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Section 1. Welcome to U3A Research 

1.1. Who is this booklet for? 

This booklet has been written for U3A members who may be interested in getting involved 
in research, including those who feel they have no research experience.  It can also be 
used as a resource by U3A Research Ambassadors and Shared Learning Project  
Co-ordinators to provide training and guidance.   
 

1.2. What is research?  

At its simplest, research is the systematic collection  
and analysis of information for the advancement of 
knowledge.  If you look into the history of a local 
hospital, investigate birds visiting your garden, 
compare costs and benefits of insurance policies or 
ask people about their views on something, you are 
conducting research. 

 

1.3. Aims of this booklet 

Many U3A members are already involved in different types of research. However it is likely 
that many more feel that they don't know enough about it to get involved and would 
appreciate some guidelines on developing and conducting research and disseminating the 
results. 
 
This booklet aims: 

¶ To encourage U3A members (including those who feel they have no research 
experience) to get involved in research 

¶ To demystify research and make it readily accessible 

¶ To demonstrate types of research carried out by U3A members 

¶ To provide basic guidelines on developing or getting involved in a research project 
(Specialist guides may be produced at a later date on specific types of research) 
 

1.4 Who can get involved in U3A research? 

If you thought you didn't have the necessary experience, skills and qualities to get involved 
in U3A research, you may need to think again!  Whether or not you have experience of 
formal research, you almost certainly have at least some of the skills that are useful in 
research through your work, volunteering or hobbies (e.g. ability to communicate clearly 
with others, to work independently or as a team). The U3A encourages members to share 
their knowledge and skills with others for mutual benefit. Where necessary, training can be 
provided. 

The most important quality for a researcher is curiosity ð a desire to find out more 
about something ð and that initial spark, shared with other U3A members, could lead 
you to discoveries no one else has had the time or interest to make. 
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Section 2. The Importance of Research 

2.1 A U3A learning objective 

Research is an important part of learning and a core part of U3A's remit.  The founders of 
U3A saw it as a core activity of members working to increase knowledge in many areas 
and a founding principle was that: 

"Strong emphasis will be laid on research in all the university's activities.  Every member 
will be encouraged to join in the widespread accumulation of scattered data required for 
advancement of knowledge of certain 
kinds".1     

More recently, the Third Age Trust's 
three-year plan Going Forward identified 
research as a fundamental U3A activity.2 

Research can stimulate creativity and test 
our understanding in ways that differ from 
passive learning.  It can help U3A 
members to gain knowledge and skills 
and often breaks new ground. Many 
projects offer U3As a chance to 
contribute to their local communities.  So, 
apart from anything else, research can be 
very satisfying and great fun! 

 
 

2.2 Research can assist U3A planning and management 
U3As use market research to provide insights into the communities in which they are 
located in order to recruit new members and develop useful working relationships with 
relevant organisations.  Membership research helps U3As to improve planning and 
management of their resources and activities by understanding the needs and preferences  
of  their members. 
 

2.3 U3A involvement in research by other organisations 

Universities and other organisations that undertake research can benefit greatly from the 
assistance of U3A members.  With a wealth of experience and skills, members have much 
to offer when there is a shortage of funding for research.  Some organisations have a lot of 
material they do not have the time and resources to work on, and voluntary assistance 
offered by U3A members can be invaluable to them. 

Research funders increasingly require community involvement as a condition of making a 
grant.  So organisations seeking funding are reaching out to the community and seeking 
collaboration.  In the case of age-related research, both funders and researchers are 
coming to recognise the importance of involving older people in research ð not just as 
research subjects but as active participants in designing and undertaking research and in 
influencing the policy decisions that result from it.3  

 

 

1950s Holidays in Bognor Regis: A Shared 
Learning Project undertaken by Bognor Regis U3A 
with Bognor Regis Record Office 2014.  
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Bishop Hervey Trail (Causeway U3A and U3A Foyle, 2014) 

This Shared Learning Project related to Frederick Hervey, Bishop of Derry and 4th Earl of 
Bristol.  He was a notable philanthropist who made a considerable impact on Ireland, 
especially in the Derry area, in the 18th century. The research group developed a Trail of 
places associated with the Earl Bishop, produced a map of the Trail and published an 
accompanying booklet, which are available in local tourist offices. The project involved 
three partner organisations: The National Trust, Northern Regional College and  
St.Columb's Cathedral, Derry.  

              

 

                                                                                          .  

  

 Portrait of the Earl Bishop  
courtesy of the  
National Trust 

Manannan Mac Lir statue 
Mussenden Temple   
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Section 3. Recent developments in U3A research 

3.1 U3A National Research Sub-committee 

The National U3A three-year development plan Going Forward4 called for the 
reinstatement of the National Research Sub-committee to encourage all types of research. 
Details of the sub-committee's terms of reference, contacts and information about key 
activities are available on the Third Age Trust website. http://www.u3a.org.uk  

 

3.2 Research Ambassadors 

One of the terms of reference of the National 
Research Sub-committee is to encourage 
participation in research through the 
recruitment of Research Ambassadors in all 
regions.5 Research Ambassadors encourage 
and support research throughout U3A, at both 
local and national levels, and where 
appropriate develop working relationships with 
universities and other bodies. 

 

3.3 National Research Database 
www.u3aresearch.org.uk 

Another important development has been the 
formation of the U3A National Research 
Database which showcases past and current 
research undertaken by U3A members. Prior 
to the development of the database, the 
plethora of research involving U3A was 
scattered and difficult to locate and access.   

The database contains an ever-increasing 
amount of information about U3A-led research projects, including Shared Learning 
Projects. It is accessible to all U3A members and makes it much easier to identify what 
research has already been undertaken, what is ongoing, and how to obtain information 
about it. The database (excluding personal details) is also accessible to the general public 
as a 'shop window' to advertise the achievements and capabilities of U3A.  

  

http://www.u3a.org.uk./
http://www.u3aresearch.org.uk/
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The Research Database  
http://www.u3aresearch.org.uk 

 

 

 

              

   

 

 

 

 

You can search for projects by 

Region, U3A, Topic, Type of 

Project, Partner organisation, 

Keyword and more. 

Each project record also gives a 

brief description, date, outputs 

and contacts where known. The 

Database also has a help facility 

and a forum. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.u3aresearch.org.uk/
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Section 4. A Colourful Tapestry: 

    examples of U3A research 

 
A glance at the U3A National Research Database (see 3.3) will reveal the very rich variety 
of research in which U3A members get involved.  Broadly speaking, these research 
projects fall into five categories and this section outlines the characteristics of each of 
these types and gives examples of some of the work that has already been done within 
that category. 

 

4.1 U3A Shared Learning Projects (SLPs) 

Shared Learning Projects are the most common form of U3A research.  They began in 
autumn 2002 at the British Museum in London, with a project involving 12 members from 
North London U3A researching an object of their choice.  The central feature of an SLP is 
that it involves members of U3As working together with other U3As and/or with an outside 
organisation or institution on a project which is planned as a joint venture.  The learning 
will be 'shared' between all the parties involved and the research will have a useful 
outcome. 

The SLP model is very flexible and can take many forms, but SLPs always have a 
specific, realistic and achievable goal and are led by a U3A team leader, in partnership 
with a member of staff from the institution if one is involved.  Projects usually last around 
12 weeks but they can be much longer and outputs can include reports, booklets, DVDs 
and contributions to a website.  They often conclude with a presentation or exhibition. 

A wide variety of outside organisations can 
become involved in SLPs. These projects can 
represent an important link between U3As 
and universities, museums, libraries, stately 
homes and local communities.  These are 
just some of the institutions that may be 
interested in working with U3A members on 
research.  Some examples of what a project 
may involve include working on archival 
material, researching objects for a museum 
or university, working with a school or 
residential home to compile a reminiscence 
resource pack, or contributing to a community 
website. 
 

SLPs can also be set up by at least two U3As 
working together but not involving an outside 
organisation. Topics might include researching 
the history of a building or a war memorial, 
exploring a river or local area, producing a booklet of themed walksé the possibilities are 
endless!  Embarking on an SLP can be an exciting venture and U3A members find the 
stimulation of new friends, new ideas and new experiences challenging and rewarding.  
Some people are getting involved in research for the first time. 
  

Heswall U3A and Williamson Art Gallery SLP 
became a public exhibition óTo Have and To 
Holdô. Wedding dresses through the 20th 

Century with accompanying family histories.  
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Celebrating the South Downs (Sussex U3A Network, 2014) 
This Shared Learning Project was developed by the Sussex U3A Network (SUN) in 
partnership with the South Downs National Park.  The Sussex Network wanted to set 
up a project that would encourage its U3As to work together around a common theme 
and chose the newly established South Downs National Park as its focus. Twenty three 
U3As took part in the project and the South Downs National Park provided financial 
support, practical advice and meeting space. 

A number of different projects were undertaken by different U3As, all with the South 
Downs National Park as a focus.  Projects included an investigation of some of the 103 
'lost villages' of Sussex, charting the history of the Bonfire Societies, bringing to life 
people commemorated in a church stained glass window, an exhibition of South Downs 
paintings, a geological exploration of the South Downs and photography. 

Many U3As involved in the project organised public displays of their work at libraries 
and museums and some continued working on their chosen subjects.  The project 
helped to strengthen groups and increase their motivation.  The South Downs National 
Park benefited from the project as it allowed access to a wider audience.  Four 
seminars were organised in different parts of the area and participating U3As invited 
National Park speakers to their monthly meetings.  As a result of the excellent 
partnership formed between the U3As and the National Park, further collaboration is 
under consideration and the National Park now has access to a large pool of 
researchers and volunteer helpers.6  

 

 
Display by Art Group at the exhibition óCelebrating the South Downsô  


