
Using Beacon for Convenors

What is Beacon?

Beacon is the database management system, originally produced by u3a volunteers, which has been 
adopted to help manage most u3as, including Exeter.  It is accessed via a web browser and it quite 
straightforward to use.  It holds details of all our members and groups and u3a finances.  It replaces 
all the data held by individual u3a officers and convenors with a secure, remotely stored and backed 
up version.  Because we can now control access and make it available on a 'need to know' basis, 
member's information is much safer than where this data is held on several private computers, or on 
paper.  Among other things, as data is backed up regularly, it is much less vulnerable to fraudulent 
attack.  Users of the system are given access only to the data that they require for their u3a function.

A major advantage of Beacon is that new or changed data – such as a new member or a change of 
address – only needs to be entered once.  This saves considerable work for committee members and 
convenors, and provides a better service for all members.  Another is ease of communications with 
members as a whole and group members.

Convenors can add members to their groups themselves, or may have another group member who 
acts as an administrator and performs, or assists with, this function.  If no-one in the groups feels able
to take on this task the Groups Co-ordinator may be able to help.

This document sets out exactly how to get started with Beacon.

First Login

Open your web browser (Internet Explorer, Firefox, Chrome, Safari etc.).

In the address area at the top type in (or cut and paste)  https://www.u3abeacon.org.uk/password.php 

Select Exeter from the dropdown list beside u3a

Enter the username and password which have been given to you – these are case-sensitive.  If you 
have not been given a username, please contact Dave at u3a@damsons.net.

You will then be prompted to enter a new password.  Note that the only non-alphanumeric characters
allowed are   _ - $ ^ % ! # < >  You should use a password unique to Beacon.  Password 
generators are available which can save you the chore of thinking of a genuinely random password.

Make a careful note of your password, preferably before entering it.  In my personal opinion, it is 
OK to keep a written record of your passwords, though preferably away from your computer and 
certainly not on your computer (physically or electronically).

Either ensure that your personal question has an truly unambiguous answer – for example 'the town 
that I lived in at the age of one', rather than 'my address when I was born' (did I write 123 High St, 
Dorking, or Dorking, or High Street, Dorking, did I include the postcode, etc.?) - or else write your 
question and answer down separately from your password.

Do not give your password to anyone else.  You may be held responsible for activity on the system 
carried out using your login.  Anyone needing access to the system should have their own login.

Please remember that we need to follow General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR).  This 
means that everyone should have access to no more data than is necessary for them.  Also no data 
should be stored on your own computer or on paper unless it is secure and then only for as long as is 
necessary.  For example, you might download a list of group members from Beacon in order to 
produce a register for a group meeting.  You would only keep the file until you have printed the 
register and then delete it.  The paper copy should itself only be kept for a limited time – for example
to record who has not attended for a long period - and should be kept securely until it is destroyed.  
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On your computer, secure means protected by a secure password and not easily 'hackable' from 
outside.  This is easy to comply with using Beacon, as the data is not kept on your computer and the 
reponsibilty for keeping it safe lies with Beacon rather than you.  All you need to do is to keep your 
password secure.

Adding Members

Log in using your new password

Your group(s) should already be on the system and you will have access to them

You should see a screen similar to the above.  There are five main headings, of which you have 
access to two, Groups and Misc.  The single entry under Misc, Personal Preferences, allows you to 
change your login details and your preference for the way names are listed.

Under the Groups heading, we are not using Faculties.  Calendar allows you to see the group 
schedule – this will be more useful when most Convenors have completed the Schedule section (see 
below).  Some Venues are already in the system.  If yours is not there then you can add it via this 
option.  Click on Groups and you will be presented with a list of all the groups.

Above is a picture of the bottom part of this screen.  

Note 

1.  Most groups only had one member at the point at which this screenshot was taken, that is the 
convenor of the group (entered by the Groups Co-ordinator).

2.  One group (Theatre) has two convenors – this is fine.
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3.  The name of the Travel group is marked in blue and is a clickable link.  This is because I am 
logged on as the convenor of that group.  It also tells me that the group has 24 members, but not who 
they are.

For all the groups for which you are marked as a convenor, you can click on the name of the group.  
This will take you to the group's page.  Here you will see four options, Details, Schedule, Members, 
Ledger.

Details Most of the entries here are fairly obvious.  'When' is descriptive so you can enter whatever 
best describes your meeting pattern.  'Venue' allows you to select from a dropdown list – if your 
venue is not here you can go back to 'Groups/Venues' and add it.  As a general rule I would not put 
the room in the Mint as it may sometimes vary – members should check on arrival on the sign-in 
sheet.  Information is the sort of thing you might use in the newsletter or the web page to describe the 
group.  It may be used to create web pages in the future.

Schedule lets you to be more precise about when you meet.  It can be used to generate an overall 
calendar for Exeter u3a, which will help prevent group clashes.

Ledger allows you to keep financial records for the group, though few groups will be using this.  
You may want to talk to the Treasurer before using this facility

Members allows you to see a list of the group members.  Underneath this are two options for adding 
new members.  If you have a list of your members' Membership Numbers then the quickest way to 
add them all is to use 'Add member by membership number' – this allows you to simply type a list of
membership numbers, separated by commas, to add a whole batch in one go.  Alternatively, click on 
the dropdown list below 'Add member by name'.  You can jump through the list by typing the first 
letter of the surname.  In either case, don't forget to click 'Add' when you have selcted/finished your 
list.

Once you have all your members entered, it is time to look at the information on the screen and the 
options you have for using it.  I'll use a group from the demo version of Beacon to illustrate.

(see next page)
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Working from right to left: - the rightmost column allows you to remove someone from the group or 
make them the group convenor (note that this [dummy] u3a uses the word 'leader' rather than our 
'Convenor', but the effect is exactly the same).  The next column indicates who is/are convenor(s).  
The next shows current status – most indicate that this is a current member.  The next few are fairly 
obvious but there is significance to the name colour.  Most are in blue, indicating that you can click 
on the name to see the member's record.  Red indicates that the member has not renewed.  If you 
hover the mouse pointer over the name, it will tell you this in a 'tooltip' (other tooltips tell you other 
helpful things, though most of them are pretty obvious).  The first, 'Select' column allows you to 
select a number of individuals and also shows a symbol to make you aware that those individuals do 
not have an email address.  Clicking on the word 'Select' itself brings up a menu of options.  This is 
used with the dropdown list next to 'Do with selected'.

For example, to email all members with email addresses, click 'Select/E-mail only', then ensure that 
the dropdown says 'Send E-mail' and click 'Do with selected'.  This will bring up a screen which 
allows you send an email to your members.  Although there are lots of "fancy" bits to this option, 
such as the 'tokens' used to personalise emails on the right, you only need to fill in the subject and 
content of your message, then press 'Send' at the bottom.

Back on the group members page, another job you might want to do is to print a list of members, 
perhaps as a register for meetings.  This time you would click 'Select/Select All' then choose 
'Download Excel' from the dropdown list and click 'Do with selected'.  You can choose what other 
fields you need to include on the next page, then click 'Download'.  You can then open the resulting 
file in your spreadsheet progam and manipulate it to give you a register in your preferred format.

Beacon User Guide

You will note that on the first screenshot, the one that you see when you first log in, near the bottom, 
in the middle, there is a link to the Beacon User Guide .  If you click on this you will be taken to the 
u3a Beacon Help Centre and can search for help in using Beacon.

If you need further help please talk to the Exeter Beacon Admin (Dave at u3a@damsons.net), or any 
Committee Member.
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