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Executive Summary 
 

The study of the Buildings Used in Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLP)s is 
part of the Implementation Module in the National Evaluation of Sure Start. It 
is one of a series of one-off snapshots of aspects of SSLPs and was selected 
because buildings were a substantial aspect of the programme, for which 
initially £184 was made available to the 260 programmes in the first four 
rounds of Sure Start studied by NESS (to date, £288million is currently 
committed). 
 
Aims and Objectives 
The study is largely descriptive, and aimed to provide an overview of the 
buildings, extensions, conversions and other settings developed by SSLPs, 
the effects of buildings on the relationships between staff and users and the 
processes through which buildings have been created.  It also aimed to 
identify good practice in designing and developing Sure Start settings. 
 
Methodology 
The National Survey of SSLP programme managers carried out by the 
Implementation module, and other data sources were used to catalogue 
information about Sure Start buildings.  A telephone survey of 60 SSLPs, 
randomly selected from each Government Office Region, followed up this 
information using a semi-structured interview, usually carried out with SSLP 
Managers.  From this process a number of approaches to building 
development were identified and follow-up visits were made to 15 SSLPs that 
illustrated these approaches. Fieldwork interviews were carried out with 
programme management, workers and users, and with workers and users of 
other services that shared Sure Start buildings. 
 
Findings 
• Numbers: On average each SSLP uses 9.2 buildings.  84% of SSLPs have 
undertaken at least one major construction project.  Almost all programmes 
have converted at least one building, and 64% of SSLPs have both built and 
converted premises. At least 215 new buildings have been built by SSLPs in 
the first four rounds, and 420 buildings have been converted. 
 
• Patterns:  Different configurations of buildings are used, the most common 
model being one or two Sure Start buildings in an SSLP area, housing staff 
and delivering services including daycare, and a series of satellite venues, 
offering services close to families’ homes. 
 
• Sharing Buildings: over 58% of buildings which have had SSLP investment 
are shared with other agencies which may have invested in them or be 
sharing them under reciprocal arrangements. Premises are most likely to be 
shared with statutory agencies, or with voluntary organisations and nurseries. 
12.7% are shared with schools.  
 
• External Appearance of Buildings: in some areas buildings were very 
prominent in the community.  Others were more ‘invisible’. Parents often 



vii 

reported that they liked inconspicuous, very local venues that they felt 
‘belonged’ to them. 
 
• Sustainability: opportunities to produce environmentally friendly, low-
energy buildings have been taken in some areas, but there was little evidence 
of radical approaches to sustainability, perhaps because the majority of work 
has been on converting buildings. 
 
• Outdoor play areas were hard to provide on some city sites, but drew 
attention to the purpose of the building, and attracted families.  Outdoor play 
areas not attached to buildings had a similar function. 
 
• Style: there was no attempt to prescribe a ‘Sure Start style’ for buildings and 
none has emerged.  The majority of conversions have taken their style from 
the original structure – school, health centre, family centre, community centre 
or nursery – of the building to which they were attached.  Some new buildings 
were striking, but they tended to be striking in different ways. 
 
• Single-storey and multiple storey buildings have been used successfully. 
There were benefits and disadvantages in both types of design. 
 
• Security is a significant consideration, and the requirement to keep children 
safe can affect the welcoming aspect of buildings.  Standardised systems for 
securing buildings are being developed and widely adopted by SSLPs. 
 
• Internal Spaces are governed by functions, like administration (office 
space); service delivery (meeting and interview rooms) spaces for parents 
(lounges, cafes) spaces for children (nurseries, crèches, play areas). 
Buildings could facilitate joined-up working where staff are co-located and 
could facilitate the relationship between users and staff.  
 
• Reception areas were very important in the way they presented 
programmes.  They needed to be welcoming and convenient. 
 
• Offices: large quantities of office space can give too bureaucratic a feeling 
where services are also delivered from the building. In some SSLPs staff are 
spread out in buildings round the area.  
 
• All SSLPs need rooms for group meetings of parents of parents and staff 
together. They also need smaller, consulting-type rooms where parents can 
speak confidentially to staff.  
 
• Purpose-built spaces include nurseries (i.e. space for childcare), which are 
a requirement in  Sure Start local programmes,  kitchens, multi-sensory 
rooms, soft play rooms, toy libraries, safety equipment stores, IT training 
rooms, rooms with observation walls, training flats and laundry rooms 
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• Informal Areas and Communal Spaces occur in the majority of Sure Start 
buildings and at best are warm, friendly and encourage interaction between 
users and between users and staff 
 
• Internal Features and Decoration can present opportunities for interaction, 
by the use of texture, image, colour and shape. Light, bright colours are 
preferred and users like to be involved in choosing them. 
 
• Smoking is Discouraged in all Sure Start buildings, but a small number 
have installed smoking shelters outside.  Parents do not appear to be put off 
using facilities because they are not allowed to smoke there. 
 
• Problems with Sure Start buildings have been revealed after they have 
come into use.  Common are: insufficient storage space, insufficient space for 
staff; poor routeing through buildings, poor acoustics, inflexible spaces, lack of 
intimacy, users uncomfortable with the building. 
 
• Guidance on buildings evolved from round to round of the programme.  
Although it became clearer in specifying what should be built, the absence of 
experience in building planning or development on SSLP Partnerships was a 
drawback in managing projects. 
 
• Some Statutory partners tried to get SSLPs to develop buildings which 
were not suitable – redundant schools, health and community buildings which 
needed investment but were not in the right area, or not offering the right 
potential. Time was often wasted in pursuing these proposals. 
 
• Consultation with Parents over buildings often proved more effective than 
consultation about service aspects of Sure Start, because parents were more 
easily able to conceptualise and comment on proposals 
 
• Where Consultation was ignored, this was most often because the local 
authority over-ruled its results.  In more than half the case study areas the 
local authority had pressured the SSLP to taken buildings they had not wished 
to use. 
 
• Most Sure Start Managers did not have experience of managing a building 
project, certainly not a sizeable one.  The minority of SSLPs which had 
appointed a member of staff to handle the day-to-day elements of the process 
moved ahead faster, and more painlessly than those which had not. Where 
liaison staff were appointed by councils to work with the SSLPs this could be 
helpful, but created extra difficulties in some areas.   
 
• SSLPS raised extra capital from non-Sure Start sources like Primary Care 
Trusts (PCTs), Single Regeneration Budget (SRB), New Deal for 
Communities (NDC), European Social Fund (ESF), local authorities and the 
Neighbourhood Nursery Initiative (NNI).  The association with the NNI, 
administered through local Early Years Partnerships (EYDCP), worked well 
for the large majority of SSLPs. 
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• Programmes experienced delays in their building projects: difficulties in 
finding and affording land, construction problems, a lengthy approvals process 
in the Sure Start Unit, and the need to develop services at the same time as 
the building were among the causes. 
 
• Support offered for building development included advances on capital 
for small early projects; advice from the Commission for Architecture and the 
Built Environment, specialist guides for planning, designing and constructing 
buildings, a checking panel, to oversee the quality and budgeting of plans and 
help from Sure Start staff in Regional Teams. 
 
• Support was variably received. SSLPs were uncomfortable with the dual 
role of the checking panel, which was supposed to help as well as judge 
SSLP proposals. The most valued support came from local sources, 
particularly from architects in local authorities or private practice. 
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Introduction:  Aspects of Sure Start Local Programmes 
 
Delivering Services 
Sure Start Local Programmes (SSLPs) aim to change the services available 
for children aged 0 to 4 years and their families, as well as develop new 
services where gaps are evident. The central idea is that by overhauling, 
expanding and adding value to such services, they will be improved and will in 
turn improve the prospects of children, families and the communities they live 
in.  A ‘service’ in this context is something offered to children and families, 
often, though not invariably, by a trained practitioner or professional, which is 
not normally available to them from within the family.  SSLPs provide core 
services under the following categories: 
 

   • outreach and home visiting 
   • support for families and parents 
   • support for good-quality play, learning and childcare 
                              experiences for children 
   • primary and community health care, including advice  
      about family health and child health and development. 
   • support for children and parents with special needs,  
                              including help getting access to specialised services.   
                              (DfES 1999) 
 

Need for Premises 
Changing services and creating new services has implications for the places 
from which services are delivered.  There will need to be more of these, they 
will need to be clearly signposted, welcoming, accessible and flexible. 
Providers of Sure Start services are advised to work in new ways that will cut 
across professional boundaries, for example delivering services, help and 
advise from one place where they will be easier for families to use but there 
can be problems with this approach too and.  Premises will have several 
roles: 

   • providing informal space for parents and children to 
                              meet, socialise and interact; 
   • providing structured and informal space for children to 
                              be cared-for and to play (day-care, crèche, play group) 
   • acting as bases for professionals and practitioners with 
                              office, meeting and other support facilities; 
   • being venues for regular activities like clinics, classes  
                              and courses; 
   • providing facilities for individual work with parents and  
                              children. 
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Funding for Buildings 
The need for SSLPs to develop buildings in order to deliver the required 
services was acknowledged by the funding offered to them by Government.   
Local Programmes were commissioned in a series of rounds.  Arrangements 
varied from round to round, but all programmes in the first four rounds of Sure 
Start had at least £700,000, and sometimes as much a £1 million capital to 
spend. The relation of this amount to the revenue funding granted for 
spending on salaries, utilities and sub-contracting of services can be seen by 
the funds made available for the first four rounds of programmes, where the 
total of £452 million available to 260 SSLPs included £187 million for capital 
expenditure. Although there were some claims on the capital budget of SSLPs 
for items like outdoor playgrounds, equipment and play buses, by far the 
biggest demand was for spending on bricks and mortar. A detailed account of 
the funding available to each of the first four rounds of SSLPs, with the 
specific Guidance given to each round, is given at Appendix 1. 

 
Neighbourhood Programmes 
Sure Start Local Programmes are largely based in areas that have scored 
within the top 20% on overall measures of disadvantage on the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (2000) and need. The boundary of a Sure Start local 
programme area encompasses a neighbourhood where there are around 800 
children under 4. They are neighbourhoods that have a local identity, though 
they may not fit within local administrative boundaries, like wards. Among their 
disadvantages have been poor services, which have been difficult for people 
to reach. Reports on Britain’s poorest communities from the Social Exclusion 
Unit noted the paucity of basic facilities like shops, banks, pharmacies and 
post offices (SEU 1998). In such contexts buildings can themselves be seen 
as a form of service, offering opportunities for activities and relaxation, and 
improving the appearance of the neighbourhood. However, there were also 
many Sure Start areas which already had community centres, family centres, 
clinics, GP surgeries, libraries, schools, nurseries, advice centres or other 
public and communal buildings which could be bases for services and offered 
scope for development. 
 
Young Families 
Until the arrival of Sure Start, services for families with children aged 0-4 were 
patchy or rare in many areas.  What existed was usually delivered by an ad-
hoc mixture of statutory, voluntary and (in the case of daycare) private 
providers, and was often poorly coordinated.  There was no tradition of 
developing buildings for the use of such families specifically, and little 
experience of what buildings for ‘early years services’ might involve, other 
than the work pioneered by a small number of architects in designing sites for 
pre-school care and education (Dudek 2000).  The double focus of Sure Start 
Local Programmes – on the 0-4 year-old child and his or her family – has 
therefore explored some very new issues for buildings. 
 
Sure Start Principles 
The Sure Start approach emphasised that parents and other community 
members were to be involved in the planning, management and delivery of 
SSLPs, including the development of buildings. As well as adding value to 
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existing services, SSLPs endeavour to avoid stigma, be culturally appropriate 
and reach all the families in the programme area. Such considerations are 
relevant to the buildings used by the programmes and a good deal of this 
report will be concerned with the ways in which SSLPs have dealt with the 
challenges they present. 
 
Report  
The Report is divided four parts: 
  

• Part 1 outlines the research project from which the findings are drawn.   

• Part 2 describes the kind of buildings that Sure Start local programmes 
have developed.   

• Part 3 looks at what it has been like for SSLPs to get buildings up and 
operational. 

• Part 4 uses the evidence to draw some conclusions both about the 
types of buildings and features of buildings that are effective for the 
delivery of Sure Start services with a Sure Start ethos, and about the 
processes involved in setting them up. Some recommendations are 
made. 
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Part 1: The Research Study 
 

1.1 The National Evaluation of Sure Start 
The study of buildings in Sure Start was carried out as part of the National 
Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS). NESS is divided into modules that look at 
the Impact of Sure Start rounds 1-4 on children and families living in SSLP 
areas, the Implementation of the programmes and how they work, the Local 
Context of Programmes and their Cost Effectiveness. NESS also provides 
Support to SSLPs in carrying out their own local evaluations. 
 
1.2 Investigating Implementation 
In order to examine how SSLPs work, the Implementation Module has 
surveyed SSLPs and conducted case studies of a selection of them.  The 
themed studies in the Implementation Module look in detail at policy and 
practice in local programmes, focusing on subjects that may not have been 
investigated by other means.  Themes draw on the knowledge generated by 
other aspects of NESS, especially the other parts of the Implementation 
research and the Local Context Analysis. 
 
1.3 Studying Buildings 
1.3.1 Aims 
The study aims to provide an overview of the buildings, extensions, 
conversions and other settings developed by SSLPs.  The overview includes: 
• the numbers and types of building created; 
• the combinations of buildings used; 
• the significance of buildings to service delivery; 
• the ways different buildings meet different purposes; 
• the affects of indoor and outdoor developments on children, families and 
neighbourhoods; 
• the affects of buildings on the relationship between practitioners and users; 
• the processes through which buildings have been created. 
 
In particular, the study aims to identify practice which works, is interesting and 
has overcome the difficulties presented by the development of settings for 
services by people who are not familiar with commissioning and overseeing 
such projects. 
 
1.3.2 Stages of the Investigation 
 

a. Cataloguing 
The buildings developed by SSLPS in Rounds 1-4 were catalogued by using 
information from the National Survey, by examination of documentation on 
capital plans and by interviews with staff at the Sure Start Unit.  Additional 
information was available from case study material collected for the 
Implementation Module and from the Local Context Analysis of NESS. 
 

b. Telephone Survey 
A telephone survey of 60 SSLPs was carried out.  Programmes were 
randomly selected from each Government Office region, in proportion to the 
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numbers of SSLPs in that region. A survey schedule was developed to add 
detail to the basic information collected at the cataloguing stage. The survey 
aimed to confirm the information already collected, and to ask further 
questions about building type and design, development and use. The 
schedule was piloted in two contrasting areas. The pilot interviews were 
carried out with SSLP managers. 
 
The outcome of the pilots was a semi-structured interview, verifying the 
numerical information already obtained and exploring: building appearance, 
use, development, sharing, history, community involvement and evaluation. 
The semi-structure allowed the interviewer to gather information on particular 
elements while allowing the interviewee to add extra detail or, sometimes, to 
raise tangential matters. In almost all cases the SSLP respondent was the 
Programme Manager.  
 

c. Field Visits 
From a combination of the information collected at the cataloguing and 
surveying stages of the research, a number of approaches to building 
development were identified.  A series of follow-up visits was made to 15 
SSLPs that illustrated these approaches, regionally distributed but not 
selected on other systematic bases. At this stage of the National Evaluation 
many SSLPs have been the subject of fieldwork for one or other part of the 
study, and some effort was made to avoid areas that had already been the 
subject of field research.  
 
During fieldwork interviews were conducted with Programme Management 
(always including the Programme Manager, and sometimes members of the 
Programme Partnership); programme workers, including those delivering 
services and those with administrative roles; programme users (usually 
parents, but sometimes grandparents and friends); practitioners and users of 
other services in buildings shared with Sure Start.  Observations were carried 
out of the interior and exterior of buildings and the behaviour of those within 
buildings, especially of children and parents.  
 

d. Advisory Group 
The research project was supported by an Advisory Group which met once 
during the course of the study and advised the researchers on building 
features to look for, particularly those which affect small children. Member of 
the Advisory Group will consider and comment upon the draft of this final 
report. 

 
Group members: 
 
Mark Dudek, Architect, Education Design Group 
Lucy Watson, Schools Building and Design Unit, DfES 
Susan Shakespeare, Capital Team, Sure Start Unit  
Elizabeth Green, Evaluation Team, Sure Start Unit 
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Part 2: Characteristics of Buildings in Sure Start Local 
Programmes 
The basic information about numbers of buildings used by and developed by 
SSLPs was drawn from the National Surveys.  However, the follow-up work 
for this study suggests that SSLPs may change their patterns of building use, 
often because a planned building becomes operational, but also in response 
to local needs and preferences. 
 
2.1. Numbers and Types of Buildings 
On average each SSLP uses 9.2 buildings.  This number includes main 
buildings, office premises and outreach space in the community.  Again on 
average, 1.1 of these buildings are used solely by the SSLP and 7.8 are 
shared with other agencies.  This suggests that the most common model for 
SSLPs is to have one building dedicated to the delivery of Sure Start services 
and several other bases in the community where other agencies also work, 
but in which the SSLP has invested.  The main reason given for the number of 
buildings used is the need reach out to users and get services as close to 
them as possible.  The impression given by these statistics that in the majority 
of Sure Start areas there is one building which is seen as most significant to 
the programme (and which is often known as the ‘Sure Start Building’) was 
reinforced by the interviews and visits in the research study. 
 
2.1.1 New Buildings 
The majority of SSLPs (84%) had undertaken at least one construction project 
that could be described as the development of a ‘new’ building. (Although 
many ‘new’ buildings were on the site of, or attached to, existing structures.) 
New buildings included those that used a modular approach, particularly 
popular in the development of daycare facilities. Some SSLPS reported that 
they were involved in more than one new construction project.  
 
2.1.2 The number of programmes reporting no new construction at all was 
therefore quite small (16%). In some cases there had been a decision by the 
Sure Start local partnership to use existing community sites for service 
delivery.  Although it is a minority of programmes that are choosing not to 
construct new buildings, their number can further be divided into urban 
programmes that cannot find affordable space to build on or that choose to 
use existing community spaces, and rural programmes that cover such a wide 
area that it makes more sense to spend capital on smaller scale 
refurbishment projects throughout the locality. 
   
2.1.3 The difficulties faced by urban programmes would seem to be 
particularly acute in London. New buildings here have been on sites owned by 
local authorities and has involved substantial capital investment from sources 
other than Sure Start. Despite the difficulties, several London SSLPs have 
undertaken new buildings. 
 
2.1.4 Converted Buildings 
A larger number of buildings are being converted or refurbished by SSLPs 
than are being built.  88% of programmes reported that they had converted 
existing premises, and almost all were working in more than one conversion – 
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the average is 2.4 buildings per programme.  83% of programmes planned to 
share these premises with other agencies. This means that only 17% of 
programmes have been involved in converting premises solely for the delivery 
of Sure Start services.  In these cases it is likely that the converted building is 
the Sure Start building or flagship building. 64% of SSLPs have both built and 
converted or refurbished premises.  The descriptions of conversions show a 
wide range of projects from major building works to limited improvements and 
decoration.  
 
2.1.5 SSLPs convert buildings because of: 

• expense – it can be cheaper than building from scratch; 
• time – it may promise to be quicker; 
• convenience – there is often a building available;  
  “Lots of buildings in the Borough were being sold off by the council,”    
  (Sure Start Manager) 
• pressure – local interests may be keen for buildings to be taken off 

their hands and improved; 
• accessibility – existing buildings may be within easy reach of families; 
• inherited good will – some buildings come with a history or local 

affection and use. (The converse can also apply). 
 
2.1.6 Converted buildings are sometimes already landmarks in the Sure Start 
area.  Among those reported were Victorian swimming baths, a Fire Station 
(still used by the Fire Service), public house, churches, a seventeenth century 
farm building, an old priory, a block of flats and shops.  More common are the 
conversions of community centres, family centres, day nurseries and school 
buildings. Much new building is also associated with the latter type of site. 
 
2.1.7 Domestic Buildings 
Many SSLPs use domestic buildings typical of the neighbourhood.  
  
Examples of domestic conversions include: 
• an end of terrace bungalow “in the south of the patch.  It was owned by the 
local authority and had been derelict for a long time and badly vandalised” 
(SSLP Manager).  At a cost of £12,000 from the SSLP and £5000 from the 
local authority (for health and safety renovations) the bungalow now has: a 
children’s playroom, a small interview/training room, toilets for children and 
adults, a kitchen, an office and a garden, and is used for behaviour support 
groups, counselling sessions and meetings. Some of the refurbishment here 
were carried out by local parents. 
 
• two community houses on two estates. Both have proved rather cramped for 
group activities but can be used for one-to-one meetings with parents and are 
also a venue for ‘healthy breakfasts’. 
 
• a community flat, previously used as a ‘health lounge’ for health promotion 
activities, now a base for a parent and infant group. 
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However, many of these domestic premises are used as a temporary 
measure while larger buildings are being constructed and converted. The 
small buildings may have been scheduled for demolition, or be too small for 
extended use, but some areas report retaining them because they have 
become popular or are the only way to reach certain parts of the Sure Start 
area or population. 
 
2.1.8 Existing Buildings 
Sure Start services also use large numbers of existing buildings that have not 
required any capital investment.  Those reported include health clinics, 
schools, religious buildings, especially church halls, community centres and 
libraries. 
 
2.2  Patterns of Building Use 
SSLPs can be grouped into types according to the way they use buildings. 

 
a. Hub and Satellites:  This is the most prevalent model.  It has a single, 

large Sure Start building and a number of smaller, satellite buildings 
distributed around the area.  Those SSLPs using smaller numbers of 
buildings – less than 10 – fall into this category. 

 
b. Two Hubs: Several Sure Start programme areas are clearly divided 

into two parts.  The division may be caused by a major road, because 
the Sure Start area covers two estates, or because patterns of 
settlement or culture mean that there are identifiable and separate 
communities.  In these cases SSLPs try to develop two buildings of 
equal weight in the programme, and generally delivering a similar 
range of services, though this is not always possible. Despite Guidance 
that recommended SSLP areas which ‘made sense’ to local people, it 
has often been necessary for areas to spread beyond such 
neighbourhoods in order to include enough children under four years.  
Where this has meant working in more than one local authority ward, 
programmes have often developed bases in each ward. 

 
c. Three or More Hubs: This pattern is extended in those Sure Start 

areas that cover a group of distinct smaller communities. For example, 
three former mining villages, three miles apart, have a Sure Start 
building in each, one newly built and two refurbished.  In the central 
area of a major city the Sure Start programme covers four 
neighbourhoods, each with a distinct ethnic community, and has 
developed a Sure Start building in each. 

 
d. A large number of sites, with no Centre:  This model is 

characterised by two SSLP subgroups: 
i. Rural programmes: 

For example, in a programme that extends over 380 square 
miles an effort is made to replicate all Sure Start services in 
all villages by using sites like church halls and a caravan; 

ii. Programmes with a strong community development ethos. 
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Here Partnerships have made a decision to deliver services 
as closely as possible to families.  Some report using over 20 
sites and the highest number is over 30. 
 

2.2.1 SSLPs reported benefits from all these models, largely because they 
had developed them in response to local history, geography and need.   
 
The single large building, especially where situated at the centre of a SSLP 
community, provided an outward and visible sign of the programme.  Its 
development and opening was a source of publicity and generated community 
interest in the programme.  Sure Start buildings symbolised the multi-agency 
aspect of Sure Start, encouraging joined-up working and easy access to the 
range of services.  They could embody a positive message about working with 
young children. 
 
While two Sure Start buildings could also gain attention, programmes had to 
be careful about what was perceived as the fairness of what was on offer.  
There could be tensions when one part of a programme area felt it had 
received a better deal than another. Where there were distinctly divided 
communities within a SSLP neighbourhood, two Sure Start buildings could 
encourage crossover between the communities, especially when certain 
services were offered from one of the two sites only. Buildings in parts of the 
community could be a response to diversity and neighbourhood identity, and 
could develop a strong local flavour.  
 
The absence of a big central building allowed those SSLPs without one to 
avoid developing an ‘institutional’ profile. These programmes drew on the 
familiarity factor, using buildings already liked and established in the 
community. Several respondents, even in areas where there was a significant 
Sure Start building, noted that local parents had attachments to such 
buildings.  They included family rooms attached to schools, nurseries and 
family centres, were often small, single-storey structures, and could be old 
and unprepossessing. They had often been used by several generations of 
parents. 
 
2.3 Key Findings: Numbers of Buildings 
The following findings are based on data gathered through the National 
Survey of the first 260 SSLPs. 

 
• All SSLPs use several sites for the delivery of services – some report 
over 20, but most use around 10. Some are used for a short period each 
week only. 
 
• At least 215 new buildings have been built by SSLPs in the first four 
rounds of the programme. 
 
• Where SSLPs have built a new structure, this usually becomes the 
Sure Start building, or flagship building for the local programme. 
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• SSLPs have converted many buildings – at least 420.  Some 
conversions have been major building projects, others have cost very little. 
 
•Different configurations of buildings are used, the most common model 
being one or two Sure Start buildings in a SSLP area, housing staff and 
delivering services including daycare, and a series of satellite venues, 
offering services close to families’ homes. 

 
2.4 Sharing Buildings  
 
Sharing can apply at a number of stages of building development: sharing the 
cost and management of construction; sharing the continuing maintenance 
costs; and sharing the premises for work and for delivering services.  
There have been benefits for SSLPs and for the sharing agencies in these 
arrangements:  

• input of advice and support while the building is being developed from 
agencies with previous experience of building development  

• larger buildings and better quality facilities for less investment 
• linking Sure Start services with established and valued services 

delivered by other agencies 
• easier access for the community to a range of services 
• greater interaction between agencies and the facilitation of inter-

agency cooperation 
 

An example of good practice 
 
An SSLP shares its building with a Primary school. The Sure Start Health 
Visitor meets families in a community café when parents drop their children off 
for school and reports increased disclosure of domestic violence as a result. 
 

 
The drawbacks of sharing are inherent in these advantages.  For example, 
Sure Start’s requirements may be marginalised or may not be the primary 
focus of powerful partners; users may have a negative view of the services of 
partner agencies; very large buildings can be off-putting and Sure Start 
provision may be overwhelmed. 
 
This was exemplified by the building which is an extension of a Local 
Authority community centre. Both parents and staff report that associations 
with Social Services have inhibited families’ use of the building. 
 
Over 58% of buildings that have benefited from SSLP investment are shared 
with other organisations or agencies, (which may also have invested in them, 
or may be using them under reciprocal arrangements with a local 
programme).  
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2.4.1 SSLPs report that these partners are: 
 
• Statutory agencies           19.3% 
• Voluntary agencies and nurseries  17.1% 
• Schools                                                  12.7% 
• Religious organisations      6.1% 
• Private business (day nursery)    3.3% 
 
2.4.2 The Neighbourhood Nursery Initiative (NNI) has developed alongside 
Sure Start local programmes and offered an opportunity for shared new 
buildings in many areas. SSLPs have also extended local authority day 
nurseries. NNI provision is often operated by private providers. In these 
circumstances both private provider’s staff or local authority staff are sharing a 
building with Sure Start staff but are separately managed. However, since the 
aims and operations of Sure Start and day care providers are compatible, this 
did not seem to produce problems except in one area where the Sure Start 
extension of a local authority nursery had proved challenging to the nursery 
staff.   
 
2.4.3 Further quantitative information about building use can be derived from 
information about the types of venues used by SSLPs for outreach services.  
These buildings, while used by Sure Start, are frequently run by other 
organisations or agencies: 
 
• Schools     25.7% 
• Sure Start buildings   16.8% 
• Local voluntary sector   15.5% 
• Health centre    13.0% 
• Family centre      6.1%  
• National voluntary sector     6.1% 
• Multi-agency premises     4.9% 
• Hospitals        1.9%  
• Others                                            10.0%  
 
2.4.4 Examples of Shared Premises 
SSLPs share premises in a variety of permutations with many kinds of 
partners. The following examples illustrate some of this variety and highlight 
the benefits and difficulties. 

 
A. Sharing with a School 

Schools often offer space for extension. They have the advantage of being a 
place that parents may use already and will probably continue to use as the 
children get older. 
 
i) The Sure Start building is at the end of a large extension to a primary school 
that has a community nursery in it, run by a national voluntary organisation. 
The school is in an open setting on a large estate, surrounded by green 
space.  It is fenced, with car-parking inside, and pedestrian access into the 
main foyer of the extension, which has a reception area and community café. 
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The Sure Start part of the building is divided from the community café by the 
rooms of a health project and by its own crèche room.  There is no route 
through these; Sure Start users have to leave the building to use the café. 
Staff and parents who were consulted about the plans had thought there was 
a connecting corridor, but this turned out to be a girder, (and nobody 
explained what it was). The SSLP Manager feels that the Sure Start capital 
was a small contribution to a large project and was always seen as an add-on 
by the Education Authority. There are potential benefits in being part of a 
community school development. The school is visible, easily accessible and 
particularly convenient for parents of post-Sure Start children.  Other services 
are located there. However, the whole development is yet to be integrated into 
the community, and until this happens, the SSLP may find difficulties in 
developing its own separate identity and relationship with families. 
 
ii) In a contrasting example, the head teacher of a two form entry Primary 
school and the manager of an SSLP worked together with a Local Authority 
architect from the outset. They shared a vision of an integrated building that 
would not look extended either inside or out.  The community wanted to have 
separate entrances for the school and the early years provision. Many 
facilities are for common use including the school hall, an IT room, outside 
play areas and a medical room. The Sure Start part of the building has its own 
reception which gives a view into a community café.  From the school’s point 
of view there is now space for breakfast and after-school clubs.  This 
symbiotic relationship has grown from close liaison at the very beginning of 
the Sure Start planning process. 
 

B. Sharing with a Health Centre 
A SSLP has been sharing premises with a Health Centre while its Sure Start 
building was planned and built.  Being in a health setting has had its benefits, 
as parents already knew the space from attending the child health clinic, from 
collecting baby milk and visiting the dentist and speech and language 
therapist.  It is also in the centre of the Sure Start area.  It proved particularly 
useful when the SSLP ran language classes for women from the Bengali 
community: their husbands were happy for them to come to the Health 
Centre.  The drawback to this building has been its institutional look, which 
intimidated some parents at first, and the limited space, which has meant that 
group sessions and the crèche took place in the same room.  But the 
intimidation waned and the building has proved so useful that Sure Start will 
continue to use it, even now the Sure Start Building is opened. 
 

C. Sharing with a Community Organisation 
Sure Start shares a new building in housing estate with a local Community 
Trust, both organisations and a residents’ association having contributed to 
the cost of the building.  Entry is through a large door into a general foyer with 
open access into a central area where there is a community café.  A small 
office houses a volunteer receptionist and the building manager.  Some of the 
non-Sure Start areas of the building are under-used, especially those parts 
that were designed with the idea that all users, including Sure Start parents 
and staff, would come together in them.  Sure Start spaces, especially staff 
accommodation, are inadequate.  The home-visiting team have been using 
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the community craft room, with the result that this is not available for hiring out 
and income generation.  The community spaces are mainly used for activities 
for young people, and problems have arisen over the clearing up of 
equipment, smoking on the premises and so on.  Some resentment has now 
opened up between the two main building users.  On the benefit side, this 
SSLP has been able to recruit local volunteers from users of the building.   
 

D. Sharing with a Family Centre (Local voluntary sector) 
The Family Centre had been operating in the SSLP area for many years, and 
now shares the new building with Sure Start, running the nursery that is based 
there.  All the buildings developed by this SSLP include daycare, because 
“that’s the real need in this area – parents told us it’s what they wanted”. (Sure 
Start Manager).  These buildings are very evidently for children, with 
conspicuous outdoor play facilities, murals and other decoration that 
emphasises the purpose.  Family Centre and Sure Start users pass though 
the same reception area into a shared foyer where the facilities for each are 
indistinguishable because they are all child-centred.  Although two 
organisations operate in the building, users see them as ‘joined-up’. 
 

E. Sharing with a Nursery 
This is the most common model for building sharing, and was given 
encouragement by the introduction of the Neighbourhood Nursery Initiative, 
introduced after the beginning of Sure Start and offering the potential of larger 
levels of capital for buildings.  In one area a building constructed in the 1970s 
as a 54-place day nursery and community centre now has a Sure Start 
building alongside the nursery.  In this large single-storey building most rooms 
have access to the outside garden space and the park beyond.  Building 
plans will fully integrate the nursery with the Sure Start rooms.  But even 
before the work was completed the Manager noted that the building had a 
“light airy feel – it gives a sense of well-being. It’s a lovely, nice place to walk 
into in the mornings.” 
 
2.4.5 Financial Arrangements for Sharing 
The basis on which SSLPs use buildings owned or managed by other 
agencies varies.  Sometimes rooms are simply hired.  Sometimes there is free 
use because the building is owned by an agency that is a member of the Sure 
Start local partnership. The same types of arrangement apply to buildings run 
by SSLPs: rooms may be hired out for a fee, (which may be scaled, 
depending on the type of organisation which wants to use the space) or 
offered under reciprocal arrangements to agencies and organisations working 
with the local community. In some cases programmes report actively 
encouraging community groups to use the premises. 
 
2.4.6 Many SSLPs report having expensive hiring bills for temporary 
accommodation before their own buildings were ready.  In a number of cases 
the landlord was the local authority.  Not untypical is the case of the SSLP 
that “had to put in capital as part of the rental agreement with the council. The 
rooms needed complete renovation.”  In another area the SSLP has funded a 
new building (with £25,000 contribution from the Neighbourhood Renewal 
Fund) but pays an annual fee of £10,000 to the local authority, which owns 
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the land.  But in other areas local authorities have given land to Sure Start 
programmes for buildings. 
 
2.4.7 Difficulties over sharing premises can arise from the attitudes of ancillary 
staff.  Caretakers, in particular, are cited as uncooperative.  In one multi-
functional building (to which the SSLP contributed £1.2 million and which is 
shared with a health centre, a job centre, a library and an information centre) 
the Sure Start manager reports that caretaking staff “cannot stand seeing 
children in the foyer.  They are anxious about mess.” (Sure Start Manager).  
Elsewhere, school caretakers can be ‘unpleasant’ and community centre 
managers “don’t understand what Sure Start is about. At one parent and 
toddler venue we are not allowed to leave as much as a paper cup, we have 
to go armed with everything. If one thing is left behind it can mean a whole 
activity has to be ditched.” (Sure Start family worker).  
 
2.4.8  SSLPs that share buildings on a regular basis note that protocols are 
required to deal with difficulties that can arise.  In particular, regular staff and 
user meetings are needed: “It stops little grumbles becoming major issues”. 
(Sure Start Manager) An introduction to Sure Start for ancillary staff might 
also be helpful. 
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2.4.9 Key Findings: Sharing 
 
• Clearly sharing delivers advantages in economic and collaborative terms 
and there are many examples of partnerships which continue to be successful 
in operating a building. Relationships with regeneration bodies have brought 
SSLPs added expertise and support in negotiating the complicated world of 
planning and construction.  
 
• Sure Start capital investment has been multiplied in most areas by the 
addition of NNI and Area Based Initiative (ABI) capital enabling SSLP access 
to development land which might otherwise have been beyond their scope.   
 
• Sharing of a single building has proved easier for SSLPs when they are the 
dominant partner in financing and managing the building.  Where they are not 
in this position (and even sometimes when they are) they have found their 
requirements over-ridden by stronger partners. 
 
• Sharing works best where the agencies working alongside Sure Start are 
also working with children, and where the age group is not too far-removed 
from the early years.  Staff tend to have a similar outlook, are able to support 
one another, and there is potential for overlap between the services offered. 
Parents and children may move between all the services in the building at 
different times. 
 
• Where there is a distance between the activities of the sharing 
organisations, resentments may build up. In Example C. above, workers in the 
community trust expressed disappointment about the collaboration with the 
SSLP: “we thought they were going to do more for us”, which suggested a 
limited understanding of the purposes of Sure Start.  There may be tensions 
between the actual activities offered. 
 
• Communal spaces in shared buildings may be dominated by the older users 
who are familiar with the building. Parents of young children can be 
intimidated and are often apologetic as children may be seen as a nuisance in 
these settings.  
 
 
2.5 External Appearance of Sure Start Buildings 
The material in this section draws mainly on evidence about Sure Start central 
buildings, where there has been investment of capital. The outside 
appearance of existing buildings is often beyond the influence of the SSLP, 
but there are compensating factors in using them (see description of the 
Health Centre at B. above.) 
 
2.5.1 Visibility 
Sure Start buildings are the outward and visible sign of the SSLP. They show 
what the programme is and who it is for. 
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A Sure Start building in a prominent position in a community raises the 

profile of the programme. 
• Interesting external design features suggest that the building will be fun to   
   visit. 
• Main entrances need double doors for pushchair and disabled access. 
• Automatic doors are easy to open when you have your hands full. 
• Signage clearly indicates purpose of building, using the Sure Start logo and  
   explaining what it means. 
 
 
Two aspects of building appearance are frequently cited by SSLPs: the 
building that stands out from others in the area, and the building that 
intentionally does not.  Thus, in one area, the building is one storey and brick-
built, to blend in with the look of the area, where the housing is mostly 
bungalows. In another, the Sure Start building was originally a block of six 
flats, each exactly like the flats in which local families live. In other areas a 
converted building has local associations, like the former dance hall whose 
key features have been maintained, or the grade 2 listed 17th century building, 
where much had to be retained. These local associations can make a building 
attractive to local parents.  
 
2.5.2 “The emphasis in our new building is sustainability.  There will be lots of 
re-used material in it.  The bricks from the building that has been demolished 
on the site will be used for the surrounding wall.  There’ll be a giant sandpit in 
the middle, open to the air. There is no car-parking, but space for bikes 
outside and buggies inside.” This building opens onto a park. Several SSLPs 
note that the space outside the building is as important as the inside.  In 
another example, built on a road that encircles a large housing estate, the 
door of the building opens onto a small wildlife reserve. (Wildlife gardens, 
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large and small, are a common adjunct to Sure Start buildings.)  The SSLP 
here has invested £20,000 capital into the green space beyond their wildlife 
reserve for cricket nets and astro-turf, and has agreed to maintain this space 
in return for unlimited use by the SSLP. 
 

 
 

On a peripheral estate a Sure Start building benefits from  
a spacious green-field site. 

 
• This building was designed by the Local Authority architect’s department, and is    
   low level because it is surrounded by housing. 
• Like many Sure Start buildings this one includes a Neighbourhood Nursery, which  
  clearly signals that this is a building for small children. 
• Access paths are wide and sloping for wheelchairs and pushchairs. 
• Although security fencing is essential it should allow visibility and not be off-putting. 
 
2.5.3 Pressure on space, particularly in cities, means that some Sure Start  
buildings have very limited outdoor space. SSLP managers reported that 
outdoor facilities were important, not only as a facility for the children but also 
as an outward sign of the purpose of the building which attracts families. 
Many SSLPs had drawn down Sure Start capital as soon as the programme 
was approved and used this to quickly develop play areas for pre-school 
children, to exemplify what was to come. Some SSLPs have used revenue 
funding for their outdoor spaces, because they found themselves with no 
capital left once the building was completed. Several programmes with 
outdoor areas tucked behind the building – i.e. not immediately visible to the 
public –noted that it would have been better if they had been at the front of the 
building and visible. 
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2.5.4 Car parking may distract from the impact of the building.  Several Sure 
Start Managers wished that car parks had been at the back of their buildings, 
instead of the most visible aspect (Sure Start staff like car parks, however!). 
One building with a car park was described as “looking like a supermarket”. 
Where SSLPs had developed shop front premises, part of the reason was to 
make them look just like the premises next door, rather than a public service 
building. The other reason was that such premises were often the only ones 
available in the busiest part of the SSLP area. 
 
2.5.5.Several SSLPs have tried to emphasise the difference between the Sure 
Start Building and local buildings, especially public service buildings. Where 
similarities were unavoidable, external colour has sometimes been used.  A 
new Sure Start building on the site of a former Youth Club (which had burned 
down) is painted purple and orange with blue shutters and yellow window 
frames.  “You can’t miss us!” says a member of staff.  A building in an area of 
traditional buildings is “an eye-catching design with a mix of colours on the 
outside, including strong pink.”  Several buildings have been decorated with 
murals. 
 
2.5.6 Guidance produced by the DfES on the development of premises for  
daycare recommends the incorporation of covered spaces linking indoor and 
outdoor areas, so that children can play outdoors for much of the year.  Some 
Sure Start buildings have incorporated this advice: one is known as the 
Veranda Centre, (‘veranda’ is a Punjabi word, familiar to many members of 
the local community in this area). But outdoor play and transitional spaces 
have been a low priority in the design of buildings in many areas. Getting the 
indoor spaces right was the focus of much consultation with parents and 
professionals. Programme Managers report that the building of those spaces 
was a direct result of the success of the consultation. Time delays caused 
budget problems in a number of programmes and outdoor spaces were often 
the first victims of necessary cost cutting. SSLPs believed they could draw 
funds at a later date from an alternative source for such works while the 
building itself could go ahead and open. 
 
2.5.7 Signs 
Sure Start services are supposed to be accessible to all families in the SSLP 
area with children in the Sure Start age group.  Giving Sure Start buildings a 
visible identity helps to publicise the programme, and also makes it easier for 
families to find the services. In order to make those passing Sure Start 
buildings aware of their purpose, most programmes have mounted larger 
signs on the outside of their buildings, on the grass surrounding them or at the 
roadside skirting them.  Sometimes these have been made as part of 
community arts projects, in conjunction with local youth projects and schools 
and with families and children who use Sure Start services.  For example, in 
one area a community artist worked with children and families to create 
coloured footsteps on the pavement that show the way to the building.  
Another SSLP employed an artist to create a sign in the shape of a tree that 
stands in the grounds of the building. 
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2.5.8 The creation and erection of SSLP signs is financed from capital.  The 
Sure Start Unit provides perspex signs with the Sure Start logo free of charge 
to each programme and these plaques have been fitted to the outside of 
many Sure Start buildings.  However, they are relatively small and designed 
to be read by those entering the building rather than those looking for it. One 
SSLP only reported not using these plaques because a triangle in the logo 
resembles like an arrow and causes confusion. 
 
2.5.9 Some Sure Start buildings are indicated by public service signs of the 
same type as those that indicate Town Halls and bus stations.  One London 
programme obtained planning permission and paid for a black and white sign 
that stands on the main bus route at the entrance to the housing estate where 
the building is located.  Other SSLPs could not obtain planning permission to 
erect signs on approaching streets. 
 
2.5.10 The Sure Start logo and colours were changed in 2001 from purple and  
orange to turquoise and orange.  Several programmes have retained the 
original colours, because these have become associated with the programme.  
Programme Managers have noted that confusion can exist among users 
between the SSLP and other provision under the Sure Start name. Although 
there are currently no plans for re-branding, there have been concerns at 
programme level that further changes will be required once Children’s Centres 
are established. 
 
2.5.11 “There’s a big sign on the front of the building, set on the top of a 
colourful part. The building is on a slight rise so the sign can be seen from a 
long way off”  (Programme Manager). This SSLP had used revenue funding 
for its sign, since there was no capital left once the building had been 
constructed. Although a few other programmes report large signs displayed 
high on the outside of their buildings, many Sure Start buildings are not easily 
identifiable.  Plans for large signs in one programme were postponed until 
planning permission was obtained.  
 
2.5.12 Another manager reported that signs were needed to identify Sure 
Start buildings on school grounds. “It has been commented that parents don’t 
know where Sure Start is until they come right down the drive and are on the 
doorstep.” Where buildings are shared, there may be several names 
displayed outside, with Sure Start simply one on the list.  For example, one 
programme has a sign that includes the name of the building, the Sure Start 
logo, the nursery school name, the playgroup name, and the playgroup and 
DfES logos. Where buildings have been funded by multiple sources, the 
display of funders can be long and Sure Start may be submerged in it.  
According to European Regional Fund agreements, the European logo must 
be 25% of any sign, regardless of the relative percentage of the financial 
contribution.  This limits the space in which anyone else can be mentioned.  
 
2.5.13 On the whole there were benefits from large, clear signage, although it 
could occasionally be difficult to obtain permission for it. 
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2.5.14 Guidance produced by the DfES on the development of premises for  
daycare recommends the incorporation of covered spaces linking indoor and 
outdoor areas, so that children can play outdoors for much of the year.  Some 
Sure Start buildings have incorporated this advice but outdoor play and 
transitional spaces have been a low priority in the design of buildings in many 
areas. 
 

 
 
 

Buildings need to work at all seasons of the year. 
Even when the nights draw in this outdoor play 

area remains bright and interesting. There is 
cover for outdoor play when the weather is not 

good. 



 

21 

2.5.15 Names 
The naming of Sure Start buildings is often used by SSLPs as a way of 
getting parents involved, through votes or competitions for a name. Chosen 
names are influenced by factors like: 
• The geographical area e.g. the St James Centre is in the St James ward 
• The predominant neighbourhood culture e.g. the Allam Iqbal Centre is 
named after a Muslim poet and philosopher; 
• A memorial e.g. the Ann Taylor Centre is named for a local community 
activist who had fought for facilities for children and young families; 
• A fantasy e.g. an Enchanted Forest building has rooms with names like the  
   ‘Foxes Den’; 
• Friendly acronym e.g. the PAL (Play and Learning) House; 
• Previous use e.g. the All Saints Centre, built of the site of the All Saints 
Hospital. 
 
Often a Sure Start building is referred to by its previous name to direct people: 
“If somebody is not sure where we all are, all we have to say is ‘old Mary 
Wood School’ and they know exactly where to come”. (Staff Member) 
 
2.5.16 Key Findings: External Appearance 
 
• There is a balance to be struck between buildings which are conspicuous 
and unusual, and are therefore easily identified by the community and raise 
the profile of Sure Start, and buildings which can be assimilated into 
community life and feel comfortable to use.  Parents, on the whole, preferred 
the latter approach. 
 
• Opportunities to produce environmentally friendly, low-energy buildings have 
been taken in some areas, but there is little evidence of radical approaches to 
sustainability, perhaps because the majority of work has been on converting 
buildings.   
 
• Sure Start buildings benefit from having visible outdoor space that can be 
developed for children’s play.  This demonstrates the building’s purpose to the 
community and attracts families to the building. Where Sure Start buildings 
are in school grounds they are often on what was outdoor play space. 
 
• There was no attempt to prescribe a ‘Sure Start style’ for buildings, and no 
such style has emerged.  The majority of extensions and conversions had 
taken their style from the original structure, of the school, health centre, family 
centre or nursery to which they were attached. Some new buildings were 
striking in their appearance, but tended to be striking in different ways.   
 
• Both single storey and multiple storey buildings have been used by SSLPs.  
Stairs present problems for users with young children and there is evidence 
that lifts can be problematic – both their installation and reliability.  But more 
than one storey allows office accommodation to be separated from user-
friendly public space.  
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2.6 Security and fencing 
Security is a significant consideration in all buildings used by young children. 
SSLP buildings have had to keep a balance between protecting the children 
and seeming open and welcoming to their families.  Where Sure Start 
buildings include a nursery or other daycare, they are inspected by Ofsted 
before registration, and will be judged against the National Standards for 
Under-Eights Day Care and Childminding. Standard 4 requires that “the 
premises are safe, secure and suitable for their purpose”. 
 
Although it is understood that the design of provision will vary according to the 
site, the type of setting and the range of services offered, SSLPs are advised 
that outdoor spaces should be securely fenced with controlled access, 
including access from the main playroom.  
 
2.6.1 SSLPs reported that security considerations could obstruct their ability 
to make buildings as welcoming and easy-to-access as possible for families.  
People liked to be able to see what was going on in a building before they 
entered it, and fences and high gates could put them off.  Security provision 
made by SSLPs included: 
 
• Shutters on windows 
• CCTV cameras (often funded by other sources like Single Regeneration   
   Budget and Neighbourhood Renewal Fund) 
• Climb resistant exterior fencing (as much as 8 feet in some instances) 
• Resident caretaker (where the Sure Start building was on a school site) 
• Mobile patrol that checks site (and school and nearby Women’s Centre) 
every 15 minutes. 
• Inner fencing for play areas 
• Entrance gates to drives  
• ‘Natural’ fence with prickly plants as well as fencing; 
• ‘Living’ fence of hedging (expensive) 
• Toughened glass 
• Use of green open mesh ‘invisible’ fencing 
 
2.6.2 There was concern about vandalism in many Sure Start areas, and this 
has led some SSLPs to invest capital funds, usually in partnership with 
regeneration initiatives, to provide facilities for older children near Sure Start 
play areas.  But it was reported from an area, which has fenced one of its 
buildings and not the other, that more vandalism has occurred at the fenced 
site, because young people have climbed and broken the fencing, while the 
unfenced building was not vandalised. Other SSLPs have reported that their 
buildings have not been vandalised, despite fears that this would happen. 
“This is not an ostentatious building…It doesn’t attract attention…This may be 
why we have escaped the worst vandalism – this may be its success.” 
(Programme Manager) 
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2.6.3 Secure Entry 
Many Sure Start buildings have security systems which enable parts of the 
building to be secured separately, by dividing the building into zones, for 
example. A typical Sure Start building has a door with a swipe key fob entry 
into the nursery and staff areas.  In one programme the entrance doors are 
kept open, but reception staff are able to shut these if they want to prevent 
someone entering or exiting. There are also alarms and a CCTV system.  
Occasionally, SSLP buildings are used by Contact Centres which pr contact 
between parents and children during and after family break-up.  They require 
particular attention to be paid to security and visibility at entry points.  
 
2.7 Internal Appearance 
Internal use of space in Sure Start buildings is governed by the functions – 
administration (office space); service delivery (meeting and interview rooms); 
spaces for parents (cafes, lounges); spaces for children (nurseries, crèches, 
play areas). Even where a building was largely administrative, and therefore 
mostly used by staff, SSLPs reported that the impression made on users was 
significant in their understanding of the approach of Sure Start. For example, 
a Sure Start Manager talked about the way being based in the same building 
had improved communication between staff: “We’ve achieved a wonderful 
level of joined-up working.  Relationships between staff are very rich; 
everyone gives and gets a great deal from one another.  Parents share in this 
– they have richer relationships with staff themselves. The Sure Start building 
sends a message that we compliment and enhance one another. The 
agencies are not in competition here” (Sure Start Manager).  In this building 
staff and parents were sharing communal space, including a kitchen, café and 
toilets, and office space was open-plan. 
 
2.7.1. Reception Areas 
The importance of the first impression on entry to a building was emphasised. 
It needed to be ‘welcoming’.  This referred to the visual impression – parents 
liked to be able to see what was happening in a building before entering.  It 
was also personal: whether there were people there to welcome visitors and 
help them understand what went on in the building.  
 
2.7.2 Features of reception areas reported by parents as unwelcoming were: 
 
• Very high, atrium-style entrances, where sound echoed and parents felt 
intimidated. (This description applied to some admired Sure Start buildings.) 
 
• Large amounts of printed information about Sure Start activities. Several 
SSLPs reported removing display boards and leaflet stands as these were off-
putting to parents. 
 
• An impression that around the reception area there were ‘locked doors’; 
 
• Office activities visible behind glass screens – this was described as “feeling 
like the doctor’s surgery and ‘them and us” (Parent in Sure Start area). 
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Where entrance areas were popular they had: 
 
• A receptionist – this might be a member of the administrative staff whose 
work station was in the reception area, or the design of the reception desk 
might mean that it linked with a back office – but that the rest of the staff were 
not visible.  This had been affected cleverly in one area by the use of a curved 
wall. 
 
• Easy access for pushchairs and pushchair or ‘buggy’ storage nearby. This 
needed to be extensive and many SSLPs have found they underestimated the 
space required. 
 
• Café, or relaxation spaces.  Community cafes often adjoin reception areas, 
but ideally they are not in the middle of them, (unless they are very large).  In 
one shared building, where this had occurred, parents were negotiating 
children round the tables to get to the nursery.  The routes through the 
reception area had not been planned.  
 
• Good quality toys for children.  Parents report that one of the main reasons 
they enter Sure Start buildings is because their children like to go there.  The 
presence of good quality large toys in the entrance space - the sort of thing 
that cannot be afforded by most families - can be a magnet.  Soft play areas 
are also very attractive.  The numbers of families using Sure Start in one area 
quadrupled when such a facility opened.  
 
• Light, bright colours. but not ‘clinical’.  Parents often comment that new 
buildings feel ‘clinical’.  This may simply mean that they are not yet ‘worn in’. 
But there seemed to be a difference of view here between staff – who liked 
everything to be bright, clean and new - and parents, who could find that 
unwelcoming. 
 
2.7.3 Example of a successful reception 
An SSLP houses some of its core team and outreach workers in a shop on a 
pedestrianised street in the centre of town.  In the early days the windows 
were covered with leaflets, posters and information about Sure Start and 
many other activities and services relevant to children. On entering the shop 
visitors could see seats, toys, and workers in the background, but the actual 
function of the shop was difficult for the passer-by to understand.  Now the 
information has been removed, the toys have been given a more prominent 
position, there is a stand displaying free toothbrushes and other items for 
children’s oral health, and the administrator works with a view of the street.  If 
she sees new parents looking in, she gets up, goes outside and talks to them, 
explaining what Sure Start offers. 
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2.7.4 The following observation was made on a research visit: “Buzzed door 
for entry.  Whoever is buzzing can be seen by those inside the building. 
Entered an open space with tables and chairs and a large hatch opening into 
a kitchen….There were children and parents everywhere.  They clearly had 
ownership of the building.  The parents were making cups of tea for 
themselves and chatting to each other.  There was a friendly-looking older 
woman answering questions informally – she turned out to be a health visitor. 
My impression was of a shared building, comfortably decorated and taken 
care of by its users, with people in it who are accessible without having to 
queue up or fill in any forms.” (Report of visit to a Sure Start building). 
 



 

26 

 
 
A reception area needs to feel welcoming for everyone. 
 
Note here: 
• The use of colour 
• Clear signage 
• Limited amounts of written information 
• Use of light – sun tubes (light tunnels) from roof to ceiling allow natural light to     
   illuminate the space. Lighting can be controlled by sensors to save power 
• Community café in a reception area adds to the friendly feel 
• Routes into the building are clear through the café area; 
• a shared space for parents and staff is incorporated in the design; 
• Work and social activity are mutually visible. 
 
This kind of friendly reception area is particularly important in those Sure Start 
buildings attached to public service settings, schools or health clinics for example. 
They signal that users have priority in the space.  
 
 

 
  
 
 

 
This reception area 
is less successful. 
 
• There are barriers  
   between staff and  
   users 
• Lighting is  
   insensitive 
• The space feels     
   ‘official’, and  
   reminiscent of local  
   authority offices 
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2.8 The Use of Internal Space 
The internal requirements of Sure Start buildings are for staff accommodation, 
rooms for the delivery of services and informal, adaptable user-friendly 
spaces.  Any one Sure Start building may contain some or all of these spaces 
in different proportions.  
 

i. Office accommodation 
In the majority of SSLPs office space for staff is situated in the main building, 
or one of the buildings also used for service delivery. This means that staff are 
immediately available for families, and that they can communicate easily with 
one another.  However, where all Sure Start workers (core staff and those 
delivering services) are based in a single building the overall impression can 
be somewhat bureaucratic, and the building may have an institutional ‘look’. 
This was reinforced in one SSLP by signs on office doors, prohibiting entry for 
anyone but Sure Start staff.  A more common solution is that parents are not 
encouraged to enter office spaces but can pop in to say hello or ask 
questions.  In some areas the office space is a discrete part of the building 
where staff can enter or leave without drawing attention to the fact that there 
is a space not open to families. 
 
In some areas staff have been spread around several buildings, to balance 
the accommodation towards public spaces.  Meeting rooms as well as offices 
are required by staff, and these are often shared with more informal user-led 
activities, reducing institutional tendencies. 
 
In most cases Sure Start Managers have an office of their own, for 
confidential discussions.  In some areas this is large enough for small staff 
meetings, although it was noticeable that where extra space was required, it 
was often the Manager who gave up part of his or her office.  In one area the 
Sure Start Manager had a small toilet which was due to be incorporated into a 
service-delivery space.  Other staff often share open-plan offices, where the 
most common complaint is of noise. In one SSLP this caused so much 
disturbance that a separate office was rented so that staff could work quietly 
when they needed to.  One SSLP reported that they had saved money by 
furnishing office accommodation with second- hand furniture, but this was 
unusual.  
 

ii. Delivering services 
Many Sure Start services are delivered to groups of parents. These services 
need meeting spaces of adequate size, and rooms used for staff meetings 
often serve the group meeting purpose also.  Sometimes these have been 
designed as ‘training rooms’, with white boards, OHP facilities etc.  Several 
practitioners – midwives, speech and language therapists, parenting group 
leaders – reported that though small group rooms were available in a Sure 
Start building, they preferred to conduct groups in the more informal, public 
parts of the building.  In some SSLP buildings these larger spaces can be 
divided by screens, or by the design, into smaller areas.  
 
However, it is essential that buildings also offer smaller, consulting-type 
rooms where parents can speak confidentially to staff.  SSLPs emphasise that 
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careful thought must be given to confidentiality in buildings.  There were 
reports of conversations overheard and even, in one area, information 
displayed on a computer being seen, which have compromised the 
trustworthiness of this programme in the eyes of parents. 
 
Buildings also contain spaces purpose-built for services.  The most obvious is 
where there is a nursery on-site.  There exists a good deal of guidance about 
the appropriate design for nurseries * Other purpose-built facilities reported 
included kitchens (for teaching nutrition); multi-sensory rooms (often used by 
older children and those from outside the Sure Start area); toy library rooms 
(with extensive storage); soft play rooms; crèche rooms; IT training rooms; 
safety equipment stores; rooms with observation wall or window, generally 
used to observe parent-child interaction, ‘training flats’, in which health and 
safety, cookery and nutrition courses take place. 
 

                                                 
* See ’Building for Sure Start: a design guide’, DfES 2004 
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Meeting and training rooms 
 
Multi-functional spaces are key to the flexibility 
of Sure Start buildings where the needs of both 
smaller and larger groups are to be accommo-
dated. Partition walls and furniture are used to 
facilitate change. 

Sure Start Buildings need: 

Learning and play rooms 

This room has the advantage of lots of natural 
light from the ceiling windows. Colour is intro-
duced into the room through the carpets, paper 
decorations and wall displays of children’s art. 
There is direct access from the play room to the 
outdoor space. 

Storage Space
 
 
A great deal of 
space is needed 
for storing toys, 
play equipment 
and other Sure 
Start materials.  

      Laundry and changing rooms 
 

Many buildings have nappy changing and baby 
washing facilities for parents and staff. 

 
 
 
Spaces within buildings may be used for a variety of special services: 
crèches, sensory rooms, toy and book libraries, childcare, soft play, drop ins, 
clinics and kitchens are commonly integrated into Sure Start buildings, and 
some spaces are used to deliver different services at different times. 
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iii. Informal areas and communal spaces 
Often an extension of the reception area, and used for activities like drop-ins, 
and sometimes clinics, these areas may be linked to a range of social and 
support-type facilities like kitchens, baby-changing rooms, utility rooms 
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containing washing machines and dryers, community cafes. In successful 
buildings there was evidence of overlaps between the spaces allocated for 
services and informal use. 
 
Drop-ins serve more than one purpose.  They give parents an opportunity to 
get out of the house.  SSLPs cater for families living in cramped or poor 
quality housing.  At a drop-in they can socialise with other parents, children 
can play together, and parents can reassure and support one another. Many 
women, especially young mothers, have expressed a dislike of being ‘told 
what to do’ by medical professionals.  Advice from peers may be more 
acceptable, but drop-ins also give health professionals and other practitioners 
a chance to chat to parents on a more equal basis than in the hierarchical one 
that parents dislike.  The majority of Sure Start buildings have spaces where 
this kind of interaction can occur.  These spaces are decorated in a warm and 
homely way and often have open-access kitchens with basics freely available, 
where parents can make themselves drinks and prepare food for their 
children.  They may be used for timetabled services as well as for 
opportunistic meetings with parents before or after they attend a separate 
service in the same building. 
 
Sure Start workers are often encouraged to use this common space during 
break times, as well as in their professional role, in order to get to know users. 
Parents at one local programme commented, “It’s not the space that really 
matters, it’s the people inside it”. 
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Inside buildings impressions and illusions present 
opportunities for interaction with children. 

 
Here the use of texture, shape and colour provide interest in an informal seating 
area. 

 
However, the sharing of common space is not always embraced by 
employees. One programme reported that a high turnover in nursery staff had 
occurred because staff felt it was beyond their job descriptions to sit and talk 
to parents during break times, rather than to sit in an office or staff room.  But 
it is reported by others that informal interaction increases the likelihood that 
parents will disclose problems to workers. 
 
2.9 Decoration 
2.9.1 There is a consensus among SSLPs that Sure Start buildings should be 
decorated in light, bright colours.  New and converted buildings tend towards 
either pastels, or bright primary colours associated with early years.  Parents 
are often consulted on colour schemes.  Many buildings have murals, either 
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painted communally and led by community arts projects, or commissioned 
from local artists.  There are many child-friendly themes used in decoration.  
 
2.9.2. Advice in the Sure Start Design Guide suggests that walls should be 
decorated in neutral colours, with brighter colour introduced on equipment. 
However, it is common for daycare settings to use durable wooden play 
equipment, which is not colourful, and to add colour by mounting displays of 
children’s artwork or photographs on the walls. The decoration of shared 
space is limited by other building users.  One programme reported removing 
children’s drawings because older children, who used the space in the 
evenings, were destroying them.  
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2.10 Smoking 
2.10.1 No smoking is a universal policy in Sure Start buildings.  In some areas 
there are discreet signs to this effect, but in many it is just ‘known’ by users 
that they cannot smoke inside. Several SSLPs reported that it had been 
difficult to negotiate this policy through the parents on Management Boards. 
“Parents said, ‘If someone gets really really upset, you will let them smoke, 
won’t you?’” (SS Manager).  
 

Transition spaces in Sure 
Start buildings can be made 
interesting by design details 
which respond to a child’s 
perspective. At times such 
spaces can become very 
crowded as use varies 
throughout the day. They 
need to be pleasant whatever 
the level of use. Here colour, 
light and shape have been 
combined to make a quirky 
corridor. 
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2.10.2 Many SSLPs also discourage smoking immediately outside the front of 
their buildings. In one programme “Lots of parents used to congregate outside 
to smoke – it presented a barrier to visitors, put them off” (SSLP Manager).   
There were no reports that parents had been put off from using Sure Start 
because of the smoking ban in buildings, but it is, of course, difficult to know if 
this is so.  A programme manager was candid about the failure of the 
programme to tackle smoking (the reduction of which is a Sure Start target): 
“In the early days we were not as strict as we should have been about staff 
smoking with parents and reinforcing their behaviour.  We’ve clamped down 
now.”  A small number of SSLPs have installed smoking shelters outside the 
buildings, but there is widespread acceptance among smoking parents that 
they cannot smoke on Sure Start premises and that they should not smoke 
near to children. 
 
2.11 Outside Spaces 
Provision for children outdoors is not a requirement of the National Standards 
but is generally accepted as an essential element of a good early-years 
setting.  Design guidance for SSLPs recommends that outdoor provision 
should be considered as an integral part of the setting as a whole, designed to 
ensure that internal and external spaces are complimentary. 
 
2.11.1 Useful outdoor spaces provide a combination of soft surfacing and 
grassed areas. Onto these surfaces a range of stimulating play can be 
encouraged with play equipment. One programme attached to a primary 
school allows access to its play space to the school pupils and the Sure Start 
children can access the primary school adventure play area in return.  Many 
Sure Start programmes have created sensory gardens expanding the 
stimulating experiences available to children. 
 
2.11.2 The size of outdoor play spaces varies, often depending on whether 
the Sure Start is an urban or rural programme. Some are courtyard style, 
enclosed by the building. The size of others has been expanded after 
negotiations with neighbouring facilities.  
 
2.11.3 Entry to the outdoor play area is almost always through the nursery or 
day care facility so that children have direct access to the space. It is 
therefore necessary, for access from the outdoor space into toilets and water 
provision to be made through the nursery. 
 
2.11.4 Intermediate space is commonly interpreted as a covered area leading 
from the indoor to the outdoor space.  It is usually large enough for children to 
comfortably play under in adverse weather.  The cover can be permanent 
roofing or a tarpaulin that is rolled out when required.  Two local programmes 
with such roll out covers reported design faults where the cover had been 
placed directly over the store for outdoor play equipment, greatly reducing the 
usable covered play space. 
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An imaginative and unusual external play area. 
 

• Parents say they use Sure Start buildings because their children enjoy  
   themselves there. This amusing beach-style playground attracts attention  
   and comment. 
• Play areas need safe, soft surfaces. 
• Painted wall surfaces transform otherwise drab walls and provide a source  
   of conversation and learning opportunities. 
• The theme provides a basis for colour choice and a variety of play objects. 
• Spaces in built up settings are softened by the use of plants. 
• Natural surfaces offer varied experiences for children.  
 
 
 
2.12 Key Lessons about Spaces 
• Many Sure Start buildings have only revealed problems once they are in 
use.  In one case these were extensive enough for the SSLP to stop using the 
building (parents did not like it and would not come to it).  More common are 
more minor problems, especially: 
 

• Insufficient storage space:  This was especially true for day-care 
areas of buildings, but was generally reported by many SSLPs 
 
• Insufficient space for staff: This included both the size of offices and 
also concerns that staff had no spaces or ‘staff-room’ in which to relax.  
However, many SSLPs expect staff to use communal areas, kitchens 
and so on. 



 

37 

• Poor routeing through buildings so that, for example, it was 
necessary to cross a crèche room (where a crèche may be in operation) 
to reach toilets. 
 
• Poor acoustics:  In areas designed for parents to make social contact 
it could be difficult for them to hear one another, and in some buildings 
sound appeared to be augmented by the building design – even in areas 
where children were expected to play! 
 
• Wrong size of spaces: For example, one area reported that the space 
allotted for a multi-sensory room was too large, since this needed to be a 
space where children felt safe and calm. Access to some rooms in 
buildings (multi-sensory rooms are a good example) needs to be 
possible for the community, and so should not be through activity rooms, 
but sometimes that was the only way to get to them. 
 
• Integrated spaces work best, so that Sure Start activities inhabit the 
whole building, and staff, parents and children feel at home in it while 
respecting one another’s territory – offices for staff, communal areas for 
parents. 
 
• All internal spaces work best if there is some link to the main 
focus of Sure Start services i.e. small children. This is most evident in 
a handful of buildings created in areas where integrated services were in 
existence before Sure Start. In these local programmes experience, 
often gained through a building which has been offering services to 
families for some time, has led to some innovative design features, 
incorporating water, sand and other play materials into the structure. 
These approaches were not widespread. 
 
• Parent users prefer intimacy in internal spaces:  The most popular 
buildings with Sure Start parents are single storey, domestic-type 
structures, often with one room divided into areas for conversation, 
children’s play, eating etc.  Sure Start buildings obviously have to cater 
for larger numbers of people, but a domestic feel can still be achieved 
with the use of alcoves, and spaces-within-larger spaces. 
 
• Where users have been involved in decorating Sure Start 
buildings: not only choosing colour schemes and furniture, but actually 
wielding paintbrushes and screwdrivers – they have developed a sense 
of commitment to, and pride in the building. 
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Part 3: How Sure Start Buildings Came into Being 
 
Each Sure Start Local Programme was planned by a Partnership, comprised 
of practitioners and officials from statutory and voluntary agencies working in 
the chosen Sure Start area, parents and other members of the local 
community.  Statutory representatives came from the Local Authority, 
particularly Social Services Departments, the Local Education Authority and 
Health Trusts, particularly Primary Care Trusts. Other statutory members 
varied from area to area, but a minority of SSLPs had representation from 
agencies interested in the built environment – housing departments, for 
example.  The common approach to preparing the Sure Start Delivery Plan 
was for Sure Start Local Partnerships to establish working groups on 
particular aspects of the new programme: finance, play and education, health 
and so on. It was characteristic to have a working group on capital 
expenditure.  
 
3.1 Guidance on what to build 
Sure Start programmes were commissioned in rounds with approximately 60 
programmes in each. The National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) looks at 
rounds 1-4, the first 260 programmes. This study examined examples from 
the first four rounds. Each round of Sure Start Local Programmes was issued 
with Guidance on how to plan and develop a programme. In addition 
programmes in the early rounds had access to advices from DfES architects. 
The Guidance documents provided little explicit direction on what a Sure Start 
building might be like, but nevertheless some important characteristics could 
be extrapolated from them. Further, fuller guidance was produced for later 
programme rounds which are not covered by this study.  
 
3.1.1.The first 60 SSLPs, or ‘Trailblazers, were told to plan how services could 
be delivered effectively at times and places convenient to local families and to 
promote accessibility for all families.  “Some social support services may be 
based at a Sure Start building, through, for example, drop-in sessions, parent 
and toddler groups, leisure activities (such as a swimming club), baby clinics 
and play groups.” (DfEE: Sure Start: A guide for trailblazers, 1999. page 10) 
Local Programmes were to provide care for children or ensure access to it. 
Practical support, such as clothes washing facilities, or hot mid-day meals 
were to be offered if they were a specific local need.  All this implied that a 
building needed to be in an area that was easy to get to, where it was 
possible to provide childcare for local families and where there could be 
additional support.  
 
3.1.2 Second round and third round programmes were advised that a 
comparison of needs and existing resources in the SSLP area should include 
an assessment of whether suitable premises were available which parents 
could reach and which they would use.  Any plans to create a new building or 
refurbish an existing one should be based on high quality design. “The 
Government is determined that Sure Start buildings should set a high 
standard.” (DfEE: Sure Start: A Guide for second wave programmes, 1999. 
page 32). Research had shown that the quality of a building’s design sent 
powerful signals to the people who used it about the value of the activity going 
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on inside. Services also needed to be accessible to disabled people, which 
would necessitate the fitting of ramps to some properties, the lowering of 
worktops, widening of doors and fitting of special toilet facilities. 
 
3.1.3 The Guidance for the fourth round programmes went further in terms of 
defining how capital funding could be spent.  Programmes were to plan “a 
capital investment strategy to support the new and re-shaped services”. There 
was to be provision of good quality childcare, with Early Years Development 
and Childcare Partnerships creating new childcare places in Sure Start 
buildings and developing jointly funded Neighbourhood Nurseries as part of 
the Sure Start Local Programme. 
 
3.1.4 It should be emphasised that very few members of Sure Start Local 
Partnerships had any experience of developing buildings. LEA 
representatives could be more au fait with the subject than others on 
Partnerships, since education services involve a lot of buildings, but many 
were not familiar with the needs of family support and health services. Some 
voluntary organisations operated family centres, but had not always 
commissioned them.  Where, however, there were representatives from 
private business on a Partnership they proved invaluable with this aspect of 
the programme.  “We had great advice on the legal side of our capital projects 
because we had a lawyer on the Partnership” (Sure Start Manager). 
 
3.1.5 Early decisions could be ‘building – led’ in that empty premises in a Sure 
Start area often appeared to offer good prospects as Sure Start buildings but 
were not practically appropriate. Several Partnerships described how they 
spent much time in the early planning stages creating plans for refurbishing 
unsuitable buildings. Redundant schools, health buildings and community 
buildings were offered to Sure Start Partnerships, sometimes for free, 
sometimes at very low costs, provided that Sure Start took on the conversion 
and subsequent maintenance.   
 
3.2 Consulting about Buildings  
Before drawing up building plans Partnerships were required to consult with 
local people about them.  In fact, consultation on all aspects of the Delivery 
Plan was mandatory, but many Partnerships found it easier to involve local 
parents in building plans, because they represented something concrete 
about which people could express an opinion. Where an empty building was 
already available, consultation could be on site, and parents grew excited 
about the transformations possible with the very considerable Sure Start 
capital funding. 
 
3.2.1 Typical means of eliciting views about buildings from parents included: 
 • Fun-days in as many venues as possible, asking people what they thought 
of the venue; 
• Big maps of SSLP area displayed at fun-days consultation events, with post-
it notes and invitations to parents to stick these on maps “saying where they 
wanted the building to be and what they wanted to be in it” (Community 
worker). 
• Visits to completed SSLP buildings; 
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• Inspirational visits to outstanding community buildings (e.g. Millennium 
Building in Liverpool); 
• Public meetings addressed by architects; 
• Community arts-led activities, drawing on play, dance and other creative 
expression to explore matters like the use of space and colour; 
• ‘Planning for Real’® exercises, often conducted as part of a wider 
neighbourhood regeneration consultation.  These involve making models of 
buildings and the environment. 
 
3.2.2 SSLPs give mixed reports of their consultations.  The more exploratory 
methods described at the last two points above are the most successful, in 
that even where the recommendations they produce are not usable, or used, 
they provided families with interesting learning experiences.  And, as already 
noted, parents felt able to focus on the idea of Sure Start buildings and to 
express views about them.  But: 
 
• Parents’ preferences were not always feasible. “Parents wanted it to be by 
the supermarket, because they went there every day” (Partnership Board 
Member) There was no space or building available for conversion. 
 
• The length of time between consultation and actual building development 
could be lengthy, and families grew tired of the lack of progress; 
 
• Though parent’s wishes were considered very important in all SSLPs, they 
could be over-ridden. 
 
3.2.3. In a fairly extreme example of the latter a group of parents in a first 
round programme described the excitement of developing ideas for a Sure 
Start building: “We spent two years talking about buildings, about what we 
would be able to do and where.” One became available, a big public house on 
a roundabout central to the estate. “We wanted it, but though the owner was 
happy to lease it to us, the Council said that we could not enter into a lease.” 
This building had been a universal preference among local parents.  There 
was particular resentment that local authority representatives had not 
attended meetings about the building development “until the eleventh hour, 
when they intervened to prevent us taking on the pub. In theory we were 
making decisions, but in practice they could be overturned. It’s felt like it’s not 
what’s best for children it’s what’s best for the council.  It takes ages for them 
to get anything done, it costs loads of money and they just don’t communicate 
with us.” (All quotations from parents in group interview). 
 
3.2.4 This kind of story was not uncommon.  In more than half the areas 
visited for this study there were reports of pressure from local authorities for 
Sure Start Partnerships to take on buildings they had not chosen to use.  In 
some places this was resisted. For example “There were political pressures 
from parish councillors, especially in ------ (part of Sure Start area) where they 
tried to persuade Sure Start to build on a local junior school. It would have 
used the whole capital and parents didn’t like it, so it didn’t go ahead.” 
(Member of Sure Start Partnership). 
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3.2.5 On the whole parents became reconciled to buildings even where their 
preferences had not been incorporated.  The very existence of the building 
was itself an improvement on the pre-Sure Start situation.  
 
3.2.6 Once designs were put out to tender, some SSLPs report that parents 
have been on the group that considered, interviewed and appointed 
architects, and that they have been consulted by architects about particular 
aspects of internal and external design.  They are often involved in choosing 
colour schemes (but this may be the only aspect of the building on which they 
are consulted) furniture and some fittings. 
 
3.3 Managing Sure Start Building Projects 
The consultation about buildings may have been carried out rather early in the 
process in some SSLP areas.  At this point in their development Sure Start 
Partnerships had no executive capacity except that lent to them by Partners, 
until a Sure Start Manager was appointed.  The timing of these appointments 
varied, but in some areas the outline of a plan for building development had 
been decided upon before the Sure Start Manager actually arrived in post. 
The reason given to new managers in this position was that ‘It was what 
parents wanted’.  But since the first job of most new managers was to set up 
consultation with parents, some are sceptical that this was really so.  For 
example, one Sure Start Manager described how a local Social Services 
family centre had been transferred to the Education Authority “to become the 
Sure Start building- the week before I took up my post”. The situation had not 
been explained to the staff of the family centre and the new manager had to 
handle sharing premises with some unhappy Social Services employees, 
negotiating with their union and beginning to set up the first Sure Start 
services in a corner of the building which the family centre continued to 
occupy. In addition “There was a stigma attached to the building. Families 
wouldn’t come here.”  
 
3.3.1 Where new managers were not faced with this sort of fait accompli, they 
nevertheless had a big challenge to learn quickly about building development. 
A few, who had come from the day care sector, public, private or voluntary, 
had had some experience of overseeing the building of a nursery.  
Nevertheless they felt unprepared for the complexities of a Sure Start capital 
project: “I had no experience of major building works.  There was no support 
from the CounciI. I was following Sure Start guidelines to the letter, but these 
were different from the City Council’s procurement guidelines, and they got all 
upset, because this was a development in ‘their’ building.  As far as they were 
concerned, Sure Start money was Council money. I went to Education and 
said ‘I need some help” but the man from the Education Department didn’t 
come to meetings. Eventually I found private architects, introduced by the 
Early Years Service, and got some help from them.  They specialised in 
school design and were very good with the consultation process” (Sure Start 
Manager).  
 
3.3.2 Many other Sure Start Managers described the capital process as “a 
nightmare”. One said “The requirements of the capital programme feel like 
another job on top of the full-time job you have as a Sure Start Manager”. 
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(Sure Start Manager).  A minority of areas appointed a full-time member of 
staff to the core team to handle day-to-day elements of the process.  In one 
area a small team, consisting of a quantity surveyor, an architect and the 
Programme Manager was reported as meeting regularly, developing a good 
understanding and driving the process forward.  A further two programmes led 
by a capital team from the local authority had made good progress.  But this 
was not invariably true.  In a large city council, dealing with more than one 
SSLP, a project manager for Sure Start buildings was appointed, but Sure 
Start managers in the area did not feel that the needs of programmes dealing 
with children and young families were grasped. “His priorities were different 
from ours, he was constantly telling us that things were going to happen at the 
last minute – but we were an operational programme, trying to deliver 
services to families, we needed to know what was going to happen so that we 
could inform users.  In the end we had to move into a temporary building and 
then nothing happened to the empty one for two months” (Sure Start 
Manager).  
 
3.3.3 One of the hardest tasks was finding temporary accommodation when 
conversion work began on a building that had already been in use for some 
time. In this situation managers described difficulties in finding suitable 
accommodation. Money, often unbudgeted, had to be found for IT cabling, 
repairs and decoration in the temporary premises. Numbers of users declined, 
both on the move to the temporary accommodation and on the return to 
converted premises.  
 
• “The temporary accommodation was three miles from part of the 
Programme area.” (SSLP Manager) 
 
•”All services have had to be run from community buildings.  It is expensive. 
New Deal uses community premises too, and often Sure Start cannot book 
rooms because New Deal has got there first.”  (SSLP Manager in programme 
still using some temporary venues) 
 
• “We had developed a good relationship with parents in our temporary 
buildings.  It has taken a year to get them coming to the new premises as 
much as they did.  They do love the new building but they are not yet used to 
using it as they were with the other venues.” (SSLP Manager)  
 
One North West programme reported a relatively smooth consultation and 
planning process due to the lasting strength of the partnership board and the 
unfailing support of local parents. The local Sure Start Unit Programme 
Development Officer was also very supportive; we ‘could approach her at any 
time with anything’ (Sure Start Local Programme Manager). 
 
3.3.4 Defending Parents’ Wishes 
As the building programme got under way, Sure Start managers could find 
themselves positioned between local parents and other members of the 
Partnership, trying to ensure that the needs of the former were not over-taken 
by the demands of the latter.  Statutory agencies often had firm ideas about 
how they wanted to see Sure Start capital spent, and these were not always 
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in line with the results of public consultations. At the same time, pragmatism – 
or perhaps sheer thoughtlessness - sometimes meant that users’ preferences 
could not be met.  “I was constantly having to say ‘What about the parents’’? 
There was a site meeting and I was told the paint had been ordered.  I’d been 
asking when the parents would have a chance to choose the colours, and the 
paint had been ordered - all chosen without consulting them” (Sure Start 
Manager). The experience of developing buildings has helped managers learn 
how to avoid getting left out in this way. “I’ve learned an awful lot from these 
capital projects – I only wish I’d known it all when we started!” (Sure Start 
Manager).  
 
3.4 Other Funding Sources 
There was some flexibility around the actual sum available for capital projects 
in the first rounds of SSLPs, and programmes were encouraged by the Sure 
Start Unit to seek additional funding for larger projects.  Participating in a 
jointly funded project added complexity to the process.  The National Survey  
of SSLPs found that of the first two rounds of Sure Start programmes, one in 
six SSLPs had capital resources from non-Sure Start sources.  Those that 
had such resources typically added an extra 50% to their Sure Start capital.  
Programmes that had secured capital resources from non-Sure Start sources 
had received an average of more £216,000 in one year – but half of them had 
received less than £100,000. (More information about the capital received by 
SSLPs from sources other than Sure Start can be found at Appendix 2). 
 
3.4.1 Although non-Sure Start capital may be granted for facilities for non-
early-years use, the most common partnership is between SSLP funding and 
resources for Neighbourhood Nurseries.  This initiative, launched in 
December 2000, also focused on disadvantaged areas and aimed to provide 
a big increase in childcare places. Administered through EYDCPs (which are 
linked to SSLP partnerships) it offered capital, and encouraged close links 
between SSLP and NNI developments.  Data from the DfES shows that 36% 
of Neighbourhood Nurseries have been created in Partnership with SSLPs.  
This will mean that there is some sharing of a building, although the 
proportion of a nursery building used by the SSLP can vary from one small 
meeting room to a joint building housing many SSLP activities.  
 
3.4.2 Generally the association with Neighbourhood Nurseries has worked 
well. However, although all SSLPs from round 2 onwards were required to 
provide full day care in new buildings, Trailblazer programmes report being 
taken by surprise by this initiative and having to revisit their plans. “We were 
half way through planning the space, which included expanding the existing 
playgroup in the building.  We had to make changes for full daycare” (Sure 
Start Manager). Other managers, recalling similar situations, noted that the 
changes involved costs to the Programme.   
 
3.4.3 Other sources of funding have included European funds, the New Deal 
for Communities and the Single Regeneration Budget. Negotiations once 
again fell on the Sure Start Manager, who might be facing a complicated array 
of tendering and consultation processes, monies being dependent on other 
monies, before anything could be spent.  In one, not untypical, example, 
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delays led to increases in the projected price of the building, which required 
yet more negotiations (and the danger of yet more cost increase). In this case 
the SSLP financed the increase from its own capital, which had been intended 
for another building. 
 
3.4.4 While there are many and varied combinations of funding, with no single 
approach being typical or representative, some examples were: 
 
• £1.8 million to convert a historic site in the centre of the SSLP area, which 
would also contain a GP surgery.  Contributions from Primary Care Trust, 
Single Regeneration Budget, (SRB) English Heritage, Neighbourhood Nursery 
Initiative and Sure Start. 
 
• A combination of Sure Start, NNI and a contribution from the Coalfields 
Regeneration Trust.  The latter offered £250,000 to the SSLP and then 
reduced this to £100,000 at the last minute.  The SSLP was able to raise extra 
funding from the Sure Start Unit to cover the short-fall and has developed a 
three-site buildings scheme. 
 
• SRB, Sure Start and European Social Fund, Neighbourhood Nursery to 
develop Sure Start building as part of a ‘Full-Service’ or extended school, and 
an additional building attached to another primary school. 
 
3.5 Key lessons from Funding Combinations 
SSLPs have been successful in augmenting their capital with funding from 
non-Sure Start sources. This success has depended on the amount of 
support they have received from their local authority.  It is clear that in a few 
areas this has been extremely good, and SSLP respondents have 
commented accordingly: 
 
“Although the accountable body is the County Council, they commissioned 
Borough Council architects, which has enhanced inter-agency working.  It has 
been a dream and has definitely helped to get the building going.  All partners 
have seen the potential value of a new building and it is something for every 
one to be proud of.” (Sure Start Manager) 
 
The clue to the happy relationship reported here may be in the willingness of 
the Sure Start Partnership to let the local authority do the commissioning for 
the building. Elsewhere multiple funding has led to some difficulties, 
particularly time delays and extra costs, but has eventually delivered more 
Sure Start buildings on a larger scale. 
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3.6 The Capital Process 
Once the outline plans for spending capital had been approved by the Sure 
Start Unit an eight-stage Capital Process began for local programmes. 
 

a. SSLP finds an architect and a quantity surveyor 
b. Building Plans developed in detail 
c. SSLP submits application for funding plus plans  
d. Plans reviewed by consultants on behalf of the Sure Start Unit on 

design quality, suitability for purpose and value for money. (These 
criteria were changed in 2003 to suitability for purpose and value for 
money, but the consultants continued to be able to comment on design 
if this was considered relevant to the criteria). 

e. Consultants report on the plans to the Sure Start Unit’s Regional 
Teams of officers. 

f. Regional Teams make recommendations to the Sure Start Unit 
g. Building Plans sent to the Sure Start Unit for final approval 
h. SSLP can put Plans out for tender.  
       

3.6.1 In this well-laid plan there were multiple opportunities for things to go 
wrong.  Reports from SSLPs are full of the difficulties they experienced. The 
following two accounts represent these. 
 
• “Sure Start internally have a good system, reporting back to the Sure Start 
Unit and to the Programmes – not a problem. But there is a very big delay 
before a claim is processed to get funding.  You are supposed to get the 
money upfront, but by the time it arrives it isn’t upfront. If we were to go ahead 
and appoint an architect, incur fees – the capital wasn’t available. The Council 
is paying for it until the money arrives.” (Finance Manager, SSLP) 
 
•”I came into post when the building was already in rough draft stage and the 
council had already appointed an architect. We built on a greenfield site, on 
land belonging to the council, but there were questions of ownership which 
took time to solve. Then government added the NNI, which brought more 
money but required a different design. We had to sort out questions of 
revenue transfer with the Sure Start Unit, to complete two capital forms (F25s) 
and make an application to the New Opportunities Fund. NOF demanded 
more detail even than the Sure Start Unit and their representatives changed 
frequently. Plans were being scrutinised at every level and the delays meant 
that prices kept going up.  We had some terrible times in the process.” (SSLP 
Manager) 
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The Sure Start capital funding has enabled derelict buildings to be  
renovated and made useful. 

 
This can be a lengthy process. Here, work is just beginning on swimming baths 
which will become a base for a Sure Start Local Programme.  
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3.6.2 Staff in the Sure Start Unit Regional Teams reported a range of 
reasons for delays. 

 
 
Reasons for Delays in the Capital Process 
• Problems in identifying buildings appropriate for renovation or land available  
   to build on 
• Cost of land and building increasing dramatically in SSLP areas; (this  
   included spare land being bought at premium rates by property developers  
   in regeneration areas) 
• Construction problems, land issues, lease negotiation difficulties 
• Lengthy approvals process 
• Changes in SSLP Managers 
• Introduction of Neighbourhood Nursery Initiative and Children’s Centres  
   necessitating changes to plans 
• Lack of impetus from SSLP lead or accountable body 
• Absence of capital planning group in SSLP 
• Capital plans put on back burner while services were developed 
• Inexperience among SSLP Managers in handling large capital projects 
• Too many targets for Programme Managers to meet 
• Problems with partners in jointly-funded projects 
• Rising or abnormal costs 
• Revenue plans not taking into account maintenance and security issues in   
   new buildings 
• Reluctance of SSLP accountable bodies to sign off capital knowing that they  
   will be responsible for the building for the next twenty-five years.  This  
   problem has been particularly acute for accountable bodies with small  
   assets. 
 
  
3.6.3 Abnormal costs have been a particular problem in the North East, where 
some ground which was previously used by chemical industries has required 
decontamination.  Other sites have been mined and have needed grouting 
(stabilising). Contamination and stability assessments were costly and time-
consuming. Other areas report invasive plants, like Japanese knotweed, 
which have incurred extra costs.  In one area the builders went into liquidation 
before the building was completed, in another the building works were 
vandalised a number of times, increasing the insurance costs.  One 
programme encountered opposition to its proposal for a building on a 
greenfield site from environmental agencies like Green Spaces and from 
Sport England. 
 
3.6.4  By early 2004 delays in the spending of capital led the Sure Start Unit 
to declare a deadline. SSLPs in the first two rounds were to spend their 
allocation by October 2004, SSLPs in rounds three and four by March 2005.  
This requirement was not popular with SSLPs, where Managers report feeling 
dual pressure, from the approaching deadline and from a protracted approval 
process. 
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3.7 Support for Building Development 
Although many SSLP managers report that they found capital planning and 
implementation unfamiliar and difficult, help was offered to them in the 
following ways. 

a. Advances on capital: Early experience showed that involving the 
community in planning a SSLP was easier when there was a specific, 
short-term, highly visible evidence of the sort of developments that 
might be in the programme.  For example, several programmes 
focused early consultation on the development of play areas, because 
parents could join in their planning and there would be rapid, visible 
results.  To this end, advances on capital were made available to all 
programmes from round 2 onwards.  The amount was £50,000 for 
SSLPs in rounds 3 and 4.  Partnerships could request advances three 
months prior to the submission of their delivery plans.  In many 
disadvantaged areas cynicism had grown about the capacity of 
centrally funded initiatives to make much difference in the local 
community.  The early capital append demonstrated that with Sure 
Start activities would get underway rapidly. This raised local confidence 
in the programme. 

 
b. Advice from the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment 

(CABE): CABE, set up by government to help improve the design of 
publicly-funded buildings was commissioned by the Sure Start Unit to 
provide a list of agreed services to SSLPs. An enabling panel of 100 
experts was set up to act as a free advisory service to help 
programmes get better value for money through better design. The 
panel could be contacted by telephone.  
 

c. Publications: CABE was also involved in the production of a guide  
Building for Sure Start, integrated provision for under fives which was 
published in 2004 and was accompanied by a series of seminars.  This 
publication is divided into two parts, a Client Guide looking at the way 
buildings are planned, designed and constructed and explaining the 
procurement and project management processes; and a Design Guide, 
which contains information about regulations and case studies and 
illustrations of different building projects. 
 

d. Checking Panel: In 2003 the Sure Start Unit appointed Atkins, a multi-
disciplinary consultancy group, to oversee the quality and budgeting of 
the building plans drawn up by SSLPs.  Atkins could offer advice early 
in the process to help SSLPs meet the requirements of the Sure Start 
Unit for best practice and value-for-money.  

 
e. Regional Teams: SSLPs were provided with general support for 

development by Programme Development Officers based in each 
administrative Region.  One member of staff in each team was 
designated a ‘Capital Lead’ and could provide individual SSLPs with 
access to specific help – from Atkins as described above, for example. 
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f. At the end of 2003 a ‘Capital Help Squad’, consisting of quantity 
surveyors, architects and project managers from Atkins was offered in 
all Regions.  It had previously been piloted in three Regions, offering 
20 days of support to SSLPs where progress on a building project had 
been slow.  The national scheme offered up to 10 days to three 
programmes in each Region.  In London, where there were particular 
difficulties in delivering capital projects a special scheme, run by 
another company, Donaldsons, was set up.  And capital advice clinics 
were established in the North East and the North West by ther Sure 
Start Unit 

 
3.8 Key Lessons on Support 
• The experience of the support available varied between SSLP rounds.  
Many SSLPs in the first two rounds had already embarked on their capital 
spending before it was in place. Several felt there was not enough help 
available, but had not availed themselves of what there was, and some found 
it was not what they wanted at the time. “We went to a CABE conference on 
design, but it was the process we wanted to know about.” (SSLP Manager) 
 
Others found it exactly what they needed: 
“CABE ran training sessions on how to involve local people, on how to build 
high quality buildings.  They were very good at detail, they visited the 
programme and visited the building before the SSLP bought it.  They also 
came to sub-group meetings and were available to provide sound advice by 
phone and e-mail.  They always responded quickly. (SSLP Manager) 
 
• Programmes report that they distrusted sources of support like the Checking 
Panel.  The Panel was scrutinising building plans and could require changes. 
The most common concern here was about the amount of time the Panel took 
in responding to plans.  Many SSLPs describe how costs went up while they 
waited for responses, and that requirements by the Panel added to the costs 
of buildings. 
 
“We received a letter telling us that CABE were no longer our advisory contact 
but that Atkins would take on that role. It seemed as though no information 
had been passed to Atkins, who were focused on nursery provision and did 
not seem aware of the other services provided by the SSLP. Atkins had 
discussions with the architects and were responsible for signing off the 
building as ‘fit for purpose and value for money’. They told us that if they 
approved the spending, we would receive it from the Sure Start Unit.  But the 
Sure Start Unit did not give us the extra money that the Atkins changes 
required.  We had to cut £200,000 off the works.” (SSLP Manager) 
 
On the other hand, an SSLP Manager described having “wonderful support 
from the Regional Team and the Help Squad.” 
 
• Where support was most highly appreciated it was local, and came either 
from an architect based in the local authority or private practice, or from 
officers in the local authority who worked well alongside the Sure Start 
Partnership. 
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3.9 Dealing with Problems, Difficulties and Delays 
The most effective way of dealing with the difficulties presented by the capital 
process has been tenacity. SSLP Managers report that this has been easier 
for them when they have been backed by a strong local Partnership. In the 
end most SSLPs have produced operational buildings and are demonstrating 
their usefulness by using them.  
 
• Local opposition has come from elderly residents living near a proposed 
building, who are afraid that users will be noisy and children unruly.  In one 
area the Programme Manager, who has had many reassuring consultations 
with local residents, plans to develop some evening activities for them in the 
building, so that they will have some stake in it.  
 
• In another area the notion of ‘drop-in’ services was misunderstood as being 
for drug and alcohol users, creating a mistaken image for the SSLP in the 
local media. In such situations SSLPs have created positive publicity by 
inviting local media to report on their activities.  
 
• A park association opposed plans for a Sure Start building adjacent to a 
park.  Parents and staff from the SSLP attended the park association’s 
meetings and put their case, so that eventually members of the association 
became sympathetic to the proposal. 
 
But problems were not inevitable: 
• One North West programme reported a relatively smooth consultation and 
planning process due to the lasting strength of the partnership board and the 
support of local parents. The local Programme Development Officer (from the 
Sure Start Regional Team) was also incredibly supportive; “we could 
approach her at any time with anything’” 
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Part 4: Conclusions 
Ina short period SSLPs have added significantly to the stock of public 
buildings by construction, extension and development, and have provided a 
range of settings for use by families with young children.  The early indications 
are that these buildings have avoided the stigma that has attached itself to 
some public service buildings for families in the past. The consultative 
approach of SSLPs, and their open and inclusive ethos, has generated 
enthusiasm locally, and Sure Start buildings have served as a focus for this 
enthusiasm in many cases. 

 
4.1 The Building Process  
4.1.1 Integrating Buildings and Services 
SSLPs have been unusual among centrally-funded initiatives in that buildings 
have been seen as integral to the Programme. There was a guaranteed 
capital sum to spend on them.  The process of planning and building has 
been, by necessity and by design, an integrated procedure.  Sure Start Local 
Partnerships were required to determine needs in the locality and the services 
and premises already available. When considering buildings they had to 
decide what venues were required for the services they planned and, in 
consultation with local people, whether these services would work from those 
buildings. Where services were new, there was an element of uncertainty: 
how would SSLPs know until they tried? Delays and failures in the course of 
developing buildings should be viewed in this context. However, the 
experience of SSLPs must be reviewed by local partnerships to anticipate 
and, where possible, avoid delays and problems in the development of 
Children’s Centres. 
 
4.1.2 Capital Project Managers 
The development of the buildings occurred alongside the development of the 
services.  Not only could this create problems of where to put the services 
before the buildings were created, it also meant that the management task for 
both elements of the programme had to be integrated. This was difficult to do.  
Few Sure Start Programme Managers had experience of such integration.  
Most have done valiantly, learning as they have gone along, but capital works 
required a separate manager with experience of project management, based 
in the SSLP. 
 
4.1.3 Strong Support from the Local Authority 
The single enabling ingredient that meant Partnerships and Managers 
developed and progressed building plans rapidly has been a local authority 
which was supportive without exerting its preferences.  Among the SSLPs 
surveyed and studied a significant minority had had a relatively painless route 
towards their buildings.  These ‘fortunate’ SSLPs had differing geographic and 
local context profiles, were from different rounds of Sure Start and exhibited 
variation in the number and types of buildings they had developed. What they 
had in common was a local authority (not a Health Trust or a Local Education 
Authority) where officers as well as the representative on the Partnership 
spent time with the Partnership, the capital working group and the Sure Start 
Manager, put them in touch with relevant advice and help from within and 
outside the authority, and generally eased the process.  In several areas 
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where this had happened, the receipt of central funds was a somewhat 
unusual occurrence and there was a feeling that local officials were just as 
excited as the Sure Start Partnership members at the prospect of making a 
difference to the lives of disadvantaged small children. In one such area a 
Sure Start Manager said “What this area lacks in resources it makes up for in 
committed people.  The same faces keep popping up in different 
Partnerships.  This may be a reason for some synthesis between them.  And 
the small local Council has a flatter hierarchy than you get in larger areas, so I 
can talk to the Chief Executive when I need to, and he is always very helpful.” 
This kind of attitude ironed out many difficulties and delays in SSLP building 
projects. 
 
4.1.4 Many difficulties and delays can be put down to the complexity of the 
building process and the accountability requirements of building projects 
which are using public money.  Much of this was stressful and irritating for the 
SSLP Managers, but it was not surprising or very different from the 
experience of any building project.  For SSLPs, of course, it was only one of 
many stressful implementation tasks. 
 
4.1.5 Improvements in the Building Process 
Although there was some inevitability in the difficulties experienced by SSLPs, 
hindsight shows where these could have been eased by: 
 
• earlier availability of advice on capital planning.  SSLPs were well underway 
when publications on design and the building process became available.  The 
first rounds of Sure Start received little benefit. 
 
• a clear distinction between support for and inspection of the capital process. 
Although these roles can be successfully combined (and were, in the historic 
role of local authority Early Years Advisers, who registered and inspected 
daycare) the experience of many SSLPs was that they lost trust in the support 
role of the company which checked their building plans and reported on them 
to the Sure Start Unit. 
 
• clearer direction to local authorities about their role on Sure Start 
partnerships.  Sure Start Managers were very exposed if they needed to take 
issue with a local authority, yet when they did so it was usually because they 
were trying to adhere to Sure Start Guidance. With no mechanism to reinforce 
the Manager, the local authority was likely to prevail, and the story of many 
Sure Start buildings is that they did. 
 
• some recommended standard features for SSLP buildings. In planning and 
delivering services, SSLPs were required to work within a core framework.  
There was no similar requirement for buildings.  The image and identity of the 
programme could have been enhanced if there had been, for example, a 
requirement that every SS building, whatever it’s function, should have a 
young children’s play area. 
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4.2. The Buildings. 
4.2.1 Significance to Sure Local Programmes 
The existence of buildings is essential to Sure Start. SSLPs report that they 
could not operate properly until their buildings were in place, and that when 
there was an interruption to service delivery from a recognised site, the 
services declined in quality and were less widely used.  In the small number of 
programmes which have not developed or converted buildings, the reason 
has been that there were usable, popular buildings already in the Sure Start 
area, not that they had found a modus operandi that did not require sites.  
 
4.2.2 Buildings have also given a profile to Sure Start, making it more widely 
recognised generally and sending a message to Sure Start users about their 
importance, and the significance of their role as parents. It is interesting to 
enquire in a locality where a Sure Start building is – all sorts of members of 
the community can tell you, from the man who did the electrical works to the 
lady whose grand-children visit it. 
 
4.2.3 Functions 
Because SSLPs are multi-functional, many of their buildings are also multi-
functional. It is easier to plan a building when it has one function, or one 
function that over-rides others.  The Sure Start buildings that have been most 
obviously successful are those with one function: the single room family 
centre which aims to provide a setting for parents to meet one another in 
comfort; the day nursery; the clinic.  Allowing functions to develop in an 
organic way from such a single-function core also works.  The parent’s 
meeting-place can be the focus for informal ‘clinic-type’ support from health 
visitors, nursery nurses, family support workers; the day-nursery may spawn a 
parents’ room.  But spaces with a clear function were working best. 
 
4.2.4 In multi-functional buildings difficulties arise at the junction between 
functional spaces: how to manage the reception area which serves a day-
nursery (needs to be secure), and a community café (needs to be open-
access)? Or staff offices (need to be quiet) and the community café (ideally 
quite noisy)? SSLPs are struggling with the problems of juxtaposition, re-
arranging spaces to improve situations. Architects had often got it wrong 
around these activity junctions, unaccustomed to the combinations required 
by Sure Start buildings. In these circumstances the warehouse-type solution, 
with potential for shifting internal spaces round, as function dictates, is an 
economical way to proceed.  
 
4.2.5 Although staff generally have more and easier access to certain parts of 
Sure Start buildings than the public, it is commonly agreed by SSLPs that an 
absence of a firm distinction between staff and service users encourages 
families to see the SSLP as different from conventional statutory services. In 
some buildings this is exemplified by shared relaxation space: staff use the 
general kitchen to make drinks, eat lunch, sit on a sofa.  Everybody uses the 
same toilets. Some programmes also have open access to office space, but 
most do not. 
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4.2.6 Few Sure Start Buildings broadcast their significance for children.  Yet 
parents who are using Sure Start buildings say  that they do so for their 
children, often so that the children will have an opportunity to socialise with 
others or ‘get out of the house’, or have access to play facilities or services 
they would not otherwise experience. Given this motivation, it seems a pity 
that only those Sure Start buildings with day care incorporated advertise the 
connection with small children in anything other than a perfunctory way.  Yet a 
London programme made a serious increase to the numbers of families it was 
reaching in a multicultural area by opening a soft-play centre as its flagship 
building. The difficulties of consulting with small children were noted by 
several SSLPs when they described the consultation processes used for their 
buildings.  But it is possible to observe children’s use of buildings, and they do 
appear to prefer facilities like soft-play areas.  In some community cafes they 
remained strapped in their push-chairs, much as they would in any similar 
public facility. 
 
4.2.7 Multi-functional buildings provide ‘cover’ for those seeking help for 
‘sensitive’ issues.  Parents comment that it is easier for them to go into a 
space that is for community use, where people may be visiting the dentist, or 
a parent and toddler group or to meet one another. Visiting such a place holds 
no stigma, and once inside they can seek advice for problems which they 
might otherwise have had to access via a specific and more stigmatised 
service. Services for mental health and to support people experiencing 
domestic violence report that they are being used more extensively and 
experiencing more disclosures as a result. 
 
4.2.8 Other than in their signs, Sure Start Local Programme buildings share 
no identifying features, nor were they required to do so by the Sure Start Unit. 
There is no evidence that a distinctive form of architecture is evolving here, 
reflecting the age-group of children for whom the services in these buildings 
are intended. A parent who moved to a Sure Start area with a young child 
would not always know immediately where to go for Sure Start services. In 
fact, in many areas they could well miss Sure Start buildings, assuming they 
were schools, health centres or other public service premises. This contrasts 
with the practice in some European countries, where considerable emphasis 
has been given to making special buildings and environments for children 
which enable and symbolise the learning and development that will go on 
within them. 
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4.3 Summary Conclusions 
 
• Sure Start Local Programmes have added significant numbers of buildings 
to the stock available for public service use in a relatively short period. 
 
• Some premises which had previously been unused and even deteriorating 
have been brought back to use. 
 
• Sure Start buildings are avoiding the stigma that has attached to some 
public service buildings in the past, and are not seen as ‘official’ by users. 
 
• Centrally situated, conspicuous buildings have added to the local profile for 
Sure Start, increasing the programme’s visibility. 
 
• Many parents like familiar, easily accessible community buildings like huts 
and temporary buildings, where they feel they can relax.  New buildings were 
considered ‘clinical’ by significant numbers of parents interviewed. 
 
• Sharing buildings with other agencies brings benefits – larger buildings, with 
more going on in them – but can also cause difficulties. The best relationships 
are with agencies which also work with children, and where the children are 
not much removed in age from Sure Start children. 
 
• Sharing of a single building has proved easier for SSLPs when they are the 
dominant partner in financing and managing the building. 
 
• Although some areas have produced low-energy, environmentally friendly 
buildings, there was little evidence of radical approaches to sustainability in 
building design.  A requirement that Partnerships attend to this aspect of their 
buildings should have been clearer.  
 
• Buildings for children benefited should have visible outdoor space, which 
advertises the building’s function and attracts families. 
 
• Both single and multiple storey buildings have been used and have 
advantages.  Offices can be hidden away up stairs, but parents like single 
storey buildings. 
 
• Inside buildings, the reception area is very significant in making the building 
attractive to children and families. Friendly reception areas are particularly 
important in Sure Start buildings attached to public service settings like 
schools or health clinics, because they signal that users have priority in the 
space. A receptionist or staff member needs to be present in the area when 
the building is open. 
 
• Many Sure Start buildings have revealed problems only once they are in 
use, suggesting that guidance and support on design have been inadequate 
or misunderstood.  It is reported that even otherwise successful buildings 
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have insufficient storage space. The lessons should be taken seriously and 
similar mistakes avoided in future building projects for children and families. 
 
• Most Sure Start buildings are multi-functional. Internal spaces need to be 
integrated, so that activities inhabit a whole building and staff, families and 
children feel at home while respecting each other’s territory. 
 
•  Internal design should reflect the needs of small children. Innovative 
approaches include the incorporation of water, sand and play materials into 
the structure. 
 
• Parents prefer intimacy in buildings, liking best single-story, domestic-type 
structures.  Sure Start buildings are most successful where they have 
achieved a domestic feel with the use of alcoves, intimate corners and 
comfortable furnishings. 
 
• Being consulted about the design and appearance of buildings increases a 
sense of ownership among users.  Being consulted and ignored or over-ruled 
is disappointing and alienating for them. There was evidence of lasting 
resentment in communities when this had happened. Exploratory consultation 
methods – community arts, planning for real - though more rarely used than 
surveys and meetings, are the most successful, since even where the findings 
are not acted upon, they give families interesting learning experiences. 
 
• Neither Sure Start Partnerships nor Sure Start Managers were experienced 
in planning or project-managing building development. Many found the task 
difficult, especially when unforeseen obstacles occurred (which tends to 
happen with building projects). Though support was available both from the 
Sure Start Unit, centrally and regionally, and sometimes via the local 
Partnership, many managers, in particular, needed more help than they got. 
Some specific preparatory training would have been useful to them. Many 
buildings took much longer to complete than planned, and in the areas where 
this happened it affected service delivery 
 
• The single factor that enabled building projects to be completed quickly, 
efficiently and with the minimum of disruption to the whole SSLP was the 
backing of a strong Partnership.  In particular, the willingness of the statutory 
partners to facilitate the wishes of local people influenced the outcomes of 
building projects.  If they were flexible and helpful, projects went well. 
 
• SSLPs could find themselves caught between parents, local statutory 
agencies and the Sure Start Unit as they tried to create venues that would suit 
the local area. In this situation they needed independent support.  Although 
support provided by the Sure Start Unit was often useful, it was also seen as 
an instrument of government, putting pressure on SSLPs.  
 
• Buildings have always been significant to public services, sending clear 
messages about the way the services can be used and the relationship 
between practitioners and users.  Although Sure Start buildings are extremely 
important in the delivery of the whole programme, they do not yet constitute a 
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clear, collective, easily recognised public statement about the national 
commitment to giving small children the best start in life. 
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APPENDIX 1 
 

A summary of Guidance provided to each round of Sure Start 
Programmes by the central Sure Start Unit. 

 
Guidance on Capital 
Sure Start Local Programmes have been rolled out in six rounds. The 
National Evaluation of Sure Start (NESS) is evaluating the impact of the first 
four rounds, in each of which there are c.60 SSLPs. The timetable for these 
rounds is set out below. 
 
Round Area 

Announced 
Confirmation 
of interest 

Outline 
plans 
submitted 

Final plans 
submitted 

SSLPs start 
work 

1 19th Jan. 
1999 

9th Feb 1999  19th March 
1999 

April 1999 

2 15th Nov 
1999 

14th Dec 1999 Jan 2000 End March 
2000 

June 2000 

3 13th July 
2000 

7th Sept 2000 2nd Nov 2000 25th Jan 
2001 

March 2001 

4 Jan 2001 28th Feb 2001 25th April 
2001 

18th July 
2001 

Sept 2001 

 
For each round of SSLPs a Guidance booklet was produced by the Sure Start 
Unit introducing the Sure Start vision, outlining its key principles, the targets of 
the programme and recommendations on how to set up a Partnership. From 
the beginning, the Guidance specified clearly that grants for capital would be 
ring-fenced. 
 
Key principles for all local programmes included adding value to existing 
services, getting parents involved, avoiding stigma, ensuring lasting support 
being culturally appropriate, being designed to achieve specific objectives and 
promoting accessibility for all families. Delivering services in an inclusive, 
sensitive, outward-looking and joined-up way is central to the vision. 
 
The Size of the SSLP Area 
SSLP areas vary in size. The Guidance changed slightly from round to round. 
 
Round 1: Area had to “make sense to the local community”. The suggested 
size was 1-2 miles in radius if urban, larger if rural. 
 
Round 2: Typical programmes were to include 500-1000 children under 4 and 
be in an area where there was a high level of need for support services. 
 
Rounds 3 and 4: Number of children to be served by an SSLP now re-stated 
as 400-800.  Area to be among the 20% most deprived in England. 
 
Funding 
Guidance on the government funding available to SSLPs also varied from 
round to round. 
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Round 1. “The Government has made available £452 million for Sure Start in 
England over the next three years, broken down as follows: 
 
£ million 1999-2000 2000-2001 2001-2002 
Capital 52 76 59 
Revenue 31 109 125 
Total 83 184 184 
 
Programmes should apply for the money to deliver Sure Start effectively and 
efficiently in their area.  This will vary according to the size of the programme, 
level of existing provision, proposed new services and facilities and changes 
to these. We expect support to vary between £100,000 and 31million a year. 
 
Applications should distinguish between revenue and capital expenditure and 
make creative proposals on the latter.” 
 
Round 2. Guidance stipulated that the average amount available for capital 
would be £700,000 per local programme.  This was an upper limit in all but 
the most exceptional cases, with no more than £1million granted to a single 
programme in any one financial year. 
 
Round 3. Here the Guidance on how much money was available to SSLPs 
states: “Although we cannot make a firm rule for what a Sure Start 
programme should cost, our working assumption is that a programme of 
around 800 children would have up to about £700,000 in any full year for 
current expenditure. We would expect programmes with a smaller catchment 
area to apply for less money.  We would expect programmes to apply for up 
to £700,000 in total to spend on capital, but we will accept proposals for up to 
£1 million capital where that is necessary to meet the needs of the area. In 
special circumstances there may be scope for spending more on capital, if 
matched by a lower revenue total.” 
 
Round 4. By this round the Guidance had become more specific: 
“There are two kinds of Sure Start grants: 
• resource (revenue) grants for ongoing spending (for example on salaries, 
utilities and payments for services). The maximum annual grant when the 
programme is at its peak for a programme with 800 children aged under 4 
would be £750,000 (plus irrecoverable VAT) 
•capital grants (for items such as building purchase or refurbishment, or IT 
equipment). Programmes can claim up to £825,000 (plus irrecoverable VAT) 
during the programme 
 
Flexibility over Funding 
A number of first round programmes requested and received more than £1 
million in capital from Sure Start.  Late rounds had to seek funding elsewhere 
for capital projects costing more than £1 million. This suggests that there was 
more flexibility in the allocation of resources in the initial stages of Sure Start 
but that this policy was reviewed and tightened.  Lessons were learnt from the 
early rounds about adhering to capping and encouraging programmes to seek 
alternative funding sources for larger projects. 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

A break down of Sure Start Local Programme Funding 
from non-Sure Start sources 

 
(Data from by the National Survey) 

 
1. What percentage of programmes have funding from the European 

Union?  
 

2001:  
7% receive EU revenue  
6% receive EU capital  
2002: 
9% receive EU revenue 
6% receive EU capital  
 

2. What is the range of amounts they receive? 
 

2001: 
range of revenue: £1,000 - £160,000 
range of capital: £34,000 - £499,996 
2002: 
range of revenue: £1,800 - £240,000 
range of capital: £6,708 - £2,150,000 
 

3. What percentage of programmes have funding from charitable 
trusts? 

 
2001: 
4% receive Charitable Revenue 
1% receive Charitable Capital 
2002: 
9% receive EU Revenue  
6% receive EU Capital 
 

4. What is the range of amounts they receive? 
 

2001: 
range of revenue: £1,000 - £8,400 
range of capital: £2,000 (one programme only) 
2002: 
range of revenue: £1,800 - £240,000 
range of capital: £6,708 - £2,150,000 
 

5. How many programmes in total have received capital money from 
non-Sure Start sources? 

 
38 SSLPs receive capital from non-Sure Start source(s)  
 



 

61 

6. What is the average amount they receive? 
 
2001:  £141,644 per SSLP. 
2002:  £289,941 per SSLP. 
 

7. What is the range of the amount they receive? 
 
£150 - £2,150,000 
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