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Abstract

Introduction. This study reports an investigation into the
ways in which people engaged in a serious leisure activity
can experience using information to learn (also known as
information literacy).
Method.Data were collected through twenty-two semi-
structured, one-on-one, phenomenographic interviews
conducted with identified serious leisure participants
operating within the area of heritage (as defined by the
study).
Analysis. Empirical material was gathered through audio
recordings and transcripts of the collated interviews. Data
were analysed using structural and focused coding methods. 
Results. The study revealed that serious leisure participants
experience using information to learn in four ways: acquiring
new information, helping the learning community, self-
awareness and entertainment. 
Conclusions. This study contributes to our understanding of
information literacy as it applies to a person’s everyday-life
leisure world.

Introduction

It has been suggested that one of the keys to future social,
cultural and economic well being is the creation of an
information society populated by individuals participating
in an on-going and fruitful process of life-long learning
(Horton & Keiser, 2008). Central to that process will be
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the individual’s experience of using information to learn
and their engagement in activities that promote and
propagate on-going learning opportunities. Two research
domains, information literacy and serious leisure, emerge
as being of central importance. Where information literacy
may be understood as a way of learning via engagement
with information (Bruce, 1999), serious leisure can be seen
as the avenue through which an individual can create an
identity, life and career derived from and revolving around
their interests and passions (Stebbins, 1982). It is driven
by information (Stebbins, 2009) and the subsequent
career or life which the serious leisure participant builds
will be determined by their ability to access, interpret,
evaluate and utilise information, all integral components
of information literacy. This study is conducted at the
point where these two research domains meet.

Despite serious leisure providing an ideal venue for
examination of everyday life little has been done to explore
information literacy within this context (Partridge, Bruce
& Tilley, 2008) and even less to examine it within the
context of leisure. This study helps to fill that gap by
providing an answer to the question, how do people
engaged in a serious leisure activity experience using
information to learn? In doing so it provides material that
can be used in developing an agenda for educating library
professionals and promoting the diverse nature of
information literacy within an everyday community
context. In addition it will help to broaden library
professionals understanding of information literacy by
presenting results gained from a non-academic setting that
is situated outside the conventional workplace or
educational contexts but involves those people who will be
public librarians’ principle clientele. This, in turn, will help
library professionals to more fully understand the
complexity of information literacy and engage with the
life-long learning experiences of their patrons. In addition,
it adds to the growing body of research that examines
information literacy in non-traditional contexts.

Information literacy: the focus of this
research

One of the defining characteristics of information literacy
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is the lack of universal agreement regarding the way in
which it should be defined and conceptually approached.
Consequently, there are three perspectives that guide all
current information literacy research: behavioural, socio-
cultural and relational. The relational approach (or frame),
which is the method utilised in this study, was pioneered
by Bruce (1997) and realised in her work, ‘The seven faces
of information literacy’. According to the relational
approach, information literacy is the ability to effectively
use information in a variety of different ways and in
different levels of complexity (Bruce, 1997). This approach
has been adopted by a number of researchers and used
primarily within the educational and workplace contexts.

In addition to the three research perspectives there are
three contexts in which information literacy is seen to
operate: educational, workplace and community. Within
the educational context, Lupton’s (2008) exploration of
the experienced relationship between information literacy
and learning to map the experience of students enrolled in
music composition and tax law at an Australian university
stand as key studies. Lloyd's (2005) examination of
workplace learning by a cohort of firefighters is a key study
in the area of workplace information literacy as is
McMahon and Bruce’s (2002) exploration of development
workers’ perceptions of their information literacy needs.
The community context is the least well-represented of the
three. Of the work that has been conducted one of the most
noteworthy is Yates, Partridge and Bruce's (2009)
investigation of the information experience of older
Australians searching for health-related information.

Information literacy provides a means by which a person’s
experience of information ( the way in which they locate,
evaluate and generate information) can be examined and
understood. It is a lens through which researchers can
examine people’s information experiences just as serious
leisure provides a lens through which to examine people’s
leisure experiences. Approached by way of a relational
perspective, as in this study, information literacy can be
seen to provide the theoretical base upon which
examination of information use by serious leisure
participants can best be undertaken.

That is not to suggest that experience, per se, has been
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entirely neglected by serious leisure research. Watkins and
Bond (2007) examined the different way in which leisure
studies students experienced the meaning of leisure, using
phenomenography. However, the focus of the study was on
the development of an understanding of what constituted
leisure, rather than the experience of using information to
learn within serious leisure. In 2014, in one of his leisure
reflections series Stebbins drew attention to the key role
experience plays in leisure studies (Stebbins, 2014).
Stebbins’ article includes certain elements that resonate
with the work done in this study, in particular Borkman’s
conception of experiential knowledge as ‘truth learned
from personal experience with a phenomenon rather than
truth acquired by discursive reasoning, observation, or
reflection on information provided by others’ (Borkman,
1976, p.446). However, the focus of the article was not on
the experience of information literacy, but rather on the
value of experience as knowledge within serious leisure.
Stebbins’ commentary does not contradict the thinking
outlined in this study. On the contrary, it complements it
by emphasising the significance and value of the
experiential as a means by which to uncover the truth, or a
truth, about a particular phenomenon. Therefore, when
this study posits information literacy as being intimately
connected to learning and available for study from an
experiential perspective (as opposed to a behavioural one
in which the mastery of tools and techniques is
paramount) there is a connection to a line of thought that
is just beginning to emerge in serious leisure research.
That it comes from Stebbins, the pioneer of the serious
leisure perspective, makes this connection even more
exciting.

Serious leisure: the context of this
research

The serious leisure perspective is a continually evolving
theoretic framework that serves to unify the three main
strands of leisure– serious, casual and project-based – and
explain their similarities, features and interrelationships
(Stebbins, 2009). Serious leisure, the most complex of the
three is also the most well researched and, for this study,
the most significant. It deals with those amateur, hobbyist
or volunteer activities undertaken free of coercion,
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financial gain or obligation (Stebbins, 2009). In addition,
Stebbins’ world of professionals, amateurs, serious leisure,
casual leisure, project-based leisure, hobbyists and career
volunteers has made clear the genuine significance of
those activities that people choose to do. Through these
activities people experience pleasure and establish for
themselves an identity which is not fully nurtured by their
vocational life. A detailed explanation of the differences
between these leisure concepts can be found at the serious
leisure perspective website.

Having established the validity of serious leisure (Stebbins,
1979, 1982) further examination has focussed primarily on
locating those areas in which serious leisure participants
can be found, the ways in which they interact with the
world and the manner in which they construct an identity
around the leisure activity they pursue (Robinson &
Godbey, 1997; Stebbins, 2013, 2014; Tsaur, 2008; Urban,
2007). All of these avenues of engagement have produced
significant findings. Some have also branched out to
examine the information agenda within serious leisure.
Most notably, Hartel’s (2003) examination of hobbyist
cooks was the first to unite the library sciences with
serious leisure and champion the examination of
information with serious leisure in general and the
hobbyist realm in particular. Hartel maintained her
emphasis on information and serious leisure, with an
examination of the information activities of leisure
participants in North America and Western Europe
(2010). Hartel’s work is the most resonant for those with
an interest in the leisure-information relationship, in
particular those with an interest in information behaviour.
Stebbins’ recent work has continued in that vein to explore
both the relationship of leisure to library and information
science (2009) and, especially pleasure reading as a form
of serious leisure (2013). In each of these studies the
relationship between information and serious leisure was
seen to be of paramount importance but underrepresented
in the serious leisure canon.

Serious leisure addresses one of the key topics in today’s
educational, political and sociological landscapes. That is,
how do people spend their leisure time? However, there is
more to it than that. Indeed, it allows for an understanding
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to be developed of the way in which personal identity can
be formed around an activity which is non-vocational,
voluntary and, for the participant, more profound than any
socially or fiscally dictated pursuit (Goffman 1963, p. 135).
In addition and of principal significance to this study is
that at the heart of every serious leisure activity resides a
statement and articulation of the individual’s broad
experience of information literacy.

Methodology

Phenomenography, a research method that maps the
qualitatively different ways in which people ‘experience,
conceptualise, perceive and understand various aspects
of, and phenomena in, the world around them’ (Marton,
1986, p. 31) was used to address this study’s central
question,how do people engaged in a serious leisure
activity experience using information to learn? With its
suitability for ‘describing conceptions of the world around
us' (Marton, 1994, p. 428) and exposing critical variation
in the number of ways a phenomenon is experienced,
phenomenography was deemed to be the most appropriate
choice of method. In this study the phenomenon is using
information to learn.

The relational perspective to information
literacy

To date, the main emphases in information literacy
research have been on areas such as skills-based
instruction, protocols and standards while little attention
has been paid to examining the ways and means through
which individuals engage with information (Bruce,
Hughes, & Somerville, 2012) in an experiential sense.
Without a solid understanding of the information
experience, as opposed to the behavioural information
encounter, information literacy programmes are being
created with little to no 'acknowledgement of the diverse
contexts in which information literacy might be enacted'
(Bruce, Hughes, & Somerville, 2012). Subsequently, when
information literacy is thought of it has primarily been
through the lens of skills acquisition, education or
utilisation.

Where this research differs is in its adoption of a relational
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perspective of information literacy. Pioneered by Bruce,
and realised in ‘The seven faces of information literacy’
(1997), the relational perspective sees information literacy
as emerging from the myriad of ways in which people
engage with and relate to information (Bruce, 1997). The
focus is on “the ways and processes through which learners
engage with information” (Bruce, Hughes, &Somerville,
2012, p. 2). In adopting this perspective the end result for
this study is a series of findings that express more about
the relationship that serious leisure participants have to
and with information than one that revolves around the
ways in which they seek and use data.

Participants

Purposive sampling, a method commonly used in
phenomenography, was used to recruit the interview
cohort. This allowed for the acquisition of data specifically
relevant to the research investigation and aligned to the
phenomenon in question (Patton, 2002). Participants in
the study, twenty-two in total, were sourced from the
South-East Queensland and Victoria metropolitan regions
of Australia. No two participants shared the same specific
serious leisure activity nor were pursuing it within the
same organisation (e.g. a museum, gallery or other such
establishment). As a result, all participants displayed
unique avenues through which to engage with their
particular leisure interest. Participation in the study was
split equally between males and females (something
uncommon in serious leisure studies) and there was
representation across a broad age range from thirty-eight
to eighty-two years. In order to determine that participates
were genuinely engaged in a serious leisure activity a face-
to-face pre-interview, based on engagement with Stebbins’
six elements of serious leisure participation (1992), was
conducted. Suitable participants then engaged in one
individual face-to-face interview during the course of 2014.

Participants in the study can all be categorised as
belonging to the hobbyist branch of serious leisure
engagement (Stebbins, 1992). According to Stebbins (2011,
p. 240), hobbyists ‘lack the professional alter ego of
amateurs, although they sometimes have commercial
equivalents and often have small publics who take an
interest in what they do’. In addition they can be classified
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according to five sub-groups of hobbyist activities:
collectors, makers and tinkerers, activity participants (in
non-competitive, rule-based, pursuits such as fishing and
barbershop singing), players of sports and games (in
competitive, rule-based activities with no professional
counterparts like long-distance running and competitive
swimming) and the enthusiasts of the liberal arts hobbies.
The participants in this study and their range of serious
leisure engagements can be classified similarly. Of the
twenty-two interviewees, six were engaged in liberal arts
pursuits, five in collecting, one in sports and games, six in
entertainment and four in making and tinkering.

It should be noted that this is not a detailed qualitative
study of a specific serious leisure community. Neither is it
a study of serious leisure as a research domain. On the
contrary, it focuses on experience within a particular
serious leisure community as it engages with a specific
phenomenon – information literacy. That care has been
taken in selection of a serious leisure group is not an
indication of the study’s focus but, rather, on the
thoroughness of the study itself.

Heritage: the participant context of this
study and one avenue for serious leisure
engagement

The participant context used for this study was heritage.
That area of engagement can be understood as dealing
with the ‘essence of diverse national, regional, indigenous
and local identities’ (ICOMOS, 2002) and consisting of
artefacts both physical (objects) and emotional (language,
stories, song). It refers therefore, both to a society’s
historical past and its cultural present. As over eighty
percent of Australians participate in at least one heritage
activity during the course of each year with the majority
participating in two or more (Leaver, 2014) the heritage
arena is clearly a focal point for the majority of Australians
and a valuable site for emerging research such as this
study. To that end, Hartel’s examination of the learning
aspects available to serious leisure participants within the
liberal arts hobbyist realm (2014) is worth noting. While
Hartel’s focus on information behaviour differs from this
study’s attention on information experience her claims for
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information acquisition and expression being the core
activities within that sphere do resonate with the findings
outlined in this study.

Data collection and analysis

The aim of a phenomenographic study is to uncover
variation in the experienced meaning of a phenomenon
(Marton, 1994). Information is gathered by way of
interviews (Marton, 1994) in which participants are asked
a series of questions designed to draw out their experience
and understanding of the phenomenon under
examination. Those questions need to allow the
interviewee to respond without constraint and for a
dialogue to be established between them and the
interviewer.

The questions used in this study were:

Tell me about your interest in heritage
Can you describe a time you used information to
learn about your heritage interest?
What kinds of information have you used and/or do
you use to learn about your heritage interest?
What part does information play in pursuing or
engaging with your heritage interest?
How do you use information to learn about your
heritage interest?

As is typical of phenomenographic studies (Bowden, 2005)
probe questions were adopted to gain a greater depth of
response and reflection from the participants. Prompts
included:

Can you tell me more about that?
Can you expand on that?
Can you give me an example?
Why is that important?

Each interview was audio recorded, with the participant’s
consent, and then fully transcribed for future analysis.

Findings

In a phenomenographic study the outcome of data analysis
is represented by categories of description that reflect the
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unique ways in which the phenomenon in question is
experienced (Marton & Booth, 1997). Each category is
described in regards to both meaning and structure of
awareness. The meaning, or referential element, deals
with that which is embedded within a person’s awareness
when they experience a particular phenomenon. Meaning
is constructed when the phenomenon being experienced
becomes distinct from and clearly defined against its
contextual surroundings (Marton, 2000).

The ability to discern those features of an experience that
will allow for meaning to be ascribed is dependent on the
individual’s experience of variation Marton, 2000).
Variation enables the individual to experience an entity as
distinct from other phenomena that will, in turn, allow
them to ascribe a unique meaning to a unique experience.

The structure of awareness represents those elements
resident in the foreground and background of awareness.
Each category (in this study there are four) represents a
unique structure of awareness that is formed and made
real by those dimensions of variation (Marton & Booth,
1997). The structure of awareness includes the focus, the
background and the margin.

Of these elements, the focus refers to those things that are
the object or /subject of our clearest concentration, whose
function and form are all clearly defined within and by our
awareness and understanding of them. The focus refers to
the thematic core of a person’s awareness and is central to
the individual’s awareness and experience of a
phenomenon. The focus emerges from the individual’s
total awareness of their experience of a phenomenon
(Booth, 1992) but consists of one particular aspect with
which the individual has engaged (Edwards, 2007). Those
elements directly related to the phenomenon are
considered to be within the internal horizon of a person’s
awareness (Marton & Booth, 1997) and, therefore,
constitute their focus. The background is that portion of
awareness which is related to the object or subject in focus
and which informs our understanding of the focal object
but which is not as sharply and clearly defined. It refers to
those parts of the individual’s experience of a phenomenon
which are clearly discerned but do not occupy their central
focus (Booth, 1992). The margin, while related to the focal
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object or subject sits just outside our perceptual awareness
as to be an absent presence within our perceptual
awareness. Just as the background represents those
elements of experience (of a phenomenon) which are
clearly defined but not the individual’s central focus, the
margin refers to those other elements that, while they may
be relevant, do not form part of the individual’s delineation
of the phenomenon at hand.

It is possible for an individual to see a phenomenon in
different ways at different times, depending upon the
circumstances in which the phenomenon is encountered.
That occurs when certain elements or aspects of the
phenomenon are more, or less, clearly defined within a
person’s field of awareness (Akerlind, 2005; Marton, 1994;
Marton and Booth, 1997). Subsequently, those elements or
aspects can be seen as dimensions of variation occurring
within the overall structure of experiencing the
phenomenon in question. Therefore, when examining a
phenomenon it is possible to discuss it not only in terms of
the categories of description and outcome space but also in
regard to the variation which occurs in the way each
category experiences a particular aspect of the
phenomenon in question. This provides a picture of the
similarities and differences between the categories and
paves the way for a more detailed understanding of the
interrelationships that exist between each category
(Akerlind, 2005).

In this study the phenomenon in question is information
literacy and the research cohort are serious leisure
participants operating within the sphere designated as
heritage. Phenomenography provides the means of
identifying the select number of qualitatively different
ways in which a phenomenon might be experienced. The
individual voice, while present during the interview stage,
gives way to a collective consciousness and group voice
wherein the individual is replaced by the unique variation.
That which is unique (for the purposes of this study) is no
longer the individual but, rather, the variation which exists
between individuals. However, it is important to
understand that not every participant in the study
experienced information literacy in each of the four ways.
Some participants experienced it in one way, some in
another way and some, yet again, in a wholly different
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fashion.

The categories of description: Serious
leisure participants’ experience of using
information in order to learn
(information literacy)

In a phenomenographic study, data analysis requires
“becoming familiar with the data, identifying relevant
parts of the data, comparing extracts to find sources of
variation or agreement, grouping similar segments of data,
articulating preliminary categories, constructing labels for
the categories and determining the logical relationships
between the categories” (Bruce 1999, p. 43). The
researcher adopts the position of a learner and, therefore,
does not address the data with a pre-determined outcome
in mind (to do so would be to adopt the position of a
teacher) but, rather, attempts to develop their knowledge
and understanding by a close reading of the data gathered
from the subjects.

In undertaking that close reading, the researcher attempts
to unpack meaning and structure from the research data
they have gathered, across the range of interviews and not
on an individual-by-individual basis. The aim is to uncover
a communal description of variation in experience, rather
than one that speaks only for the individual (Marton,
1994). In order to do that the researcher first identifies the
similarities and differences that are apparent in the
interview transcripts. Those similarities and differences
represent the variation found in dealings with the
phenomenon (Edwards 2007, p. 97) and are the central
focus of any phenomenographic study. In identifying that
variation, the researcher maps the range of responses to
the phenomenon in question. The categories of description
emerge from this process.

After analysing the interview data it was possible to
establish four distinct categories of description relating to
the ways in which the interview cohort (serious leisure
participants) experience using information to learn. They
are:

1. Acquiring new information
2. Helping others (within the learning community)
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3. Developing personal awareness
4. Entertainment

Those categories articulate the qualitatively different ways
in which the interview cohort experienced the
phenomenon in question (using information to learn).
They are 'based on comparison and grouping of data
representing expressions of conceptions. The categories
are not general characterisations of the conceptions but
forms of expressing the conceptions' (Svensson, 1997, p.
168).

In this study, three dimensions of variation were
identified. These were:

1. Experienced identity
2. Information
3. Learning

Experienced identity emerged as a way of seeing oneself in
relation to a particular context. It is not alien to the
individual but is, rather, organically representative of their
experience of a phenomenon.

Information was experienced as providing the building
blocks for learning. Information might be verbal, textual,
visual, tacit or abstract but is not restricted by anything
other than the individual’s ability or willingness to
constitute it as information. The only requirement for
interpreting anything as information is that it informs the
person engaging with it. Therefore, what is considered to
be information by one person may not be considered such
by another person.

Learning was experienced as something that occurred
when, after engaging with information, the individual
achieved a state in which their understanding of a
particular situation, entity or phenomenon is more
complex and nuanced than it had been prior to their
engaging in that experience. What is learned is not
relevant, except to the individual. The only concern is that
after an engagement with information (in whichever form
they constitute it) the individual has attained an enriched
state of understanding.

The following is a discussion of the categories of
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description that emerged during the study. Each category
is described in terms of the meaning that was assigned to
it. Supporting data in the form of quotes taken from the
interviews is included to show how that meaning is an
accurate representation of the responses provided by the
interview cohort.

Categories of description

Category one: acquiring new information

When the participants experienced using information to
learn as acquiring new information their focus was on skill
and knowledge acquisition. This may occur, as the
following quote illustrates, so individuals can fill identified
gaps in their knowledge base and provide a degree of
impetus to their serious leisure career;

Our knowledge isn’t inexhaustible so we’re
always trying to fill in the gaps and build
up our supply of new knowledge and
information. If our only information is old
we’ll go stale, new is fresh and it gives us
momentum. (Interview No.14)

New information relating directly to a person’s leisure
activity is added to their existing knowledge base. In so
doing they are able to add new knowledge, keep in touch
with new developments and deepen involvement with their
serious leisure activity while progressing (in status as well
as expertise) as a participant within their unique leisure
community: ‘You want to fill the gaps in your own
knowledge base, learn new things so that you continue to
move forward as an informed person' (Interview No.18).

Within this category, the focus is on acquiring new
information that will help the individual become a more
capable, better-informed and more expert serious leisure
practitioner. What sits in the background, however, is the
notion of being judged as a valuable member of the
learning community.

Experienced identity

Experienced identity emerged in two distinct ways. The
first is under the guise of a serious leisure participant. In
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that instance the person’s experience of information
literacy (using information to learn) is coloured by their
serious leisure pursuit, its rules, requirements,
expectations and the social world that is constructed
around it. The term social world refers to an individual’s
embedding within a series of interrelationships with other
individuals, organisations, signs, symbols and other
cultural artefacts all of which hold some form of
commonality. The social world can shift and change
depending upon the individual’s context (as part of an
interest group, an employee, a child, a parent, a subject).
However, in each instance there exists a series of patterns,
expectations, behaviour, constraints and other unifying
ingredients that bind each person together (Ballantine &
Roberts, 2013). The information they seek and
subsequently choose to acquire will be directed towards
their serious leisure activity: informing and guiding their
pursuit, developing their attitude towards it as well as
keeping them up-to-date with any changes or advances
which may have occurred or will occur within their
particular field.

The second experienced identity is that of information
seeker. Unlike their serious leisure experienced identity, as
information seeker an individual does not necessarily have
any one specific aim that guides their selection or
evaluation of information pursuant to a specific theme or
topic. Rather, they may either have no conscious aim or
may have multiple aims at the same moment.

Information

Information was experienced as something that can be
utilised to achieve a particular aim. That aim can range
from learning a new skill to acquiring new information as
the means by which to increase personal knowledge, and
thereby deepen involvement in a serious leisure activity.

Learning

In this category, learning is multi-faceted. It takes place
not only within the sphere of the individual’s serious
leisure topic but also in regards to the person’s everyday
life as a member of society. It also deals with a more
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introspective type of learning achieved via personal
reflection and through which the individual learns about
him or herself as a unique entity within the social world.
Therefore, learning or education is experienced in terms of
what the individual can learn for themselves about
themselves, their serious leisure activity and the social
world they inhabit.

Category two: helping others (within the
learning community)

The information literacy experience is one of knowledge
exchange within the context of the serious leisure learning
community. Unlike categories one, three and four,
category two contains a notable degree of altruism in
which the individual directs their energies towards helping
other members of their unique learning community to
acquire and interpret information appropriate to their
shared area of interest. In so doing, they not only help fill
gaps in their colleagues’ knowledge base but they also
provide an avenue through which the serious leisure
activity itself may be strengthened and, potentially,
protected against future neglect:

The more information you build up and
pass on to other people to inform them then
the more stolid and stable you make the
thing you’re interested in. If it remains
anonymous and information is lacking or
missing or not passed on then it’s easier for
it to be lost and forgotten and
misunderstood. (Interview No.9).

The focus in this category is on sharing information with
other members of the learning community. This takes
place between members of the serious leisure learning
community and involves a reciprocal, communal
relationship where the individual does not act solely as
educator or disseminator of information. What sits in the
background is the individual themselves and the benefits
they derive from helping other members of their learning
community.

In this regard, the background deals with the egoistic
aspect of helping others to learn, sharing information and
even being involved in a learning community to begin with
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all with the ulterior motive of what can be gained from that
involvement. In such instances it would appear as if any
focus on developing the serious leisure topic is done with
the intention of improving the individual’s status or
drawing some kind of acclaim to themselves. There does
not appear to be any particular concern for other members
of the learning community and the attitude is that they are
a necessary evil useful only so that the individual can
attain the goal station or status they have set for
themselves.

Experienced identity

Individuals could be seen to display two distinct variations
or types of experienced identity. That is, the way they
experienced the phenomenon in question was determined
by one of two identities which guided their actions,
attitudes and the experiential content of their engagement
with the phenomenon. The two experienced identities that
emerged from analysis of the data were serious leisure
participant and learning community member. In a
broader sense they can also be seen to deal with identity
experiences that are individualistic (the serious leisure
participant) and communal (learning community
member).

Information

Information is experienced as something emerging from
and intimately connected to communal interplay in which
people learn from and educate one another. Similarly, it
connects people through their interest in and response to a
shared activity or phenomenon. In that regard,
information broadens the learning community’s scope.
While certain parts of it might have a specific interest, such
as the serious leisure topic, other parts may have a
different concern but be tangentially connected by virtue
of the information, which they contextualise in a different
fashion.

It can also be said that information is experienced as
something that is not bound by a specific physical
representation. While it may be textual or visual in nature
it does not have to be something that can be seen to exist
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in such a way. Indeed, the amorphous learning community
itself functions as an information hub, not merely through
generating physical data but by bringing together people
who share a similar interest, even when those people
remain in isolation from one another. However,
information is not merely seen as the means by which
knowledge can be acquired or learning can be facilitated.
On the contrary, it is also seen as the ingredient necessary
for a person to deal with potentially antagonistic elements
within their social world, something that foreshadows the
following category in which socialisation is of primary
concern. The difference being, that within this category,
the individual is concerned with the safety of the serious
leisure activity, not their own personal safety and well-
being. Regardless, the experience of information as a way
in which to preserve something of interest to the individual
against future neglect is an interesting aspect to note.

Learning>

In this category learning could be seen to possess several
dimensions. While all fall under the umbrella of the
learning community and are similar in aspect, each does
represent a slightly different aspect of the learning
community itself and the type(s) of learning operating
within it. Firstly there is the social dimension, in which the
individual learns about the community in which they
operate (in this case that is the serious leisure learning
community). That refers not to the serious leisure area of
interest but, rather, to the people involved with it and who
form the learning community itself. Learning in that
dimension represents a form of socialisation in which the
individual must navigate a social world full of norms, rules
and expectations along with human concerns outside of his
or her own. What this illustrates is that there is learning
for the individual as an individual, in which they acquire
more knowledge about their particular serious leisure
activity, but also for them as a member of the learning
community. In that regard they are learning how to be part
of the community, what is expected of them (by the
community) and how to ensure that the community (which
is representative of the serious leisure topic) survives into
the future.
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Secondly, there is the personal dimension in which the
individual learns about him- or herself through
engagement with the learning community. This self-
discovery is made possible due to the individual’s
engagement, not simply with their serious leisure activity,
but with the learning community that emerges from it. In
this regard, the learning that goes on within the learning
community is holistic in nature. Its raison d’être is the
serious leisure activity or topic and it functions as a way in
which people can learn more about it. However, it also has
the potential for the participants to learn more about
themselves as people. Therefore, while it cannot be said
that attaining self-knowledge or self-awareness is strictly a
function of or motivation for the learning community it
can be said that both constitute potentialities. This applies
to even those individuals who operate in complete or
almost complete isolation. Indeed, the learning
community does not require people to gather together for
it to exist. On the contrary, all that is required is that the
individual is engaging with the serious leisure activity, as,
through that engagement, they become part of the learning
community. Subsequently, what the individual learns
about him- or herself may come via engagement with other
members of the learning community, by way of personal
reflective engagement in relation to the activity itself or a
combination of both.

Lastly, there is the serious leisure dimension, in which the
person learns more about their area of interest. All of this
happens within the context of the learning community
whether as part of a wider group or as an individual
learning in isolation. The means by which learning occurs
is dependent on the individual and their own unique
circumstances. However, as leisure is a choice (if it were
not undertaken by choice it would not constitute serious
leisure) so too is the means by which leisure is engaged
with. Learning does not require a particular context, only
that the individual is engaged and receptive.

Category three: developing personal
awareness

In this category, the information literacy experience is one
of cultivating social, inter-personal, political and
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intercultural awareness on the part of the individual. As
was stated,

along with power there’s the political edge
to knowledge and information. We
assuredly use information to learn how to
navigate the political waters as well as to
swim in them. It’s a valuable political tool
and ally. (Interview No.19)

Information literacy is experienced as an intrinsic and
necessary part of a person’s involvement in and with the
social world of a community and culture. Therefore,
knowing how to effectively navigate those worlds is
dependent upon the person’s development of information
literacy awareness (aptitudes and skills).

As with categories one and four, the experience of
information literacy is distinctly self-centred. That element
of egoism is illustrated by the following quotation:

This certainly helps to build up my self-
esteem and I think the more you know the
more confident you feel in yourself and that
adds to your notions of self-worth and
validity. (Interview No.18)

However, unlike category one, it is difficult to call that
experience egoistic. On the contrary, it presents as more
akin to self-preservation than self-absorption.

The focus within this category is on the individual
understanding their place within society. In knowing
where they fit within the social world, what society’s
expectations are of them and what requirements it places
upon them as individuals they are better prepared to
fashion a response for dealing with it. Indeed, the focus is
on what they lack. However, in order to identify what they
lack they must also be aware of what they possess. That
understanding, of their current state of being, constitutes
part of the background to this category. The other part of
that background consists of those people who make up the
social world in which the individual exists. It could also be
argued that, within this category, the person’s serious
leisure activity moves into the background. They are still
very much aware of it, however, it does not command their
focus as it does in the other categories. However, what sits
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in the margins of their awareness and recessed beyond the
background is the information’s academic dimension or
application.

Experienced identity

The question of experienced identity is far clearer here
than it was in categories one or two. Unlike in those
categories, there is really only one clear experienced
identity at play and it can be categorised as member of the
or a social world. While there are nuances to the
individual’s experienced identity,such as their relationship
to themselves, their relationship to the world at large, to
their serious leisure topic (although it is not a primary
concern), their relationship to other members of the
community and their relationship to societal constructs,
situations and figures of power and control they are only
subtle manifestations of the social identity which
dominates this category.

The individual speaks of him- or herself as being part of a
society but not in any position of authority. The
impression given is that they consider themselves to be
somewhat marginalised if only in regards to a perceived
lack of personal power and control over whatever
orthodoxy drives their social world. Subsequently, they
discuss their experience of information, as providing them
with something they do not have but believe they require.

That being the case, it can be suggested that the
individual’s experienced identity does not simply emerge
through their membership within a society, culture or
community but is, rather, formed by their conception of
themselves as possessing an almost fringe status within
the social world. Situating them on that fringe is their
solitary status (they speak of themselves as individuals, not
as part of any collective) and a perceived lack of power:
political, social and personal. In being marginalised, if only
by their own perception, individuals see their information
literacy experience as being the means by which they can
challenge their lack of power, influence and control while
potentially affecting a change in their circumstances vis a
vis their relationship to society.
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Information

Information is seen as the ingredient necessary for a
person to achieve social growth and personal development.
To that end, information is not confined to tangible, visible
data alone. On the contrary, it also includes information
gleaned through social interaction, through observation of
other individuals and/or groups, through practical or
physical engagement with and in an activity or simply
through an individual’s engagement with their social
world.

Learning

Learning is experienced in four ways in this category. It is
experienced firstly as a way in which to protect the
individual against elements within society (as opposed to
the social world of the serious leisure activity) which may
not have their best interests at heart. It is experienced as a
way of understanding how to act and behave within a
social world that the individual feels somewhat
marginalised by. It is also a means by which to understand
the self in relation to society (as an individual in relation to
the group) and a tool for navigating within a complex
social world. Learning, as has already been suggested, is a
form of self-interest and that becomes clearer in this
category. However, that self-interest is not purely egoistic
or lacking in purpose. On the contrary, individuals see
learning, within this category, as an integral part of self-
preservation in their relationship to and dealings with the
social world.

Category four: entertainment

In the final category, the information literacy experience is
one of personal enjoyment and self-fulfilment achieved
through engagement with the person’s serious leisure
activity. Indeed, what is entertaining for the individual is
also what attracted them to the activity in the first place
(the feeling that it may prove enjoyable to engage with)
and keeps them involved with it. As the following quote
illustrates, personal enjoyment is the motivating factor and
the key driver in continued engagement with the serious
leisure activity:
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If it wasn’t fun, I wouldn’t still be doing it
and I probably would never have done it in
the first place. But it is a lot of fun, all of the
things that go to making it are things that
still make me happy today.(Interview
No.20).

Information exists as the means of achieving that
enjoyment. There is no concern with disseminating
information, although this may play some part in the
person’s activities. Rather, information is of interest, for
the person, only insofar as interacting with and utilising it
provides a measure of enjoyment for them.

The focus within this category is on the individual being
entertained through engaging with a serious leisure
activity. Unlike categories 1-3, the emphasis is not on
bettering either the self or the learning community. There
is no desire to help others, fill gaps in knowledge (technical
or social) or provide stewardship for the serious leisure
activity. Rather, the focus is squarely on the serious leisure
activity and all it entails providing the participant with
entertainment and a level of pleasure from engaging with
an activity or an area of interest of their choosing. How the
pleasurable state is achieved is not the individual’s
concern, rather that they manage to achieve it,

There’s no real deep meaning or anything
significant like that. I just have fun and
that’s why I got into it in the first place and
why I stay with it. (Interview No.17)

As a result, the experience of using information to learn is
highly individualistic, self-centred and self-regulated. It
does not matter whether any other person derives or can
derive enjoyment and entertainment from a similar
experience of information literacy. All that matters is that
the individual perceives that experience as something
entertaining and gratifying.

It is possible that the only statement that can be made
about the pleasurable state is that it includes elements
such as relaxation and stress relief and engages with other
aspects that might give a person pleasure, such as thirst for
knowledge, desire to relive some part of their childhood,
general curiosity and as a means by which to stay active at
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a later stage in life. In that regard, entertainment becomes
not only a form of therapy but also a link to other stages
within the individual’s life course. As a result, by virtue of
its possessing such highly personal and beneficial
properties, entertainment as a category (within this study)
becomes more significant and potentially complex than
might first be imagined.

The entertainment experienced during information
engagement might include learning new things about the
chosen serious leisure topic. If it does (and the data
suggest that is likely to be the case) then the topic itself will
occupy a position in the background of their awareness.
While an individual may be aware of it as a possible
beneficiary of their entertainment it is not their primary
concern and, as such, sits just outside of their focus (within
the background). Subsequently, as part of that pleasurable
experience the person has an awareness of the purpose for
which they will be using the information they acquire and,
potentially, the domain or area of interest that spawned
the information. That awareness does not mean either of
those two entities will drive the individual’s information
experience within this category. Rather, they will be aware
of but not necessarily moved by their presence.
Entertainment, enjoyment and pleasure are their focus
while the serious leisure activity itself merely sits in the
background as a non-competing and non-intrusive
presence.

As the focus within this category is solely personal, dealing
with personal entertainment and the enjoyment gained
from being entertained, information engagement
(information literacy) is only constituted as a pleasurable
act. Any information experiences that the person may
constitute as not being pleasurable are pushed to the
margins of awareness.

Experienced identity

In this category the question of experienced identity is
unclear. When dealing with something that is both sensory
and emotional, such as pleasure, it is difficult to say that
the individual experiences either of those things by way of
a particular identity. It could be that those elements are
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experienced by way of engagement with the serious leisure
topic, in which case the dominant identity (the
experienced identity) would be that of serious leisure
participant. On the other hand, it could be that pleasure is
achieved through engaging with information in a social
setting or through connection with others who share a
similar interest. In that case pleasure seeker would serve
as the more likely classification.

What gives pleasure is not in question. For the participants
in this study, it is their engagement with information in all
its forms and functions which provides them with
gratification. However, while they might be categorised as
pleasure seekers, this does not suffice as an identity.
Individuals gain pleasure by engaging with information
but not by seeking pleasure. On the contrary, pleasure is
the direct result of their engagement with information and
it is the reason why they continue their involvement with
the serious leisure activity. Subsequently, classing
participants as merely information seekers ignores the
pleasurable aspect to their information experience while
categorising them as pleasure seekers ignores the primacy
of information to their pleasure. In this regard it could be
that this category is more than closely aligned with
category one (acquiring new information) and is actually a
subcategory of it. Or, it could be that in dealing with an
intangible such as pleasure we are presented with a
causality dilemma in which it is not possible to say which
comes first, seeking pleasure or seeking information. That
said there does appear to be enough distinctness in this
experience of information to recommend it as a unique
and separate category in its own right.

Information

Information is experienced as an ingredient in the
entertainment or pleasure seeking process that keeps the
individual actively interested in their serious leisure topic.
However, participants did not elaborate on which part of
the information experience they found pleasurable. In
discussions, participants spoke of all information as being
entertaining and no attention was paid to those elements
of the information experience that they might have
considered to be less than enjoyable. As the participants
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explain it and as they constituted their response to the
questions posed, all information (not just the serious
leisure activity itself) is pleasurable and entertaining.
Similarly, there is no attempt made to categorise which
elements are more of less enjoyable than others. That is
not to suggest they are not aware of any aspects that are
mundane, simply that it does not form any part of their
dialogue and is, therefore, outside the scope of this study.
Information is, simply, part of the entertainment
experience that emerges from engagement with the chosen
serious leisure topic. This is not to suggest that
information is looked upon as a tool or device that can be
used to entertain. Rather, it is spoken of as being
entertainment. No attempt is made to elevate any one
aspect, entertainment, information or learning, above the
other. To the participants these are all equal because they
are all the same thing. Information is entertainment,
learning is entertainment and entertainment consists of
learning and information.

Learning

Learning is experienced as a component of entertainment
but not as the motivating force behind engagement with
information. As with experienced identity, it is difficult to
categorise the way in which learning operates within a
category where the individual’s focus is on entertaining
themselves. While learning may occur it will manifest itself
in a different fashion to the other categories. In those
instances learning was a dimension in which the individual
made him- or herself a better serious leisure practitioner, a
more valuable member of a learning community or a more
capable and informed member of society. In this category,
however, the individual learns what they find entertaining
or what gives them the greatest pleasure in relation to their
serious leisure activity or the information experience as a
whole. It is a very personal response and does not take into
account any notions of pleasure other than those of the
individual. That being the case, the individual may, in
learning what they find entertaining, learn something
about him- or herself. However, that reflective outcome is
not in any way necessary for the individual to be
entertained or attain the pleasure they were seeking.
Indeed, what individuals are striving for is a sensory
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reaction (pleasure) rather than simply intellectual
engagement. Similarly, they are not requiring any
concrete, physical evidence that they have learned
something (such as a document they have written or a
model they have built). All that matters is that pleasure has
been found in engagement with the chosen serious leisure
topic.

Table 1 (below) presents an overview of the dimensions of
variation which emerged during data analysis (as outlined
above).

Table 1: Summary of the dimensions of variation identified in the study

Dimension
of variation

Category
one

Category
two

Category
three Category four

Experienced
identity

- Leisure
participant
-
Knowledge
seeker

- Active
member of
learning
community

- Member of
society

- Socially-
aware person

- Pleasure
seeker

Learning
- Leisure
activity
focussed

- Communal

- Shared

-
Understanding
social role

- Entertainment

Information
- Source
of
education

-
Safeguarding
future of the
leisure topic

- Personal
growth
(personal
development)

- Self-
gratification
(entertainment)

Conclusion

This study has shown that serious leisure provides an ideal
way in which to examine certain library science concepts,
such as information literacy. In addition it illustrates the
richness of the everyday life or community context for
information literacy and library science research. That, in
turn, positions serious leisure as an ideal way in which to
examine people’s lifelong learning experience outside of
the workplace and educational contexts that dominate
much information literacy research. To that end this study
can be seen as a unique addition to a small but growing
body of work that seeks to understand information literacy
as it can be evidenced within everyday life. This emerging
body of work will, in turn, help to inform the practice of
library and information science professionals working in
public libraries and other contexts that aim to support the
information literacy experiences of people within the
course of their everyday life.
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