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Nursery World’s first 
issue of Nursery 
Chains was 
published in 
November 1998. 
Looking back 

through our archives to track the 
fortunes of the UK’s nursery groups 
over the past two decades also 
reveals the evolution of our early 
years sector. 

1998
Setting the 
scene
‘Two years ago, 
Nursery World 
knew of only ten 
nursery chains. 
Now we are in 

contact with more than 70, and the 
number seems to be rising every 
day…The majority of nursery chains 
were set up in the late eighties and 
early nineties and have grown 
quickly since then: each now owns 
an average of seven or eight 
nurseries and typically employs 
around 100 staff. In total the groups 
listed in our directory employ more 
than 9,500 staff and own upwards of 
550 nurseries, crèches and out-of-
school clubs between them. Two 
factors are escalating the speed of 
growth – the Government’s 
commitment to a National Childcare 
Strategy and the increase in the 
number of working mothers.’

SUMMER 
2000
Does size 
matter?
‘A one-sided war 
of words has been 
brewing in the 
nursery sector 

with the managers and owners of 
single-site settings accusing the 
chains of a range of failings 
including low pay, lack of training 
and poor management, leading to 
high staff turnover…

‘The fiercest retorts are  
provoked by the key complaint of 

How have the UK’s biggest nursery groups – and the early years sector as a whole – 
changed over the past two decades? Catherine Gaunt goes through the archives

Chains at 20
stand-alones: that the fundamental 
difference between the two strands 
of childcare is that owner-run 
establishments are vocationally 
motivated while corporate groups 
are profit driven…

‘This charge is denounced as 
“complete bunkum” by Michael 
Thompson who is well placed to take 
an overview of the whole early years 
sector as managing director of Child 
Base, which runs 25 nurseries, and 
as chairman of the National Day 
Nurseries Association.’

SUMMER 
2001
The bigger 
picture
‘In this issue of 
Nursery Chains, 
we have for the 
first time in the 

directory listed the total number  
of registered places provided by  
each group. This gives us a picture of 
how the biggest groups in the 
country compare. 

‘Not surprisingly, Asquith Court 
Schools, which recently announced 
that it had been bought for £66m by 
a global investment bank, is the 
largest. However, some of the others 
in our top 20 have comparatively few 
branches – such as Lancashire-based 
Kindercare Childcare Centres, 
which currently runs nine nurseries. 
One of these, at 248 places, is the 
largest known to Nursery World.’

WINTER 
2002
Neighbour-
hood watch
‘Its birth signalled 
the Government’s 
intent to help the 
most 

disadvantaged with childcare. But as 
it took its first steps doubts were 
raised about the long-term viability 
of the Neighbourhood Nurseries 
Initiative (NNI) as the Government 
only promised to nurture it through 
the first three years of its life. Once 
weaned off Government support, 
some of the UK’s biggest nursery 
chains fear the initiative will fail as 
bureaucratic hurdles and the chill 
wind of commercial unviability 
discourage them from taking part.’

SUMMER 
2004
Buyouts
‘Last month saw 
the merger of two 
of the UK’s largest 
nurseries, a move 
which 

commentators predict we are likely 
to see more of in the future.

‘Leapfrog, previously the third 
largest group in the UK and Ireland 
with 39 nurseries, has been bought 
by private education company Nord 
Anglia, instead of floating on the 
London Stock Exchange, which the 
company had originally pencilled in.’

Asquith Court Schools 5,340

Jigsaw Group 4,104

Leapfrog Day Nurseries 3,036

Kids Unlimited 2,487

Busy Bees 2,247

Kinderquest 1,849

Just Learning 1,812

Child Base 1,664

Bright Horizons 1,502

Kindercare 1,286

Teddies Nurseries 1,225

Nord Anglia 1,184

Childcare Partners 1,169

Careshare 958

Child & Co 698

Academy Childcare 694

Happy Times 590

Happy Child 562

Petits Enfants 558

Early Years Childcare 541

Nursery Chain Nursery ChainPlaces Places

UK’s 20 largest nursery chains, summer 2001

The table below 
shows the 20 
biggest chains in 
our 2001 issue
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WINTER 
2004
Joining 
forces
‘It’s all go in the 
private nursery 
sector with 
nursery chains 

continuing to consolidate and 
purchase other groups. Following 
the publication of the last Nursery 
Chains supplement in June we had 
to print an updated version of our 
Top 20 league table when Nord 
Anglia Education purchased  
Jigsaw Day Nurseries and replaced 
Asquith Court Schools as the UK’s 
largest provider.’

SUMMER 
2005
Helping hand
‘Between 
September and 
Christmas last 
year Busy Bees 
vouchers’ division 

received about 30 calls a day from 
employers and parents enquiring 
about the Government’s tax and 
national insurance exemption for 
those using approved childcare. 
Worth up to £50 a week, it came into 
force on 6 April 2005.

‘John Woodward, director of the 
Busy Bees chain, which shares 
around 80 per cent of the voucher 
business with Accor services, says 
telephone enquiries have grown 
eight-fold since then and are now 
running at 250 a day.’

WINTER 
2005
Label it?
‘Ashoob Cook, 
director of the 
Happy Child 
nursery chain, 
argues that it is 

good business sense to create a 
united brand image. She says: 
“Having a strong brand is crucial 
for us because we operate 18 
nurseries in a small geographical 
area in three neighbouring London 
boroughs…” 

‘Stephen Field, whose company 
Child Centred Nurseries, owns 
seven settings in Essex, is a strong 
believer in nurseries having 
individual identities. He explains: 
“Each of my nurseries plays on the 
strengths of the staff and high 
standards of care. Having a shared 
name would not make a difference 
to this.”’ ➤

SUMMER 
2007
What’s the 
forecast?
‘Laing & Buisson 
says that the “new 
entrant” in the 
UK market, the 

Australia-based ABC Learning 
Centres, has “ambitions to drive 
forward consolidation in the 
marketplace”. ABC, which is by  
far the largest childcare company  
in the world, stunned the UK 
private day nursery sector in 
December when it bought 
Staffordshire-based Busy Bees, its 
47 nurseries and burgeoning 
childcare voucher business.’

AUTUMN 
2008
At the ready
‘With banks 
warning of 
stricter credit 
controls, 
mortgages 

becoming harder to obtain and the 
economy shrouded in gloom, it is 
perhaps surprising to find parts of 
the private day nursery sector 
bucking the trend and displaying 
some optimism.

‘The evidence comes from reports 
of rising occupancy levels and the 
declared aim of three chains in 
particular – KidsUnlimited, the 
Bertram Group and Just Learning – 
to expand their businesses.’

A busy year
‘The big story from the past year is 
the emergence of Busy Bees, which 
was previously the sixth largest 
nursery group, as overwhelmingly 
the dominant player in the UK 
nursery market.

AUTUMN 
2010
Right place at 
the right time
‘With Laing & 
Buisson (L&B) 
highlighting that 
the nursery 

closure rate is still way above 
pre-recession averages, there is no 
shortage of stock – but good stock 
is another matter. L&B cautions 
that with unemployment set to 
remain high, at above two million, 
growth in demand for formal 
childcare will be held back, 
particularly in certain areas of  
the country.’

AUTUMN 
2012
In the 
balance
‘This year has 
seen major 
consolidation in 
the corporate 

nursery sector…Funding of the free 
entitlement is still an issue across the 
sector and the extension of the 
scheme to disadvantaged two-year-
olds causes concern in part because 
uncertainties about finances make it 
difficult to plan and budget.’

Then and now
‘“Looking back at the beginning 
more than 20 years ago, I only 
remember laughing all day long and 
the paperwork was limited,” says 
Lynda Gostelow, operations director 
for the 41 nurseries of the Childbase 
Partnership. “Reports were simply 
brief notes on individual ‘activity 
scrapbooks’ and there were cosy, 
end-of-day chats with parents.

‘“Parents’ expectations of childcare 
were very different. Most just 
wanted a clean, safe and fun 
environment with kindly carers – 
the ‘home from home’ approach.”

‘Record-keeping and regulation 
are the most obvious markers by 
which many providers measure their 
journey from past to present. Zoe 
Raven, managing director at Acorn 
Childcare, which she founded in 
1989, says, “There’s a lot of 
paperwork now because everyone is 
scared to death of legislation. 
Regulations have changed from 
when nurseries were under social 
services, whose role was different 
from Ofsted. Social services had 
advisers you could go to for support, 
not just inspections.”’

NurseryChains

Business
What are the
factors driving
market growth? 
Pages 4-5

Digital
How to profit
From the web
and social media 
Pages 7-8

Premises
Moving into pubs,
churches and
police stations
Pages 12-13

Profile
Meet the award
winning Bertram
Nursery Group 
Pages 16-17

Who’s who?
Top 25 table and
exclusive directory
of nursery groups 
Pages 19-47

A supplement to Nursery World             www.nurseryworld.co.uk

Autumn 2013

001_NC_Cover 2013.indd   1 28/10/2013   12:26

AUTUMN 
2013
Making links
‘Nursery groups 
are embracing 
digital technology 
as a way of 
developing 

relationships with parents and 
boosting business.

‘The majority of nurseries now use 
social media, such as Facebook and 
Twitter, to provide parents with 
up-to-date information about what 
is happening at a setting and inform 
them about their child’s day. It is 
proving a powerful way of helping 
parents to feel they are staying close 
to their child.

     SPECIAL
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‘Manager of Snapdragons’ 
Grosvenor Nursery in Bath, Lyndsey 
Tanner, who won Nursery Manager 
of the year at the Nursery World 
Awards 2013, sends individual 
tweets to parents and links to photos 
of their children on the group’s 
website…“Lots of our parents are 
following us on Twitter and some 
have created accounts especially,” she 
says. “Sending a tweet can instantly 
help reassure them about their child. 
This morning I had one child who 
was upset. When he was okay I 
tweeted mum and dad to tell them 
he was happy.”’

NurseryChains
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AUTUMN 
2014
Centre stage
‘Nursery chains 
have embraced 
Early Years 
Teacher Status 
(EYTS), the latest 

Government qualification designed 
to raise standards and increase 
public recognition for the sector…
For chains EYTs can offer a key 
means of upgrading practice. They 
can lead staff training, relieve the 
pressure on managers and boost the 
confidence of all staff. But concern 
remains that the EYT qualification, 
though vaunted as “equivalent” to 
QTS by politicians, does not carry 
with it the same pay and conditions.’
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AUTUMN 
2015
Doubling up
‘Earlier this year, 
the Government 
asked childcare 
providers and 
local authorities 

to volunteer to be among the first to 
double the funded hours of childcare 
for working parents…Bertram 
Nursery Group, which has 16 
settings in England, is one of those 
providers. The chain has put itself 
forward…but its interest in taking 
part is not unalloyed with concerns.

“Through the process, Bertram 
hopes to learn and share more 
about how the scheme can be 
implemented, as well as 
participating in feedback to ensure 
the implementation does not 
happen at the expense of nursery 
providers,” says Cary Rankin, 
managing director, England at 
Bertram Nursery Group. “Many are 
already struggling with the costs 
associated with running 15 hours 
funded places.”’ ❚

In our tenth anniversary issue in 2008 we 
looked back at how the ten biggest 
groups had fared since 1998. But what has 
happened to the top ten from 2008?  

1. Busy Bees 
2008
Owned 132 settings
Places 11,598 
2018
Owns 353 settings
Places 31,514
In 2008, Busy Bees had jumped up the 
league table to take pole position for the 
first time. The group, set up by teachers in 
1984, has retained the top spot ever since 
and is seemingly unstoppable, with a 
growing global network. It now provides 
places for more than 50,000 children 
across 500 settings worldwide. 
Co-founders John Woodward and Marg
Randles remain at the helm.
 
2. Bright Horizons Family 
Solutions
2008
Owned/managed 115 nurseries
Places 6,974
2018
Owns/ manages 308 settings
Places 24,805 
Bright Horizons has been on an 
acquisition trail since acquiring Asquith 
Nurseries in 2016.
 
3. Asquith Nurseries
2008
Owned/managed 112 nurseries
Places 6,665
Asquith, which before Busy Bees’ rise to 
prominence had been the largest chain, 
was bought by Bright Horizons Family 
Solutions in November 2016 in a major 
deal for the nursery sector.

4. Just Learning
2008
Owned 66 settings
Places 6,117
In August 2012, Busy Bees bought Just 
Learning’s chain of 71 settings. The group 
was founded in 1995 by Conservative MP 
(and more recently ex-Defence Secretary) 
Michael Fallon and Duncan Bannatyne.
 
5. Kidsunlimited
2008
Owned 51 settings
Places 4,758
One of the earliest nursery groups, 
kidsunlimited was founded by Stewart and 
Jeannie Pickering in 1983. The couple 
sold to private equity group LDC ten years 
ago. In 2013, kidsunlimited’s 64 settings 

were acquired by Bright Horizons for 
£45m. The Pickerings have returned to the 
sector, setting up Back to the Garden 
Child Care, in partnership with the McGoff 
Construction group. Their first nursery 
opened in Altrincham in September.

6. Child Base
2008
Owned 35 nurseries
Places 2,860
2018
Owns 41 settings
Places 3,899
In 2008, Child Base was one of the few 
leading chains to have avoided a buyout. 
Set up by Mike Thompson in 1989, now its 
chairman, the group is now known as the 
Childbase Partnership. It moved to full 
employee ownership in 2017.
 
7. Teddies
2008
Owned 36 nurseries 
Places 2,297
In 2009, Bright Horizons acquired Teddies, 
which had been run by Bupa Childcare 
since a buyout in 2000. When Bupa sold 
to Bright Horizons, Teddies had grown to 
32 settings and was the seventh largest 
chain. Teddies’ founders were Amanda 
Johnson and Nicholas Botterill, who 
started the chain in 1991.

8. Casterbridge Care and 
Education
2008
Owned 24 nurseries
Places 2,293
Acquired by Bright Horizons in 2012, 
Casterbridge was the eighth-largest chain 
with 27 nurseries. It was set up in 2004.
 
9. Giraffe Childcare and Early 
Learning Centres
Owned 20 nurseries
Places 2,104
The Irish group operates 21 nurseries but 
we now only list chains with UK settings.

10. Bertram Nursery Group 
2008
Owned 28 nurseries
Places 2,085
2018
Owns 37 nurseries
Places 2,923
Based in Scotland, Bertram moved south 
of the border with the acquisition of the 
Holyrood chain and has continued to 
grow. Bertram was founded by Graeme 
Scott in 2006 and he remains the owner.

 ➜ See our 2018 league table on page 17

where are they now?
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