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Executive Summary 

The most significant problem SLU3A has in maintaining numbers is that new enrolments are declining.  The aim of 

this paper is to assist in defining key identifying characteristics of our target audience for future enrolments. 

SLU3A messaging cannot simply echo that of U3As in Sydney or Newcastle; the local audience is older, less ethnically 

diverse, more likely to come from a blue collar background, and less likely to have had any tertiary education.  

It is unlikely that changing age focus is going to be a priority for the SLU3A strategy.  However, in SLU3A males 

represent just over a quarter of all enrolments, so there is a significant growth opportunity if SLU3A can attract more 

men. 

Although in our catchment only 23% of the population has gone on to tertiary education, in SLU3A nearly 60% of 

current members have gone on to tertiary education.  This poses three difficult questions for SLU3A: 

1. Is SLU3A drawing most of its membership from less than one quarter of the over 55 population in our area? 

2. Do terms like university, education and learning actively discourage engagement with our population? 

3. Does SLU3A want to broaden its appeal and, if so, what messages must it send? 

Feedback on SLU3A activities shows that: 

• Health and exercise is the most important subject area for SLU3A.   

• The limitations on numbers for Arts & crafts is critical for women. 

• Men want courses in engineering, workshop and handyman activities.   

• There is interest in courses on wellbeing and aging, but the current ones are not resonating. 

• Both genders want more technology education. 

• Social and discussion groups do not rate highly for men, but are a key focus area for women. 

• Both genders want more academic courses on history, plus courses in cooking. 

Therefore, to arrest its declining enrolments SLU3A should focus on five critical action areas: 

• Creating a messaging structure that more effectively addresses a population with no experience of further 

education 

• Delivering that messaging through local word-of-mouth as well as taking a leadership role in a regional 

engagement with 2NUR FM and Facebook as key communication channels 

• Creating and implementing a specific strategy to increase the male participation rate, especially through: 

o Creating a “bring your partner” program 

o Providing more courses in engineering, workshop and handyman activities 

• Increasing the availability of women’s health and exercise courses 

• Selecting specific focus areas for new courses and driving targeted recruitment of appropriate leaders  

Developing action plans for each of these areas will require the committee carefully considering who should 

undertake what activities, with what assistance and in what timeframe.  That probably involves workshops for each 

area. 
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Background 

When it commenced in 2015 Southlakes U3A (SLU3A) enrolled just over 260 members.  It grew for the next two 

years to 364 members but membership has been declining for the last two years.  As at 1st February 2019 

membership in SLU3A was 286. 

The most significant problem in maintaining numbers is that new enrolments are declining.  The most likely 

explanation for this is that SLU3A has reached the easiest to find members through word-of-mouth and now must 

reach out in new ways to get the U3A message to potential new members. 

 

Knowing who those potential new members are, what the messages should be and how to communicate them 

required more investigation before the SLU3A could draw meaningful conclusions or to create new action plans. 

Objectives and data sources 

The aim of this paper is to assist in defining key identifying characteristics of our target audience for future 

enrolments.  It uses data extracted from: 

• the MyU3A database 

• the results of a membership survey (further information at the end of this paper) 

• ABS 2017 data on both the 2264 postcode and three statistical areas of Bonnells Bay – Silverwater, Morisset 

– Cooranbong and Wangi Wangi – Rathmines 

• The Council on the Ageing (COTA) NSW research study The Twin Currencies: How people in NSW spend their 

time and money as they age1, published in 2017 

Because this paper specifically seeks to help identify our target audience it focusses on four dimensions: 

1. The key demographic data of age, gender and marital status 

2. The correlation between formal education and U3A membership 

3. The appeal of the types of activities SLU3A provides 

4. The best methods of communicating with potential new members 

                                                           
1 See https://www.cotansw.com.au/MediaPDFs/COTA%20NSW%2050plus_Report_2016web.pdf.  The report is based on an extensive survey 
undertaken in October 2016 that received responses from over 6,000 older Australians living in metropolitan and regional NSW. 
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This paper does not address member retention.  This will be the subject of a future document. 

Demographics: age, gender, education 

Within standard deviations Sydney and Newcastle align demographically with the data for the whole of NSW.  This is 

not true for our local area, and so the messaging for SLU3A cannot simply echo that of U3As in Sydney or Newcastle. 

Meaningful engagement with potential new members requires evaluating the data on the existing membership of 

SLU3A against the local environment. One key general factor is that in the SLU3A catchment area 71% of the 

population is born in Australia of Australia-born parents and only 17% of the population is born outside of Australia 

of non-Australian parents.  In NSW those figures are 49% and 40% respectively.  This implies that, for the majority of 

SLU3A’s potential audience, multi-cultural messaging will not resonate. 

Age 
In SLU3A 75% of the existing membership is aged 65-80, with 56% aged 65-75.  That compares with a much stronger 

skew towards the 55-65 age bracket in the catchment area where less than half of the over 55 population is aged 65-

80. 

It is highly likely, given the broader demographics of the area, that this is because the 55-65 age group are mostly 

still working and therefore do not have the time to join U3A.  Without a move to extend more activity to evenings 

and weekends it is unlikely SLU3A can generate more penetration of this group. 

Similarly, the much lower percentage of members over 80 probably has as much to do with health and fitness levels 

as it does with the appeal of the courses.  It may be possible to increase interest from the over 80 group, but it’s 

unlikely to make a significant difference in enrolments. 

 

  Therefore, changing age focus is probably not going to be a priority for the SLU3A strategy. 
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Gender and relationship status 
In SLU3A males represent just over a quarter of all enrolments.  This is not unique to SLU3A; a paper presented to 

the 2014 U3A Network NSW annual conference at Armidale said,  

“About three quarters of U3A members are women. While men in general terms have a lower life 

expectancy than women, to some extent men have traditionally been more likely to favour the company 

of other men and to belong to sporting and male dominated social clubs.”2 

 

There is clearly a significant growth opportunity if SLU3A can attract more men. The committee should create and 

implement a specific strategy to increase the male participation rate, and the home relationships within SLU3A 

present an immediate opportunity. 

When asked about relationship status only 29% of SLU3A members said they are “single, widowed, divorced or live 

alone”.  For female members that percentage drops further to 27%.   

Nearly two thirds of those who identified as “not single” said that their partner is NOT a member of SLU3A, and for 

women that jumped to 74%. 

                                                           
2 Browne R & Lamb A, 2014, U3A Faces the Future – the Charter & the Challenge, http://www.nsw.u3anet.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/U3A-
FACES-THE-FUTUREFinal.pdf 
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The significant majority of SLU3A members are women living with a partner who is not also a member of SLU3A.  An 

obvious immediate action should be to create and implement a “bring your partner” growth plan. 

Education 
A recent UK study observed that, “From studies available, people’s engagement in learning in later life was closely 

connected to their level of education and perception of learning (McNair, 2015). In addition, positive and negative 

experiences of education in younger life affected participation in later years. (Kolland, 2013). Numbers of those 

learning between the ages of 50-69 were lowest among people with no qualifications and highest amongst those 

with higher education qualifications (Jenkins and Mostafa, 2015).”3 

In our catchment area 44% of the population has not achieved at least HSC level education, compared with 36% in 

NSW, and only 23% has gone on to tertiary education, compared with 33% in NSW.  Given the age of the SLU3A 

target audience it is likely that the tertiary-qualified percentage is even lower, since most would have finished 

secondary education well before the Whitlam government abolished university fees in 1974.  

When SLU3A members were asked about their level of formal education the results were extreme: nearly 60% of 

current members of SLU3A have gone on to tertiary education.  While this is in line with the correlation between 

level of education and engagement in learning in later life noted in the UK paper, it poses three difficult questions for 

SLU3A: 

1. Is SLU3A drawing most of its membership from less than one quarter of the over 55 population in our area? 

2. Do terms like university, education and learning actively discourage engagement with our population? 

3. Does SLU3A want to broaden its appeal and, if so, what messages must it send? 

 

Answering these questions goes to the heart of any recruitment activities SLU3A undertakes.  Importantly it also 

colours the types of courses that SLU3A should run. 

Additionally, nearly three quarters of the local population has an employment background that excludes white 

collar work.  That implies that messaging and courses aligned to tertiary qualified former white collar workers will 

only appeal to a small segment of our target population.   

                                                           
3 Mauger, S, 2018, Learning not Lonely, The Third Age Trust 
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SLU3A courses/activities 

For the purposes of this study the existing SLU3A courses were assessed under ten categories: 

• Social and/or discussion activities such as 

WOW Club, The Coffee Club, Booklovers, Behind the News, Mens Breakfast 

• Exercise and physical health activities such as 

Balance n Bones, Walking the Lake, Laughing Yoga, Tai Chi for Exercise, Karate for Novices 

• Wellbeing and aging well activities such as 

Aged Care - A comprehensive look, The Nervous System, A Dignified End 

• Performance activities such as  

Singing for Pleasure, Strumming The Strings, Beginners Guitar, Scottish Country Dancing 

• Arts & crafts such as 

Craft 'n Chatter, Intermediate Patch Workers, Painting and Drawing, Photography 

• Languages such as 

Beginners' German, French Class 

• Interests, hobbies and games such as 

Card Sharks, Mahjong, Local History 

• Technology such as 

Laptop Basics, Webmaster Training 

• Science such as 

The Magic of Science, Fun Science Activities for Grandkids 

• Engineering, workshop and handyman activities 

Basic Home Maintenance for Women 

There was no intention to assess any individual course or tutor, but rather to identify interest areas where focus 

should be applied.  Members were asked to list their top three choices, so it’s quite possible that a large group of 

people all interested in the same top three could skew the responses. 

 

Even so, the outstanding popularity of exercise & physical health activities and performance activities is born out by 

enrolments, with Tai Chi for Exercise, Balance n Bones, Walking the Lake, Karate, Laughing Yoga and Qi Gong 

totalling over 200 students, while Singing for Pleasure, Strumming The Strings and Guitar total more than 120 

25.97%

59.09%

9.74%

42.21%

40.26%

16.88%

14.29%

22.73%

13.64%

7.79%

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00% 70.00%

What sorts of things do you most like doing in 
Southlakes U3A? 

Engineering, workshop and handyman

Science

Technology

Interests, hobbies and games

Languages

Arts & crafts

Performance activities

Wellbeing and aging well activities

Exercise and physical health activities

Social and/or discussion activities



 
 

 
 

 

         u3asouthlakes@gmail.com                                       southlakes.u3anet.org.au              Page 
8 

 

students.  The interest in arts & crafts does not seem to attract proportional enrolments, but this is probably due to 

class size constraints. 

The attractiveness of course categories is heavily influenced by gender.  The men’s sample is small and therefore 

may create statistical anomalies. 

 

 

21.88%

27.27%

50.00%

61.98%

0.00%

12.40%

46.88%

40.50%

28.13%

43.80%

21.88%

15.70%

12.50%

14.88%

31.25%

20.66%

25.00%

10.74%

3.13%

9.09%

Male

Female

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00% 70.00%

What sorts of things do you most like doing 
split by gender

Engineering, workshop and handyman

Science

Technology

Interests, hobbies and games

Languages

Arts & crafts

Performance activities

Wellbeing and aging well activities

Exercise and physical health activities

Social and/or discussion activities

10.71%

34.62%

32.14%

50.00%

25.00%

27.88%

28.57%

16.35%

17.86%

38.46%

10.71%

21.15%

25.00%

22.12%

25.00%

24.04%

17.86%

4.81%

32.14%

11.54%

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00%

What would you like to see more of
split by gender

Engineering, workshop and handyman

Science

Technology

Interests, hobbies and games

Languages

Arts & crafts

Performance

Wellbeing and aging well

Exercise and physical health

Social and/or discussion



 
 

 
 

 

         u3asouthlakes@gmail.com                                       southlakes.u3anet.org.au              Page 
9 

 

Some key observations from this data are: 

• There is an obvious need to increase the availability of women’s health and exercise activities.  One 

suggestion was yoga stretching and marching. 

• Arts & crafts is the second most important category for women; the limitations on numbers needs to be 

addressed.  Other suggestions were calligraphy, floral art and making wire jewellery more available. 

• An obvious focus area if SLU3A wants to increase its male participation is that men want courses in 

engineering, workshop and handyman activities; one suggestion was machine shop practices.  The very low 

rating for this category in things they like doing is because the only current class in this category is Basic 

Home Maintenance for Women.   

• Curiously, two comments from women indicated that the availability of Home Maintenance for Women is 

too limited. 

• The education SLU3A is offering in the area of wellbeing and aging well is not resonating, but there is great 

interest in more on this subject area from both genders.  This is worth further investigation. 

• Both genders want more technology education, with two comment requesting courses beyond basic skills. 

• Social and discussion groups do not rate highly for men, which does not bode well for the new Men’s 

Breakfast course.  They are, however, a key focus area for women; it’s worth noting that enrolments in 

Women of Wisdom (WOW) are as high as for ukulele. 

• Both genders indicated a desire for more activity in the subject area of interest, hobbies and games.  The 

comments showed a very strong interest in cooking (including vegan cooking) and in academic courses on 

history.  Other suggestions were sailing, political education, environmental studies, psychology, world 

affairs, architecture and four-part choral singing. 

Additionally, three comments suggested guided social travel, plus two people proposed a lunch group with regular 

speakers.  Two people also suggested monthly film showings. 

As a volunteer organisation SLU3A will not have the capacity to meet all these competing demands.  Selecting 

specific focus areas and then driving targeted recruitment of new course leaders must be a priority for the 

committee. 

Communication channels 

The survey sought to identify the best methods of communicating with potential new members by asking existing 

members what media they usually consume.  The results did not identify a “silver bullet’ communication channel, 

but did deliver insights into the wide spectrum of media engagement in the SLU3A community.  Importantly, it 

shows the ongoing importance of word-of-mouth in delivering the SLU3A message. 
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Radio 
Surprisingly, nearly a quarter of all members do not 

regularly listen to the radio.  About the same number 

regularly listen to the ABC, but that group is split between 

ABC Newcastle local radio, ABC Classic FM and the 

various other ABC channels.  

However, 30% of SLU3A members regularly listen to 

2NUR FM, an ‘easy listening’ community radio station 

based in the University of Newcastle.   

Obviously, a key communication strategy should be to 

engage with 2NUR FM, but the 2NUR FM coverage area 

also includes Eastlakes U3A, Lake Macquarie U3A, 

Newcastle U3A and U3A Maitland.  Therefore, SLU3A 

should seek to take a leadership role in a regional 

engagement with 2NUR FM. 

Newspapers 
Regular readership of newspapers, bulletins and similar 

vehicles is highly fragmented in the SLU3A membership. 

While the SLU3A catchment area is targeted by The Lakes 

Mail, the Morisset and Peninsula Bulletin and the 

Cooranbong Gazette, none of these are regularly read by 

a significant percentage of the SLU3A membership.  

SLU3A should continue to promote itself editorially in 

these publications, but should recognise that doing so will 

only reach around 20% of the SLU3A target audience. 

As with radio, SLU3A should seek to take a leadership role 

in a regional engagement with the Newcastle Herald. 
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Social media 
The 2018 Global Digital Report4 collates global digital 

marketing data, and shows that Australia in the top 

quintile globally across all measures, with 88% internet 

usage, 69% of the population active social media users 

and mobile penetration of 78%. Additionally, Australia’s 

social usage on mobile is the fastest growth area at 7% 

year-over-year. 

That does not apply to the SLU3A community, where a 

staggering 59% do not use any social media platform at 

all. 

Those that do use social media are almost exclusively on 

Facebook.  SLU3A should consider creating a Facebook 

group to address this audience, but only if it can be 

regularly and frequently updated. 

 

Other comments 

Forty-one respondents to the members’ survey chose to make additional comments for the committee to consider, 

although thirty of those comments equated to “keep up the good work”.  The other comments are attached as 

Annex A. 

Conclusions 

To arrest its declining enrolments, SLU3A should focus on five critical action areas.  With the limitations of a 

volunteer organisation, addressing these focus areas may require abandoning other activities SLU3A is already doing.  

This is a difficult decision that requires cold assessment of the situation and the organisation’s objectives before 

actions can be taken. 

The five key areas are: 

• Creating a messaging structure that more effectively addresses a population with no experience of further 

education 

• Delivering that messaging through local word-of-mouth as well as taking a leadership role in a regional 

engagement with 2NUR FM and Facebook as key communication channels 

• Creating and implementing a specific strategy to increase the male participation rate, especially through: 

o Creating a “bring your partner” program 

o Providing more courses in engineering, workshop and handyman activities 

• Increasing the availability of women’s health and exercise courses 

• Selecting specific focus areas for new courses and driving targeted recruitment of appropriate leaders  

                                                           
4 https://wearesocial.com/au/blog/2018/02/2018-digital-report-australia 
 

59%

4%

34%

3%

What social media platforms do you use?

None

Instagram

Facebook

Other*

*WhatsApp, Pinterest, Viber   

https://wearesocial.com/au/blog/2018/02/2018-digital-report-australia


 
 

 
 

 

         u3asouthlakes@gmail.com                                       southlakes.u3anet.org.au              Page 
12 

 

Developing action plans for each of these areas will require the committee carefully considering who should 

undertake what activities, with what assistance and in what timeframe.  That probably involves workshops for each 

area. 

About the membership survey 

The survey was run through the internet provider Survey Monkey over three weeks in February, 2019.  It consisted of 

nine questions: 

1. How old are you? 

2. What is your gender? 

3. What is your relationship status? 

4. If you are not single, is your partner also a member of Southlakes U3A? 

5. What sorts of things do you most like doing in Southlakes U3A? 

6. What would you like to see Southlakes U3A do more of? 

7. Do you have any other thoughts you would like to share with the committee? 

It was distributed by email and received 156 responses out of a total population of about 290.  Survey Monkey only 

accepts one response per email address, so couples using a joint email address could not submit individual 

responses.  Allowing for this, it is therefore reasonable to assume that the survey represents the responses of about 

60% of current members of SLU3a. 
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Annex A 

Survey responses: do you have any other thoughts you would like to share with 

the committee? 

Comment (All comments verbatim; spelling & punctuation as entered by the respondent) Age Gender Education 

I think meetins each month with interesting guest speakers 70-75 F Other 

The range of activities do not challenge the brain sufficiently. I believe that 
finance for home etc. would be appreciated as would some simple math's 
and in this day of political turbulence and the dependence of fossil; fuel 
would provide good background for a course 

65-70 M Tertiary 

Discussion groups life after 50 years of work 65-70 M HSC 

Would be good for U3A to have its own teaching rooms which could be set 
up with comfortable furniture and appropriate technology 

65-70 F Tertiary 

Balance and bones is overcrowded <60 F Tertiary 

Could Tutors phone number be put on Webpage, it would be good to speak 
to them about their course before I enrol 

65-70 F Other 

would love to see a class for Mandarin 70-75 F HSC 

I prefer courses that are held at Dora Creek Hall ( easy access for me). 
Maybe you could do film nights at Dora Creek Hall. 

70-75 F Tertiary 

In my profession isolation and depression is something that I hear of 
everyday. People need to be made aware of U3A . The majority are unaware 
in most cases that there are U3A Groups they can attend, socialize/learn and 
feel welcome. More advertising/handouts 

70-75 F Other 

Some cloud space to share activities 65-70 M Other 

I would like to suggest Computer and Device Help. Rather than lessons 
where all are at differing levels of competence. Bring in your Device or 
Laptop with the questions you prepared earlier. 

60-65 F Tertiary 

Monday Tai chi class is too big. Wish the Wednesday meditation class was 4 
terms 

65-70 F Tertiary 

Website is atrocious and badly needs updating 65-70 F Tertiary 

Some class numbers are too big 70-75 F HSC 

I missed my 1st choice of course this year because the venue originally given 
was incorrect in the program & Indidn’t know it changed. Not sure what can 
be done about this except get it right the first time? 

65-70 F Tertiary 

Fabulous setup. Perhaps look at some group travel opportunities 65-70 M Tertiary 

As a Christian, I like to feel I will not be exposed to 'new age' and Asian 
religions in a course which is not specifically designed to teach these things 
such a yoga 

70-75 F Tertiary 

Just keep going as you are !! U3A Southlakes is the best thing that's ever 
happened to this area. NB With the increasing number of Retirement 
Villages going up in this area - a marketing campaign to them wold be 
beneficial for everyone. U3A is going to boom !! Plus, therefore, with the 
consequent increase in 3rd Age people from these Retirement Villages now 
possibly, (and unwillingly) Single, can U3A assist in some way as a Social 
Bridge Network for them? 

75-80 F Tertiary 

Where are all the men? 75-80 F Tertiary 

 


