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INTRODUCTION 

Sure Start 

Sure Start is a cross departmental public programme targeted at providing support for families 

and children from birth; particularly in areas of relatively high deprivation.  Sure Start aims to 

improve the life chances of younger children through better access to family support, advice and 

training on nurturing, and access to relevant health and early years education services.   

 

Whilst financed centrally by government, Sure Start programmes are developed locally in 

partnership with community groups, education authorities, social services, health services and 

other statutory, voluntary and private sector bodies, involved in providing services to parents 

and children under 4 years old.  In common with many other public expenditure programmes, 

the Sure Start initiatives are funded against a specific set of objectives expressed as Public 

Service Agreements (PSAs).  A key aspect of PSAs is the linking of public funding to agreed 

targets for achievement of outcomes.   

 

A summary of the Public Service Agreement Targets for Sure Start programmes for the years 

2004-06 are set out in Table 1, Table 2, Table 3 and Table 4 below.  These PSA targets are 

regarded as the demonstrable milestones towards Sure Start’s ultimate aims and objectives and 

are expected to be achieved on average across Sure Start programmes fully operational by 

March 2006.   

 

Note that to provide a readily measurable basis against which to demonstrate progress at the 

local level, these targets are set in terms of processes and intermediate effects, rather than the 

final outcomes or benefits to Sure Start clients and families which the government seeks to 

achieve in the longer term.   
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Table 1: Improving social and emotional development 

Objective Improving social and emotional development 

An (x) per cent increase in the proportion of babies and young children aged 0-5 with normal 
levels of personal, social and emotional development for their age 

Targets 

All families with new born babies to be visited in the first 2 months of their babies' life and 
be given information about the services and support available to them 

 In particular in the most disadvantaged areas: promote greater parental understanding 
of and engagement in children's development:  supporting early years and childcare 
providers in early identification of difficulties:  increasing the contribution out of school 
provision makes to older children's development as citizens 

Table 2: Improving children's health 

Objective Improving children's health (in Sure Start local programme and Children's 
Centre areas 
Achieve a six percent reduction in the number of women who smoke in pregnancy 
Information and guidance on breastfeeding, nutrition, hygiene and safety to all families with 
young children 
Reduce by 10% children aged 0-4 admitted to hospital as an emergency with gastro-enteritis, 
a lower respiratory infection or a severe injury 

Targets 

Ante-natal advice and support available to all pregnant women and their families 
 Improving awareness of healthy living amongst children and their service providers 

and, in particular in disadvantaged areas, by helping parents to support their children's 
healthy development before and after birth. 

Table 3: Improving Learning 

Objective Improving learning 

Achieve an (x) per cent increase in the proportion of children having normal levels of 
communication, language and literacy at the end of Foundation Stage and a (y) per cent 
increase in the proportion of young children with satisfactory speech and language 
development at age 2 years 
95% of Foundation Stage provision inspected by Ofsted rated good or better. 
Increase the number of children who have their needs identified in line with early years 
action plus of the SEN code of practice and who have either a group or individual plan in 
place 

Targets 

To increase the use of libraries by families with young children 
 By promoting high quality care and education which supports children's development 

and early education, especially in disadvantaged areas and especially through early 
identification of and support for children with special needs. 

Table 4: Improving availability, accessibility, affordability & quality of childcare 

Objective Improving access to quality childcare 

Achieve a 12% reduction in the proportion of young children living in households where no-
one is working 
To create 250,000 new childcare places for at least 450,000 children, in addition to the new 
places for 1.6m children created between 1997 & 2004. 
To create 180,000 new childcare places in the 20% most disadvantaged wards (and smaller 
areas of disadvantage). 
To create, by 2006, 95,000 new high quality out of school club childcare places for children 
of school age 
To establish Children's Centres in areas of disadvantage extending core Sure Start services to 
a further 300,000 children, so that by March 2006, at least 650,000 children have access to 
Children's Centre services 
To increase the per cent of childcare providers inspected by Ofsted rated as good or better by 
2006. 

Targets 

To at least double the number of users of the Childcare Link website and local Children's 
Information Services 

 To make it easier for all parents to find the childcare they need when they need it, in 
particular in the most disadvantaged areas, so that they can work. 
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Each of these objectives can be subsumed under broader categories based on aggregations of 

particular activities or schemes within programmes.  Four main PSA target areas are set out in 

Table 5 below.   

 

Table 5: Main PSA Target Areas 

• Social and emotional development 

• Smoking 

• Improved Learning 

• Workless Households 

 

Cost Effectiveness 
 

All Sure Start programmes are required by the National Sure Start Unit to conduct local 

evaluations.  There are two distinct elements to this. First an assessment of the service delivery 

and organisational aspects of each programme: examining how local services are developed to 

meet the needs of their populations, how the individual activities are operating and the 

perceptions and satisfaction of both staff and clients with the services provided.  The second 

element requires some examination of the cost-effectiveness with which the activities under 

each programme are provided.   

 

Cost effectiveness is an economic evaluation technique now widely used in the assessment of 

health and social care interventions.  Economic evaluation requires two distinct components.  

First, economic evaluation is a comparative process.  This reflects the fundamental economic 

principle that all resources are relatively scarce and can be applied to alternative uses.  The 

second fundamental aspect of economic evaluation is that the assessment requires consideration 

of both the costs incurred and benefits obtained.  All publicly provided services use scarce 

resource to obtain benefits.  However, there may be different ways in which resources can be 

used in order to maximise these benefits.  This is a matter of efficiency: maximising the benefit 

obtained from a given set of resources or minimising the resources used to achieve a given level 

of benefit.   

 

Guidance on evaluation of cost-effectiveness of Sure Start schemes has been provided by the 

National Sure Start Unit(1) and reinforced by a series of regional workshops.  These workshops 

emphasised two main elements that are expected to be performed locally.  First a summary 

analysis of total expenditure within a Sure Start programme against the main PSA objectives.  
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Second, some attempt to calculate unit costs in order to provide a basis for the analysis of the 

efficiency with which local Sure Start resources are being used.  This is the approach adopted as 

part of this evaluation.   

 

 

Quantifying Outputs and Costs for Local Cost Effectiveness 
 

For appraisal to be effective it is important to have a clearly defined set of service objectives 

against which to measure success and relative efficiency.  Where possible ‘success’ should be 

expressed in terms of gains in client-related benefits (processes and health-related outcomes) 

rather than crude activity-based measures of service provision.  For many community-based 

interventions, however, final outcomes may take many years to become apparent and so 

efficiency is measured against some intermediate or proxy measures of effect.  This is the case 

here.  Client-related final outcomes from Sure Start interventions may take many years, possibly 

decades, to emerge.  In order to provide some basis on which to calculate comparative costs it is 

necessary to express these in terms of more immediate measures of effect, such as number of 

clients seen, consultations or places obtained.  Whilst not ideal, it does provide an important 

starting point from which to look at issues of relative efficiency.  Moreover, Sure Start 

programmes are commissioned with a number of specific goals and objectives in mind.  These 

are implicit within the established PSA targets areas (Table 5) and provide one important basis 

against which to measure the use of Sure Start resources.   
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Summary analysis of overall programme expenditures against the main PSA target areas is 

obtained by allocating the expenditure recorded on the standard financial monitoring forms 

submitted to the Sure Start Unit (F10 forms) to the main PSA target areas (Table 5 above).  The 

elements of expenditure in the F10 form are set out within Table 6.   

 

Table 6: F10 Form expenditure headings 

Main Expenditure Categories (F10 Form) 

Core Activities 

Outreach & Home Visiting 

Support for Parents & Families 

Play, Learning & Childcare 

Community Healthcare 

Special Needs Support 

Additional activities 

Action on Teenage Pregnancy 

Relevant Crime Prevention & Reduction 

Relevant Improvements to Parents' Employability 

Other Expenditure 

Spend on maintenance 

Management & Administration Expenditure 

Development & Evaluation Expenditure 

 

 

At present, this exercise involves subjective judgement about the relative contribution of each 

scheme within programmes to the main PSA target areas.  In future this process could be greatly 

facilitated if information systems were designed to allow the recording of staffing and activities 

to be assigned to PSA specific objectives so that more robust estimates of workload against the 

PSA target areas could be obtained from existing data collection.   

 

Calculation of unit cost estimates is more involved.  The main conceptual principles and 

research practice for the evaluation and calculation of unit costs in the context of community-

based care are well established(2-4).  The following distils from this guidance, and the experience 

gained from this evaluation, the main principles to be followed in costing local Sure Start 

services.  It is designed to provide a framework that Sure Start managers can use to begin to 
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structure the collection of their local financial, resource and activity data in order to facilitate 

future work on costing and cost-effectiveness.   

 

Any conventional approach to obtaining unit and/or programme costs requires five distinct 

steps.  These are: 

 

• Determine cost objectives 

• Identify activities which contribute to cost objectives 

• Estimate the resources used to provide these activities 

• Value and aggregate the resources consumed to produce costs 

• Relate costs to outputs (unit costs) 

 

The first requirement is to be clear about why the cost information is required.  This affects the 

level of detail and accuracy required.  For example, costing against the broad PSA target areas 

needs only high-level data on expenditures (the F10 forms) within Sure Start programmes 

apportioned to each area on the basis of some simple allocation rules.  Unit costs, however, 

require far more detail and more sophistication in the allocation of resources not easily 

identified against specific activities.   

 

The next step involves identifying activities that contribute to cost objectives.  In the context of 

Sure Start, programme managers should begin by clearly defining a set of cost centres.  These 

cost centres may be defined in different ways.  Some cost centres will be based on type of 

activity: for example, crèches, training courses, home visiting services, parent & toddler groups, 

or a dedicated play-bus.  Other cost centres may be defined more appropriately according to 

main type of input: for example, a physiotherapy service, or a speech & language therapy 

service.  It is important at this stage to be able to define cost centres with quantifiable measures 

of output so that unit costs can be calculated (e.g. number of visits made, clients seen, courses 

provided, etc.) over a given period of time.   

 

Estimation involves measuring or assigning resources to activities.  In some cases this will be 

straightforward: for example, nursery nurses and assistants working on dedicated crèches within 

the programme can be assigned on the basis of the proportion of their whole-time equivalent 

(WTE) time applied to the scheme.  Resources identified for assignment can be classified as 

either direct or indirect costs.  Direct inputs are those that can be directly assigned to a particular 

service or activity.  These include: 
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• staff - WTE time devoted to each service or activity; 

• non-pay staff related and consumables - travel expenses; parents packs; etc.; 

• equipment costs - purchase of computers and annual maintenance; 

• use of facilities - rent and rates for dedicated accommodation; and,  

• charges for specific services supplied - sessional costs by providers such as therapists or 

trainers, etc. 

 

Assignment to activities is based on some form of direct apportionment or estimation.  Indirect 

inputs are those that cannot practically be assigned directly to a particular service or activity.  

This category mainly comprises: 

 

• general and administrative expenses - management, financial and other expenses related to 

the general management (including planning), administration and supervision of a service; 

and,  

• overhead expenses - capital and equipment, facilities and accommodation expenses not 

dedicated to a specific service but used by a number of services or activities. 

 

Assignment to activities is based on some form of general apportionment or estimation.  

General apportionment is usually based on some appropriate proxy for consumption of the 

resource by an activity or cost centre (e.g., general management costs apportioned as a 

proportion of activity or direct costs incurred, or use of a facility based on area and frequency of 

use).   

 

Valuation of resource costs depends on which cost values are available.  For many resources, 

actual prices for paid inputs can be used (e.g., actual salary costs of staff, plus on-costs) or 

actual expenses or charges incurred (consumable costs used for specific activities).   

 

As capital and equipment resources provide services over time it is important to annualise these 

costs over the expected life of the asset.  Annualising capital costs can be relatively easily 

achieved by building formulas into spreadsheets and databases collecting cost data, using 

established accounting or economic procedures(5).  Advice provided at a workshop on 

calculating unit costs in local Sure Start programmes did suggest that building and facility costs 

could be ignored.  Whilst this would greatly simplify the process, there may be serious 

limitations to some of the costs calculated without including major elements of capital cost.  An 

important principle of unit costs estimation is that they should reflect ‘long-run marginal 

opportunity costs’(4).  
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“… the convention is to approximate long-run marginal costs using short-run average 

costs that include all revenue elements as well as the costs of buildings and 

equipment (capital) and overheads such as management, personnel and 

administration.” (4). 

 

In addition, in the short-run, buildings and facility costs are treated as fixed costs; that is they do 

not vary as activity levels increase.  Where fixed costs represent a significant proportion of total 

costs, volumes of throughput are important to efficiency as unit costs decline rapidly with 

increasing outputs.  Where expensive capital is dedicated to specific uses or types of clients then 

these scale effects may produce significant differences in unit costs according to specific client 

services.  Also investment in new and larger dedicated facilities as Sure Start programmes 

become established may permit significant step increases in activities that would mean 

important economies of scale may be ignored when calculating unit costs in the future1.  Finally, 

many of the comparative costs used to benchmark the calculated units costs against will include 

overhead and capital costs(6).   

 

The final stage is to relate costs to outputs produced in order to calculate unit costs.  Note that 

both costs and outputs obtain over time; resources are consumed over time as outputs are 

produced.  Therefore, costs and outputs should be expressed in terms of the same period of time.  

Sampling of costs and outputs can be used where a full years data is not available, but then it is 

important to ensure that the sample is sufficiently representative.  Care needs to be taken that 

important seasonal variations are not overlooked or that the sample period chosen is 

representative of normal operation when a new service has had time to ‘bed-in’ or become 

established.   

                                                 
1 Economies of scale occur when average total unit costs decline as scale increases 
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Sure Start Keighley 
 

Sure Start Keighley is a 2nd wave Sure Start programme within Bradford Metropolitan District 

and comprises the communities of Braithwaite, Guardhouse and Highfield. The original 

Delivery Plan for the programme(7) identified a number of important difficulties for the 

programme:  

 

• the catchment area includes a number of notable pockets of social deprivation and need,  

• the catchment area includes neighbourhoods with significant health problems;  

• the size, diverse nature and complexity of the area provides important challenges for the 

programme;  

• many parents and carers appear to be unaware what is happening within their own local 

areas and within the wider Keighley district 

 

The main perceived strength of the area was that Keighley Sure Start would be able to build on 

numerous existing activities, training and childcare arrangements.   

 

As an indicators of the target population of under 4 years of age, the Child Health Database in 

2004 contained 750 children(8).   According to the 2001 Census, the ethnic breakdown in the 

Sure Start Keighley area show that the white population are the largest single group (66%), 

followed by the Pakistani group (29)%(9). 

 

Activities within Sure Start Keighley are provided on a number of sites distributed across the 

locality.  The main sites include: Guardhouse School and Highfield Centre.  Keighley College 

also provides access to facilities for a range of community training courses.  The main 

accommodation for Sure Start Keighley is shared between the Guardhouse and Highfield sites.  

Most regular sessions and activities are provided there.    

 

Sure Start Keighley, in common with other programmes in the Bradford area, supplies a diverse 

range of specific activities and schemes in support of its objectives to the local community.  The 

range of activities identified at the time of the evaluation is set out in Table 7 below:   
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Table 7: Main activities or schemes undertaken in the Sure Start Keighley programme, 

calendar year 2004   

Outreach & Home Visiting Breast feeding peer counselling training 

Counselling service Ante-natal registrations 

Crèches Warm safe secure home checks 

Drop-in at Guardhouse Sauna sessions 

After school planning group Library Story Time 

Community one-off events: parties, music, etc. Portage visiting 

Benefits advice sessions Escape support group 

Playgroup Holiday care scheme 

SALT assessments and therapy Saturday club 

Parent & toddler group Disability network 

Signposting for full day care Neighbourhood Action Group 

Busy Bees Books Teenage parents group 

Health day & health drop-in  Training courses 

Swimming group Volunteers recruitment 

Employment/ training/ education advice Parents involvement 

Strengthening Families Group  
 

 

Some of the activities listed in Table 7 were relatively new or indeed had only just started 

within the 2004 calendar year (Quarter 4), so information on outputs was limited and, for some, 

unlikely to be representative.  Therefore, not every activity or scheme was suitable for costing 

during the evaluation.  This is made clear in the methods section.   
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METHODS 

 

Information has been extracted from a range of existing documents in order to estimate costs 

and outputs.  No specific piece of research into the estimation of economic costs and outcomes 

has been undertaken.  This also means that it has not been possible within the present evaluation 

to adopt the sort of broad and inclusive perspective preferred by economists.  In many cases, 

interpretation and apportionment of resources, expenditures and related activity required 

discussion with programme managers as systems were not in place to identify particular 

schemes or activities as appropriate cost centres.   

 

The evaluation is also limited to an assessment of costs incurred within Sure Start schemes only.  

Costs obtained, however, were not limited to services only paid for under Sure Start budgets; 

resource contributions from other agencies to Sure Start schemes were included as part of the 

cost envelope of that service (as was the activity).  Within the time available, however, it was 

not feasible to quantify any potential opportunity cost impact of Sure Start provision on 

mainstream services such as the health and education sectors.   

 

The general approach to unit costing adopted was as set out earlier, with the following cost 

elements measured and apportioned to specific schemes:   

 

Staffing (pay-related expenses): - allocated either according to direct allocation based on known 

contribution to a scheme or general estimation.  The direct cost for each member of staff 

engaged in Sure Start was taken from expenditure statements.  Costs were allocated using salary 

costs for each type and grade of staff (including employer’s on-costs), pro-rata to the proportion 

of a ‘whole-time equivalent’ input to the service.  Where staff worked on a number of activities, 

the consumption of each type and grade of staffing input by scheme was estimated using the 

average number of sessions per month or year for each scheme.  In the absence of either, some 

form of general estimation was made in consultation with the programme manager.   

 

Non-pay expenses (travel and subsistence costs expenditures incurred): based on allocated 

staffing. 

 

Consumables: - based on recorded expenditures against individual schemes or apportioned in 

consultation with the programme manager.  A range of annual expenses is incurred for 

consumables by individual schemes.  Items include: stationery, printing expenses and other 
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administration consumables; annual maintenance charges and IT support; annual service 

charges, etc.).   

 

Capital and facility costs (capital expenditures on new or existing facilities, including 

refurbishments, and equipment purchases, all expected to provide services over a number of 

future years).  These costs were ‘annuitised’ based on estimated asset life and expected final 

scrap or resale value.  The annual equivalent cost for each asset or facility cost was calculated 

according to standard economic procedures, using a discount rate of 3.5% 10.  The consumption 

of the services by each scheme was estimated in conjunction with the programme manager 

based on proportion and frequency of use of facilities by specific schemes.  Capital assets or 

costs directly related to a specific activity were included as part of the dedicated costs of a 

particular scheme.   

 

General management and administration costs – treated mainly as overhead costs, these were 

allocated in consultation with the programme manager based on estimation of contribution to 

operation of individual schemes. 

 

For the operation of the individual schemes, outputs have been assessed using activity records 

and estimates provided by the Sure Start manager.  In some instances these are based on sample 

periods of data, since some schemes have only been operating for a limited period of time.  

Initial periods of implementation are often unrepresentative of how a service would operate 

when established; activities may be slow to take off depending on publicity and engagement 

with the local community.  Where sample periods were used, information on both resources and 

activities were translated to an annual equivalent basis.   

 

Table 7 above has already set out the range of activities or schemes operating within Sure Start 

Keighley within the calendar year 2004, the period for which the evaluation operated. As 

indicated above, not all of these individual activities were suitable for costing within the 

evaluation.   

 

The final list of categories used for calculating units is as follows: 

• Family support 

• Crèche 

• Playgroup 

• Playscheme 

• Warm, safe, secure home checks 
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• Employment, learning and training advice 

• Parent involvement promotion 

• Library story time session 

• Special needs story time session 

• Busy bees books 

• Breast feeding peer support 

 

Finally, it should be noted that all costs were expressed in 2004 prices and all output data based 

on, or adjusted to represent, a full 12 months activity.   
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RESULTS 

Expenditure Allocated to Main PSA Target 
 

Table 8 below provides the summary of overall programme expenditures in the 2004 calendar 

year against the main PSA target areas.   

 

Table 8: Programme expenditure and PSA target areas, 2004 calendar year 

Allocated Expenditure (including overheads) 

Core Activities Social & 
 emotional 
Development 

Smoking Improved 
Learning 

Workless 
Households 

Outreach & Home 
Visiting 

£97,868 £8,156 £24,467 £16,311 

Support for Parents & 
Families 

£63,403 £4,529 £18,115 £4,529 

Play, Learning & 
Childcare 

£103,774 £10,377 £83,020 £10,377 

Community Healthcare £82,212 £23,489 £5,872 £5,872 

Special Needs Support £89,134 £5,942 £17,827 £5,942 

Additional activities     

Action on Teenage 
Pregnancy 

£18,827 £1,177 £2,353 £1,177 

Relevant Crime 
Prevention & 
Reduction 

0 0 0 0 

Relevant Improvements 
to 
Parents' Employability 

£6,387 £6,387 £19,160 £95,801 

TOTAL 
EXPENDITURE £461,605 £60,057 £170,814 £140,009 

 

 

This data shows that just over half of all programme expenditures in Keighley are devoted to 

schemes related to social and emotional development and almost 20% to improving learning.  

Less than 10% is allocated to smoking cessation activities.  This is illustrated in Figure 1 below.   

 

It is important to reiterate the quite crude and subjective nature of the estimation of the relative 

contribution of programme activities to PSA targets contained in the exercise represented by 

Table 8 and Figure 1.  The figures can only be approximations.  In addition, there is an 

inevitable artificiality about the way activities are allocated to PSA targets.  Some schemes 
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serve multiple purposes simultaneously and therefore allocating a scheme to one PSA area may 

underestimate the contribution of a Sure Start programme to others. 

 

Figure 1: Percent of programme expenditure by PSA target area, 2004 

Workless 
Households

16.8%

Improving 
Learning
20.5%

Smoking
7.2%

Social and 
Emotional 

Development
55.6%

 
 

Analysis of overall expenditure also shows that management, administration and development 

expenses (including funds set aside for evaluation) amounted to 22% of total programme costs 

in the 2004 calendar year.   

 

Unit Costs 
 

The results for the unit cost calculations are given in Table 9 below.  These costs are based on 

the estimated total activity, as specified, for the main schemes listed.  The unit cost is based on a 

simple division of estimated annual cost by annual activity.  The costs include all staffing, 

consumables and other revenue expenses allocated to each scheme group, and include 

apportioned overheads for management and administration costs and annualised capital and 

equipment costs.   
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Table 9: Calculated unit costs for selected activities/schemes within the Keighley 

programme, 2004 

Activity or Scheme Basic 
Cost 

Estimated 
Overheads 

Total 
Costs 

Estimated 
Activity 

Unit 
Cost 

Family support 
 

68196 30362 98558 290 new referrals  
497 home visits 

339.86 
198.31 

Crèche 51787 40923 92710 904 attended 102.56 

Playscheme 9965 5280 15245 285 53.49 

Playgroup 30481 19802 50283 1608 attended 31.27 

Warm, safe, secure 
homes 

7866 1320 9186 506 checks 18.15 

Employment, learning & 
training advice 

40218       5280 45498 140 enquiries 
91 accessed 

training

324.99 
 

499.98
Parent involvement 
promotion 

31671 19802 51473 461 attended 111.66 

Library story time 
session 

3500 2640 6140 1064 child 
attendances 

5.77 

Special needs story time 
session 

1947 2640 4587 300 child 
attendances 

15.29 

Busy bees books 1721 1320 3041 8 orders 
£640 books: N 

books?

380 
?? 

Breast feeding peer 
support 

6614 5280 11894 117 attendances 101.66 

* Crèche costs not included 

 

It is important to remember that the unit costs shown here are based on estimates of costs and 

activities for the sample period in 2004.  Given the absence of any systems and processes in 

place to specify appropriate cost centres and ensure data on expenditures and activities have 

been routinely allocated to these cost centres, many elements of cost have been based on general 

apportionment rules.  As a result, some of the calculated unit costs will be sensitive to a number 

of specific local issues: 

 

• The accuracy of the activity data used to estimate the annual workload or outputs of the 

individual schemes. 
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• The definition of specific schemes.  In order to respond to local need, specific schemes with 

ostensibly the same name (e.g., home visiting for health support, community training) may 

comprise different inputs and employ different methods of delivery.  These differences may 

produce significant variations in unit costs.   

• The degree to which schemes are distinct or operate in conjunction with others (e.g., crèches 

provided as part of training events), and hence the extent to which there are joint costs.  

Joints costs may be difficult to disentangle and apportion to particular activities.    

 

Two costs stand out particularly within Table 9: family support costs per client and 

employment, learning and training advice.  Revisiting the estimated activity for the latter led to 

the recognition of the need to log in ALL enquiries with the possibility that not all telephone 

enquiries had been recorded and therefore not included.  Clearly the unit calculation is 

dependent on the validity of the estimated activity. 

 

Some appropriate comparative costs for these activities can be obtained from the 2003 edition of 

The Unit Costs of Health and Social Care(6).  Outreach costs can be compared with the unit costs 

for episode costs for children's social work, for community physiotherapists and for community 

occupational therapists.  The following costs are presented within Netton and Curtis: £94 per 

child per week for a social worker; £220 per care episode for a community physiotherapist (£44 

per hour of home visiting) and £216 per care episode for a community occupational therapist 

(£43 per hour of home visiting)(6).  At £198 per client visit, the Sure Start costs for family 

support do appear to be high, even when compared with the per hour spent on home visits (how 

long do these visits take?).  However, activity levels per staff are likely to be lower within Sure 

Start programmes because of the nature of the client populations: more difficult to access and 

with greater or more complex needs than those routinely seen within conventional health service 

settings. The work also includes substantial overheads (i.e. 31% of the total costs, whereas the 

overheads estimated by Netton and Curtis are in the region of 15-18%)(6).  In other words, the 

variance may be explained by important case-mix differences.   

 

We need to add some comments about other mitigating factors. Including capacity issues. 
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Discussion 
 

The costs presented in the previous section do provide some prima facia evidence for relatively 

high unit costs for two of the services assessed here.  However, these results need to be treated 

with caution until further analysis is performed.  Particularly in relation to outreach services, 

case-mix difference, overheads and clients difficult to reach and with complex needs, may 

explain the relatively high unit costs.   

 

These examples also illustrate some important difficulties facing Sure Start managers in 

Bradford when trying to grapple with the issue of efficiency and cost-effectiveness.  At present 

there are a number of significant deficiencies in the information systems for supporting Sure 

Start programmes.  Sure Start managers need to have information systems to support both their 

strategic and operational responsibilities, including reviewing the efficiency with which their 

services are provided.  At present, however, the information collected on expenditures, 

resources used (staffing and facility costs, in particular) and activities (as measures of outputs 

obtained) are not systematically collated and related to each other within the information 

systems used to collect routine data.  This is an important missed opportunity.   

 

In addition, in the absence of detailed information against cost objectives and associated cost 

centres, robust costs could only be obtained using some form of ingredients based micro-costing 

exercise.  This means that a number of limitations should be recognised in the context of 

interpreting the results in Table 9 above.   

 

At the practical level many Sure Start programmes are highly individualised, in order to meet 

the specific needs of their client populations.  The Sure Start Keighley service has been live 

since 2000 but with movement to new locations and appointment of new staff, the service is still 

expanding its remit.  In addition, there are different types and levels of need, and local 

catchment areas have a range of particular characteristics - demographic, social and cultural - 

that significantly affect the way services have to be organised and delivered.  This means that 

there are many disparate activities within each Sure Start area; the organisation and content of 

each is often significantly different in different localities to reflect local needs and 

circumstances which condition how the service can be delivered.  This means that there are 

likely to be important case-mix differences between the types of clients seen within Sure Start 

programmes and those ‘represented’ by any average costs used for comparison against the local 

unit costs obtained.  The underlying heterogeneity of costs, related to specific case-mix 

differences, should be explicitly recognised when comparing the relative efficiency of schemes 
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provided under Sure Start against similar services provided under conventional public or private 

alternatives (e.g., social services or private crèche costs).  This makes any straightforward 

comparison of unit costs difficult and potentially misleading.  Nevertheless, it will be possible 

to use the unit cost data produced as a framework within which to consider whether the same 

public objectives and effects could be obtained by eliminating unnecessary waste or by using 

resources in different ways.  The unit costs calculated can be compared with similar or near-

market values to provide a starting point for the benchmarking of performance.   

 

A further practical limitation to a local ‘cost-effectiveness’ evaluation of Sure Start should also 

be made clear.  The range of services and individual schemes in each Sure Start programme 

means that there may be a number of small or peripheral activities for which the difficulties of 

estimating a unit cost outweigh the benefits of doing so; particularly given the limited resources 

available for this type of analysis.  This explains why  not all individual activities were costed 

as part of the evaluation.  

 

Finally, the interpretation of unit costs also needs to be carefully related to the overall objectives 

of the Sure Start initiative.  Whilst it is necessary to ensure that scarce resources are used as 

efficiently as possible, other objectives may be important.  When developing new ways of 

delivering services, decision-makers should also be explicit about what other important 

objectives should obtain, especially where these may involve significant efficiency trade-offs.  

Sure Start programmes are good examples of publicly provided services that have other long-

term goals, such as addressing issues of poverty, inequalities and social exclusion.  The worth of 

a local programme, and more particularly some of the individual schemes operating within a 

programme, cannot be assessed purely on the grounds of efficiency.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
To be developed further 
 
1. Programme expenditures and activities should be assigned appropriate costs centre codes to 

facilitate future analysis of unit costs.  Recording expenditures and activities against defined 

cost centres should be undertaken routinely to minimise the data collection burden and 

ensure that future high-level unit cost estimates can be produced as a by-product of 

operational information systems within the Sure Start programme.   

 

Discussion should be undertaken, in collaboration with other Sure Start programmes, to 

consider developing the use of the ‘SoftSmart’ system to establish cost centres and record 

activity and workload by staff against these cost centres.  This requires that the database be 

expanded to include financial/expenditure data as well as information on activity.   

 

2. Subject to approval, after updated activity figures are produced for 2004 and the Sure Start 

manager is not convinced that case-mix differences provide sufficient explanation for the 

variation in unit costs, some additional work should be undertaken to explore cost and 

efficiency issues around the use of services in Keighley.  This should explicitly include a 

more detailed recognition of the varied contribution of these staff to a range of activities and 

the need to identify joint costs using workplans and some activity sampling.   
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APPENDIX 1: Summary of Sure Start Key Work Area Cost Effectiveness Survey 

 
FAMILY SUPPORT 
See Family support report from Mamta 
 
CRECHE 
 
The Crèche provision works to the Crèche Day Care Standards of Ofsted.  Two settings are 
registered and 2 not as they run for less than 2 hours. To these standards they can take up to 10 
children from 0-5 yrs. Crèches operate for 9 sessions per week in 4 settings (2 Sure Start centres 
and 2 community settings) and crèches operate for 2 reasons.  Firstly the crèche is to support 
families who are in need of support in parenting, when the Family support workers allocate the 
sessions on assessment of need. Secondly the crèche is set up by staff to support groups, 
activities, volunteering and training to enable parents to access and attend, parents can ask for 
places or just turn up on a first come first served basis. 
 
PLAYGROUP 
 
Playgroup is registered to Day Care Standards of Ofsted standards to cater for 16 children aged 
2.5 - 5 yrs. The staffing input for this group is 4. The playgroup runs on 5 sessions per week 
with the plan in Jan 05 to extend to 9 sessions. Parents have to apply for a place in the 
Playgroup and will be allocated sessions for which they pay £2.50 per session. The Playworkers 
operate as a team and plan the sessions to the Foundation Stage Curriculum. Volunteers and 
students from the Sure Start area support the playgroup sessions as and when they can. 
 
PLAYSCHEME 
 
 
 
 
 
 
LIBRARY STORY TIME SESSION 
 
A weekly Story Time is organised at the Keighley Town Centre Library in the Sure Start 
improved children's section to improve the levels of reading and increase Library membership. 
Two Sure Start staff and a volunteer offer a planned session to parents with under 5's which 
includes a structured Story Reading with accompanying creative activities afterwards that relate 
to the story. Refreshments are offered in the story corner - parents pay a donation towards the 
costs. Attendance of any Library attendee is recorded in a Sure Start register. 
 
SPECIAL NEEDS STORYTIME SESSION 
 
This session is run on the same lines as the above Story Time session but to a different audience 
of library attendees and some invited pupils from Bramshaw Special School. The resources for 
this session include a touch screen computer for children and parents to access to promote IT, 
language and co-ordination development. The staff record attendances and always tries to 
include a volunteer helper; refreshments are provided on the same arrangements with donations 
from parents and schools. 
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BUSY BEE BOOKS 
 
The book club runs alongside the Rainbow Book Library and is a book purchasing club for 
parents and staff. The sole Library worker promotes book use and orders book from book clubs 
i.e. 'School link, either for specific direct orders or for particular promotions i.e. Sure Start 
events where we need book stalls or gifts (U.S.S. or celebrations). The worker processes orders 
through the Sure Start finance system and then pays in book income to Sure Start Early Years. 
The book club is open when groups are accessing the Learning Zone at Guardhouse or can be 
mobile to other locations on request. 
 
BREAST FEEDING PEER SUPPORT 
 
The Sure Start Keighley Breast Feeding initiative is supported by the National La Leche League 
Breast Feeding promotion campaign. There are 2 Sure Start workers involved in this 
programme who have trained with the L.L. programme to deliver the peer support training 
course to current or post breast feeding women. The course ran for 12 weeks from June 03 
through to October 04, with a summer break, at the Highfield Sure Start Centre supported by a 
crèche. The participants are recruited from the Sure Start area and are invited to attend the 
course and then invited to be registered as Sure Start volunteers to promote breast-feeding and 
support other local breast feeders in the Sure Start area. The team have other targets to continue 
to run other courses and to set up a Breast Feeding Cafe (comfortable breast friendly feeding 
space with refreshment facilities). 
 
WARM SAFE SECURE HOME CHECKS 
 
This activity has been in existence from the beginning of the Sure Start programme. It forms 
part of the initial contact with families to promote worm and safe homes. The Sure Start staff 
attends the household to complete an initial visual house assessment, checking major factors of 
safety and heating. This assessment is then passed to the commissioned contractors (Keighley 
Volunteer Centre) who proceed with fitting safety equipment.  KVC keep all the records of 
completed works and complete returns to Sure Start. 
 
EMPLOYMENT, LEARNING AND TRAINING (ELT) ADVICE  
 
Two part time workers from the Learning for Life Team co-ordinate and promote Employment, 
Learning and Training opportunities to all Sure Start families. The workers offer a service to our 
Sure Start adults to support adults in a number of ways- 

- they will respond directly to enquiries through the initial contacts from new families 
- they co-work with other Sure Start staff to talk to adults about ELT needs 
- they will offer confidential consultation time with adults enquiring about ELT. 
- they will assist adults in seeking work or training, assist in completing applications and 

interview practices. 
- they assist adults to access training and learning opportunities 
- they will attempt to match adults interest with Sure Start activities, other local activities 

i.e. Keighley College, Russell Street Training Centre. 
- they keep a database on all Sure Start adults accessing the ELT provision. 

 
PARENT INVOLVEMENT PROMOTION 
 
One Sure Start art-time worker has responsibility to promote parental involvement in the 
Programme. This is carried out through regular open Parent Forum meetings in the Sure Start 
centres. Agendas are planned on a mutual basis with existing interested parents, recording and 
reported back to her team. The worker also works with local parents on matter of interest to 
them and their families (i.e. After School Planning Group; Food Co-op; Playgroup Committee 
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Formation). The worker will record her work reporting to her employing organisation KVS and 
to her line manager of the Learning for Life Team. 


