
Children’s Centres in Northamptonshire 

A Framework for Charging and Income generation 

 

1. Context 

1.1  Northamptonshire County Council has to date maintained a commitment to it’s network of 

50 children’s centres available to provide services for all families in the County with children aged 0-

4 years in accordance with statutory guidance1 and the Ofsted evaluation framework for children’s 

centres2. 

1.2 In 2012-13 children’s centres revenue grants were reduced by 4.16% and grant payments 

were moderated in some instances where the funds were not being fully utilised.  As part of the 

overall financial plan for the County Council the level of grant to children’s centres is due to be 

reduced by a further 10% in 2013-14.  In this context children’s centres have been invited to 

consider other forms of income generation to compensate for the grant reductions with the 

ambition of maintaining services for families in their area, particularly those in greatest need. 

1.3 This framework has been developed as a guidance document for lead bodies and managers 

of children’s centres in order that they might put in place measures to offset planned and future 

grant reductions. 

2. County Council Policy and Children’s Centre Lead Bodies 

2.1 Children’s Centres managed directly by the County Council need to abide by the Fees and 
Charging Policy.  When considering charging for services to the public managers need to consider the 
basis on which they are considering applying charges and must be able to justify the method chosen.  
Directorates have the responsibility for reviewing, calculating, consulting and updating the fees and 
charges in accordance with the annual fees and charges cycle.  Directorates have delegated powers 
to act in accordance with the Council’s Constitution and within current statutory legislation. 
 

2.2 The December 2012 Cabinet Budget Report, Appendix F, outlines the Council’s current 

position on Fees and Charges.  It highlights where the local authority has the power to charge and 

where it should not.  It makes a useful distinction between the various charging models: 

Full commercial – the default position: The Council seeks to maximise revenue within an overall 
objective of recovering the full cost of provision, including all overheads, investments, cost 
of sales and development. 

Full commercial with discount: As above, but with discounts being given to reflect market conditions 
and enable trade. Discounted costs are met out of service budget. 

                                                           
1
 “Sure Start Children’s Centres – Statutory Guidance” Department for Education (2010) 

2
 “Inspection of children’s centres – Evaluation schedule and grade descriptors” Ofsted (September 2011) 



 
Full commercial with concession: As above, but with concessions being given to enable 
disadvantaged groups to access the service. There needs to be a clear case for this. 
 
Subsidised: Council policy is to make the service widely accessible, but believes users of the service 
should make some contribution from their own resources. Could also be due to the adverse impact a 
commercial charging policy would have on other Council services. 
 
Nominal: The Council wishes the service to be fully available, but sets a charge to discourage 
frivolous usage. 
 
Free: Council policy is to make the service fully available without charge. 
 
Statutory: Charges are set in line with legal obligations and charges are only made for 
added value services. 
 
 
2.3 Children’s Centres managed by other organisations on behalf of the Council must abide by 
their own organisation’s policies regarding income generation.   
 
2.4 Council retains the right to withdraw some or all of the revenue funding should the 
organisation in question: 

 Introduce charges for services that are already grant funded 

 Introduce top-up fees for services already grant funded 

 Generate income through activity not compatible with the core purpose of Children’s 
Centres 

 
2.5 The following extracts from the DfE guidance on the Core Purpose indicate what the Council 
expects Children’s Centres to provide using their revenue funding: 

 “Improving outcomes for young children and their families, and reducing inequalities.  

This is the overall aim of children’s centres. The purpose around which children’s centres should 
frame their activities is to identify, reach and help the families in greatest need to support:  
 Child development and school readiness - supporting personal, social and emotional 
development, physical development and communication and language from pre-birth to age 5, so 
children develop as confident and curious learners and are able to take full advantage of the learning 
opportunities presented to them in school. 

 Parenting aspirations and parenting skills - building on strengths and supporting aspirations, 
so that parents and carers are able to give their child the best start in life.  

 Child and family health and life chances - promoting good physical and mental health for 
both children and their family; safeguarding; supporting parents to improve the skills that enable 
them to access education, training and employment; and addressing risk factors  so that children 
and their families are safe, free from poverty and able to improve both their immediate wellbeing 
and their future life chances.” 
 

“Providing access to high quality universal (available to all families who wish to use them) services 
in the area  

The statutory definition of a children’s centre includes making available early childhood services. 
These services for young children and their families (defined in Section 2 of the Childcare Act 2006) 
are: childcare; social services functions; health services; employment support and information and 



advice. Children’s Centres must provide access to these services or have them on site. All Children’s 
Centres must directly provide some activities for young children, for example ‘stay and play’ sessions 
and drop in groups. It will sometimes be appropriate to charge those who can afford to pay for 
some of these services.” 

“Using evidence-based approaches to deliver targeted, family-centred support  

This means children’s centres combining evidence with professional expertise – in order to decide 
which early interventions work best for local families, and help ensure families receive the services 
they really need and that will make a difference to their lives. The following targeted services can 
make a difference for families with the greatest needs:  

Parenting and family support, including outreach work and relationship support  ..... 
Targeted evidence-based early intervention programmes  ..... 

Links with specialist services for families where there are the most complex health or social care 
needs (e.g. disabled children, children with major health difficulties, or children likely to be “in need” 
or where there are safeguarding concerns as in the Children Act 1989). 
 

This list of services links to the “full core offer” children’s centres have focused on up to now, but 
rather than providing a detailed list of services for all children’s centres to deliver (as with the 
current core offer), it sets a framework to support local assessment of need and delivery of services. 
Although overall less detailed and prescriptive, it includes increased emphasis on family-centred 
support, including relationship. It puts an emphasis on children’s centres thinking innovatively about 
the range of services they might provide.” 

“Acting as a hub for the local community, building social capital and cohesion.  

This will involve children’s centres capitalising on their role as a welcoming environment for families, 
for example by welcoming older people’s groups to use the facility for community activities or by 
supporting siblings or older children’s activities where this is appropriate locally. It is about children’s 
centres using their facilities creatively so the whole community can benefit and using the skills within 
the community to the benefit of the children’s centre e.g. members of the community volunteering 
their skills.....” 

3. General principles 

It is clear from the above extracts that charging for services may be appropriate in some 

circumstances.  The County Council is recommending that Children’s Centres consider introducing 

charging in accordance with the following principles: 

 Where a children’s centre is considering introducing charges a consultation must be 

conducted with service users 

 Where a children’s centre is considering introducing charges an Equalities Impact 

Assessment must be carried out to ensure that no protected groups are disproportionately 

affected 

 Where charges are introduced there should be a monitoring process to gauge the impact of 

the introduction of charges 

 Families in receipt of benefits such that they meet the Free School Meals criteria are 

automatically eligible for discounted or free services 

 Families not meeting Free School Meals eligibility criteria may be charged according to the 

charging model applicable to the service in question i.e. nominal, subsidised, full commercial 

with concession or full commercial with discounts. 



 Where a children’s centre is providing facilities or expertise on a traded basis the default 

position should be full cost recovery including overheads. 

 Where a centre provides childcare this should be on a full commercial basis 

 NCC Children’s Centre revenue funding should not be used to subsidise traded services 

4.    Acceptable charges for Service Users 

 The hire of premises for private functions e.g. birthday parties 

 The provision of staff for  private functions 

 The provision of catering facilities for private functions 

 Excursions e.g. trips to country parks, seaside, theatre 

 Celebration events e.g. Xmas parties 

 Commemorative items e.g. photographs, key fobs, T-shirts 

 Contributions to the cost of refreshments and snacks 

 Fees for courses or activities delivered by external agencies e.g. music, dance, yoga, 

swimming, baby massage (unless the sessions are being delivered by Health or Jobcentre 

Plus staff as part of the Core Purpose) – these might be fully commercial, subsidised, 

discounted according to the status of the family 

 Contributions towards the cost of consumables used in sessions 

 

5. Other examples of acceptable income generation  

 Charges for room hire to external agencies – this might be at a fully commercial rate or with 

discounts, concessions or subsidised depending upon the nature of the event 

 Cost recovery for centre staff contributing to the work of other centres or partner agencies 

 Hire of equipment to other centres or other agencies 

 Development and sale of resources that have been developed by the centre in its work with 

families 

6. Dealing with income – the practicalities 

 Any income generated through charging should be accounted for separately in the centre 

accounts 

 Sources of income should be identifiable in the 6 monthly financial return to NCC 

 It is for each lead body to establish its position regarding VAT 

 The centre needs to establish its own policy & procedures for handling cash, banking money 

received, issuing receipts etc. 

 The level of surpluses and the use of surpluses will be reviewed as part of the annual 

conversation and financial review process conducted by NCC on a 6 monthly basis. 

7. Who to speak to if you have any queries 

 In the first instance speak to the NCC Early Years Strategic Officer – Deborah Wallis on 07921 

093195; e-mail dwallis@northamptonshire.gov.uk 
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