
National Recruitment Survey  



Towards the end of 2015, Parenta ran a national survey to find out what the most pressing issues were 
when it came to staff recruitment and management in the Early Years. 

As part of the survey, Parenta were keen to find out what kind of impact the government’s GCSE  
requirements for the EYE qualification were having on staff recruitment and retention in the sector. 
In just a few weeks of releasing the survey, we had 120 people respond - the majority of whom worked 
for a nursery or pre-school. The results yielded some interesting information about the challenges the 
early year sector is now facing as we go into 2016. 

Recruitment and retention

82% of respondents said that they recruited for new members of staff online. In addition to this,  
respondents used a variety of different ways to advertise roles including: the Job Centre, Family  
Information Service, recruitment agencies, newspaper ads and Facebook.

41% of respondents said that they employed at least one 16-18 year old apprentice at their setting and 
more than half of those who responded to the survey (53%) said they planned to expand their team in 
the near future.  

Nearly a third of respondents (32%) to our survey confirmed that they had lost more than 25% of their 
workforce in the past 12 months. This coincides with the findings of the Trailblazer report published by 
Nursery World in December, which stated that 32 per cent of employers have had at least two Level 2 
employees leave since September last year. 

When it came to pinpointing the biggest challenge in respect of hiring new staff, we received a variety of 
responses. We have listed the top 5 most common responses below:
 
Biggest challenge Number of responses*
Finding staff that have the right qualifications, skills and experience 65
Not many applicants for vacancies 15
Finding applicants with a Level 3 qualification in childcare 7
Staff needing GCSE Maths and English with C or above 6
Unreliable applicants 5

*Some respondents provided more than one answer to the question

From the responses we received, 52% confirmed that finding staff with the right qualifications, skills and 
experience for the role was the biggest challenge. Interestingly, the second and third most frequently  
cited challenges ran along the same vein, in that sourcing applicants for vacancies was a common 
problem. This would suggest that the pool of qualified practitioners is becoming smaller and the  
demand for them much greater. 



Pay and promotion

A third of respondents to our survey confirmed that they did, in fact, pay their staff in line with the Living 
Wage – this is calculated according to the basic cost of living in the UK but is not yet a legal requirement 
for employers.  

62% of respondents said they don’t offer their staff bonuses in line with their performance, although 
many other incentives were commonly offered to reward the behaviour of staff including vouchers, days 
off, meals out and pamper days.   

When asked “How often do staff at your setting get pay rises?”, more than a third of respondents (36%) 
said that staff pay was reviewed on an annual basis. 7 settings confirmed that their staff got pay rises, 
but only when minimum wage increased. 1 respondent confirmed their staff had never gotten a pay rise 
and 2 others confirmed that their last pay rise was more than 4 years ago.  

When asked “What more do you wish you could do for your staff to keep them happy?” 50% of  
respondents said that they wished they could pay their staff more. Additional answers provided by  
respondents suggested that not having a full team was a recurrent issue and that having more staff 
would relieve the pressure:

1. “More staff onsite to ensure everyone has enough paperwork time.”
2. “Find more staff to take away the pressure.”
3. “Not have to keep asking them to do overtime because we are short staffed.”
4. “More non contact time.”

68% of respondents said that their staff members were able to work towards getting a promotion in 
their role. This is important, because not offering a structured career progression for your staff can have 
a negative effect on employee retention. If employees leave their job on account of having better  
prospects elsewhere; this leads to additional recruitment and training costs when that individual has to 
be replaced.  



Staff training and development

When asked “What training opportunities do you offer your team?” the answers that were given varied. 
Some settings only offered mandatory training to staff; others took advantage of the courses offered  
by their local authority. One provider had a very comprehensive approach to training which included 
inviting keynote speakers to the setting. Here is a sample of some of the answers provided: 

1. “All the mandatory courses, plus any training we feel will benefit the individual and the setting.”
2. “Any they wish to take. If they see an opening for their professional development, we are  

very supportive.”
3. “Access to those offered by local authority as well as in-house training.”
4. “We have 2.5 whole Centre closed days where we offer exciting training opportunities. These 

include presentations from expert key note speakers, inspirational training, eg Neil Griffiths and 
Alice Sharpe, bespoke training delivered by Early Years Consultants. We also offer in house  
training and access training offered by the local authority. We have an annual training budget  
and training plan.”

5. “A variety of online e-learning. In house workshops and half day and one day training run by the 
local workforce development team around a variety of subjects.” 

The majority of respondents (92%) said they did encourage staff to continue their personal development.  
This is an important aspect of career development, as it helps staff members assess their skills and 
qualities, consider their aims in life and set goals in order to realise and maximise their potential.
When it came to reviewing staff performance, 93% of respondents said that they carry out staff  
appraisals, with more than half of providers saying they carry out these reviews once per year (59%). 

Staff management

When providers were asked, “What is the most difficult thing about staff management?” we received a 
variety of responses. We’ve listed the top 5 most common responses below: 

Most difficult aspect of managing staff Number of responses*

Covering staff sickness 19
Keep staff motivated and continuing to work at a high standard at all times 16
Lack of time 10
Staff commitment 9

Employing new staff 8

*Some respondents provided more than one answer to the question

It was clear from the answers given that managing staff absences - including covering sickness and 
maternity leave - was by far the most common challenge for childcare providers. Only 3 settings said 
they had no problems at all managing their staff. 



When it came to motivating staff, only 48% of settings said they incentivised their staff using rewards. 
Here is a sample of some of the answers provided:

1. “We have just introduced a system where they receive a voucher as way of saying thank you or 
well done.”

2. “We buy them lunch regularly, pay for staff Christmas parties and they receive a performance 
related Christmas bonus.”

3. “Additional holiday and paid pamper days for long service.”
4. “Raffle tickets for good practice, which get drawn and £10 voucher or gift is presented.”

However, 8 childcare providers felt they weren’t able to spare the money to incentivise their staff. 1 
setting said ‘Just praise’ was given to staff and nothing else. Other settings in a similar position gave 
responses such as, “There isn’t enough money in the industry to allow such luxuries!” and “Financially 
unable to” as well as, “Just can’t”.

86% of respondents said they organise social events for their staff. When asked about frequency, the 
most common response was ‘twice a year’ - with 16 respondents saying this. 13 respondents said they 
organise a social event once per year, normally around Christmas time. 

83% of settings said they held team meetings for all staff members to have their input into the business, 
with the majority (34 respondents) saying they held a team meeting on average once per month. 
Regularly getting feedback from staff is crucial to make sure they’re engaged in their work - however just 
43% of providers said they carry out staff satisfaction surveys. In terms of frequency, the most common 
answer given was once per year (24 respondents).  

Conclusion 

From the results of the recruitment survey, 52% of the responses we received from providers stated that 
the biggest struggle when it came to staff recruitment was filling their vacancies with experienced and 
qualified staff. This is having a knock-on effect of creating problems where settings are running without 
a full quota of staff - meaning added pressure on the existing team when individuals go sick.  

With some nurseries already feeling the financial constraints caused by the deficit in free entitlement 
funding, lack of resources and rising costs - it’s no wonder that only 1 in 3 providers pay their staff the 
Living Wage. It also comes as no surprise, then, that half of settings wish they could pay their staff more 
to keep them happy. 

The sector is reaching a turning point, whereby the pool of qualified and experienced staff seems to 
be getting smaller. This has become apparent with nearly a third of providers reporting they have lost 
more than 25% of their workforce in the past 12 months. The driving force for this exodus is likely to be 
the push-pull effect of Level 2 practitioners not being able to progress to Level 3 because of the GCSE 
requirements; as well as having better prospects and pay in other industries.  

If providing early years childcare is to be sustainable, the sector needs to have a better level of support 
and understanding from our government when it comes to fulfilling their aim of upskilling the workforce. 
Otherwise, as this survey reveals, settings will continue to report that they’re struggling to recruit and 
retain the highly qualified practitioners they need to run their provision.
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