A survey to explore the reasons for non-renewal of membership in Canterbury and District u3a 2026

Background
At Canterbury and District u3a’s Annual General Meeting in 2024 it was noted that a considerable number of individuals were not renewing their membership and an online survey was set up by the u3a’s research group, launching in January 2025, to find out the reasons for this. The resulting report, including an extensive literature review, can be found on the national u3a research database at: 2025 survey. Although we found a number of different reasons for non-renewal, comments were generally positive and the findings indicated issues which were not readily amenable to change. A few recommendations were made.
The committee agreed that it would be useful to repeat the survey in 2026 to look at trends and establish if the reasons given for non-renewal continued. We decided to repeat the survey questions and to keep the methods of data collection and analysis largely unchanged. As previously, the data collection coincided with the annual renewal reminder email circulated to all members by the membership team, with a link to the anonymous questionnaire. The membership team sent out one reminder before the survey was closed on 13th March, the day designated by the membership team as the deadline for renewal. This date is largely governed by the date of the AGM in April, since lapsed members are not entitled to vote at that meeting. However, those renewing between the 13th March cut-off and the AGM (8th April in 2026) are counted as having met the deadline
The analysis is presented largely in tabulated form to enable comparison with the 2025 data. Free text comments are summarised within the tables or the main text.
Findings
The overall response rate was 17% (n=42) of those not renewing (n=244) after one reminder by 13th March. The figure was augmented by another 19 people renewing before the AGM, giving a final response rate of 18.6% of non-renewers (n=225). These figures represent a lower response rate than the previous year (see Table 1) but this could be accounted for partly by the fact that only one reminder was sent as opposed to the additional post-deadline reminder sent the previous year. In addition, some 16 individuals phoned the membership team expressing their reasons. While these cannot be included in the final calculation (since we don’t know whether they also completed a questionnaire or not) the categories generally flagged up no new issues, apart from noting 3 deceased members.

	2025

	 2026

	25.5%
(n=49)

	18.6%
(n=42)


Table 1: Response rate
Length of membership of Canterbury and District u3a
	Length of time
	2025
	2026


	1 year or less
	31%
	40.5%

	1+ to 5 years
	25%
	40.5%

	5+ to 10 years
	25%
	7%

	10+ years
	19%
	12%


Table 2: Length of membership
The distribution of non-renewers in terms of length of u3a membership varied over the two years, with a larger proportion of those having up to 5 years’ membership responding than those with a longer period of membership. This may of course only reflect the tendency of the more recent joiners to respond to an online questionnaire, as opposed to being an indication of a tendency to leave the organisation. Therefore caution should be taken in reading too much into the finding.
Reasons for joining u3a
	Reasons for joining

	2025
	2026

	Interest in a particular course
	73.5% (n=36)
	61-9% (n=26)

	To gain knowledge

	46.9% (n=23)
	38.1% (n=16)

	To make friends

	30.6% (n=15)
	38.1% (n=16)

	To mix with stimulating people
	26.5% (n=13)
	28.6% (n=12)

	Other

	To be helpful to society

To run a course

	To investigate new activities on retirement
Moved to Canterbury


Table 3: Reasons for joining u3a
Once again, the main reason for joining the u3a was because of interest in a particular course, which indicates that there is continued interest in u3a’s learning values and its learning model.

Reasons for not renewing
	Reason for not renewing
	2025
	2026


	Too busy/other commitments
	40.8% (n=20)
	38.1% (n=16)

	Health issues

	14.3% (n=7)
	14.3% (n=6)

	Courses of interest over- subscribed
	14.3% (n=7)
	26.2% (n=11)

	Travelling to venues difficult
	18.4% (n=9)
	26.2% (n=11)

	Venues not accessible

	8.2% (n=4)
	16.7% (n=7)

	Problems with the website

	2% (n=1)
	0%

	Booking and paying for courses an issue
	6.1% (n=3)
	0%

	Did not feel welcome

	2% (n=1)
	2.4% (n=1)

	Diversity related issues

	0%
	0%

	Other (all n=1 unless otherwise stated)








	Moved away (n=6)

	Moved away (n=3)

	
	On my own, no car
	Joined another u3a (n=3)


	
	Have enjoyed several courses over years but now nothing to interest me
	Couldn’t find anything of interest; people older and not interested/engaged

	
	Member passed away*

	Live in rural village, poor transport

	
	Too orientated towards women, lectures and courses
	Traffic and parking problems in Canterbury

	
	Change of circumstances

	Very few courses of interest to me

	
	Now a member of Saxon Shore branch instead

	Too many retired people of the ‘lanyard class’ educated beyond common sense in groups

	
	Do not relate to my interests
	

	

	Getting too old
	

	

	Not your fault, joined because I thought a friend would join; she didn’t
	


Table 4: Reasons for not renewing
*Although no equivalent figures were recorded in the survey for 2026, we are aware, from messages to the membership team, that there were 3 deceased members for that year.
The findings were similar to those of the previous year in that the most common reason for not renewing was that individuals are too busy, with other commitments. Other common reasons were to do with health issues and (possibly associated) transport and access problems. Interestingly, none of the 2026 respondents reported any problems negotiating the website, which has been revamped since the previous survey. Of the free-text responses, again a number of people had moved out of the area or, this year, joined a closer u3a. A minority could not find any courses of interest but, again, most comments were very positive.
Were expectations met?
	Expectations 

	2025
	2026

	Met
	85.1%

	69%

	Not met
	14.9%

	31%


Table 5: Expectations
About one third of respondents indicated that their expectations had not been met. This is a higher proportion than in 2025. Looking at the more critical responses (i.e. excluding the positive comments and those reiterating points made in question 3) the comments can be summarised:
· No writers’ group although this was offered
· Courses seemed to be for people much older than me looking for social contact
· Initial request to join Bridge group refused as I did not already have a Bridge partner (from someone new to u3a)
· Went to a couple of lectures and attempted conversations but fell on deaf ears
· Courses appear more academic and costly compared to my local u3a group
As with 2025, the failure to meet expectations seem to be largely around courses and how members experienced being part of the different groups. 
Age categories of respondents
	Age category

	2025
	2026

	Under 50
	0
	0

	51-60
	6.1%
	14.3%

	61-70
	20.4%
	26.2%

	71-80
	49%
	45.2%

	81+
	24.5%
	14.3%


Table 5: Age categories of respondents
The 2026 survey showed a younger cohort of respondents than the previous year. This may not be representative of the membership of the u3a in general, but it does seem to correlate with the range across the length of membership of our sample. This implies a greater proportion than last year of those intending not to renew after only one year’s membership who completed the questionnaire.
Awareness of u3a’s other activities
	Level of awareness
	2025
	2026


	Aware

	85.7%
	81%

	Not aware

	0
	0

	Aware of some but not all activities
	14.3%
	19%


Table 6: Awareness of u3a’s other activities
A slightly smaller percentage of members than the previous year were aware of all the activities run by the u3a outside the course structure. This may partly be explained by the small change we made to this item in the questionnaire for 2026 (adding the examples of national online courses, podcasts, u3a matters and u3a friends to the existing ones). The 8 respondents who were aware of some, but not all activities represented differing lengths of membership (1 year or less = 4; 1+5 years = 1; 10 years+ = 3).
Would awareness have made a difference to your consideration whether or not to renew?
	Whether awareness would make a difference
	2025

	2026

	No

	100%
	57.1%

	Maybe

	0
	42.9%


Table 7: Would awareness of other activities have made a difference
Although, on the face of it, the percentage of members who may have reconsidered their decision was much higher in 2026, the overall numbers responding to this question were very small (12 in 2025; 7 in 2026). Of the 3 who gave this response in 2026, there was no relationship to their length of time as a member, so very little can be read into this finding.
Any other comments
We invited respondents to add any further comments related to their membership of u3a and 19 did so (21 in 2025). As with last year, most of the comments were very positive with ‘enjoyment’ and ‘thanks’ being the most common expressions used (in 9 responses). A number repeated the information given at question 3. Five individuals added further explanations for their earlier answers:
· May join again in the future when I have more time
· Will rejoin on my return to Kent
· Sorry I have not really made use of my membership so have decided not to renew this year
· Clashed with my WI meeting
· Husband is a member so am kept aware of activities and will probably rejoin when other commitments allow
There was only one comment that could be classed as negative:
· I felt the whole set-up was ‘cliquey’. There seems to be scant interest in what the members could offer with their expertise but things are run with a particular group of interested parties

Discussion and conclusions
The findings from the 2026 survey are very similar to those of the previous year, both in reasons for joining u3a and reasons for not renewing membership. Being too busy again topped the list of reasons, with courses being oversubscribed an ongoing issue within what is a large u3a. Encouragingly, only one member, as last year, stated that they did not feel welcome, none failed to renew for diversity related issues and there were no issues related to managing the website. These are areas which have received attention from the committee and members over the last year, which may explain this.
The question about expectations is problematical, as individuals obviously have different membership objectives in mind, which may result from an incomplete understanding of the aims and values of u3a. It might be interesting to know whether the critical member joined online, or whether they attended a joining day when there is more potential for learning about the full range of opportunities. The possibility of attending ‘taster sessions’ (with or without a nominal payment) might allow members to decide which courses and/or activities they enjoy and will want to continue with before committing to a term or more. This might also address the free text comments accompanying this question.
The only potentially notable change found between 2025 and 2026 responses related to questions 7 and 8 (awareness of u3a’s activities outside of courses). This year the examples provided in the questionnaire extended to the lesser known local and national activities (anecdotally we found that people seemed less aware of these). Although there appeared to be a greater proportion of members who may have considered their decision to leave, given greater knowledge, the numbers represented are too small to come to any conclusions here.
The final section of the survey invited further comments about u3a membership and, again, comments are overwhelmingly positive. The isolated negative comment noted may be considered rather surprising, given the new sessions set up this year for those interested in leading a course and the general encouragement expressed in the u3a’s communications (e.g. monthly bulletins or monthly meetings) to volunteer to start up new groups or courses.
Overall, it must be reiterated that caution should be taken in reading too much into the findings this year, as the numbers responding to the survey are again too small to be representative of those who did not renew. Further, although there does not appear to be any relationship between reasons for not renewing, age bracket and/or length of time as a member, we would need a higher response rate to verify this. One suggestion might be to capture those who only expressed reasons to the membership team, by offering support to complete the online survey if appropriate. This might include those who experience difficulties in dealing with technology and who might otherwise feel excluded from certain u3a opportunities.
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