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This short paper looks at the importance of every childcare setting monitoring its Occupancy 
Level.  It exposes a dangerous illusion many Providers fall victim to, and offers help in setting 
up your own Occupancy Monitoring system to help keep your setting sustainable. 
 
 
WHY BOTHER? 
 
Like it or not, in business terms - whether you’re in the Voluntary, Private or Public Sector - 
Childcare is a ‘product’ or ‘service’ like any other.  Unless somebody pays for it, the costs of 
providing it can’t be covered.  
 
So ultimately, a Setting with permanently low occupancy is unsustainable.  At best it will require 
constant bailing-out with grants and subsidies.  At worst it will fail and have to close, which has 
serious implications of financial loss for its proprietors, staff, customers and suppliers. 
 
It’s therefore important every Setting monitors its Occupancy Level on a regular basis, for 
three reasons: 
 
 As a key indicator of its potential sustainability 
 As an early warning system to spot when numbers are beginning to fall, so steps can be 

taken to recruit replacement children before the effects of reduced Income begin to bite 
 As a tool to assist in Budget Forecasting and the setting of appropriate levels for Fees. 

 
 
“NUMBER ON ROLL” – A DANGEROUS ILLUSION 
 
Looking at occupancy in terms of ‘Number on Roll’ - as many Providers do - can be dangerously 
misleading, because it only measures how many children are being ‘reached’ by their service.  That 
has its uses, but is of no value whatever for working-out how well the Setting is doing in business 
terms. 
 
Imagine a 24-place Setting offering 2 sessions per day.  It may have, say, 36 children on roll.  With 
half as many children again as there are places, at first glance it therefore looks to be doing well . . .  
 
. . . But if the average number of sessions booked each week is only, say, 3 per child, then about 
108 sessions per week (36 children X average 3 sessions per week each) are being ‘sold’.  Yet the 
capacity of this Setting is up to 240 sessions per week (24 FTE places X 2 sessions per day X 5 
days) – therefore it’s actually less than half full! 
 
This is just an illustration, but we have seen many examples of small and medium-sized Providers 
fall victim to the illusion they’re doing well simply because they have a lot of children on the books.  
They don’t notice until they’re in trouble that what counts isn’t how many children are ‘On 
Roll’, but how much Childcare their Setting is actually managing to sell – which is its 
‘Occupancy’! 
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WORKING OUT THE OCCUPANCY LEVEL  
 
Your objective should therefore to work out what actual take-up was and compare it with 
what your Occupancy Level could have been, if every single place had been full all the while. 
 
It’s not very complicated to do once you have a system and a routine set-up.  All you need is your 
registers, a calendar, and a calculator or a computer spreadsheet. This should be done as ‘best 
practice’ by the Manager, Owner or Committee of every Childcare Setting at least as a monthly 
exercise (though weekly would be even better!).  And then compare this month to last month - and 
to the equivalent month last year, and so on - to see what’s different.  This should prompt you to ask 
yourself: “why has it changed?” 
 
One picture is worth a thousand words, as the saying goes, so best of all is to plot it week-by-week, 
or month-by-month, on a graph that’s kept on the Manager’s or Owner’s wall.  We do appreciate no 
Provider can realistically have 100% Occupancy for 100% of the time, but by doing this you can 
then very quickly spot what the trends are for your own Setting, and use this information in the three 
ways mentioned above. 
 
Bear in mind that you’re looking to monitor the Occupancy compared to the Setting’s full 
registered capacity – not just the number of children your current staffing level would 
support.  Some Providers choose to ‘cap’ their actual child numbers this way – they may have good 
practical reasons, but whereas staff costs can be varied with child numbers, many other costs 
(‘overheads’) cannot – power, business rates, maintenance, accountancy, security, rent or mortgage 
etc. are usually the same whether you have 20 children attending or 60, and they still have to be 
covered.  Measuring Occupancy against an artificial ‘cap’ based on staff numbers can therefore give 
a false picture of true business sustainability.  Don’t do it – or if you feel you must, then do both, and 
for ‘business sustainability’ purposes only rely on the ‘full capacity’ numbers. 
 
 
FINDING OUT MORE 
 
You can find out more about good practice in Occupancy Monitoring by asking your Early Years 
Support Officer/Worker or Childcare Support Worker. 
 
We have guidance notes that explain the problem in more detail, explain how to interpret the results 
of your monitoring, give examples of typical situations, and suggest benchmarks against which you 
can compare your own performance. 
 
We can also offer you a straightforward system that small and medium-sized Providers can use in 
conjunction with your Setting’s Register to monitor your Occupancy Percentage on an ongoing 
weekly, monthly and yearly basis.  This can be done either as an Excel Spreadsheet or paper-
based, depending on your requirements and skills. 
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