
A Report on the Findings of the Phoenix Project Team 

Background 

The project originated out of a discussion on the NMRABR Yahoo Internet chat forum with regards 

the benefits of membership of the NMRA British Region.  A very small number of members had been 

particularly vociferous in their condemnation and at times the debate became lively and occasionally 

personal. However, the nature of the debate sometimes got in the way and clouded often valid and 

valuable, insight. Phoenix was an attempt to highlight some of the issues. 

The project started in earnest in January 2013 and throughout that year very positive progress was 

made and a number of key issues and themes emerged from the interviews, discussions and Internet 

forum. The study, being exploratory in nature did not seek to establish a categorical view of the 

entire membership, merely to highlight some of the concerns that might be addressed in the future. 

A number of ‘non’ and ‘ex’ members were also interviewed. 

There were two overriding issues to emerge from people’s perceptions of the Region.  Firstly, there 

was a very strong view that the amount of politics and infighting within the Region had been very 

unhelpful and only served to alienate the membership, particularly at grassroots level. Secondly, the 

level of members’ involvement with the Region and the Region’s activities directly correlated with 

membership satisfaction. The issue of involvement was complex and a number of sub-issues were 

grouped under this main theme. 

Phoenix prompted a number of discussions between various officers of the organisation and a 

number of developments grew organically from these. 

Introduction 

This report merely explores some of the issues that arose out of the original interviews and 

discussions that were held and various contributions to the Internet forum. It is not exhaustive and 

clearly, it would not be possible to discuss every issue that emerged. To try and cast light and make 

sense of the various issues, the results were categorised under main themes. 

Context 

Concern had been expressed about the Region’s membership and falling numbers. This was set 

against a context of what has been termed Generation X where membership organisations (such as 

sporting, professional and general hobby) have been in gradual but steady decline. This has been 

linked to the demographics of the baby boom generation, changing patterns with regards work-life 

balance and a shift in the way people socialise – much of this now being online for the younger 

generations. 

Aligned with this are issues directly relating to model railways. Members expressed opinion on the 

changing nature of the model railway hobby in terms of demographic and a shift towards 

technological/virtual hobbies; the collector vs modeller debate; cost and the decreasing romanticism 

of the modern prototype. 



Also of note was the very specific issue of the changing role of a model railway organisation that 

specifically caters for modellers engaged in modelling an overseas prototype - varying in timescale, 

railroad and geographical location. 

Similar Organisations 

An early subject to be debated was the nature and purpose of the NMRA BR. The Region is similar to 

many other organisations but at the same time, quite unique in many respects. Unlike the Region’s 

big brother – the NMRA in America, the Region is not primarily for general railway modellers but 

modellers of a particular themed prototype, in effect a niche special interest group. However, it is 

not possible for the Region to provide the level of in-depth knowledge and specialisation of the 

many and varied prototype railway organisations such as the Union Pacific Historical Society or for 

that matter, the Lancashire & Yorkshire Railway Society in this country. By definition then it must 

cater for enthusiasts with a general interest in modelling the American prototype from within the 

UK. 

In some respects, the issues for the Region might be considered similar to the challenges faced by 

the editorial board of Peco’s Continental Modeller.  CM must cater for modellers who are probably 

interested in modelling a wide and varied range of specific prototypes but at the same time, include 

items that will maintain a general interest in terms of the wider continental scene. 

The Region is not a model railway club in the traditional sense but a national organisation. There are 

affiliated groups where the membership is drawn entirely / mostly from members of the NMRA and 

affiliated NMRA groups within traditional model railway clubs. However, unlike model railway clubs 

there is a large contingent of ‘lone wolves’ - members of the Region who are not members of model 

railway clubs and / or do not have strong connections with other NMRA members. Comparisons with 

other similar organisations in this respect included MERG and DEMU. 

Recruitment and Retention 

Of note was how long-term and active NMRA members frequently reported that the main benefit of 

membership is camaraderie and the friendships they had made along the way. This might be 

compared with the reason commonly given by members for joining in the first place, this being to 

gain specialist prototype knowledge and knowledge of the American modelling scene. This poses a 

challenge for the Region in that these members also reported that they might be less likely to join 

the NMRA now because such knowledge has become easily available due to the rapid growth of the 

Internet. Although not specifically mentioned by respondents, an additional threat of the Internet is 

its potential for socialisation and camaraderie to develop online through forums and chat groups. 

The perceived challenge for the Region is therefore twofold: firstly, to attract and recruit new 

members when specialist information and knowledge is so easily available over the Internet and 

secondly, to retain new members through active involvement in (face-to-face) activities so as to 

facilitate the stated benefit of long-term friendships and camaraderie. 

A less positive theme to emerge, particularly amongst ex-members was that of politics. 

Unfortunately, this was too commonly reported to go unmentioned. Furthermore, a number of 

modellers of American railroads who have never been members of the NMRA also mentioned 

politics as being a reason for not joining. 



Other issues and questions that arose included (perceived) low rates of participation in the 

Achievement Programme; how to actively involve members who are not located geographically 

close to other NMRA members and / or active NMRA groups and how to maximise value for money 

for the membership. 

Roundhouse was frequently praised as being extremely good value for money, especially when 

compared to the cost of other model railway/road magazines and also as a way of involving Region 

members not active in local groups. The Region’s calendar was mentioned by some as being difficult 

to understand referring to the different types of meet and a lack of detail/explanation for new and 

prospective members. 

Suggestions for the Future 

A number of suggestions arose from the various discussions, Internet contributions and interviews 

for how the Region might move forward, many of these such as what has become known as the 

“Sharing Know-how” initiative (the title of which was actively debated on the Phoenix Forum) were 

actually in development at the time of Phoenix and have been / are being further developed as a 

result of Phoenix. 

1. Support for Division and Group Representatives 

All representatives should continue to seek out new members and actively engage them in 

Region activities. 

2. Notification of Events 

Simplify the Region’s calendar entries with clear distinctions between the different types of 

‘meets’ i.e. local group meet / running sessions and shows / exhibitions such as the Benson 

Winter Meet. 

3. A Region-wide Clinic Programme and Organised Trips 

A popular suggestion was to publicise and extend the range of clinics / lectures / exhibitions / 

weekend workshops at meets, conventions and at ‘donor’ clubs around the Region. Workshops 

would cover a range of modelling skills and lectures would address prototype matters. A series of 

workshops might also be provided as a pathway for the Achievement Programme. This idea is 

currently being developed as part of what might become an annual ‘Sharing Knowhow’ 

programme of events. It is hoped that the programme will be run along the lines of the National 

convention in America and include specialist trips to prototype attractions / preserved lines 

around the UK and abroad. There was mention of the very enjoyable trip to Miniatur 

Wunderland. Suggestion was also made regarding the potential to organise rail-fanning trips to 

the USA. 

Workshops and tours etc. might be organised in conjunction with other clubs / similar groups. It 

might be possible to offer lectures (on the American prototype and also modelling – to “See how 

the NMRA BR do it”) at large exhibitions such as at Alexandra Palace which would publicise the 

Region and support our membership recruitment stand at such exhibitions. 



4. Attracting Young Members 

Although there was controversy about the place of children within the Region’s activities, there 

was discussion about a sons / daughters / fathers / grandfathers (/mothers?) programme of 

events within the main Sharing Knowhow programme. It was pointed out that father and son 

activities might actually be the catalyst for getting fathers back into the hobby. 

5. Membership of Groups etc 

Some members suggested that the various area groups / club should require all participants to be 

members of the Region. This was generally regarded as detrimental and as one explained, his 

local group would not be financially viable if non-members were excluded. 

6. Electronic Communication and Use of Social Media 

Internet communication (including Twitter, the website, the NMRA BR forum, etc.) was regarded 

as very important by all of those participating in the Internet forum! There was debate about the 

merits of policed / official forums and unofficial chat groups. Electronic newsletters were felt to 

be exclusive and potentially divisive for those without computers. However, moving forward it 

was generally accepted that electronic newsletters were a fast, efficient and cheap method of 

communication and particularly beneficial for those ‘hard to reach’ members. 

7. Reaching Out to Members 

There was mention that members attending Region activities might contact ‘hard to reach’ 

members and offer to share transport as a way of welcoming and integrating newer members 

into the fold. There was also suggestion that some provision be made to encourage new 

members in attending the national convention in America. A more difficult problem to solve was 

how to attract new members in geographical locations without a strong NMRA presence – a 

chicken and egg situation which the only perceived solution was to have more organised events 

on a regional basis such as the Sharing Knowhow programme, meets and the annual convention. 

A difficulty here was that it is difficult for members and officers to organise events outside of 

their own geographical area. Again, a potential way forward might be to share events with other 

Region groups or similar external clubs and organisations. 

8. Emphasis on Scale Modelling and Quality of Exhibits 

A topic that received a great deal of attention on the Forum was meets and the quality of 

modelling on show. There was a feeling that there should be a differentiation between meets 

where minimal (if any) expenses are be paid to ‘exhibitors’ and where the emphasis is on the 

social and the potential for an annual exhibition where only top quality exhibits would be invited 

and exhibitors would be fully reimbursed for all expenses (including accommodation). There was 

continued debate about whether the Region’s annual convention should be run along similar 

lines. 

9. Focus on Modular Modelling 

A related theme on the forum was the potential of raising the profile of modular meets for 

members to engage with the Region and other members. The construction of modules for such 



meets might also be linked to the Sharing Knowhow programme where a complete beginner can 

attend a series of workshops aimed specifically at building a module under the guidance of 

experienced modellers. The profile of the Region’s modular specifications and demonstrations / 

expositions has seen the benefit of some excellent work by various officers and members of the 

Region over the past few years. 

“You can please some of the people all of the time, you can please all of the people some of the 
time, but you will never get a group of model railroaders to agree on the merits of the UP over the 
BNSF,” was how John Lydgate might have put it if he were modelling the Norfolk Southern in Z.  Of 
course, Abe Lincoln might have just thought every fools when so much is being enjoyed by so many. 
The Region is very active and successful and a number of members expressed the logical view – if it 
ain’t broken don’t fix it. Phoenix set about to explore views of members / non-members and ex-
members on how the Region might develop in the future in in order to attract new members and 
retain the existing membership. A number of initiatives were discussed through Phoenix and 
through the excellent work of various officers and members, have become increasingly popular and 
successful. The BOD, and  the Phoenix project team, would like to thank everybody involved for their 
thoughts and contributions. 
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