend 
more time with boys as he’s boisterous and he 
doesn’t see his Dad much Monday to Friday. They 
also did loads of creative and outdoorsy things”  

Heart emphasis: 
“  I was looking for somebody who as near as 

possible loved my boy as much as I did”  
Mindsocial

Body heart
trust, safe hands, 

coming to no harm, 
good food, good sleep  

loving, caring, 
listening, 

comforting

diversity, 
socialisation, 
spatial world

learning, stimulating 
activities, creativity, 

expertise, 
individuality
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Key influences on final childcare decision

Choosing childcare is a very instinctive 
decision. In making their decision about 
what childcare to choose, ‘gut feel’ 
was the most important influence with 
all parents unanimously rating this as 
‘very important’. 

This ‘gut feeling’ could be obtained 
from an analysis of numerous sources – 
websites, show-rounds, feedback from 
friends, online forums etc. however it 
was most often ‘felt’ or confirmed on 
meeting the staff / caregivers at a show 
round

Gut feel was followed most closely 
by trust in staff, atmosphere and 
importantly availability. 

The least important influences on a final 
decision were a particular religious or 
cultural affiliation, following the 
eYFs* and the status of the childcare.

Despite these common themes parents 
did differ in the way they went about the 
decision process.

Gut feel (27) Trust in staff (26) Atmosphere (25)

Availability (24) Types of activities (24)

staff personality (23) Comfort (23)

number of other kids (21)proximity (22)

Look and feel (20) Facilities inside (20)

recommendations (20)Facilities outside (20)

service hours (19)Quality of building (19)

Food available (18) health & safety (18)

Flexibility of arrangement (18)

reputation (17) staff qualifications (17)

Where friends’ kids go (16)

staff appearance (16)Cleanliness(16)

staff turnover (15) popularity (15)

Cost (15) Ofsted rating (15)

status (12)

Following eYFs (11)

religious
/cultural 
affiliation 

(10)

Ranking based on attributing 3 points to a feature rated 
‘very important’, 2 points to a feature rated ‘quite important’ 
and 1 point to a feature rated ‘unimportant’.*Early years foundation stage
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Two key dimensions were 
pulling parents apart in the 
way they went about the 
decision-process. The first 
of these was:

Their requirements / expectations 

Parents had different requirements/
expectations of a childcare provider. 
At one end of the spectrum childcare 
requirements/expectations were 
minimal/simple and/or more rational 
in nature (e.g. I want a male caregiver, 
lots of outside space etc) 

At the other end of the spectrum 
childcare requirements/expectations 
could be more extensive/specific (e.g. I 
want them to follow baby-led weaning) 
and/or more emotional in nature (i.e. 
I want someone who will love him as 
close to how I do as possible)

At the emotional end of the spectrum 
parents were much more likely to put a 
lot of emphasis on the ‘heart’ element 
of quality childcare so staff would come 
under significant scrutiny and a ‘feeling’ 
about them would be absolutely central 
to the decision-process.

RATIONAL

EMOTIONAL
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The second of these 
spectrums was:

The way they sought out and 
analysed information / advice 

Parents had different ways of seeking 
out and analysing information about 
a childcare provider. At one end of the 
spectrum information seeking and 
analysis was much more internal 
in nature. It was more of a solitary 
mission seeking out information online 
and in the local area and coming to 
conclusions about it from personal 
thoughts and feelings. People with 
a strong internal focus placed the 
greatest emphasis on their instincts

EXTERNAL INTERNAL

At the other end of the spectrum 
information seeking and analysis was 
much more external in nature. Lots of 
people were consulted and/or there was 
fact-finding from multiple sources and/
or there was a much greater reliance on 
external affirmation, reputation and 
other people’s opinions.
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The Conscientious:  
These parents have 

expectations of childcare 
providers that are minimal, simple 
or rational in nature, however they 
conduct a comprehensive search 
to meet these expectations. 
They may seek out the views 
of numerous different people 
and/or visit numerous different 
organisations. They are also likely 
to place significant importance on 
the external affirmation of service 
providers reputations and/or the 
opinions of others.

The efficient:  
These parents have 

expectations of childcare 
providers that are minimal,  
simple or rational in nature.  
They are likely to be more solitary 
in their search for information and 
are not likely to place significant 
importance on the external 
affirmation of service providers 
reputations and the opinions of 
others. Instead they rely more on 
their own instincts and analyses.

The Idealistic:  
These parents have 

extensive or quite specific 
expectations of childcare providers 
that can be emotional in nature 
(e.g. someone to love my child 
like their own). They conduct a 
very comprehensive search to 
meet these expectations and may 
seek out the views of numerous 
different people and/or visit 
numerous different organisations. 
They are also likely to place 
significant importance on the 
external affirmation of service 
providers reputations and/or the 
opinions of others.

The Instinctive:  
These parents have 

extensive or quite specific 
expectations of childcare 
providers that can be emotional 
in nature (e.g. someone to love 
my child like their own). They 
are likely to be more solitary  in 
their search for information and 
are not likely to place significant 
importance on external 
affirmation of service providers 
reputations and the opinions of 
others. Instead they rely on their 
own instincts and analyses.

Childcare decision process – the segments

The 
Conscientious 

1
The 

efficient

2

The 
Idealistic 

3
The 

Instinctive 

4
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Definition of childcare:  
Someone who is there to look after you child in your 
absence

Key requirements: 
A good childminder or nursery near where I worked

1

early exploration: 
I started looking at 
nurseries close to where 
I worked as I liked the idea 
of my baby being close to me. 
I’d heard you needed to sign 
up before the baby was born 
so I did some research before 
she was born but wasn’t 
comfortable signing up before 
she was born. There were only 
two nurseries near where I 
worked so I signed her up to 
one when she was born to 
secure a place and thought I 
could look at childminders / 
nanny’s also later.

Circles of influence: 
I talked to lots of family and 
friends who weren’t local for 
general advice on childcare. 
My sister gave me a list of 
local childcare providers she 
had compiled.

Further research:
I then started to look 
at childminders on the 
Kensington and Chelsea 
FIs. There was a huge list but to 
get them from the local borough 
gives you a little piece of mind. 
However, when I started to 
call people the contact list 
was really out-of-date and 
some people were no longer 
minding. At that point it would 
have been really useful to know 
their Oftsed ratings, whether 
they were trained in first aid, 
whether they had qualifications, 
how much they charge etc. – 
very hard to come by. I also 
visited babysitters.net and 
childcare.co.uk but I felt a bit 
awkward using them – I felt like 
I wanted a personal reference.

Contact & final decision: 
After having our daughter 
we decided it would not be 
practical to take her on the 
tube to a nursery near work 
every morning so she is now at 
a nursery close to home part-
time and has a nanny part-
time. At nursery they expose 
her to things I don’t think we 
or the nanny will (e.g. a speech 
therapist came in). All those 
extra things are excellent and 
the socialisation with the other 
children. I feel she’s getting 
something I can’t give her. 
And then the Nanny gives her 
special one on one time and 
attention.  

The COnsCIenTOUs pArenT

‘Very important’ influences on final decision: Availability, health and safety, number of other children, flexibility of arrangement, 
popularity, recommendations, where friends kids go, quality of building, staff turnover, staff personality, staff appearance, staff qualifications, 
facilities outside, facilities inside, types of activities, gut feel, atmosphere, comfort, look and feel, cleanliness. 
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early exploration: 
I started the process by looking 
at nurseries. I googled 
lots in the local area and 
found many great / slick 
websites (particularly the chain 
nurseries). However I found 
them to be very impenetrable; 
they didn’t return calls, 
availability was very unclear, 
there were 4-6 week waiting 
list to even get a viewing and I 
wanted immediate help. It was 
also very hard to get a ‘feel’ for 
the nurseries on the websites, 
they were all just pictures of 
happy kids. Eventually visited 
some nurseries and disliked 
all of them – felt it would be 
too intense for my son to go 
from one-on-one care to a large 
group and they seemed too 
focused on meal times. 

Circles of influence: 
Mainly talked to my Mum and 
my husband who were very 
supportive.

Further research:
I next started googling 
childminders in the area. 
I felt like I wasn’t getting 
the whole picture but then 
one independent website 
came up for a local male 
childminder. I really liked 
the written content and the 
‘feel’ of website. It was clearly 
laid out and the spelling was 
good (clearly educated which 
was important to me). The 
emphasis appeared to be on 
fun, not keeping the house 
nice and tidy, and there were 
lots of trips arranged. They 
also had a great section on 
house rules that really fitted in 
with my values and parenting 
philosophy.

Contact & final decision: 
It looked like he didn’t have 
any availability but I called and 
went round the same week 
and he could fit him in two 
mornings a week. The website 
was a great reflection of the 
atmosphere and feeling in the 
place. It was fairly convenient 
and my son started a week 
after our holiday.

Walk in my shoes: 

Definition of childcare:  
Taking my child to somewhere outside of my home with 
expectations of pastoral care. Laying on similar things that 
I would be doing at home e.g. painting, craft, fresh air.

Key requirements: 
Immediate help / availability, small group to make easier 
leap from one-on-one care to groups, boys to socialise 
with as Dad not around much Monday to Friday

2 The eFFICIenT pArenT

‘Very important’ influences on final decision: Availability, service hours available, staff personality, trust in staff, types of activities, 
gut feel, facilities indoors, facilities outdoors.
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Definition of childcare:  
Somebody who as near as possible would love 
my boy as I did.

Key requirements: 
Similar values (e.g. attitudes to extended breastfeeding, 
diet, baby-led weaning, wearing a sling, sleeping, 
controlled crying etc) close to work, garden (no flats), 
good/outstanding Ofsted, no older kids about (e.g. 
coming back from school).

3

early exploration: 
We initially planned on a 
childminder as we thought a 
young child would be better 
with one. So I phoned up 
the LA and got sent a long 
list of good and outstanding 
childminders. It was incredibly 
un-user-friendly. I had the 
Ofsted reports on one page, 
a  map on another and the 
alphabetical list on another 
to make sense of it. Only two 
fitted the criteria after all that 
and I felt totally fatigued by it.

Circles of influence: 
Mainly Friends / 
acquaintances who were 
looking or had children in 
nursery (both F2F and 
online).

Further research:
I had a change of heart and 
decided nursery was the way 
ahead – safety in numbers and 
too much pressure on liking 
one person with a childminder. 
Googled lots of local 
nurseries. Seemed to be lots 
of scaremongering going on 
about long waiting lists.

Contact & final decision: 
Really disappointed with contacts. Saw one nursery that was depressing 
and smelly and the kids seemed unstimulated. Saw another which 
was too big and really unsettling - kids just slept on mats. Saw another 
recommended by an acquaintance but they changed their mind. 
Saw another at the station which seemed loving and intimate. It had 
outstanding Ofsted and was expensive. Experienced an awful and 
uncaring ‘settling in’ period where son was left to cry in highchair and 
was back to square one.

Further research 2:
Finally I reached out on Facebook to see if anyone knew anyone in 
the area and I had a couple of recommendations for the same lady 
from acquaintances who I knew shared the same values as me (e.g. 
breastfeeding and baby-led weaning). One acquaintance knew her as a 
friend and said she was an earth mother. I got a really good feeling from 
her when I met her and he smiled. My son has been there ever since 
and loves it. In the early days she used to send texts saying “don’t worry 
he’s in loving arms”.

The IDeALIsT pArenT

‘Very important’ influences on final decision: Number of other children, food available, recommendations, where friends kids go, 
staff personality, trust in staff, types of activities, gut feel, comfort, atmosphere, look and feel.



18Walk in my shoes: 

Definition of childcare:  
A nurturing, loving and enjoyable environment.

Key requirements: 
Somewhere caring, homely and intimate. 

4

early exploration: 
We were open to everything 
at the beginning as we 
didn’t know much about the 
landscape. Only really thought 
of a nanny or nursery as an 
option. We googled local 
nurseries and also sought 
information from our local 
community forum which was 
quite influential in narrowing 
the focus.

Circles of influence: 
husband (and nCT girls 
briefly to find out what they 
were doing).

Further research:
We then started looking at 
childminders after hearing 
about them on the community 
forum. Looked at a list of local 
childminders on haringey 
FIs and found it very un-
user friendly. Also found an 
independent website for 
a local childminders which 
was very slick and had a great 
‘feel’ about it. They were a 
Mother and daughter duo who 
looked really caring and did 
lots of wonderful things with 
the kids. We had two nurseries 
and two childminders to visit.

Contact & final decision: 
We were mainly looking for a 
‘feel’ of the place. We didn’t 
like either of the nursery’s 
or one of the childminders 
(various reasons - sleeping 
arrangements were poor, 
there was too little outside 
space, things seemed too 
slick and sterile, too many kids 
etc). But the main thing was 
about the care of the staff. 
The childminders we chose 
seemed genuinely loving  
and to really care about the 
kids in their charge. It was a 
really nice number of kids for 
an element of socialisation 
and they laid on all sorts of 
creative activities and trips.

The InsTInCTIVe pArenT

‘Very important’ influences on final decision: Availability, health and safety, number of other kids, food available, quality of building, 
staff personality, trust in staff, types of activities, gut feel, comfort and atmosphere.   
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The following were the 
most common challenges 
encountered by parents 
on their journeys to find 
suitable childcare:

1. Knowledge: A lack of understanding 
about the landscape particularly for 
first-time parents (default knowledge 
is usually only nursery) / Hard to 
anticipate the needs of a child when 
looking for the first-time (often parents 
are making the decision when their 
children are small babies and it’s 
hard to visualise the right decision for 
meeting their needs when they’re 12 
months plus with no prior knowledge).

2. Finance: Expensive / Lack of clarity 
about fees particularly in nurseries 
(have to phone up to find out) / Lack of 
clarity about how childcare vouchers 
work and the different ones that are 
accepted at different providers / Having 
to pay holding fees and not getting the 
money back / Confusion about ‘real 
cost’ is so pronounced some nursery’s 
report parents pulling out children or 
reducing their days once they have 
started. 

3. Clarity: No one ‘go to’ source 
/ Council websites are very poor 
(alphabetical order, no mapping feature, 
poor sorting features, just a list of 
names and numbers etc). Having to 
have various sources open at the same 
time (e.g. council list, map, Ofsted) to 
make sense of anything.

4. Focus: Feeling like you’re never 
getting to the bottom of things – “I 
felt like I was bringing together lots of 
different lists and I was never getting 
to the bottom of it. Like I was missing 
something and not getting the whole 
picture” / Inability to sort on the 
features that are most important to 
you to narrow the focus e.g. attitudes 
to extended breastfeeding / food 
available.

5. ease of communication: Feeling 
that some nursery’s are impenetrable – 
not returning calls etc (potentially linked 
to being oversubscribed / waiting lists).
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6. Flexibility: Services were not 
tailored to children’s individual needs, 
there was a feeling you had to very 
much fit in with them / Nursery’s 
in particular seemed rigid and very 
unaccommodating to your needs / 
Some were very inflexible with days e.g. 
could only do a Monday and Friday.

7. Waiting lists / nurseries 
oversubscribed: Real and imagined 
‘scaremongering’ re: nursery waiting 
lists. Some are very busy with long 
waiting lists, others there were no 
issues at all / Lack of immediacy with 
urgent help e.g. needing to wait 4 to 6 
weeks just to get a viewing.

8. Accuracy: Lots of council 
websites were not providing up-to-date 
information on childminders  / Some 
nurseries didn’t even exist anymore.

9. real-time data:  No real time 
availability about spaces and some 
council childminder ones were 
inaccurate when they said they did have 
space.
 
10. ease: Hugely frustrating process - 
very difficult to sort out with a baby 
in tow. 

11. Accreditation: Ofsted is the 
only source of accreditation known 
to parents but it was not believed to 
‘grade’ what was actually important 
to them: “Ofsted reports are only a 
snapshot of a setting, so they can’t 
be entirely trusted as a true reflection 
of the provision” / “There was a poor 
Ofsted report of a local nursery but 
loads of local parents rallied round it to 
say how wonderful it was”.

12. pressure: It’s difficult seeking 
advice from friends as it’s a very 
personal and revealing decision “I 
actually liked getting advice and 
information from acquaintances more 
than friends – it was less emotionally 
charged and less of a political 
minefield! It’s difficult as everyone is 
making very different choices and it’s 
quite a lot of pressure”.
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2  The childcare providers
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Defining childcare providers

For the purposes of this 
research we have used the 
following to define formal 
childcare: 

Any registered childcare (i.e. 
not care provided by friends 
or relatives) which is required 
in order to enable parents to 
work or to undertake training 
leading to work

1. pre-school Childcare (0-5)

• Maternity Nurse
• Childminder
• Day Nursery (mix of large chains and 

independents)
• Crèche
• Maintained nursery schools (i.e. 

those in public schools)
• Independent nursery schools (i.e. 

those in private schools)
• Pre-school (4+)
• Nanny with childcare qualifications 

registed with Ofsted

2. school-age Childcare (5+)

• Breakfast club
• After-school club
• Holiday playscheme
• Childminder 
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+
nursery

• State of the art facilities
• Collective care (i.e. safety in 

numbers with staff) 
• Continuity of care (i.e. no 

sickness issues)
• Efficiency – “feel like they know 

what they’re doing” (particularly 
chains)

• Specialisms / expertise e.g. 
speech therapy

• Good for toddlers (activities / 
socialisation)

• Best for SOCIAL and MIND

–

perceived pros and cons of different childcare services

Childminder

• Intimate / homely setting
• Great for younger babies
• One to one / two to one three to 

one care
• Good relationships develop with 

caregiver
• Much more caring
• More flexible with individual 

routines / needs
• Opportunities for more trips as 

smaller groups
• Good for BODY and HEART

nanny registered with Ofsted

• Cheaper option if more than one 
child

• Great for younger babies who get 
to stay in their own environment

• One on one care 
• Special attention
• Totally fits into routine
• Good for BODY and HEART

• Not so good for babies (when 
focus should just be on food, 
sleep and cuddles)

• Too many other children (too 
much competition of needs)

• Compassion fatigue (sense that 
nursery workers don’t care as 
much and the place runs more 
like a machine)

• Sleeping arrangements often 
poor (e.g. line of mattresses on 
the floor)

• Too focused on meals & snacks 
/ what the place looks like and 
less pastoral care and spending 
time with individual children

• Expensive
• Poorest for HEART

• Pressure on one or two staff 
being good (no safety in 
numbers like nursery). Have to 
really trust an individual

• Less efficient – difficult if 
sickness issues

• Potentially less reliable i.e. may 
go out of business 

• Fit really important as own home
• Poorest for SOCIAL
• Highest cost if only one child
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Definition of good 
childcare:  
Somewhere you feel confident about 
the well-being of your child.

Background: This North London 
Crèche was set up as a gap was 
identified in the local market for 
flexible childcare. The crèche has 
been running for 14 months and 
there are now 350 children on the 
books and 30 regulars.

Biggest challenges:  
The two biggest challenges are:
 
1. Staffing to meet demand. While 
there is definitely a gap in the 
market for flexible childcare and not 
a standard nursery, the financial / 
staffing model is a really hard one to 
deal with. Every person can have a 
certain number of children in their 
care dependent on age and it is 
very hard to manage staffing with 
spontaneous bookings. 

2. Recruiting QUALITY staff who will 
work flexible hours and retaining 
them. There are new parents 
everyday so it is essentially a sales 
transaction but a lot of people in 
childcare are great with kids but 
not with adults. People with both 
attributes are really hard to find.

Aware:

The Crèche gets a lot of 
foot traffic. Used to flyer 
locally everyday. Now use 
Facebook and Twitter 
and NCT classes as a 
recruiting mechanism 
(can conduct antenatal 
and stay and play 
sessions here).

Convince:

Unique selling points 
of the crèche is 1. the 
perceived well-being 
of the child (lovely 
atmosphere and small 
intimate space) 2. the 
flexibility and 3. the 
financial savings (no 
deposits, no illness 
cover, pay as you go etc). 
Routines can be tailored 
to the needs of the child 
so flexibility runs right 
through the offer.

register:

Crèche mainly receives 
phone bookings but 
10% are on the online 
booking engine. Staff 
need to anticipate 
parental concerns on 
meeting so they need to 
be confident with them.

Use & Develop:

The crèche does 
regular observations 
of the child and gives 
feedback at pick-
up. They are very 
responsive – you can 
email 24/7.

Leave:

For some parents 
the intimate size is a 
deterrent. The crèche 
has a small inside 
space but a very large 
outside space that can 
only be used in good 
weather. It’s difficult to 
manage a small space 
with baby sleep. Some 
parents also don’t like 
lots of ages mixing 
together.

Case study: 1 The CrèChe
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1.  A central database of children to avoid replication of information. Every time you get a new child you need to take certain details.  
It’s all paper-based. If there was much less paperwork there would be much higher quality childcare. 

InnOVATIOn IDeAs: 

2.   An Ofsted calculator to help staff the organisation. Ofsted have rules / ratios about children to staff and certain spacing restrictions  
but they are not intuitive and they require good maths. A good tool to sort this out and an algorithm. 

3. Parental feedback / reviews - a bit like trip advisor. Would help improve the service. 

4.  Something to make it easier to recruit quality staff. It’s really hard to find local people who have availability without flyering (despite 
the fact there are lots of people looking for jobs). There should be a way that level 3 qualified staff have a simple roving profile and 
transparency about their availability and/or a central depository that links up to very recently qualified graduates.

Case study: 1 The CrèChe
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Definition of good childcare: 
 
A safe, loving and stimulating environment. 
In reality this means 1. making sure that the 
children are safe from harm (suitable people 
employed, suitable toys & resources that are 
cleaned and checked regularly, good hygiene 
practices, healthy menus etc) 2. the children 
are genuinely loved and their interests and 
wellbeing are at the heart of the offer (plenty 
of cuddles, tickles, sitting on laps and being 
listened to and talked to) 3. a variety of 
activities to do / play with. They are purposely 
engaged and have opportunities to grow and 
develop all sorts of skills and abilities. 

Case study: 2 The ChILDMInDer

Biggest challenges: 
 
The lack of time for administration / 
communication is the biggest challenge. 
Children are there from 8-6 Monday to Friday 
and there is usually only one hour when 
they are ALL asleep at around 2.30. This 
means there isn’t much time in the day to 
get everything done, especially paperwork. 
Writing up of observations / assessments 
of the children is very valuable but also 
time consuming and is usually done in the 
evenings or at the weekend. Writing is kept to 
a minimum. The children are known well and 
there is a good dialogue with parents so that 
information is shared. The other challenge is 
having an adult that can be called upon at short 
notice to maintain the adult to child ratio (1:3 ) 
if there is illness.
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The Internet is already used for advertising and the online learning package (Tapestry) is used which has helped with making assessments 
and informing parents. 

InnOVATIOn IDeA: 

Case study: 2 The ChILDMInDer

Aware:

 WOM recommendations 
as well as an 
independent website 
that features highly in 
google searches of the 
local area. Also feature 
on FIS /  Local Mumsnet 
/ Yell.com etc.

Convince:

Unique selling point is 
safe, loving, stimulating 
environment. Lots 
of ‘trips’ during the 
week. Caring Mother 
/ Daughter duo with 
one additional helper 
means it’s a nice size 
for socialisation too 
which is unusual for a 
childminder.

register:

Standard application 
forms / contract.

Use & Develop:

Regular feedback 
on pick up, daily 
photostreams  of 
activity, Tapestry 
development journal 
and observations.



28

Background: 

Nursery open all year round 8 until 6. 69 places 
for children aged from 3 months to 5 years. 
There are 9 places for babies from 3 months 
to 2 years, 22 places for toddlers from 2 and 3 
years, 44 places for children from 3 to 5 years.

Biggest challenges: 
 
Being oversubscribed and managing waiting 
lists / Children leaving after a ‘settling in 
period’ because parents realise they can’t 
afford it – lack of financial clarity with financial 
assistance/vouchers etc / People no longer 
realising it’s a paying service now it’s no longer 
a Children’s Centre. 

Case study: 3  The eX-ChILDren’s CenTre nUrserY
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Aware:

Mainly WOM 
recommendations or 
a website. Nursery 
also features on 
daynurseries.co.uk and 
gets a few bookings 
from here. Very little 
advertising is done as a 
waiting list has built up 
and it’s not necessary. 
Helpful that the 
nursery was formerly a 
Children’s Centre as it’s 
well established in the 
community.

Convince:

Nursery tour is given 
to all parents but they 
are also told about 
other options and given 
further information 
in the local area (FIS 
/ One-stop shop / 
leaflets / names of 
other nurseries) to help 
them make an informed 
choice. Told to look at 
other nurseries whether 
they’re interested or not. 
Form is filled out at no 
cost and they are put on 
the waiting list until a 
place comes up.

register:

Parents are contacted 
when a space is 
available and pay 
one weeks deposit to 
commence childcare.

Leave:

Variable how long 
children stay. Some 
just do a small period 
before starting school 
others have been in 
nursery since 3 months 
old. A lot of children 
leave because of 
financial difficulties 
or reduce sessions 
because they can’t 
afford it. Lack of 
clarity about financial 
assistance / vouchers 
means parents sign up 
without anticipating the 
real cost.

“Sometimes parents completely miss out because they can’t find the right information. For a lot of parents, especially first time parents, they 
find it really difficult knowing what is available. It’s confusing because sometimes you go and pay for your child and then some places you 
can access some free funding. Sometimes parents miss out because they just don’t know”.

InnOVATIOn IDeA: 
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Definition of good childcare: 

A place where children can go and feel happy 
and feel safe. Have good activities. Somewhere 
it is fun. Somewhere they can trust the people 
they are with, because their Mum or Dad or 
carer are not there. Somewhere where they 
enjoy being.

Background: 

Independent nursery operating 7:30am to 6pm 
with three learning rooms; a baby room (0-2 yrs), 
a toddler room (2-3 yrs) and a preschool (3-5yrs). 
The nursery has 7 members of staff qualified 
from level 2 to level 5.

Biggest challenges: 

Very few. Managing the numbers with children 
moving through different rooms as they grow.

Case study: 4 The InDepenDenT nUrserY
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Aware:

Lots of WOM – many 
people are referred 
by friends. Nursery 
also features on 
daynurseries.co.uk so 
some parents come 
through there. There is 
also a lot of foot traffic 
– the nursery is right by 
a tram so lots of people 
are walking past. Have to 
do very little marketing 
as have always had a 
waiting list

Convince:

On initial contact 
people are looking for 
availability, then price, 
then opening hours. 
When they book in for a 
visit, they’re looking for 
a ‘feel’ – “lot of people 
say ‘oh I get 
such a lovely feel, I’m 
going to book them 
in..”. On a visit they’re 
introduced to all the 
staff, shown
around all the rooms, 
and introduced to the 
routine. Then they go 
away with a brochure. 
Advised to go and see 
other nurseries as 
well to help decision-
process. 

register:

They have to pay a 
£30 registration fee to 
secure the place on a
registration list but no 
deposit. When they 
start they fill out the 
registration book with a 
lot more details about
emergency contacts, 
addresses, if the child 
is allergic to anything 
etc…

Use & Develop:

A good relationship 
with the parent is all 
about conversations at 
the end of the day – at 
least 5 minutes with 
one of the workers. Also 
have communication 
books which the staff 
fill out and the parents 
can feed back on. This 
includes: When did your 
child go to bed? Did 
they have any
medicine? What did 
they have for dinner? 
Did they have a good
sleep? etc Stay and 
Play sessions are also 
run on Saturdays for 
the parents to see what 
the children get up to.

Leave:

Very little staff or 
child turnover. Most 
stay unless they move 
house.
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3  The intermediaries
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1. General 
national parenting 
organisations

Parenting charities/
organisations that do not 
specifically focus on childcare 
but may be a source of advice/
signposting/have a link to 
national or local childcare 
organisations

examples:
• NCT.org.uk
• 4Children.org.uk
• ichild.co.uk
• Children’s Society

2. Local parenting 
organisations or 
those with a specific 
focus

Parenting charities/
organisations that do not 
specifically focus on childcare 
but may be a source of advice/
signposting/have a link to 
national or local childcare 
organisations

examples:
• Bandltd.org.uk – Bristol-

based local parenting 
organisation

• Gingerbread.org.uk – 
Single parents organisation

• Buryparentsforum.org.
uk – Local parenting 
organisation for those with 
disabled children

3. national childcare 
organisations

Organisations specifically 
focusing on childcare – either 
one aspect (e.g. nursery) or 
multiple

examples:
• Pacey.org.uk 
• Childcare.co.uk
• NDNA.org.uk
• Daynurseries.co.uk
• Emergencychildcare.co.uk
• Family and Childcare Trust

4. Local childcare 
organisations

Organisations specifically 
focusing on area-specific 
childcare - either one aspect 
(e.g. nursery) or multiple

examples:
• FIS  Tower Hamlets 
• www.kensington-nannies.

co.uk 
• Sunnyside Childcare – 
• (all childcare types in 

Kinross and Fife)
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5. regulatory 
bodies

Non-ministerial 
departments of the UK 
government

example:
• Ofsted

6. national online 
parental forums

National  parenting 
forums where you can 
post a discussion about 
childcare

examples:
• Share your story
• Mumsnet (inc. local 

forums)
• Netmums
• Dadstalk
• Family lives
• For parents by 

parents
• Just parents
• Mumszone
• Families forum
• Parents lounge
• For sanity’s sake
• Parents like us

7. Local online 
forums

Local forums where you 
can post a discussion 
about childcare (they 
may be specific to 
parenting or general)

examples:
• Harringay Online – 

general community 
forum with many 
postings about  
childcare

• East Dulwich Forum 
– parents only 
online chat forum 
with much focusing 
on local childcare

8. Local services

Local services with  
a focus on children 
that may signpost for 
childcare

examples:
• GP’s
• Cafes
• Children’s Centre’s
• Libraries
• Leisure Centres
• Health Visitors
• Mother and Baby 

groups

9. people/
networks

Other sources of WOM 
information

examples:
• Relatives
• Friends
• Facebook 

communities
• NCT groups
• Neighbours
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Importance of social network intermediaries

As well as formal intermediaries all parents are consulting personal social networks 
to some degree in the childcare decision process. These can range from mums and 
partners to much wider groups including mother and baby groups, Facebook friends/
acquaintances and online forums.

Some parents put a huge amount of 
emphasis on the views of their social 
networks particularly if they are believed 
to share the same value system.

Others find navigating the opinions of 
friends difficult as childcare is a very 
personal and sometimes quite revealing 
decision about parental philosophies 
and values.

Mum,
husband

Example 1

Facebook acquaintances

M

other and baby groups / N
CT

 Relatives (local and other)

Mum,
husband

Example 2

Frie
nd

s 
(l

oc
al

, o
th

er)

 “  I actually liked getting 
advice and information from 
acquaintances more than friends 
– it was less emotionally charged 
and less of a political minefield! 
It’s difficult as everyone is 
making very different choices 
and it’s quite a lot of pressure”
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Intermediary Case study: The mother and baby group

Connecting with intermediaries who share the same value system

BACKGrOUnD: 

This baby group has been formed 
alongside two well established 
lending libraries – one for cloth 
nappies and one for baby slings. It’s 
for parents who want to take a gentle 
approach to bringing up their children 
and avoid commercial baby groups. 
Teas and coffees and Montessori / 
Steiner inspired toys and sensory 
experiences are on offer. Most of the 
advertising is on Facebook but many 
parents find out through WOM.

InFOrMAL DIsCUssIOns  
ABOUT ChILDCAre: 

Many things are informally discussed 
at the group including formal childcare. 
People ask for recommendations 
of people or settings who share their 
views on the more peaceful approach to 
bringing up children. People take advice 
from trusted others on this during the 
sessions. One of the participants is a 
Nanny herself, another has 4 children, 
another is an early years teacher.

OTher DIsCUssIOns 
ABOUT ChILDCAre: 

Another big source of discussion 
about childcare is on the linked 
Facebook page. Linked to this group 
is a Breastfeeding Beyond One 
Facebook group primarily offering 
support and advice to those choosing 
to do so. However a lot of conversations 
are off topic and revolve around 
choosing childcare. Mums who choose 
to extend breastfeeding are believed  
to put a great deal of thought into the 
choices about who is going to care 
for their child. Ofsted reports are 
picked apart in minute detail, staff are 
discussed, good and bad experiences 
shared. Because of the group privacy 
settings people are much more honest 
than they would be in a face-to-face 
social context.
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5  Opportunities and innovation
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FOr pArenTs: Innovation around accreditation

More opportunities for viewing parent-generated rankings including 
mind, body, social and heart aspects that matter to parents (not just Ofsted)1

Connecting childcare providers to social media to see which friends / 
acquaintances use and / or recommend them  
(e.g. urbansitter.com – Us site that does exactly that)

2

 Opportunities to understand people’s journeys3

Inspiration can be drawn from Trip Advisor4
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FOr pArenTs: Visual innovation

Better quality visual information about services to avoid lists and 
heavily text-based information1

Video and audio stream to give a better flavour of emotional and pastoral care 
prior to visit (staff videos)2

Consistency around visual information e.g. all must providers must 
have a photo of staff / facilities etc3

Video diaries of other peoples’ experience4

Inspiration can be drawn from the  guardian.com5
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FOr InTerMeDIArIes: Innovation around comprehensiveness

A one-stop childcare shop featuring ALL local providers, the ‘go to’ place1

Up-to-date and timely information including availability2

A clear subscribed path to follow within a comprehensive data-set 
e.g. your child, your preferences, your options, your quotes3

Inspiration can be drawn from ‘go to’ websites for other categories 
(e.g. Amazon and retail) and comprehensive cross-category websites 
(e.g. compare the market) 

4
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More opportunities to efficiently map all childcare providers within 
a certain radius - with location, photos and real-time availability1

Inspiration drawn from other apps featuring both location and availability 
e.g. online dating (Tinder) and taxi services (Uber)2

FOr InTerMeDIArIes: Innovation around real-time data
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FOr InTerMeDIArIes: Innovation around sorting

significant improvements in the ability to sort and filter 
preferences to focus search1

Functional aspects e.g. hours, availability, fees, locationA

emotional / pastoral aspects e.g. values-based statementsB

Mind, body, heart and social inspiration drawn from online shopping sites 
and online dating sitesC

Comprehensive sorting features could include:
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FOr serVICe prOVIDers: Admin and staffing innovation

A way that Level 3 qualified staff have a simple roving profile and 
transparency about their availability and / or a central depository that 
links up to very recently qualified graduates

2

1 A central database of children to avoid replication of information every 
time a new child is signed up. Less paperwork would mean much higher 
quality childcare

Administrative changes:

2 An Ofsted calculator / algorithm to help staff flexible childcare 
organisations (e.g. creche’s) effectively for staff and spacing

staffing changes:

1 something to make it easier to recruit quality staff
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