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Extended Abstract 
 
Introduction 
 
As Marcia Bates and others have observed, information is woven into our everyday lives (Bates 
1974; Bates 1999; Cox 2012; Savolainen 2008). Research on information access, seeking and 
representation in leisure settings, migration, healthcare, and the home has expanded information 
science beyond contexts such as schools and libraries, which continue to be focal points in our 
field (Allard 2015; Cox & Blake 2011; Dali 2013; Gorichanaz 2015; Hartel 2010; Lloyd 2014a; 
Loudon, Buchanan, & Ruthven 2016; McKenzie 2010; Quirke 2015; Tinto & Ruthven 2016; 
Huvila 2013; Lloyd 2009; Molopyane & Fourie 2015; Pilerot 2016; Takhteyev 2012). For many 
Canadians, another important part of everyday life is religious practice (Statistics Canada 2013). 
Yet with the exception of a small number of studies on information seeking and use among 
Christian clergy (Michels 2014; Roland 2012; Roland & Wicks 2009), studies of the role of 
information in religious practice remain marginal. 
 
A forthcoming special issue of Library Trends notes that while earlier work (e.g., Prigoda & 
McKenzie 2007; Hartel 2007) alluded to issues of embodied as opposed to “encoded forms of 
knowledge” (“Call for Papers: Information and the Body”), information scholars need to pay 
more attention to how people “receive information through the senses and the way the body is 
used as a sign that can be interpreted by others” (ibid.). These issues go beyond abstract 
academic discussions; the relationship between information and the body has space design and 
service implications for information professionals. 
 
With these two sensitizing concepts in mind – information in religious practice, and embodied 
forms of knowledge – this paper will report on completed research on information practices 
among Muslim converts in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). The project focused on the ways in 
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which Muslim converts seek, evaluate, and share information that relates to their conversion 
experiences, and how these practices mediate the construction of their religious identities. Two 
main questions framed the research:  
 

•! What strategies and actions do Muslim converts employ to seek, evaluate, and share 
information related to their conversion experiences? 

•! How do these information practices help converts to develop and present Muslim 
identities? 

  
In particular, this paper will highlight how research participants share information through non-
written sources (such as bodies, talk, and creative products) in the context of their religious 
transitions that take place within a contentious political landscape. 
 
 
Methods 
 
Research for this project was guided by ethnography – a qualitative methodology that aims to 
develop rich descriptions of participants’ personal experiences based on the researcher’s 
extended social immersion in particular sites and communities, and documentation of observed 
actions and practices (Bernard 2011; Clifford 1983). Over 14 months, the author conducted 
participant observation at local sites such as religious conventions, discussion groups, and 
religious education classes, and recorded detailed fieldnotes. Additionally, the author met with 
13 Muslim converts and two converts’ spouses for semi-structured, narrative interviews (Bates 
2004; Jovchelovitch & Bauer 2000). Initial interviews (between 45 minutes and three hours each, 
depending on participants’ responses) helped to establish trust between the researcher and 
participants, and established a context of participants’ conversion experiences by focusing on 
critical moments, resources, and people in their lives. Follow-up interviews occurred at least two 
weeks after the initial interviews, and focused on participants’ experiences of seeking and 
learning from information sources. During follow-up interviews, participants were given the 
option to create a timeline drawing – an arts-based elicitation technique designed to prompt 
participants’ reflections on the past, present, and goals or expectations for the future (Bagnoli 
2009; Jackson 2012; Sheridan, Chamberlain, & Dupuis 2011). Two participants opted out of this 
activity, and one participant did not continue with the project after the initial interview. Not only 
did the timeline drawing technique generate insights into participants’ conversion experiences 
and related information practices, but it also offered participants a chance to create a product that 
evoked further conversation. The timeline drawings also acted as a chance for the researcher and 
participant to discuss “something they see together” (Cerwonka & Malkki 2007, 149), and work 
towards balancing the power dynamic inherent in a conventional interview. 
 
Following data collection, data were analyzed using constructivist grounded theory to identify 
patterns of information practices, while remaining mindful that data were co-constituted by the 
researcher and participants through social interactions (Charmaz 2006) and “negotiated 
interpretation” (Lloyd 2009). Data were reviewed and coded line-by-line to produce an “analytic 
frame” (Charmaz 2006) of initial codes. Then, topics that participants described in interviews 
and addressed in fieldnotes were compared with initial codes. After identifying similarities and 
differences between topics and codes and removing duplicate codes, data were categorized into 
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initial groups of related themes. Next, analytic memos were produced to reflect on the 
researcher’s observations about generated themes and how themes were connected to each other. 
Finally, themes were developed and refined based on the researcher’s interpretations about 
recurring, common experiences or contrasting sentiments, and their relationship to the research 
questions and sensitizing concepts. 
 
Once themes were developed, compelling excerpts from interview transcripts and fieldnotes 
were selected and arranged under three main themes: Navigation, Authority, and Expression & 
Exchange. Findings chapters were developed around “excerpt-commentary units” (Emerson, 
Fretz, & Shaw 2011), which combined data, the researcher’s interpretations, and connections to 
relevant literature. Findings prioritized participants’ voices and perspectives. 
 
 
Findings 
 
This paper will focus on research findings outlined under the theme of Expression & Exchange. 
These findings reveal how participants present religious commitments through their bodies, 
vocabularies, and creative pursuits. Findings presented in this paper will be centered around 
interview excerpts that reflect on participants’ experiences of sharing information about their 
beliefs and religious selves through the clothing they wear, gendered aesthetic concerns, verbal 
repertoire in everyday conversations, embodied values, and the physical creation of artistic 
products. While they represent only a portion of generated fieldwork data, these excerpts 
highlight participants’ experiences of “self-presentation” (Goffman, 1959) and “self-fashioning” 
(Greenblatt, 2005). Additionally, they show that participants’ perceived visibility or invisibility 
as Muslims impact how they access worship spaces, expertise, and secular public spaces. 
Although many participants share information through their bodies and the words they use, their 
decisions to share, avoid, and conceal information are also heavily influenced by the political 
climate in their local communities and abroad. (For instance, participants negotiate their 
denominational affinities, their stances in debates about public veiling, and their choices about 
publicly identifying with a religion that is consistently linked to terrorist activities in mainstream 
media and policy discourses.) Finally, findings point to how participants’ creative pursuits (e.g. 
printmaking, crafting, and calligraphy), experiences of teaching and presenting sermons, and 
invitations for others to embrace Islam allow them to become information producers, publishers 
and experts – rather than mere consumers or recipients of information provision and service. 
  
 
Conclusion 
 
This research contributes to information scholarship – especially the emerging movement to 
explore issues of spirituality, materiality, and corporeality (e.g. Gorichanaz 2016; Kari & Hartel 
2007; Latham 2014; Lloyd 2014b) – by highlighting the bodily and creative aspects of 
information practice. While participants also referred to the importance of academic 
publications, magazines, sacred texts, websites, and online discussion forums for learning their 
religion, they reflected on the significance of practicing postures, wearing particular clothing 
items and styles, and being physically present in worship spaces and at classes and conventions 
for learning about Islam and articulating their identities. In addition, this research illustrates how 
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information practice is not a one-sided matter of consuming resources; it includes the ways in 
which people create and produce materials to understand who they are and to communicate with 
others. Furthermore, this research extends an interdisciplinary perspective on identity 
construction among individuals who are undergoing a critical transition in their lives. Finally, 
this research has practical implications for libraries, which are becoming increasingly concerned 
with facilitating information experiences over solving problems or addressing information needs 
by connecting people with only written resources (Stevenson, Clarke, & Elmsley 2016). 
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