
BUSINESS RESEARCH PROPOSAL
(Leadership and Management Skills in the Workplace)



Table of Contents
Business Research Proposal:	2
1. Introduction:	2
2. Identification of the Business Problem, Background and Rationale:	2
Business Problem:	2
Background and Context:	3
Rationale:	3
3). Research Aim, Objectives and Questions:	4
Research Aim:.	4
Objectives:	4
Research Questions:	5
4). Preliminary Literature Review:	5
Rising demand for SEND provision:	5
Funding challenges:	5
Business Consequences:	6
Inclusion Practices and Operational Challenges:	6
Gaps in Knowledge:	6
5). Research Methodology and Design:	7
Research Approach:	7
Quantitative Component:	7
The Survey Will Collect Data On:	7
Qualitative Component:	8
Sampling Strategy:	8
Ethics and Data Protection:	8
Validity and Reliability:	9
6). Business Relevance and Practical Implications	9
Supporting Sustainable Business Models:	9
Informing Local Authority and Government Policy:	9
Implications for Workforce Development and Inclusion Practice:	10
7). Work Plan and Time Schedule:	11
10-Week Gantt Chart (8 Sept – 16 Nov 2025	11
(Fig 2). Gantt Chart (8 Sept – 16 Nov 2025).	12
Conclusion:	12
References:	12

Business Research Proposal:
Financial and Operational Strategies for Nurseries Coping with the Rising Number of Children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) in England.
[bookmark: _Toc213434453]1. Introduction:
The early years education sector plays a vital role in child development, family wellbeing, and supporting parents to participate in the workforce. In England, nurseries are increasingly expected to provide inclusive education for children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). However, this expectation has brought significant financial and operational pressures (Griggs and Bussard, 2017).
According to the Department for Education (DfE, 2024), over 1.7 million pupils in England are identified as having SEND, and this trend is rising. Nurseries face higher staff costs, specialised training needs, and the expense of adapted facilities and resources. Yet government funding often falls below the real cost of delivery, forcing many nurseries to absorb additional expenses or limit SEND admissions (DfE, 2022). This situation raises concerns about both the financial sustainability of nurseries and the fairness of access for children with additional needs.
This research seeks to explore how nurseries in England are managing these pressures and what strategies they use to remain sustainable while providing high-quality, inclusive education. The study aims to provide practical recommendations for early years managers, policymakers, and local authorities.
[bookmark: _Toc213434454][bookmark: _Toc213434455]2. Identification of the Business Problem, Background and Rationale:
a). Business Problem:
Nurseries in England face increasing financial strain due to the rising number of children requiring SEND support. Delivering appropriate care involves higher staffing ratios, specialised staff training, and adjustments to physical environments. While these are essential for inclusive, high-quality provision, they significantly raise operating costs (Anne-Marie Argile, 2024).
Government funding, particularly for SEND support in early years settings, is widely regarded as insufficient. Many nurseries report that SEND-related funding covers only a fraction of actual costs. As a result, some nurseries restrict the number of children with SEND they can accept, while others rely on voluntary parental contributions. This creates an unsustainable business model and raises ethical questions about equity and access (Department for Education, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc213434456]b). Background and Context:
Research from sector organisations highlights a growing funding gap. The Early Years Alliance (2023) found that 87% of nurseries viewed SEND funding as inadequate, while 42% had turned away children with high needs due to financial constraints. The National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA, 2023) reported similar findings, warning that many providers operate on narrow margins and are at risk of closure.
[bookmark: _Toc213434457]Nursery closures have wider economic consequences. When childcare becomes inaccessible, parents particularly mothers find it difficult to stay in employment, reducing overall workforce participation productivity (Pisanu, 2024). At the policy level, both the National Audit Office (2024) and Institute for Fiscal Studies (2024) describe the current system as financially unsustainable, with local authorities accumulating high-needs budget deficits.
C). Rationale:
This research addresses a pressing management problem with national relevance: how nurseries can remain financially viable while fulfilling inclusion duties. While extensive literature exists on SEND policy and funding (Rad et al., 2022; Early Years Alliance, 2025), limited empirical research connects nursery-level business strategies such as staffing models, partnership approaches, and financial planning to sustainability and inclusive outcomes. Addressing this gap can generate practical solutions for managers and evidence for policy reform.[image: A graph of costs and funding

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Figure 1): Rising nursery costs outpace funding, highlighting financial strain and need for SEND policy reform (Smith, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc212920170][bookmark: _Toc213434458]3). Research Aim, Objectives and Questions:
[bookmark: _Toc212920171][bookmark: _Toc213434459][bookmark: _Toc212920172]a). Research Aim:
To investigate how nurseries in England are coping financially and operationally with the increasing number of children with SEND, and to identify strategies that balance inclusion with long-term sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc213434460]b). Objectives:
1) To examine the cost drivers associated with admitting and supporting children with SEND in nurseries.
2) To analyse the financial and operational strategies nurseries need to adopt and cope with these pressures.
3) To evaluate the adequacy of external funding and support mechanisms (e.g. Early Years Inclusion Fund, Disability Access Fund, LA top-ups).
4) To identify best practices that can inform nursery management strategies and influence policy.
[bookmark: _Toc212920173][bookmark: _Toc213434461]c). Research Questions:
1) What are the financial and operational challenges nurseries face when supporting children with SEND?
2) What coping strategies are nurseries adopting, and how effective are these strategies in sustaining their operations?
3) How do external funding mechanisms affect nurseries’ ability to provide inclusive early years education?
4) What recommendations can be developed to improve nursery sustainability and outcomes for children with SEND?
[bookmark: _Toc212920174][bookmark: _Toc213434462]4). Preliminary Literature Review:
[bookmark: _Toc212920175][bookmark: _Toc213434463]Rising demand for SEND provision:
The number of children identified with (SEND) has been steadily rising across England. According to the Department for Education (DfE, 2024), 17.4% of pupils are now recorded as having SEND, and 4.9% have an Education, Health and Care (EHC) plan. This upward trend is also evident in early years settings. The DfE’s 2023 report on early years SEND provision found that local authorities are dealing with growing caseloads and nurseries are seeing a greater demand for specialist support and interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc212920176][bookmark: _Toc213434464]Funding Challenges:
There is a clear gap between the funding nurseries receive to support children with SEND and the real costs of providing that support. Research by the Early Years Alliance (2023) shows that most nurseries receive funding that is either too low or arrives too late to cover their additional expenses. As a result, many providers are forced to absorb these extra costs themselves or, in some cases, ask families to make voluntary contributions.
Similarly, the National Day Nurseries Association (NDNA, 2023) found that nurseries often face significant budget shortfalls when caring for children who need extra staffing or resources. At a wider level, both the National Audit Office (2024) and the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2024) report that local authorities are consistently overspending on their high-needs budgets. This suggests that the current funding system is not keeping pace with the growing demand for SEND support. In many areas, councils are running ongoing deficits, relying on temporary government bailouts that disguise deeper, long-term financial problems.
[bookmark: _Toc212920177][bookmark: _Toc213434465]Business Consequences:
Financial pressures are forcing some nurseries to make difficult choices. According to the National Day Nurseries Association (2023), some providers have reduced the number of children with SEND they can admit, even though they are legally required to promote inclusion. Others have introduced voluntary top-up charges to help cover additional costs, but this raises important ethical and equality concerns. The Early Years Alliance (2023) warns that such practices could lead to a “two-tier system,” where only better-funded nurseries can afford to offer high-quality SEND provision.
[bookmark: _Toc212920178][bookmark: _Toc213434466]Inclusion Practices and Operational Challenges:
Research shows that several barriers make it difficult for nurseries to deliver fully inclusive care. These include inconsistent access to Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs), limited training opportunities for staff, and a lack of suitable equipment or resources (Rix, Hall and Nind, 2021). Although early intervention is widely recognised as key to improving children’s long-term outcomes (Pascal and Bertram, 2019), many nurseries simply do not have the funding or staff capacity to put these practices in place effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc212920179][bookmark: _Toc213434467]Gaps in Knowledge:
Existing studies (Early Years Alliance, 2023; National Day Nurseries Association, 2023; National Audit Office, 2024) have outlined the scale of the funding shortfall and the challenges faced by providers, but there is still limited evidence on how nurseries are adapting to survive financially. It is not yet clear which strategies, such as reallocating staff, forming partnerships with local schools, applying for grants, or sharing resources are the most effective in maintaining both inclusion and financial stability. This research aims to fill that gap by systematically analysing these strategies and assessing how they impact nursery sustainability and quality of SEND provision.
[bookmark: _Toc213434468]5). Research Methodology and Design:
[bookmark: _Toc212920180][bookmark: _Toc213434469]Research Approach:
This study will use a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative research to understand both the scale and depth of the issue. Surveys will be used to gather broad numerical data, while case studies will provide detailed, real-world insights. The research follows a convergent parallel design, meaning both types of data will be collected and analysed separately, then brought together to form a complete picture (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018; Bryman, 2016). This approach is well suited to organisational and educational settings, where it is important to explore not only measurable outcomes but also the human experiences behind them (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc212920181][bookmark: _Toc213434470]Quantitative Component:
The quantitative phase will involve an online survey distributed to around 50 nurseries across England. A stratified sampling approach will be used to ensure representation across different provider types (private, voluntary, independent, and maintained), geographical regions, and levels of area deprivation (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc212920182][bookmark: _Toc213434471]The Survey Will Collect Data On:
· Financial indicators, including annual budgets, revenues, and staffing costs.
· SEND profiles, such as the number and type of children with special needs enrolled.
· External funding sources, including the Early Years Inclusion Fund, Disability Access Fund, and local authority top-ups.
· Operational strategies, for example fundraising, differential pricing, and partnership models.
· Outcomes, including occupancy rates, operating margins, and indicators of closure risk.
Descriptive statistics will be used to identify key trends, while regression modelling will test associations between coping strategies and financial outcomes, controlling for factors such as nursery size, region, and SEND caseload (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This quantitative component will provide a broad overview of sector-wide patterns and relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc212920183][bookmark: _Toc213434472]Qualitative Component:
To complement the survey, around 10 detailed case studies will be carried out to explore how nurseries implement financial and operational strategies in practice. Case study research allows for an in-depth understanding of complex, context-specific phenomena (Yin, 2018; Robson and McCartan, 2016).
Nurseries will be chosen to represent a variety of contexts, urban and rural settings, different levels of SEND enrolment, and diverse ownership models. 
Data will be collected through:
· Semi-structured interviews with managers and SENCOs to explore their experiences and decision-making processes (Rix, Hall and Nind, 2021).
· Document analysis of anonymised financial records, such as profit and loss statements and staffing rotas.
· Observations of day-to-day practice, focusing on staff deployment and the use of resources.
· Optional parent interviews, capturing family perspectives on inclusion and funding challenges (Pascal and Bertram, 2019).
Data can be analysed thematically using NVivo software to identify recurring patterns, challenges, and innovative practices (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc212920184][bookmark: _Toc213434473]Sampling Strategy:
The survey will use a stratified random sampling method, drawing from publicly available nursery registers to ensure a balanced representation of different provider types and regions (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). For the case studies, a purposive sampling approach will be applied to choose nurseries that differ in size, location, and the number of children with SEND. This will allow the research to capture a wide range of experiences and identify lessons that can be applied across various settings (Yin, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc212920185][bookmark: _Toc213434474]Ethics and Data Protection:
[bookmark: _Toc212920186]All participants will receive a clear explanation of the research purpose and process before giving informed consent, following the ethical principles set out by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). All data will be stored securely and anonymised in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (European Commission, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc213434475]Validity and Reliability:
[bookmark: _Toc212920187]To ensure the findings are valid, this study will use triangulation, comparing data from both quantitative surveys and qualitative case studies to cross-check results (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018; Bryman, 2016). The survey will be pilot tested with a small group of nurseries to confirm that questions are clear and reliable. For the qualitative data, coding will be carried out systematically and transparently, with a clear audit trail to support dependability (Yin, 2018). These combined measures will help make the study’s conclusions both credible and robust.
[bookmark: _Toc213434476]6). Business Relevance and Practical Implications
The findings from this study will have significant implications for both nursery management practice and early years policy. Understanding how nurseries are coping financially with the increasing number of children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) will help identify strategies that promote both financial sustainability and inclusive education.
[bookmark: _Toc212920188][bookmark: _Toc213434477]a). Supporting Sustainable Business Models:
Nurseries are facing increasing pressure to balance inclusive provision with financial viability. Many operate on tight budgets, and supporting children with SEND often adds significant staffing and resource costs (Early Years Alliance, 2023; National Day Nurseries Association, 2023). By exploring effective financial strategies such as sharing resources with other providers, targeted fundraising, or flexible staffing models. This research will offer practical guidance for managers aiming to remain sustainable while delivering high-quality inclusive care.
[bookmark: _Toc212920189]The findings can also inform broader business strategy in the early years sector. For example, understanding how operational decisions, like redeploying staff or diversifying revenue streams, affect long-term stability can help nurseries plan more effectively. These insights contribute to wider discussions about organisational resilience and sustainability in an environment of policy and funding uncertainty (Blanden, Crawford and Farquharson, 2020; National Audit Office, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc213434478]b). Informing Local Authority and Government Policy:
At the policy level, this study can provide evidence to support reforms in SEND funding. Local authorities are often overspending on high-needs budgets, leading to structural deficits (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2024). The research will help policymakers understand how funding shortfalls impact frontline providers and identify interventions, such as flexible funding models or earlier grants that could have the greatest effect (Department for Education, 2022).
Additionally, identifying which nursery strategies work best in different contexts could inform DfE or Ofsted guidance on inclusion practices and resource management. Insights from this study may also guide local authorities in capacity-building initiatives, such as leadership training for nursery managers or expanded access to Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs).
[bookmark: _Toc212920190][bookmark: _Toc213434479]c). Implications for Workforce Development and Inclusion Practice:
Workforce capability is a key factor in delivering quality SEND support, yet access to training is often inconsistent (Rix, Hall and Nind, 2021). The case studies will highlight best practices for building staff confidence and competence, showing how professional development can directly improve inclusion outcomes.
By linking financial sustainability with the quality of inclusion, this research aligns with the Department for Education’s (2022) principle of providing the “right support, right place, right time.” The findings will therefore support efforts to ensure early years inclusion is both ethical and economically viable.









[bookmark: _Toc213434480]7). Work Plan and Time Schedule:
[bookmark: _Toc213434481][bookmark: _Toc212920191][image: ][image: A white sheet with black text

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]10-Week Gantt Chart (8 Sept – 16 Nov 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc213434482](Fig 2). Gantt Chart (8 Sept – 16 Nov 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc213434483]Conclusion:
In conclusion, this research will contribute valuable insights into how nurseries in England can achieve financial sustainability while delivering inclusive education for children with SEND. By examining how small and medium-sized early years providers manage limited resources and adapt to funding and policy pressures. The research identifies practical ways to make inclusive education more sustainable. The findings are expected to guide nursery leaders, local authorities, and policymakers in improving both financial management and inclusion practices, ensuring that every child has access to high-quality early education (Pascal and Bertram, 2019; Bryman, 2016).
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Project Tasks

Gantt Chart with Dates - Nursery SEND Strategy Research (8 Sept - 16 Nov 2025)
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10-Week Gantt Chart (8 Sept — 16 Nov 2025)

Task Duration | Weeks Notes
Active

Project Planning & Literature 2weeks | Weeks 1-2 | Define scope, refine framework

Refinement

Survey & Case Study Design 2weeks | Weeks2-3 | Develop instruments & sampling
strategy

Ethical Approval & Pilot Testing 2weeks | Weeks 3—4 | Ethics submission overlaps with pilot

Quantitative Data Collection (Survey) | 3weeks | Weeks4-6 | Main data collection phase

Qualitative Data Collection (Case 4weeks | Weeks5-8 | Begins during survey phase

Studies)

Quantitative Data Analysis 3weeks | Weeks6-8 | Runs alongside qualitative collection

Qualitative Data Analysis 3weeks | Weeks7-9 | Thematic coding and synthesis

Integration of Findings 2weeks | Weeks8-9 | Merge quantitative and qualitative
results

Draft Writing & Interpretation 3weeks | Weeks 8-10 | Wite findings, discussion,
implications

Final Review & Submission Tweek | Week 10 Proofreading, formatting, submission
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