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Executive Summary 
From August 2021 the entitlement to funded early learning and childcare (ELC) in 
Scotland increased from 600 to 1140 hours per year for all three and four year olds, 
and eligible two year olds. The ELC expansion aims to contribute to three high-level 
outcomes:  

1. Children’s development improves and the poverty-related outcomes gap 
narrows 

2. Parents’ and carers’ opportunities to take up or sustain work, study or training 
increase 

3. Family wellbeing improves 
Local authorities are responsible for delivery of funded ELC, either though direct 
provision themselves or through funding other providers. Scottish Government 
provided over £60 million funding in 2017-18 to begin phasing in investment in the 
ELC sector from 2017-18, to ensure the required capacity was in place. While the 
statutory entitlement to 1140 hours came into force from August 2021, expanded 
provision was phased in over the preceding four years. Phasing was designed to 
ensure that those children who stood to benefit the most from the expansion 
benefitted first. Local authorities had flexibility to determine the most appropriate 
way to phase in the entitlement. Full statutory implementation of the expansion was 
delayed from August 2020 to 2021 to allow local authorities to deal with the urgent 
necessities of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Scottish Government published an Evaluation Strategy in 2022. The Strategy sets 
out how the impact of the ELC expansion will be assessed. It highlights that, to 
contribute to its high-level outcome aims, the ELC expansion needs to realise the 
‘intermediate outcomes’ of providing accessible, flexible, affordable and high quality 
ELC, and maximising take up of expanded ELC.  

This Interim Evaluation Report provides an evidence-based picture of how things 
stood in the initial period after the full statutory implementation of the ELC 
expansion in August 2021, and how that compares to the preceding years. Where 
possible, it considers trends from around 2016-17 – the year before any phasing of 
expanded ELC began – until 2022, or the most recent year data is available. The 
report presents analysis and reporting on the key indicators for the intermediate 
outcomes, and on the sector and workforce. It also draws on findings from relevant 
qualitative and survey research to consider progress. It should be noted that there 
is a time-lag between data being available and the production of this report, and 
these data are monitored on an ongoing basis. A Final Evaluation Report is due to 
be published in late 2025.  

Changes in the ELC sector and workforce 
The delivery of the ELC expansion is dependent on having sufficient capacity in 
ELC services and the workforce in place. Care Inspectorate data shows that the 
number of daycare of children services in Scotland decreased from 3,733 to 3,514 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/
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between 2016 and 2022. By contrast, the overall capacity of services increased 
from 165,010 to 179,920 during this period, with larger increases between 2018 
and 2021 as phasing for the expansion took place. This was driven by an increase 
in the number and average size of nurseries, while the number of other services 
decreased. There was a large decrease in the number of childminding services, in 
particular, from 5,660 in 2016 to 3,530 in 2022, with capacity decreasing from 
35,180 to 22,040. The proportion of services providing funded ELC increased for all 
day care of children service types. While the proportion of childminding services 
delivering funded ELC increased slightly, the total number decreased.  

The total daycare of children workforce increased between 2017 and 2022, from 
34,020 to 42,190. The public sector’s share of this workforce also increased from 
42% in 2017 to just over half (52%) in 2022. The private and voluntary sectors’ 
share of the daycare workforce fell during this period (from 40% to 35%, and 19% 
to 14% respectively). The public sector had the lowest turnover of staff and highest 
retention in 2021-22. Retention was lowest in the private sector. There was 
movement of staff from the private and voluntary sectors to the public sector. 
However, there was almost no movement the other way. Private and voluntary 
sector employers are, therefore, more dependent on new entrants to fill vacancies. 
Loss of staff and challenges recruiting staff have been highlighted as concerns for 
private and voluntary sector services. 

Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) data show that the ELC workforce is 
overwhelmingly female (97% in 2022). The median age of childminders is higher 
than daycare of children staff (50 vs 35 respectively in 2022). The median age of 
childminders also increased from 45 in 2016. The median age of staff is lowest in 
private sector services at 28 and highest in public sector at 40. 

Progress on intermediate outcomes 
Take up of funded ELC 
Whether parents and carers (from hereon in referred to as ‘parents’ for brevity) take 
up the extra hours of funded ELC is an important indicator of successful 
implementation. Overall take up of funded ELC among three and four year olds was 
97% in 2023, and has remained consistently high since 2016 (generally between 
97% and 99%). For two year olds, take up has generally increased from 9% of the 
total population in 2016 to 13% in 2023. It should be noted that for both age groups 
2020 was an exception where take up dropped (to 9% for two year olds and 95% 
for three and four year olds), which may be due to the effects of Covid-19. Of those 
two year olds eligible for funded ELC, an estimated 52% were registered in 2023. 

Of those children accessing funded ELC, the proportion using more than 600 hours 
of funded ELC increased from 80% in 2020 to 98% in 2023. The largest increase 
was between August 2020 and August 2021 (from 80% to 97%), which may be, in 
part, due to the decreased take up in 2020. In 2023, 90% of children accessing 
funded ELC were using the full 1140 hours. The 2022 ELC parent survey found that 
two year olds were less likely to be accessing the full 1140 hours than older 
children (52% vs 73%).  
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Accessibility of funded ELC 
Accessibility and flexibility of provision are important factors in the take up of ELC. 
Overall, the analysis suggests that awareness of funded ELC availability had 
improved between 2017 and 2022, though there remained a small minority of 
households unaware of the availability of funded ELC. For example, around a sixth 
of households with a three to five year old not using funded ELC were unaware of 
availability or did not know how to apply in the 2022 ELC parent survey. This 
decreased from around a third in the 2017 survey. This proportion was higher in 
households with a two year old, at just under three in 10 in 2022. A small 
percentage of households (2-3% each year) reported transport difficulties in the 
Scottish Household Survey (SHS). Around three in 10 parents of children with 
additional support needs (ASN) had experienced difficulties accessing funded ELC 
in the 2022 ELC parent survey. This was an improvement from 2017 when 48% 
stated they had experienced difficulties.  

Flexibility of funded ELC 
Flexibility is important in ensuring that funded ELC is accessible and in supporting 
parents to work. This report looks at whether some specific aspects of flexibility are 
in place and parents’ experiences of flexibility.  

Care Inspectorate data shows that the proportion of settings providing funded ELC 
operating outside school hours or during holidays increased by 14 percentage 
points since 2016, to 64% in 2022. There was, though, considerable variation by 
local authority. In the Scottish Household Survey, the proportion of households that 
reported a lack of provision in the school holidays as an issue decreased from 19% 
in 2018 to 6% in 2022.  

In the 2022 ELC parent survey, flexibility remained an issue for a small minority of 
parents in accessing the full 1140 hours. This was particularly the case for parents 
of three to five year olds: of those not using the full 1140 hours, around a quarter 
mentioned that they could not get the sessions they wanted at their preferred 
setting.  

Affordability of childcare 
The provision of funded ELC sits alongside wider UK support with childcare costs 
that parents in Scotland may be entitled to. The ELC Expansion supports 
affordability for parents by reducing the number of hours of childcare that they need 
to purchase. This would be expected to reduce their overall childcare costs, 
compared to pre-expansion. 

SHS data shows that fewer families were having to pay for additional hours of 
childcare to meet their needs after the ELC expansion. In 2018, half of families with 
a child aged two to five but not yet at school had no childcare costs, rising to 63% in 
2022. In the 2022 ELC parent survey, one in three parents of children aged under 
six who paid for childcare had not experienced any difficulties with affordability. 
Three fifths had experienced some difficulties, including 16% who had experienced 
significant difficulties. As would be expected, given their access to funded ELC, 
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parents of three to five year olds were significantly less likely to have had difficulties 
than parents of children aged two years old and younger, who were not eligible for 
funded ELC. Lone parents were more likely to report significant difficulties affording 
their childcare costs compared with couples. Parents in deprived areas and parents 
of a child with ASN were also more likely to report significant difficulties compared 
with others. 

Quality of funded ELC 
Quality of ELC is a key determinant of improvement in children’s outcomes. The 
National Standard sets out what children and families should expect from their early 
learning experience in Scotland regardless of where they access their child’s 
funded hours. SHS data found that parental satisfaction with the quality of funded 
ELC is high, with 93% very or fairly satisfied with the provision they receive in 2022. 
This was an increase from 86% in 2018. This was also reflected in the ELC parent 
survey, in which 97% of parents said they were satisfied with the quality of the 
provision from their main funded ELC provider, with 70% very satisfied.  

Care Inspectorate provide information on the quality of ELC services through 
analysis of grading data. The normal inspection programme was suspended in 
March 2020 in response to Covid-19, which means there is a gap in thematic 
inspection data on the quality of ELC services for the majority of 2020 to the start of 
2022. The proportion of settings providing funded ELC achieving grades of good or 
better across all four key questions in Care Inspectorate quality evaluations 
decreased between 2014 and 2019, from 93% to 90%, but has since stabilised at 
around 90% between 2019 and 2022. This proportion is highest among public 
sector settings.  

Indicative progress and the impact of the pandemic 
As set out in the 2022 Evaluation Strategy, the Scottish Study of Early Learning and 
Childcare (SSELC) is collecting the main evaluation data on the high-level 
outcomes for children, parents and families. During 2018 and 2019, baseline data 
was collected on the outcomes of children accessing 600 hours of funded ELC and 
their parents. Data on the outcomes of children accessing 1140 hours of funded 
ELC and their parents is being collected during 2023 and 2024.  

The Covid-19 pandemic had a profound impact on the lives of families in Scotland. 
Although the long term impacts of the pandemic on families are still not known, the 
growing evidence from a range of research studies suggests that many young 
children and their families have been negatively affected. While ELC has the 
potential to play an important role in mitigating some of the negative impacts, it is 
expected that there will be some medium and long-term impacts on the outcomes 
the ELC expansion seeks to influence. 

In the interim, before SSELC results are available, the available data on trends in 
outcomes for pre-school age children and findings from research with parents on 
their perceptions of the impact of the expansion are discussed. Considering 
statistics on Early Child Development and Achievement of Curriculum for 
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Excellence (CfE) Levels, the impact of the pandemic can be seen in an increase in 
developmental concerns and a decrease in proportions of primary one pupils 
achieving the expected CfE levels after 2020. The proportions of primary one pupils 
achieving the expected levels of literacy and numeracy have both increased back to 
pre-pandemic levels since 2020-21. However developmental concerns in the early 
years remain higher, which will be a consideration for interpreting the final 
evaluation findings.  

Qualitative research found that parents considered ELC as supporting their 
child(ren)’s general development, including helping to tackle some of the 
developmental issues perceived to have arisen because of the pandemic. There 
are promising signs from survey and qualitative research with parents that the ELC 
expansion is supporting some parents back/into work, study or training. For 
example, the 2022 ELC parent survey asked about the impact that funded ELC had 
had on parents’ lives: around three quarters (74%) mentioned it had enabled them 
to work or look for work and 71% that they were able to think about what they may 
do in the in the future. Large proportions of parents also mentioned perceived 
positive wellbeing impacts, such as feeling happier (47%) or less stressed (46%). 

Next steps 
During 2025, the full SSELC dataset will be analysed and comparisons between 
post-expansion and baseline for children’s health and development and parents’ 
economic activity, health and wellbeing set out. An economic evaluation of the ELC 
expansion is also underway and will report in late 2025. The planned Final 
Evaluation Report will present findings from analysis of the full SSELC dataset on 
changes in child, parent and family outcomes, and the economic evaluation. 
Alongside this will be updated analysis reporting on changes in the intermediate 
outcomes, the sector and the workforce.   
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1. Introduction 
1.1. The expansion of early learning and childcare to 1140 hours 
From August 2021 the funded entitlement to early learning and childcare (ELC) in 
Scotland increased from 600 to 1140 hours per year for all three and four year olds, 
and eligible two year olds. This means families can access up to 30 hours of 
funded ELC each week in term time, or around 22 hours a week spread across the 
calendar year. 

This increase followed a number of smaller expansions in the past two decades. 
Parents in Scotland have been offered funded ELC for their three and four year 
olds since 2002: initially 412.5 hours per year which was then increased to 475 
hours in 2007. The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 formalised the 
term 'early learning and childcare' to capture the learning journey that takes place 
from birth, highlighting that care and education are closely linked. The Act also 
increased the statutory entitlement to funded ELC from 475 to 600 hours per year 
for all eligible children and expanded the definition of an eligible child to include 
some two year olds. Eligibility criteria have continued to evolve since then and now 
include two year olds that have experience of care themselves, have a parent with 
care experience or have a parent who is in receipt of one or more qualifying 
benefits. The expansion to 1140 hours (‘the ELC expansion’) almost doubled the 
number of hours of funded ELC parents are entitled to. 

Local authorities are responsible for delivery of ELC to the local communities in 
their area. Scottish Government provided over £60 million funding in 2017-18 to 
begin phasing in investment in the workforce and infrastructure from 2017-18 
onwards, to ensure that the required capacity for the expansion was in place. While 
the statutory entitlement to 1140 hours came into force from August 2021, 
expanded provision was phased in over four years. The approach to phasing was 
designed to ensure that those children who stood to benefit the most from the ELC 
expansion benefitted first. Local authorities had flexibility to determine the most 
appropriate way to phase in the entitlement. Full statutory implementation of the 
expansion was delayed from August 2020 to 2021 to allow local authorities to deal 
with the urgent necessities of the Covid-19 pandemic. During this period, Scottish 
Government supported local authorities to work towards delivery of 1140 hours 
where they were not already doing so. A majority of local authorities did choose to 
implement expanded hours during 2020-21. See the ELC Expansion Evaluation 
Strategy for more background to the expansion.  

The primary aim of the ELC expansion is to secure improved outcomes for children 
in Scotland, helping to provide them with skills and confidence to carry into school 
education and contributing to closing the poverty-related outcomes gap. It also aims 
to give parents greater opportunities to access employment, training and learning, 
and to reduce household costs. Through these aims, the ELC expansion also 
represents an important contribution to Scotland’s national mission to tackle child 
poverty, as set out in the Scottish Government’s Tackling Child Poverty Delivery 
Plan for 2018-22 and Delivery Plan for 2022-26. In addition, an important element 

https://www.mygov.scot/childcare-costs-help/funded-early-learning-and-childcare
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/child-chance-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2018-22/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/child-chance-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2018-22/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/best-start-bright-futures-tackling-child-poverty-delivery-plan-2022-26/
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of the ELC offer is to support the wider family, maximising the contribution to 
Keeping the Promise and delivering holistic family support. 

Outcomes and logic model 
The ELC expansion aims to contribute to three high-level outcomes:  

1. Children’s development improves and the poverty-related outcomes gap 
narrows 

2. Parents’ opportunities to take up or sustain work, study or training increase 
3. Family wellbeing improves  

In October 2022 Scottish Government published an Evaluation Strategy, which set 
out how we will evaluate the impact of the ELC expansion on outcomes for children, 
parents and families.  

To contribute to these high-level outcomes, the logic model for the ELC Expansion 
set out in the Evaluation Strategy highlights that six ‘intermediate outcomes’ must 
also be achieved. These six intermediate outcomes for the expansion were defined 
in the Evaluation Strategy as follows.  

• Accessibility: ELC capacity should be sufficient and as conveniently 
geographically located as possible - particularly in areas of higher deprivation 
and in rural communities - to support families and enable parents to work, 
train and study, while also appropriately meeting the needs of children who 
require additional support. 

• Flexibility: The expansion should support parents in work, training or study, 
as well as those with caring responsibilities. Patterns of provision should be 
better aligned with working patterns whilst being delivered in a way that 
ensures a high quality experience for the child. 

• Affordability: The expansion should increase access to affordable ELC, 
including to help reduce barriers in the labour market participation that parents 
face and to reduce household costs. 

• Quality: The expansion should ensure a high quality experience for all 
children which complements other early years and educational activity to 
close the outcomes gap and recognises the value of ELC practitioners. 

• Take up: Take up of expanded ELC should be maximised, particularly among 
those who will benefit most, so that it meets the needs of children and 
families. 

• Parental confidence and capacity: The expansion should support parents in 
engaging with their child’s learning, enhancing the home learning environment 
and promoting their own wellbeing and confidence.  

1.2. The ELC expansion Evaluation Strategy 
The Evaluation Strategy underlined that the primary focus for the evaluation is on 
measuring outcomes for children, parents and families. The evaluation work it set 
out consists of the three main inter-related strands below:  

https://thepromise.scot/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/pages/1/
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• evaluating the accessibility, flexibility, affordability, quality and take up of 
funded ELC 

• evaluating the contribution of the expansion programme to outcomes for 
children, parents and families, and  

• assessing the longer-term economic costs and benefits of the expansion 
programme.  

This interim report focuses on the intermediate outcomes in the first of these 
strands. The Final Evaluation Report is due to be published in late 2025. The final 
report will present findings from analysis of all the research and data that form part 
of the evaluation programme, across the three stands set out above (see Chapter 4 
for more detail). 

The Strategy explained that the evaluation methodology makes use of existing 
sources of information and reporting processes, along with commissioning of 
specific and targeted research. Minimising the burden of information requests made 
of providers and local authorities was a key consideration. The Strategy set out key 
measures and data sources/research that will be used to understand changes in 
the intermediate and high level outcomes of funded ELC. 

1.3. Purpose and scope of the report 
This Intermediate Evaluation Report provides an evidence-based picture of how 
things stood in the initial period after the full statutory implementation of the ELC 
expansion, and how that compares to the preceding years. The aim is to review 
whether the foundations are in place to achieve the desired high-level outcomes. It 
follows the first evaluation report of the ELC expansion programme published in 
2017, prior to phasing of the expansion. That early evaluation report: a) explored 
the impact of the expansion to 600 hours and eligible two year olds after the 2014 
Act; b) provided learning to help the implementation of the ELC expansion to 1140 
hours as it was being rolled out; and c) provided a baseline for evaluating the extent 
to which the expansion to 1140 hours is achieving its aims. 

The programme logic model outlines that, to achieve its high-level outcomes, the 
ELC expansion needs to realise intermediate outcomes of maximising take up of 
expanded ELC, especially among families who will benefit most. Additionally, 
expanded ELC needs to be high quality, sufficiently flexible and accessible and to 
increase access to affordable ELC. These intermediate outcomes rely on sufficient 
capacity being created across Scotland to provide 1140 hours (outputs).  

The report presents analysis and reporting on the key indicators for the 
intermediate outcomes identified in the ELC Expansion Evaluation Strategy, and on 
the sector and workforce. It also draws on findings from relevant qualitative and 
survey research to consider progress. Where possible with the data available, the 
report considers trends from around 2016-17 – before phasing of expanded ELC 
began – until the most recent year data is available, generally 2022 or 2023. It 
should be noted that there is a time-lag between data being available and the 
production of this report, and these data are monitored on an ongoing basis. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/expansion-early-learning-childcare-evaluation-report-2017/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/pages/1/
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Data sources and analysis 
The main data sources used to assess changes in the ELC sector, workforce and 
intermediate outcomes were set out in the evaluation strategy. A summary of the 
key data sources is provided below. Further information is provided alongside 
analysis of the data, as relevant, and in Annex 1. Breakdowns by different groups 
are provided where notable1 and the data allows – different data sources vary as to 
what breakdowns are possible.  

• The ELC Census provides annual data on children registered for funded ELC. 
This can be broken down by the age of child. It also collects workforce data 
on teachers, graduate staff and staff working towards graduate qualifications. 
The Census is currently completed by the centres that provide funded ELC in 
Scotland. It collects aggregated data on registrations for funded ELC, not 
individual-level data.2 The most recent data is from September 2023.  

• The Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics collect information on ELC services, 
including the number of services registered, services’ capacity, the number of 
services providing funded places and children registered with services. Care 
Inspectorate also provide information on the quality of ELC services through 
inspection grading data. The data is published annually and can be broken by 
local authority, type of service (e.g. nursery etc.) and sector (e.g. public, 
private, voluntary). The most recent data is from December 2022. 

• The Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) Children’s Services Workforce 
data provides information on the ELC workforce, including demographic 
characteristics such as age and gender, and qualifications. This is published 
annually and can also be broken down by sector. The most recent data 
provides a picture of workforce at the end of 2022. 

• To provide information on the implementation of the expansion to 1140 hours, 
the Improvement Service and Scottish Futures Trust collect and analyse data 
on the delivery of funded ELC across Scottish local authorities. This data has 
been collected two to three times a year since 2018. The most recent data is 
from September 2023. 

• Questions on the use of childcare were added to the Scottish Household 
Survey (SHS) in 2018. Most of these questions are asked of households with 
a child aged two to five years old and not yet at school. The SHS provides 
annual, population level data about accessibility, flexibility, affordability and 
satisfaction with funded ELC. The data can be broken down by area of 
deprivation where the sample size is large enough. This data cannot, 
however, be linked to individual child experiences or attendance at ELC. The 
most recent data is from 2022. Data from 2022 is only comparable to 2018 
and 2019, not 2020 and 2021 (see Annex 1 for more information). 

 
1 For survey data, any reported differences (between sub-groups of the sample) are statistically 
significant at the 95% confidence level. 
2 The current Census data does not provide details on how many hours children are registered for 
and only limited information on the characteristics of children registered for funded ELC (e.g. not 
SIMD or ethnicity). 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2023/
https://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/statistics-and-analysis
https://data.sssc.uk.com/local-level-data/342-2022-children-s-services-workforce-tables
https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/products-and-services/consultancy-and-support/early-learning-and-childcare-expansion/elc-delivery-progress-reports?msclkid=347abd9fcf9a11ec9c7c803ebbd6946b
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2022-key-findings/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2022-key-findings/
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• A survey of parents took place in April-May 2022, at the end of the first year of 
full statutory implementation of the expanded entitlement. It aimed to provide 
more detailed information on parents’ views and experiences of flexibility and 
accessibility of 1140 hours of ELC, including analysis by age of child; area 
deprivation, rurality; household type, employment status and income. This 
was a follow up to a parent survey that took place in 2017 (with the report 
published in 2018) which provided baseline data on patterns of ELC use prior 
to the roll out of the expansion. Both surveys explored parents’ perceptions of 
quality, flexibility, accessibility and affordability. They also collected data on 
the experiences of parents of children with additional support needs (ASN).  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/exploring-parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland/
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2. Changes in the ELC sector and workforce 
Key points 
• While the number of daycare of children services steadily decreased between 

2016 and 2022, the overall capacity of services increased during this period – 
this was driven by an increase in the number and average size of nurseries.  

• The proportion of services providing funded ELC increased for all daycare of 
children service types between 2016 and 2022. 

• There was, however, a substantial decrease in the number and capacity of 
childminding services in this period. There was a corresponding decrease in the 
number of childminding services approved to deliver and delivering funded ELC. 

• The total daycare of children workforce increased since 2017. The public 
sector’s share of the workforce also steadily increased to just over half. 

• The ELC workforce is overwhelmingly female. The average age of childminders 
is higher than daycare of children staff and has increased by five years since 
2016 to 50 in 2022. The average age of staff is lowest in private sector services 
and highest in the public sector. 

• In 2021-22, the public sector had the lowest turnover of staff and highest 
retention, while retention was lowest in the private sector.  

• Analysis of staff movement during 2021-22 highlights that, while there was 
movement of ELC staff from the private and voluntary sectors to the public 
sector, there was almost no movement the other way. Of those moving from the 
private sector, the majority (almost 60%) moved to another private sector 
service. Private and voluntary sector employers are, therefore, more dependent 
on new entrants to fill vacancies. 

• The 2023 Health Check provider survey found that private and voluntary sector 
providers’ confidence in their financial sustainability had declined since 2021. 
Responses highlight concerns about increased costs of delivery, increases in 
income not keeping pace with rising costs, reduced demand for some services, 
and loss of staff from private and voluntary services and challenges recruiting 
suitably qualified staff. 

2.1. The ELC sector 
The Programme Logic Model underlines that the delivery of 1140 hours of funded 
ELC is dependent on having sufficient workforce in place. A skilled ELC workforce 
is fundamental to achieving the intermediate outcomes – in particular providing high 
quality ELC – and subsequently achieving the policy’s aims. This section provides 
further detail on changes in the ELC sector and workforce between 2016 and 2022. 
It should be kept in mind, as highlighted in the Evaluation Strategy, that the ELC 
sector experienced an extremely challenging period during and after the onset of 
the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020. 
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Changes in the number of ELC services  
All daycare of children and childminding services which make up ELC must be 
registered with the Care Inspectorate to operate in Scotland. ‘Daycare of children 
services’ includes nurseries, children and family centres, crèches, out of school 
care and playgroups.3  

As shown in Table 1, the overall number of daycare of children services in Scotland 
steadily decreased from 3,733 to 3,514 between 2016 and 2022. The decrease has 
largely been in the number of children and family centres (161 to 108) and 
playgroups (248 to 120). On the other hand, the number of nurseries increased 
from 2,468 in 2016 to 2,538 in 2022, with a large increase between 2020 and 2021.  

Table 1: Number of registered childcare services by service type, 2016-2022 

Source: Care Inspectorate, Early learning and childcare statistics 2022, Supporting Tables, Table 
2; and Early learning and childcare statistics 2020, Supporting Tables, Table 10a 
Note: The ‘Daycare of children services’ and ‘All Service Types’ totals do not equal the sum of 
individual categories, as 3 Daycare of children service subtypes that do not provide funded ELC 
places (Crèche, Holiday playscheme, and Out of school care) have been excluded from this table. 
 
Between 2016 and 2022, the number of childminders declined by 38%, from 5,669 
to 3,530 childminders (a reduction of 2,139 childminders over the seven-year 
period). Analysis of Care Inspectorate data by the Scottish Childminding 
Association (SCMA) highlights that the decline in the childminding workforce is 
accelerating. The SCMA report also noted that, while the number of childminders 
has declined in all local authorities, the size of the reduction varies substantially 
between local authorities: for example, from 17% in Argyll and Bute and 22% in 
Aberdeen City, to 50% in Clackmannanshire and 67% in Shetland. 

Changes in the capacity of childcare services  
The overall capacity of daycare of children services, however, increased from 
165,010 to 179,920 between 2016 and 2022, with larger increases between 2018 
and 2021 as phasing for the expansion took place. As can be seen in Table 2 
below, this increase in capacity has been wholly in nurseries, while capacity in 
other service types decreased. In line with the decrease in the number of 

 
3 It is possible that a service may offer several different types of care and learning e.g. a nursery 
may also provide out of school care provision in the form of a breakfast club, or a children and 
family centre may also offer a holiday playscheme. Further information on definitions can be found 
in Early learning and childcare statistics 2022, Appendix 1 (p30). 

Service type 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Daycare of children services 3,733 3,701 3,646 3,643 3,588 3,573 3,514 

Nurseries 2,468 2,475 2,467 2,493 2,516 2,556 2,538 
Children & family centres 161 151 136 131 119 107 108 
Playgroups 248 219 193 180 155 132 120 

Childminding 5,669 5,426 5,108 4,752 4,395 3,998 3,530 

All service types 9,402 9,127 8,754 8,395 7,983 7,571 7,044 
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childminders, the capacity of childminding services also decreased from 35,180 in 
2016 to 22,040 in 2022.  

The average number of places per service in daycare of children services also 
gradually increased during this period from 44.2 to 51.2. While for childminders, the 
average number of places per service remained consistent at 6.2. 

Table 2: Capacity of childcare services by service type, 2016-2022 

Source: Care Inspectorate, Early learning and childcare statistics 2022, Supporting Tables, Table 
2; and Early learning and childcare statistics 2020, Supporting Tables, Table 22 
Note: The ‘Daycare of children services’ and ‘Total capacity’ totals do not equal the sum of 
individual categories, as 3 Daycare of children service subtypes that do not provide funded ELC 
places (Crèche, Holiday playscheme, and Out of school care) have been excluded from this table. 

Services providing funded ELC 
The proportion of services providing funded ELC places increased for all daycare of 
children service types between 2016 and 2022. In 2022, 98% of nurseries, 90% of 
children and family centres and 77% of playgroups were providing funded ELC. 

Table 3: Percentage of ELC services providing funded places (by type), 2016-2022 
Service type 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Nurseries 93.9 94.1 94.5 96.1 97.5 98.0 97.5 
Children and family 
centres 72.0 75.5 84.6 86.3 86.6 88.8 89.8 

Playgroups 75.4 74.9 75.7 75.6 78.7 75.0 76.7 
Source: Care Inspectorate, ELC statistics 2022, Supporting Tables, Table 3a 

Delivery of funded ELC by childminders 
The proportion of childminding services approved to deliver and delivering funded 
ELC places has increased between 2020 and 2022. However, as shown in Table 4 
overleaf, in line with the overall trend, the number of childminding services 
approved to deliver and delivering funded ELC places has decreased over this 
period.  

Analysis by the SCMA shows that there was progress in the number of new 
childminders being approved to deliver funded ELC – with additional childminders 

Service type 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Daycare of children 
services 165,010 166,260  168,460  172,620  176,130  179,830  179,920  

Nurseries 115,160  116,770  119,250  123,780  129,620 134,740 135,900 
Children & family 
centres  8,040   8,210   8,190   8,100  7,340 7,250 7,290 

Playgroups  5,720   5,020   4,430   4,160  3,660 3,200 2,930 
Childminding 35,180   33,610   31,650   29,480   27,440   24,870   22,040  

Total capacity 200,190  199,870  200,110 202,100  203,570 204,700 201,960 

Average places per 
daycare of children 
service  

44.2 44.9 46.2 47.4 49.1 50.3 51.2 
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delivering funded ELC between 2021 and 2022 (29 to eligible two year olds and 75 
to three and four year olds). However, this was offset by the number of 
childminders who stopped delivering funded ELC in the same period (44 for eligible 
two year olds and 93 for three and four year olds). Again, SCMA reported 
substantial variation between local authorities, with increases in the number of 
childminders delivering funded ELC in some local authorities, such as East Lothian 
and Aberdeenshire, and decreases in others. 

Table 4: Number and percentage of childminding services delivering/approved to 
deliver funded ELC places, 2020 to 2022 
Number/percentage of childminding 
services 2020 2021 2022 

Number (percentage) of childminding 
services approved to deliver funded ELC 1,316 (29.9%) 1,319 (33.0%)  1,220 (34.6%)  

Number (percentage of those approved) 
currently delivering funded ELC 851 (64.6%) 837 (63.5%) 808 (66.2%) 

Percentage of all childminding services 
delivering funded places 19.4% 20.9% 22.9% 

Source: Care Inspectorate, Early learning and childcare statistics 2022 report, p24 
 
The decrease in the number of childminding services delivering funded ELC, 
alongside the substantial – and accelerating – decline in the overall number of 
childminding services is an issue, both in terms of the diversity of the ELC sector 
and the potential implications for parental choice and accessibility. Scottish 
Government’s Commitment to Childminding Report sets out some of the reasons 
childminding services are an important and unique element of the childcare sector. 
Research on Perceptions of the impact of childminding services highlighted benefits 
of childminding provision for children, parents and families. Scottish Government 
has also published research on Childminding Workforce Trends that explored the 
range of factors that may be contributing to the decline in the childminding 
workforce in order to identify ways to better recruit, support and retain them. 

2.2. The ELC workforce 
The SSSC publish data on the social care workforce. Their reports combine 
administrative data from the Care Inspectorate with data collected directly from 
local authorities by the SSSC. The data cover a range of sub-sectors including staff 
working in daycare of children and childminding services. They also do analysis of 
ELC services, which are a subset of daycare of children services and provide 
publicly funded services to pre-school children. The next section presents analysis 
of the ELC workforce that specifically delivers publicly funded childcare, by age and 
gender, looking at whether there have been any changes in the composition of the 
workforce between 2016 and 2022. 

Demographic characteristics of the ELC workforce 
The age profile of the workforce varies between service type – see Table 5 
overleaf. In 2022 the median age of childminding staff was 50, compared with 35 
for daycare of children staff. The median age for childminding staff gradually 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/commitment-childminding-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/childminding-workforce-trends-qualitative-research-report/
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increased from 45 in 2016, while it decreased slightly for daycare of children staff 
from 36.  

Table 5: Median age of ELC workforce by type of service 
Service type 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Day care of children 36 36 36 36 36 36 35 
Childminding 45 46 46 47 48 49 50 
ELC workforce 37 37 37 36 36 36 36 

Source: Early learning and childcare statistics: equalities data for 2014-2020; SSSC Children's 
Services Workforce Tables, 2022 and 2021 
 
Table 6 below shows that the age profile of the workforce also varies between the 
three types of employers. The median ages of staff in the public, private and 
voluntary sector workforces in 2022 were 40, 28 and 36 years, respectively.  

Table 6: Median age of day care of children workforce by employer type 
Employer type 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
Public 43 43 42 40 40 40 40 
Private 28 28 28 28 29 28 28 
Voluntary 36 36 36 36 37 36 36 

Source: Early learning and childcare statistics: equalities data for 2014-2020; SSSC Children's 
Services Workforce Tables, 2022 and 2021 
 
The median age of General Teaching Council of Scotland (GTCS) registered 
teachers employed or working peripatetically in ELC centres was higher at 46 in 
2022 and 2023. It increased slightly from a median of 45 between 2016 and 2021. 

The ELC workforce is overwhelmingly female: 97% in 2022. The proportion who are 
male increased slightly from 2% in 2016 to 3% in 2022. Two percent of 
childminding staff and 4% of daycare of children staff were male in 2022. 

Change in the size of the daycare of children workforce 
In The Distribution of the Social Service Workforce report published in February 
2024, the Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) analysed how the workforce in 
the social service sector is distributed across employers of different size and types. 
SSSC looked at daycare of children services in particular, with data mainly 
presented as at December 2012, 2017, and 2022. While in a Report on the 
Movement of Day Care of Children Staff in June 2023, SSSC undertook analysis of 
data from the SSSC register to examine the movement of registrants in day care of 
children services.  

SSSC’s analysis of the distribution of the workforce shows that, overall, the daycare 
of children workforce increased in recent years to meet the demands of the ELC 
expansion. The overall daycare of children workforce grew by 24% between 2017 
and 2022, rising from 34,020 to 42,190. As shown in Figure 1, while the total 
workforce has grown, the public sector's share steadily increased to 52% in 2022, 
compared with 42% in 2017. In contrast, the voluntary sector experienced a marked 
decline, both in proportion and absolute staff numbers, falling from 19% in 2017 to 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-and-childcare-statistics-equalities-data-for-2014-2020/
https://data.sssc.uk.com/images/DOW/The_Distribution_of_the_Social_Service_Workforce.pdf
https://data.sssc.uk.com/images/DCC/Movement_of_DCC_Registrants_report_2023.pdf
https://data.sssc.uk.com/images/DCC/Movement_of_DCC_Registrants_report_2023.pdf
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14% in 2022. There was also a decline in the proportion of the private sector 
workforce, from 40% in 2017 to 35% in 2022. 

Figure 1: Daycare of children workforce by sector

 
Source: SSSC report on Distribution of the Social Service Workforce, 2024 
 

Changes in the size of the local authority workforce 
Data reported by local authorities to the Improvement Service as part of delivery 
progress reporting show a similar trend in the local authority (e.g. public sector) 
workforce. In September 2023, the ELC workforce in local authorities comprised of 
18,647 full time equivalent across Scotland. Figure 2 shows the change in the total 
full time equivalent local authority workforce in place since 2016-17. It shows a 
steep increase in the local authority workforce between 2016-17 and 2020-21, with 
the numbers becoming more stable from 2022. 



 

19 
 

Figure 2: Change in the total full time equivalent (FTE) local authority workforce in 
place since the beginning of the expansion 

 
Source: Improvement Service, ELC Expansion Delivery Progress Report, February 2022  
 

Movement in the daycare of children workforce 
In terms of staff movement, SSSC analysis for the 2021-22 financial year found that 
the public sector had the lowest turnover of staff and the highest retention rates at 
almost 90%. Of those staff who did move from a public sector role to another 
service, over 90% moved to another public sector service. 

Retention was lowest in the private sector during 2021-22, with around 75% of staff 
remaining in the same service one year on. The voluntary sector retained just over 
80% of staff in the same service. Of those moving from the private sector, the 
majority (almost 60%) moved to another private sector service. Of those who 
moved to a different sector, over 80% moved to a post in the public sector.  

Given the expansion in the public sector workforce described above, the number of 
opportunities arising from new posts has been greatest in the public sector. The 
report notes that “the issue therefore appears to be less about a disproportionate 
flow of staff from the private and voluntary to the public, than the almost complete 
absence of a flow from the public to the private or voluntary.” Further analysis 
suggested that private and voluntary sector employers are more dependent on new 
entrants to the sector to fill posts that were vacant. 

The analysis also looked at movement within and between local authorities in 2021-
22. The average retention rate varied from 78% to 92%. Much of the movement 
between authorities was, unsurprisingly, between neighbouring authorities. 

  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/45936/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Sept-23.pdf
https://data.sssc.uk.com/images/DCC/Movement_of_DCC_Registrants_report_2023.pdf


 

20 
 

Sustainability of private and voluntary ELC services 
The 2023 Financial Sustainability Health Check Update highlighted that the 
childcare sector, like many other parts of Scotland’s economy, is facing real 
challenges due to the ongoing costs crisis, workforce pressures and the lasting 
impacts of the pandemic. Some types of services have been disproportionately 
impacted due to their business models and changes in demand for different types 
of childcare provision. In addition, the Health Check Update emphasises that 
financial and workforce issues within the sector are closely linked. 

Provider surveys were undertaken as part of the Health Check during January and 
February 2023. It should be noted that the response rate to the surveys was low.4 
The survey found that providers’ confidence in their financial sustainability declined 
across all types of childcare services since the previous Health Check (2021). The 
largest declines in the assessment of sustainability were for funded ELC services 
and for private services. Reported average delivery costs had increased for all 
types of day care of children and childminding services over the previous year.  

Key concerns highlighted by survey respondents were around increased delivery 
costs, increases in income not keeping pace with rising costs, reduced demand for 
some services, and continued concerns about staffing. In particular loss of staff 
from private and voluntary sector services (including some who have left the sector 
altogether) and challenges in recruiting suitably experienced staff.  

In the survey, over half (56%) of services delivering funded ELC reported that they 
currently pay all of their staff at least the real Living Wage. The majority (81%) of 
funded ELC providers reported that they paid the real Living Wage to either all staff 
or staff delivering funded ELC. However, 72% of childminders said that they did not 
currently pay themselves the real Living Wage. Just under three quarters (73%) of 
services delivering funded ELC indicated that they planned to pay all staff in their 
setting the real Living Wage by August 2023. Analysis in the Financial Review of 
the ELC Sector highlighted that in 2016, prior to the ELC expansion, around 80% of 
practitioners and 50% of supervisors in private and voluntary sector settings 
delivering funded ELC were paid an hourly rate below the real Living Wage.  

The Early learning and childcare: sustainable rates review reported that between 
2017-18 and 2022-23: 

• The average rate paid has increased by 58% for the delivery of funded ELC to 
three to five year olds, from £3.68 per hour to £5.80 per hour 

• The gap narrowed between the highest and lowest sustainable rate paid for 
the delivery of funded hours to three to five year olds, from 41% in 2017-18 to 

 
4 There were 108 responses to the day care of children services survey. Based on the latest 
registration data for the sector this represents around 6% of all registered private and voluntary 
sector services. There were 58 responses to the childminding services survey, which represents 
around 1.7% of all registered childminding services. More detailed information on the survey is 
available in the supporting Financial Sustainability Health Check Analysis and Evidence paper. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/financial-sustainability-health-check-childcare-sector-scotland-2/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/financial-review-early-learning-childcare-scotland-current-landscape/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/financial-review-early-learning-childcare-scotland-current-landscape/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/elc-review-sustainable-rates/pages/
http://www.gov.scot/ISBN/9781835211571
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22% in 2022-23 (a decline from £1.32 to £1.17). The gap was initially higher in 
2018-19 and 2019-20 reflecting variations in local phasing plans 

While rates have increased, this is against a background of headline CPI inflation 
peaking at 11% in the year to October 2022, whilst the Real Living Wage increased 
by 10% from April 2023. 

Capacity – local authority infrastructure 
Scottish Futures Trust collect ELC infrastructure data on a quarterly basis from 
local authorities. They reported that in August 2021, there were 912 projects in the 
capital programme. Of these, 81% (741) were complete, delivering 73% of the total 
planned additional space.5 Eight percent (75 projects) were in construction while 
the remaining 11% (96) were in development. The most recent Delivery Progress 
Report stated that the total number of ‘New Build, Extension, Outdoor or 
Refurbishment’ projects in the capital programme was 895. When all of these are 
complete, it is estimated that they will deliver around 22,000 additional ELC spaces. 
As of September 2023, 96% of these (854) were complete – delivering 91% of the 
total planned additional space – 2% (21) were in construction and 2% (20) were still 
in development. 

  

 
5 Scottish Futures Trust highlight that, “even though not all capital projects are operational, 1140 
hours has been being delivered by all local authorities since the statutory deadline of August 2021. 
This is partly being delivered through robust contingency plans or transitional arrangements which 
have been put in place to ensure continued service delivery until the remaining projects are 
complete.” 

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/45936/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Sept-23.pdf
https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/45936/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Sept-23.pdf
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3. Progress on intermediate outcomes 
As set out in the Evaluation Strategy, to contribute to its high-level outcomes, the 
ELC expansion programme needs to realise the intermediate outcomes of providing 
accessible, flexible, affordable and high quality ELC, and maximising take up of 
expanded ELC. The sixth intermediate outcome of ‘supporting parental confidence 
and capacity’ will be considered at a later point alongside evaluation outcomes for 
children, parents and families as the aspects and measures drawn on are strongly 
linked to other parent and family outcomes and use data from the SSELC. This 
chapter describes the changes in the key indicators for the intermediate outcomes 
between 2016/2017 and 2022/2023 (depending on data availability), as well as 
drawing on relevant research to assess progress.  

3.1. Take up of funded ELC 
Key points 
• Take up of funded ELC among three and four year olds has remained 

consistently high since before the expansion. 
• Take up generally increased as a proportion of the full two year old population 

between 2016 and 2023. Of those eligible, an estimated 52% were registered 
for funded ELC in 2023. 

• The proportion of children accessing funded ELC using more than 600 hours of 
funded ELC increased from 80% in August 2020 to 98% in September 2023. In 
September 2023, 90% of children accessing funded ELC were using the full 
1140 hours. 

• Some parents of two year olds who did not take up their entitlement felt their 
child was still too young, and/or that they were able to look after their child 
themselves, while others were not aware of the offer or how to apply.  

The logic model highlighted that whether parents take up the additional available 
hours of funded ELC is a key short-term indicator of successful implementation of 
the expansion and provides an early indicator of the likely impact on child, parent 
and family outcomes. It is important to understand how take up of ELC has 
changed with the expansion.  

In early August 2021, all local authorities confirmed to the Improvement Service 
that they were able to offer a place to all eligible children who applied for funded 
ELC, indicating successful delivery of the expansion to 1140 hours of funded ELC. 
In the September 2021 Delivery Progress Report, data returned by local authorities 
indicated that as of the end of August 2021 90,890 children were accessing funded 
ELC. Of these, 97% were accessing more than 600 hours, and 87% were 
accessing 1140 hours funded ELC. Analysis of the data collected by IS on the 
number of children accessing funded ELC data between August 2020 and 
September 2023 is included in the section on take up of the full ELC entitlement. 

  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/27850/ELC-Delivery-Progress-Report-Oct-2021.pdf


 

23 
 

Overall take up of funded ELC 
The ELC Census provides the headline measure of take up of funded ELC. Table 7 
shows that overall take up amongst three and four year olds has remained 
consistently high since before the ELC expansion. The estimated take up rate 
(proportion of children registered) for eligible three and four year olds was 97% in 
2023. The number of registrations of two year olds, as a proportion of the total two 
year old population, was 13% in 2023. This proportion has also generally gradually 
increased, particularly between 2016 and 2022. It should be noted that for both age 
groups 2020 was an exception where take up dropped – which may be due to the 
effects of Covid-19, with some parents choosing not to register their children during 
the pandemic.  

In 2023 an estimate of the eligible population of two year olds was available for the 
first time, allowing take up for eligible two year olds to be reported in the ELC 
census. The take up rate for eligible two year olds was estimated to be 52% in 
2023. The new data sharing arrangements that have allowed for the updated 
estimate of the eligible two-year-old population will also enable local authorities to 
make eligible families aware of the availability of funded ELC for their two year old, 
which may lead to increased take up.  

The take up of places for children whose entry to primary school has been deferred 
has consistently increased every year since 2016. This may be the result of the 
expansion of the funded ELC offer to a wider range of children in this group. Take 
up was estimated to be 33% among those eligible for deferred entry. 

Table 7: Time series of take up rates 

Year 
Number 
of 2 
year 
olds 

Percentage 
of all 2 
year olds 

Number 
of 3 and 
4 year 
olds 

Percentage 
of eligible 
3 and 4 
year olds 

Number 
of 
deferred 
entry 

Percentage 
of those 
eligible for 
deferred 
entry 

Total 

2016 5,256 9 86,437 99 4,476 15 96,961 
2017 5,363 10 84,872 99 4,910 17 95,893 
2018 5,701 10 85,425 99 4,884 17 96,549 
2019 5,990 11 84,450 98 5,326 19 96,375 
2020 4,863 9 78,898 95 5,940 21 90,126 
2021 6,474 13 78,115 97 6,459 24 91,603 
2022 7,042 14 77,974 99 7,017 27 92,615 
2023 6,636 13 76,436 97 8,554 33 92,182 

Source: Early Learning and Childcare Census 2023 
 
The 2023 ELC Census publication shows that take up rates for funded ELC vary by 
local authority. In particular, there is considerable local variation in the estimated 
take up rates for eligible two year olds (ranging from 32% to 94% in 2023) and 
among those eligible for deferred entry (ranging from 18% to 61% in 2023). 
However, local estimates of take up rates should be interpreted with caution due to 
potential inaccuracies of the population estimates. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2023/pages/early-learning-and-childcare-elc/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-statutory-guidance-july-2021/pages/9/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2023/pages/early-learning-and-childcare-elc/
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The percentage of children registered for funded ELC whose home language is not 
English, Gaelic, Scots or Sign Language remained broadly stable between 2017 
and 2021, but increased in both 2022 and 2023. The percentage of registrations 
assessed/declared disabled showed a similar pattern, staying broadly stable until 
2022 and then increasing. The percentage of registrations with ASN fell between 
2017 and 2018, then remained stable until 2021 before increasing. The number of 
registrations in each group was also the highest it has been since 2017. 

Table 8: Number and percentage of registrations whose home language is not 
English, Gaelic, Scots or Sign Language, who are assessed/declared disabled, or 
have ASN. 

Year 

Number of 
children 
whose home 
language is 
not English, 
Gaelic, Scots, 
or Sign 
Language 

Percentage of 
all 
registrations 
whose home 
language is 
not English, 
Gaelic, Scots, 
or Sign 
Language 

Number 
of 
children 
assessed/ 
declared 
disabled 

Percentage 
of all 
registrations 
assessed/ 
declared 
disabled 

Total 
number 
of 
children 
with ASN 

Percentage 
of all 
registrations 
with ASN 

2017 8,790 9 1,130 1 15,020 16 
2018 8,770 9 1,050 1 13,980 14 
2019 8,940 9 1,250 1 13,800 14 
2020 7,950 9 950 1 12,430 14 
2021 8,120 9 1,050 1 14,210 16 
2022 9,090 10 1,410 2 16,500 18 
2023 9,930 11 1,620 2 16,980 18 

Source: Early Learning and Childcare Census 2023 
 

Reasons for not using funded ELC 
In the 2022 parent survey, only 3% of parents with a three to five year old said they 
had not used funded ELC. The main reason among this group was that the child 
was due to start in ELC next term (August), with some of these children recently 
having turned three. Of the parents of two year olds who had not used funded ELC 
and either thought they were eligible for funded ELC, or weren’t sure if they were 
eligible, the most common reasons mentioned were because “I think my child is too 
young”, or because “I want/am able to look after my child myself most of the time”. 
However, almost three in 10 mentioned being unaware of the availability of, or that 
they didn’t know how to apply for, funded ELC. This is discussed further in Section 
3.2 on accessibility of funded ELC. The number of responses to this question was 
low, particularly for parents of two year olds, and so figures should be treated with 
caution.  

The top reasons given for not using any funded ELC in 2017 were similar to those 
given by parents in 2022: thinking their child is too young, wanting/being able to 
look after their child themselves, as well barriers to use such as lack of awareness, 
flexibility and choice of setting/hours (see Sections 3.2 and 3.3 for further 
discussion of accessibility and flexibility).  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland-2022/
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Figure 3: Main reasons for not using funded ELC entitlement

 
Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 
Qualitative research with parents between October 2021 and February 2022 found 
that, in general, most participants were aware of funded ELC provision from age 
three – or access to “free nursery” provision as it was more commonly described. 
However, there was less awareness among the participants around provision for 
eligible two-year-olds. More detailed understanding of how the funded ELC 
provision worked in practice and the options available was also mixed. First time 
parents generally felt less well informed. Language barriers were a contributing 
factor for some families in terms of initial awareness, understanding their choices, 
and confidence in completing the application. 

Take up of 1140 hours of funded ELC 
Information on the number of funded hours used by each child will provide further 
insight into take up of the expanded entitlement. Data is provided by local 
authorities to the Improvement Service on the number of funded hours being 
accessed by children. The data series shown in Figure 4 is only available from 
2020, which – as noted above – was a year in which overall take up of funded ELC 
dropped. However, IS reporting shows that the total number of children aged two to 
five accessing more than 600 funded hours of ELC increased from 49,213 in 
September 2019 to 74,870 in August 2020.  

The Improvement Service data shows that there was an increase in the proportion 
of children using funded ELC who were accessing more than 600 hours, from 80% 
in August 2020 to 98% in September 2023, two years after full statutory 
implementation. The largest increase was between August 2020 and August 2021 
(97%), when the statutory duty started. As seen in Figure 4, this proportion has 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/decisions-influencing-early-learning-childcare-elc-use-scotland-understanding-social-policies-social-contexts/
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increased in all age groups, with the largest increase seen amongst three and four 
year olds (80% in August 2020 to 99% in September 2023). Accessing more than 
600 hours is almost universal amongst three to five year olds (99% for both three 
and four year olds, and for five year olds), and slightly lower for two year olds 
(96%). 

Figure 4: The percentage of children using funded ELC accessing more than 600 
hours of funded ELC annually 

Source: Improvement Service ELC Delivery Progress Reports 
 
The percentage of children using funded ELC who were accessing the full 1140 
hours also increased, from 61% in August 2020, when the majority of local 
authorities were offering expanded hours, to 90% in September 2023. Again, the 
largest increase was between August 2020 and August 2021 (87%). As shown in 
Figure 3, three and four year olds saw the largest increase, from 60% in August 
2020 to 90% in September 2023. As with the percentage accessing more than 600 
hours, the figure in September 2023 is similar for five year olds (91%) and slightly 
lower for two year olds (86%).  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/products-and-services/consultancy-and-support/early-learning-and-childcare-expansion/elc-delivery-progress-reports
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Figure 5: The percentage of children using funded ELC who were accessing 1140 
hours of funded ELC annually 

Source: Improvement Service ELC Delivery Progress Reports 
 

Reasons for not using the full entitlement to 1140 hours of funded ELC 
The Scottish Household Survey (SHS) collects information on the number of hours 
of funded ELC used during term time and the school holidays. In 2022, the majority 
of households reported using 21 to 30 hours per week (54%) or 11 to 20 hours per 
week (26%). During the school holidays, 37% used 21 to 30 hours per week, and 
37% used 11 to 20 hours per week. An estimated 46% of households were using 
the full entitlement annually.  

The 2022 parent survey asked if parents used their full entitlement. Table 9 shows 
that around three-quarters of parents with a three to five year old and around half of 
those with a two year old said that they used the full entitlement. Notably almost a 
tenth of those with three to five year olds and around a fifth of those with a two year 
old said they were unsure. 

Table 9: Use of funded ELC entitlement 
Use of ELC entitlement  Eligible 2 year olds 3-5 year olds 
Full entitlement used 52% 73% 
Full entitlement not used 27% 19% 
Don’t know [note 1] 21% 8% 
Base 227 6,698 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 
[note 1] The report notes that responses to a later question would suggest that 80% of this group 
use at least some of their hours, with just over 50% using at least 20 hours per week. 
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In 2022, households with more than one earner were more likely than others (76% 
vs 69%) to use their full entitlement, as were those on higher incomes (£60,000+) 
compared to those on lower incomes (less than £16,000) (79% vs 68%). Parents 
from deprived areas were more likely than others to say they do not use their full 
entitlement (15% vs 20%). 

In the 2022 parent survey, most of those not using their full entitlement reported 
they were doing so through choice: typically, they did not need or want the full 
entitlement or did not want their child in nursery for so many hours.  

Figure 6: Main reasons for not using all funded ELC hours 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 

3.2. Accessibility of funded ELC 
Key points 
• Awareness of funded ELC availability improved in recent years, though there 

remain a minority of households unaware of availability. 
• Around a sixth of households with a three to five year old not using funded ELC 

were unaware of availability or did not know how to apply in 2022, down from 
around a third in 2017.  

• This proportion was higher in households with a two year old in 2022 at almost 
three in 10 of those not using funded ELC. 

• A small percentage of households (2-3% each year) reported transport 
difficulties with accessing funded ELC. 

• The proportion of parents of children with ASN who experienced difficulties 
accessing funded ELC decreased from 48% in 2017 to 31% in 2022.  
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The programme logic model highlights that the intermediate outcome of 
accessibility for families is a key determinant of take up of ELC. Whether or not 
ELC is accessible for families includes aspects such as: whether parents know 
about the entitlement and how to apply, and ease of registration; whether ELC is 
conveniently geographically located (e.g. in relation to home or work; travel-related 
barriers); whether there are barriers in terms of the needs of the child (e.g. ASN, 
language barriers); the ability to combine childcare for other children of different 
ages (e.g. finding a place for children who are too young to be eligible for funded 
ELC, combining collecting children from different childcare providers). 

Parental awareness of the availability of funded ELC 
Table 10 shows the percentage of households responding to the Scottish 
Household Survey (SHS) who did not use funded ELC that their child was entitled 
to because they were not aware of the availability of funded ELC stayed broadly the 
same across 2018, 2019 and 2022. However, the sample size for this question was 
very small and so these figures should be treated with caution. 

Table 10: Percentage of households who did not use funded ELC because they 
were not aware of availability 
Reason for not using funded ELC child is 
eligible for 2018 2019 2022 
Not aware of availability 6 7 6 
Source: Scottish Household Survey 
Note: This question was changed between 2019 and 2022. Results from 2018 and 2019 have 
been recalculated to allow comparisons between years. 
 
As shown in Figure 3 in Section 3.1, the 2022 parent survey found that around a 
sixth of households with a three to five year old not using funded ELC said this was 
because they were unaware of the availability (11%) or did not know how to apply / 
found applying too difficult (5%). This is a decrease from around a third in the 2017 
parent survey who were unaware of the availability or did not know how to apply. 
The proportion of households with a two year old who were not aware of the 
availability or how to apply was higher than for those households with older children 
at just under three in 10 in 2022. This chimes with findings from qualitative research 
with parents between October 2021 and February 2022, in the first full year of the 
ELC expansion, which found that general awareness of funded ELC provision from 
age three was high, but that there was a lack of awareness around provision for two 
year olds.  

Overall, it appears that awareness of the availability of funded ELC is improving, 
although a small minority of families remain unaware of it – particularly among 
families with an eligible two year old. 

Travel 
Table 11 shows that the proportion of households that reported transport difficulties 
as an issue with the funded ELC they received in the SHS remained broadly similar 

https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-household-survey-publications/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-household-survey-publications/
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across 2018, 2019 and 2022. This shows a small but consistent proportion of 
funded ELC users that experienced transport difficulties.  

Table 11: Proportion of households using funded ELC that reported transport 
difficulties 

Issues with funded ELC received 2018 2019 2022 
Transport difficulties 2 2 3 

Source: Scottish Household Survey 
 
These results are corroborated by those from the 2022 parent survey where 97% of 
parents of three to five year olds and 95% of parents of eligible two year olds said 
that they found it easy to travel to their funded ELC provider. Parents of three to five 
year olds with reduced capacity due to health conditions were more likely to find it 
difficult to travel to their main provider than those with no health conditions. 
Qualitative research with parents also suggested that choice of provider was largely 
determined by accessibility, including closeness to home or work, or a local 
authority nursery attached to a sibling’s school. 

Overall, there appears to be a small but consistent proportion of parents whose 
access of funded ELC is affected difficulties with travel or transport. This is a larger 
issue for parents affected by health conditions. 

Parents’ experiences of funded ELC for children with ASN 
The 2022 parent survey also asked parents of children with ASN whether they had 
experienced any issues with funded ELC. As shown in Figure 7, the majority (69%) 
said that they had no difficulties. However, 14% said that staff didn’t have enough 
time available to meet the needs of children and 14% said that there was a lack of 
information on how the child would be supported. Ten percent also said that they 
lacked confidence in staff’s qualifications, knowledge and experience. 

Although 31% of parents of children with ASN had experienced difficulties 
accessing funded ELC in 2022, this is an improvement from 2017 when 48% stated 
they had experienced difficulties. The types of issues encountered in 2017 were 
similar to those in 2022: lack of information on how the child will be supported, 
concerns staff will not have enough time to support their child, and worries that staff 
do not have the right qualifications, skills and experience. 
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Figure 7: Difficulties experienced finding funded ELC that meets ASN

 
Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 

3.3. Flexibility of funded ELC 
Key points 
• The proportion of settings operating outside school hours or during holidays 

increased by 14 percentage points since 2016, to 64% in 2022, though this 
varied substantially by local authority area. 

• The proportion of households that reported a lack of provision in the school 
holidays as an issue decreased from 19% in 2018 to 6% in 2022. 

• In the 2022 parent survey, of the parents of three to five year olds not using 
their full entitlement, 23% mentioned that they could not get the sessions that 
they wanted at their preferred setting. This was a particular issue for 
households with two parents in work and in urban areas compared with rural. 

Flexibility is identified in the logic model as an important aspect of whether 
childcare is accessible and supports parents in work, training, or study.  

The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 states that education 
authorities should provide ELC for all eligible children during at least 38 weeks of 
every calendar year, and that it should be delivered in sessions of 10 hours or less. 
The Early Learning and Childcare Statutory Guidance sets out more on the 
requirements of the flexibility that should be offered. Education authorities should 
ensure that families are able to choose from a range of types of setting, offering 
different patterns of provision and support across their local area. This should 
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reflect local demand and circumstances and it is not expected that all options will 
be available in all areas and settings. The range of models and patterns of delivery 
should be informed by consultation. 

The Statutory Duty within the 2014 Act to consult with parents is designed to 
ensure that there is an element of local flexibility in the availability of funded ELC – 
in line with the needs of families living locally. While this will not result in all families 
receiving exactly the provision of funded ELC that they want, it should ensure there 
is a reasonable balance and mix of provision available locally so parents can 
access provision that works for their family.  

Provision of funded ELC outside school hours 
To provide a rounded understanding of progress with provision of appropriately 
flexible funded ELC, both objective measures – e.g. of whether specific aspects of 
flexibility are in place – and measures of parents’ experiences of flexibility are 
required. Care Inspectorate data shows that the percentage of services providing 
funded ELC during school holidays or outside school term hours increased between 
2016 and 2022. Table 12 also shows the percentage of services that provide 
funded ELC during school holidays, that provide funded ELC outside of school term 
hours, both of which increased between 2016 and 2022. The largest increase for 
provision of ELC during school holidays was between 2018 and 2021 (15.7pp), 
while the increase was steadier for provision outside of school term. 

Table 12: The proportion of settings providing funded ELC operating outside school 
term hours or during holidays 

 Aspect of flexibility 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 

Change 
from 
2016 
(p.p.) 

Operates during school holidays 36.0 36.5 37.2 41.7 47.7 52.9 52.5 16.5 
Operates outside school term hours 46.7 50.2 52.7 56.6 59.0 61.6 61.8 15.2 
Operates outside school term hours, 
or during holidays 50.3 53.0 54.9 58.6 61.2 63.8 63.9 13.6 

Source: Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics 
 
There was, however, considerable variation between local authorities in the 
percentage of settings providing funded ELC operating outside school term hours 
or during school holidays as shown in Table 13 overleaf. In 2016 this proportion 
ranged from 9.5% to 93.5%, and from 28.6% to 98.4% in 2022. There was also 
variation in the change in proportions. The majority of local authorities saw an 
increase in this proportion, but in a small number it remained broadly stable or 
decreased. As set out in the introduction of this section, there is intended to be an 
element of local flexibility in the availability of funded ELC and local provision 
should be based on consultation with parents. 
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Table 13: Proportion of settings providing funded ELC that operate outside school 
term hours or during school holidays, by year and local authority. 

Local authority 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 

Change 
from 
2016 
(p.p.) 

Aberdeen City 41.1 47.4 51.6 48.4 50.5 77.9 77.4 36.3 
Aberdeenshire 25.4 26.0 29.8 37.5 56.2 62.5 65.2 39.8 
Angus 18.1 18.3 17.7 17.5 35.7 37.5 40.0 21.9 
Argyll and Bute 31.2 30.7 32.0 35.1 32.1 35.0 31.2 0.0 
City of Edinburgh 63.6 64.4 63.5 63.6 66.4 67.0 66.2 2.6 
Clackmannanshire 52.6 68.4 61.1 73.7 70.0 63.2 63.2 10.5 
Dumfries and 
Galloway 38.6 42.0 40.2 44.0 54.1 56.1 56.8 18.2 
Dundee City 71.7 70.6 71.4 77.8 94.6 96.7 98.4 26.7 
East Ayrshire 40.9 52.4 53.7 53.5 52.4 55.6 48.8 7.9 
East 
Dunbartonshire 68.1 71.1 72.1 79.5 82.2 87.2 87.2 19.1 
East Lothian 54.2 50.8 53.4 50.8 51.8 67.3 63.3 9.0 
East Renfrewshire 93.5 93.5 96.9 94.3 88.6 91.9 92.1 -1.4 
Falkirk 43.5 47.8 51.5 42.6 47.1 45.1 45.7 2.2 
Fife 59.8 63.4 70.2 70.8 62.3 56.5 55.0 -4.8 
Glasgow City 65.5 68.7 76.6 86.1 87.3 89.7 89.2 23.7 
Highland 31.0 32.9 35.3 38.4 37.6 39.5 40.5 9.5 
Inverclyde 54.2 62.5 61.5 74.1 71.9 71.9 80.6 26.5 
Midlothian 53.2 54.1 52.5 56.5 56.9 56.7 54.7 1.5 
Moray 39.3 37.3 33.3 41.0 41.9 48.4 42.2 2.8 
Na h-Eileanan 
Siar 32.0 44.0 44.0 60.0 65.2 73.9 73.9 41.9 
North Ayrshire 50.0 55.6 64.4 78.0 70.7 78.9 80.4 30.4 
North Lanarkshire 56.1 59.4 64.7 63.5 64.6 62.3 61.4 5.3 
Orkney Islands 9.5 19.0 23.8 28.6 25.0 33.3 28.6 19.0 
Perth and Kinross 63.2 65.9 62.7 60.7 56.3 57.6 59.5 -3.7 
Renfrewshire 75.4 76.1 78.8 81.2 84.3 82.9 84.0 8.6 
Scottish Borders 28.0 28.4 30.1 31.4 39.4 42.5 43.7 15.7 
Shetland Islands 19.2 32.1 32.1 39.3 44.4 59.3 63.0 43.7 
South Ayrshire 38.8 48.1 41.7 54.0 58.0 56.0 60.4 21.6 
South Lanarkshire 59.1 63.4 56.8 61.8 60.3 59.2 59.2 0.1 
Stirling 58.8 60.9 70.5 77.8 90.9 88.6 88.6 29.8 
West 
Dunbartonshire 75.0 78.1 75.8 72.2 64.1 57.5 55.0 -20.0 
West Lothian 76.7 80.0 81.0 85.3 88.5 88.1 91.7 14.9 
Scotland 50.3 53.0 54.9 58.6 61.2 63.8 63.9 13.6 

Source: Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics 
 
The overall increase in settings operating outside of term time hours or in the 
school holidays is likely to have a positive effect on the flexibility of funded ELC for 
families. It is encouraging to see several local authorities where there has been a 
large increase in the proportion of settings offering these hours. The small number 
where this proportion has either stayed low or decreased should be investigated 
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further, to be better understand these variations in relation to local context and 
demand. 

Parents’ views and experiences of flexibility 
As part of the SHS, households were asked if they had any issues with funded ELC 
they received. Table 14 shows the proportion of households that had issues with a 
lack of flexibility in the days/times offered, a lack of provision in the school holidays, 
and a lack of provision for their preferred type of provider. The proportion of 
households that noted lack of provision in the school holidays as an issue saw a 
consistent decrease from 19% in 2018 to 6% in 2022. The proportion who noted a 
lack of flexibility in the days or time offered decreased slightly from 13% in 2018 
and 2019 to 6% in 2022, although this may be the result of natural variation in 
opinions between years. Lack of provision for the preferred type of provider has 
varied slightly between years but not in a consistent direction, remaining an issue 
for a small proportion of households.  

Table 14: Issues with funded ELC 
Issues with funded ELC received 2018 2019 2022 
Lack of flexibility in days/times offered 13 13 8 
Lack of provision in school holidays 19 13 6 
Lack of provision for preferred type of provider 3 1 4 

Source: Scottish Household Survey 
 
In the 2022 parent survey, lack of flexibility was a key barrier for a substantial 
minority of the small number of parents of three to five year olds not using funded 
ELC, in terms of opening hours (19%), sessions and the settings available (16%). 
Around a quarter (23%) of those not using their full entitlement mentioned that they 
could not get the sessions that they wanted at their preferred setting.  

However, on the whole, as shown in Figure 8 below, parents said they were 
satisfied with the flexibility they have been offered to use their funded hours in a 
way that meets their family’s needs: 88% of those with a three to five year old and 
92% of those with a two year old were satisfied, with 58% and 74% respectively 
very satisfied. Ten per cent of those with a three to five year old and 5% of those 
with a two year old were dissatisfied. 

The qualitative research with parents in 2021-22 found that flexibility was one of the 
main recurring issues for participants. Flexibility was important for both working 
parents and those not in work, education or training. For those in work, flexibility 
typically referred to being able to find ELC hours that suited their working patterns. 
While those not in work, education or training appreciated where there was 
flexibility in drop-off or pick-up times, to help co-ordinate with wider family routines. 

Some participants felt that funded hours were not flexible enough for the needs of 
particular careers/jobs (e.g. those involving shift work) or that the funded hours 
were too restrictive making it difficult to get a job. Some issues were highlighted in 
relation to the ability, for example, to use a blended model or with set days/hours or 
fixed sessions offered by providers. This could lead to parents not being able to use 
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their full entitlement and/or having to pay to top-up to the pattern they needed. 
Others, however, emphasised the need for work to be more flexible. 

Figure 8: Satisfaction with flexibility of funded ELC hours

 
Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 

3.4. Affordability of childcare 
Key points 
• Fewer families were having to pay for additional hours of childcare to meet their 

needs after the ELC expansion. 
• In 2018, 50% of families with a child aged 2 to 5 but not yet at school had no 

childcare costs, rising to 63% in 2022. 
• Of those parents with pre-school age children who paid for childcare, one in 

three had not experienced any difficulties with affordability, while three fifths had 
experienced some difficulties including 16% who had experienced significant 
difficulties.  

• Lone parents were more likely to report significant difficulties affording their 
childcare costs compared with couples. Parents in deprived areas and parents 
of a child with ASN were also more likely to report significant difficulties 
compared with others.  

The intermediate outcome of affordability in relation to the expansion of funded ELC 
focuses on affordability for parents. The provision of funded ELC sits alongside 
wider UK support with childcare costs that parents in Scotland may be entitled to, 
including childcare elements of Tax Credits and Universal Credit and the Tax-Free 
Childcare scheme for working parents. Therefore, the expansion of funded ELC will 
likely be one factor in the overall affordability of childcare for many families.  

https://www.mygov.scot/childcare-costs-help/other-help-with-childcare-costs
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The ELC Expansion will support affordability for parents by reducing the number of 
hours of childcare that they need to purchase. This would be expected to reduce 
their overall childcare costs, relative to the position pre-expansion. This 
intermediate outcome is, therefore, primarily relevant to those families who would 
have previously paid for additional hours (on top of the funded 600 hours), but also 
those families for whom affordability would have been a barrier to accessing more 
hours of ELC. The costs of childcare for other older or younger children who are not 
entitled to funded ELC is also important in relation to overall household costs.  

Whether families have childcare costs 
Table 15 shows data from the SHS on the proportion of households with a child 
aged two to five years old and not yet at school who stated that they had no 
childcare costs, or that all their childcare was free or funded. This proportion 
increased from 50% in 2018 to 63% in 2022. As this group includes households 
with a two year old who is not eligible for funded ELC, this increase is a promising 
sign that fewer families are having to pay for additional hours of childcare to meet 
their needs.  

Table 15: Percentage of households with no childcare costs 
Percentage of households with no 
childcare costs 2018 2019 2022 

No costs/all free or funded 50 55 63 

Source: Scottish Household Survey 
 
Results from the 2022 parent survey showed a similar picture, with 64% of parents 
with a pre-school aged child not paying for any of their childcare. For parents with a 
three to five year old child, only 22% paid for some of their childcare. 

Experiences of difficulties affording childcare 
The 2022 parent survey also asked parents who paid for childcare whether they 
had experienced difficulties in affording childcare for their pre-school children. 
Overall, just over a third (34%) had not experienced any difficulties, while three 
fifths (62%) had experienced some difficulties including 16% who had experienced 
significant difficulties (see Figure 9).  

Of those parents who reported experiencing difficulties, the main difficulties 
experienced were very similar in each of the age groups (see Figure 10 below). 
Simply affording the cost of childcare was the main issue (a difficulty for around 
four-fifths of those who pay for childcare) and paying for fees in advance (an issue 
for around a quarter). 
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Figure 9: Difficulties affording childcare by eligibility for funded ELC

 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 
Figure 10: Reasons for difficulties affording childcare by eligibility for funded ELC

 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 
Two parent households, households with two parents in work, and higher income 
households were more likely to identify the overall cost of childcare as being the 
main issue, with upfront fees also mentioned by some as a concern. This fits with 
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these households tending to use higher amounts of childcare and spending more 
on childcare. Single parents, no/single earner households, low income households, 
and households where English is a second/additional language also raised the 
overall costs of childcare as the main issue - but were more likely than others to 
raise concerns about paying fees, deposits and other costs upfront. 

3.5. Quality of funded ELC 
Key points 
• The proportion of settings providing funded ELC achieving grades of good or 

better across all four key questions in Care Inspectorate quality evaluations 
decreased from 2014 to 2019, but has since stabilised at around 90% between 
2019 and 2022. This proportion is highest among public sector settings. 

• Parental satisfaction with funded ELC improved, with 93% very or fairly satisfied 
with the provision they receive in 2022, up from 86% in 2018. 

Quality of ELC was identified in the evaluability assessment as the key determinant 
of improvement in children’s outcomes. The National Standard for funded ELC 
providers sets out what children and families should expect from their funded ELC 
experience in Scotland, regardless of where they access their child’s funded hours. 

High quality ELC not only provides nurturing care for children but also supports 
their learning and development from an early age. Because of this, both the Care 
Inspectorate and HM Inspectors of Education have statutory functions which 
provide them with a role in relation to inspection. All daycare of children services 
and childminders must be inspected by the Care Inspectorate, regardless of 
whether they provide funded ELC hours, while nursery settings that provide funded 
ELC hours can be inspected by both the Care Inspectorate and HM Inspectors of 
Education. The Care Inspectorate’s quality evaluations from their currently quality 
framework are used to underpin aspects of the National Standard, while the 
development of other aspects was informed by How Good is Our Early Learning 
and Childcare?, the self-evaluation framework used by HM Inspectors of Education.     

Quality of funded ELC provision in terms of whether it meets the needs of children 
with ASN and parental perceptions of, and satisfaction with, quality are also 
important aspects of quality provision. 

Care Inspectorate quality grades 
Care Inspectorate data provide information on the quality of ELC services through 
analysis of grading data. Until 2022, grades were given based on four ‘Quality 
Themes’: care and support, environment, staffing, and management and 
leadership. The Care Inspectorate suspended their normal inspection programme 
in March 2020 in response to Covid-19 protective measures. Full thematic 
inspections were only carried out during this period in settings based on a risk and 
intelligence basis. This means there is a gap in full thematic inspection data on the 
quality of ELC services for the majority of 2020 to the start of 2022.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/funding-follows-child-national-standard-early-learning-childcare-providers-principles-practice/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/funding-follows-child-national-standard-early-learning-childcare-providers-principles-practice/
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/inspection-frameworks/how-good-is-our-early-learning-and-childcare/
https://education.gov.scot/inspection-and-review/inspection-frameworks/how-good-is-our-early-learning-and-childcare/
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In March 2022, the Care Inspectorate launched an updated quality framework for 
daycare of children, childminding and school age childcare settings that focuses on 
children’s wellbeing. From June 2022 five ‘Key Questions’ replaced the quality 
themes. Four of the Key Questions directly link to the previous four quality themes.   

Table 16 below shows the percentage of settings providing funded ELC achieving 
grades of good or better across all four key questions/quality themes. This 
proportion decreased from 2014 to 2019 but has since stabilised at around 90%, 
with some small year-to-year variation between 2019 and 2022. 

Table 16: Percentage of settings providing funded ELC achieving grades of good or 
better across all key questions/quality themes 

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 
93.2 91.9 91.4 91.0 90.6 90.2 90.8 89.4 90.1 

Source: Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics 
 
Figure 11 shows these figures broken down by the sector that the setting operates 
in. Public sector (or local authority) settings have consistently had the highest 
proportion achieving these grades, with a slight decrease between 2017 and 2022 
but generally staying at around 94%. The voluntary sector has generally been 
increasing from 87% in 2017 and 2018, peaking in 2022 at 91%. Private sector 
settings have consistently been the lowest and saw a sharp drop between 2020 
and 2021 from 84% to 80%. Although the proportion of private settings meeting 
these grades then increased in 2022, it remains well below the public and voluntary 
sectors at 81%. 

Figure 11: Percentage of settings providing funded ELC achieving grades of good 
or better across all key questions/quality themes, by sector 

Source: Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics 

https://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/inspections/quality-framework-for-elc-services
https://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/inspections/quality-framework-for-elc-services
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The Care Inspectorate Early learning and childcare statistics 2022 – supporting 
tables (Table 3b) show that there is some variation between local authorities in the 
percentage of settings providing funded ELC achieving grades of good or better 
across all quality themes. In 2022 this proportion ranged from 73% to 97%. 

Overall, the quality of funded ELC has remained high, although the lower proportion 
of private settings that are achieving CI grades of good or better across all key 
quality themes is an issue for further investigation.  

Staff qualifications 
The SSSC produces quarterly reports on the ELC workforce, including the 
percentage of those in employment who have a qualification condition as part of 
their registration. Generally, a qualification condition indicates that the individual is 
working towards, but has not yet achieved, the qualification necessary to be 
registered as one of the three registration categories (support worker, practitioner 
or manager/lead practitioner). More information on registration categories can be 
found at Job Role Information for Workers in Daycare of Children Services.  

Figure 12 shows the percentage of managers of ELC settings who have a 
qualification condition, broken down by setting sector. The percentage of managers 
with a qualification condition is consistently substantially lower in the public sector 
than in the private or voluntary sectors. Both the private and voluntary sectors saw 
a steady decrease over time from around 65% in March 2019 to around 48% in 
March 2024. Conversely, the public sector saw an increase from 37% in March 
2019 to 42% in September 2020, before decreasing to a low of 27% in March 2024. 

Figure 12: Percentage of ELC setting managers with a qualification condition, by 
sector 

Source: SSSC Workforce Statistics 

https://www.careinspectorate.com/images/Early_Learning_and_Childcare_Statistics_2022_-_Supporting_tables_-_final.xlsx
https://www.careinspectorate.com/images/Early_Learning_and_Childcare_Statistics_2022_-_Supporting_tables_-_final.xlsx
https://data.sssc.uk.com/data-publications/22-workforce-data-report/328-scottish-social-service-sector-report-on-2022-workforce-data
https://www.sssc.uk.com/knowledgebase/article/KA-01085/en-us
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As with setting managers, the percentage of practitioners with a qualification 
condition in the public sector was substantially lower than the private and voluntary 
sectors, although the percentage is lower than for setting managers in all three. The 
private and voluntary sectors saw fluctuations over time but remained around 28% 
and 25%, respectively. The public sector saw a small but consistent decrease since 
March 2020, from a peak of 11% to 6%.  

Across all sectors, support workers had the highest percentage of staff with a 
qualification condition, and there was again a substantial difference between the 
public sector and the private and voluntary sectors. There were some fluctuations 
over time in all sectors, but all three remained relatively stable. The percentage was 
consistently highest in the private sector, remaining just below 80%. The second 
highest sector was the voluntary, with a percentage around 70%, while the public 
sector fluctuated slightly above 40%. 

In addition, Summary statistics for schools in Scotland 2023 showed there were 
5,906 FTE teachers, graduates and staff working towards relevant degree-level 
qualifications in funded ELC. This is an increase of 4% from 5,676 in 2022, and an 
increase of 40% from 4,230 in 2017.  

Parental satisfaction with the quality of funded ELC 
Households responding to the SHS were asked their level of satisfaction with the 
overall quality of the funded ELC they received. Table 17 shows that satisfaction 
increased from 86% in 2018 to 93% in 2022, driven by an increase in the proportion 
who were very satisfied. There was no clear pattern in the level of satisfaction by 
SIMD. 

Table 17: Percentage of households very satisfied or fairly satisfied with the funded 
ELC they receive 

Satisfaction level 2018 2019 2022 
Very satisfied 57 59 64 
Fairly satisfied 29 33 29 
Total 86 91 93 

Source: Scottish Household Survey  
 
In the 2022 parent survey parents were asked how satisfied or dissatisfied they 
were with the quality of the provision from their main funded ELC provider. Figure 
13 (overleaf) shows that 97% of parents were satisfied with the quality of their 
provider, with 70% very satisfied. This is an encouraging figure, which mirrors 
results from the SHS. 

Choosing their ELC provider is an important decision for parents. The 2022 parent 
survey found that parents were most likely to consider the provider’s location 
(61%), liking/trusting the staff (50%) and a good reputation (49%) when selecting 
the setting. Other factors such as continuity (being attached to the same school 
their child will go to/attended prior to funding – 47%), the opportunities open to the 
child (for example, outdoor experiences – 37%), siblings currently/previously 
attended (31%); and flexibility (25%) were also considerations for many.  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2023/pages/early-learning-and-childcare-elc/
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Figure 13: Satisfaction with the quality of funded ELC provider 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 

Parental satisfaction with provision for children with ASN 
In 2022, the majority of parents of a child/children with ASN were satisfied that 
funded ELC meets their child’s ASN: 85% said they were satisfied, this includes 
53% who said they were very satisfied. Nonetheless, nearly one in ten (9%) said 
they were dissatisfied with how funded ELC meets their child’s needs.  

The 2017 parent survey included a ‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’ option for this 
question, and so the results are not directly comparable. However, the 2017 survey 
found that 57% of parents of a child/children with ASN were satisfied that funded 
ELC meets their child’s needs. Nearly a fifth (18%) were dissatisfied, with 16% 
stating they were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. Although the results are not 
directly comparable, this does indicate an improvement in satisfaction with 
provision for children with ASN between 2017 and 2022. 

Those dissatisfied in 2022 were asked an open question to explain why they were 
dissatisfied with their access to funded ELC provision for their child(ren) with ASN. 
An analysis of these responses indicates that the main reasons for dissatisfaction 
were staff not fully/appropriately trained (33%) and not enough support given 
(28%). Poor communications with provider (18%), hours being unsuitable (11%), 
slow diagnosis/provision of service delayed (9%), no key-worker available/lack of 1-
1 support (9%), were also mentioned.  
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4. Indicative progress and next steps 
This report set out to provide an evidence-based picture of progress after full 
statutory implementation of 1140 in August 2021. It aims to review progress with 
the intermediate outcomes set out as needing to be in place to achieve the high-
level outcomes. The analysis has considered changes in indicators for accessibility, 
flexibility, affordability, take up and quality of funded ELC, as well as trends in the 
sector and workforce, between 2016 and the most recent year data is available.  

4.1. Summary of progress on the intermediate outcomes 
Overall take up of funded ELC for three and four year olds remained consistently 
high between 2016 and 2023, and increased among the two year old population as 
a whole. In 2023 just over half of eligible two year olds were registered for funded 
ELC. Looking at take up of expanded funded ELC, by 2023, almost all children 
using funded ELC were accessing more than 600 hours, and 9 in 10 the full 1140 
hours. The largest increase in the proportion of children accessing expanded ELC 
was between 2020 and 2021, when the statutory duty started. Two year olds were 
less likely to be accessing the full 1140 hours than older children. Research 
findings suggest that, while some parents choose not to take up any or the full 1140 
hours of funded ELC, accessibility and flexibility remained barriers for others. 

In general, findings on accessibility are positive, and awareness of funded ELC 
among parents of three and four year olds was high in 2022. However, there 
remained small proportions of parents for whom awareness of the offer or transport 
difficulties were barriers. Awareness of two year old eligibility also remained lower 
than for the universal offer. Similarly, flexibility of funded ELC – both in terms of 
settings operating outside of term time hours or school holidays, and parental 
satisfaction – improved since the baseline period. There was, though, considerable 
variation between local authorities in ELC provision outside school hours. Issues 
with aspects of flexibility remained a key issue for a minority of parents, particularly 
for parents of three to five year olds in terms of accessing their full entitlement.  

There are promising signs that the ELC expansion is helping many parents with the 
costs of childcare. Fewer families with a child aged two to five were having to pay 
for additional hours of childcare to meet their needs, while a higher proportion of 
families reported having no childcare costs. However, the majority of parents of pre-
school age children who paid for childcare had experienced some difficulties with 
affordability. The costs of childcare more generally have been flagged as a key 
concern in other research, particularly in the context of the cost-of-living crisis.6 

Parental satisfaction with the quality of funded ELC was high in 2022 and had 
increased since 2018. However, the proportion of settings providing funded ELC 
achieving grades of good or better across all four key themes in Care Inspectorate 

 
6 Scottish Women’s Budget Group (2023) Policy Briefing: Childcare Survey 2023; Coram (2024) 
Childcare Survey 2024; Child Poverty Action Group (CPAG) in Scotland (2024) The Cost of a Child 
in Scotland in 2023. 

https://www.swbg.org.uk/content/publications/Policy-Briefing---Childcare-Survey-2023.pdf
https://www.coram.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Childcare-Survey-2024.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/Cost_of_a_child_in_Scotland_2023_1.pdf
https://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/2024-02/Cost_of_a_child_in_Scotland_2023_1.pdf
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quality evaluations decreased slightly between 2014 and 2019. This has since 
stabilised at around 90%. Also, the proportion of private sector settings achieving 
grades of good or better is lower than for other types of setting and has decreased 
since the pandemic. The challenges for the private sector in terms of turnover and 
retention of staff highlighted in chapter 2 are an important context in interpreting 
these trends. This is a key area to monitor given the central role of quality of ELC in 
achieving outcomes for children.    

4.2. Measuring the high-level outcomes 
Key points 
• The Scottish Study of Early Learning and Childcare is collecting the key 

evaluation data on outcomes for children, parents and families. The findings will 
be available in 2025. In the interim, the available data on trends in outcomes for 
pre-school age children and their parents are considered. 

• While ELC has the potential to play a significant role in mitigating some of the 
negative impacts of the pandemic, it is expected that there will be some medium 
and long-term impacts on the outcomes the ELC expansion seeks to influence. 

• In both the Early Child Development and Achievement of Curriculum for 
Excellence Level statistics, the impact of pandemic can be seen in an increase 
in developmental concerns and decrease in proportions of primary 1 (P1) pupils 
achieving the expected levels after 2020.  

• The proportions of P1 pupils achieving the expected levels of literacy and 
numeracy have both increased back to pre-pandemic levels since 2020-21.  

• However developmental concerns in the early years remain higher, which will 
be a consideration for interpreting the final evaluation findings.  

• Qualitative research found that parents considered ELC as supporting their 
child(ren)’s general development, including helping to tackle some of the 
developmental issues perceived to have arisen because of the pandemic. 

• There are promising signs from survey and qualitative research with parents 
that the ELC expansion is supporting some parents back/into work, study or 
training. Large proportions also mentioned perceived positive wellbeing 
impacts. 

As set out in the Evaluation Strategy, the Scottish Study of Early Learning and 
Childcare (SSELC) is collecting the key evaluation data on the high-level outcomes 
for children, parents and families. The SSELC takes a before and after approach 
and is collecting data across several phases from 2018 to 2024. The study was 
designed to evaluate whether the ELC expansion programme has achieved its 
objectives by measuring outcomes for children and parents who received the 
previous funded entitlement (600 hours) and comparing them with those who are 
receiving the increased funded entitlement (1140 hours). 

During 2018 and 2019, phases 1, 2 and 3 collected baseline data on the outcomes 
of children accessing 600 hours of funded ELC and their parents. Descriptive 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/pages/6/
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analysis from each phase of the SSELC baseline data collection has been 
published: the SSELC Phase 1 report was published in August 2019, the SSELC 
Phase 2 report in August 2020 and the SSELC Phase 3 report in December 2020.  

Phases 4, 5 and 6 of the SSELC are now collecting data on the outcomes of 
children accessing 1140 hours of funded ELC and their parents during 2023 and 
2024. This will provide a comparison group from which we can assess the impact 
that the increase in funded hours has had on child and parent outcomes. There is 
more detail about the SSELC approach and methodology in the Evaluation Strategy 
and baseline reports. 

The post-expansion phases of the SSELC were originally planned for 2022 to 2023 
– beginning toward the end of the autumn term two years after the original statutory 
implementation date – to allow the expansion and related changes to the sector to 
bed in. Due to the delay to full statutory implementation of 1140 hours, the decision 
was taken to move Phases 4-6 back one year in line with the change to the 
statutory implementation date. While the impacts of the pandemic are still being felt, 
this was considered to balance allowing some time for recovery and changes to 
bed in, with providing data on the expansion within reasonable timescales. 

The Covid-19 pandemic had a profound impact on the lives of families in Scotland. 
As set out in the ELC Expansion Evaluation Strategy, while the long-term impacts 
of the pandemic on families and the economy are still not known, the growing 
evidence from a range of research studies suggests many young children and their 
families have been negatively affected, especially those who were already 
disadvantaged.7 While ELC has the potential to play an important role in mitigating 
some of the negative impacts of the pandemic for children and families, it is 
expected that there will be some medium and long-term impacts on the outcomes 
the ELC expansion seeks to influence. 

During 2020 and 2021, protective public health measures curtailed many 
interactions young children and their parents would regularly have in ELC settings 
and wider social contexts. Studies have suggested negative short to medium term 
impacts on behaviour and development among many young children. For some 
families with young children, the pandemic had an impact on parental employment 
and household income. Increases in stress and reductions in parental wellbeing 
have been found, especially for mothers. For example, the Scottish Health Survey 
has shown that levels of wellbeing in the population have not bounced back to pre-
pandemic levels. Average mental wellbeing fell significantly between 2021 and 
2022, following a significant drop between 2019 and 2021. 

 
7 See, for example: Kustatscher, M. et al. (2023) Scottish COVID-19 Inquiry: The Impact of the 
COVID-19 Pandemic on the Delivery of Education to Children Under Five; Public Health Scotland 
(2022) Are the kids alright? Key messages from the third round of the COVID-19 Early Years 
Resilience and Impact Survey; Public Health Scotland (2022) Ensuring our future: addressing the 
impact of COVID-19 on children, young people and their families; Scottish Government (2022) 
Coronavirus (COVID-19): Advisory Sub-Group on Education and Children's Issues - children, 
schools, early learning and childcare settings - evidence summary. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-study-early-learning-childcare-phase-1-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-study-early-learning-childcare-elc-leavers-phase-2-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-study-early-learning-childcare-elc-leavers-phase-2-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-study-early-learning-childcare-three-year-olds-phase-3-report/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/early-learning-childcare-expansion-programme-evaluation-strategy/pages/3/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-health-survey/#2022
https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/sites/default/files/2024-04/Portfolio-4-University-of-Edinburgh-Impact-on-Education-of-Children-Under-Five-in-Scotland-final-report.pdf
https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/sites/default/files/2024-04/Portfolio-4-University-of-Edinburgh-Impact-on-Education-of-Children-Under-Five-in-Scotland-final-report.pdf
https://www.publichealthscotland.scot/publications/covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey-ceyris-report/are-the-kids-alright-key-messages-from-the-third-round-of-the-public-health-scotland-covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey/
https://www.publichealthscotland.scot/publications/covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey-ceyris-report/are-the-kids-alright-key-messages-from-the-third-round-of-the-public-health-scotland-covid-19-early-years-resilience-and-impact-survey/
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022_02_28-Ensuring-our-future-addressing-the-impact-of-COVID-19-on-children-young-people-and-their-families-Feb22-English.pdf
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022_02_28-Ensuring-our-future-addressing-the-impact-of-COVID-19-on-children-young-people-and-their-families-Feb22-English.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/advisory-sub-group-education-childrens-issues-coronavirus-covid-19-children-schools-early-learning-childcare-settings-evidence-summary/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/advisory-sub-group-education-childrens-issues-coronavirus-covid-19-children-schools-early-learning-childcare-settings-evidence-summary/
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4.3. Trends in children’s outcomes 
In the interim, before SSELC results are available, the next section considers the 
available data on trends in outcomes for pre-school age children. This is intended 
to provide an indication of whether progress is being made on these outcomes and 
the possible impact of the pandemic, although it is not possible to link these trends 
directly to either the ELC expansion or the pandemic. This section also draws 
together findings from the research with parents during 2021 and 2022 on their 
perceptions of the impact of the ELC expansion. Finally, the next steps for the 
evaluation programme are discussed. 

Trends in development concerns in the early years 
The Early child development statistics - Scotland 2022 to 2023 published by Public 
Health Scotland provide data on assessments of child development in the early 
years as part of the Child Health Programme. The series of assessments are at 13-
15 months; 27-30 months, shortly before starting funded ELC, unless eligible at age 
two; and 4-5 years, in the final year of funded ELC for most children. 

In 2022-23, 18% of children at the 27-30 month review and 17% of those at four-
five year review had a concern noted about at least one area of their development. 
At the 27-30 month review most concerns were noted about speech, language and 
communication (13%), and at the 4-5 year review most concerns were noted about 
speech, language and communication (8%), and emotional/behavioural 
development (8%). 

Compared with the previous year (2021-22), the percentage of children with a 
concern noted about at least one area of development was similar at the 27-30 
month reviews, but higher at the four-five year review (17% in 2022/23 vs 15% in 
2021/22). The proportion of children recorded as having any developmental 
concern at their 27-30 month review reduced from 19% in 2013/14 to 15% in 
2017/18, remaining around this level for four years, before an increase to 18% in 
2021/22, and remaining at 18% in 2022/23.  

At each development review there was a clear deprivation gradient, with those 
living in the most deprived areas of Scotland more likely to have had a concern 
recorded for at least one developmental domain compared with those living in the 
least deprived areas. At 27-30 months, the proportion of children recorded as 
having a developmental concern was 2.7 times higher among children living in the 
most deprived areas (27%) than those in the least deprived areas (10%). This 
absolute difference of 17 percentage points is the widest gap observed across the 
10 years of reporting on this review. 

Trends in performance of Primary 1 pupils 
The Scottish Government Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) Levels 
2022-23 statistics provide information on the proportion of school pupils who have 
achieved the expected Curriculum for Excellence (CfE) Levels in literacy and 
numeracy relevant to their stage. Achievement of CfE levels data are based 
on teachers’ professional judgements of individual pupil performance. The data 

https://publichealthscotland.scot/publications/early-child-development/early-child-development-statistics-scotland-2022-to-2023/
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reflect what pupils had achieved by the end of the school year – i.e. June 2023. 
Data collection includes for pupils in the primary 1 (P1) stage (five-six year olds) – 
the year after funded ELC for those who attended. 

For P1 pupils, the proportions achieving the expected level in literacy and 
numeracy in 2022-23 were the same as those in 2018-19. The proportions 
achieving the expected level decreased between 2018-19 and 2020-21, then 
increased in 2021-22 and 2022-23. As shown in Figure 14, for literacy 76% of 
pupils achieved the expected level in 2022-23, compared with 74% in 2021-22 and 
71% in 2020-21. While for numeracy 85% achieved the expected level in 2022-23, 
compared with 84% in 2021-22 and 81% in 2020-21. 

For literacy, the attainment gap between P1 pupils from the most and least 
deprived areas narrowed from 20.5 percentage points in 2021/22 to 19.7 
percentage points in 2022/23. This was very slightly wider than in 2018/19 (19.2 
percentage points), but narrower than in 2017/18 (20.2pp). The numeracy 
attainment gap narrowed from 15.1 percentage points in 2021/22 to 14.5 
percentage points in 2022/23. This was still wider than it was in 2017/18 and 
2018/19 (13.3 and 13.0pp). 
Figure 14: Percentage of P1 pupils achieving expected CfE Levels, 2016/17 to 
2022/23 

 
Source: Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence (ACEL), 2023 
Note 1: The ACEL collection and publication was cancelled in 2019/20 due to the difficulties in 
collecting data whilst schools were closed due to Covid-19. Data for this year has been imputed for 
graphing purposes only and should not be considered an accurate figure. 

Parents’ perceptions of the impact of the expansion on children’s outcomes 
The qualitative research with parents in 2021-22 found that parents considered 
ELC as supporting their child(ren)’s general development, both socially and 
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educationally. Several participants also noted that the ELC staff had helped to 
identify additional needs and supported their child and family to address these. 
Funded ELC was also experienced as helpful in supporting families and children to 
tackle some of the developmental issues that were perceived to have arisen 
because of the Covid-19 safety measures. This included addressing separation 
anxiety and providing valuable experiences outwith the home.  

4.4. Indicative progress on parental outcomes 
Parents’ perceptions of the impact of the expansion on them and their family 
The 2022 parent survey asked about the impact that funded ELC has had on 
parents’ lives, the activities they have been able to undertake, and their health and 
wellbeing. Figure 15 below shows that the most commonly selected impacts of the 
funded hours were to enable parents to work or look for work (74%) and to have 
time to think about what they may do in the in the future (mentioned by 71%). The 
next most commonly mentioned were wellbeing impacts, although substantially less 
frequently: just under half have been feeling happier (47%), less stressed (46%) 
and have had time to look after themselves more (44%).  

Figure 15: Parents’ perceptions of the impact of funded ELC 

Source: Parent Survey 2022 
 
Being able to work/look for work was more likely to be mentioned by two parent 
families (76% vs 65%) and those in groups earning more than £16,000+ compared 
with those earning less than £16,000 (71%-79% vs 64%). These sub-groups were 
also more likely to say their funded hours enabled them to increase the number of 
hours they work.  

Having time to think about the future was more likely to have been said by those 
from deprived areas compared with non-deprived areas (77% vs 70%), lone 
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parents compared with couples (76% vs 70%), people in no or single earner 
households compared with two-earners households (78% or 75% vs 68%), as well 
as by younger (under 25) parents compared to older parents (90% vs 64%-80%). 
These groups were generally also more likely than others to say that they were 
using their hours to study/develop skills, to care for others, and to look after 
themselves better and have been feeling happier and less stressed. 

The qualitative research with parents found that the impacts of funded ELC were 
generally seen as positive for the child, the parents, and overall family wellbeing. 
For parents, the funded ELC provision was said to support them back/into work, 
education or training, and/or allowed them time to tackle housework or other 
‘chores’, reducing stress in the household and meaning that time with their child 
was more relaxed quality time. 

In families where mothers had returned to work after maternity leave and the family 
had been using privately funded childcare options, the importance and benefit of 
the funded ELC provision was largely financial. Once their child became eligible, it 
meant a large proportion (and sometimes all) of their childcare costs were removed, 
providing greater financial stability for the family. Several participants indicated that 
they had been able to find a job or start a course at college specifically because of 
the funded ELC provision. It was also noted to support parents with their own 
mental health, and in particular, was highlighted as providing valuable respite for 
lone parents, as well as couples where one parent took on the majority of the 
childcare responsibilities. In several cases, funded ELC had also relieved some of 
the childcare burden on other family members (often grandparents) or had allowed 
parents to spend more dedicated one-to-one time with their other children 
(particularly babies, but also older children), both of which were highly valued.  

4.5. Next steps in the evaluation 
As noted earlier, data collection for Phases 4 to 6 of the SSELC is ongoing and will 
be completed by the end of 2024. During 2025, the full SSELC dataset will be 
analysed and comparisons between post-expansion and baseline for children’s 
health and development and parents’ economic activity, health and wellbeing set 
out. An economic evaluation of the ELC expansion is also underway and will report 
in late 2025 (see the Evaluation Strategy for more detail on the economic 
evaluation approach). 

The planned Final Evaluation Report will present findings from analysis of the full 
SSELC dataset on changes in child, parent and family outcomes, and the economic 
evaluation. Alongside this will be updated analysis reporting on changes in the 
intermediate outcomes, the sector and the workforce. It is anticipated that the Final 
Evaluation Report will be published in late 2025.  
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Annex 1: Data sources 
ELC Census 
The ELC Census (accredited Official Statistics) provides data on children registered 
for funded ELC by age and, where relevant, by eligibility criterion. The Census is 
currently completed by the centres that provide funded ELC in Scotland and the 
analysis possible is limited since it collects aggregated data on registrations for 
funded ELC, not individual-level data.8 Currently, the ELC census cannot provide 
information on the number of hours being used by each child. Take up is calculated 
using estimates of the eligible population at the time of the census, based on NRS 
population projections. The most recent NRS population projections available were 
produced in 2018, and so estimates for the most recent years may be less accurate 
if rates of population change have varied from the predictions. Prior to 2023, a 
robust estimate of the eligible two year old population was unavailable, and so the 
total population for this age group has been used instead. 

Care Inspectorate 
All daycare of children and childminding services which make up ELC must be 
registered with the Care Inspectorate in order to operate in Scotland. The Care 
Inspectorate publishes an annual report on the provision and use of registered 
daycare of children and childminding services in Scotland as at 31 December, as 
well as supporting data tables in Excel format. The report and tables are based on 
ELC services on the Care Inspectorate register and incorporate evaluations of the 
quality of these services, as well as additional information from annual returns 
completed by service providers. The Care Inspectorate ELC Statistics include 
information on: the number of ELC services registered; services’ capacity; the 
number of services providing funded places; the number of children registered with 
services and the quality of services. More information on definitions, methodology 
and data sources, as well as how the Care Inspectorate assesses quality, can be 
found in Early learning and childcare statistics 2022, Appendices 1-6. 

Scottish Social Services Council (SSSC) 
The annual SSSC Children’s Services Workforce data tables provide information on 
the children’s services workforce, including the ELC workforce. They include 
information on the size and distribution of the workforce, demographic 
characteristics such as age and gender, and qualifications. The tables supplement 
data published in the annual Scottish Social Service Sector Workforce Data report 
(Official Statistics). The reports combine administrative data from the Care 
Inspectorate with data collected by the SSSC directly from local authorities to form 
a comprehensive picture of the paid workforce employed in the social service 
sector. SSSC also publish information on the numbers of people registered with 
them. One of the SSSC’s statutory duties is to keep a Register of social service 
workers, social workers and social work students in Scotland. Registration is for 
staff who work directly with people who use social services. Teachers and other 

 
8 The current Census data does not provide details on how many hours children are registered for 
and only limited information on the characteristics of children registered for funded ELC (e.g. not 
SIMD or ethnicity). 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/summary-statistics-for-schools-in-scotland-2023/
https://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/statistics-and-analysis
https://data.sssc.uk.com/local-level-data/342-2022-children-s-services-workforce-tables
https://data.sssc.uk.com/data-publications/22-workforce-data-report/328-scottish-social-service-sector-report-on-2022-workforce-data
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professional groups working in a registered care service are not required to register 
with the SSSC if they have a current registration with their own professional body.  

Improvement Service Delivery Progress Data Collection 
To provide information on the implementation of the expansion to 1140 hours, the 
Improvement Service and Scottish Futures Trust collect and analyse data on the 
delivery of funded ELC across Scottish local authorities. The objective of the data 
collection is to understand the status of the ELC sector across Scotland in relation 
to take up, workforce and capacity. The Delivery Progress reports informed the 
ELC Expansion Joint Delivery Board9, which provided overall governance of the 
ELC expansion programme between 2018 and 2022. The first data was collected 
for the period May to September 2018. Up to March 2020, the Improvement Service 
collected data at the beginning and end of each academic year, while the Scottish 
Futures Trust collected data on infrastructure quarterly. From August 2020 until 
September 2022, data was collected every academic term, returning to the 
beginning and end of each academic year during 2023 and 2024.10 It should be 
noted that the Improvement Service liaise with local authorities in seeking to ensure 
consistency of data returns, but do audit the data, systems and processes used to 
capture the data within local authorities. Also, for some reports, one local authority 
was unable to provide data in the time frame, so either the most recent figures for 
the academic year or forecast figures were used in place. 

Scottish Household Survey (SHS) 
In 2018, questions on the use of childcare were added to the SHS (accredited 
Official Statistics). The majority of these questions are asked of households with a 
child aged two to five years old and not yet at school, considering only that child. 
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the survey methodology was changed in 2020 and 
2021 (and results were published as experimental statistics). Results from these 
years are not comparable with results from 2018 and 2019. However, results from 
2022 can be compared with 2018 and 2019. Additionally, there have been changes 
to the questions between 2018 and 2022 to improve the data, which affects 
comparisons between years. The number of people responding to these questions 
is often low, and so comparisons should be treated with caution. The question on 
reasons for not using funded ELC that the child is eligible for has particularly low 
response rates, and so for some indicators results from the question on issues with 
funded ELC used are presented instead. Although this does not show us what 
proportion of households did not take up their entitlement due to issues, it does 
allow us to monitor the proportion of those using funded ELC with these issues. 

 

 
9 The ELC Joint Delivery Board was set up to review progress towards implementation of the 1140 
hours expansion across all 32 local authorities and to agree actions to mitigate risk, respond to 
emerging issues, or put support in place where that may be required. 
10 After April 2024, the Improvement Service will continue to collect data, though it is anticipated 
that the format of the collection and the level of detail collected may change. This is currently under 
discussion. 

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/products-and-services/consultancy-and-support/early-learning-and-childcare-expansion/elc-delivery-progress-reports?msclkid=347abd9fcf9a11ec9c7c803ebbd6946b
https://www.gov.scot/groups/early-learning-and-childcare-joint-delivery-board/
https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/9107/elc-delivery-progress-report-dec-18.pdf
https://webarchive.nrscotland.gov.uk/20200708173555/https:/www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-people-annual-report-results-2018-scottish-household-survey/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/scottish-household-survey/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2020-telephone-survey-key-findings/pages/1/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2021-telephone-survey-key-findings/pages/2/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/guidetoexperimentalstatistics
https://webarchive.nrscotland.gov.uk/20200708173555/https:/www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-people-annual-report-results-2018-scottish-household-survey/pages/13/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/pages/14/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2022-key-findings/pages/12/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2022-key-findings/pages/12/
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ELC Parent Research 
Parents' views and use of early learning and childcare: report 2017 (2018). This 
Social Research report provides baseline data on patterns of ELC use prior to the 
roll out of the ELC expansion. In 2017 Scottish Government commissioned 
Craigforth to undertake research with parents of children under the age of six. The 
overall aim of the research was to provide a greater understanding of parents' use 
and experiences of ELC and how these differed between parent groups. The study 
involved two main fieldwork strands: (i) a survey of parents, incorporating a public 
web-survey and a telephone survey of parents drawn from the re-contacts 
database of the SHS, and (ii) follow-up discussion groups and telephone interviews 
with a subset of survey respondents. A total of 10,526 valid survey responses were 
received. Follow-up discussion groups and telephone interviews took place with 63 
survey respondents. 

Early learning and childcare - parents' views and use: survey findings 2022 (2022 
Social Research report). In 2022 Scottish Government commissioned Progressive 
Partnership to undertake a follow-up survey of parents. The research explored 
parents’ perceptions of quality, flexibility, accessibility and affordability of ELC. It 
built on the 2017 parent survey. The study sought the views of parents in Scotland 
with children aged under six years who were not yet in school. The research 
involved an online survey, primarily promoted to parents through ELC providers, 
and telephone interviews with parents who have pre-school children drawn from the 
re-contacts database of the SHS. Efforts were also made to include parents whose 
children were cared for by childminders and those not in ELC. It should be noted 
that the respondents to the online survey were self-selecting. The main fieldwork 
took place in April and May 2022 and a total of 8,181 valid responses were 
received. 

Decisions influencing early learning and childcare use: understanding social 
policies and social contexts (2022 Social Research Report). In 2021 Scottish 
Government commissioned Wellside Research to undertake qualitative research 
with parents. In total, 39 in-depth interviews were conducted by telephone between 
October 2021 and February 2022, with parents who had children that were eligible 
(or nearly eligible) for funded ELC, whether or not they used it. The research 
focussed particularly on recruiting families from ethnic minority backgrounds; 
lone/single parents; and those who had, or lived with or cared for someone with, a 
health problem or long-term physical or mental health condition or disability. 
Interviews sought to understand these families’ choices around childcare and the 
use of expanded funded ELC provision, as well as to explore challenges and 
barriers. As the research was qualitative in nature, the sample size and structure 
cannot be considered as representative, either of the population as a whole, or 
within the sampled groups. Rather, the research provides insight into the views and 
experiences of those who participated in the research. 

 

  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/exploring-parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/parents-views-use-early-learning-childcare-scotland-2022/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/decisions-influencing-early-learning-childcare-elc-use-scotland-understanding-social-policies-social-contexts/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/decisions-influencing-early-learning-childcare-elc-use-scotland-understanding-social-policies-social-contexts/
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How to access background or source data 
 
The data collected for this social research publication: 
☐ are available in more detail through Scottish Neighbourhood Statistics      

☒ are publicly available at the referenced websites  

☐ may be made available on request, subject to consideration of legal and ethical 
factors  
☐ cannot be made available by Scottish Government for further analysis as 
Scottish Government is not the data controller      
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