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The big picture

J
ust days after we went to 
press on our annual Nurs-
ery Chains supplement last 
year, Bright Horizons, the 
country’s second-biggest 
group, bought Asquith 

Nurseries, which had for many years 
been the third-biggest.

Thanks to the wonders of tech-
nology, we were able to produce an 
updated version of our top 25 league 
table on our website fairly swiftly. 
(But we are of course hoping that we 
won’t have a repeat of such an event 
this year!).

Our round-up of the largest nurs-
ery chains in the UK reflects this deal, 
with Bright Horizons cementing its 
place as the second-biggest group 
behind Busy Bees after adding 75 
more nurseries and more than 5,600  
places in the past 12 months.

Meanwhile, the largest nursery 
group secured the biggest deal of 
2017 (so far) in March. This was Busy 
Bees’ acquisition of Treetops Nurser-
ies, which this time last year was the 
sixth-biggest provider in the country 
with 58 settings.

Interestingly, this merger – along-
side other smaller acquisitions – has 
led to Busy Bees growing in a very 
similar proportion to Bright Hori-
zons, adding 74 nurseries and just 
over 5,700 places this year.

Meanwhile, Les Petits Chaper-
ons Rouges (LPCR) – a pioneer of 
employer-sponsored childcare in 
France and the second-largest pri-
vate nursery chain there – entered the 
UK market this year after buying the 
16-strong Magic Nurseries group in 
January and Kiddi Caru’s 20 nurser-
ies in September; a combined total of 
3,200 places. 

LPCR is the brand name of Euro-
pean family-owned provider Grandir, 
which also operates nurseries in  
Germany.

In an interview with Nursery World 
in September, LPCR’s chief executive 
Jean-Emmanuel Rodocanachi said 
that there were no plans to rebrand 

the Kiddi Caru or Magic Nurseries or 
make any changes to the UK nursery 
groups’ infrastructures.

There are also hints that there 
could be more UK deals in the pipe-
line for LPCR.

‘We have built a great growth story 
in France,’ said Mr Rodocanachi. ‘We 
came to a point where we had enough 
knowledge to go outside of the bor-
ders. The plan was to expand into 
[European] countries not impacted 
upon by the economic downturn. We 
realised countries that are the most 
populated – France, Germany and 
the UK – are the strongest economi-

cally. We want to operate nurseries in 
three countries only. Sometimes you 
have to do less to do well. Our obses-
sion is quality.’

Meanwhile, Action for Children 
has recently rebranded its nursery 
operation to Spring by Action for 
Children. The children’s charity runs 
44 nurseries around the country, 
nearly all of them previously part of 
4Children. It also operates 249 chil-
dren’s centres nationwide, provides 
support for children in care and 
young carers, and runs fostering and 
adoption services. 

It is now the tenth-largest 

The country’s two biggest chains have consolidated their positions at the top of the table after 
acquiring settings, which has enabled some new entries to sneak in, reports Catherine Gaunt
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25 LARGEST NURSERY CHAINS IN THE UK

*Figures as of 30 November 2017    ̂ Figures as of 30 November 2016

POSITION NURSERY SETTINGS PLACES 
2017* 2016^ 

1  (1) The Busy Bees Group (including Treetops) 342 29,960

2 (2) Bright Horizons (including Asquith) 292 23,325

3 (4) Pre-school Learning Alliance 108 4,223

4 (5) Childbase Partnership 41 3,869

5 (8) Monkey Puzzle 53 3,806

6 (7) The Co-operative Childcare 45 3,460

7 (12) Kiddi Caru (including Magic Nurseries)  37 3,296

8 (9) Bertram Nursery Group 37 3,109

9 (10) Banana Moon 49 3,014

10 (14) Spring by Action for Children 44 2,349

11 (11) Just Childcare 33 2,332

12 (13) YMCA 45 2,233

13 (17) Kids Planet 22 2,103

14 (15) Children 1st 20 1,953

15 (16)  LEYF 37 1,894

16 (18) All About Children 21 1,707

17 (20) Tops Day Nurseries 19 1,690

18 (19) Mama Bear’s Day Nursery 23 1,531

19 (21) Happy Days 18 1,318

20 (22) Safehands Nurseries 16 1,081

21 (NEW) Tiny Toez 16 1,056

22 (24) Toad Hall Nursery Group 13 1,047

23 (25) Kids Allowed 6 1,044

24 (NEW)  Alpha Nurseries 25 993

25 (NEW) Childcare and Learning Group 15 976
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MAKING THE GRADE: HOW DO THE CHAINS MEASURE UP?

20 LARGEST NURSERY CHAINS’ OFSTED REPORTS

1 (1)  KIDS PLANET 4.58 
19 out of 22 settings
3 new registrations

6 (6) THE CO-OPERATIVE CHILDCARE 3.71
45 out of 45 settings

2 (3)  CHILDBASE PARTNERSHIP 4.56 
41 out of 41 settings

4 (NEW)  HAPPY DAYS NURSERIES 4.38 
16 out of 18 settings  
2 new registrations

7 (9) BUSY BEES 3.59
309 out of 342 settings
8 new registrations
22 in Scotland
3 in Wales

3 (2)  CHILDREN 1ST 4.40 
20 out of 20 settings            

16 (16) JUST CHILDCARE 3.00
31 out of 33 settings
2 new registrations

8 (11) BRIGHT HORIZONS 3.51 
265 out of 292 settings 
5 new registrations 
21 in Scotland 
1 in Wales

11 (8) ALL ABOUT CHILDREN 3.40  
20 out of 21 settings 
1 new registration

14 (=17)  BERTRAM NURSERY GROUP 3.14 
14 out of 37 settings
23 in Scotland

15 (=17) PRE-SCHOOL LEARNING ALLIANCE 3.01
94 out of 108 settings
14 new registrations

13 (15)  SPRING BY ACTION FOR CHILDREN 3.19  
43 out of 44 settings
1 in Scotland

12 (14)  KIDDI CARU 3.29 
35 out of 37 settings
2 new registrations
         

9 (7) TOPS DAY NURSERIES 3.50 
16 out of 19 settings
3 new registrations

17 (13) YMCA 2.90
39 out of 45 settings
5 new registrations
1 in Wales

20 (19) BANANA MOON 2.85 
34 out of 49 settings
13 new registrations
1 in Scotland
1 in Wales

18 (20)  MONKEY PUZZLE 2.88
33 out of 53 settings
19 new registrations
1 in Scotland

19 (NEW) SAFEHANDS NURSERIES 2.86 
14 out of 16 settings
2 new registrations   

10 (10) MAMA BEAR’S DAY NURSERY 3.45 
22 out of 23 settings
1 new registration
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group in the UK, up from 14th place 
in last year’s table.

New entries
The consolidation in the top half of 
the table has allowed for three new 
entries to sneak into the bottom. 
Alpha Nurseries at number 24 has 
added seven more settings to its stock 
and is just shy of 1,000 childcare plac-
es. Tiny Toez at number 21 has taken 
on three more sites, and the Childcare 
and Learning Group in 25th place 
continues to operate 15 nurseries but 
has doubled the number of places at 
one of its Horley sites.

An analysis of the figures shows 
that this year’s top 25 groups offer 
a combined total of 103,369 places 
across 1,377 settings. This is an 
increase of 75 nurseries and 5,365 
places on our 2016 league table. More 
than half of the nursery groups in this 
year’s table have increased the num-
ber of settings they operate in the 
past 12 months.

Our directory now contains the 
details of 180 nursery groups. This 
year we have 13 new members, 
including Kangaroo Pouch Nurser-
ies in Oldbury, with seven nurseries; 
Little Forest Folk, with its growing 
group of five outdoor London nurs-
eries; and Natural Choice, which 
operates across four sites and plans 
to expand with another 30 places in 
the new year.

Measuring quality
Our analysis of the Ofsted reports 
of the 20 largest nursery groups in 
terms of quality shows that Kids 
Planet has retained the top spot for 
the second year running. 

Congratulations to the nursery 
group, which has 15 nurseries graded 
Outstanding and four graded Good.

It is worth noting that Childbase 
– last year in third – has only mar-
ginally missed out on first place. It is 
in second place because it has suc-
cessfully converted nurseries previ-
ously graded Good to Outstanding 
status. The group now has 32 nurs-
eries graded Outstanding, with the 
remaining nine graded Good.

The group has swapped places 
with Children 1st – last year’s runner-
up – which is now in third place, with 
14 of its nurseries graded Outstand-
ing and six graded Good.

Happy Days Nurseries is a new 
entry in fourth place, with 11 Out-
standing grades and five Goods.

The proportion of nurseries in 
the table graded Outstanding is just 
under a third (30 per cent), up from 
just over a quarter (25.4 per cent) last 
year. There are slightly fewer Good 
grades – 65.9 per cent, against 71 per 
cent last year. This is offset by a small 
rise in the nurseries graded ‘requires 
improvement’, which stands at 3.4 
per cent. Just 0.6 per cent of nurser-
ies have ‘inadequate’ grades.

Overall, our table highlights the 
strength of quality in the private and 
voluntary large group sector, with 96 
per cent of nurseries graded either 
Outstanding or Good.

This is a slightly higher percent-
age than the figure for Ofsted’s most 
recent national statistics, which 
show that as of 31 March 2017, the 
proportion of childcare providers 
on the Early Years Register (EYR) 
judged to be Good or Outstanding 
was 93 per cent. n
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Top of the Ofsted table again: CEO of Kids Planet Clare Roberts, father John Hoban (chairman), 
and sister Lucy Kaczmarska, the group’s early years director, pictured at their Lymm nursery

NOTES ON TABLE
l Compiled from the latest 

published Ofsted reports.
l The percentages given are 

based on the number of 
published Ofsted reports.

l We have only included 
nurseries registered and 
inspected by Ofsted, and 
excluded nurseries in 
Scotland, Wales, Northern 
Ireland and Ireland, which fall 
under different inspection 
regimes.

l We have noted where Ofsted 
reports are unavailable, for 
example if settings are new 
registrations.

l Where Ofsted says a newly 
registered setting has an 
associated provider, we 
have used the grade for that 
setting. Where there is a 
nursery at the same postcode 
that is not linked in this way by 
Ofsted, we have not used the 
grade, except where the chain 
itself explicitly links the two 
settings on its website.

Table rankings
We allocated points to each 
setting on the basis of its Ofsted 
report. For each group, the 
total number of points was 
then divided by the number 
of reports to give a final score. 
Figures in brackets show last 
year’s position.

Outstanding: 5 points
Good: 3 points
Requires improvement:  1 point
Inadequate: -2 points
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