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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
Background 
In September 2010 Qa Research was commissioned by Luton Borough Council (LBC) to 
undertake a full Childcare Sufficiency Assessment (CSA).  
 
Section 11 of the Childcare Act, 2006 places a statutory duty upon local authorities to play a 
strategic role in facilitating the childcare market, thus ensuring that there is sufficient childcare 
provision, so far as is reasonably practicable, to enable parents to work, train or study. 
 
There are approximately 40,200 children aged 0-15 living in Luton Borough1.  Overall the 
population of Luton is ethnically diverse and relatively deprived compared with the East of 
England. 
 
 
Method 
 Parental Survey 
 Provider Survey 
 Stakeholder/Employer Interviews 
 Focus Groups with Parents, Carers, Children and Young People 
 Analysis of key statistics 
 Mapping of spare capacity 

 
Summary 
Overall, the evidence suggests that parents using formal childcare in Luton are satisfied with the 
arrangements they have in place.  The majority of parents are happy with the mix of childcare 
arrangements they have in place and that are available to them: not all parents want full-time 
childcare.  The use of key statistics and benchmark indicators also suggests that, on the whole, 
childcare provision in Luton is generally ‘sufficient’ in many of the areas highlighted by the former 
Department for Schools, Children and Families (DCSF) Guidance.2   
 
 
Key Findings  
Key findings from all the data have been summarised in relation to the ‘gap analysis’ detailed in the 
Guidance.   The Guidance stipulates that ‘sufficiency’ should take account of the following ‘gaps’: 
geographical; income; specific need; time gaps; age and type.  As many of these ‘gaps’ overlap, the 
findings have been categorised into more specific indicators of ‘gaps’. 
 
 
Number of Places 
Overall the key statistics show a ‘sufficient’ number of places, although there are indications that a 
1:4 ratio of places for 0-7 year olds is not met in all areas; the Central and North area committee 
catchments in particular. 
 
The mapping of spare capacity is based on more specific ratios determined by current demand 
(actual use) as a percentage of the childcare population applicable to specific provider types (e.g. 
0-4 for day nurseries).  This shows potential lack of current provision in day nurseries, pre-school 
playgroups, after school and breakfast clubs.  It also shows a plethora of childminding provision in 
the Borough. 

                                                 
 
1 Nomis 2008 Mid Year Population Estimates 
2 Securing Sufficient Childcare: statutory guidance for local authorities in carrying out their childcare sufficiency duties, 2010 
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Parents use childcare for a variety of reasons; to work, study or train, or respite or socialisation 
of their child/ren.  The parental survey indicates that just less than a quarter of parents currently 
use formal childcare.  Rates of use ranged from just over one in ten in the West area committee 
catchment to over a third in the East.  Almost a third of parents only used informal childcare, 
whist approximately one in ten parents use a mixture of both formal and informal childcare. 
 
Two-thirds of parents do not and would not use formal childcare now or in the future.  For the 
majority it was not needed or a personal preference.   
 
 
Sustainability 
Overall the key statistics - net change in both providers and places over the year - show that 
‘sustainability’ is a potential area for concern, although data is not available at a sub-local authority 
level and is only available for providers on the Ofsted Early Years Register; both compulsory and 
voluntary3.   
 
Providers of holiday schemes, pre-school playgroups and day nurseries were the most likely to 
report an expected increase in demand over the next 18 months.  However, almost a quarter of 
childminders felt that their business would decrease. 
 
The parental survey indicates that more parents will choose to use formal childcare in the future 
than are currently using it.  However, in contrast to the expectation of providers, parental 
demand for childminders and pre-school playgroups remains relatively stable.  Instead the parental 
survey highlighted a significant future increase in demand for out of school providers (including 
holiday schemes) and day nurseries. 
 
 
Quality of Care 
Overall, the key statistics show that ‘quality’ of care is rated as ‘amber’ indicating there could be 
room for improvement in the level of staff training and qualifications. 
 
The parental survey indicates that all parents were ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ with the ‘quality of 
care’ they currently used.  In the focus group discussions parents with disabled children were less 
satisfied with the quality of care their children had experienced. 
 
 
Inclusivity 
Overall the key statistics shows that ‘inclusivity’ is rated as ‘amber’ overall suggesting there is 
room for improvement in the number of providers able to accommodate children with disabilities 
or additional needs.  The North is rated ‘red’ in this respect and therefore provision in this area 
would merit further attention. 
 
Focus group discussions highlighted a perceived lack of cultural understanding of the traveller 
community and a reluctance of professionals to engage with them.  No other specific religious or 
cultural issues were noted. 
 
Parents who have children with disabilities or additional needs had experienced exclusion from 
services because of the staff’s inability to cope with these needs. 
 

                                                 
 
3 Ofsted registration includes: Childminders; Childcare providers; Childcare providers on domestic premises; Childcare providers on 
non-domestic premises; Home childcarers 
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Affordability 
Overall, the key statistics show that ‘affordability’ is ‘sufficient.  However, two areas show low 
levels of childcare tax credit uptake – South and Central. 
 
The parental survey indicates that two-fifths of parents had a household income of less than 
£20,000 and that they were least ‘satisfied’ with ‘cost’ when compared to a range of other 
childcare criteria.  Parents find the cost of out of school care (breakfast, after school and holiday 
clubs) more acceptable than the cost of other forms of childcare.  Day nursery fees are perceived 
as the least ‘fair’.  Residents in the East were more accepting of costs whilst those in the South 
were not.  Parents from an Asian background on low incomes or in workless households are also 
less likely to agree that the costs are ‘fair’, as are parents with more than two children. 
 
Childminders and day nurseries are the most likely provisions to offer discounted costs.  
 
There was agreement that the tax credit system was complicated and misunderstood by parents 
and professionals alike.  Employers who offered childcare vouchers reported low uptake by 
parents.  All of the focus group participants agreed that the ‘cost’ of childcare was a concern, if 
not prohibitive in many instances.  
 
 
Information and Knowledge 
Overall, the key statistics show that ‘information and knowledge’ is ‘sufficient’ across the Borough. 
 
The parental survey indicates that just over half of parents ‘would know where to go if they 
wanted information or advice on childcare’.  ‘School’ is an important source of childcare 
information and parents would like to use this resource more.  Many potential sources of 
information, in particular Children’s Centres and health service staff and venues appear to be 
under-utilised.  
 
The majority of Children and Families Information Service (CFIS) enquiries are from parents and 
carers.  Far fewer enquiries are from childcare workers and fewer still from healthcare 
professionals.   Employers appear not to use this service, most had not heard of the CFIS. 
 
Not all employers have a dedicated member of staff for supporting staff with childcare 
information, although most felt they should have more contact with the CFIS. 
 
Focus group participants noted the importance of ‘word of mouth’ communication along with 
internet resources, including social networking sites. 
 
 
Accessibility 
‘Accessibility’ key statistics are based on parental survey findings and all are shown as ‘sufficient’, 
except in the West and South. 
 
The parental survey shows that parents using formal childcare are either ‘very satisfied’ or 
‘satisfied’ with access to their current childcare provision.   
 
The perception of professionals is, that as Luton is a small borough, accessibility is not a problem. 
However, parents of disabled children noted accessibility issues in the focus group discussion i.e. 
different provisions running concurrently and long journeys to providers.  Similarly, older young 
people noted that many holiday provisions operated outside of their local area and that this 
presented both a physical and psychological barrier to them.  In addition, traveller families were 
placing children in provision outside of their home areas in order for their children to ‘fit in’. 
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Young people also noted limited accessibility to extended services depending on age, school term, 
demand etc. 
 
 
Flexibility 
Overall, the indicators show that ‘flexibility’ in Luton is ‘sufficient’ although some areas have room 
for improvement. 
 
The parental survey indicates that overall the vast majority of parents using formal childcare are 
happy with the ‘flexibility’ of their providers.  Likewise, the vast majority are satisfied with the 
‘opening hours/times’ of the childcare they use.   
 
Approximately one in five parents work outside of the Borough.  This applies more to higher 
income families.  In addition around one in ten parents are working ‘shifts’, ‘evenings’ or 
‘weekends’. 
 
The vast majority of day nursery providers are able to offer the free entitlement ‘flexibly’.  The 
majority of pre-school playgroups and childminders registered to deliver this provision are also 
able to be ‘flexible’, although slightly less so. 
 
The most common work/life balance scheme amongst employers is ‘flexible working’ and ‘parental 
leave’, although take up of these schemes was low. 
 
Many of the children and young people described complex arrangements for their out of school 
care involving a mixture of extended services, friends and relatives.  Some of the young people 
aged 12+ also reported being at home alone. 
 
Range and Type 
Overall, the key statistics show that the ‘range and type’ of childcare available to parents in Luton 
is ‘sufficient’.  However the East and Central areas appear to have less choice. 
 
The parental survey shows that the vast majority of parents are either ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ 
with the range and type of childcare available to them. 
 
Summer holidays are most important to parents followed by the half-term breaks.  Whilst all of 
the holiday scheme providers are open during the summer break, less are open during the half-
term and Easter breaks.  Just three holiday schemes were reportedly in operation during the 
Christmas break period.  Both stakeholders and young people felt there was a lack of activity 
based provision for older young people during holiday periods. 
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1. Introduction and Acknowledgements 
 
We would like to thank the Parents, Carers, Children and Young People of Luton for giving their 
time and sharing their views.  We would also like to acknowledge the contribution of local 
employers, Providers and other Stakeholders who are all valuable partners in securing sufficient 
childcare. 
 
 
2. Research Background 
 
Section 11 of the Childcare Act, 20064 places a statutory duty upon local authorities to play a 
strategic role in facilitating the childcare market.  Local authorities are required to work in 
partnership with the private, voluntary and independent (PVI) sector to shape children’s services. 
 
Particular focus is on ensuring sufficient, sustainable and flexible childcare that is responsive to 
parents /carers’ needs.  The 2006 Act gave local authorities a duty to ensure, so far as is 
reasonably practicable, that the provision of childcare is sufficient to meet the requirements of 
parents / carers in their area in order to enable them to work or undertake education or training 
leading to work.   
 
The Act places a duty for local authorities to have undertaken a childcare sufficiency assessment, 
in accordance with regulations.  Childcare sufficiency assessments give local authorities the chance 
to work with local partners, to fill gaps in the market and shape childcare services in their area.   
 
There are approximately 40,200 children aged 0-15 living in Luton Borough5.  In 2007 there were 
26,060 families in Luton Borough claiming Child Benefit6  
 
Luton has six Lower Super Output areas that fall within the 10% most deprived in England.  These 
are in the wards of Northwell, Dallow, High Town and Biscot.7 
 
The population of Luton is ethnically diverse.  The South Asian community and Black Caribbean 
and African communities are long established.  More recently there has been an increase in 
population from Eastern Europe.  One in five residents are born outside of the UK and 44% of 
school children have English as an additional language.8 
 
The Borough host one traveller and Roma Gypsy site, but there is no apparent Service Family 
Accommodation in the area. 
 
It is within this context that the research took place. 
 
 
3. Research Aims & Objectives 
 
The overall aim of this work was to;` 
 
“….undertake a full CSA on behalf of Luton, to meet the local authority’s statutory duty” 

                                                 
 
4 http://www.education.gov.uk/childrenandyoungpeople/earlylearningandchildcare/a0071032/childcare-act-2006 
5 Nomis 2008 Mid Year Population Estimates 
6 http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/stats/child_benefit/chb-geog-aug07.xls 
7 www.luton.gov.uk 
8 LBC CSA 2008 
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Within this aim were the specific objectives to;   
 

 Assess and analyse the demand for different types of childcare across Luton. 
 Establish the views of parents and carers, children and young people, local providers and 

stakeholders. 
 Map the supply of childcare in Luton and provide a detailed picture of the local childcare 

market. 
 Compare supply to demand and identify any gaps in provision. 
 Provide recommendations on actions to close these gaps. 
 Assist Luton Borough Council in developing a perpetual data collection and reporting 

systems to enable the CSA to be updated and remain relevant beyond the publication 
date. 

 

 
4. Methodology 
 
 
4.1 Parental Survey 
 
In order to be cost effective, gather robust data and be as inclusive as possible, a mixed method of 
data collection was used.  This comprised a Telephone Survey and Face to Face ‘top up’ Survey.  
 
 
Sample 
 
Childcare Sufficiency Assessments require a robust sample for analysis.  To make best use of the 
commissioned work and time a sample of 400 parents from each of the five area committee 
catchments i.e. North, South, East, West and Central was surveyed. 
 
A sample size of 400 ensures 95% confidence that the data has no more than a +/-4.9% variance 
overall for families in receipt of Child Benefit as a whole9.  Smaller sample sizes in each of the area 
committee catchments, although not as statistically robust as the overall sample, provide strongly 
indicative results.  In addition, because each household may comprise more than one child, the 
total number of children included in the assessment was 803.  We feel that this is acceptable since 
it is largely accepted that, whereas the supply of childcare can be measured and analysed in detail 
area by area, the demand for childcare is more fluid and susceptible to change. 
 
 
4.1.1 Telephone survey 
 
Half of the data was collected via a telephone survey.  Use of a telephone survey ensured that 
strict quotas for area and age of child/ren were met.  It also eliminated the ambiguity that can 
arise from self-completions.  In, addition, it is well documented that telephone and face to face 
methods are comparable in terms of output.   
 

                                                 
 
9 Child Benefit claimants has been used rather than 2001 Census data ‘Households with Dependent Children’ as it is deemed more up 
to date. 



9 
 

 
4.1.2 Face to face  
 
Because of how telephone survey data are sourced it was likely that some of the most vulnerable 
parents may be missed.  For these reasons a ‘top up’ face to face survey was conducted targeting 
areas known to house more vulnerable parents e.g. specific Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAs) 
in the Northwell, Dallow, High Town and Biscot wards.  
 
Prior to the research being carried out, Luton Borough Council undertook public awareness 
raising through local media and the Children and Family Information (CFIS) staff were briefed to 
answer any queries.  The local police were also informed of research activity in the area.  
 
 
4.2 Focus Groups with Parents, Carers, Children and Young People 
 
Following the Guidance and the 2008 recommendations, there were several ‘vulnerable’ groups 
that merited specific focus relevant to Luton.  Four focus groups and one set of depth interviews 
with the following groups of parents or carers were conducted: BME families, Families with 
Disabled Children, Roma Gypsy and Traveller families10, families from new communities and 
teenage parents.  
 
These groups were recruited through local support networks and would envisage the support of 
Luton Borough Council in regard to signposting.  
 
Each group (or set of interviews) comprised up to eight parents or carers.  Parents were offered 
a token shopping voucher in appreciation of their time.  Discussions took approximately 60 
minutes and were audio recorded with the participants’ permission. 
 
In addition to parents and carers, two groups comprised young people aged 5-11 and 12+. 
 
These groups specifically focused on the needs of children and young people (CYP) rather than 
parents and carers and were used to explore what CYP perceive to be good quality childcare and 
a ‘safe place to be’. 
 
These groups were recruited through local schools.  Consent was sought from parentis in loco and 
also from the CYP themselves.  Each group comprised eight CYP.  The CYP were offered a token 
shopping voucher in appreciation of their time. 
 
 
4.3 Depth Interview with Stakeholder Interviews 
 
Twelve in-depth telephone interviews with relevant stakeholders were conducted.  These 
comprised eight employer representatives from various size organisations, including from the local 
NHS Trusts, Council and Colleges.   
 
In addition, in accordance with the DCSF Guidelines11, interviews with a representative of 
JobCentre Plus and the local Children’s Safeguarding Board were undertaken along with a 
childcare development worker and nursery school representative.  
 
 

                                                 
 
10 In our experience it is best to conduct one to one depth interviews with families from these communities 
11 Securing Sufficient Childcare, statutory guidance for local authorities in carrying out their childcare sufficiency duties, 2010 
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4.4 Provider Survey 
 
All registered maintained, private, voluntary and independent providers plus a sample of ‘active’ 
childminders were contacted and surveyed via the telephone.  
 
This primary data collection aim was to provide accurate up to date information on active12 places, 
vacancies and waiting lists which was used to map supply and demand now and in the future.  
 
In addition, the survey provided valuable quality data that will contribute to the overall 
determination of ‘sufficiency’. 
 
 
4.5  Analysis Tools 
 
Alongside the full Childcare Sufficiency Assessment, local authorities are expected to review their 
childcare arrangements annually. 
 
The analysis tools are based on 5 important lessons learned from a number of other childcare 
sufficiency assessments nationwide13: 
 

1. Current trend data can be a more useful marker of future demand than parental reports 
2. Blanket ratios for predicting demand across authorities are misleading 
3. Income and lifestyle variables are not key drivers in the uptake of childcare 
4. There are significant resource implications in maintaining up to date information 
5. `Grassroots intelligence’ is crucial for the interpretation of statistical data 

 
The analysis package allows local authorities to manage their childcare market in the following 
ways: 
 

1. Data collection and updates 
 Key statistics are collated at ward level in one easily accessible spreadsheet which 

contains bespoke MACROS to facilitate analysis 
2. Instant access and data manipulation 
3. Production of trend data 
4. Highlighting sufficiency gaps 

 Key statistics are set against benchmarks developed by Leicestershire County 
Council for the Government Office East Midlands to produce ‘sufficiency tables’ 
which highlight gaps. 

 
5. Mapping future demand to supply 

 This is premised on the assumption that: 
Demand = Places – vacancies + 10% of waiting lists 

 
Using this formula we can produce RAG maps showing spare capacity in each 
type of childcare provider across committee area catchments.  

 

                                                 
 
12 By ‘active’ we mean those that are actually offered by a provider, this may be less than the provider is registered for 
13 This work was developed by Qa for the Government Office for the East Midlands and was based on experience of over 30 CSAs at 
that time 
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5. Key Findings 
 
This section draws together the key findings from all primary and secondary data sources.  The 
findings are presented under the key sufficiency gaps.  Analysis and presentation of key statistics 
can be found in sections 6 and 7. 
 
 
5.1 The Sample Characteristics 
 
5.1.1 Number of Households, Children and Young People 
 
A total of 405 households were included in the parental survey.   A breakdown of responses in 
each of the area committee catchments is shown in Figure 5.1.1. 
 
 
Figure 5.1.1.1: Breakdown of Sample by Area Committee Catchment 

Area Committee Catchment

23.7%

16.8%

19.3%

19.3%

0.5%
20.5%

Central

East   

North  

South  

West   

Unknown

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 405

 
The number of completions in each area committee catchment was representative of the total 
number of children and young people.  The total number of children and young people (CYP) in 
these households was 803 (186 Central; 124 East; 138 North; 176 South; 174 West, five were 
from an unknown area).  A breakdown of the age of CYP by area committee catchment is shown 
in Figure 5.1.1.2. 
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Figure 5.1.1.2: The Number of Children Included in the Assessment in Each Area 
Committee Catchment by Age 

Number of Children in each Area Committee Catchment by Age Band

41

97

21

35

20

16

30

26

25

94

28

22

27

20

62 58

33

24

85

34

0-2 (including

expectant children)

3-4

5-11

12+

Central

North

East

South

West

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 803

 
 
Figure 5.1.1.2 demonstrates that the Central, West and South areas had high proportions of 5-11 
year olds within the households surveyed.  Central also had a high proportion of 0-2 year olds, 
including expectant mothers. 
 
The total number of CYP in each of the area committee catchments was: Central 186; East 124; 
North 138; South 176 and West 174; 5 unknown area.  Figure 5.1.1.3 shows the age breakdown 
of CYP overall. 
 
Figure 5.1.1.3: Breakdown of CYP Age 

Q1. What ages are your children?

18%

13%

50%

19%

0-2 (inc.

expectant)

3-4

5-11

12+

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 803
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The average (mean) number of children per household was 1.98, although a quarter (25%) of 
respondents reported three or more children.  Respondents in the South area committee 
catchment were significantly more likely to report larger families – 35% reported three or more 
children.  In addition, respondents reporting lower incomes (<£20,000 p.a.) were also twice as 
likely to report three or more children, than those with household incomes of >£20,000 (32% 
compared with 16%).  Respondents describing their ethnic origins as ‘Pakistani’ also reported 
significantly larger families. 
 
 
Demographics 
 
Just over three-quarters (76%) of respondents to the parental survey were female, 24% male.  
The majority (79%) were aged 30-49 years.  Almost one in five (16%) were aged 20-29; 4% were 
aged 50+, whilst four were aged 16-20. 
 
Almost one in five (18%) of respondents described themselves as a ‘single/lone parent’.  
Respondents in the North, South and West area committee catchments were significantly more 
likely to state this than those living in the Central area committee catchment. 
 
Fifteen per cent of parental survey respondents reported that there was no one in their 
household working in some capacity, full or part-time – including maternity/paternity leave. 
 
The ethnic breakdown of the sample, in line with the 2011 census categories, is shown in Figure 
5.1.1.4. 
 
Figure 5.1.1.4: Ethnicity 

Q26. What is your ethnic background/origin?

0%

1%

1%

2%

8%

34%

53%

Don't Know

Other Ethnic group

Refused

Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups

Black/ African/ Caribbean/ Black British

Asian/ Asian British

White

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 390 

 
NB: These ethnic groupings include all combined sub-categories. 
 
The majority of the sample described themselves as a ‘British Citizen’ (84%), 15% stated that they 
were not.  In addition, just over a quarter of respondents (28%) reported that ‘English’ was not 
their main language. 
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5.1.2 Focus Groups, Employers and Stakeholder Samples 
 
The tables below show the composition of Focus Groups, Stakeholder and Employer interviews. 
 
Table 5.1.2.1: Focus Group Participants 
 
Group Males Females Age Range of 

Children  
Comments 

5-11 year olds 3 5 8-11 LU1 area 
12-14 year olds 2 6 13-15 LU3 area 
Parents of 
children with SEN 

1 6 0 - 11 One grandparent – part-time carer 
One disabled parent 
Conditions included: 
Autism 
Dyspraxia 
Asthma 
Down’s syndrome 
Parents had been involved in 
formative research for the 
DCATCH project 

Parents from BME 
communities 

1 5 1-15 One grandparent full-time carer 

Parents from new 
communities 

0 5 0-9 Eastern European communities. Two 
participants contributed through the 
interpretation of other group 
members 

Parents from the 
Traveller 
community 

0 6 0-7 All reported operating as lone 
parents. 
2 families were settled in the wider 
community. 
1 family was travelling onwards to 
Cornwall 

Young parents 0 6 0-3 The majority were in single parent 
households 

     
 
Table 5.1.2.2: Employer Sample 
 

Employer Business Post

No. of 

Employees

Airport Main Airport Senior HR Manager 530

FE College College of Further Education HR Advisor 830

Luton Borough Council Unitary Council HR Advisor 5000

NHS Trust Healthcare Provider Head of Children's Services 600

Employer <10 Manufacturing Marketing Manager 10

Employer <10 Engineering Office Manager 6

Employer 10-100 Distributor Director of Finance 60

Employer 10-100 Recruitment Agency HR Administrator 200

Employer 10-100 Industrial Sales HR Manager 30

 
 
Employer interviewees were drawn from across a range of public and private sector organisations 
including the Borough Council and a local NHS Trust.  Private companies were both local and 
international with single or multiple sites. 
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Table 5.1.2.3: Stakeholder Sample 
 
Stakeholders

JobCentre Plus

Safegaurding Board

School representative

Development Worker

Extended Services

 
 
 
5.2 Number of Places 
 
5.2.1 Use of Formal and Informal Childcare 
 
Just less than a quarter (23%) of respondents reported using formal childcare, although usage rates 
ranged from 13% in the West area committee catchment to 37% in the East.  Almost a third 
(32%) of respondents reported that they only used informal childcare, whist approximately one in 
ten (9%) parents reported using a mixture of both formal and informal childcare. 
 
Respondents expected to be using more formal childcare in the future as is demonstrated in 
Figure 5.2.1.1.  
 
Figure 5.2.1.1: Use of Formal Childcare Now and in the Future 
 

Q3. Do You use/expect to use any of the following 

types of childcare

0%

0%

0%

0%

3%

4%

4%

5%

6%

7%

77%

0%

1%

0%

1%

4%

5%

9%

9%

9%

13%

67%

Nanny/ au pair

Crèche

Special Day School

Other

Childminder

Pre-school

Holiday Club/ Playscheme

Day Nursery

Breakfast Clubs

After School Clubs

None

Do use Expect to use

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 404/405 
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It can be seen from Figure 5.2.1.1 that out of school providers and day nurseries are expected to 
have a significant increase in demand whilst demand for childminders and pre-school playgroups 
remain relatively stable. 
 
Further analysis revealed that lower income households were significantly more likely to be using 
informal childcare, as were ‘Asian’ families (40%) compared to ‘White’ families (29%).  In addition, 
just over two-thirds (67%) of respondents using informal childcare noted that this was provided by 
‘grandparents’. 
 
By examining the child base it is possible to identify potential patterns of usage amongst ‘rising’ 
three and five year olds i.e. those currently 0-2 and 3-4.  Table 5.2.1.1 shows the current and 
expected future use of different care types by age of child. 
 
 
Table 5.2.1.1: Current and Expected Future Use by Age of Child 
 

Provider Type Current Future Current Future Current Future Current Future

Childminder 3% 6% 3% 4% 3% 3% 1% 1%
Day Nursery 8% 18% 11% 12% 1% 1%
Nanny 1% 1% 0% 0%
Pre-School 1% 11% 13% 9% 0% 0%
Breakfast Club 3% 4% 10% 7% 9% 1% 3%
After School Club 3% 2% 12% 8% 15% 3% 5%
Holiday Club 1% 7% 5% 11% 2% 5%
Crèche 1% 0% 0%
Special day school 1% 1%
Other 3% 1% 1%
None 88% 64% 69% 62% 83% 75% 96% 90%
Child Base

0-2 3&4 5-11 12+

 
 
Table 5.2.1.1 demonstrates that there is a potential 3% increase in demand for childminder care 
for 3-4 year olds in the future and a 7% increase in demand for day nursery care, whilst pre-
school demand appears to fall (13% used currently compared to 11% future demand from 0-2 
year olds). 
 
Approximately two-thirds of respondents (67%) reported using formal childcare for three hours 
or less on a typical day.  The average number of days used by respondents was 3.69.  A 
breakdown of the number of formal childcare days used by respondents is shown in Figure 5.2.1.2. 
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Figure 5.2.1.2: The Number of Childcare Days Used in a Typical Week 

Q4d. How many days of the week do you typically use formal 

childcare? One, 13%

Two, 13%

Three, 25%

Four, 15%
Five, 36%

N/A, 36%

Six, 0%

Seven, 1%

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 89 

 
 
 
NB:  This question was asked for every individual child in the household therefore the total use is 
more than 100%. 
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Reasons for Formal Childcare Use 
 
Respondents cited a number of reasons for formal childcare use as is shown in Figure 5.2.1.3.   
 
Figure 5.2.1.3: Reasons for Formal Childcare Use 
 

Q7a. Why do you use formal childcare now?

To enable you to 

work, 59%

To benefit your child, 

51%

To give you a break 

(respite), 11%

Other reason, 4%

Not applicable, 0%

To enable you to go 

on training/ 

education, 6%

Because you receive 

free entitlement, 10%

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 90 

 
 
NB:  This question was a multiple choice therefore the total response is more than 100%. 
 
Over half (59%) of respondents stated that it ‘enabled them to work’, but also that it was of 
‘benefit to the child’ (51%).  Residents in the South area committee catchment and those in 
workless households and with lower household incomes were more likely to state that it was to 
benefit their child/ren but the base numbers are small and should be treated with caution.  
 
Respondents who described themselves as ‘White’ were almost twice as likely to cite ‘work’ as a 
reason for using formal childcare as those from an ‘Asian/Asian British’ background (70% 
compared with 36%). 
 
Of the seventy-nine respondents who reported that they or their partner would return to work 
in the future, approximately half (47%) stated that they would require formal childcare to do so. 
 
Almost two-thirds (63%) of the respondents reported that they do not and would not use formal 
childcare in the future.  The reasons for this are displayed in Table 5.2.1.2. 
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Table 5.2.1.2: Reasons for Not Using Formal Childcare Now or in the Future 
 
Q13a. You said you don't currently use formal childcare for any of your 

children NOR do you think you'll need any in the future. Please can you say 

why this is? Count Percentage

Prefer to look after children myself (personal choice) 108 42%
Not needed as I/ partner do not intend to go out to work or study, I/partner work with 85 33%
Too expensive/ cost 72 28%
Prefer for friends and family to look after my children/ respite care 52 20%
Other 23 9%
Unsuitable for child's needs 15 6%
Language/ cultural barriers and issues 15 6%
Uncomfortable about how others may view your child 14 5%
Confidence in provider to understand/ meet child's needs 5 2%
Hours do not suit my needs 5 2%
Lack of specialist childcare (disability/SEN) 4 2%
No spaces at childcare providers 2 1%
Don't know what childcare exists 2 1%
Not eligible for the childcare element of tax credits 1 0%
There is no 'out of school' childcare at child's school (breakfast/ after school clubs) 1 0%
No childcare located to where I work, learn or study 1 0%
Access to transport/ distance to travel 1 0%
Not happy with standard of provision - perceptions of quality 1 0%
No childcare located near to where I live 0 0%
Had previous experience of being rejected by providers 0 0%
Couldn't get all my children cared for by one provider 0 0%

Base 255  
NB:  This question was a multiple choice therefore the total response is more than 100%. 
 
Almost half (42%) of respondents who do not already, and have no intention of using formal 
childcare prefer to look after their children themselves.  A further third (33%) do not need to use 
this type of childcare as they do not work; work within school hours or find that the free 
entitlement to nursery education is enough.  However, over a quarter (28%) of respondents 
noted that ‘cost’ was a reason for non-use. 
 
Respondents currently using informal childcare cited a number of reasons for this choice.  The top 
three were ‘cost’ (45%), ‘quality’ (21%) and ‘flexibility’ (17%). 
 
As can be seen from Figure 5.2.1.4, overall, the vast majority (85%) of respondents felt that their 
childcare needs were fully met at present. 
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Figure 5.2.1.4: To What Extent Current Childcare Needs are Met 

Q14a. In general to what extent are your childcare needs 

met at the moment?

Fully, 85.0%

Not at all, 2.5%

Partially, 12.5%

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 401

 
 
5.2.2 Early Years Education Free Entitlement 
 
Section 7 of the Childcare Act 2006 places a duty on the local authority to secure free early years 
provision for all eligible children.  The delivery of this provision is set within local limits defined in 
the Code of Practice.14 

 
Just under half (46%, n=47) of respondents with children aged 3 or 4 reported accessing their free 
entitlement to Nursery Education Funding (NEF).  Of these parents, the vast majority (91%) 
reported that they accessed the full 15 hours entitlement. 
 
For those parents not using the full entitlement the main reason was because their child/ren had 
started full-time education (9.00-3.00 every day) – 53%. Some children had not yet reached the 
term after their 3rd birthday (16%), but one in ten (10%) respondents reported that they ‘didn’t 
know it existed’. 
 
Just over half (51%) of the respondents using the free NEF entitlement reported that they used 
more than one provider, although the base number is small (n=47) and should be treated with 
caution.  The providers used to access the free NEF entitlement are shown in Figure 5.2.2.1. 
 

                                                 
 
14 Luton Nursery Education Funding: Code of Practice on the Provision of Free Nursery Education Places for 3 and 4 Year Olds, Luton 
Borough Council, August 2010 - Draft 
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Figure 5.2.2.1: Where NEF is Accessed 

Q17d. Do you access this entitlement at a...

76.6%

10.6%

10.6%
2.1% 0

Day nursery/

pre-school

School

Children's

centre

Independent

school

Registered

childminder

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 47

 
 
It can be seen from Figure 5.2.2.1 that the majority of free NEF entitlement is accessed at day 
nurseries or pre-schools.  Parents were asked how they currently access the entitlement and how 
they would ‘prefer’ the entitlement if they could choose.  Figure 5.2.2.2 shows how parents do 
and would prefer to use the free NEF entitlement.  
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Figure 5.2.2.2: Current and Preferred Pattern of NEF Entitlement 

Q17e. How do you currently and how would you prefer to take-up 

this entitlement?

0%

2%

4%

6%

6%

30%

51%

6%

0%

4%

4%

9%

32%

45%

9 hours plus two 3 hours

It varies

uses less than 15 hours

two 6 hours plus 3 hours

unsure - mixed in with other paid hours

five hours over 3 days

three hours over 5 days

How would you prefer to take-up this entitlement if you could choose?

How do you currently take-up this entitlement?

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 47

 
It can be seen from Figure 5.2.2.2 that, whilst most parents still prefer to use the free NEF 
entitlement over five days, some parents would prefer longer hours across fewer days. 
 
 
Employers/Stakeholders 
 
One of the employers (<10 employees) noted that two members of staff struggled to find suitable 
childcare, particularly in the school holidays.  However, the majority were very positive about the 
availability of childcare in Luton. 
 
‘There does seem to be quite a lot out there and I haven’t heard of anyone saying they can’t find 
childcare.’ (Employer) 
 
 ‘I can only answer that from my own experience and, ‘yes’, both my children have managed to get 
childcare for their children without a problem and are very happy with it.’ (Employer) 
 
When asked if they expected their business/organisation to grow, reduce or stay the same in 
terms of the number of staff employed in Luton over the next 18 months there was mixed 
response from employers.  Those in the public sector expected a reduction of staff as did one 
small business.  Others expected to remain the same or increase in staff.  Plans for recruitment 
were minimal. 
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Although one provider noted the perceived shortage of places for under three year olds in their 
area, on the whole stakeholders also felt there were places available.  All of the stakeholders 
interviewed felt that the current economic climate would lead to a decrease in formal childcare 
demand and perhaps a need for more flexible arrangements as parents took part-time 
employment or utilised more informal childcare.   Although, it was noted that due to the new 
funding system, it was imperative that nursery places were filled as soon as possible into the new 
school year, leaving more places available in September or October. 
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Older young people (13+) appeared to have much more autonomy in their out of school activities 
and uptake of these activities was at their own discretion.  Older young people noted that 
sometimes they just wanted to ‘hang out’ at home.  In addition, older young people noted the 
influence of peer pressure on the uptake of activities, stating that even if they were interested 
they would not attend an activity if none of their friends did. 
 
Younger children noted a variety of activities available to them and how they enjoyed the 
structure of having something to do and a place to be with their friends. 
 
‘A lot of people in my friendship group go too so it’s more fun with like friends’ (Girl aged 11) 
 
Parents in the travelling community appeared to be more comfortable with the concept of ‘early 
years education’ than ‘childcare’.  Two of the families held very traditional views and noted that it 
was them and their family’s responsibility to look after the children and for this reason had never 
used and would never use regular childcare services.  Other families were happy to access the 
free NEF entitlement for their children from the age of approximately two and a half but did not 
wish to use out of school provision on a regular basis in the future, preferring to be at home 
when their children finished school.  Parents in this community generally stated that they used the 
NEF places for socialisation and in preparation for school. 
 
Socialisation as a reason for using formal childcare was also noted in other groups, particularly 
young parents and new communities.  
 
“I would prefer them to be in nursery, so they get used to being around other children” (Young parent) 
 
‘… she was very happy when they go to nursery.  They very quickly pick up the language’ (New 
community) 
 
For parents of disabled children, childcare offered a chance for respite from caring and an 
opportunity to spend time with other children. 
 
“you want somebody else to take them out so you can have time to yourself, so you can recuperate and 
when they come back you’re fresh again” (Parent of disabled child) 
 
“It’s quite hard for me; I can’t pay attention to the other children” (Parent of disabled child) 
 
Parents from the new communities group felt that there was a shortage of free NEF places and 
holiday schemes and that this had a particular impact in their case as they did not have extended 
families or networks of friends to help with childcare. 
 
Residents of High Town also felt that their area lacked enough childcare facilities and there was a 
perception that other parts of Luton had more childcare facilities available. 
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Young parents felt there was a lack of provision for babies.  Whilst parents of disabled children 
noted that some of the provision they used was being reduced. 
 
Some parents of disabled children felt that there was no suitable provision to meet their child’s 
specific needs. 
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5.3 Sustainability 
 
Providers were asked if they expected the demand for their provision to ‘increase’, ‘decrease’ or 
‘stay the same’ over the next 18 months.  Figure 5.3.1 shows the responses by care type. 
 
Figure 5.3.1: Expected Demand in Provision over the Next 18 Months – Providers 
Perspective 

32%

39%

48%

24%

23%

23%

57%

17%

3%

8%

23%

8%

14%

42%

52%

40%

39%

54%

46%

14%

13%

6%

4%

14%

23%

23%

14%

Overall

Day Nursery

Pre-school

Childminder

Breakfast club

After school club

Holiday club

Q9. Over the next 18 months how do you expect demand will 
change...?

Increase Decrease Stay the same Unsure

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: variable    

 
Figure 5.3.1 shows that providers of holiday schemes were most likely to expect an increase in 
demand over the next 18 months, but the base numbers are low and should be treated with 
caution.  However, almost a quarter (23%) of the childminders surveyed felt demand for their 
provision would decrease. 
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Stakeholders 
 
At present it was noted that there was advice and support given to providers around 
sustainability. However with the present economic climate it was also felt that sustainability will 
become more of an issue for providers. 
 
 
5.4 Quality of Care 
 
The new Code of Practice for the delivery of free early years provision for 3 and 4 year olds 
emphasises the importance of high quality provision.   
 
Just over three-quarters (77%) of respondents were ‘very satisfied’ with the ‘quality of care’ they 
currently use.  There were no reports of any level of ‘dissatisfaction’ as can be seen from Figure 
5.4.1. 
 
Figure 5.4.1: Satisfaction with the Quality of Childcare 
 

Q11a. In general, how satisfied are you with the formal childcare you 

currently use in relation to the following?

77% 23% 0%Quality of care

Very Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Very Dissatisfied

 
 
Respondents using formal childcare were asked what criteria are important when choosing 
childcare.  The results are displayed in Table 5.4.1. 
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Table 5.4.1: Important Factors in Choosing Childcare 
 

Q10a. Why did you decide to choose the particular provider you are using?

6%

8%

9%

13%

16%

16%

16%

17%

18%

22%

24%

26%

27%

29%

31%

39%

47%

2%

8%

17%

12%

14%

14%

19%

17%

8%

20%

14%

32%

47%

44%

Close to other childcarer

On route to work

The nearest provision of acceptable quality

Close to work

Attached to a school of choice

They offer flexibility

Affordable price

Price

Offer suitable hours

Recommended to me

Close to child's school/ siblings school

At a school the child goes to/ will go to

Quality standards/ OFSTED rating

Good facilities/ equipment/ activities

Has a good reputation/ image

Good quality staff

Close to home

future consideration

current consideration

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 90 

 
NB:  This question was a multiple choice therefore the total response is more than 100%. 
 
Table 5.4.1 clearly demonstrates that ‘quality indicators’ factors are an important consideration 
for many parents as these factors comprise the top five mentions along with ‘close to home’.  
Respondents considering formal childcare in the future also focused on the ‘quality’ issue, with 
47% noting ‘good quality staff’ as important in decision making. 
 
 
Stakeholders 
 
Stakeholders mentioned a number of current undertakings by the Borough Council which it was 
felt would raise the quality of childcare in Luton; safeguarding training, case recording protocols in 
nurseries, good practice guidance for early years and Disabled Children Access to Childcare 
(DCATCH) project. 
 
‘I think they are making tremendous headway in making sure that the childcare is as good as it can be, 
there’s a series of audits going on at the moment, supportive audits, which when the gaps that have been 
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identified, they [providers] are being supported to close those gaps […] I think there’s a real push to 
make sure childcare in Luton is safe and appropriate for families’ (Stakeholders) 
 
Focus Groups 
 
It was clear from the focus group discussions that ‘quality of care’ was an important factor in 
choosing childcare.  Young parents noted a number of geographic areas where they would not 
choose to access childcare.  In this group the Children’s Centre was highly rated. 
 
Some parents of disabled children were concerned about the skills and experience of workers in 
dealing with their children’s specific problem.  One felt that whilst the service often sounded good 
in theory they were let down in practice, because mainstream provision cannot cope with 
specialist needs. 
 
“The reason why our children are in specialist school is they can’t cope with mainstream, so imagine trying 
to put them into a mainstream playscheme or playgroup.  They’re not going to fit in at all” (Parent of 
disabled child) 
 
The ‘Out and About’ scheme was singled out as a good idea in theory, but untenable in practice. 
 
“…you don’t know what’s going to come next, people take these children on and suddenly they realise 
‘hold on  a minute’ we can’t do this” (Parent of disabled child) 
 
It was perceived that care workers only get generic training to deal with children with disabilities 
rather than very specialist training that parents feel is required to meet the needs of their 
children. 
 
“I think with the training they say ‘oh we work with autistic children, but no child is the same […] the 
training is wide, but it should be specific, but not text book specific” (Parent of disabled child) 
 
Parents of disabled children were also clear that building rapport and continuity of relationships 
was a very important element of quality care as far as their children are concerned. 
 
 
5.5 Inclusivity 
 
Just over one in twenty (6%) respondents reported having at least one child with an ‘additional 
need or disability’ within the household.  Just over a third of these parents (36%) reported that 
their child had a ‘statement of special educational need’.  The most frequently reported need or 
disability was ‘sensory and/or physical’ (56%), followed by ‘communication and interaction’ (44%). 
A quarter reported ‘cognition and learning needs’ (24%), whilst a fifth (20%) noted ‘behaviour, 
emotional and social development needs’. 
 
 
Stakeholders 
 
One of the stakeholders reported that statutory providers were seeing an increase in the number 
of children with severe and complex needs accessing nursery education.  It was felt that this may 
be partly due to a growing confidence in the providers.  This provider felt that maintained 
provision was working well. 
 
‘The nursery schools in Luton are resourced to cater for children with really specific severe and complex 
needs anyway, so they’re identified early and they get into us[…]it’s a real strength of Luton and we hope 
that we don’t lose that’ (Nursery) 
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Another of the stakeholders felt that there was insufficient inclusive practice in the mainstream 
PVI sector which limits parents’ choice of childcare provision.  In addition, despite good 
maintained provision, the provider felt that provision outside the core school hours e.g. 3:30-6pm 
was less available, as additional staff would need to be in place. 
 
Most of the stakeholders noted any specific cultural or religious needs and one stakeholder felt 
that the position of Children’s Centres in highly deprived areas meant that the BME communities 
in Luton would be well catered for.  However, it was acknowledged that there was still a 
relatively low level of use of formal childcare amongst Asian families.  
 
One stakeholder noted the contribution of the Disabled Children Access to Childcare 
(DCATCH) programme in Luton, which they felt was making good progress towards inclusivity. 
 
‘I’ve just been working with the DCATCH people about childminding for parents of disabled children, so I 
think that’s filled a big gap[…] they seem to be putting lot of effort into that and a lot of money so that’s 
a big help’ (Job Centre Plus) 
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Young parents, BME parents and those from new communities did not discuss any issues relating 
to inclusivity.  However, parents of children with disabilities did have a number of issues to raise 
including inappropriate staff and exclusion from services and a lack of pro-active inclusive practice. 
 
One parent of a disabled child reported that her child had been excluded from a week summer 
scheme organised by Social Services after only half a day without any explanation. 
 
One parent stressed how important the need for continuity was for their child with autism.  
Another also noted the importance of appropriate staff. 
 
One parent felt that staff should be pro-active at trying to integrate disabled children into 
providers. 
 
Parents in the travelling community were of the opinion that their families are viewed differently 
by service providers.  One parent wished their child to access the NEF entitlement at a provider 
close to the traveller site - although the family lived on the other side of town - because they felt 
there was a better understanding of travelling culture at this provision. 
 
Another parent spoke of the perceived reluctance of providers to treat travelling children as they 
would others for fear of retribution i.e. in relation to discipline.   
 
This parent also noted that although an access to education worker had introduced the family to 
the local children’s centre, none of the staff at the children’s centre had followed up the contact, 
although they had said they would. 
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5.6 Affordability 
 
Luton has six Lower Super Output areas that fall within the 10% most deprived in England.  Figure 
5.6.1 shows deprivation quintiles in each of the committee area catchments. 
 
Figure 5.6.1: Deprivation by Area Committee Catchment 
 

 
 
It can be seen from Figure 5.6.1 that, whilst the South is the most relatively deprived, all area 
committee catchments have pockets of deprivation that fall with the ‘most deprived’ quintile. 
 
Luton has a relatively high proportion of working age adults claiming benefits (14.5% compared to 
11% in the East of England and 13.6% in England). 15  In addition, Luton is ranked joint 1st out of 48 
local authorities in the East of England and therefore has the highest level of child poverty (along 
with Norwich) in the region.1617    
 
The average gross annual household income of Survey respondents is shown in Figure 5.6.2. 
 

                                                 
 
15 Luton Economic Assessment, The Regeneration Team, Luton Borough Council, 2010 
15 Luton Economic Assessment, The Regeneration Team, Luton Borough Council, 2010 
16 Luton Child Poverty Needs Assessment, Luton Forum, October 2010 - Draft 
17  East of England = the county council areas of Cambridgeshire, Essex, Hertfordshire, Norfolk and Suffolk and the unitary authority areas of Bedford, 

Central Bedfordshire, Luton, Peterborough, Southend-on-Sea and Thurrock. 
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Figure 5.6.2: Gross Annual Household Income 
 

Q25. Which of the following best describes your 

household’s total gross annual income?

3%

7%

10%

11%

11%

12%

14%

16%

17%

£50,000 - £59,999

£60,000 or more

£20,000 - £24,999

£15,000 - £19,999

£25,000 - £29,999

£40,000 - £49,999

£10,000 - £14,999

Less than £10,000

£30,000 - £39,999

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 290 

 
 
It can be seen from Figure 5.6.2 that two-fifths (41%) of respondents reported an annual 
household income of less than £20,000. 
 
According to the draft Child Poverty Needs Assessment, key barriers to finding and keeping a job 
are finance and childcare, perceived benefit impacts and retraining difficulties. 
 
Respondents were least ‘satisfied’ with ‘cost’ when compared to a range of other childcare 
criteria.  Approximately one in ten (12%) reported that they were ‘dissatisfied’ with this element 
of childcare as Figure 5.6.3 illustrates. 
 
Figure 5.6.3: Satisfaction with Childcare Costs 

Q11a. In general, how satisfied are you with the formal childcare you 

currently use in relation to the following?

44% 44% 12%Cost

Very Satisfied Satisfied Dissatisfied Very Dissatisfied

 
Further analysis indicates that there were no significant differences in satisfaction with cost 
amongst formal childcare users based on income or how many children were in the household, 
although the base numbers are small and should be treated with caution. 
 
All respondents were asked to review the average cost of childcare in the East of England.18  
Figure 5.6.4 shows how acceptable these costs are to parents. 
 
 

                                                 
 
18 These costs are based on data published by the Daycare Trust 2009 
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Figure 5.6.4:  Average Cost Acceptability 
 
 

Q6a. Do you consider the average rate charged by each of the 

following settings to be fair?

52%

54%

29%

27%

20%

17%

19%

19%

18%

17%

16%

14%69%

64%

56%

53%

28%

28%

Day Nursery (under 2)

£3.36 per hour

Day Nursery (over 2)

£3.16 per hour

Childminder (under 2)

£3.26 per hour

Childminder (over 2)

£3.16 per hour

Before or After School

Club £2.50 per hour

Holiday Club £2.20 per

hour

Yes No Unsure

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 405
 

 
It can be seen from Table 5.6.4 that parents found the cost of out of school care (breakfast, after 
school and holiday clubs) more acceptable than the cost of other forms of childcare.  Day nursery 
fees were perceived as the least ‘fair’.  However, it is notable that approximately one in five 
parents was ‘unsure’. 
 
Further analysis of cost acceptability did reveal some significantly different attitudes.  Over half 
(51%) of respondents from the South did not think that £3.36 per hour was a ‘fair’ price for day 
nursery provision compared with other areas.  Residents of the East were most accepting of this 
charge – 68% felt it was ‘fair’. 
 
Over half (55%) of parents with three or more children did not agree that day nursery fees were 
‘fair’ compared with 21% of parents with two or less children. 
 
Respondents from households where at least one person was in employment were also more 
likely to accept this fee (55% compared to 35% in workless households), as were those in 
households with incomes of >£20,000 (68% compared to 45%) 
 
Parents from ‘Asian’ households, in particular ‘Pakistani’ households were significantly more likely 
to find the cost ‘unfair’ than those from other ethnic backgrounds. 
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Providers 
 
Providers were asked if they offered parents any form of discount on costs such as a reduction in 
fees for siblings or nominal holiday retention.  The proportion of each provider type offering 
discounts is shown in Figure 5.6.5. 
 
 
Figure 5.6.5: Discount by Provider Type 

Q11a Do you offer any discounts at all?

55%

12%

67%

15%

23%

14%

45%

84%

32%

85%

77%

86%

100%

100%

100%

4%

Day Nursery

Pre-School

Childminder

Breakfast Club

After School Club

Holiday Scheme

Safe Place to Be

Wrap Around

Extended Services

yes no unsure

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: variable

 
 
Childminders and day nurseries were the most likely to report discounted costs. 
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Employers/Stakeholders 
 
Five of the employers offered their staff Childcare Voucher schemes.  The Airport and FE College 
had nurseries on site but these were run by private contractors and were not subsidised.  No 
other support with accessing childcare or childcare costs was spontaneously mentioned by the 
employers and take up of the support offered was reported to be very low.  One employer 
suggested the reasons for low uptake of Childcare Vouchers may be a lack of understanding or 
not being able to afford the initial salary sacrifice. 
 
When prompted some of the employers reported parenting policies that would support a parent 
financially in the first few months such as enhanced maternity/paternity leave or pay but none 
offered help with calculating working tax credit or child tax credits. 
 
The cost of childcare was seen as prohibitively expensive for some by many of the stakeholders.  
One noted that full-time care for a child under two in their own provision would cost 
approximately £900 per month.  In addition, this stakeholder had experience of parents taking out 
loans to pay for childcare in order to maintain their career position.  
 
‘is it ever affordable? It’s like having another mortgage. I think for parents that choose to do it, it probably 
is affordable but it’s a huge amount out of their salary. I think providers are as affordable as they can 
possibly be[…]lot’s of people who are working will use their grandparents for informal care and the 
nursery for some formal care[..] the flexible offer’s really helped.’ (Nursery) 
 
Stakeholders agreed that the cost of childcare was a barrier to accessing formal childcare for many 
parents and that inevitably this would lead to them not taking up employment. 
 
Stakeholders also acknowledged the lack of understanding of tax credits amongst both 
professionals and parents. 
 
‘…definitely! [a problem understanding tax credits] we don’t understand them, we rely on the parent’s to 
get it together.  It’s a very difficult system and there have been quite a lot of mistakes in that system 
where people have had to pay back money they were paid in error.  I think some people are shy of it, it’s 
not straightforward at all.’ (Nursery) 
 
‘they [parents] don’t really understand it at the beginning but we’ve got good advisors who can talk them 
through it and help fill out the forms’ (Job Centre Plus) 
 
 ‘for the places I’ve been out to speak to, I think you’ve got a range of costs.  There’s certainly a variety 
there to suit personal needs’ (Job Centre Plus) 
 
The cost of holiday care in particular and the disparity of costs between providers were raised, 
although one stakeholder felt that variable charges offered more choice to parents. 
 
In addition, stakeholders agreed that the fear of losing benefits may be off putting for many 
parents. 
 
‘I think they would be fearful of doing that [giving up benefits to work] because if it goes wrong, trying 
to get back through the benefit system to get back to where they were would be seen as a barrier […] it 
just seems the process of claiming and getting your claim approved is time consuming and obviously if 
that’s the only income you’ve got coming in and there’s a delay in it, the fallout of that is huge’ 
(Safeguarding) 
 
Funding for childcare is available to parents under 21 years of age through the Care2Learn 
scheme, but one provider noted that direct payments to parents often left them without payment. 



35 
 

 
‘... the problem that we have with them[schemes such as Care2Learn]  is the money gets paid to the 
student and they are often in debt with us. They get the childcare money paid to them and then they 
spend it on other things and they don’t pay their childcare bill very well. It would really work better if the 
money were paid direct to the providers’ (Stakeholder) 
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
All of the focus group participants agreed that ‘cost’ was an issue.  Most parents in these groups 
were not working or earning low to middle incomes. 
 
None of the young parents were able to work due to the financial restraints of childcare. For 
three respondents, they felt that they were better off on benefits than working.  
 
‘I would like to be able to go back to work but at the moment I can’t. By the time you have put them into 
nursery your wages are gone.’ (Young Parent) 
 
One young parent had previously accessed the Care2Learn funding but was now too old. 
 
“When I went back to college, I went through the Care2Learn, then now I want to go back to college and 
do something different and I can’t get no funding. Now because I have turned 20 I can’t find nothing” 
(Female, Young parent) 
 
All parents from the new communities were aware of the NEF entitlement but did not think that 
it was enough.  The parents would ideally like this to be available at age two. 
 
 ‘if you think about our income it’s £6 per hour, gross, and we have to pay £5 per hour for nursery – 
something’s wrong really, it’s really too much’ (New community) 
 
Some but not all parents of disabled children were in receipt of direct payments or ‘shared care’.   
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5.7 Information and Knowledge 
 
Just over half (58%) of the respondents reported that they ‘would know where to go if they 
wanted information or advice on childcare’.  The parents were asked where they currently get 
information from and where they would prefer to get information.  The results are shown in 
Figure 5.7.1. 
 
Figure 5.7.1 Current and Preferred Sources of Information 
 

Q21. Where do you currently and where would you prefer to get 

information or advice on childcare from?
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Other

Job Centre Plus
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Don't know
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Childcare provider

Luton's Directory of Services for C&YP

Luton Children and FIS

Doctors surgery/ health visitor/ clinic

Children's Centre

Family/ friends/ word of mouth

Direct.gov.uk (childcarefinder)

Luton Borough Council offices

Other internet site
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Where would you prefer to get information or advice on childcare from?
Where do you currently get your information or advice on childcare from?

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 234

 
 
Figure 5.7.1 shows that ‘school’ is an important source of childcare information and that parents 
would like to use this resource more.  This Figure also indicates that many of the potential 
sources of information, in particular Children’s Centres and health service staff and venues, are 
under utilised.  The Luton Children and Families Information Service were currently used by just 
over one in ten (11%) respondents, although more would like to access this service. 
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5.7.1 The Children and Families Information Service 
 
Section 12 of the Childcare Act 2006 requires the local authority to provide information, advice 
and guidance to parents, enabling them to make an informed choice.  Section 13 of the Childcare 
Act 2006 also requires the local authority to provide information, advice and training to childcare 
providers.  Data from the CFIS displayed in Table 5.7.1.1 shows where enquiries originated 
January to October 2010. 
 
 
Table 5.7.1.1: Source of CFIS Enquiries 
 

Enquiry Source Number of Enquiries % of Enquiries

Parent 988 67.4%

Pathway to Registration 220 15.0%

Generic Email 73 5.0%

Recruitment Enquiry 52 3.5%

Childminder 34 2.3%

Quick Call 34 2.3%

Grandparent 16 1.1%

Childcare Staff 14 1.0%

Children`s Centre Worker 7 0.5%

Friend 6 0.4%

EYCS Colleague 5 0.3%

Social Worker 4 0.3%

Sibling 3 0.2%

Uncle / Aunt 3 0.2%

Parental Involvement Officer 2 0.1%

Health Visitor 1 0.1%

Nurse 1 0.1%

Probation Officer 1 0.1%

School Nurse 1 0.1%

Teacher 1 0.1%

 
Source: Luton CFIS 

 
Table 5.7.1.1 illustrates that the majority of enquiries were from parents and carers.  Far fewer 
enquiries were from childcare workers and fewer still from healthcare professionals.  There was 
no record of an employer enquiry. 
 
It can be seen from Figure 5.7.1.1 that the vast majority of enquiries to the CFIS came via the 
telephone. 



38 
 

 
Figure 5.7.1.1: Method of Enquiry to the CFIS 

Method of Enquiry to CFIS

6.9%

86.9%

0.1%

0.5%

1.0%

0.3%

1.7%

0.1%
2.4%

Answer Phone

CFIS Shop

Drop In

Email

Letter

Not Known

Office Drop In

Outreach

TelephoneSource: Luton CFIS   Base: 1461

 
 
Almost two-thirds (65%) of the CFIS enquiries were in relation to ‘childcare’.  A further 14% 
were regarding the ‘pathways to registration’ information.  Most enquiries originated from the 
Farley, Challney and Biscot wards. 
 
 
Employer/Stakeholder 
 
Three of the nine employers did not have a dedicated member of staff for supporting staff with 
childcare information.  When asked if they would know where to access information on local 
childcare provision one small employer stated that they ‘don’t get asked’.  Three others stated 
they would use the ‘internet’, both the council and government websites.  One noted that their 
information came from local providers who advertised on their premises.  Another did not know 
where to access information. 
 
Six of the nine employers had not heard of the CFIS.  One had only been made aware of them in a 
personal capacity.  Five of the nine employers did not think there was any further help or support 
that the local authority could provide employers or employees with in relation to childcare 
information and advice.  However some did comment that the CFIS could be more pro-active. 
 
‘Maybe more communication, I didn’t know about the CFIS so promotion of that would be helpful to 
employers.’ (Employer) 
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‘It would be useful if we had new members of staff coming in who we know have children if there was a 
list of childcare providers that we could hand out as part of our induction pack that would be useful.’ 
(Employer) 
 
Stakeholders also felt that the CFIS could have a higher profile amongst parents and carers but 
also professionals.  Some felt that although there was a lot of information available it was not 
necessarily getting to the right people. 
 
‘…not lack of information, maybe knowing where to go to get the information, because I think once you 
get through to the information service they are very, very helpful and they’re very informative and their 
webpage is very good too, but I think it’s not knowing where to start to get to that point that might be the 
issue for families.’ (Safeguarding) 
 
Staff at Job Centre Plus felt that they had a very good relationship with the CFIS and they worked 
well in disseminating information to parents together. 
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Few of the parents in the focus group discussions had heard of the CFIS.  The main sources of 
childcare information were ‘word of mouth’ – including key workers (access to education and 
connexions) - and ‘the internet’, including social networking sites.  Most parents felt there was a 
lack of information available to them.  Conversely some young people felt that, although there 
was a lot of information available to them, they largely ignored it. 
 
 ‘School has leaflets but no-one really reads them’ (Girl aged 12) 
 
‘The internet because a lot of people have facebook so if they, like, posted a message on facebook more 
people would read it […] You could create events on facebook and people could invite all their friends to 
it and then people would just invite each other (Girl aged 12) 
 
Some parents within the traveller community spoke candidly about the low levels of literacy 
within their community but felt that written information would be useful as they would get others 
to read it.  It was noted that the traveller site never received leaflets from the local children’s 
centre.   Similarly, young parents would have liked more written information. 
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5.8 Accessibility 
 
The vast majority of respondents were either ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ with access to their 
current childcare provision.  Figure 5.8.1 shows the level of satisfaction with the distance of 
provision from school, home and work/study place. 
 
Figure 5.8.1: Satisfaction with Accessibility 
 

Q11a. In general, how satisfied are you with the formal childcare you 

currently use in relation to the following?
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It can be seen from Figure 5.8.1 that there is most dissatisfaction with the distance of childcare 
provision from ‘work/place of study’. 
 
Further analysis suggests there were no significant differences in satisfaction rates, amongst formal 
childcare users, based on any other variables although bases are small and should be treated with 
caution. 
 
The vast majority (96%) of respondents reported using childcare within the Borough.  Of the six 
respondents using childcare outside the Borough four stated it was in a more convenient location 
for work, study or home, two felt that it was better quality and two reported that there was none 
available to them within Luton.  Four noted that they would use a provider within Luton if their 
issues were resolved. 
 
The vast majority (94%) of respondents using formal childcare reported travelling three miles or 
less to access their provision.  It was apparent that this was the preferred distance for most 
parents. 
 
 
Stakeholders 
 
One stakeholder noted the problem of accessing provision in rural areas, although others did not 
think that geographical considerations were a particular issue in Luton as it is a small Borough.  
However it was noted that travel by road can be time consuming in congested traffic. 
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In addition, one stakeholder felt that schools that have not “bought into” the extended services 
agenda and do not offer ‘childcare’, which may result in parents struggling to find very local 
provision.  
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
The parents of disabled children agreed that the two hours paid childcare at formal care was not 
sufficient and that considerable time was taken up travelling to venues. 
 
‘I find most of the time my son is sitting in a car travelling, it’s not actually benefiting him at all’ (Parent 
of disabled child) 
 
One parent mentioned that the scheduling of two Saturday clubs clashed, leaving one weekend 
without any activity. 
 
Young people of all ages noted the restrictions around extended school activities in terms of age 
range and duration of activity.  For example, some activities are only available for specific year 
groups or only offered for one term. 
 
Older young people also commented on the potential ‘fear’ of accessing services in different parts 
of the Borough which are unfamiliar to them. 
 
‘Activities should be based around school because it’s a centre point – everyone knows where Lea Manor 
High School is, whereas if there’s one in Lewsey Farm or somewhere like that, not everyone knows where 
that is and not everyone’s, not safe with it but, not sure about the surroundings’ (Girl aged 14) 
 
‘…you kinda get scared whereas if it’s at your own school, the facilities that you know and use every PE 
lesson and stuff you kinda feel more comfortable going to it’ (Boy aged 14) 
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5.9 Flexibility 
 
Overall, 61% of respondents currently using formal childcare reported that they were ‘very 
satisfied’ with the ‘flexibility’ of care and a further 39% were ‘satisfied’.  Likewise, the vast majority 
(99%) of respondents were ‘very/satisfied’ with the ‘opening hours/times’ of the childcare they 
used.  Figure 5.9.1 shows the satisfaction rates with flexibility and opening hours. 
 
 
Figure 5.9.1: Satisfaction with Flexibility and Opening Hours 
 

Q11a. In general, how satisfied are you with the formal childcare you 

currently use in relation to the following?
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Further analysis indicates that parents, using formal childcare in the South may be less ‘satisfied’ 
with flexibility than parents in other area committee catchments, although the base numbers are 
small and should be treated with caution. 
 
Just over one in five (22%) respondents reported that they worked outside of Luton.  This 
proportion increased to 38% for partners.  Respondents from higher income families were 
significantly more likely to report that they or their partner worked ‘outside Luton’, whilst 
‘Asian/Asian British’ respondents were more likely to have partners working within the Borough. 
 
The work patterns of both respondents and their partners are shown in Table 5.9.1. 
 
Table 5.9.1: Work Patterns 
 
Work Pattern Respondents Partners

Weekdays between 8-6pm 74% 79%

Shift work 12% 14%

Weekend 13% 10%

Evening 10% 4%

Irregular/ casual 6% 7%

Base 242 254  
NB:  This question was a multiple choice therefore the total response is more than 100%. 
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It can be seen from Table 5.9.1 that approximately three-quarters of parents were working within 
a ten hour window 8am-6pm.  However over one in ten parents were employed in ‘shift’ 
‘weekend’ or ‘evening’ work.   In addition, one in twenty parents reported that they or their 
partner was employed on a ‘casual’ or ‘irregular’ basis. 
 
Although the majority (83%) of respondents reported that childcare issues had not affected either 
their or their partners’ employment situation in any way, some parents reported that these issues 
have had an impact.  The impact of childcare on employment is shown in Figure 5.9.2. 
 
Figure 5.9.2: Ways in Which Childcare Issues Have Had an Effect 
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partner in any of the following ways?

Source: Qa Research 2010   Base: 404

 
NB:  This question was a multiple choice therefore the total response is more than 100%. 
 
Figure 5.9.2 shows that almost one in ten parents (8%) felt that childcare issues had ‘prevented 
the uptake of employment’, whilst almost one in twenty (4%) felt that they had ‘prevented the 
continuation of paid work’.  Just over one in twenty (7%) parents felt that they had ‘prevented an 
increase in the number of hours worked’.  Some of the comments from Survey respondents 
were; 
 
‘If childcare was cheaper I'd be working now but with 2 children it's just not feasible’ 
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‘I want to do a teaching qualification but I can't get to college on time because it starts at 9am and 
there's no breakfast club at my child's school.’ 
 
‘Because it's my auntie who looks after him I have to fit around her schedule too.’ 
 
‘I'm limited in how much I can work - I work around the children and my husband.’ 
 
 
Providers 
 
The vast majority (96%) of day nursery providers surveyed reported that they were able to offer 
the free entitlement ‘flexibly’.  The majority of pre-school playgroups and childminders registered 
to deliver this provision were also able to be ‘flexible’ (88% and 82% respectively). 
 
 
Employers/Stakeholders 
 
Half of the employers reported ‘part-time’ staff.  A third of the employers had staff working 16 
hours or less.  Employers noted that between 10% and 95% of their staff were female and up to 
three-quarters of staff were thought to have caring responsibilities for child/ren aged 0-14 (18 
with additional needs or disability). 
 
Most employers reported operating between 8am and 6pm – some flexibly, but some of them 
also noted the need for ‘out of hours’ and ‘weekend’ work (NHS, FE College) and ‘variable shift 
patterns’ i.e. four days on, four days off with a 42 hour week including days and nights (Airport). 
 
The employers reported various work/life balance schemes on offer within their organisations, 
these are shown below: 
 

Work/life Balance Schemes Number of 
Employers 

Flexible Working  9 
Voluntary reduced working time  6 
Part-time working 5 
Term time only  3 
Annualised working 2 
Compressed hours  3 
9 day fortnight 1 
Temporarily reduced hours 7 
Job share  5 
Homeworking  3 
Flexi-time  5 
Phased return to work 6 
Parental Leave  8 
Leave for dependents  7 
  

 
The most common work/life balance scheme was ‘flexible working’ and ‘parental leave’.  In some 
instances schemes were not standard but would be considered upon request.  Take up of these 
schemes was reportedly low (around 5% of staff) except in the case of Luton Airport. 
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Most of the employers did not report any particular difficulties in offering flexible working 
patterns, although it was noted that, ‘Some jobs just don’t lend themselves to flexible working.’ 
(Employer). 
 
None of the employers felt that childcare issues had been a barrier to recruitment or retention.  
For the majority of employers the main problems they faced in relation to childcare was that of 
unexpected absences due to child illness or unplanned school closures, as illustrated by the 
comment below: 
 
‘The biggest issue is, our teams are small so when a child is sick, and if it happens to a few members of 
staff, then we have trouble delivering our service.  When the schools close because of bad weather like 
last year, that caused us major problems.’ (Employer) 
 
A couple of stakeholders mentioned the potential difficulty for parents wishing to undertake short 
periods of study or training, whilst another felt that full-time students were well catered for. 
 
‘I think when they’re training it’s possibly an issue because it’s short term sometimes or part-time and it’s 
short notice as well, that can be a bit of a barrier but I think in general it’s ok’ (Job Centre Plus) 
 
‘I think there’s a lot for them [parents studying or training] we do a lot for them.  It’s pretty well full-time 
for a lot of them – the university girls, they can have it paid for you see so they tend to use that’ 
(Nursery) 
 
There were also comments about the need for longer hours to accommodate parents who 
commute to London and the potential need for more flexibility in future, in light of the changing 
economic environment. 
 
 ‘I know some childminders do very late evenings for people that do commute to London, there’s not 
enough of them […] really even though we’re open ‘til six, it’s not really late enough for them and we 
open at 8 it’s not really early enough for them […] you probably really want to do 7 ‘til 7 but it’s really 
hard to staff any more than we do!’ (Nursery) 
 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Many of the children and young people described complex arrangements for their out of school 
care involving a mixture of extended services, friends and relatives.  Some of the young people 
aged 12+ also reported being at home alone. 
 
Parents in the new communities and BME groups described how they and their partners worked 
opposing shifts to manage their childcare requirements.  Sometimes the need for childcare was 
minimal but unavailable. 
 
‘If I’m at work my husband is home because he works nights.  We can change our duties and I know from 
experience it works, but if there is another child there is a big question mark – what now? What next?’ 
(New community) 
 
‘I ended up opting for nights because there was a difference of maybe 2 hours between me and my 
husband and I couldn’t find a place where to put her for that short period of time’ (BME) 
 
‘when my son was first born my husband was working nights and he carried on working nights because it 
suited our childcare arrangements and now he’s gone back to days because our son is at school.  So it 
really did dictate what we were doing and I changed my hours as well, I was doing school hours at one 
stage and as he’s needed me less and less I’ve been able to do full-time[work]’ (BME) 
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Many parents of disabled children felt that informal carers, particularly family members, should 
receive funding as they are able to offer more time and flexibility. 
 
 
5.10 Range and Type 
 
Figure 5.10.1 shows that the vast majority of respondents were either ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ 
with the range and type of childcare available to them. 
 
 
Figure 5.10.1: Satisfaction with Range and Type of Available Childcare 
 

Q11a. In general, how satisfied are you with the formal childcare you 

currently use in relation to the following?
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Further analysis indicated that respondents from a ‘White’ ethnic background were significantly 
more likely to state they were ‘satisfied’ with the range and type of childcare in their area than 
those from an ‘Asian/British Asian’ background, although the base numbers are small and should 
be treated with caution.  Similarly, parents from workless households using formal childcare 
appeared significantly more likely to be ‘satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with the range and type of 
childcare available to them than parents where at least one person was in employment – although 
again base numbers are low. 
 
Respondents using formal childcare were asked what times of year and day they typically used it.  
Figure 5.10.2 and 5.10.3 illustrate when childcare is currently most used. 
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Figure 5.10.2: Use of Formal Childcare During the Day 

Q4e. What times of day do you use childcare?
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NB:  This question was asked for every individual child in the household therefore the total use is 
more than 100%. 
 
 
Figure 5.10.3: Use of Formal Childcare During the Year 
 

Q4a. When do you use this formal childcare?
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NB:  This question was asked for every individual child in the household therefore the total use is 
more than 100%. 
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Supplementary questions indicate that it is the summer holidays which are most important to 
parents followed by the half-term breaks.  Whilst all of the holiday scheme providers were open 
during the summer break, less were open during the half-term and Easter breaks (5 out of 7).  Just 
three holiday schemes were reportedly in operation during the Christmas break period. 
 
 
Stakeholders 
 
One Stakeholder noted that notionally young people aged 13 are considered competent enough 
to care for a younger child and questioned the appropriateness of ‘childcare’ for those 11+.   
Others felt there was a lack of activity-based focus to childcare providers and that these may not 
meet the needs of all children, particularly older children. 
 
‘do you really want, or does your child really want to go to a childminder at age 12, but as a parent do 
you really want them coming into an empty house? That’s the bit that’s difficult – it’s trying to find 
appropriate care…I don’t think the variety is there that really is age appropriate. I don’t think we’ve got 
that cracked yet [...] the thing is some parents have no choice, that’s the bottom line – they have to live 
with it’. (Safeguarding) 
 
Stakeholders believed that children themselves prefer fun, exciting opportunities.  Long holiday 
periods were noted as particularly times when provision for young people was lacking, but it was 
also noted that young people needed more flexibility in what was on offer. 
 
‘There’s lot of great things.  There’s dance groups, there’s drama groups but they tend to be intensive, for 
two weeks at a time and they are expensive and I really don’t think it’s fair on the child to be doing two 
weeks of this and two weeks of that, it’s really not getting a break from learning if you like.’ 
(Stakeholder) 
 
Focus Groups 
 
Young people were asked what types of activities they would like to engage in out of school.  
Table 5.10.1 shows the range of activities suggested by the children and young people. 
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Table 5.10.1: Suggestions for Out of School Activities from CYP 
 

5- 11 Year Olds 12 – 14 Year Olds 
Bookclub/ Story club Rock climbing 
Hockey Bowling 
Carnival club Horse riding 
Adventure club Theme parks 
Exploring different cultures club Netball 
Food club/Cooking (without 
parents) 

Trampolining 

Swimming Paintball 
Handwriting club Skating 
Spanish/Polish/French/Japanese Self-defence 
Music/band club Out door adventure 
Tag rugby Swimming 
Karate Martial arts 
Drama Street dance 
Sewing Skiing 
Cycling Snooker/Pool 
Basketball Table tennis 
Horse riding Music Tech/Music clubs 
Dress design Cine clubs 
 Cooking clubs 
  
 
Youth clubs were held in high regard by young people of all ages because of the variety of 
activities they have on offer, but also because of their ‘open door’ policies which means that 
young people can be flexible about when they access them.  It was noted that, although 
particularly, during long holidays, CYP appreciated structured activities, they also valued 
‘downtime’. 
 
Parents in the focus groups had accessed a variety of childcare providers from the ‘shoppers 
creche’ to ‘holiday clubs’. 
 
Parents in the new communities group felt that there should be more variety of childcare nearer 
to the town centre and noted the difficulties of finding suitable childcare during the holiday 
periods. 
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6. Sufficiency Indicators  
 
This section demonstrates overall sufficiency in each of the localities according to the 
Leicestershire County Council Childcare Sufficiency Indicators Model19. 
 
Leicestershire County Council, in conjunction with the Government Office for the East Midlands, 
developed childcare sufficiency indicators based on a number of key statistics such as: the ‘% of 
providers with ‘good’ or better Ofsted inspection result’; the ‘% of parents at least ‘satisfied’ with 
opening hours of childcare providers used’ and the ‘ratio of available places to number of children 
by age category’. 
 
Each indicator has been assigned a score of 1, 3 or 5 depending on what is agreed to be 
‘sufficient’.  For example, the ‘% of providers with ‘good’ or better Ofsted inspections’ should be 
70% or more to be deemed ‘sufficient’ and score 5.  These scores are then transferred to a ‘red’, 
‘amber’, ‘green’ (RAG) rating, where ‘green’ is ‘sufficient’ - to easily identify areas for future focus.   
 
The percentage of the overall score, alongside the actual score required to achieve a ‘red’, 
‘amber’ or ‘green’ (R.A.G) rating are shown in Table 6.1. 
 
Table 6.1:R.A.G Scores for Sufficiency Areas Overall 
 

 RED AMBER GREEN 
% of possible total 
score (90.5) 

0-35% 36-74% 75%+ 

Actual score  0-32 32.1-67.7 >67.8 
 
By determining an overall score for each indicator an ideal score for overall sufficiency can be 
calculated.  In Luton this Figure was 90.5.  The actual scores can then be compared to this ideal. 
 
In addition, indicators have been assigned to individual ‘baskets’ or benchmarks.  There are nine 
‘baskets’ in total which relate to the Guidance produced by the Department for Children, schools 
and Families (DCSF)20. 
 
Each ‘basket’ has been given a weighting according to how meaningful the data contained within it 
are.  This weighting requires a judgement on the importance and robustness of the indicator data.  
For example, the ‘Number of places’ basket has 100% weighting as this is crucial in mapping supply 
and demand. 
 
Similarly, each indicator within the ‘baskets’ has also been given a weighting using these criteria.  
Therefore, within ‘Number of places’ the two indicators have different weightings i.e. ‘ratio of 
available places to number of children by age category’ has a 100% weighting whilst ‘% of vacant places 
by age category’ has only a 60% weighting.  Vacancy data has a lesser weighting as these data are 
more difficult to obtain and can be very volatile. 
 
The weightings are used to determine the overall scores for both the indicators and for the 
maximum score of each ‘basket’.  For example, each indicator has an actual maximum score of 5 
but if an indicator is given a weighting of 60% (as does ‘% of vacant places by age category’) the 
indicator’s maximum score will be 3.  Likewise a ‘basket’ may be given a maximum score of 17.6 
(see benchmark ‘Flexibility’) after each indicator has been weighted but as this basket is only 
worth 80% the actual maximum score used to determine sufficiency will be 14. 

                                                 
 
19 This model is showcased as ‘good practice’ in the DCSF 2010 Guidance 
20 Securing Sufficient Childcare: Guidance for Local Authorities Childcare Act 2006, DCSF 2007 
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All of the Sufficiency Indicators, descriptions and weightings are detailed in the MiMo 
tool along with key statistics for each of the wards.  It should be noted that where data is 
unavailable the cells are left blank and it does not contribute to the maximum possible score. 
 
Weightings applied in this report have been adjusted as agreed by the Early Years and Childcare 
Commissioner.  A brief description of the individual indicators, basket weightings and sufficiency 
scores can be seen in Table 6.2.  A detailed data source sheet is available in the appendix. 
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Table 6.2:  Brief Description of Indicators, Weightings and Sufficiency Scores 

Benchmark
"Basket"

Weighting
Indicator Available Sufficient

"Indicator"
Weighting

Su1: % net change in Provider numbers over the year Yes >= 1% 90%

Su2: % net change in available places over the year Yes >= 1.5% 100%

Su3: % of Providers receiving sustainability funding No <=20% 100%

Su4: % providers where NEF costs are less than NEF income per child per session/week Yes >= 85% 60%

Fl1: %age of parents at least satisfied with opening hours of childcare settings used Yes >= 90% 100%

Fl2: % of settings open 10 hours per day throughout the year (Day Nursery, Playgroup and Childminders) Yes >= 50% 100%

Fl3: % of all NEF validated providers able to offer 15 hours NEF flexibly Yes >= 80% 75%

Fl4: % of provision getting flexible top up payments Yes >= 80% 75%

HQ1: % of settings with good or better Ofsted inspection result Yes >= 70% 100%

HQ2: % of settings with good or better EYC Inspections Yes >= 85% 100%

HQ3: % of settings with at least 50% staff qualified to at least NVQ Level 3 Yes >= 90% 100%

HQ4: % of EY settings (for age 0-5) that are graduate led (exc. childminders) Yes >= 50% 100%

HQ5: % of EY settings (for age 0-5) that are EYP led (exc. childminders) Yes >= 35% 100%

Inclusivity 80% In1: % of settings offering places for disabled children Yes 100% 100%

Af1: % take-up of Childcare Tax credit by those taking up Working Tax Credit Yes >= 10% 50%

Af2: Ratio of average weekly cost of childcare to average weekly household incomes Yes <= 25% 100%

Af3: % of settings offering a discount on their regular prices Yes >= 10% 50%

IK1: % of families with children aged under 16/19 who know where to access information about Childcare Yes >= 75% 100%

IK2: % of childcare enquiries that were from the public Yes >= 60% 60%

Ac1: % of families satisfied with distance of childcare from home Yes >= 90% 100%

Ac2: % of families satisfied with distance of childcare from work/study Yes >= 90% 100%

Ac3: % of families satisfied with distance of childcare from school Yes >= 90% 100%

NP1: Ratio of available places to number of children by age category (0-7) Yes 1:4 100%

NP2: % of vacant places by age category Yes >=10% 60%

RT1: % of families  satisfied with the range and type of childcare in their area Yes >= 90% 100%

RT2: % enquiries related to finding childcare Yes <=71.2% 80%

Number of 
Places 100%

Range / Type 80%

Information/ 
Knowledge 50%

Accessibility 80%

High Quality 85%

Affordability 80%

Sustainability 95%

Flexibility 80%
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6.1 Sufficiency Tables 
 
Table 6.3 shows the sufficiency indicators for Luton overall.  Individual area committee catchment 
data is shown in Figures 6.4. to 6.8. 
 
Table 6.3:  
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Table 6.3 shows that overall Luton has scored 68.7 out of a possible 90.5 giving the Borough an 
‘green’ sufficiency rating.  Six out of the nine indicator baskets are rated as ‘green’ including; ‘range 
and type’, ‘number of places’, ‘accessibility’, ‘information and knowledge’, ‘affordability’ and 
‘flexibility’.  Overall the ‘sustainability’ basket is ‘red’ as Su1 and Su2 show a high rate of turnover 
amongst registered early years21 providers between 2009 and 2010. 
 
It should be noted that these sustainability indicators are repeated in each of the area committee 
catchments as data were not available at this level. 
 
 
Table 6.4:  
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The South has the highest sufficiency score (68.4).  As with sufficiency overall, six of the nine 
indicator baskets are rated ‘green’.  However the individual indicators score less.  For example, 
RT1% - of families satisfied with the range and type of childcare in their area, Ac1 - % of families 
satisfied with distance of childcare from home and IK1 - % of families with children aged under 16/19 
who know where to access information about Childcare are rated ‘amber’ whilst Af1 - % take-up of 
Childcare Tax credit by those taking up Working Tax Credit is ‘red’.  However, HQ4 - % of EY 
providers (for age 0-5) that are graduate led (exc. childminders) is rated ‘green’ compared with 
‘amber’ overall. 

                                                 
 
21 Ofsted registration includes: Childminders; Childcare providers; Childcare providers on domestic premises; Childcare providers on 
non-domestic premises; Home childcarers 
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Table 6.5:  

2.4

0.9 1.0 0.0 3.0 5.0 5.0 3.8 2.3 3.0 3.0 3.0 1.0 5.0 3.0 1.5 5.0 2.5 5.0 3.0 5.0 5.0 5.0 3.0 3.0 3.0 2.4

Su1 Su2 Su3 Su4 Fl1 Fl2 Fl3 Fl4 HQ1 HQ2 HQ3 HQ4 HQ5 In1 Af1 Af2 Af3 IK1 IK2 Ac1 Ac2 Ac3 NP1 NP2 RT1 RT2

In
cl

u
si

vi
ty

In
fo

rm
at

io
n

/K
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

12.0

A
cc

es
si

b
ili

ty

East - Sufficiency Score = 66.3 (90.5)

4.7 12.8 4.0 6.0

H
ig

h
 Q

u
al

it
y

4.3

N
u

m
b

er
 O

f 
P

la
ce

s

R
an

g
e/

T
yp

e

S
u

st
ai

n
ab

ili
ty

  
12.9

F
le

xi
b

ili
ty

7.2

A
ff

o
rd

ab
ili

ty

 
 
‘Sufficiency’ in the East largely mirrors the Borough.  However HQ4 - % of EY providers (for age 0-
5) that are graduate led (exc. childminders) rated ‘red’ in this area.  Likewise the Ratio of available 
places to number of children by age category (0-7) – NP1 and both the ‘range and type’ indicators 
score less well and are rated ‘amber’.  However, the IK1 - % of families with children aged under 
16/19 who know where to access information about Childcare is ‘green’. 
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Central has the least ‘green’ rated baskets overall, three in total, but does have the highest 
‘flexibility’ rating of all the area committee catchments.  As with the South, the Af1 indicator is 
flagged as ‘red’ showing potentially low uptake of Childcare Tax credit.  In addition, the ‘red’ NP1 
indicator suggests the ratio of available places for 0-7 year olds may be low. 
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Table 6.7:  
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Overall indicator baskets in the West mirror those in the Borough with six ‘green’ baskets.  
However individual indicators have lower scores, resulting in this area having the second lowest 
ranking.  As in the East the HQ4 indicator - % of EY providers (for age 0-5) that are graduate led 
(exc. childminders) is rated ‘red’ showing an area of potential improvement.   
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The North has the lowest sufficiency score overall, although four of the nine baskets are still 
rated as ‘green’.  Most notable in this area are the ‘red’ ratings for NP1- Ratio of available places to 
number of children by age category (0-7), In1 - % of providers offering places for disabled children and 
HQ2 - % of providers with good or better EYC Inspections. 
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7. Supply and Demand Maps  
 
After some initial data cleansing of the CFIS database, primary data was collected from 80% of the 
PVI and maintained provision types.  In addition a sample of 97 childminders was surveyed. 
 
Using data from the provider survey – including waiting lists and vacancies - it has been possible to 
map an indication of current capacity in each committee area catchment according to each of the 
main provider types. 
 
These maps are based on the assumption that: 
 

Demand = (Active) Places22 – vacancies + 10% of waiting lists 
 
10% of waiting lists have been used to allow for parents who have placed their child on more than 
one list and those that have placed a child well in advance. 
 
In these scenarios 10% ‘spare capacity’ is considered ‘sufficient’.  
 
In addition, using population projections from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) for 2014, it 
has been possible to ‘guesstimate’ future need and spare capacity based on current ratios of use 
and places available. 
 
The results of this mapping are shown in Figures 7.1.1 to 7.1.6.  

                                                 
 
22 Active places are defined by the provider as those they would want to fill and as such maybe less than those for which they are 
registered. 



57 
 

  
 
Figure 7.1.1: Day Nursery (0-4) 
 
Current usage rates suggests that there is ‘sufficient’ spare capacity of day nursery places in four 
of the five committee area catchments rising to 20% in the East.  However, in the South spare 
capacity is shown as ‘amber’ at 6%. 
 
Assuming the ratio of uptake remains the same, estimates of spare capacity based on future 
population projections suggest that the North, South and West will have a deficit of day nursery 
places whilst East and Central will drop to between 0-10%. 
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Figure 7.1.2: Pre-School Playgroup (3&4) 
 
Current usage rates amongst the 3 and 4 year old population suggest that there is a shortage of 
pre-school playgroup provision in the North and South. In addition, provision in the East and 
West only has between 0-10% spare capacity.  However, the Central committee catchment does 
appear to have ‘sufficient’ spare capacity at present – 13%. 
 
Future estimates are that all five committee catchment areas will have a deficit in this type of 
provision and that in the North this may drop to -28%. 
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Figure 7.1.3: Childminder (0-11) 
 
Based on the sample, childminding provision, both now and in the future shows a surplus of places 
i.e. over 20% spare capacity in all areas rising.  Currently there appears to be a 66% surplus in the 
West. 
 
Projected population increases are expected to reduce the surplus of childminding places in 2014 
but levels of spare capacity remain high based on current usage rates. 
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Figure 7.1.4: Before School (5-11) 
 
Data for before school provision was not available in Central.  Current usage patterns suggest 
that there is a surplus of spare capacity in the East and West (32% and 46% respectively) whilst 
the North and South have between 0-10% spare capacity. 
 
Future estimations are that the East and West will remain ‘sufficient’ whilst the North and South 
will experience a shortage of supply. 
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Figure 7.1.5: After School (5-11) 
 
Data for After School provision was not available in the Central or North committee catchment 
area.  Based on current usage patterns, the South appears to have ‘sufficient’ spare capacity, whilst 
the East and West show a surplus of places (37% and 27% respectively). 
 
Future estimations are that the places in the South will fall to a deficit of -6%; whilst the West will 
be ‘sufficient’ (14%) and a surplus will remain in the East (25%). 

 
 
 
 
 



62 
 

Figure 7.1.6: Holiday Schemes (5-11) 
 
Data for holiday club provision was not available in the Central, East or North areas.  However, 
current usage rates suggest there is little demand for these places and thus a large surplus of 
places both now and in the future. 
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8. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Overall, the evidence suggests that parents using formal childcare in Luton are satisfied with the 
arrangements they have in place.  The use of benchmark indicators also suggests that, on the 
whole, childcare provision in Luton is generally ‘sufficient’ in many respects, but may not be 
‘sustainable’.  The vast majority of parents using informal childcare prefer to do so, although cost is 
an important factor in the decision making process. 
 
In summary, the majority of parents are happy with the mix of childcare arrangements they have 
in place and that are available to them: not all parents want full-time childcare.  Parents, CYP and 
many employers are operating flexibly to make arrangements work.  Providers appear to be less 
flexible.  Parents and young people are less happy about the choice of childcare activities available 
to them than the number of places - this could be linked to a lack of knowledge of what is 
available.  Information and knowledge is still an area for improvement.  Employers could be more 
pro-active in providing childcare information and general support to parents.  Indications are that 
the quality of care in Luton is of a reasonable standard generally, although could be improved in 
particular for children who are disabled or have an additional need.  
 
 
Number of Places 
 
In adopting MiMo tools and in particular by collating key statistics around the benchmark 
indicators, Luton Borough Council will have established a ‘sufficiency vision’.  The Sufficiency 
scores and data weightings set by the Council now provide a benchmark and aspirational targets 
for future years.  These targets are not fixed and may necessarily have to change with new 
priorities for childcare services in the future. 
 
The Early Years and Childcare and Extended Services Team should continue to review the key 
statistics and current weightings with a view to collecting more robust data and adjusting them 
accordingly in the future. 
 
On this occasion key statistics have been gathered through a primary provider survey.  However 
in order to make best use of the MiMo tool, data will need to be updated on a regular basis, 
ideally by Luton staff. 
 
Consideration should be given to ensuring that future provider data collection tools are ‘fit for 
purpose’ in collecting the key statistics needed for the on-going production of sufficiency tables 
and ratio analysis.   
 
Key statistics in the MiMo tool should be refreshed regularly – at least annually - to establish good 
quality trend data.  Specific LBC staff should be trained in the use of MiMo and allocated the task 
of regular updates and report production. 
 
The current ‘number of places’ basket is shown as ‘green’ in the sufficiency tables – however 
these crude ratios do not take into account vacant places or waiting lists.  Mapping current use 
ratios against future population predictions has shown the potential for a deficit of day nursery 
places in the North, South and West.  If, as the parental survey suggests, the rates of day nursery 
increase in future, this will mean even less spare capacity in the Borough.  Qualitative reports 
already suggest that areas in the South may have a lack of this provision and this is also supported 
by the mapping. 
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There is currently a huge surplus of childminding places in each of the areas and this is expected 
to continue in 2014.  A quarter of childminders expect demand for their business to decrease. 
 
The Early Years and Childcare and Extended Services Team should continue to support 
childminders to diversify their offer by offering NEF places, increased flexibility or specialist care. 
 
 
Sustainability 
 
There is strong indication from the rate of early years registered provider turnover in the 
Borough that sustainability may be an issue, although these data were not available at an area 
committee catchment level.  In addition, there is concern that the removal of funding to support 
sustainability will affect both the maintained and PVI sector. 
 
Key statistics data should be regularly refreshed to allow for longitudinal analysis of sustainability 
through the production of trend data. Data on provider openings and closures should be collated 
at a sub-local authority level. 
 
It was clear from the children and young people consultation that many children were given the 
choice of going to extended activities.  As end users, these children and young people have some 
influence on the take up and thus sustainability of provision. 
 
Provisions should seek to engage children & young people in the on-going planning of activities to 
ensure they meet their needs. 
 
 
Quality of Care 
 
The evidence would suggest that overall there is room for improvement in the levels of staff 
training and qualifications across Luton.  The ‘ripple’ effect of ensuring high quality free 
entitlement through the Code of Practice for 3&4 year olds should, in the long term, drive up the 
standard of provision for other ages. 
 
The Early Years and Childcare and Extended Services Team should consider the development of 
similar quality guidance for out of school activities. 
 
The evidence from the parental survey suggests that grandparents are taking on the bulk of 
informal childcare in the area and that without these carers parents would be unable to work. 
However, according to the latest report from the Family Fund, most grandparents caring for 
disabled children are battling financial hardship and health problems of their own23.  
 
Consideration should be given to developing support networks, training and advice for 
grandparents as there are for childminders, to ensure that these carers are able to provide a 
quality early years experience on a par with early years education.  Such a network may be 
facilitated through Children’s Centres. 
 

                                                 
 
23 http://www.familyfundtrust.org.uk/ 
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Inclusivity 
 
There is insufficient statistical evidence to draw conclusions about the parental perspective of 
inclusivity as the number of parents from BME backgrounds or with disabled children captured by 
the survey were relatively low.   
 
However it is clear that parents of disabled children and those with additional needs have 
childcare requirements quite separate from most mainstream parents in that they require more 
ad hoc care, less full-time provision and care linked to opportunities for peer support and access 
to other services. 
 
LBC should consider a continuous programme of raising awareness and skill levels amongst 
providers so that they are both confident and competent in caring for a child with additional 
needs.  In particular the leadership and management of providers need to be both supported and 
challenged in this respect. 
 
Providers should be encouraged to seek out support from the voluntary sector and portage and 
LBC should create opportunities for childcare staff to ‘shadow’ experienced practitioners and 
have access to learning mentors in specialist fields.  Such opportunities should be available within 
providers for a fixed period.  Additional funding for PVI providers to increase staff ratios may also 
be considered. 
 
It is likely that many of the issues raised in this report are already being taken forward under the 
DCATCH programme which seeks to enhance childcare specifically for disabled children.   
 
Findings with regard to provision for disabled children should be considered in light of DCATCH 
funding and what is already planned. 
 
Qualitative evidence also suggests that there is room for improvement in engaging with families 
from the traveller community. 
 
The Access to Education Worker should continue to promote the benefits of early years 
education and encourage providers to engage with the traveller community. 
 
 
Affordability 
 
Cost, if not a barrier, is clearly an important factor in the take up of formal childcare.  Affordability 
had the lowest satisfaction rate of all the indicators in the parental survey, although the key 
statistics show this to be a ‘green’ basket across the Borough.  Parents with more than one child 
requiring care and those on low incomes are always likely to struggle with costs.  However, all 
parents would benefit from increased information, knowledge and support on accessing the 
financial assistance that is available to them.  Indications are that in the South and Central the 
uptake of CTC could be improved. 
 
Areas with ‘red’ indicators for Af1 should be further investigated, initially through the MiMo tool 
with a view to increasing the awareness and take up of CTC. 
 
The evidence suggests that employers could still have a much greater pro-active role in promoting 
in-work benefits, although it is acknowledged that some employees would not be able to afford an 
initial salary sacrifice. 
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The possibility of JobCentre Plus offering employers more support in helping employees with in-
work benefits should be investigated. 
 
 
Information and Knowledge 
 
A recent national report suggests that ‘lack of knowledge about local early years provision was a 
substantial barrier to taking it up’.24   
 
There is evidence to suggest that the remit of the CFIS is still not clear to parents, carers or 
professionals working with them. 
 
Schools should be encouraged to use the CFIS to promote after school activities within extended 
schools clusters and also to signpost the service.  Key community figures e.g. Shop keepers, GP 
receptionists should be encouraged to promote the service with, for example, parents checking in 
for pre-school vaccinations. 
 
Verbal and, in particular, face to face, sources of information should not be underestimated.  
Outreach workers were clearly the only source of information for some parents in the focus 
group discussions. 
 
The feasibility of more face to face promotion of the CFIS should be explored, for example 
through quarterly ‘roadshows’ or outreach in Children’s Centres or other public venues. 
 
Information about childcare and, in particular, specialist childcare should be disseminated amongst 
health and social care professionals so they are able to pass this on face to face to parents and 
carers.  Likewise employers should be encouraged to be more pro-active in the dissemination of 
information on an on-going basis to capture the differing needs as children get older. 
 
The internet and verbal sources of information were preferred by many parents and CYP.  Linked 
to this are the phenomena of social networking sites (a proxy face to face scenario) and the 
potential these have in engaging with parents and carers in an easily accessible way. 
 
LBC should consider product testing the current CFIS resources e.g. leaflets; websites etc. with 
parents, employers and other professionals to gauge their usefulness. 
 
Twitter and Facebook are a common communication medium for many parents and, as with other 
statutory organisations, LBC need to consider the use of these channels for the dissemination of 
information. 
 
 
Accessibility 
 
Holiday provision would appear to be located mostly in the South and West of the Borough, the 
provider survey and mapping would suggest that there is a surplus of these places, but this data 
may be misleading as, by definition, parents do not use or think about using them until the holiday 
periods are due to start. 
 
As holiday provision may be located some distance from where children and young people are 
resident, this may create a potential barrier to use i.e. fear of the unknown. 
 

                                                 
 
24 Towards Universal Early Years Provision: Analysis of Take-up by Disadvantaged Families From Recent Annual Childcare Surveys 



67 
 

The Extended Services should consider supporting activities to run ‘taster sessions’ for young 
people to familiarise themselves with locations, staff etc before committing to an activity. 
 
Flexibility 
 
The evidence suggests that many parents and children are operating flexibly to ensure that 
children & young people stay safe outside of school hours.  This includes part-time work and a 
mixture of formal and informal childcare arrangements.  For most families these arrangements 
seem to work well. 
 
LBC should continue to support the flexible working patterns of parents by encouraging flexible 
Early Education Entitlement from providers. 
 
 
Range and Type 
 
It is unnecessary and unhelpful to try and plan childcare provision for older young people, as these 
young people have a large degree of autonomy over their lives.  Whilst there is still a need for a 
range of positive activities for young people, it may be counter-productive to take this agenda 
forward within the childcare sufficiency assessment. 
 
It is clear that many parents use extended services to prolong the school day and cover working 
hours, which is likely because it is school based and free or low cost.  These provisions have been 
shown to be restrictive and erratic in some respects and thus parents cannot rely on them for the 
duration.  It addition, unreliable extended services may undermine the sustainability of formal 
childcare in an area.  
 
Local providers and school clusters should be encouraged to undertake joint needs assessments 
in the areas and seek to co-ordinate their services.  Extended service providers should review the 
criteria applied to provision with a view to making them universal and not age restricted.  
Undertaking regular user and satisfaction surveys would enable providers to plan and deliver 
services at times and with a range of activities that would encourage take up. 
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