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Making the Connection using Action Research: 

Serious Leisure and the Caledonian Railway. 

 

Abstract 

Among the many different types of heritage activities, railways have been drawing 

interest from researchers over recent years with the focus ranging from volunteering to 

sustainability. This paper considers the value of Action Research (AR) to the wider field of 

leisure through the prism of Serious Leisure (Stebbins, 1992) participants in the heritage 

railway sector. Using AR methodology, it discusses the importance of local community 

engagement and the dedication of leisure time in providing a range of benefits to local heritage 

sites. The focus of the research is on the engagement between the Caledonian Railway and the 

local community in Brechin, Scotland. The railway is a non-profit organisation, with funds 

being reinvested into restoration and preservation. In this sense the participation and effort of 

the community is essential for the survival of the heritage site and activity. The use of AR as 

the methodological approach enabled this project to follow a recurring spiral process of 

planning, acting, observing (or evaluating), and learning. The AR contributed to re-think the 

development of the railway’s activities as a transformational Serious Leisure experience to 

locals and recommended focusing on fostering social cohesiveness with stronger links with 

schools and other community groups.    
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1.0 Introduction and context 

Among the numerous types of heritage tourism, railways have drawn interest from 

researchers recently (Rhoden, Ineson & Ralston, 2009; Bhati, Pryce, & Chaiechi, 2014). 

However, while the focus has ranged from volunteering to sustainability, how researchers have 

engaged with these organisations and how effective these methods have been, has received less 

attention. This paper advances the understanding of Action Research (AR) as a methodology 

to analyse issues in the preservation of heritage leisure products by serious leisure participants. 

While much has been explored regarding serious leisure (Stebbins, 1992; 

Cheng, Stebbins, & Packer, 2017), there is still a lack of understanding regarding 

methodological approaches that can efficiently analyse organisations run by serious leisure 

enthusiasts. Firstly, this paper presents the background and context of the research at a heritage 

railway in Brechin, Scotland, before discussing the relationship between leisure and 

stakeholders, including volunteers. The theoretical frameworks of serious leisure and 

communities of practice are used to understand heritage railway organisations run by 

volunteers. Consideration of AR as the methodological approach is given including its 

implications when analysing an organisation run by serious leisure participants. Finally, a 

critical reflection on the use of AR is presented including its relevance for volunteers at the 

railway as well as other stakeholders. 

Caledonian Railway (Brechin) is an entirely volunteer-run charitable organisation in 

Angus, Scotland, with all income being reinvested into the railway. It is the operational arm of 

the Brechin Railway Preservation Society, formed in 1979 to preserve the four-mile railway 

branch line from Brechin to Bridge of Dun (Caledonian Railway, 2019). It is a living museum 

of the history of Scottish Railways with a social, economic, and educational impact on the 

surrounding area. To Prentice (1993) heritage sites and activities attract visitors for different 

reasons, including nostalgia and a desire for conservation.  

With over 30 volunteers and a small board of directors, Caledonian Railway undertakes 

fundraising activities to supplement the revenue generated by visitors and to remain financially 

viable. However, since the railway is only operational at weekends from June to September, 

fundraising is always a challenge. Special activities such as the ‘Day Out with Thomas’, Easter 

and Christmas events help to fund the work of this volunteer organisation, which focusses on 

the conservation and restoration of the station and the heritage infrastructure. In 2016, the 

organisation reviewed its operations due to their challenging financial situation, resulting from 

consistent decrease in income generation and reduced support from volunteers. 2016 was also 

the year when on the 6th of April, a fire caused by local adolescents engulfed a recently restored 
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1940s London, Midland, and Scotland Railway (LMS) brake van. Volunteers at the Caledonian 

Railway had just spent 2 years and many ‘leisure’ hours restoring the vehicle and now they 

needed to raise approximately £25,000 to completely rebuild this piece of railway heritage. In 

July 2016 the directors acknowledged the need for a different approach and agreed to be part 

of a project titled ‘Making the Connections: Travel and Tourism, Community and Culture’ 

funded by the U.K. Department for Transport (DfT). The project started in September 2016 

adopting Action Research to understand organisational issues and identify problems, including 

potential factors leading to the April 2016 attack. Attention was directed to engaging closely 

with the serious leisure enthusiasts on site to enhance cultural awareness. This was considered 

essential to build trust, a key feature of AR, while diagnosing the organisation’s challenges and 

exploring ways to develop local community and visitor connections. (Bartels and Wittmayer, 

2019). This was followed by the planning and implementation stages of AR to improve 

sustainability and make recommendations for future practice. Following the AR methodology 

recommended by Susman and Evered (1978), the implemented actions were than evaluated, 

and learning practices established to guide the development of future strategic plans for this 

heritage railway.  

During the project, a design feature was the planned engagement with local communities 

to co-create products and services for the railway while encouraging integration among 

different groups. These innovations were to present new opportunities for enjoyment through 

learning. By educating and informing volunteers and members of the public about the social 

and engineering history of railways, and of the Brechin branch line in particular, the project 

was instrumental in sharing knowledge that might have been forgotten or lost forever. Another 

outcome of the project was to encourage more young people to volunteer to learn new skills 

from the opportunities presented by the railway, to play a role in its operation, ensure a 

sustainable future and instil more pride in the place where they live. 

 

2.0 Heritage Railways, Leisure and Stakeholders 

Discussions about leisure and heritage railways are not new in academic literature, even 

if heritage transport is not as frequently researched as heritage tourism (Halsall, 2001; 

Henderson, 2011). There are over 200 preserved railways, tramways, steam centres, and related 

museums in the UK which rely on volunteers. In Scotland, almost half of historic environment 

organisations are run by volunteers, although the value of the work they do and the contribution 

they make is difficult to quantify (Volunteer Scotland, 2016). Hamilton and Alexander’s (2013) 

work on heritage railway stations illustrate that the ‘Adopt a Station’ programme in Scotland 



5 
 

helped ‘to transform […] local stations from places of transit to experiential places of 

consumption’ (p.186). Their work in understanding the engagement of the local community, 

as the central stakeholders transforming and maintaining heritage stations was instrumental in 

informing the project with the Caledonian Railway, particularly in relation to the overarching 

theme of volunteering and heritage preservation.  

 According to Eimhjellen, Steen-Johnsen, Folkestad and Ødegård (2018) while 

traditional volunteering has been in decline over the past few decades, the numbers of 

volunteers in leisure and sport has been stable, contrasting with the situation presented at 

Caledonian Railway. Volunteering in heritage is often primarily motivated by leisure and 

enjoyment of the resource itself, the social interaction and the satisfaction of learning new 

skills, rather than for altruistic reasons or to relieve the feeling of an obligation. Heritage 

volunteering is not usually concerned with filling a social need that other agencies, such as 

governments, fail to fill (Divall & Scott, 2001). Volunteers enjoy restoring, conserving and 

preserving the artefacts at the railway with consideration about preserving the past generally 

playing a secondary role while ‘playing trains’ was considered the key motivation (Navarro, 

1972, p. 3). Tillman (2002) recommends that heritage railways use the engineering perspective 

to attract young people to enjoy work experience. However, for some of the serious leisure 

enthusiasts the trains themselves have a certain appeal and railways are often preserved because 

of people’s desire to do so (Wilson, 2012). 

Halsall (2001) argues that to understand the heritage preservation of railways, it is 

essential to recognise the changing process to which those railways are subjected. Indeed, the 

changing function of the railway from commercial transport to a leisure and tourist attraction 

is only one of the occurring transitions, together with development of a new sense of place 

‘combining and operating at different timescales of varying levels of 

permanence/impermanence and different spatial scales’ (Halsall, 2001, p.159). Henderson 

(2011, p.73) builds on the premise that railways had and continue to have a relevant role in the 

development of tourism, enabling travel and contributing to destination development, but that 

‘railways are also a source of heritage tourism assets and experiences’. Some of the successful 

heritage railways that have been explored in the literature include the West Somerset Railway 

(Rhoden et al 2019), the Darjeeling Himalayan and the Hijaz Railways (Orbaşli & Woodward, 

2008), and the Stoomtram Hoorn–Medemblik (Halsall, 2001) 

The reasons for volunteer engagement (or disengagement) have implications for a range 

of stakeholders including groups in the local community such as manufacturers and suppliers 

of the structures, infrastructures and services needed for the railway to operate including the 
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track, sheds and stores, platforms, uniforms, carriages, buffet cars, ticket office, shops, toilets 

and grounds. The local community, when viewed as a major stakeholder, has the potential to 

engage with individuals and groups, strengthening relationships between the railway and a 

location, creating a greater sense of place and belonging.  Stakeholders at the Caledonian 

Railway include volunteers, local community groups and visitors. However, while visitors may 

be considered instrumental in helping to generate funds to keep the railway operating, they are 

not always deemed as essential to provide ‘leisure’. During the project, it became evident that 

this was the view taken by some volunteers and the cause of conflict on occasions. For some 

‘serious leisure’ individuals, the trigger to volunteer is often the desire to restore and drive 

steam engines and this does not always sit comfortably with having to offer a quality experience 

to visitors at the same time. This tension does require to be addressed, given the significant role 

that railways play in a heritage preservation context (Burman & Stratton, 2014). There is also 

the additional pressure that these attractions are operated primarily by volunteers (Heritage 

Railways Association, 2019) where individuals are not subject to the same requirements as 

paid employees.  

 

3.0 Serious Leisure and Communities of Practice  

Research undertaken both by Stebbins (1992), through his concept of serious leisure, and 

by Lave and Wenger (1991), through their communities of practice, are reviewed here to 

contextualise learning through volunteering and to highlight the value of connecting these two 

areas with the AR methodology. While the relationship between leisure and volunteering may 

have disappointed Stebbins (1996, p. 212) back then, since ‘neither field has been inclined to 

view its own subject matter through the eyes of the other’, he identified several benefits, 

including self-actualisation, self-enrichment, self-expression, recreation, accomplishment, 

self-image, social interaction, social belonging, and lasting products. He argued that 

volunteering as serious leisure rests on significant personal effort based on specially acquired 

knowledge, training, or skill, and on all three at times. Furthermore, Stebbins (1992) suggested 

that participants tend to identify strongly with their chosen pursuits and that the personal 

rewards gained offer deep fulfilment. Building on this research, Burden (2001) believes that 

the negotiation of common goals by volunteers is fundamental in maintaining volunteering as 

a leisure rather than paid work activity. She argues that the identification of common goals by 

the participants themselves is central to both AR and the volunteering that underpins 

citizenship. Gallant, Arai, and Smale (2013) supported this view when they explored 

relationships between individuals and community and found that serious leisure emerged as a 
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pathway for nurturing community. They found that where volunteering is encouraged as a 

serious leisure activity, it offers potential for mutual benefit – for the individual to enhance 

their learning about a specific skill and self-efficacy and for the wider community around 

citizenship and social capital. The discussions surrounding serious leisure focused 

predominantly on individual experience and overlooked the broader sociocultural issues (Lee, 

2020).  To Lee (2020, p.84) the “fluidity of social worlds reminds us to further examine 

situations, people, and group faces; their positions in these situations; and creative actions 

performed in conflicting and novel situations, which in turn can expand the boundaries of social 

worlds and potentially foster diverse leisure commitments and identities”. In this case, AR has 

been the method that helped to identify the changes in the social world affecting the Caledonian 

Railway and its development.  

After Stebbins began to establish the concept of serious leisure, Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) research advanced the concept of learning as participation and self-directed rather than 

acquisition becoming central to later developments in the serious leisure concept (Stebbins, 

2015). They believe that learning is who we are, with a profound effect on our individual and 

shared identities, and this approach to learning is at the heart of communities of practice. They 

postulate that people learn by becoming accepted as members of social communities where 

knowledge resides, not as abstract ideas but as shared practice. Members learn by participating 

in activities, starting with simple practices and gradually mastering more complex ones while 

working alongside others, and the identity of individual members and the community gradually 

changes during this process. This progression from tangential membership to full insider status 

is referred to as ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). This 

approach to learning moves beyond experiential learning as members become full participants 

in the community of practice, contributing to the generation of learning as co-producers and 

sharing knowledge from other communities in a new situation. This approach to learning was 

radical for its time, breaking away from the conventional one of acquiring knowledge through 

teaching, usually in the classroom, to assessing the more complex aspects of practice in the 

workplace. This new focus on informal and situated social interaction or ‘situated learning’ 

was in direct contrast to the earlier approach used to transfer knowledge, and it has implications 

for learning through volunteering for individuals and different groups within the wider 

community. Much of this learning adds value to the formal setting experienced by people 

through school, college, or university and can be extended throughout the different stages of 

development for individuals and communities.  
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Both ‘serious leisure’ and ‘communities of practice’ have been observed and experienced 

through the practices at the Caledonian Railway. The heritage railway organisation depends on 

serious leisure enthusiasts who are learning in the community of practice with their peers and 

other stakeholders. Methodologically, using AR has contributed to the acknowledgement of 

how those processes and relationships have been developed and consolidated. From the 

different phases of AR, it is possible to observe how the methodology can be useful in 

understanding such a complex organisational environment and the positive and negative 

elements in a serious leisure community of practice. 

 

4.0 Action Research – Theory and Methodology  

The central idea of Action Research is to use a methodological approach to study and 

understand possible solutions to social changes or organisational issues and ultimately 

contribute to knowledge (Coghlan & Brannick, 2014). A key attraction in the selection of AR 

in this study is the defining feature ‘to engage with the world as it is’ with the ambition of 

achieving improvement (Dick and Greenwood, 2015, p. 196). For Rapoport (1970, p. 499), 

‘action research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate 

problematic situation and to the goals of social science by joint collaboration within a mutually 

acceptable ethical framework’. In AR, the researcher generates knowledge and understanding 

regarding a social system while attempting to change it (Myers, 2013). Henderson and Bynner 

(2019) stress the importance of ‘cultivating sanction and sanctuary’ to sustain spaces for shared 

learning and pragmatic change through collaboration and that sentiment supports the approach 

taken in the research design for this project.  

This study has been approved by the University of the West of Scotland School of 

Business and Enterprise Ethics Committee, application number B&E25, on the 12th of 

December 2016, and seeks to understand issues, take action, and create knowledge regarding 

the strategic decisions of the Caledonian Railway. In this sense, AR was used as a cyclical 

process involving diagnosis, planning, action, implementation, evaluation, and learning (Elden 

& Chisholm, 1993). Pedlar (1995) suggests that AR plays a critical role in leisure studies, with 

its strength lying in its ability to foster change and rejuvenate communities. However, she also 

argues that researchers must be well trained and subsequently encouraged to engage in AR to 

further the social relevance of leisure studies in both research and practice. Moving beyond 

individualism towards concern for the community is more prevalent in leisure theory in last 20 

years with additional emphasis placed on social engagement (Arai & Pedlar, 2003). This is 

supported by Burden (2001) in relation to volunteering in community arts.  
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<Insert Figure 1 Here> 

 

In the framework in Figure 1, the diagnosis phase involves the identification of the issues 

an organisation faces. For the Caledonian Railway, one of the main areas of focus was on issues 

regarding community engagement. During the diagnosis phase, researchers should 

acknowledge the nature of the organisation, its characteristics, and its historic and cultural 

background (Cummings & Worley, 2015). In AR, the strategy targeting the issues is developed 

in a collaborative exercise between the researcher and the organisation (Baskerville & Wood-

Harper, 1998). In the Action Taking phase, the strategies are applied; this is followed by the 

Evaluation phase, where the effectiveness of the actions are analysed. Finally, in the Specifying 

Learning phase, the general learning outcomes are identified, and the entire process is reviewed 

to understand whether it contributes to knowledge and supports the organisation in the longer 

term. Action research leads to action learning focusing on what is not known; therefore, 

questions can be asked, and problems can be resolved at the same time. This ensures that 

knowledge is generated and that participants involved in the process are learning (MacKenzie 

& Kozubska, 2012). This ‘learning loop’ of success or failure of processes may contribute to 

new inputs, further problematisation, and the necessity for diagnosis (Rollinson, 2008).  

Burden’s (2001) research about the meaning of leisure for older adults has found that AR 

and community volunteering have much in common. Both allow participants to simultaneously 

maintain control of their own process and value the importance of negotiating their own story. 

Each stage of AR is reflected in this paper and includes the diagnosis, planning, action, 

implementation, evaluation, and learning in relation to the Caledonian Railway.  

 

4.1 Diagnosis 

Cummings and Worley (2015) have highlighted the importance of researchers 

acknowledging the nature of an organisation, its characteristics, and its historic and cultural 

background; therefore, Diagnosis data was collected to assist with Action Planning. This phase 

centred on the relationship between the railway and the community and was initiated by 

involvement with visitors, current and previous volunteers, and directors to provide a holistic 

overview of the organisation. Further cross understanding was gleaned from neighbouring 

enterprises and businesses as well as other similar organisations further afield to determine 

whether similar issues were experienced across the sector and to establish best practices. This 

took place between October 2016 and June 2017. Burden (2001) has found that being involved 
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first-hand offers opportunities to bridge the gap between research and practice and to 

experience first-hand the changes occurring in the organisation.  

Secondary data was elicited through examination of reports, plans, and projects that 

were made available by the railway, as well as other relevant local and online materials (Table 

1). The selection of this material was based on discussions with the Caledonian Railway board 

and the publications that were relevant and accessible to them.  

 

<Insert Table 1 Here> 

 

Primary data was gathered using a variety of techniques, including participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews with serious leisure volunteers and visitors, and 

participant observation at meetings with stakeholders (Table 2). 

 

<Insert Table 2 Here> 

 

The participation of the researchers at numerous railway-connected events and in 

informal conversation with volunteers and visitors at the Caledonian Railway provided rich 

data. Observation and informal conversations with volunteers at the Brechin Town House 

Museum and in nearby civic buildings yielded a range of perspectives. Key personnel in the 

library and the headmaster and teaching staff at Brechin High School were also key informants 

and provided a different focus. The data collected during visits to three other heritage railways 

(Keith and Dufftown, Stainmore Railway Company, and the Otago Taieri Gorge Railway in 

New Zealand) and at relevant meetings with the Heritage Railway Association, prospective 

funding bodies, and local tourist attractions was significant. While gathering information, the 

researchers had the opportunity to meet different volunteers, observe their practices, and learn 

about their experiences in managing challenges and interacting with the wider community, 

practices that enhanced the learning experience.  

Primary data collection was facilitated in advance by identifying key people and groups 

at the railway and in surrounding communities to ensure that the information gathered was 

appropriately balanced. This was reviewed weekly by the researchers leading to additional 

observations, conversations, meetings, discussions, and interviews. Volunteers were asked 

about their roles, how they got involved, what they enjoyed, challenges they encountered and 

improvements they would make. Other stakeholders such as members of the local community 

were questioned about the town, the attractions, the challenges they faced and their engagement 
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with the railway. They were encouraged to make suggestions to strengthen relationships 

between and within different groups, including the railway, and to create sustainable events 

that would enhance the lives of many in the community.   

The significant volume of data collected during the different phases of the AR had to be 

not only consistently analysed and revised by the researchers but also revisited with the 

members of the Caledonian Railway and the local stakeholders. According to Hales and 

Chakravorty (2006), reflection by the researchers on their own experience should be embedded 

in AR and contribute to identifying the common themes emerging from the experiences of 

participants. For this reason, a thematic analysis approach was taken with the main patterns 

identified in each engagement and with participants corroborated with the reflections from the 

researchers. A thematic analysis involves searching across a data set (i.e., interviews, document 

analysis, and participant observation) and finding meaningful views regarding the analysed 

issues (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The aim of this paper is not to present the results of the data 

collection but to discuss how the process of AR can be relevant to organisations run by serious 

leisure participants. 

Figure 2 illustrates that while the data reveals that the railway itself represents a 

significant heritage attraction, with passionate serious leisure participants generating income 

to sustain this asset, there are also some underlying problems. The diagnosis of the central 

issues and their ramifications highlight a lack of engagement and communication with the 

external community, leading to conflict between the organisation and local youth. In addition, 

the use of AR demonstrates internal tension between volunteers and the board as well as poor 

communication between the serious leisure participants themselves, resulting in underutilising 

the economic, social, and cultural potential of the asset. Furthermore, there was little formal 

recognition of the learning that takes place during the practice of volunteering and the 

opportunities that learning present for the organisation and the wider community. In this sense, 

the use of AR as a methodology contributed to the identification of not only the benefits but 

also the potential issues caused by the lack of professional support in an organisation run by 

serious leisure participants with limited time, resources, and experience in managerial and 

external engagement roles. 

 

<Insert Figure 2 Here> 

 

4.2 Action Planning 
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Action planning began with an initial analysis of the data collected, then a discussion of 

the routes to address the central issues and monitor the changes regarding any secondary 

problems. Two of the key issues that emerged from the destruction caused by the fire and from 

the data collected were 1) the disconnection between the railway and the town and 2) the urgent 

need to re-establish communication lines between stakeholders. Based on conversations with 

the volunteers and feedback from local people and organisations, there was evidence of the 

widespread shock felt across the community about the tragic fire. Money and other support 

poured in, especially after the incident, attracting the interest of the local media. While the 

generosity from local people came as a surprise to the board at the Caledonian Railway, they 

realised that engagement with the community had diminished over the years, in part because 

of local volunteers disengaging from their serious leisure activities or physically moving away 

from the town. The financial and ‘in kind’ support given not only helped with the restoration 

of the brake van, but also acted as a catalyst for the board to consider new ways of engaging 

with the town. The AR process in this case helped in transforming the detailed evidence from 

the diagnosis into effective planning that contributed to the transformation of the organisation, 

thereby allowing the development of a new organisational culture. 

While the initial data analysis revealed the socio-demographics of the volunteers at the 

railway, the use of AR as a methodology enabled deeper knowledge to emerge, including the 

inter-relationships between them.  More than 80% of the volunteers were male and retired, less 

than 10% were in education and most of female volunteers became involved because of family 

connections or prior friendships with their male counterparts. However, through conversation, 

it also emerged that the number of volunteers had fallen by almost 40% over the last 5 years 

and it seemed that the opportunities available to undertake a variety of tasks in different parts 

of the operation were not promoted widely in the community. Here, the AR identified the 

necessity to catalogue the gamut of volunteering opportunities in the organisation, ranging from 

the maintenance of both equipment and the rail track to the preservation of the stations, selling 

tickets, running the canteen, and maintenance of the office and outdoor areas. In addition, 

volunteers developed numerous events throughout the year, marketing the railway attractions 

to visitors, ordering supplies, managing budgets, making funding applications, conducting day-

to-day operations, and engaging in future planning – all activities undertaken to welcome 

visitors and generate income.  

Based on the data collected, the volunteers appear to enjoy the camaraderie with one 

another, and many of them appreciate meeting and spending time with the visitors. Therefore, 

the action planning also had to consider that those serious leisure volunteers were dedicated, 
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passionate, and generally enthusiastic about the various roles and the range of experiences. 

They engaged in different types of learning, individually and collectively, and acquired a range 

of skills, sometimes not knowingly. This learning was, in part, acquired through employment 

and training elsewhere and gleaned from their work at the railway. Although there was some 

suggestion of sharing best practice, improvements with a more streamlined process can be 

made as indicated by the actions that researchers identified and articulated at the board meeting. 

Furthermore, it was suggested that there is potential to impart knowledge more widely for 

mutual benefit to the railway and the community. Hardill and Baines (2007) have highlighted 

how volunteering can help develop a sense of belonging to a place and provide a structure by 

encouraging people to interact, and research undertaken at Scottish railway stations supports 

this premise (Hamilton & Alexander, 2013).  

It was evident from the AR process that the number of volunteers was dwindling. 

Furthermore, because there was no designated volunteer manager, no monitoring was taking 

place, and no formal structure was established to recruit and support them. It was suggested 

that an ongoing audit of volunteering activity would identify shortfalls in specific areas and 

assist with succession planning for existing and new roles. Monitoring changes in the internal 

and external landscapes on a regular basis could ascertain where new volunteers are needed 

and how they might be recruited. Volunteering might then be used to achieve a range of 

objectives in education, and the benefits could be more wide-reaching, providing a bridge and 

support within and across communities (Annette, 2003). During this action planning period, a 

strategy addressing the key issues began to surface (Figure 3) through collaboration between 

the researchers and the railway (Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1998).  

 

<Insert Figure 3 Here> 

 

A situational analysis was presented to the board by the researchers. This included a 

review of volunteer practices as well as external and internal environments. Discussions took 

place, and suggestions for action began to develop organically. Consideration of closer 

community cohesion was suggested to enhance the standing of the Caledonian Railway locally, 

recruit volunteers, engage more closely with different individuals and groups in the 

neighbourhood, and address the erratic financial status of the railway.  

 

4.3 Actions Taken or Implementation 
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In AR, the researcher is ‘required to play a part in the implementation process. Action 

research allows the researcher to actively participate in some form of change in a system’ (Liu, 

2009, p.19). As such, it is important for the researchers to actively engage not only in the action 

planning following the data collection and data analysis, but also in the actions taken and 

implementation processes. To Susman and Evered (1978), action taken involves the selection 

and implementation of one of the courses of action considered in the previous stage. In this 

research, one of the key actions to emerge from the data collected in the two first phases of the 

AR process regarded the organisation of an event to engage more closely with the community, 

especially the local school, to address the challenges of connecting with the youth, recruiting 

new volunteers, and creating new products at the same time. Researchers planned and delivered 

a Community Engagement Day with support from the board and serious leisure volunteers. 

The event welcomed the wider neighbourhood – from the donors after the recent fire damage 

to local businesses and visitor attractions, potential funders, relevant public sector 

organisations, the media and, most importantly, retired volunteers and the families of current 

volunteers. All were invited to take a free trip on the railway, engage with one another, and 

find out about volunteering opportunities. A television interview recorded by the local channel 

helped to promote the day, and newly designed banners and printed materials drew attention to 

the venue and the volunteering activities. The occasion provided the opportunity to thank 

supporters, connect with other local volunteer groups, and engage more fully with the local 

community as well as recruit more volunteers. It was designed to forge a stronger relationship 

with the local secondary school, developing an educational focus and attracting younger 

volunteers in the future. An art, poetry, and prose competition to celebrate the Caledonian 

Railway took place, and students were invited to present original pieces of work. These were 

judged by retired volunteers who presented the entrants with a copy of ‘The Railway Children’ 

by Edith Nesbit. The winners received book tokens and their photographs were published in 

the local press, with the winning entries displayed in the station. 

The action planning also raised concerns regarding three other areas beyond external 

engagement: marketing practices, funding issues, and the business planning and product 

development process of the organisation. In this regard, the action taken process provided 

documents to the Caledonian Railway board: an initial marketing plan to enhance the digital 

presence and the marketing communication with potential visitors; an external funding 

strategy, presented to the board, including a database of potential funding sources and agencies; 

a proposal for a business plan and a suggestion for structuring market research, which would 

lead to the introduction of new products. These documents brought together the findings from 
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the AR with findings from further afield that highlighted best practice and challenges from 

other similar heritage railways.  

 

<Insert Figure 4 Here> 

 

4.4 Evaluation 

  Analysing the actions is a key stage in AR (Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1998). Here, 

the researchers reflected not only on the development and results of the project and their 

interaction with the board and volunteers, but also on the delivery of the community 

engagement day. This reflective and evaluative process is useful for the identification of 

shortfalls and for learning from the diagnosis, planning, and delivering actions to help with 

future interventions.  

The reflective evaluation highlighted the following benefits of the project to the board of 

the Caledonian Railway: the strengths of the organisation and its unique characteristics; the 

opportunities to develop closer relationships with the community; and the current weaknesses 

and vulnerabilities as an organisation, evident in the decreasing number of serious leisure 

enthusiasts and potential financial and social threats. The AR data and the discussions were 

uncomfortable on occasion; however, they clearly illustrate the need for more volunteers and 

closer engagement with the community. Furthermore, the data provided a platform to consider 

more sustainable methods of operating in the future and the need for regular evaluation.  

The community engagement day was the culmination of interaction with the board and 

brought the project to a close. Key points arose from its evaluation that relate to the event itself; 

they provide lessons to be learned across the heritage railway sector more generally and a 

framework to enhance AR as a methodology. First, the main costs of the event were covered 

by financial support from the DfT as part of the project. However, in the future, a sponsor could 

undertake this type of event on an annual basis. In addition to continuing with the competition 

involving Brechin High School students, there are opportunities to connect more closely with 

other schools and encourage different types of learning through volunteering. For example, the 

railway was recently approached by a school offering help with landscaping projects, and these 

have proved rewarding for the students and railway volunteers involved. The expert-to-novice 

and novice-to-expert learnings (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and inter-generational sharing of 

knowledge could be useful on several levels: 

• transferring dying craft skills into today’s technological environment 
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• tackling issues of recycling and sustainability 

• sharing knowledge of historical events that have shaped the community’s identity to 

renew and develop pride in the town  

• creating more awareness of contemporary challenges such as loneliness and mental 

health issues facing old and young people alike 

• considering new ways in which to manage current and future issues such as climate 

change.  

The preparation for the community engagement day required communication with 

different volunteers, including board members, primarily to seek information about who was 

responsible for certain activities at the railway, as well as guidance about the best people to 

approach in the community for support. These activities were greatly helped by the chairperson, 

who communicated well and frequently with the volunteers and key members of the wider 

community. He was also familiar with wider business practice, simultaneously bringing new 

ideas for consideration and being able to handle difficult situations. An evaluation of the actions 

taken by this individual indicates that a strong leader – one who engages more closely with the 

volunteers and the community – is required to implement the change necessary for a sustainable 

future.  

Furthermore, on reflection of the data collected, it was clear that a board member should 

also act as volunteer manager. The creation of a database with the names and contact details of 

those enterprises and individuals to be invited to the community day, aiming to strength their 

relationship with the organisation, was also relevant and necessary for the sustainability of the 

organisation. This was a time-consuming process, as the records were not updated regularly, 

and essential details were missing, with no evidence of a systematic review of the data retained 

by the railway. 

Overall, the community engagement day was deemed a success by the stakeholders. The 

dedication of volunteers was evident, and while the event displayed an inclusive and inter-

generational approach to volunteering, it highlighted areas for improvement in recruitment and 

retention; ways to connect more closely with the community and an opportunity for enhancing 

learning more widely. Finally, the researchers presented the outcomes of the project to the 

board, including evaluating the community engagement day, the key points identified and 

raised in the feasibility study, and the suggestions made in the initial marketing plan. This 

evaluation provides the reflection required for the final stage of the AR model – specifying 

learning – and supports a client-system infrastructure (Susman & Evered, 1978). 
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4.5 Specifying Learning 

The evaluation stage, which helps to identify some areas for learning, and at the same 

time, illustrates the ways that AR can make a contribution to fostering communities of practice. 

Reflection and evaluation indicate the urgent need to increase the number and range of 

volunteers to ensure there is not an over-reliance on particular people (e.g., steam train drivers). 

Diversification will contribute to growing the volunteer numbers and ensuring a sustainable 

future. Moreover, communication, training and support, as well as the opportunity to socialise 

are important features, and volunteers should be encouraged to share their achievements with 

visitors and the wider community. 

Visits to other railways demonstrate that a dedicated volunteer manager can assist in 

developing, co-ordinating, and managing a strategy for attracting, recruiting, training, and 

retaining volunteers. This individual could be a board director with responsibility for a budget 

to undertake recruitment visits to schools, colleges, volunteer fairs, and other potential 

recruitment events as well as arranging community engagement days at the railway.  

As a leisure activity, volunteering can be fulfilling, providing an opportunity to gain a 

sense of achievement, feel valued, and engage with a community (Hamilton & Alexander, 

2013). This can be extended to the wider community, and there is the potential at the 

Caledonian Railway to play an educational role and to seek out new volunteers by engaging 

with the school curriculum and offering work experience (e.g., history, science, art, marketing, 

and media). Another important learning from the AR regards the scope to improve links with 

colleges and universities through specific projects or internships in areas such as education, 

marketing, media, graphic design, museum curatorship, retail, hospitality, tourism, and event 

management.  

The data collected highlighted that the profile of volunteers is changing, and an 

opportunity exists to widen the scope, encouraging people with skills in different areas such as 

decorating and upholstery. Sharing specialist skills with other organisations that depend on 

volunteers is another way to bring in a variety of different people who can exchange ideas and 

learn from one another. Some of the tasks, such as marketing, purchasing, and wrapping 

Christmas or Easter gifts, could be undertaken off-site, thereby providing opportunities to 

recruit volunteers who have restricted mobility or are unable to work on-site. Emphasis on 

learning and on the benefits of serious leisure has the potential to transform the operational 

experiences of existing volunteers, attract potential volunteers, and enhance the sustainability 

of the railway within a supportive environment. Indeed, previous research has highlighted the 
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durable personal benefits of engaging in serious leisure activities, including improved self-

expression, self-determination, and self-actualisation (Lyu & Oh, 2015) as well as happiness 

and wellbeing (Kim, Heo, Lee, & Kim, 2015). In addition, serious leisure has the attraction of 

embracing the theories espoused by Lave and Wenger (1991) that have become even more 

relevant today to connect different communities of practice when there are barriers of 

separation and isolation to overcome. 

 

5.0 Final Remarks: The Value of Action Research to Understand Serious Leisure 

and Heritage Railways  

Numerous benefits arise from using AR as a methodological framework for this research. 

Firstly, AR enabled the researchers to immerse themselves in the serious leisure volunteer-run 

organisation and in the wider local Brechin community. The AR process also helped in the 

collective design and co-creation of several areas for development at the Caledonian Railway 

– areas that have the potential to transform the ways in which the railway engages with the 

community, promotes serious leisure volunteering opportunities, attracts more visitors, and 

offers new products, all with a long-term sustainable business plan.  

Secondly, AR enabled first-hand engagement with the volunteers, and the experience 

indicates that while they use their leisure time to ensure that the railway operates in a 

competitive environment, there is little recognition or acknowledgement of the learning 

through leisure that occurs during the work they undertake. They enjoy their work and have 

developed new skills; however, the benefits of volunteering could be more widely spread. 

Learning as a core activity has the potential to act as a powerful mechanism for engaging with 

different groups in the community while recognising the efforts of the serious leisure volunteers 

(Stebbins, 1992; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Engagement with various local groups through AR 

revealed a desire within the community to work more closely with the railway across a range 

of activities. To this end, the opening times of the railway could be extended beyond the 

existing season, and a variety of visitor services could be offered while enabling the community 

to learn new skills in, for example, hospitality, engineering, crafting, decoration, and 

landscaping. Such community engagement measures could provide intangible benefits 

including increased local pride and improved wellbeing (Pennington, Jones, Bagnall, South, & 

Corcoran, 2019). Moreover, confidence can be built by sharing knowledge of different skills, 

while volunteering with others has the potential to help tackle loneliness and diversity issues, 

and opportunities may exist for paid employment arising from the volunteering experience. 
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Learning outside the classroom can reinforce what was learned inside and help social 

engagement between young and old in their leisure time. 

The AR process allowed the researchers to gather complex data using multiple methods, 

and to understand that data using a theoretical framework based on serious leisure theory and 

the communities of practice concept while appreciating the practicalities and operational 

aspects provided by the board of the railway and the volunteers themselves. 

However, while AR is concerned with action and learning and was a suitable 

methodology for this research, it also has its limitations. The researchers participated by 

bringing their own expertise and experience to generate new knowledge while aiming to 

achieve change. They had the advantage of basing their research vision on the practices they 

were researching. Immersion in data collection resulted in working closely with many of the 

volunteers and undertaking a range of volunteering duties in the process. While there was 

awareness of laying aside any value judgements to allow the voices of others to emerge, the 

support, guidance, and information provided by individual volunteers over many months may 

have had an impact on impartiality. Awareness and experience of unfair bias as well as critical 

reflection and the cross-checking results from different voices and sources helped to offset any 

imbalance that may have occurred. As acknowledged by Herr and Anderson (2005, p.60), 

researchers typically face the challenge of impartiality, ‘bias and subjectivity are natural and 

acceptable in action research as long as they are critically examined rather than ignored’. 

The research set out to consider ways in which the heritage railway at Brechin might 

connect more closely with the community and become more sustainable at the same time. By 

employing AR the tangible outputs included planning and executing an engagement day and 

presenting both a feasibility study and a marketing plan to the chairperson and board members. 

While, this may not have been a stated objective for the heritage railway, the results indicate 

that learning plays a key role in volunteering and leisure. The findings suggest that the 

importance of learning may not always be recognised and can differ depending on the age, 

experience, and motivation of the individual volunteer and the organisation in which they 

practice. This project also illustrates that learning can be shared beyond the volunteer 

community and utilised to enhance communication and engagement with visitors and the wider 

local neighbourhood.  

Learning through serious leisure can enhance both the volunteer and visitor experience, 

break down barriers in relation to age and diversity, and be an enjoyable experience. Learning 

is not just about individuals acquiring knowledge; sharing this with others in the heritage 

railway improves performance, provides support, and can build confidence. Furthermore, 
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extending this learning to the community helps with engagement, ownership, pride, wellbeing, 

and sustainability.  

Action Research was an important methodological approach to understand a heritage 

railway organisation run by serious leisure enthusiasts as it allowed the researchers to analyse 

the operational elements of the organisation and understand the enthusiasts themselves, their 

profile, characteristics, and their decision-making processes. This differs considerably from 

other cases using AR where the corporate, for-profit environment played a significant role with 

staff being remunerated to implement changes. At the Caledonian Railway, run by serious 

leisure enthusiasts, the organisational changes are driven by their passion and their personal 

(instead of corporate) views of the role of the organisation in the community. In using the AR 

cyclical process (Figure 1) the voluntary activity of serious leisure enthusiasts appeared to be 

strongly influenced by their beliefs. Therefore, the action planning and action taking steps, for 

example, had to be aligned with the concept of serious leisure.       

Finally, in this research, the narrative went beyond the individual in relation to leisure, 

volunteering, and learning; it uncovered the significance of the collective, not only in learning 

but also in social cohesion and community wellbeing. The literature on serious leisure 

(Stebbins, 1992) and communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) helped to frame the 

research, and the adoption and practice of AR as a methodology provided a strong foundation 

from which to explore the data. In addition, the six phases of thematic analysis proposed by 

Braun and Clarke (2006) provide a systematic understanding of the findings at each AR phase 

in relation to the research objectives. The ability of the researchers to become immersed in the 

organisation and the community further enriched the opportunities for reflection at each stage 

providing a framework for evaluation and future learning by using AR as a useful tool in leisure 

studies research. 
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