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Executive Summary 
 

1. Background 

1.1 The Internal Research Programme (IRP, Knowledge and Analytical Services, Welsh 

Government) was commissioned in September 2016 by the Childcare, Play and Early Years 

Division to undertake research with parents and guardians.  The purpose of the research was 

to better understand parents’ and guardians’ experiences of their current childcare 

arrangements and their knowledge, attitudes and perceptions of the Welsh Government’s 

proposed childcare offer for Wales.   

1.2 The Welsh Government recognises that childcare is one of the biggest challenges 

currently facing families in Wales.  The Welsh Government’s Programme for Government 

2016, 'Taking Wales Forward', set out the aspiration to deliver a childcare offer comprising 30 

hours of free childcare per week, for 48 weeks of the year, for working parents of three and 

four year olds in Wales.  The childcare offer seeks to remove barriers to secure employment 

for those parents who want to work or start a business but are currently constrained by 

childcare pressures.   

1.3 In August 2016 the Childcare, Play and Early Years Division launched the 

#TalkChildcare campaign to engage with parents and providers on the childcare offer for 

Wales.  The campaign was used to raise awareness of the childcare offer, understand the 

current barriers to parents accessing childcare and allow parents and providers an 

opportunity to raise any concerns and suggest what would be important to them about the 

offer.  Phase one of the campaign, delivered between August 2016 and April 2017, 

comprised a number of different engagement activities, including an online survey, childcare 

provider events, a #TalkChildcare roadshow which visited 15 towns and a number of 
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childcare settings and direct correspondence with parents and providers who sent their views 

and experiences to the #TalkChildcare mailbox1.    

1.4 In order to gather in-depth qualitative data to inform the design and delivery of the 

childcare offer, the Childcare, Play and Early Years Division approached the IRP to conduct a 

series of focus groups with parents and guardians of children aged 1-5 years at six locations 

across Wales; Caernarfon, Cardiff and the Vale, Llandysul, Swansea, Tredegar and 

Wrexham.  Researchers facilitated seven focus groups, which included both an English-

language and a Welsh-language focus group in Caernarfon.   

1.5 Focus groups were hosted and facilitated in childcare settings, principally Flying Start 

integrated children's centres or childcare provision, and promoted widely to parents and 

guardians not currently attending Flying Start provision through Third Sector and social 

media networks.   

1.6 The focus groups comprised primarily female participants of different employment 

statuses, including those who were currently working full-time, part-time or were self-

employed and those on maternity leave or unemployed.  Participants included those from 

dual-parent and single-parent families.   

1.7 To accommodate interest in the research generated by the #TalkChildcare online 

campaign, two additional telephone interviews were conducted with individuals in the same 

areas in which the focus groups were conducted, who were unable to attend the focus 

groups in person.  A number of enquiries in locations where there were no plans to facilitate a 

focus group were also directed to the #TalkChildcare campaign to maximise input from the 

target population.   

 

2. Scope and aims 

2.1 The aims of the qualitative research were to: 

 better understand parents’ perspectives on their current childcare arrangements and, 

particularly, any challenges those current arrangements present to parents and 

children; 

 gauge parents' current understanding of early education and the distinction between 

this and 'formal' childcare 

 assess the proposed extension of the childcare offer in respect of: 

 - the most desirable model of delivery; 

 - anticipated mode of take-up; and 

 - the potential and desirability of increasing employment hours as a result of take-up 

 use the findings of the research to make recommendations to inform policy 

development and delivery of the additional childcare offer. 

                                                             
1
 The findings from the #TalkChildcare campaign will be published following the publication of this report. More 

information on the campaign can be found at www.gov.wales/talkchildcare  

http://www.gov.wales/talkchildcare
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3. Key Findings 

3.1  The forms of childcare used by parents were varied according to the different 

family circumstances, work commitments of parents and to some degree dependent 

on the availability of different forms of childcare in the area in which they lived. There 

were also consistent reports across all locations of parents using a combination of different 

forms of childcare throughout an average week to suit their circumstances, including parents, 

predominantly mothers, looking after their children full-time, private nurseries, Flying Start 

provision2, informal childcare (predominantly from grandparents) and child-minders.  

3.2  The forms of childcare used varied across some geographic areas, due in some 

cases to varying availability of certain types of childcare in those areas. There was, for 

example, higher reported use and more positive perceptions of care provided by child-

minders in rural locations such as Llandysul. In other areas parents had varying preferences 

for who looked after their children; in Tredegar, grandparents and other family members were 

more often called upon to provide informal childcare. 

3.3  Several factors emerged as the main determinants of how parents selected and 

combined childcare, namely; cost, location, and suitability of childcare with working 

commitments. Parents across all groups pointed out that nursery costs can be so high 

relative to average wages that much of the money mothers earn in part-time work are used 

almost entirely to pay for childcare, with some questioning whether balancing work and 

caring for children was financially worthwhile.  Cost emerged as the single most prohibitive 

factor to families selecting the most beneficial childcare arrangements for their needs. 

3.4  Mothers frequently discussed the process of returning to work following having 

children as being particularly challenging due to the need to balance their career 

aspirations with their caring responsibilities, and often the lack of support available to 

do so. Firstly, mothers expressed the difficulties they faced re-entering the labour market 

following an extended period of time out of work to have children, and secondly the difficulties 

in balancing work commitments and childcare for those currently in work. 

3.5  Issues of employer inflexibility in working hours and the lack of support 

identified for mothers going back to work present significant barriers to selecting 

employment that is suitable for women’s skills. This issue is compounded in rural areas, 

where jobs are fewer than in urban areas, and is more likely to lead to women exiting the 

labour market altogether. The need for mothers to work part-time, both to spend time with 

their children and keep childcare costs down also poses problems for career progression.   

3.6  For parents of children receiving Flying Start , Foundation Phase  other formal 

childcare provision, or a combination of the three, continuity of care emerged as the 

most important factor in arranging and combining childcare provision. Wraparound 

care was particularly valued by parents because it enabled them to benefit from blocks of 

time in which to carry out other activities in the workplace or at home, however it often placed 

significant additional financial strain on parents. In some Flying Start areas, where children 

are entitled to 2.5 hours free childcare per day between the ages of two and three, it was 

                                                             
2
  Flying Start is available to children from the age of two until three, for families living in eligible areas of 

Wales. Children receive up to 12.5 hours of quality childcare per week in Flying Start areas. 
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highlighted that the 2.5 hours they receive for their children, although valued, is not enough 

time to work or re-train. For those who had children in receipt of Foundation Phase, there 

were instances in which wraparound provision to transport children between nursery and 

school had been important in enabling them to work longer hours. 

3.7  The importance of flexibility was a prominent theme emerging from parents’ 

experiences of making and managing their current childcare arrangements.  The 

unpredictable nature of raising children meant that parents felt that allowing for flexibility from 

employers and childcare providers was crucial in organising a childcare routine that worked 

for their families. 

3.8  Parents felt that the additional hours provided under the childcare offer would 

mean that their children would have increased time in formal childcare settings, and 

therefore this would be beneficial in terms of improving their development in 

readiness for school.  This echoes the prevailing attitude amongst all parents across all 

focus groups that formal childcare was more educational and beneficial than keeping children 

at home, and that the more formal childcare received, the more   positive the effect on their 

development. 

3.9  The possibility that the offer would facilitate parents, and especially mothers, 

being able to either look for work more easily or increase their hours in their current 

job without having to worry about arranging suitable alternative care for their children, 

was welcomed. This would in turn have benefits for other family members who provide 

informal childcare, particularly grandparents whom parents frequently identified made a 

number of sacrifices to provide informal childcare. 

3.10  Parents felt the time and money saved from taking up the offer would enable 

more much-needed quality time for the family unit, such as weekends, which was 

sometimes sacrificed for either parent to work or for which there was little money left 

over for days out. But more than this, time available could also be used solely for the 

parents’ benefit, either being used to work or for themselves as time to socialise or pursue 

hobbies.  Parents identified multiple benefits which were felt to have an impact on overall 

family wellbeing. 

3.11 There were concerns raised about the proposal; the most prominent issue for 

them was whether the offer took into account the potential extra strain on demand for 

childcare that the offer may cause. This was a particular worry for those who already sent 

their children to formal childcare, namely that they would not have the same access to 

childcare because of the shortage of staff to meet the demands placed on the sector, which 

would reduce flexibility, not improve it.   

3.12 Welsh language provision was also discussed as an option that would be 

welcomed as part of having choice about which providers i.e. English medium or 

Welsh medium, parents decided to take. However, there were some barriers to take-up, 

namely the patchy provision of Welsh medium providers in areas which were not 

predominantly Welsh-speaking. Parents highlighted that not having Welsh medium providers 

nearby played a part in deciding not to take it up. 
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3.13 Other considerations need to be made for diverse family forms – many parents 

discussed their different family situations, particularly as lone parents, and stressed 

the importance of the offer taking into account different thresholds of eligibility to 

account for different circumstances. There was also some indication that the offer may 

have to consider communicating the terms and benefits differently according to location and 

cultural background.   

 

4. Recommendations 

4.1  It should be noted that these recommendations have been shaped by the views of 

parents and guardians and therefore can only be said to offer indicative evidence of one 

perspective upon which to formulate the following recommendations.  The scope of this 

research did not seek to include the views and experiences other key stakeholders such 

as those of children or childcare providers.   

1. The offer should be designed to enable flexible use by parents to ensure the highest 

possible take-up 

The research suggests that the offer would have increased appeal for parents if they were 

able to use it flexibly to suit their particular needs. Delivery of the offer could consider 

allowing parents choice over (i) the number of hours of the 30 they take up; (ii) the provider 

who delivers the childcare and (iii) ensuring adequate childcare is available during school 

holidays. It was also important to parents the offer could be taken up with a diverse range of 

providers, including; private nurseries, child-minders and school-based nursery settings. This 

was particularly important in locations where choice of provider was limited. 

2. The offer should be delivered to accommodate a wide range of employment and 

training circumstances 

The focus groups revealed a diversity of working circumstances of parents. The employment 

of mothers may be particularly unconventional given the need to balance childcare and 

employment, encompassing part-time work, zero-hours contracts, volunteering and re-

training. When confirming eligibility for the offer, policy should take account of differing 

circumstances and whether the offer can be designed to be used flexibly by those in 

insecure, temporary or transitional employment situations. Furthermore, the viability of 

including children of parents who are currently re-training as eligible for the 30 hours should 

also be considered. This would have the benefit of providing support to those who are re-

training in a new profession and likely to re-enter the labour market at a later stage.  

3. Roll-out of the offer should incorporate engagement with a wide range of employers 

to make them aware of the offer and to encourage/facilitate support for employers to 

take on mothers returning to work 

Mothers consistently expressed a number of barriers to re-entering the workplace following 

having children, and many accounts identified a lack of support received from prospective or 

current employers to enable them to do so. There was a perceived lack of understanding 

from parents’ perspectives of the nature and constraints on parents when balancing childcare 

and employment. In developing the policy, Welsh Government may want to consider 

facilitating some engagement with key employers in Wales as the offer rolls out. This would 
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aim to increase understanding of the offer and thus aim to reduce the barriers women face in 

re-entering the workplace.  

4. Considerations of eligibility should ensure that different types of families can 

benefit from the offer and that the offer is cost effective for those families 

Discussions around eligibility and questions around when decisions on eligibility would be 

made have highlighted the diversity of circumstances and family forms that exist. Decisions 

regarding eligibility should ensure that the offer is suitable for lone parent as well as two-

parent families, and that it is equally cost-effective for lone-parent families when taking into 

account their hours of employment and benefit entitlement. 

5. Consideration should be given to have different cultural groups receive information 

about childcare provision and communications should be tailored accordingly. 

Indicative findings from individuals who have migrated to Wales have shown that awareness 

of the childcare system in Wales and its potential benefits may be less well known within 

these groups. Additionally, there may be some negative perceptions of safety and child-

protection within public and private childcare provision. Roll-out of the offer should consider 

the channels and content of communications used to reach to eligible families, and the range  

of communication methods that may be required to ensure hard-to-reach groups are able to 

make informed decisions about whether they take-up the offer. This could consider 

translation of information into a variety of languages and consider a variety of sources 

through which this information could be made available. 

6. The research indicates that parents favour the consolidation of early education with 

formal childcare to facilitate opportunities for parents to take up paid employment or 

to re-train. Further research is needed to understand how this could be best achieved 

for children in receipt of early education and formal childcare. 

Where children were receiving a combination of early education (i.e. 10 hours minimum per 

week of Foundation Phase education for 3-4 year olds) and formal childcare, some parents 

indicated that the provision of transportation between the formal childcare provider and the 

school providing early education had been an important factor in enabling them to take up 

employment. Although this offer will not affect the delivery of Flying Start, the parents of 

children who were in receipt of Flying Start (defined as formal childcare available for 2-3 year 

olds in selected areas for 2.5 hours per day, 5 days a week for 39 weeks of the year) also 

indicated that the shorter blocks of time, although valued, were not sufficient to support them 

in  entering the labour market. The data indicate that the delivery of the 30 hours would need 

to consider how early education and formal childcare could be seamlessly delivered to 

enable parents to work. It is advised that further research into the practicalities of delivering 

this in different local authorities throughout Wales is carried out to understand the possibilities 

and constraints of delivering adequate wraparound care.  
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