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ABSTRACT
Recommender systems implemented in online information systems have been found
to narrow users’ information exposure, a concept termed the ‘filter bubble’. The
filter bubble phenomenon reduces broad and unexpected information discovery and
can therefore be argued to reduce users’ opportunities for serendipity (the discovery
of unexpected information that results in a beneficial outcome). Numerous studies
have attempted to induce serendipity within information systems by suggesting
potentially serendipitous content to participants. However, the majority of such
attempts have proved unsuccessful in eliciting serendipitous encounters.
Consequently, more recent studies have investigated the role of personal factors
(such as personality and context) in participants’ openness to serendipity, in order to
provide empirical insights into the individual factors that affect likelihood of
experiencing serendipity. The study presented here aimed to further this presently
small body of research by investigating the effect of participants’ context on their
openness to broad and thus potentially serendipitous online media content.
Participants explored an online media stimulus (BBC iWonder) in differing contexts
several times a day during a 12-day diary study and recorded their context and
information discoveries. Follow-up semi-structured interviews were conducted with
10 of these participants, to further understand the role of context in serendipitous
discovery. Data was analysed thematically to identify the role of participants’
context in their openness to potentially serendipitous online media content. Results
revealed that numerous contextual factors (including mood, location and social
surroundings) had an effect on participants’ openness to broad, serendipitous
content. These findings substantiate the extant research into personal factors
affecting openness to serendipity and provide insights for the design of information
systems intending to foster serendipity.
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INTRODUCTION
Due to the increasing trend of recommender systems prevalent on the Internet today,
the range of information that individuals are exposed to is often greatly narrowed
(Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2007; Zeng, Yeung, Medo & Zhang, 2015). Recommender
systems filter website content by exploiting user history and preferences in order to
provide a selection of content that is personalised to the user, with the aim of
receiving a high click-through rate from the user of the recommended content
(Bellogin, 2011; Garcin et al., 2014; Javari & Jalili, 2015). Although attempting to
create a more personalised and appealing experience for the user, these
recommender systems often reduce the range of information that the user is exposed
to and consequently foster the consumption of items from a relatively narrow funnel
of commonly visited topics and commonly consumed standpoints (Sunstein, 2007).
Pariser (2011) termed this phenomenon the ‘filter bubble’. This phenomenon can be
argued to threaten an individual’s exposure to potentially serendipitous discoveries,
not to mention their exposure to broad perspectives and standpoints (Pariser, 2011).
At a personal level, serendipitous discoveries have the potential to address an
informational or non-informational need and thus benefit the individual by assisting
them in meeting one or more current goals (Makri & Blandford, 2012a). At a
societal level, broad information discovery can be argued to foster balanced
standpoints with respect to social, economic and world affairs (Sunstein, 2007).
Thus, broad information discovery, in particular serendipitous discoveries, can be
argued to benefit the individual at both a personal and societal level.
It can be argued that the rising ‘filter bubble’ phenomenon greatly reduces
the chances of an individual experiencing serendipity, as the information that they
are exposed to may be less likely to be ‘unexpected’ and thus serendipitous because
it is likely to be within a constrained ‘bubble’ of predictable topics/standpoints
(serendipitous experiences are, by nature, unexpected). However, when considering
systems that foster broad information discovery and thus potentially serendipitous
experiences, the problem frequently arises whereby users feel overwhelmed by an
inundation of information (Pariser, 2011) and thus often select a relatively narrow
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funnel of information to consume that is inline with their current interests, again
presenting a problem akin to that of the ‘filter bubble’. Therefore, it is important to
understand how systems can be designed to foster serendipitous discovery by
presenting just the right range of information that is neither constricting nor
overwhelming, such that users are granted the best chance of broad information
encounters and thus serendipitous experiences.
Contextual factors of the user, such as time of day and location, have been
found to influence users’ openness to broad information discovery and thus
serendipity, particularly in today’s age of ubiquitous and mobile computing whereby
information is frequently accessed in a wide range of contexts. Therefore, design
guidelines for information systems aiming to foster serendipitous encounters could
greatly benefit from a deeper understanding of the effect of context on individuals’
openness to serendipity, in order to understand when individuals are optimally open
to broad information discovery and thus serendipity. Initial research regarding the
effect of contextual factors on openness to serendipity has been undertaken (for
example, Pontis et al., 2015), however further work in this area is required in order
to inform design recommendations for systems attempting to foster serendipity.
Pontis et al. (2015) investigated the role of context in serendipitous encounters in the
academic information domain, however the role of context in serendipitous
encounters in the media domain has not yet been directly empirically examined. It
can be argued that an understanding of the effect of context on serendipitous
encounters in the media domain is critical due to the prevalence of recommender
systems and thus narrow information discovery in online media environments that
exists today (Hosanagar, Fleder, Lee & Buja, 2014; Zeng et al., 2015). In order to
advance the research in this area, this study aimed to determine the role of context in
individuals’ openness to exploring media content that lies outside of their extant
interests and thus the role of context in their openness to potential serendipitous
discoveries in the media domain. In addition to this primary aim, this study also
aimed to explore how strong the topic-based relatedness between ‘new’ (and thus
potentially serendipitous) content and extant interests must be in order for
individuals to choose to consume this ‘new’ content and thus open up a potential
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opportunity for serendipitous discovery, notably how the strength of this topic-based
relationship interacts with contextual factors. The wider aim of this study was to
inform design recommendations for digital information environments that aim to
foster serendipitous discoveries by encouraging broader information discovery.

Research questions
As a result of the abovementioned motivations, the following research questions
were explored during this study:
RQ1: Do contextual factors such as time, location, mood and current activity play a
role in participants’ openness to serendipity?
RQ2: How strong must the topic-based relationship be between participants’ ‘filter
bubble’ information categories (i.e., their normal zones of interest) and the new
(potentially serendipitous) content (that they may come across in the study) in order
for participants to still choose this content for consumption and find it enjoyable?
These research questions were investigated within the context of content from an
educational

and

factual

online

media

stimulus,

BBC

iWonder

(http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder), which participants were required to consume
content from, in differing contexts, during the study.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
In this section, a review of related previous work and concepts are presented in order
to provide a foundation for the importance of the study presented here. The
centrality of recommender systems and the subsequent ‘filter bubble’ phenomenon
to this study is first explained. Following this, the importance of serendipity and
definitions of serendipity are presented, as well as a review of previous studies that
have attempted to design for serendipitous encounters in technology. Next, an
examination of studies that have explored the role of personal factors (including
users’ context) in openness to ‘new content’ and serendipitous encounters is
presented. Finally, the study presented here is justified and summarised. It should be
noted here that the phrase ‘new content’ is used to denote content that is outside a
user’s ‘filter bubble’ information categories/usual zone of interests (i.e., ‘new
content’ denotes content that the user would not usually choose to consume).

Recommender systems and the filter bubble phenomenon
Due to the torrent of content on the Internet today, the appeal and popularity of
recommender systems is ever increasing (Hosanagar et al., 2014). Recommender
systems use knowledge of user history to suggest content to users that is supposedly
personalised, by filtering a website’s content based on each user’s tastes and
priorities (Bellogin, 2011). Recommender systems attempt to improve user
satisfaction through this personalised service (Ge, Delgado-Battenfeld & Jannach,
2010). These systems are prevalent across a majority of informational domains, from
academic content to media content.
Taneja, Webster, Malthouse and Ksiazek (2012) provide insight into the
popularity of recommender systems, postulating that, despite the accessibility of a
wide range of online media content, users do not consume all offered media content,
but instead deal with the inundation of content by choosing small subsets of
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preferred media content to consume; the authors termed these subsets ‘repertoires’.
This postulation is backed up by the theory that users consume media that satisfies
their individual needs (Taneja et al., 2012); that is to say, users make an informed
choice to primarily consume content that meets their needs and interests. It can be
said that recommender systems provide users with a quick and appealing automation
of this search for their chosen ‘repertoires’, by suggesting content that already falls
within these repertoires. Indeed, Adomavicius and Tuzhilin (2005) note that
recommender systems can help users overcome information overload.
Although recommender systems can provide an appealing service to users,
several downfalls of these systems have been identified. For example, Zeng et al.
(2015) propose that recommender systems diminish users’ choice and “reduce
information horizons” (p. 4) rather than broadening them. Furthermore, de Gemmis,
Lops, Semeraro and Musto (2015) note that recommender systems create a ‘selfreferential loop’ whereby users are only suggested items that lie within their extant
zone of interests (a problem termed ‘overspecialisation’). In addition, Kamishima,
Akaho, Asoh and Sakuma (2012) argue, in a paper promoting neutrality of
suggestions from recommender systems (as opposed to biased, potentially narrowing
suggestions), that recommender systems encourage users to only consume
information that lies within their preferred viewpoints.
However, it can be argued that the finest encapsulation of the major
downfalls of recommender systems comes from Pariser (2011), who terms the
negative effect of today’s omnipresent recommender systems the ‘filter bubble’.
Pariser (2011) argues that recommender systems create a unique subset of content
for each user by constantly perfecting a model of what a user wishes to consume
next, as well as a model of who they are as an individual; Pariser terms this unique
subset of content a ‘filter bubble’. Pariser argues that recommender systems, by
filtering content for the purpose of a personalised experience for the user, brainwash
users with the users’ own standpoints and beliefs, and constantly increase the
amount of unknown content (thus rendering users ‘oblivious’ to the facts residing in
the large expanse of unexplored information). Most notably for the study presented
here, Pariser (2011) notes that recommender systems significantly decrease
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opportunities for discoveries of unexpected or ‘chance’ information that can result in
insight; such opportunities can be termed ‘serendipitous’ encounters. This is due to
the narrow and predictable filter of information that users are exposed to, which
reduces the chance of serendipitous encounters, since such encounters rely on the
consumption of unexpected, unpredictable content that lies outside of an individual’s
usual zone of interests. Analogous to Pariser’s (2011) postulation, Danzico (2010)
states that although recommender systems have their appeal in helping users find
specific content, this is coupled with the significant downfall of hindering users’
opportunities for chance encounters and thus serendipitous discoveries. Indeed, Ge
et al. (2010) postulate that as well as evaluating recommender systems on their
accuracy (as perceived by users), an additional crucial evaluation metric for
recommender systems is their ability to provide serendipitous experiences for users;
Ge et al. (2010) describe serendipity, in the context of recommender systems, as
“concerned with the novelty of recommendations and in how far recommendations
may positively surprise users” (p. 257).

Societal implications of the filter bubble
In addition to the negative personal implications of the filter bubble phenomenon on
the user (namely, a distinct lack of opportunities for serendipitous discoveries), the
filter bubble can also be argued to impede the potential social benefits of the wealth
of information available on the Internet (Sunstein, 2007). Instead of this information
granting users access to a vast range of information and standpoints regarding their
society and the world, or, as Pariser (2011) puts it, “usher in a new era of
transparency” (p. 4), the filter bubble phenomenon provides individuals with a
narrow, repetitive selection of information that tends to reinforce their existing
beliefs and perspectives. Both Sunstein (2007) and Pariser (2011) advocate that the
consumption of a broad range of information on the Web has the power to promote
societal democracy by connecting citizens through shared knowledge and
experiences of public matters. Sunstein (2007) postulates that individuals in a
democratic society should frequently have to encounter perspectives and matters that
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they do not like and/or agree with and thus would not usually choose themselves.
However, Pariser (2011) notes that the filter bubble concept upends this democratic
potential of the Web by separating citizens into their own isolated bubbles of selffulfilling information and thus hindering connections between citizens by
discouraging them from exploring one another’s differing points of view. This is
summarised poignantly by Pariser (2011):
For a time, it seemed that the Internet was going to entirely redemocratise
society. …And yet the era of civic connection I dreamed about hasn’t come.
Democracy requires citizens to see things from one another’s point of view,
but instead we’re more and more enclosed in our own bubbles. (p. 5)
It can be argued that this hindrance to democracy links tightly to the lack of
serendipity offered by recommender systems, since both are caused by a lack of
access to a broad range of information. This explanation of recommender systems’
negative effect on societal democracy provides further justification for the study
presented here, which aims to determine the contexts in which individuals are most
open to broad information discovery, in order to provide an empirical basis for
design recommendations for information systems that intend to promote broad
information discovery (and in turn serendipitous encounters). In the next section,
empirical definitions of serendipity as well as a review of studies that have
attempted to design for serendipity and understand the personal factors underlying
openness to serendipity are presented.

Serendipity
Serendipity, the experience of encountering something unexpected and it resulting in
a beneficial outcome (Makri and Blandford, 2012a), has historically been shown to
have numerous positive implications. Indeed, a number of groundbreaking scientific
discoveries are considered to have come about as a result of serendipity; for
example, Fine and Deegan (1996) note Fleming’s serendipitous discovery of
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penicillin. Sun, Sharples and Makri (2011) further postulate the beneficial role of
serendipity in creativity and revelations across multiple domains, from science to the
arts. On the individual level, serendipity is thought to benefit individuals by
providing them with unexpected discoveries that meet an existing or non-previouslyidentified informational or non-informational need (Makri & Blandford, 2012a).
Notably, serendipity is thought to occur when a discovery is made outside of an
individual’s usual zone of interests, thereby providing the ‘unexpected’ discovery
that is characteristic of serendipity. It can be argued that serendipity can benefit an
individual at both a personal and a societal level: personally by potentially meeting a
need relevant to, for example, the individual’s occupation; and societally by granting
an understanding of a range of perspectives and beliefs, for example social and
political ones.
Various definitions of serendipity within information discovery literature
have been proposed. A number of these will now be presented, in order to provide a
basis for the study presented here, which aimed to examine the role of context in
openness to serendipitous encounters. Serendipity can be considered to occur both in
the short and the long term. For example, papers such as Cunha (2005) and Fine and
Deegan (1996) postulate that the conditions of serendipitous encounters include
active learning and social networks (with little mention of timescale); however,
McCay-Peet and Toms (2010) postulate, on the basis of findings from a qualitative
interview study, that an additional crucial condition for serendipity is ‘incubation’,
which is the notion that individuals may not experience serendipity until a piece of
information is returned to sometime after it is first discovered and its use is realised
(suggesting that serendipity occurs in the long-term, with the addition of hindsight).
For the purpose of the study presented here, both short and long-term definitions of
serendipity are of value, since the participants experienced both short-term
serendipity as well as the potential for long-term serendipity.
Foster’s (2006, as cited in McBirnie, 2008) definition of serendipity is
particularly useful for the study presented here, as it encapsulates the notion of
serendipity being a phenomenon that occurs when an individual encounters
information outside their usual zones of interest: “…a method for achieving breadth
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and identifying information or sources from unknown or partially unknown
directions” (p. 604). Since the study presented here aimed to investigate the role of
context in openness to ‘new’ media content and thus potentially serendipitous
encounters in the media domain, Foster’s (2006, as cited in McBirnie, 2008)
definition is useful for demonstrating how serendipity links with ‘new’ content (i.e.,
content outside one’s usual zone of interests).
A particularly comprehensible empirically-grounded definition of serendipity
comes from Makri and Blandford (2012a). Makri and Blandford (2012a) created a
working model of serendipity inspired by previous models such as that of Lawley
and Tompkins (2008). Lawley and Tompkins (2008) defined serendipity with
respect to ‘events’ and ‘outcomes’, whereby an individual experiences an event that
has the potential to address a need and, after recognising this potential, “seizes the
moment” in order to increase the potential of the event resulting in a positive
outcome. Makri and Blandford (2012a) stated this model to be highly useful but
problematic in separating ‘events’ from ‘outcomes’, and consequently created a new
model that defined serendipitous encounters in terms of mental connections rather
than ‘events’ and ‘outcomes’. Through the analysis of semi-structured interview data
that utilised the critical incident component to understand participants’ experiences
of serendipity, the researchers created an empirical model (figure 1). This model
defines serendipity as occurring when a new connection between the serendipitous
‘thing’ and a need “results in an idea that has the potential to lead to a valuable
outcome” and, following this, “actions are taken to exploit the connection and these
actions lead to a valuable outcome which addresses the need”.
Connection
made
between
Need…

and Thing
with potential
to address
need…

Resulting in
Idea with
potential to
lead to valuable
outcome…

Exploited by
actions taken
to exploit
connection…

Figure 1. Schematic of Makri and Blandford’s (2012a) empirical model of serendipity
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Resulting in
Valuable,
unanticipated
outcome.

Due to the undoubtedly positive effects of serendipitous discovery, a plethora
of studies have investigated the ability to design systems that induce serendipity
(Rubin, Burkell & Quan-Haase, 2011). Many of these studies have attempted to
induce serendipity by feeding participants suggested content that could be perceived
as serendipitous. For example, Bellotti et al. (2008) aimed to induce serendipitous
encounters by suggesting potentially appealing location and context-based activities
to users of the ‘Magitti activity-centred mobile leisure guide’. ‘Magitti’ succeeded in
providing users with what could be argued to be ‘serendipitous’ encounters, since
the majority of users reported finding out about and visiting new locations that they
had either never heard of or had heard of but never visited before (primarily
restaurants); users deemed ‘Magitti’ as very effective in providing suggestions for
new activities to embark on.
However, further attempts to provide participants with serendipitous
locations/activities have been less successful. For example, Kirman, Linehan and
Lawson (2012) attempted to induce serendipitous discovery of unknown locations
by developing a system that detected (from Foursquare check-ins) when users had
‘fallen into a routine’ of visiting the same places repeatedly. When this routine
behaviour was detected, the system suggested new locations to the user to visit.
Although users’ subjective attitudes towards the service were relatively positive, few
users actually visited the suggested ‘new’ locations, for reasons such as feeling too
unsure of what these locations would be like (this can be compared to narrow
information discovery). This would suggest that artificially inducing serendipity
through suggesting ‘new’ locations is complex and difficult to achieve. Similarly,
Forsblom, Nurmi, Aman and Liikkanen (2012) struggled to suggest successfully
serendipitous events to users. These researchers attempted to induce serendipity by
creating a mobile recommendation system that suggested events to its users in a city
environment. This system was trialled during a 2-week cultural festival, which
involved various events that took place all over the target city. The system attempted
to suggest events that the user would not ordinarily visit, in order to increase the
chance of serendipitous encounters (Forsblom et al., 2012). However, results
revealed that users did not find the event suggestions especially interesting,
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indicating that the mobile recommendation system did not succeed at inducing
serendipity (since the first stage of a serendipitous encounter would be the user
finding the event suggestion interesting). Interestingly, results revealed that the
physical distance between the user and the location of the cultural event suggested
by the system at the time of noticing the suggestion did not affect how ‘good’ the
user perceived the suggestion to be. This finding is relevant to the study presented
here, which aimed to investigate the effect of an individual’s location (amongst other
contextual factors) on their openness to serendipitous (‘new’) content. Furthermore,
Forsblom et al. (2012) proposed, in the discussion of their findings, that their mobile
recommendation system might be more successful if it employed certain
personalisation techniques that enabled the system to determine the moments at
which its users would be more open to ‘new’, potentially serendipitous content (in
this case, serendipitous events). This proposition reflects and thus provides impetus
for the study presented here, which aimed to determine the context(s) in which
individuals were more open to ‘new’, potentially serendipitous content.
Erdelez (2004) aimed to encourage serendipitous encounters in the
informational

domain.

Erdelez

(2004)

attempted

to

induce

‘information

encountering’, the experience of coming across useful information accidentally
(which can be likened to serendipity) in a controlled research environment. This was
done by presenting an ‘information encountering trigger’ to participants whilst they
undertook an e-commerce task, with the aim that this trigger might be serendipitous
to the participant. However, qualitative data revealed that the potentially
serendipitous information (the ‘information encountering trigger’) did not succeed at
inducing serendipitous encounters in any of the 10 participants (Erdelez, 2004).
Although the participants noticed the relevance of the potentially serendipitous
information to a current information need of theirs, none of them actively further
sought this information and utilised it for this extant need, thus it was concluded that
true ‘information encountering’ or ‘serendipity’ did not occur (Erdelez, 2004).
However, Erdelez (2004) proposes that the reason for this absence of serendipitous
discovery may have been due to the participants feeling pressured to focus on what
they perceived as the primary task (the e-commerce task, which was in fact simply
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the cover study) and thus not allowing themselves to consume content that was not
directly related to this task. These findings indicate the difficulty of inducing
serendipitous informational discovery, particularly in a controlled research
environment.
In a study of similar design, Yadamsuren (2013) investigated whether
serendipitous discovery of online news content could be induced in a social gaming
environment. With use of Erdelez’s (2004) design of a primary task acting as a cover
study with potentially serendipitous ‘triggers’ embedded within this task’s interface,
Yadamsuren (2013) presented a constantly refreshing stream of local news stories
within a gaming environment

(these news stories acted as the serendipitous

‘triggers’; the gaming environment acted as the primary ‘cover study’ task).
Participants were instructed to play the game; however, their attention to and, if
applicable, interaction with the news content was observed and recorded. Initial
analysis revealed that participants interacted to some extent with the news content.
However, it was not confirmed whether these interactions necessarily resulted in
serendipitous discoveries. Nevertheless, Yadamsuren (2013) notes that the finding
that participants clicked through to the news content suggests that the social gaming
environment may be a suitable platform for offering potential serendipitous
discovery of news content. Although this study indicates a potentially suitable
setting for serendipitous discoveries (social gaming environment), it once again
demonstrates the difficulties of attempting to induce serendipity by feeding
hopefully ‘serendipitous’ content to users.
Campos and Figueiredo (2001) also demonstrates an unsuccessful attempt at
inducing serendipity by delivering suggested potentially serendipitous content to
users. These researchers designed a software agent, ‘Max’, that interacted with users
via email in order to provide them with potentially serendipitous information. ‘Max’
aimed to provide users with information that was either loosely related or unrelated
to their domains of interest, in an attempt to provide them with ‘new’ content that
could be insightful and even perspective-altering (i.e., potentially serendipitous).
Results revealed that ‘Max’ provided users with ‘new’ content (i.e. totally unrelated
to their domains of interest) in only 2% of cases, suggesting the difficulty of feeding
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users truly ‘serendipitous’ content. This finding provides impetus for the study
presented here, which aimed to determine the contexts in which individuals were
more open to content that was unrelated to their domains of interest, i.e. ‘new’
content.
In addition to the evident difficulties of inducing serendipitous encounters by
suggesting potentially serendipitous content to users (as demonstrated by the
abovementioned studies), several researchers argue that the process of engineering
serendipity in this way undermines the concept of serendipity, which is supposed to
take place by chance, and thus renders such encounters no longer serendipitous
(André & schraefel, 2009; Makri, Toms, McCay-Peet & Blandford, 2011); indeed,
Makri et al. (2011) deem the attempt to design to induce serendipity in this way an
‘oxymoron’. Due to this problem, it is now recognised that perhaps a more effective
and natural way of determining how best to influence serendipity is to gather an
understanding of the personal factors that affect serendipity (i.e., aspects of the
individual who is the subject of serendipity, including both internal and external
[contextual] factors). Research in this area will now be presented; this research
relates directly to the study presented here, which aimed to examine the contextual
factors that affect individuals’ openness to broad information discovery and thus
serendipitous encounters.
Makri, Blandford, Woods, Sharples and Maxwell (2014) investigated,
through an interview study, the personal strategies that individuals tended to use to
increase their chances of serendipity, revealing that prominent strategies included
‘making mental space’, varying one’s routine, and relaxing one’s boundaries. These
strategies were explored with the aim of understanding how to shape users’
behaviour by encouraging the employment of such strategies; that is to say, in order
for these strategies to be used so to increase likelihood of serendipitous encounters.
Pontis et al. (2015) also explored the role of particular personal factors in
serendipitous experience. The researchers provided users with content and found
that aspects of the users’ context greatly affected the ways in which they interacted
with the content, as well as their openness to serendipitous encounters. Findings
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revealed that contextual factors such as time of day, workload and location affected
information interaction and openness to serendipity (Pontis et al., 2015).
McBirnie

(2008)

interviewed

participants

on

their

experience

of

serendipitous encounters. Qualitative analysis of the interview transcripts revealed
that a key theme regarding serendipitous discovery was the fact that likelihood of
experiencing serendipity was greatly influenced by individuals’ attitude at the time
of encountering the potentially serendipitous content. This finding provides an
important foundation for the study presented here, since an individual’s attitude can
be assumed to often be directly linked to their context at the time. Foster and Ford
(2003) also found that participants reported their ‘attitude’ as being a primary
influencer on likelihood of experiencing serendipity; in particular, the researchers
cited ‘openness’ to chance encounters as playing a key role in experiencing
serendipity. This finding therefore also provides motivation for the study presented
here, which aimed to gain a deeper understanding of the concept of being ‘open’ to
serendipitous discovery (namely, the effect of an individual’s context on their
openness to broad information discovery and thus serendipity).
McCay-Peet (2011) advocated the investigation of personal factors that
affect the likelihood of serendipitous encounters, rather than attempting to deliver
suggestions to users of possibly serendipitous content. The author stated that factors
of interest included motivation and affect, and how these factors affected
individuals’ openness to serendipitous discovery. This again provides impetus for
the study presented here, which aimed to determine factors that affected participants’
openness to serendipitous discovery.
Sun, Sharples and Kefalidou (2012) investigated factors affecting
participants’ experiences of serendipity during a mobile diary study in order to
provide the basis for user requirements for systems intending to foster serendipity. A
key theme that emerged from the qualitative data was that participants were more
likely to find content interesting when it related to their current location. This
provides further motivation for the study presented here, which aimed to investigate
the role of an individual’s current location (amongst other contextual factors) in their
openness to ‘new’ content.
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Heinstrom (2003) investigated the effect of an individual’s personality traits
on their information seeking behaviour, finding that personality traits affected
information seeking behaviour; for example, the author discussed the effect of
particular personality types on openness to new, challenging content. Heinstrom
(2005) undertook further research into the effect of personality on information
seeking behaviour, finding that individuals who exhibited a broad scanning strategy
when consuming information tended to be competitive and highly open to
experience. Furthermore, Heinstrom (2006) found that personality factors correlated
with an individual’s likelihood to come across incidental (i.e. potentially
serendipitous) information. These studies provide further motivation for gaining a
deeper understanding of the personal factors that affect likelihood to experience
serendipity (in the case of the study presented here, an individual’s contextual
factors).

Study
Due to the abovementioned research into the personal factors affecting likelihood of
experiencing serendipity, the study presented here aimed to further examine the role
of such factors in likelihood of experiencing serendipity, in particular the role of an
individual’s contextual factors in their openness to ‘new’ (novel) and potentially
serendipitous media content. Due to the clear difficulty of providing users with
successfully serendipitous content (as demonstrated by studies such as Campos &
Figueiredo, 2001 and Erdelez, 2004), the study presented here used a media-based
stimulus that was not personalised (i.e. did not involve a suggestion mechanism) but
instead was characterised by a wide range of content, thus with the potential of
providing the study participants with ‘new’ (outside their zones of interest) and
potentially serendipitous content if they chose to select it. This stimulus was BBC
iWonder (http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder), an educational and factual media stimulus
that is comprised of content curated primarily from the BBC in addition to some
non-BBC content. Since BBC iWonder comprises content from a broad range of
categories, it enabled the present study to investigate the role of context in
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individuals’ openness to information outside their usual zones of interests (since it
was highly likely that each participant would come across at least some content that
was outside their usual zone of interests). Indeed, BBC iWonder executive Sizemore
(2014) specifically stated that iWonder purposefully juxtaposes “different genres
next to each other to see where the sparks fly”. Furthermore, iWonder employs
responsive design and thus works across all devices, which enabled participants to
use iWonder anywhere at any time (on any device), which was important for this
study due to the interest in the effect of location on participants’ openness to
serendipity (thus, it was important that participants could use the stimulus in
different locations, which is ultimately governed by device type).
In this study, participants were required, following completion of an initial
questionnaire to understand their zones of interests, to partake in a diary study in
which they explored and consumed content from BBC iWonder each day in
differing contexts. This diary study was carried out with the intention of enabling the
researcher to gather insights regarding the role of context in participants’ openness
to ‘new’ and potentially serendipitous content (in the case of this study, content
discovered on BBC iWonder). Follow-up semi-structured interviews were then
carried out in order to gather further insights regarding the role of context in
openness to ‘new’ content. Collected data was analysed thematically in order to
identify key themes within the data, with relation to the two research questions.
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METHOD
Overview
In this study, 21 participants firstly filled out an open-ended questionnaire, which
aimed to obtain information regarding their zones of interest. Following this,
participants undertook a 12-day diary study in which they explored BBC iWonder
approximately three times each day. Each time they explored iWonder, participants
were required to record their thoughts and feelings towards the content that they
discovered/consumed, as well as their context at the time of exploring it. Diary
entries were recorded online on Google Plus. Following this, 10 of the participants
that took part in the diary study attended a semi-structured interview, which
employed the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) to uncover the effect of
participants’ context on any serendipitous encounters during the diary study, as well
as any serendipitous discoveries in their everyday life. The data from the diary study
and the semi-structured interviews was analysed using thematic analysis in order to
identify key themes within the data, with relation to the research questions.

Design
The study presented here involved three phases (table 1), which ran over a total of
22 days. Phase 1 (questionnaire) was carried out in order to gather information on
each participant’s zone of interests (or ‘filter bubble information categories’), for use
during data analysis. Phase 2 (diary study) was carried out in order to gather data
regarding the role of the participants’ natural context in openness to new (and
potentially serendipitous) online media content (the primary aim of this study).
Phase 3 (semi-structured interviews) was carried out in order to further examine the
role of context in openness to new online media content, by discussing, with the
interview participants, examples from their diaries as well as examples from their
everyday media consumption.
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Table 1
Study phases
Study phase Description
1

Questionnaire

2

Diary study

3

Semi-structured interviews

Participants
Phases 1 and 2
Participants were recruited through an agency. Since the intended sample size for
phases 1 and 2 of the study was 20 participants, an additional 10% (2 extra
participants) were recruited in order to accommodate for potential dropout during
the diary study. Therefore, a total of 22 participants were recruited. Once recruited,
each participant was assigned an anonymous code (‘P’ followed by their participant
number, e.g. P1), which they would use during the three phases of the study in place
of their name.
Participants were recruited by means of purposive sampling, meaning that
recruitment took place on the grounds of a number of inclusion criteria (the
participant recruitment screener can be found in appendix A) in order to ensure
eligibility for all three phases of the study; for example, all recruited participants
were employed and lived in London. Employed participants were recruited with the
intention of recruiting individuals with relatively structured days. The idea to recruit
participants with structured days was born from the intention of recruiting
participants that would be more likely to have a number of different identifiable
contexts throughout each day, thus allowing them to report their differing contexts
thrice daily throughout the diary study. London residents were employed for the
purpose of ensuring ability to travel to the semi-structured interview session (phase
3) if selected. Additional crucial inclusion criteria included: moderate to high
technological proficiency (for the purpose of being able to record diaries on Google
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Plus with ease); substantial previous use of the Internet on at least one mobile device
(to increase the likelihood of recruiting participants who would utilise iWonder on a
mobile device, in order to in turn increase the likelihood of gathering data on a range
of contexts in which iWonder was explored); fluency in English (to ensure
comprehension of iWonder items and ensure ability to communicate thoughts in the
diary and, if necessary, the interview); live and work in a location with high-speed
internet coverage (to ensure ability to access iWonder and Google Plus several times
each day). Participants were recruited from a range of socio-economic backgrounds
and occupations, in order to gather a more generalizable sample.
Since one participant (P4) dropped out of the study prior to commencing
phase 1, a total of 21 participants took part in phases 1 and 2 of the study (participant
profiles can be found in appendix B): 11 males and 10 females. The age range was
30-53 years (M = 39.95 years, SD = 7.62 years). Participants were rewarded an
incentive of £100 for their participation in phases 1 and 2 of the study.
Phase 3
10 participants, selected by the researcher from the 21 that took part in phases 1 and
2, took part in phase 3 of the study: 7 males and 3 females. The age range was 30-51
years (M = 39.30 years, SD = 7.20 years). Primarily, these participants were selected
on the grounds of their performance during the diary study; that is to say,
participants who demonstrated a clear understanding of the aim of the study (i.e., to
explore the discovery of online media content in different contexts) were selected
over those who did not. For example, those participants who misinterpreted the
study as either a study of the usability of iWonder, or a study of opinions towards
the content on iWonder, were not selected for interview, since the interview was to
be based on discussion of the diary study entries, and thus it was critical that the
interview participants’ diary study entries had been fulfilling the correct aim. In
addition to this inclusion criterion, participants were also selected on the basis of
their involvement in the diary study (i.e., participants who appeared from their diary
study entries to show greater involvement in the study were selected over those who
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showed minimal involvement). Aside from these two inclusion criteria, an even
spread of gender and age was aimed for; an even spread of gender was not entirely
possible due to the aforementioned two inclusion criteria having to be prioritized,
however an even spread of age was met.
Those participants selected for phase 3 of the study were rewarded an
incentive of £50 for their participation (i.e., in addition to the £100 incentive
received for phases 1 and 2).

Procedure
Autoethnography
Prior to conducting the study, the researcher undertook a two-month
autoethnography (Cunningham & Jones, 2005) of BBC iWonder, in order to verify
its suitability as a stimulus for examining the effect of context on openness to
serendipity in the online media context (the primary aim of this study). This
autoethnography revealed that iWonder would indeed be a suitable stimulus, due to
its diverse content (thus appealing to a broad range of participant interests) and
digestible layout (thus not being too overwhelming to participants when they are
required to access it several times a day). In addition to revealing that iWonder
would act as a suitable stimulus, the autoethnography also revealed important
insights regarding how to instruct the participants to interact with iWonder during
the diary study such that the greatest ecological validity would be reached. For
example, the researcher discovered that when exploring iWonder with the
knowledge that the study aimed to explore openness to serendipitous or ‘new’
content, it was easy to inadvertently attempt to only choose iWonder items that
appeared ‘new’. If participants took this approach, this would render a study of the
effect of context useless because their reason for choosing an item would most likely
be a result of their intention to search for something ‘new’ or ‘serendipitous’, rather
than a result of their context. Therefore, on the grounds of this it was decided that
prior to undertaking phases 1 and 2 of the study, participants would not be told that
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the study aimed to explore openness to serendipitous or ‘new’ content, in order to
prevent participants from succumbing to the potential demand characteristic of
choosing content from iWonder on the grounds that it appeared to be serendipitous
or ‘new’. Instead, it was decided that participants would receive the more general
instruction that the study aimed to examine discovery of online media content and
that they should explore iWonder as naturally as possible, as they would any other
media stimulus. If selected for interview, participants would eventually be told, at
the start of the interview, that the primary aim of the study was to determine the role
of context in openness to serendipitous online media content, in order to explore this
in detail during the interview.
Ethical procedures
Informed consent was obtained from each participant by the agency during the
recruitment process and participants were advised that they held the right to
withdraw from the study at any time. In addition, participants were notified that their
data would be stored confidentially and anonymously throughout the study and after
completing the study. Having obtained informed consent, participants were provided
with an information document (appendix C) for the diary study (this was to be
supplemented with a Skype briefing call prior to the start of the diary study); this did
not include instructions for phase 1 (questionnaire), as the agency instructed the
participants on how to complete the questionnaire when in contact with them
regarding recruitment. Furthermore, this information document did not include
instructions for the semi-structured interview, as this was to be explained briefly
during the Skype briefing call, and in more detail halfway through the diary study to
those participants that were selected for interview. The purpose of this information
document was to provide participants with some written instructions, regarding the
purpose of the diary study and what to include in their diaries, which could be
referred to throughout the diary study.
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Study phase 1: Questionnaire
All participants undertook an 11-question, mostly open-ended questionnaire prior to
carrying out phase 2 of the study. The primary purpose of this questionnaire
(appendix D) was to obtain information regarding participants’ filter bubble
information categories (usual zones of interest), in order to cross-check this against
the information they would later provide in the diary study (and the semi-structured
interview if selected) regarding which items they consumed.
The objective of cross-checking the participants’ filter bubble information
categories (provided in the questionnaire) against the iWonder items that they
consumed and discussed in the diary study and the semi-structured interview was to
allow the researcher to verify whether the iWonder items that participants classified
as ‘new’ (during the diary study and/or semi-structured interview) were indeed new
in relation to their filter bubble information categories (i.e., whether these items
were outside the participants’ filter bubble information categories). An
understanding of which of the iWonder items consumed by participants were ‘new’ /
‘unexpected’ (and thus potentially serendipitous) was a critical element of the data
gathering of this study, in order to allow the researcher to identify the points at
which participants had demonstrated openness to new content (since it was assumed
that when participants chose iWonder items outside their filter bubble information
categories, they were more open to new/serendipitous content), and thus in turn
allow an analysis of the effect of context on this openness.
The questionnaire was composed of primarily open-ended questions, in an
attempt to elicit detailed and unbiased answers. In addition to questions regarding
the participants’ filter bubble information categories, the questionnaire also included
a limited number of questions regarding more general media consumption
behaviour.
The questionnaire was presented as a Google Form (a link to the live version
of this form can be found in appendix D), which could be filled out without having
to log in to Google. In order for the researcher to identify who each questionnaire
response belonged to, participants were required to enter their participant code at the
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start of the questionnaire. Following recruitment, participants were provided with the
hyperlink to the Google Form and instructed to fill out the questionnaire as fully as
possible (during the recruitment process, the participants were advised that up to 30
minutes should be allocated to filling out the questionnaire) and submit it before
phase 2 of the study. If participants did not fill out the questionnaire within three
days of being asked to do so, they were nudged by the agency and the researcher to
fill it out.
Study phase 2: Diary study
Following the questionnaire, participants undertook a 12-day diary study, during
which they visited BBC iWonder several times each day (each time that a participant
accessed iWonder during the diary study was termed an ‘iWonder exploration
session’) and recorded their experience of the content that they came across on
Google Plus, as well as their context at the time. As abovementioned, iWonder was
chosen as the media stimulus for this diary study due to its suitability for a wide
range of interests and digestible layout. Google Plus was chosen as the platform for
participants to record their diaries; participants recorded each diary entry in a new
Google Plus post (figure 2 provides an example of a Google Plus diary study entry).
Google Plus was chosen for the purpose of the diary as it provided a real-time
reporting platform that could be accessed across all devices. In this study, the ability
for participants to record their diaries real-time (i.e., at the time of their iWonder
exploration session) on any device was critical for two primary reasons: the first
reason was that real-time diary recording helped to discourage retrospective diary
entries, since retrospective entries would likely have portrayed the participants’
reflective view of the situation and not their immediate view, which may have
decreased the validity of their diaries (particularly in this study where participants
were required to note, in as much detail as possible, their context at the time); the
second reason was that the use of a platform that could be accessed on all devices
would encourage participants to explore iWonder in a range of contexts (i.e., the fact
that participants could record their diary on a mobile device meant that there were
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very few constraints on where the iWonder exploration session could take place).
Furthermore, not only did Google Plus enable participants to record their diaries
easily at the time of their iWonder exploration session, but it also enabled the
researcher to view each participant’s diary entries as they were written, which
allowed the researcher to begin initial data analysis whilst the diary study was being
carried out (meaning that the researcher was extremely familiar with the data by the
time thorough data analysis began), as well as monitor each participant’s progress.
In addition to these justifications, Google Plus also enabled participants to get in
touch with the researcher via the ‘comment’ functionality on a Google Plus post
which proved instrumental in encouraging, reassuring and assisting the participants
at the start of the diary study when they had many questions regarding what they
should include in their diaries (figure 3 provides an example of a comment on a
diary entry post on Google Plus). Furthermore, Google Plus allowed participants to
upload screenshots and/or hyperlinks of the content they had accessed during each
iWonder exploration session, which saved the participants time (where they would
otherwise have had to describe the item in depth) and enabled the researcher to
quickly understand which item(s) the participant was referring to in each diary entry.
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Figure 2. Example of a diary study entry on
Google Plus (NB: ‘DSP5 DSP5’ denotes
participant P5)

Figure 3. Example of an encouraging and assisting
comment (from the researcher to P7) on a diary entry
on Google Plus.

Prior to the diary study, each participant was contacted via Skype for a 30
minute briefing call. During this briefing session, the researcher clearly explained
the instructions for the diary study and the possible semi-structured interview,
clarified the ethical procedures (for example, data protection) and answered any
questions that the participants raised. In addition, during this briefing call, the
researcher gave each participant a tutorial regarding how to use Google Plus to
record their diaries, in order to ensure that all participants were proficient at this
before starting the diary study, in order to minimize potential technical disruptions
when the diary study began. Participants were also advised that if they found
themselves, at any point during the study, without access to Google Plus when
wishing to create a diary entry, they could record the entry using another method
(for example, by hand or using a note-taking app) and then upload this (by, for
example, taking a picture or a screenshot) to Google Plus at the soonest convenient
moment.
Before conducting the Skype briefing call, the researcher created a Google
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account for each participant, which they would use for logging in to Google Plus to
record their diary entries. This meant that both the researcher and the participant
possessed the login email address and password, which was important in case of any
technical issues (i.e., so that in the event of technical issues, the researcher could
access the account) and also so that the researcher could gain access to each account
after the diary study had finished. The researcher also created a Google account
called ‘iWonder Study’, for access by the research team, which was then connected
to each of the participant’s accounts (i.e., ‘iWonder study’ was added to each
participant’s Google Plus ‘Circles’) so that each participant could share his/her posts
with the researcher and thus the researcher could view all participants’ diaries in one
location. When creating a Google Plus post, participants shared the post with only
the ‘iWonder study’ contact, thus the post was completely private and could be
viewed only by the researcher.
The participants were instructed that they should explore iWonder three
times each day during the diary study: once in the morning, once around lunchtime,
and once in the evening. Participants were told that the minimum expected time to
spend per iWonder exploration session was four minutes, however there was no
maximum time. In order to remind participants to explore iWonder, text message
reminders were sent to each participant at three times during each day; these times
represented times when the participants were most likely to have some free time to
explore iWonder. The participants were instructed that they should explore iWonder
in their next available moment after receiving each text message reminder. During
the Skype briefing call, participants chose these three text reminder times from a
selection of options (options were provided so that the reminder times still coincided
roughly with morning, lunchtime and evening). The researcher delivered the text
message reminders using an automated bulk text messaging service, ‘BulkSMS’
(http://www.bulksms.com). The text message reminder was comprised of the
following message:
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Please explore iWonder in your next free moment! Record your comments in
a new Google Plus post, not forgetting your context & time
http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder
The participants were instructed that after each iWonder exploration session, they
should record the following aspects of their session in their diary entry:
1) Thoughts/feelings towards the content they discovered/consumed, with a
focus on whether they discovered any content that interested them and why
2) Their context at the time of the exploration session (examples of
contextual factors were provided in the information document)
3) Details of the content that they consumed (this could be a screenshot,
hyperlink, and/or written description).
Halfway through the diary study, the ten interview participants were selected and
contacted in order to confirm their attendance, and provided with further details on
the time and location of their interview.
At the end of the diary study, participants that were not attending the
interview were thanked for their participation, debriefed, and provided with their
incentive.
Study phase 3: Semi-structured interviews
The semi-structured interviews took place 3-5 days after the end of the diary study,
over a total of three days. Each interviewee was instructed to arrive fifteen minutes
prior to the start of their interview slot, in order to avoid late arrivals and thus
disruptions to the interview schedule. The interviews took place in the morning or
late afternoon/evening (before 10.15am and after 4.30pm), in order to ensure as
little as possible disruption to the interviewee’s workday.
The interview schedule (appendix E) was created prior to commencing phase
1 of the research and refined during the diary study, based on the key themes that
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were discovered from an initial analysis of the first week of diary study data; the
interview schedule aimed to investigate these key themes further (for example, the
effect of an individual’s social context on openness to ‘new’ and potentially
serendipitous content appeared to be a main theme within the diary study data,
however this had not been included in the interview schedule initially, therefore this
aspect was included in the interview schedule during refinement).
Prior to commencing discourse, the interviewee was offered a drink and
snacks and given the opportunity to ask any questions that they might have about the
study. In addition, each interviewee’s diary study entries were printed and given to
him/her for reference during the interview, as the diary study entries were used as
points for discussion during the interview (Flanagan’s 1954 critical incident
technique). The interviewees were also advised that although the researcher had a
list of questions for the interview, the interviewees were fully entitled to deviate
from this list where they felt they had more to add, that is to say the structure of the
discussion was quite informal (this informal structure was chosen in order to
encourage openness from the interviewees). Following this, the researcher
commenced with the interview schedule. Interviews lasted between 45 and 60
minutes. All interviews were audio recorded, both for the purpose of later
transcription and also for the purpose of not putting the interviewee off by constant
note taking from the researcher.
At the end of each interview, interviewees were thanked for their
participation in both the diary study and the interview, debriefed, and provided with
their incentive. For the purpose of data analysis, all interview audio recordings were
transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis method
The results from this study fall into three separate data sets: the questionnaire
responses (an example of a questionnaire response can be found in appendix F), the
diary study reports (example of a diary study report is demonstrated in figure 2), and
the semi-structured interview transcripts (an example of an interview transcript can
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be found in appendix G).
For the purpose of this study, thematic analysis was undertaken on the semistructured interview transcripts and the diary study reports. The questionnaire
responses were not analysed, as they were gathered purely for the purpose of crosschecking the data from the interviews and diary study in order to understand fully
the link between items reported during the diary study and the participants’ filter
bubble information categories (i.e. whether there was a topic-based link between the
items, and to what degree, in order to determine which items could be characterised
as ‘new’ [see definition of ‘new item’ below]). The interview and diary study data
sets were thematically analysed separately, however the themes gathered from the
diary study data were presented in the light of the themes drawn from the interview
data, in order to attempt to provide triangulation for these themes. The diary study
reports provided a more fragmented data set and thus it was more appropriate to
present the diary study themes as a corroboration of the themes gathered from the
interview data, as a validation method.
Each data set was analysed using thematic analysis (specifically, the method
advocated by Braun & Clark, 2006), in order to identify and report key patterns
within the data set, with relation to the research questions. Since themes were
identified in relation to the research questions set out at the start of the study, it can
be said that a 'theoretical' or 'deductive' approach to thematic analysis was employed
(Braun & Clark, 2006), as the themes were identified with the research questions in
mind. This deductive approach was taken in order to ensure that the data analysis
resulted in insightful answers to the research questions. Thematic analysis was
undertaken at the latent (as opposed to semantic) level (Braun & Clark, 2006); latent
analysis required the researcher to analyse the data in light of the underlying
assumptions of the data (for example, the fact that participants were exploring the
media stimulus in different contexts, with the potential of coming across unexpected/
‘new’ content).
A constructionist approach to thematic analysis was employed, in order to
examine

how

the

participants'

experiences

reflected

deeper

cognitive/social/behavioural habits with respect to media choice and consumption;
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that is to say, constructionist thematic analysis took into account the fact that the
participants’ experiences during the study reside within a broader social context. It
should be noted here that it is fully acknowledged that the researchers' assumptions
about the world and social phenomena may have influenced the identification of
themes. However, the effect of these assumptions was minimised as much as
possible by a thorough undertaking of phase four of Braun and Clark's (2006) six
phases of thematic analysis ("reviewing themes: checking if the themes work in
relation to the coded extracts and the entire data set" [p. 87]).
In the following section, an account of the thematic analysis of the data sets
is presented.
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RESULTS
Insights into participants’ interactions with iWonder
Prior to an account of the thematic analysis of the data sets, insights into the ways in
which participants interacted with BBC iWonder during the study will be presented.
These insights were drawn from an analysis of the interview data, and are presented
here in order to contextualise the themes drawn from the thematic analyses of the
interview data and the diary study data.
The interviews revealed that participants chose items from iWonder using
several different strategies. Some participants employed a more directed strategy,
whereby they would select (with the intention of consuming) the first item that
caught their attention, regardless of whether it was the first or last item on the
webpage. Other participants appeared to employ a browse-like strategy, whereby
they would purposefully browse numerous items on the iWonder homepage before
selecting one for consumption. This often included the use of the ‘show more’
option at the bottom of the first set of items, in order to load more content. This is
exemplified in the following interview data extract:
I mean generally I always just went on the homepage, scrolled down, then after a while I
found that I’d usually either read or wasn’t interested in the ones on there so I’d click on
‘show more’. (P10)

Other participants utilised a more focussed approach of selecting a category of
interest from the list of categories at the bottom of the iWonder homepage.
With regards to time of day chosen to explore iWonder in relation to the text
message reminder, the interviews revealed that participants displayed different
habits. Some participants chose to explore iWonder as soon as they received the text
message reminder, perceiving the reminder as a compulsory task to act on
immediately. Contrastingly, others chose to explore iWonder in their next ‘natural’
free moment after having received the reminder:
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It’s time to browse iWonder, because my times are really off from the times you set, that’s
the thing, you have to do it when you can because if it’s going to be real life, I wouldn’t pick
up a magazine until I can. (P17)

Thematic analysis of semi-structured interview transcripts
Throughout the following accounts of thematic analysis, the term ‘new item’ is used
to denote an item that is categorised (by cross-checking the participants’ record of
the item with their questionnaire responses) as outside the participant’s filter bubble
categories (i.e., outside their usual zones of interest of media content).
Thematic analysis of the semi-structured interview transcripts revealed a
number of key themes with regards to the two research questions (the research
questions are presented in table 2 below for ease of reference).
Table 2
Research questions
Research
question
number
1
2

Research question

Do contextual factors such as time, location, mood and current activity play a role in
participants’ openness to serendipity?
How strong must the topic-based relationship be between participants’ ‘filter bubble’
information categories (i.e., their normal zones of interest) and the new (potentially
serendipitous) content (that they may come across in the study) in order for
participants to still choose this content for consumption and find it enjoyable?

Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts was undertaken manually and
involved the following stages (mirroring the stages proposed by Braun & Clark,
2006): firstly, during transcription of the interview audio recordings, the researcher
familiarised herself with the data and noted down initial ideas, which included, for
example, the fact that location, time and trending topics appeared to greatly
influence open-mindedness to ‘new’ media items, and the fact that interactive
elements of items appealed to participants even if these items were not within their
‘filter bubble’ information categories. Following this, initial coding of all transcripts
with relation to the two research questions was undertaken, whereby data extracts
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relevant to each code were gathered (see appendix H for two examples of coding).
The same data extract could be coded as many times as necessary, i.e. it was not the
case that one data extract could only be given one code (an example of this is
demonstrated in figure 4 below).
Data extract from P19 interview transcript
It would probably be more a discussion that would
trigger something [discussing how social aspects
affect choice of media items]

Coding
1.
Feature
of
participant’s
social
surroundings causes them to choose a ‘new’
item
2. Discussion with acquaintances about
something increases likelihood of participant
choosing a ‘new’ item

Figure 4. Example of a data extract from a semi-structured interview transcript (participant P19) that
was given multiple codes.

Subsequently, these codes informed the collation of numerous categories for
each research question. For the first research question, a total of 27 categories were
identified, and a total of 10 categories were identified for the second research
question (a list of these categories can be found in appendices I and J; emboldened
categories indicate those that were reflected in a larger number of data extracts).
Next, interpretative analysis was employed in order to group these
categories, based on their meanings, into potential themes for each research
question. Following this, the potential themes for research question 1 were reviewed
and grouped into seven main themes, with a number of subthemes residing within
some of the main themes. In addition, the potential themes for research question 2
were reviewed and grouped into seven main themes, with a number of subthemes
residing within some of the main themes (subthemes are presented in the written
narrative following the diary study thematic analysis section). Tables 3 and 4 show
the main themes for each research question.
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Table 3
Main themes for research question 1 (gathered during thematic analysis of semi-structured interview
transcripts)
Research question 1: theme
1. The effect of mood/attitude on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
2. The effect of time on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
3. The effect of trending topics on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
4. The effect of personal relationship to the topic on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous)
items
5. The effect of location on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
6. The effect of social influences on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
7. The effect of established interest items (i.e. not ‘new’) causing follow-up searches of ‘new’ items
Table 4
Main themes for research question 2 (gathered during thematic analysis of semi-structured interview
transcripts)
Research question 2: theme
1. There can be a weak link between the participant’s filter bubble information categories and the
‘new’ item’ if the ‘new’ item is a current topic/affair
2. There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble information categories and the
‘new’ item if the ‘new’ item is perceived as containing some crucial lifestyle information
3. There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble information categories and the
‘new’ item if the ‘new’ item bears some relation to a personal aspect of the participant
4. There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble information categories and the
‘new’ item if the participant considers the source of the ‘new’ item to be good/trustworthy
5. The enjoyment of a chosen ‘new’ item can be hindered if it includes too much jargon
6. There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble information categories and the
‘new’ item and yet the ‘new’ item can still be considered worthy of choosing if the item has an
interactive element in it
7. Participants’ current or hindsight perception of a link between a ‘new’ item and their filter bubble
information categories

These main themes are explained below (under ‘main themes’), following a
summary of the thematic analysis of the diary study reports.

Thematic analysis of diary study reports
Prior to a discussion of the analysis of the diary study reports, it should be noted that
an awareness of the fact that the interpretation of the diary study data resides within
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the context of a study is crucial when interpreting the analysis; that is to say, the
participants were aware, during their iWonder exploration sessions, that they were
exploring the site for the purpose of a research study. With this in mind, it is
inevitable that some of the diary study data may not fully reflect the participants’
natural media consumption behaviour. Consequently, the thematic analysis of the
diary study reports was undertaken with the aim of gathering the prominent themes
surrounding the topics addressed by the participants in their diary study reports (why
the participant chose the item; why and how the item interested them; and what their
context was at the time). Following this, these themes were explained in light of the
themes identified from the interview data, with the aim of providing triangulation for
the interview data (see ‘main themes’ below).
Thematic analysis of the diary study reports revealed a number of key themes
with regards to the following aims: to understand why participants chose particular
items on iWonder; to understand why and how content discovered via iWonder
interested participants (where applicable); and to understand the contexts in which
participants carried out their iWonder exploration sessions. These aims can be found
in table 5 below for ease of reference.
Table 5
Diary study aims
Diary study
aim no.
1.
2.
3.

Aim
To understand why participants chose particular items on iWonder
To understand why and how content discovered via iWonder interested participants
(where applicable)
To understand the contexts in which participants carried out their iWonder exploration
sessions

Since the diary study reports were uploaded by the majority of participants to
Google Plus instantaneously after having completed each iWonder exploration
session and thus received by the researcher real-time (via Google Plus), the first
stage of thematic analysis, familiarisation with the data set, was undertaken
throughout the diary study, as reports were received. When all diary study reports
were completed, initial coding of the data was undertaken, in relation to the
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abovementioned three aims. This resulted in the collation of numerous categories for
each aim: nine categories were gathered for the first aim, eleven categories were
gathered for the second aim and ten categories were gathered for the third aim (see
appendix K).
Next, interpretative analysis was employed in order to group categories,
based on their meanings, into potential themes for each aim. Following this, the
potential themes for each of the three aims were reviewed, which resulted in four
main themes for each aim (see appendix L). A selection of highly relevant data
extracts for each theme are presented adjacent to each theme, in order to demonstrate
how the theme is grounded in the data (appendix L). These main themes are
explained below, in light of the themes drawn from the interview data (in order to
provide validation for the interview data).

Main themes
This account of the themes gathered from the thematic analysis is driven by the
semi-structured interview themes (tables 3 and 4), as the interview themes were
gathered in direct relation to the two research questions. Therefore, it was
appropriate to present the diary study themes and diary study data extracts within
these interview themes, as a corroboration of the interview themes (where
applicable).
Research question 1: Do contextual factors such as time, location, mood and
current activity play a role in participants’ openness to serendipity?
Theme 1: The effect of mood/attitude on openness to ‘new’ (potentially
serendipitous) items
A common theme discovered across a majority of the interview transcripts was the
notion that the participants’ mood/attitude at the time of choosing an item directly
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influenced their likelihood/openness to choosing a ‘new’ item. This is explained
under the subthemes ‘current mood/frame of mind’ and ‘attitude towards the
information in the new item’ below.
Current mood/frame of mind. A clear subtheme that stood out from the interview
data regarded the influential effect of the participants’ current mood/frame of mind
on their openness to choosing a ‘new’ item. For example, many of the participants
commented that experiencing a curious or inquisitive frame of mind caused them to
choose a ‘new’ item:
…the context was curiosity, because it was about Prince Phillip…and to be fair, I didn’t
really know much about him, so it was like ‘right, let’s have a read of that and find out what
it was about’, so there was no real driver, other than curiosity. (P14)

This concept is supported by the diary study theme ‘participant chooses an item
based on how it fits with their current mood’, which is exemplified by the following
diary study data extract:
…purely out of curiosity I clicked the 'bbc make it digital' from the header menu at the
bottom as I hadn't noticed it before (P7)

Similarly, the interview data revealed that feeling bored frequently increased
participants’ openness to ‘new’ items, exemplified in the following interview
extract:
I guess if I’m bored I might delve a little bit deeper and go to sites that I don’t usually go to
(P3)

Contrastingly, the interviews revealed that feeling in a bad mood frequently
decreased the likelihood of participants choosing a ‘new’ item; reasons for this
included not feeling in the mood to be contradicted:
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…when people are feeling insecure or under threat in some way, they tend to be dismissive
of anything and everything else, as a way of kind of boosting their self esteem…so
sometimes if I’m in a bit of a grumpy mood I am disinclined to go to something new, just
because I have an instinctively negative view about it if I don’t know anything about it.
(P10)

Similarly, a majority of the interview transcripts analysed revealed that feeling tired
decreased participant’s openness to ‘new items’, one such reason for this being the
desire to consume something that does not require much thought. For example:
I wouldn’t probably look at it [something new] if I was tired (P19)
…if it’s quite late at night, and I’m quite tired, I don’t really want to be getting into
something new (P21)

Attitude towards the information in the new item. An additional subtheme that
became apparent from the interview transcripts was the effect of the participants’
attitudes towards the information in the ‘new’ item on their likelihood to choose it.
For example, if a ‘new’ item was perceived to include some potentially useful trivial
facts, the likelihood of it being chosen increased:
Trivial pursuit, or it could be great for a pub quiz! (P2, on describing why he chose a
particular iWonder item)

Theme 2: The effect of time on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous) items
The majority of interview transcripts revealed that time played a crucial role in
determining participants’ openness to new media items. More specifically, the
amount of time that participants had available to them directly influenced whether or
not they would choose a new (potentially serendipitous) item. Many interviewees
commented that having a lack of spare time decreased their likelihood of choosing a
‘new’ item; this appeared to be due to the unknown element of how long the item
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would take to consume, in contrast to the educated guess that the participant could
make regarding how long an item would take to consume if it was something they
were familiar with (i.e., an item within their filter bubble information categories).
For example:
…also this is why, in the morning, I don’t really want to…well…cause I’ve got quite a tight
scale between getting up and going to work, so I don’t really want to be getting into
something new at that point. (P21)

…so the answer to the overall question is probably no and you know why that is, I’m at a
point in my life where time, not in a nasty way, is money, so I don’t have that much time to
waste and stuff…I’m proactive with my time and just get stuff done so I think that comes
across…if I can see information is what I’m looking for, then I will want to read that, I don’t
want to waste time. (P8, on describing whether he chooses ‘new’ items)

Similarly, the following diary study extract supports the centrality of time to
openness to new content:
Quick night time read before bed, feeling tired (P8, when describing his choice of a usual
item [i.e., one that falls within his usual filter bubble information categories])

With regards to increasing openness to new items, several interviewees commented
that possessing spare time would increase their openness to choosing new items:
…this was quite a chunky piece, and it was a 2 hour journey to get into work, so I had lots of
time to peruse and read through, and just take it all in – so yeah, that was it, I started reading
it on the train, and then I walked from Liverpool St to where I work on the south bank, and
just read it as I went along (P14, on describing consumption of a ‘new’ item)

Theme 3: The effect of trending topics on openness to ‘new’ (potentially
serendipitous) items
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The data revealed that two types of trending topics affected participants’ openness to
new items: topics related to current affairs, and topics that were seasonal (relating to
an annual event).
Trending topics/current affairs. The interview data revealed that items considered by
participants to be ‘trending’ topics or current affairs would frequently be selected
even if they were completely ‘new’; a deeper analysis of the interview transcripts
appeared to imply that this was for reasons such as feeling social pressure to know
about a topic in the news. Interview data extracts exemplifying the effect of trending
topics on increasing openness to new items include:
And then there was the thing about the Koran, which is really topical now. On LBC and all
the newspapers and everything you’re picking up it talks about Muslims and the Koran and
it is good that they put it on there, because…we should educate ourselves on their
background and why they feel the way they do, especially right now with what’s going
on…(P17, describing her motivation behind choosing a ‘new’ item).

This concept is supported by the diary study theme ‘participant chooses an item on
the basis of trending topics’, which is captured in the following diary study data
extract:
…clicked on the interview with Brian Cox explaining the latest discoveries on Pluto. I
clicked on this because there has been much on the news about Pluto lately (P10)

Seasonal topics. Analogous to the above subtheme, the interview data revealed that
new items that were considered ‘seasonal’ were also frequently selected for
consumption by participants. Frequently, the outcome of this choice was the gaining
of some useful facts that could be put into practice imminently due to the item being
about a seasonal topic. Therefore, it could be argued that the underlying motivation
to choose a new item that is perceived as ‘seasonal’ was the anticipation that it might
provide some useful information that could be used by the participant imminently,
due to it being relevant to the current season/time. The following interview data
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extract provides an example of a participant choosing an item based on its seasonal
topical nature:
…my first [chosen item] was about tennis serves, because Wimbledon was going on (P2, on
describing the decision behind the choice of a ‘new’ item)

Theme 4: The effect of personal relationship to the topic on openness to ‘new’
(potentially serendipitous) items
A common theme within the interview transcripts was the notion of participants
showing greater openness to ‘new’ items if they bore some relation to something
personal to the participant, such as a life feature/event; it frequently appeared that
these items made participants feel as though they should choose them, almost as if
they elicited a feeling of guilt in participants if they were not to choose them:
So, like, the mortgage story, I was not really gonna go looking…at that time I wasn’t really
looking for that particular story, but it was on the site and it jumped out at me, because I
have a mortgage myself, so…, I just felt like at the time, it was information that I needed to
know… (P6, on describing his motivation behind choosing an iWonder item on mortgages)

This concept is supported by the diary study theme ‘participant chooses an item
based on it bearing some personal relevance to him/herself’, which is exemplified in
the following diary study data extract:
Read article on how to cut your petrol or diesel car costs. Was interested in the article as my
car is not very economical and i have a lot of driving ahead of me this weekend (P16,
describing motivation behind her choice of a ‘new’ item)

Similarly, the interview data revealed that several participants chose new items if
they related to a recently experienced cultural phenomenon. For example:
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…the New York one was because…it was about the Neon signs…it was because, my Mrs
and I, we went to New York just after Christmas, and just reading about the lack of neon
signs, it made me sort of go through photos, and, I was thinking, especially with the nighttime photos, I was thinking ‘there aren’t really many of the signs that they’re referring to any
more’ (P21, describing his motivation behind choosing a ‘new’ item regarding the Neon
lights in New york)

Theme 5: The effect of location on openness to ‘new’ (potentially serendipitous)
items
The effect of location on participants’ openness to choosing new items was revealed
to be profound. Specifically, the data revealed that two types of location affected
participants’ openness to ‘new’ items: participants’ current location (i.e., their
location at the time of exploring iWonder), and features of participants’ daily
location (i.e., features of their regular daily location[s]).
Current location. Interview analysis revealed that features of the participant’s
location that they were in whilst undertaking their iWonder exploration session
(‘current location’) directly influenced their openness to new items. In the case of
one participant, his undesirable current location increased his likelihood to choose
something new and detailed, for the purpose of distracting him from the conditions
of

that

location:

…so that was the context, just kind of absorbing myself in something to try and take away
from the actual journey into work. (P14, on describing his choice of a ‘new’ item during an
undesirable journey during a Tube strike)

Features of daily location. Many interview participants commented that their daily
location had an influence on their choice of a new item. This could include a stable
location such as their home or workplace, or a more dynamic location such as the
different locations passed on their journey to work. It was revealed that participants
would be more likely to choose ‘new’ items that bore a link to such locations:
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…one contextual factor with regards to reading it is that I walk past the Wellington statue
outside the Bank of England pretty much every single day, so there is that statue which made
me feel like ‘ah, yes, the Duke of Wellington’s on iWonder, let’s have a read of that’ (P14,
on describing his choice of an item about the Duke of Wellington)
…or it may be something that’s, you know, within your area, (P19, on describing how she
chooses new items)

The following diary study data extract supports this concept of daily location
affecting openness to new content:
Read about building a village on the moon. Interesting stuff and as I've spent the day in the
science school at Nottingham University, I feel it's apt (P15, describing motivation behind
her choice of a ‘new’ item)

Theme 6: The effect of social influences on openness to ‘new’ (potentially
serendipitous) items
A particularly prominent theme throughout all interview transcripts was the
underlying effect of social influences on increasing participants’ openness to new
items; this was always present even when participants claimed that context had not
affected their choice of an item. In particular, three distinct social phenomena were
identified as affecting participants’ openness to ‘new’ items: firstly, features of
participants’ social surroundings at the time of choosing an item for consumption;
secondly, taking part in discussions with acquaintances (or simply being in the
company of acquaintances) at the time of choosing a ‘new’ item; and thirdly,
receiving recommendations from acquaintances of ‘new’ items.
The effect of features of participant’s social surroundings. A clear subtheme
regarding the effect of social influences on openness to ‘new’ items was the notion
that a feature of a participant’s social surroundings, such as who they were sat near
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at the time (whether at home or at work), could directly increase their openness to
new items. For example, one interviewee commented:
I’m not a huge fan of Eastenders, cause I don’t watch soaps, but in the office, they talk about
stuff that’s going on [in Eastenders], so you kind of go ‘hmm, let me see…!’ (P6, on
describing how he chooses what content to consume)

Discussion with acquaintances/being in the company of acquaintances. A further
subtheme evident from the interview data was that discussion with acquaintances
about a topic that is ‘new’ to the participant could directly increase their openness to
choosing an item on that topic:
...if for example my partner and I are talking about a subject, my natural reaction would be
to, as soon as we’ve finished that conversation, or during that conversation, go on to some
sort of media content relating to that (P21)

This subtheme is also corroborated by the diary study theme ‘participant deems the
item interesting for social reasons’, exemplified in the following diary study data
extract:
…checked out the iwonder site with my cousin cos had told her I wanted her to read the
story about how to save money on the supermarket shopping and we have been discussing
all the tips the story has shared and it provided a good lil laugh about our shopping habits
and those of our parents (P6, describing a ‘new’ item regarding how to save money on
supermarket shopping)

Receiving a recommendation from an acquaintance. An additional subtheme
regarding social influences surrounds the concept of receiving a recommendation
from an acquaintance for a media item and consuming it even if it is ‘new’, due to
the fact that the participant perceives it as good/trustworthy since it has been
received from a trusted source. In addition, a number of interview transcripts
revealed that participants would consume ‘new’ items received from trusted
acquaintances due to feeling guilty if they did not:
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…sometimes I might get links sent to me by friends, and I’ll click on them because they
have suggested that i might find them interesting… if I receive a recommendation to read
something, then I feel that I should at least give it a look (P10)

Theme 7: The effect of established interest items (i.e. not ‘new’) causing follow-up
searches of ‘new’ items
The final theme for research question 1 to be discussed is the notion of the
consumption of usual (not ‘new’) items causing follow-up searches of new items. It
can be argued that this is a contextual factor as the consumption of the ‘usual’ items
is something that exists in the participant’s context, as it is something they have
done recently. The following interview data extract encapsulates this concept:
…often I’ll go through my emails and find something interesting to read through that, and
then once I’m into an article, then I’ll just end up clicking on the links on the side, or it
sparks a thought and I end up Googling something in another tab, or, you know, kind of just
go down the rabbit hole! (P10)

Research question 2: How strong must the topic-based relationship be between
participants’ ‘filter bubble’ information categories (i.e., their normal zones of
interest) and the ‘new’ content in order for participants to still choose this
content for consumption and find it enjoyable?
Theme 1: There can be a weak link between the participant’s filter bubble
information categories and the ‘new’ item’ if the ‘new’ item is a current topic/affair
The interview data revealed that a weak topic-based relationship can exist (between
participants’ filter bubble information categories and the new item) and the item still
be chosen by the participant if this item is a current topic/affair. This is exemplified
by one interviewee, who possessed little interest in food items, describing why he
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chose an item on barbecuing (a ‘current topic’ as the interviews were undertaken in
the height of the summer):
we are in the BBQ season really, summertime, so…I mean, I have had about 3 invites for
BBQs already in the last couple of months, so that kind of lead me into reading up a bit more
about it (P2)

This theme is further corroborated by the following diary study data extract:
…clicked on the interview with Brian Cox explaining the latest discoveries on Pluto. I
clicked on this because there has been much on the news about Pluto lately (P10, describing
motivation behind choice of a ‘new’ item)

Interview discourse revealed that one likely cause for this theme is the existence of
social pressure to not only understand a particular current affair, but also to
understand different organisations’ viewpoints on that topic.

Theme 2: There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble
information categories and the ‘new’ item if the ‘new’ item is perceived as
containing some crucial lifestyle information
The notion of selecting an item on the grounds that it appears to include some
crucial lifestyle information (such as health information) appeared to strongly
increase participants’ openness to selecting a ‘new’ item. For example:
…it was about BBQ…‘is your BBQ killing you’…cause it’s something I’ve always thought
about- when I make a BBQ, I tend to think ‘just how much am I eating here’, cause you keep
going and going and going, and then next thing you know you’ve probably eaten about 4000
calories…!! (P21)

The interview discourses suggested that the desire to know this ‘crucial’ lifestyle
information roots from a fear of missing something crucial and useful, as well as
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from the potential to share this information with close acquaintances who may
benefit from it.

Theme 3: There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble
information categories and the ‘new’ item if the ‘new’ item bears some relation to a
personal aspect of the participant
Perhaps unsurprisingly, a clear theme drawn from the data was that the link between
a participant’s filter bubble information categories and a chosen ‘new’ item could be
very weak if the new item bore some relation to a personal aspect of the participant.
Specifically, the following two personal aspects were identified as greatly affecting
the necessary strength of the topical link: the relation of the item to an aspect of the
participant’s lifestyle, and the relation of the item to the participant’s social
surroundings.
Relation to a lifestyle situation. One clear subtheme within this theme was the
concept of an item with little topic-based relation to the participant’s filter bubble
categories being chosen because it related to some aspect of the participant’s
lifestyle. For example, this data extract demonstrates how an aspect of the
participant’s lifestyle (frequently walking past Big Ben) influenced his choice of a
somewhat ‘new’ item:
…walk past Big Ben quite often meant that that image of Big Ben with the Union Jacks kind
of resonated…kind of ties the British Establishment to the Slave Trade and what’s happened
since…and I dunno, maybe it makes it more direct to me. (P10, on describing his choice of
an item on British slave owners)

This subtheme is further corroborated by the diary study theme ‘participant deems
the item interesting because it was personally relevant to him/her’, which is captured
in the following diary study data extract:
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I was also surprised to read that he was also Irish! This made me happy as I am half Irish
(P22, on describing his enjoyment of a ‘new’ item about a famous Irish individual)

Relation to participant’s social surroundings. A majority of interview transcripts
analysed revealed this subtheme, that the topic-based link could be weak if the ‘new’
item bore some relation to the participant’s social surroundings. The notion of this
subtheme is encapsulated by this data extract:
…with this piece on Ramadan, that wouldn’t be something I’d usually look at, but again,
given the fact that I’d say the majority of my team are Muslim, it’s like ‘right, a load of them
are going to be off work either Friday, Saturday, or Sunday, let’s familiarise myself with
what that is’. (P14, describing his choice of a ‘new’ item about Ramadan)

Theme 4: There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble
information categories and the ‘new’ item if the participant considers the source of
the ‘new’ item to be good/trustworthy
A number of participants commented that they would choose a ‘new’ item if it was
clear that it was from a source that they trusted/respected. For example:
I follow Wired on Twitter and find their content quite interesting often, and… (P10,
describing reasons for choosing a ‘new’ item)

Theme 5: The enjoyment of a chosen ‘new’ item can be hindered if the item includes
too much jargon
The interview data revealed that having chosen a ‘new’ item, participants’
enjoyment of that item was likely to be hindered if the item was not written in
layman’s terms, or included too much ‘jargon’:
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….although I did find it kind of interesting, I don’t really play tennis that often, so although I
did enjoy reading it and I could relate to it just because it was on the TV at the time, I
couldn’t relate to it as being a tennis player, and that’s what they were talking about, how to
do the perfect serve, saying sort of how to learn to do the perfect serve. (P21, describing
experience of an item on tennis serves)

This might suggest that an item that on the outset appears approachable by
individuals of all knowledge levels on the topic, is regarded as misleading when in
truth it is aimed at individuals that have some expert knowledge of the topic, and for
this reason, is not enjoyed.

Theme 6: There can be a weak/no link between the participant’s filter bubble
information categories and the ‘new’ item and yet the ‘new’ item can still be
considered worthy of choosing if the item has an interactive element in it
In a majority of the interview transcripts analysed, participants commented on being
attracted to a ‘new’ item on the basis of noticing that it included a fun interactive
element. For example, this somewhat fragmented yet nonetheless useful data extract
reveals how one interviewee selected a ‘new’ item based on noticing that it had an
interactive test that reminded her of the magazine tests that she used to fill out as a
teenager:
Oh, the money one, that was quite interesting. These were the ones that were really good, I
don’t know what they were called, I can’t remember in the magazine…even now as adults in
the teenage magazine and you’ll do the little test to see what kind of girlfriend would I be.
That’s one of those, I really liked that. They’ve got a special name but I can’t remember
what it’s called. But that was a good one, but it actually told me what I knew anyway. It was
actually fun doing it, yes, I enjoyed it because it reminded me of doing one of those tests.
(P17)
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Theme 7: Participants’ current or hindsight perception of a link between a ‘new’
item and their filter bubble information categories
Although this theme does not directly answer the research question of how strong
must the topic-based relationship be between the new item and the filter bubble
interest categories in order for the participant to choose the new item, it is of interest
more generally to how people perceive why and how they choose items. It was
found that interview participants commented that their choice of a new item rested
on perceiving a tenuous link with one of their filter bubble information categories;
however, some of their other choices of new items were perceived as random at the
time of choosing but in hindsight, participants recognised that the new item had a
tenuous link with a filter bubble category. This is important for informing the
strength of the link between a new item and filter bubble categories in order for the
new item to be perceived as interesting, as this would suggest that participants are
sometimes subconsciously choosing a new item that does bear at least some relation
to their filter bubble categories, even if they do not identify this at the time. For
example:
I think later, with other items I looked at, there will definitely be a WWII theme throughout
– for example the Spitfire item, the Roosevelt item. (P14, reflecting on why he chose items
that were perceived as ‘random’ at the time of choosing)

In the following section, the above themes are discussed in relation to the literature.

	
  

- 57 -

DISCUSSION
Overview
This study aimed to determine the role of context in participants’ openness to ‘new’
and potentially serendipitous media content, putting forward the following two
research questions:
RQ1: Do contextual factors such as time, location, mood and current activity play a
role in participants’ openness to serendipity?
RQ2: How strong must the topic-based relationship be between participants’ ‘filter
bubble’ information categories (i.e., their normal zones of interest) and the new
(potentially serendipitous) content (that they may come across in the study) in order
for participants to still choose this content for consumption and find it enjoyable?
Thematic analysis of the semi-structured interview and diary study data
revealed numerous insights with regards to these two research questions.

Research Question 1
This study revealed that numerous contextual factors played a significant role in
participants’ openness to serendipity by way of their openness to selecting ‘new’,
potentially serendipitous iWonder content. These contextual factors are discussed
below; instances of contextual factors that substantiate previous work are discussed,
as are instances of novel contextual factors (i.e., contextual factors that have not yet
been empirically reported in the serendipity literature).
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Mood/attitude
Thematic analysis revealed that participants’ mood and/or attitude at the time of
exploring iWonder significantly affected their openness to ‘new’ content; different
moods and attitudes affected their likelihood of choosing ‘new’ content over ‘usual’
content. This finding substantiates numerous previous findings regarding the effect
of mood and attitude on openness to serendipitous discoveries. For example, both
McBirnie (2008) and Foster and Ford (2003) found that individuals’ chances of
experiencing serendipity were greatly affected by their attitude at the time of
exposure to the potentially serendipitous content. This study also found that attitude
during exposure to the potentially serendipitous content (from BBC iWonder)
significantly affected participants’ chances of experiencing serendipity; thematic
analysis implied that participants exploring iWonder with a positive attitude towards
the content were more likely to choose a ‘new’ item, and thus increase their chances
of a serendipitous encounter.
Furthermore, Heinstrom (2003) discussed the effect of a user’s frame of
mind on their openness to new content, revealing that certain frames of mind cause
individuals to select information that they believe will confirm their existing
beliefs/perspectives (i.e., ‘usual’ content as opposed to ‘new’ content). Similarly,
this study found that participants interacting with iWonder when in a bad mood were
unlikely to select ‘new’ content, as they did not wish to be contradicted;
consequently, they would look for content that was within their usual zones of
interest in order to, for example, boost self-esteem. This therefore substantiates
Heinstrom’s (2003) aforementioned finding.
In addition, this study’s finding of the profound effect of mood on openness
to serendipitous discovery supports McCay-Peet’s (2011) suggestion that systems
intending to foster serendipity should focus on the effect of factors such as user
affect (which can be likened to mood) rather than focus on attempting to deliver
suggestions to users of possibly ‘serendipitous’ content.
This marked effect of mood on openness to ‘new’ and potentially
serendipitous content has potentially profound implications for the design of systems
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attempting to foster serendipitous encounters; the significant role of mood would
imply that systems attempting to foster serendipitous encounters should, where
possible, take into account users’ current mood when attempting to provide
opportunities for serendipitous discovery.
Time
This study also revealed that available time greatly affected participants’ openness to
serendipity; that is to say, when exploring iWonder during a period where spare time
was available, participants were more likely to select ‘new’ and thus potentially
serendipitous content. This finding supports a number of previous empirical
findings. For example, Makri et al. (2014) found that individuals who made ‘mental
space’ during information discovery increased their chances of serendipitous
encounters; a critical element of ‘making mental space’ was possessing time to think
about matters other than one’s immediate goals. Thus, the concept uncovered during
this study that spare time increased participants’ likelihood of exploring ‘new’ and
potentially serendipitous items supports Makri et al.’s (2014) proposition that
‘making mental space’ increases chances of serendipity. Furthermore, the finding
that spare time increases openness to serendipity substantiates Pontis et al.’s (2015)
finding that heavy workload (which can be likened to a lack of spare time) decreased
participants’ openness to serendipity by decreasing their likelihood of exploring
‘new’ content.
Trending topics
The data revealed that participants were more open to selecting a ‘new’ item for
consumption if it related to a trending topic (for example, a topic currently in the
news). This suggests that some level of familiarity with the content increased
participants’ openness to new content, since they would have seen the topic
mentioned previously in, for example, the news, even if they would not usually
select that topic for consumption. This finding can be considered to support Kirman
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et al.’s (2012) discovery that users were not open to suggestions of new, potentially
serendipitous locations if they did not know where they were, that is to say if the
locations were completely unfamiliar to them.
Furthermore, this study found that participants displayed greater openness to
‘new’ items if they bore seasonal relevance (for example, an item regarding
barbecues was appealing during the summer). This finding could imply an important
foundation for systems attempting to foster serendipitous discovery; that is to say, in
systems attempting to provide users with serendipitous content, click-through rate of
this content could be increased by ensuring that this content bears some relation to
the current season.
Personal relevance
Analogous to the above finding that topical or seasonal ‘new’ content was perceived
as more familiar and thus was more likely to be selected, the data also revealed that
an important foundation for selecting a ‘new’ item was its perceived personal
relevance to the participant; for example, participants appeared more likely to select
‘new’ content if it related to, for example, a cultural phenomenon that they had
recently experienced. This finding supports that of Pontis et al. (2015), who found
that perceived relevance of a suggested ‘new’ item played a central role in
participants’ likelihood of consuming this item.
Location
A link between participants’ current location and ‘new’ content was shown to have a
positive effect on participants’ openness to serendipity during the study. This finding
corroborates Pontis et al.’s (2015) conclusion that suggested (potentially
serendipitous) content that bore some relation to users’ current location was more
likely to be consumed than that which did not, due to users perceiving it as more
relevant. Furthermore, the centrality of location to openness to serendipity furthers
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Sun et al.’s (2012) finding that participants were more likely to consume new
content that related to their current location.
Therefore, this study’s finding that location plays a central role in
individuals’ openness to new and potentially serendipitous content adds to the extant
evidence that user location influences openness to potentially serendipitous content
and therefore suggests that a possible user requirement for systems aiming to foster
serendipity would be the encouragement of consuming content that relates to users’
current location.
Social influences
An important theme that spanned the majority of the data from this study was the
effect of social aspects of the participant on their likelihood of choosing ‘new’
content from iWonder to consume. Findings revealed that participants’ social
surroundings, such as family members or work colleagues, could cause them to
select ‘new’ content that proved serendipitous. This concept has not previously been
empirically identified, however the significance of it as demonstrated by this study
suggests that valuable future research might further explore the implications of this
concept for user requirements for systems aiming to foster serendipity.

Research Question 2
Context was found to play an integral role in the necessary topic-based relationship
between ‘new’ content (chosen during the study) and participants’ usual zones of
interest; it was found that several contextual factors greatly affected the necessary
strength of this relationship for participants to still select ‘new’ content for
consumption. These factors are now discussed.
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Current affairs
Analogous to the abovementioned finding that participants in this study were more
likely to choose ‘new’ items that related to a trending topic, it was also found that
the strength of the topic-based relationship between a participant’s zones of interest
and a ‘new’ item could be minimal if the ‘new’ item was a current affair. This
provides further empirical evidence for user requirements for media information
systems aiming to foster serendipity; notably, that these systems should provide
users with ‘new’ content that bears some relation to a current affair in order to
increase their chances of selecting it for consumption and thus potentially
experiencing serendipity.
Lifestyle information
Findings revealed that content that was perceived as comprising some important
lifestyle information reduced the topic-based strength required between this content
and participants’ filter bubble information categories for participants to still select
this content for consumption. A prominent example of this was ‘new’ content that
included important health advice. This implies that for information systems designed
to foster serendipity, the suggestion of ‘new’ items that include some clear lifestyle
information might augment the likelihood of users consuming these ‘new’ items and
experiencing serendipity as a result.
Personal relevance
In accordance with the abovementioned concept of personal relevance of ‘new’
content increasing participants’ openness to this content, the data also demonstrated
that personal relevance of ‘new’ content reduced the strength of the topic-based link
required between this ‘new’ content and participants’ filter bubble information
categories in order for participants to select this content for consumption. This
finding therefore further supports Pontis et al.’s (2015) finding that the higher users
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perceived the personal relevance of a ‘new’ item, the more likely they were to
choose to engage with this item.
This finding therefore further implies the importance of personal relevance of
‘new’ content in order for it to be selected by individuals for consumption and thus
be potentially serendipitous. This empirical evidence could inform a design
recommendation of attempting to suggest personally relevant yet new items to users
in systems aiming to foster serendipitous encounters.
Source of content
Data revealed that if a ‘new’ item was from a source that the participant considered
as good or trustworthy, the topic-based link between this item and the participant’s
usual zone of interests could be weak and yet the participant may still select the item
for consumption. This finding supports Pontis et al.’s (2015) discovery that
information source had a great effect on participants’ likelihood of engaging with
suggested ‘new’ content.
This finding, in addition to that of Pontis et al. (2015), therefore provides
important insights for design recommendations for information systems aiming to
foster serendipitous encounters; in particular, that such systems should place
emphasis on understanding users’ preferred information sources, in order to suggest
‘new’ content from these sources, to increase the chances of users choosing this
content for consumption.
Jargon
The finding that ‘new’ content that was comprised heavily of jargon reduced
participants’ experience of a ‘new’ item (and consequently reduced their chances of
noticing serendipitous insights) has not been previously identified in the serendipity
literature, but has important implications for the design of systems aiming to foster
serendipitous discovery. This finding suggests that participants would be more open
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to suggestions of ‘new’ content if they appear to be presented in an approachable
format, written in such a way that could be understood by a layman on the subject.
Interactive elements
The finding that ‘new’ BBC iWonder items that included interactive elements (for
example, an interactive quiz) reduced the topic-based strength required between
these items and participants’ usual zones of interest for participants to select the
items for consumption suggests that interactive features of ‘new’ media items
encourage individuals’ consumption of ‘new’ items. This finding can be compared
to Pontis et al.’s (2015) finding that the phrasing of a potentially serendipitous
suggestion affects participants’ likelihood of consuming it, since both concepts
relate to visual/presentation elements of the item.

Limitations
A number of limitations of the methods employed in phases 2 and 3 of this study
were identified during data collection and analysis; these are presented below.
Phase 2: Diary study
During the diary study, participants might have selected items from BBC iWonder
with the knowledge that they were in a research study at the forefront of their mind.
That is to say, as participants were consciously aware that after each iWonder
exploration session they were required to write a diary entry regarding their
experience, it was possible that they chose items that they felt they would be able to
write a substantial diary entry about. In order to understand the potential impact of
this limitation on the results, the semi-structured interview participants were asked
the following question towards the end of their interview, in an attempt to elicit
insights into this problem: “During the study, how important to you was it to select
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an item that you felt you could tell me a good story about/write a lot about for your
report?” Although many interviewees reported putting this aspect out of their mind
when selecting an item, others commented that this did have an effect on what they
chose; this could therefore undermine the ecological validity of their choice and thus
the ecological validity of their serendipitous encounters. For example, P2 reported,
in response to this question, that:
It was a consideration, because I felt I needed to give an introduction, mid part and a
conclusion in my reports (P2)

Phase 3: Semi-structured interviews
During the semi-structured interviews, a prominent discussion point was the
participants’ opinion of the role of contextual factors in openness to ‘new’ media
content. Participants were introduced to this topic by being asked whether any
contextual factors came to mind that affected their choice of media content when
browsing the internet in their everyday lives. If participants appeared to be
struggling with pinpointing any such factors, they were provided with a list of
example contextual factors as a prompt (see interview schedule question 3 in
appendix E). Although in the majority of cases this list acted as a successful prompt
and participants would happily deviate from the examples presented in the list, it
appeared that in some cases participants felt constrained by this list and therefore did
not mention other contextual factors that were outside of this list. Although this does
not negatively impact the semi-structured interview data to a great extent, this
limitation may have prevented these participants from expressing additional
insightful contextual factors when answering this question.
In addition to the aforementioned limitations specific to phases 2 and 3 of the study,
a further limitation that may have affected both phases 2 and 3 is the fact that if the
participants were not taking part in this research study, they may not have ordinarily
chosen to explore BBC iWonder. Therefore, the insights gathered from this study
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must be interpreted within the context that the participants were taking part in a
study in which they were required to explore iWonder as a requirement for carrying
out the study; that is to say, the items that participants selected from iWonder to
consume during the study may have been selected with the knowledge that they had
to select something in order to carry out the study, and thus this may have hindered
the ecological validity of the insights gathered.
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CONCLUSION
The present study was carried out with the aim of furthering the small body of
research into personal factors affecting individuals’ openness to ‘serendipity’, an
information discovery concept that has undoubtedly positive implications on the
individual who experiences it. In particular, this study aimed to examine the role of
individuals’ context in their openness to ‘new’ and potentially serendipitous media
content. The media stimulus employed during this study was the BBC’s educational
and factual media stimulus ‘iWonder’; this site does not utilise a recommender
system, and thus was chosen for this study in order to reveal natural insights into
participants’ information discovery patterns surrounding ‘new’ (potentially
serendipitous) content. Results revealed a substantial effect of participants’ context
on their openness to new content: participants who, in one context, were found to
disregard any content that lay outside their filter bubble information categories were
found, in other contexts, to select content for consumption that bore no relation to
their filter bubble information categories.
Results revealed that a number of contextual factors had a profound effect on
participants’ openness to broad information discovery and thus potential
serendipitous encounters. These factors have been presented in relation to two
important aspects of serendipitous discovery: openness to ‘new’ information (in the
case of the present study, new media content) (RQ1) and relationship of ‘new’
content to participants’ usual zones of interest (RQ2). In particular, results revealed
that participants’ mood, available time, current location and social surroundings
greatly influenced their likelihood of choosing ‘new’ items from iWonder for
consumption. Furthermore, the study revealed that participants were more open to
consuming ‘new’ content if it bore some relation to current trending topics, or was
personally relevant to an aspect of their life. Regarding the necessary strength of the
relationship between ‘new’ content and participants’ filter bubble information
categories in order for them to select this new content for consumption (and thus
expose themselves to a potential serendipitous encounter), factors including personal
situation, source of the ‘new’ item and wording of the ‘new’ item were shown to
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have a prominent effect on the strength of this relationship (for example, ‘new’
content that related to a personal situation of the participant could have a weak link
with their usual zone of interests and yet they could still deem it interesting and thus
choose it for consumption). These results corroborate numerous previous findings
regarding the role of personal factors in users’ openness to serendipitous online
content (Foster & Ford, 2003; Heinstrom, 2003; Kirman et al., 2012; Makri et al.,
2014; McBirnie, 2008; Pontis et al., 2015; Sun et al., 2012).
With the torrent of media on the Internet today continuing to increase, it is
inevitable that online media organisations will continue to implement recommender
systems in order to provide an appealing and satisfying experience for their users;
users’ eager adoption of these systems is understandable when faced with such a
large expanse of content. However, in order for media organisations aiming to foster
serendipitous discovery to avoid the filter bubble phenomenon (Pariser, 2011) and
instead encourage users to consume broad and therefore ‘new’ and potentially
serendipitous content (i.e., content outside their usual zones of interest), it is critical
that these systems understand the profound effect of context on users’ openness to
new content. Therefore, the findings from this study regarding the effect of context
on individuals’ openness to new media content provide important insights for design
recommendations for media information systems attempting to foster serendipitous
encounters.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Participant recruitment screener
Demographic
Age
• Even spread of ages from 30 – 55 years old
Gender
• Even split of gender
Occupation
• Percentage of employed participants to at least reflect the London employment
rate (72%)
• Must stay in the UK i.e. not travel abroad during the length of the experiment
• Must not have children under the age of 5 years
Ethnicity
• To be representative of the UK (86% are of white ethnicity)
• All must be fluent in English (both verbal and written fluency; i.e. must have the
ability to express themselves verbally as well as on paper)
Geographic location
• All must live in a location with high-speed internet coverage
• All must live in London or within commuting distance from central London (in
order to be able to travel to the semi-structured interview session for potentially
8am)
Literacy
• All to have English literacy proficiency (both reading and writing) and be
comfortable and enthusiastic about writing down and discussing thoughts and
experiences of a particular thing (in this case, media content)
Study-specific criteria
Attitudes towards/affiliation with BBC
• None to have negative attitudes towards the BBC
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•
•

None to have personal affiliation with BBC [i.e. none to have family
members/close friends working there]
None to work for a news organisation for a living

Web usage
• All must be accustomed to using the Web on mobile devices (use Web at least 7
hours per week for minimum of 5 years)
• All must be enthusiastic about using the Web on mobile devices
• All must have access to a remote high-speed internet connection on their mobile
device (i.e. 3G or 4G mobile data coverage)
Personal aspects and interests
• All must be willing to spend 2-3 sessions (length of each session is dependent on
how long the participant has available, but would ideally be a minimum of 4
minutes) each day during the diary study to read a media-based stimulus and
report their feelings towards the information they discovered
• All must have at least 4 definable interests and be willing to share them with the
researcher for research purposes
o Examples of interests include (but are not exclusive to): leisure interests
(e.g. tennis); cultural interests (e.g. French film); work interests (e.g.
economics); family interests (e.g. cycling holidays).
Media consumption behaviour
• All must be enthusiastic and accustomed to accessing text-based and audiovisual media content on one/more mobile device(s)
Device and application requirements
• All must be Skype users or be willing to download and use Skype for the
purpose of the 30 min briefing call
• All must have access to a remote high-speed Internet connection (i.e. 3G or 4G
mobile data coverage)
• All must own an iPhone with no lower than iOS 7 (and/or an iPad with no lower
than iOS 7, if they use an iPad on the go for accessing Web content) and/or an
Android with no lower than mobile operating system 4.0 "Ice Cream Sandwich"
(and/or an Android tablet with no lower than mobile operating system 4.0 "Ice
Cream Sandwich", if they use an Android tablet on the go for accessing Web
content)
• All must be comfortable with bringing the mobile device(s) that they used for
accessing the diary study media stimulus to the semi-structured interview for the
purpose of prompting the experiences had during the diary study
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•

•
•

	
  

All must be willing to use Google Plus to record their thoughts during the diary
study (participants can be assured that their Google Plus activity will strictly
only be visible by the researcher and no one else)
All must frequently use a mobile web browser (e.g. Safari, Chrome)
All must frequently use social media and/or chat applications
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Appendix B: Participant profiles
Participant
code
P1
P2

Gender

Age

F
M

42
35

Socioeconomic
status
C1
C1

P3
P4
P5

M
Unable to
participate
F

30
Unable to
participate
48

B
Unable to
participate
B

P6
P7
P8

M
F
M

45
30
38

C1
C1
C1

P9
P10
P11

M
M
F

33
32
36

B
B
C1

P12
P13
P14
P15
P16
P17

F
F
M
F
F
F

45
48
40
53
31
48

C1
B
C1
C1
C1
C1

P18
P19
P20
P21
P22

M
F
M
M
M

32
51
47
32
43

B
C1
B
C1
C1
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Occupation
Personal assistant (banking)
Account manager (web
hosting)
Financial advisor
Unable to participate
Business development
manager (legal)
Sports coach
Record label manager
Business support manager
(financial services)
Company director (banking)
Civil servant (government)
Project manager (oil and
gas)
Personal assistant (legal)
Senior manager (property)
Team leader (banking)
Secretary (surveyors)
Interior designer
Scheme manager (housing
association)
Lawyer
Personal assistant (casino)
Lawyer
Council tax officer
Account manager
(telecommunications)

Appendix C: Participant information document
Page 1 of 4:

!
iWONDER STUDY: PARTICIPANT INSTRUCTIONS
Please note the following definitions:
‘Media content’: any online content that comes from a media source, for example (but
not exclusive to) a news organisation (e.g. Guardian, Telegraph, Daily Mail), a television
organisation (e.g. Channel 4/4OD, ITV), a trending topics/entertainment website (e.g.
Buzzfeed, Huffington Post). This content can be of any mode, e.g. text (i.e. articles),
audio (i.e. radio/podcast/music), visual (i.e. images), audio-visual (i.e. video
clips/video/TV programmes).
‘Media item’: any item of media content (e.g. article, video, radio show, audio clip, TV
programme, etc.).
‘Context’: factors regarding yourself and your surrounding environment at any one
time, including (but not exclusive to): your mood, your current activity, your location,
who you are with (e.g. work colleagues; friends; family; pets), the device you are on, the
time of day, the weather.

INFORMATION
Hello and welcome to the iWonder Study! Thank you very much for offering to take
part. This study will be looking at your discovery of online media content in different
contexts. Throughout the study, you will be required, several times each day, to
explore the BBC media website “BBC iWonder” (http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder),
and record your thoughts and feelings towards the content that you discover on it
(the focus of this should be whether any of the content that you discovered
interested you and if so, why).
NB: For the purpose of these instructions, each time you explore iWonder will be
termed an “iWonder exploration session”.
INSTRUCTIONS
DAILY TASK:
•

•

!

	
  

For this study, we would like you to explore the BBC media website “BBC
iWonder” (http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder) several times each day from Monday
6th July to Friday 17th July (inclusive), in different contexts where possible.
You should record your thoughts/experiences of each iWonder exploration
session during/at the end of that session, as well as reflectively at the end of the
day if you feel you have more thoughts to add regarding the content you
discovered during the iWonder exploration sessions of that day.
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•

The minimum expected time to spend per iWonder exploration session is 4
minutes, but there is no maximum time that you can spend (the longer, the
better!).

WHERE TO RECORD YOUR COMMENTS:
•

•

You will record your comments on Google Plus. This will be explained during the
Skype briefing call. In the meantime, please download the Google Plus mobile
application to your smartphone and/or tablet.
You may also record your comments using pen and paper if at any point Google
Plus is not accessible. In this case, please take a picture of your handwritten
comments and upload to Google Plus at the next convenient moment.

WHAT TO RECORD:
•

•

•

Your thoughts/feelings towards the content that you discovered/consumed
during each iWonder exploration session, with a focus on whether you
discovered any content that interested you.
o You should explain why and how any discovered content interested you
(e.g. did it interest you due to a personal reason? ; did it provide part of
the answer to a problem that you’ve been trying to solve? ; did it tie in
with one of your current/ongoing interests/hobbies? ; did you simply just
enjoy it?)
o Record this in as much detail as possible, and most importantly in as
much detail as is necessary for the research team to understand why it
interested you, i.e. be sure to explain clearly why it interested you.
Your context at the time of each exploration session: include contextual details
such as those listed in the definition of context (in the textbox at the top of this
document) as well as any other features of your surrounding environment.
o Please do not forget to note the exact time that your exploration session
took pace, and even better, if possible, the time that you accessed each
item that you are commenting on.
Details of the content you consumed: one quick and easy way to do this is to
take screenshots of the content that you consume as these can be saved and
uploaded to Google Plus and can act as triggers if you decide to add more
comments at the end of the day (in addition, these screen shots can also act as
triggers for the interview at the end of the study, if you are selected to take part
in an interview). Otherwise, note down the name of the item (e.g. title of an
article / the name of a video) and a hyperlink to the item.

The above instructions should have demonstrated that this study is not about
finding out what you think of the design/look of the BBC iWonder website – it is
instead about how you feel about the content (i.e. the articles, videos etc. that you
come across) that you come across, i.e. whether it interested you at all. If you have

!
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any queries regarding the purpose of the study, please do not hesitate to ask
during the Skype briefing call.
REMINDERS TO EXPLORE iWONDER:
•

•

•

•

Each day you will be sent 3 reminders to explore iWonder: one in the morning,
one around noon and one in the evening.
o These reminders are intended to remind you to explore iWonder in your
next free slot. For example, if you receive an iWonder reminder at 8am
but you do not have some free time for an exploration session until
9.30am, this is not a problem – it is up to you when you choose to
explore it, so long as it is roughly once in the morning, once around
lunchtime and once in the evening.
These reminders will arrive via:
o Text message
o and/or Email
o and/or Calendar invitation.
During the Skype briefing call, we will discuss which reminder method would
work best for you and employ this method accordingly, in order to maximise the
chances of you seeing the iWonder reminders immediately.
If you have a different schedule, such as you work during the night, just let us
know during the Skype briefing call and we will modify your reminder times
accordingly.

EXPLANATION OF iWONDER:
Take a look at iWonder (http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder), and then read the
information below:
•

•

!

	
  

iWonder can be used on any device (PC/Mac, smartphone, tablet) and
comprises a selection of media ‘guides’ presented in a tile format. Each ‘guide’
comprises a selection of relevant content including further links to relevant
content.
When you click on an iWonder guide (i.e. a tile on the screen), you will usually be
taken to a page that shows a timelined/sectioned article with relevant
information about that topic. As you explore that article, you will usually see that
there are various media items embedded within it (e.g. videos) as well as various
links to content related to this topic. The embedded content/content in the
related links may be text-based, audio, audio-visual or a combination of these
modalities. Some of the content in the related links is not BBC content; i.e., you
might be taken to an external source. We can assure you that any linked
external sources are reputable and secure and thus you can feel safe clicking
through to these. If you want to return to the BBC iWonder page at any point,
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•

you can just use the back navigation arrow on your device to get back to the
original BBC iWonder article.
If you have any questions regarding iWonder, please do not hesitate to
ask these during the Skype briefing call, as well as throughout the study.

CONTACT DETAILS:
Primary researcher for this study
(conductor of the Skype briefing call, the
study and the interviews):

Georgina

Email address:

iwonder.study@gmail.com

Skype address (Georgina will connect
with you on Skype; we are providing the
address here simply so that you
recognise the contact request when it
comes through):

iwonder.study

Mobile number (you may now put this in 07903 467 224
your phone contact list as ‘iWonder
study reminder’ so that you recognise
the number when the text message
iWonder reminders come through during
the study – this number should not be
used for anything else [any queries
should be asked during the Skype
briefing call or over Google Plus during
the study, NOT via this mobile])

!
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Appendix D: Questionnaire
Google Form link:
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1nAG3mO4m4zeOL0B4_LFeiqARxvsVFPJVYXbIfVPxC0/viewform?usp=send_form
Edit this form

iWonder Study - Questionnaire
Hello and welcome to the iWonder Study! Thank you very much for offering to take part in this
study, which will be looking at your discovery of online media content in different contexts.
Throughout the study, you will be required to record your thoughts and feelings towards the
content that you discover on the media website “BBC iWonder”
(http://www.bbc.co.uk/iwonder). In particular, it would be most useful for the research team if,
if and when you come across any content that interests you on BBC iWonder, you explain why
and how it interested you.
This introductory questionnaire aims to gather a list of your interests as well as information
surrounding your media consumption behaviour, simply for the use of the research team
throughout the study. Please be as explanatory as possible when answering the questions. You
can be assured that the information you provide in this questionnaire will remain STRICTLY
conNdential at all times and will be used solely by the research team.
IMPORTANT NOTE: for the purpose of this questionnaire, please take note of the following
deNnitions:
- “MEDIA CONTENT” is deNned as: any online content that comes from a media source, for
example (but not exclusive to) a news organisation (e.g. Guardian, Telegraph, Daily Mail), a
television organisation (e.g. Channel 4/4OD, ITV), a trending topics/entertainment website (e.g.
Buzzfeed, HufNngton Post). This content can be of any mode, e.g. text (i.e. articles), audio (i.e.
radio/podcast/music), visual (i.e. images), audio-visual (i.e. video clips/video/TV programmes).
- “MEDIA ITEM” is deNned as any item of media content (e.g. article, video, radio show, audio
clip, TV programme, etc.).
- “CONTEXT” is deNned as factors regarding yourself and your surrounding environment at any
one time, including (but not exclusive to): your mood, your current activity, your location, who
you are with (e.g. work colleagues; friends; family; pets), the device you are on, the time of day,
the weather.
* Required

Please type your participant code into the box below: *
This is the code that you have been assigned that begins 'DSP'.

Thinking about your interests/hobbies, including your long-term interests/hobbies and
your current (including short-term) interests/hobbies, please list as many as you can
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below: *
As a guide, examples of interests include (but are in no way exclusive to): leisure interests (e.g. tennis);
cultural interests (e.g. French Nlm); work interests (e.g. economics); family interests (e.g. cycling
holidays). There is no limit to how many interests you can list in the space below; it would be most
helpful if you could list as many as possible.

Thinking about online media content (see definition of ‘media content’ at top of
questionnaire) that you consume, how do you usually come across this? Please explain
as fully as possible below: *
As a guide, some examples are: via social media; by browsing a particular media organisation’s website;
by getting word-of-mouth recommendations from friends/family/colleagues of a particular online media
item to look at; by using a search engine to search for a particular media item; by setting a particular
media organisation’s website as your homepage and browsing it when you Nre up your web browser; by
using a particular media organisation’s mobile/tablet app.

Thinking further about online media content that you consume: does this content fall
within specific topics (for example: current affairs; sport; music; science)? Or, do you
instead consume a vast range of content (i.e., content from a vast range of topics
rather than limited topics)? Or, do you sometimes consume content of specific topics,
and sometimes a vast range of content? Please explain as fully as possible below: *

If you do usually consume media content of particular topics, please list these topics
below (if not, please put ‘N/A’ in the box): *
You can deNne the topics however you wish; they may be broad topics such as current affairs / sport /
music / science, or they may be precise topics such as economic news / rugby / classical music /
biology.
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If, instead, you generally consume a vast range of media content (i.e. content from a
vast range of topics, rather than limited topics), please explain the type of media
content that you usually consume below (if not, please put ‘N/A’ in the box): *

Thinking further again about online media content, please list below the
sites/organisations that you usually consume online media content from: *
You may list websites and/or mobile apps and/or social media pages.

Which of the following online device(s) do you consume online media content on? *
You may select as many options as necessary.
Desktop computer
Laptop
Smartphone
Tablet
Other:

In which context(s) do you usually consume online media content? Please explain below:
*
See deNnition of ‘context’ at the top of this questionnaire.
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If you consume any media content offline, please list below the methods by which you
do this (e.g. physical newspapers, magazines, radio, TV, etc): *
If you do not consume any media content ofaine, please write ‘N/A’ in the box.

Thinking further about any media content that you consume offline, please list below
the topics of offline media content that you usually consume: *
If you do not consume any media content ofaine, please write ‘N/A’ in the box.

Submit

Never submit passwords through Google Forms.

Powered by

This content is neither created nor endorsed by Google.
Report Abuse - Terms of Service - Additional Terms

	
  

- 87 -

Appendix E: Semi-structured interview schedule
Topic 1: Introduction
1. Firstly, thank you very much for coming in to this interview today and thank you
again for carrying out the diary study. How did you find this study, and do you have
any questions having now completed it?
Topic 2: Current media consumption behaviour
2. The first question I would like to ask, which was covered briefly in the initial
questionnaire, is regarding how you tend to discover/explore media items. Could
you explain the ways in which you come across online media content?
Prompts if necessary: where you source it; on what device you access it; what topics
you usually access (if applicable)
Topic 3: Context
We are now going to talk about whether you feel your context plays a role in
your media consumption behaviour.
3. The first thing I would like to discuss is whether you feel your context plays a role
in the type of media content you choose to access when browsing the internet for
media content (if necessary, give definition of media content: any online content that
comes from a media source, for example a news organisation, a television
organisation, a trending topics/entertainment website). Just to clarify, by context I
mean factors regarding yourself and your surrounding environment at any one time,
or in the long term.
If necessary, prompt with the following contextual factors:
- Time of day
- Location
- Weather
- Mood
- Current activity
- Who you are with
- Device
4. Do you personally feel that you have any particular contexts in which you feel the
most opposed to or most open to choosing “new” types of media content that you
would not usually choose?
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5. Do you feel that your context has any effect on your experience of items you have
chosen to consume, i.e how you feel about them during/after having consumed them
(i.e., whether you liked them or not)?
Prompts:
- Whether your context affects whether you see an item through to the end
- Whether your context affects whether you enjoy an item or not - and if so how this
feels
- Whether your context affects whether the item appears useful to you or not
Topic 4: Diary study examples
We are now going to have a look at a few specific examples of your experiences
during the 12-day diary study, in order for me to understand your experiences of
these items and how they may or may not have connected with a) your usual areas of
interest, and b) your context/needs/occupation at the time.
6. So, I have here your reports printed from your diary study so that you can have a
sift through and choose a couple of items that you remember really enjoying or
really not enjoying. Would it be possible for you to choose 2 items that you
remember enjoying, and 2 items that you remember not enjoying?
7. Thank you for choosing those! Now, let’s take one and have a look. Could you
explain to me:
a) if possible, your context at the time and why you chose it
b) how you felt about it
c) whether it was useful for anything in your life at that time or previously or in the
future (immediate or in the long term)
d) and this sub question is about how similar or different the item was to items that
you would usually look at - the question is – how did this item relate topically to
your usual media consumption topics? (prompt: was it very similar, relatively
similar, different, very different)
**Now repeat question 7 for each of the 4 chosen diary study examples**
Topic 5: Serendipity
8. Now I would like to discuss in more detail your feelings towards the content that
you discovered during the diary study and if you felt that any of it was
“serendipitous”. Firstly, have you ever used the word ‘serendipity’ before, and if so,
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what is your understanding of it?
Now give participant the definition of serendipity to be used for the purpose of this
interview: "an unexpected encounter that results in a beneficial outcome [due to
meeting a need]”.

9. So, it would be great if we could have a think about the content you discovered
during the study and whether any of it was ‘serendipitous’ or ‘delightful’ to any
extent. Can you think of any particular items that were serendipitous/delightful and
if so, explain why you found them serendipitous/delightful?
10. (If answered ‘yes’ to question 9) Regarding the topics that these item(s) were
about, can you explain how similar/different they were to the types of items you
would usually choose?
Topic 6: Social aspects of choice/serendipity
11. Do you feel that you chose any items during the study due to social reasons?
12. Do you feel that any of your delightful discoveries were delightful for social
reasons?
Topic 7: iWonder
These final questions are about features of iWonder and the diary study itself.
13. Firstly, during the study, how important to you was it to select an item that you
felt you could tell me a good story about/write a lot about for your report?
14. And the final question is – how did you feel about the content that was nonBBC? I.e., how did you feel about the BBC directing you to this?

That brings us to the end of the interview – so thank you very much again for
coming, and again thank you for your participation in the questionnaire and the diary
study. Have you got any final questions?
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Appendix F: Example questionnaire response
P5
1. Thinking about your interests/hobbies, including your long-term interests/hobbies
and your current (including short-term) interests/hobbies, please list as many as you
can below:
Restaurants, pubs, bars, blogging, cooking, researching holiday destinations, looking
at property for sale websites, sitting in the sun, using social media, film and tv,
reading, history, music and music video.
2. Thinking about online media content (see definition of ‘media content’ at top of
questionnaire) that you consume, how do you usually come across this? Please
explain as fully as possible below:
Mainly through Google. Also links from Facebook. I follow a lot of 'interest' sites.
Often through the online version of national newspapers especially for travel and
food guides.
3. Thinking further about online media content that you consume: does this content
fall within specific topics (for example: current affairs; sport; music; science)? Or,
do you instead consume a vast range of content (i.e., content from a vast range of
topics rather than limited topics)? Or, do you sometimes consume content of specific
topics, and sometimes a vast range of content? Please explain as fully as possible
below:
Large range of content but mainly falls under these categories: funnies (cats etc);
food, drink, places, holidays, houses, things to do/see, music. I also watch tv and
films. Sometimes taken off to new content by recommendations from friends.
4. If you do usually consume media content of particular topics, please list these
topics below (if not, please put ‘N/A’ in the box):
As above.
5. If, instead, you generally consume a vast range of media content (i.e. content from
a vast range of topics, rather than limited topics), please explain the type of media
content that you usually consume below (if not, please put ‘N/A’ in the box):
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As above.
6. Thinking further again about online media content, please list below the
sites/organisations that you usually consume online media content from:
Facebook, BBC, Telegraph, Independent, Twitter, The Poke, BoredPanda, Youtube,
Couchtuner, Amazon Prime, iTunes, Sky, LinkedIn
7. Which of the following online device(s) do you consume online media content on?
Desktop computer, Smartphone, Tablet
8. In which context(s) do you usually consume online media content? Please explain
below:
At my desk in my home office, on my AppleTV in the living room, on my iPhone
anywhere, on my iPad on trains and on holidays.
9. If you consume any media content offline, please list below the methods by which
you do this (e.g. physical newspapers, magazines, radio, TV, etc):
Sunday papers, books on Kindle, Freeview TV, Radio 4, Radio 4 Extra.
10. Thinking further about any media content that you consume offline, please list
below the topics of offline media content that you usually consume:
As above.
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Appendix G: Example semi-structured interview transcript
P2
Interviewer (I): Thank you very much for coming in for this interview today and
thank you again for completing the 12 day study. My first question is, I wondered if
you could explain to me the ways in which you come across media content online in
your daily life.
Participant (P): Yeah - yes, I’ve just got it in a folder on my tablet…daily mirror
online, evening standard…it’s just easier for me to use this rather than the actual
website. So, I use these in the morning, and a lot of the time the evening standard on
the way home, but, I’m quite in a privileged position at work because I have three
screens, so I always have a website open, news now, and it’s always refreshing the
content.
I: Is that a source in itself or is that again a combinationP: It's a combination, you specify what you’re looking for with different options, and
you just choose them.
I: Sure, okay, I see. And in terms of context – how do you feel your context has an
effect on what you look at and how you feel about it and how long you look at it
for…do you think that that changes throughout the day, or week, orP: Admittedly when I wake up I listen to the talk radio, I listen to LBC…so in
essence I already have followed the news and have a greater understanding of the
news already.
I: So you might even perhaps look at something later in the morning that you have
already heard about?
P: Yeah. But what I generally find is…that the news hasn’t changed that much. I
don't watch the news in the evening as I have already absorbed everything.
I: Great, sure. Okay, so to expand on that a little, do you have any comments on how
the following factors might affect what you do? We talked about time, and other
ones to think about are your current activities, who is surrounding you, and also
device usage…any thoughts?
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P: There have been times at work when it has been difficult to update the iWonder or
Google plus because I am busy…I generally tend to find that most people are
transfixed on their mobile phones in underground or overground stations, it’s
ridiculous, everyone’s walking with their heads down…they’re looking at
something…so, a lot of the time social media is the biggest thing and if something
happened and there was a major crisis you would get updated on Whatsapp without
going to the news. So, I don’t think time or location so much as a restrictive element,
because as long as you have some form of network connection or somebody in your
circle does, you’ll find out the news.
I: The next question, about context again, a bit more specific, is, how similar were
the things you discovered during the study, and also items you might have
discovered at any point during your day or week, to the items or the topics that you
would usually consider yourself going to. You gave a list of the topics [in the initial
questionnaire] – so, keep that in mind if you want, we can just start with that – do
you have any thoughts on whether there are particular moments when you might
deviate a bit or…
P: Um, I actually think that a lot of content was quite broad, and it seemed to be up
to date…so I think if I recall my first one was about tennis serves, because
Wimbledon was going on…but its funny because if I remember, an article on
Pluto…I don’t think I went into too much information on it…but if I remember that
day, or the course of days leading up to it, Pluto has been in the news quite
constantly…so why I said I found it quite interesting was because it was, to a
degree, as if it was catered towards some of the things I jotted down [in the initial
questionnaire] in terms of what I look for…so I did quite enjoy that…so no, there
were times….and times when if I had to refresh the content I would scroll down
further….admittedly, since Friday I haven’t had a look at it because I was at a
wedding all weekend, but I can imagine making it a go-to place for a little bit more
information, because I like a lot of the articles, I like the way it’s been laid out.
I: Sure, of course – in fact, how did you feel about the layout in terms of, not so
much what it looked like, but how it helped you to engage or didn’t help you to
engage with it, or to choose something?
P: I think the interactivity was good because it makes you….it just gives you a little
bit more information rather than just seeing print and a few images…and to have the
clickable aspect to bring up further information, that was quite good…a lot of the
visuals, as well, some of them had video clips, and I did, a lot of the time, actually
share some of the pages that I’d looked at.
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I: Sure okay – and would you share that on social media, or with people in
particular?
P: No, I’m not so much of a social media [person]…I have a closed group in terms
of what I do online…I just have a small group of personal friends.
I: Sure, okay – and in terms of when you might have shared something with people,
did you find out if they did look at it, if they enjoyed it or used it at all?
P: Ah, yes, I got responses many times – people were appreciative of getting it…I
think one I did share was on finances, and I think you had to put in your age, etc, and
it would categorise you into your money type…and the people I sent it to, we had
exactly the same result! So yeah, I think the people I sent it to did utilise it and even
send it on to someone else.
I: Ah, great, that’s interesting about how sharing might work in the media context,
and how far an item might go, and of course how people might have the intention to
look at something but just not have time.
P: Yeah, I’m a bit funny about it actually, I chase people up, as I find it quite
offensive if I send you something and you don’t take the time out [to consume it].
I: Ah, that’s really helpful! Thank you. So, the next question is related to the idea of
how related things are to what you usually look at. So, in terms of context, do you
feel that you have any particular contexts that would make you more or less likely to
deviate from what you usually look at and look at something new to you?
P: I don’t think so, no…there’s finances, local news and technology, health and
fitness…um, not so much religious, but, community…those are the key facts as to
what I look at.
I: Sure, OK. So, you know the report you mentioned on the Pluto article, that was a
nice example of how, obviously, Pluto has been in the news – do you remember
what that content was, was it news, or…?
P: I think was more informative.
I: And how did you find that item?
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P: Um…I think I switched off pretty quickly and put on the TV or something! Of all
the articles I read, I can’t recall exactly.
I: Of course, that’s understandable! Okay, so, and this question is similar to the last
question – do you feel that your context has any effect, considering one context
versus another, on your experience of the items that you choose to look at, so
basically whether you enjoy them or not?
P: No, not really…I think a lot of the time I just read the information. Admittedly,
the thing about the actual site itself [iWonder] that I noticed is that it actually does
pull a lot of resources from external sites, which I did find strange because it's the
BBC…but I quite like the fact that it used the Telegraph…I think it was the
Telegraph, or the Independent, which I think is quite a good source of media…I
think there was even one was from The Guardian, and I do actually view The
Guardian myself, it’s one of my go to places…so to find the information duplicated
or regurgitated there [on iWonder] is not actually a bad thing.
I: Ah, great, that’s really helpful. If you do have any other thoughts on that at any
point, do feel free to say. So, expanding on that question, a couple of examples how
your context might affect what you do could be if you see the item through to the
end, that is read the whole thing, or whether it affects how much you do or do not
enjoy it, and how it might affect how you feel the item has been useful or
informative…
P: I think that there was an article on sugar…and again, sugar has been in the news,
the government is trying to tax us heavily on sugar [laughs]…I was very excited to
find out more, because I was quite surprised at that the amount of sugar we find
hidden in normal foods…that really did engage me.
I: Ah, I see…and did you find that engaged you because it was useful in real life, or?
P: Exactly – I think everyone needs to be health conscious and I forwarded it onto a
number of people. [starts looking through diary study reports] Oh, the BBQ one –
very interesting, I had no idea of the health implications of the BBQ itself…that was
really interesting. Oh, and the penguins, that was another really interesting one, I
really did like the visual aspects.
I: What was that about?
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P: It was about ‘where is the coldest place on earth”, I can’t remember where it is
but they have little to no sunlight at all – the animals live in such harsh conditions.
I: Was it a combination of text and pictures?
P: Yes. “The secrets of cooking on a budget” – interesting also. Nothing I would say
really stood out, nothing was… although actually, this one, it was “are chimps
smarter than children” – I didn’t really like the imagery.
I: Ah, yes, sure – how did you feel, did the imagery put you off engaging with it?
P: Not so much, it could have just been an innocent mistake, some people might not
take offence to it and I appreciate that…it was just a bit strange, I am still a bit
surprised by it.
I: I do understand, and I would feel the same way. What we will do now, is, we will
choose 4 of your reports – if you could choose 2 that you enjoyed and 2 that you
didn’t enjoy, and we will have a chat about the idea of how they connect with your
established interests or temporary interests. So, if you choose these four, and then we
can put them out in front of us.
P: I liked “Is the BBQ killing me”, I also liked the hidden sugars one…and I didn’t
like the “how close are humans to chimps” and…[I didn’t like the] Pluto one.
I: Sure, okay. Let me find the article on Pluto and then we can get started.
P: Oh wait, it’s not even Pluto, it’s “should we build a village on the moon”.
I: Ah, great, thanks. So, let’s start with this one – this is the sugar on. My first
question is, if you could explain your context at the time, and why you chose to click
on it, and also how you got to it.
P: The reason why I chose to click on it, well, let’s see, it had been trending on the
news, but also I happen to be concerned about the amount of sugar people consume
anyway…at work for example we have a fridge dedicated to soft drinks and for
several years now I see people come into the office at a particular weight and at
10am in the morning, someone is drinking a fizzy drink, so I have been aware of it
and I am always sending articles to people…I’m probably quite annoying really!!
And I think this one had something in about the amount of sugar cubes per drink
(there was a diagram of this), so I probably sent this to get people to wake up and
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see…I am quite conscious of what I consume so that would have been one of the
main reasons why I clicked on it.
I: Okay, great. And any other comments on how you found the item, positive or
negative?
P: No negatives…with the interactive element you are able to tell, something as
simple as spaghetti bolognese, how much sugar is in it…who would have thought
that it contains so much sugar – that was great for me.
I: Is that appealing when it goes into detail and gives examples?
P: Yes
I: And why exactly is it appealing?
P: Um…it is very informative and as I said, from my background and the type of
individual I am, that is why I can relate to this article.
I: Great, cool. So, the last sub question is this idea of how close it is to what you
would normally look at – so we’ve talked about why you chose it and why it’s
relevant to your personal interests. Any comments on how it relates or does not
relate to the media content that you might usually look at?
P: Um…it would be up there.
I: So, would you say that healthy food is something you would look at anyway?
P: Yes.
I: Okay. Let’s do another one – so let’s switch to one you did not like so much, the
chimp one. If you have any further thoughts whilst we are doing this, just let me
know.
P: I think the content was fine, historically it has been proven that we are close to
chimps etcetera…it was just the imaging, I found it to be overall quite negative.
I: Sure. And in terms of why you chose it and what your context was at the time?
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P: If I recall it would have been one of the big articles [bigger tile on iWonder
homepage], and as a result of that I would have clicked in.
I: Did you find that that would draw you in rather than a smaller tile?
P: Yes, when I started writing the report I was just simply looking at the bigger ones
and when I’d exhausted those, I would go down and find something smaller.
I: Sure, okay. And, did you find anything in this article to be helpful, or not, to you?
P: Not particularly, no. I don’t think I learnt anything new from the actual article
itself…except for I guess filling a bit of a void…it would not have been something
that I would generally click on.
I: Sure, okay. And, how might you describe how this item relates or does not relate
to your usual categories of interest – can you pinpoint any similarities or
differences?
P: Um…no.
I: Sure, okay. Let’s go onto the next positive item – the BBQ article. So, again, the
first question, is, why did you choose it?
P: I think the actual pictures of food looked very nice, quite appetising…I think this
was, if I recall, one of the banners, so it may have been one of the bigger
images…but, we are in the BBQ season really, summertime, so…I mean, I have had
about 3 invites for BBQs already in the last couple of months, so that kind of lead
me into reading up a bit more about it. And yeah, it was a stand out one – I mean,
goodness me, it was enough to make you a vegan!! [laughs]
I: Ah, I see – do tell me more!
P: Well, I forwarded it on to my girlfriend actually and immediately she came back
to me saying that we needed to reduce our meat intake.
I: Was it to do with things in the meat or how you cook it?
P: It is a bit of both. I believe we consume too much meat anyway.
I: I have to agree with that!
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P: It is also about the health implications, dangers, cancer…there’s quite a bit in the
article, especially BBQs…you think because you are grilling food it is cooked
through, but it’s not…and there’s risk factors with the actually griddle itself, the
BBQ metal, quite a few health implications to do with that.
I: Is that to do with the metal, what might come off?
P: You would think that with the intense heat, it would kill anything, but it is not the
case. Go for veggie burgers or something! That was a very good article.
I: Okay, you said for example that you shared it with your girlfriend and she acted
on it, you’ve said why it was useful. Any other thoughts on how it was useful, or…?
P: Um, other than what I said, it is more a case of the fact that it’s BBQ season, so,
for example at the wedding yesterday there was a bit of a BBQ there…the food
could have been under cooked!! No, this one is more a case of social awareness,
definitely.
I: Sure, okay. And regarding how it relates to what you usually might look at, is that
something [you might usually look at]?
P: Yeah. I mean, I commented on some of the articles that it was as if the site
[iWonder] had been reading my mind with some of the articles they put up.
I: Sure, that is very interesting. Okay, so let’s do the last one, the moon village one –
if you can explain why you chose it and what your context was?
P: So it was in the evening, I got home, I was tired also, to a degree the project had
become quite monotonous, I was probably scratching the surface but it really was of
no interest…and, just to quote myself, “you got to be in the right frame of mind to
be wanting to find out about space”.
I: That is helpful to hear, great. And remind me why you chose it; was it visuals, had
you heard something, or…?
P: I guess I am still a kid at heart…the image of the spacecraft on the moon…I’m
the kind of guy who grew up in the era of Star Trek and Buck Rogers… it was
interesting to see. I wasn’t at home; I was in Starbucks, looking at the
location…little or no interest…I think the content wasn’t particularly great anyway.
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But I think more so, it was the subject matter that…yeah, I shouldn’t have clicked on
it!!
I: Sure, ok. And if you had to explain how it relates or not to something you might
usually look at, can you see any links?
P: Um…no.
I: And actually, another thing to think about is, in terms of the similarities, feel free
to consider any interests of people close to you.
P: No…there wasn’t any one mentioning this at work…I have no relationships that I
can link to this article!
I: Sure – and can you think of any social effects of any of the items we’ve been
discussing?
P: Yeah –as I said, the BBQ one I forwarded to my girlfriend. The sugar one – I
forwarded it on to the office.
I: Ah yes, you said that it is of interest to you in your workplace.
P: I don’t think they even batted an eyelid! [laughs]. The chimp one I kept to myself,
my sister may have been interested in it, I forwarded it onto her…she previously
worked for the Financial Times…she said does not follow the news at all now. She
worked there for 4 years…she doesn’t follow it at all.
I: Ah, I see – why is that, do you know?
P: I think if I recall from conversations I had with her, her day would start going
through every single paper…a lot of people don't follow the news…they find it to be
too negative...so in their lifestyle they want an equilibrium, they don’t want any
negative influences.
I: Sure, that’s understandable. Ok, so let’s move on now. The other area we’re
interested in is the idea of serendipity. Have you ever come across that term?
P: I can’t remember, I know Jude Law did a film ‘serendipity’…

	
  

- 101 -

I: Sure, no problem – so I’ve got a definition we can use for the purpose of our
discussion; in effect, what it means is an unexpected encounter, which in this context
would be with regards to media content, that has a beneficial outcome. Bearing that
definition in mind, and a lot of this we have covered but we can have a look at other
examples, can you think of any examples in the study where you would consider to
have come across a serendipitous item?
P: Ah, okay, I see. There’s one – “how much was paid to former slave owners” –
this lead me to watching the actual BBC program that was shown on
Wednesday…so I watched it on Thursday. This was massive - it was outstanding
how much the government paid to former slave owners, in modern day it would be
around £70 billion…who are now aristocrats, it was amazing. A lot of people
watched it as a result of me telling them about it. I’d recently in the last 3 years gone
down to West India Quays, they’d had an exhibition detailing a lot of the, why West
India Quays is known for what it is, connected to West India where a lot of the
tobacco and rum, etc. was imported, so it was a major port, and Jamaica road
around…a lot of the Caribbean connection is there, but it was really just a fact that
the money that the government gave is unbelievable, because as a result of what
happened a couple of hundred years ago, people live a very lavish life, whereas
unfortunately, the slaves didn’t, so that really was enlightening.
I: Great, okay, that’s really helpful. Okay, so, a similar question to before – can you
explain the relationship between this item and the topics you usually look at?
P: I had been looking at…well, I’m always looking at historical topics regardless, so
I’ve watched documentaries recently on WW2…going back as far as the origins of
Christianity and Islam…so it is definitely something I would like to know…because
it affects the world we live in today, so it is something that would definitely show up
on my radar.
I: Ah, great, that’s really helpful. So, regarding this item, you mentioned that you
recommended the program to some others…in terms of that and social aspects, any
comments on any social aspects to do with why you chose it, or how you felt about
it, or what you might have done with it afterwards?
P: Well, I am a person of African origin, and I think I even could look up my
name…it had a link where I could type in my surname, and there was a person who
was paid several thousand pounds at that time…so my girlfriend checked out her
name but there was nothing there…it was interesting to see your family tree, if you
want to call it that…it was quite a big topic of conversation.
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I: Great, nice! So, let’s choose another one. If you’d like to choose another one that
you like – take your time.
P: Ah, here we go – “Could the hottest day of the year be inaccurate”. It was a
couple of weeks ago, they said it was the hottest day in 20 years, however I am sure
I can remember it being hotter in 1999, little things like that…I didn't think it had
been that hot this year…I don’t know where the met office get their data from. Then
obviously this is recorded data, so there is a time when we didn’t have the resources
to check…so yeah, I have questioned it myself in the past…I think this is why I
clicked in, because I’d heard on the radio that this was the hottest day in a long
time…so yeah, no, I would disagree with this.
I: It is a good point to be speculative about that! Any social aspects of that choice or
how you felt about it or any further thoughts?
P: In terms of social – you could be at work – I would have been at work in the day
when the original report was put out, somebody goes out to lunch, they say ‘do you
need your jacket’ because it’s not that hot…that’s where that interest comes from.
Our office is quite shaded, so it could be blistering hot but you wouldn’t know the
weather…so you need that reassurance [from the weather news].
I: And how does it relate to what you might usually look at?
P: Well, I am the type of guy who will question a lot what I read in the press.
I: Sure, I see – so is that a habit that you might show?
P: Yes, I am frequently doing that.
I: Lets move on – so if you choose one more, and then I just have some final
questions.
P: Oo – ‘how can I avoid a hangover?’ Well, I am not the greatest drinker anyway,
but I always believed that a full English breakfast, because of the ingredients, it has
the ability to neutralise the effects of the alcohol…so I was interested to see as to
forget about an old wives tale, what, I don’t know the actual official report…
I: Was it a more scientific explanation?
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P: To a degree yes, and I guess I would come away thinking that every human being
reacts differently to alcohol and has a different tolerance level…there is no definitive
answer.
I: In terms of why you chose it, would that have any similarities to this sort of
speculation, to find out what’s the truth?
P: Yes.
I: Sure. And, any social aspects of the choice?
P: The missus was at home…she was hungover for two days…she has a regime that
when she gets home she likes to cook something, believing that would absorb the
alcohol…so that was perhaps one of the inclinations made me click in.
I: Ah, of course, that’s helpful. So, the last question on this idea of serendipity – so
we talked about how something you have looked at might continue after the fact,
whether it’s you talking about it with whoever, or you passing it on – something else
we are quite interested in is the longer term effect. So obviously it is only a few days
since you finished the study, and ideally what we would discuss is if you feel that
anything you’ve looked at might not have been of use at the time but maybe a few
days later or a week later, or what have you. Any comments on that, regarding this
study or your daily life?
P: I think some could be, because I think we all suffer elements of deja-vu,
information that we do absorb, it’s not just in one ear and out the other, it does stay
there, so, ‘space exploration on the moon’, someone could be talking it, and then you
click, you remember. Trivial pursuit, or it could be great for a pub quiz!
I: That is really helpful! So, we are almost done – the last question is separate to
these detailed questions, and is just a question for me to find our how you found the
study. So, my question is, during the study, how important was it to you to choose
something that you felt you would be able to write something about, or did that not
play
a
role?
P: It was a consideration, because I felt I needed to give an introduction, mid part
and a conclusion in my reports, so the only time I was unable to do that was space
exploration because, I think admittedly to begin with I was first attracted to the first
banner or the first tile, and then there were some which were really quite short…and
then others were more informative…but I guess I saw it as a responsibility to at least
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try and cover as many aspects that I was looking at…that perhaps you as the end
reader…if you were not to click into the tile, you would get an understanding of the
topic at hand, what I have seen and what I’ve reported.
I: Great. So, this question is about the iWonder site – if you were to describe
iWonder to somebody who hasn’t seen it, what would you say?
P: I would say it is a BBC site, very much a kind of new venture they are doing
which incorporates a lot of newsfeeds on a range of subject matters. If you go to the
header of the page it does categorise quite a few different topics if you really want to
be specific of the categories. I don’t personally think I know anyone who would
utilise the site, but then again I don’t think I know many people who utilise many
news sources…so for me it’s not a bad one and I will continue to use the site…if
there’s an app I would probably use it in tandem with my flipboard, because I think
it could work in the same way with the flip board, in the way in which it’s laid out,
yeah.
I: Great, thank you. And the last question, so we talked briefly about your ideas
towards the external, non-BBC content – any further comments on how you found
being taken to another site?
P: Not really…I do think the external sites were reputable sites, I would just be
concerned because where I work in an online environment, you loose your following
if you send people away…so my concern is, why would you send people away from
your news site? So from a business sense, I couldn’t understand it.
I: Sure, I see. And if you can imagine coming across something that you had got to
from iWonder and you wanted to share it with somebody, how would you do that,
would you just send them that link or would you send them the initial BBC link?
What would be the way you would do it?
P: I did a lot of my browsing for iWonder from my tablet or desktop and I
automatically shared the pages through a link, which is a share link, which is
automatically on the page.
I: That is interesting as it is important to find out how people are finding that. So that
brings us to the end now – so thank you very much again for your time and for
coming in so early!
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Appendix H: Interview transcripts thematic analysis coding
examples
Example 1: P14 interview transcript
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Example 2: P10 interview transcript
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Appendix I: Interview transcripts thematic analysis categories for
RQ1
NB: Emboldened categories indicate those that were reflected in a larger number of data extracts
RQ1:
category
number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27

	
  

RQ1: Category
Feeling in a good mood causes participant to choose an item that the perceive as ‘happy’
Curiosity causes participant to choose an item that they know little about
Greater time available increases participant’s likelihood of exploring ‘new’ content
Participant chooses a new item with an open-minded attitude of ‘what can I learn from this’
Information in a ‘new’ item is perceived by the participant as a potentially good piece of trivia
A trending current affair/event causes participant to choose a ‘new’ item on that topic
(i.e. one which is not within their filter bubble interests)
If a topic is seasonal, this may increase the likelihood of a participant choosing this ‘new’
item
If a ‘new’ item bears relation to something personal (e.g. feeling, life event) to the
participant, it is more likely to be chosen
Lack of spare time decreases likelihood of participant choosing a ‘new’ item
Spare time increases the likelihood of the participant reading something ‘new’ (often due to
possessing available time to ‘peruse’ it)
Being in an undesirable location/context (e.g. busy commute) increases the likelihood of a
participant choosing something new and detailed, in order to distract them from that
undesirable location
If a ‘new’ item relates to a feature of a participant’s dynamic location, this increases the
likelihood of them choosing this ‘new’ item
An item relevant to a participant’s stable location can increase the likelihood of them
consuming it if it is a ‘new’ item
Device used to access content depends on participant’s location
Carrying out a concurrent activity (i.e. when multitasking) can reduce participant’s attention
towards a ‘new’ item
Participant is likely to choose a ‘new’ item if it relates to a recently experienced (by the
participant) cultural thing
Feature of participant’s social surroundings increases the likelihood of them choosing a
‘new’ item if it bears some relation to their social surroundings
Discussion with acquaintances about something increases likelihood of participant
choosing a ‘new’ item that relates to this discussion
Being in the company of a close acquaintance can increase the likelihood of participant
consuming something ‘new’, because that acquaintance is consuming it and thus they
consume it with them
The consumption of an item that is within the participant’s filter bubble information
categories encourages participant to make follow-up searches to potentially ‘new’ items
Feeling in a bad mood lessens the likelihood of a participant choosing a ‘new’ item
Feeling in a bad mood increases the likelihood of a participant choosing a ‘new’ item, due to
the desire to see something ‘different’
Feeling in a frivolous mood increases the likelihood of a participant choosing something
different to normal, potentially something ‘new’
Feeling bored can increase the likelihood of a participant choosing ‘new’ items
Feeling tired may decrease the likelihood of a participant choosing a ‘new’ item (often
due to the desire to consume something that does not require much thought)
Feeling in the ‘wrong’ frame of mind can reduce the chances of a participant choosing a ‘new’
item
Receiving a recommendation for a ‘new’ item from an acquaintance can increase the
likelihood of the participant consuming this ‘new’ item (trust/accepting it as a good
recommendation)
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Appendix J: Interview transcripts thematic analysis categories for
RQ2
NB: Emboldened categories indicate those that were reflected in a larger number of
data extracts.
RQ2:
category
number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

	
  

RQ2: Category

‘New’ item perceived as of interest (worth choosing) because its main topic bears some
tenuous relation to one of the participant’s filter bubble information categories
At the time of selecting an item, participant perceives the choice as random, but in
hindsight, they notice a tenuous link with a filter bubble interest
A very topical item causes a participant to choose it even though it is not topically
related to their filter bubble information categories
An item that has little relation to a participant’s filter bubble information categories is likely
to be chosen if it bears some relation that participant’s lifestyle situation (e.g. daily location)
An item that has little relation to filter bubble information categories is likely to be
chosen if it relates to the participant’s social surroundings
An item that bears medium/little specific relation to a participant’s filter bubble
information categories can be perceived as enjoyable if it resonates personally
somehow with the participant
The enjoyment of an item that has a weak topic-based relationship to filter bubble
information categories (i.e. a ‘new’ item) can be hindered by the item including too much
jargon
An item that is only broadly related to filter bubble interests will be chosen because it is
from a media source that the participant considers as good/trusted
The topic-based relationship between the item and the participant’s filter bubble
information categories may be weak but the item still perceived as worthy of choosing
if the item has an interactive element in it
An item that has a weak topic-based relationship to filter bubble information
categories can be perceived as interesting (and thus worth choosing) and enjoyable if it
appears to contain some crucial lifestyle information (e.g. health information)

- 109 -

Appendix K: Diary study thematic analysis categories
Aim 1
Categories for aim no.1
1. Participant chose an item because it attracted their attention due to featuring on the main tile at the
top of the iWonder homepage
2. Participant chose an item due to being attracted by the image on the tile
3. Participant chose a ‘new’ item out of curiosity
4. Participant chose an item because it was related to an item that they had read previously in the
study
5. Participant chose an item because it bore personal relevance to them
6. Participant chose an item because it related to their concurrent situation at the time of choosing it
7. Participant chose an item with the intention of having their mood brightened by it
8. Participant chose an item due to its relation with a trending/current topic
9. Participant is attracted to an item that includes health information

Aim 2
Categories for aim no.2
1. Participant found an item interesting because it provided further knowledge on a particular topic
2. Participant enjoyed an item because it made them feel good about a particular thing that they value
3. Participant’s interest in the item prompted them to undertake follow-up readings/searches on the
topic
4. The item was of interest because it provided the participant with a topic of conversation to have
with an acquaintance/acquaintances, which was consequently enjoyable
5. Finding an item interesting having considered how it might be useful to those individuals that it
would be more relevant to
6. Participant enjoyed item because it caused reminiscence/nostalgia
7. Participant enjoyed an item due to it leaving them feeling good afterwards
8. Participant enjoyed an item due to it bearing some relevance to a phenomena personal to them
9. Participant enjoyed item because it bore relevance to their current location
10. Participant enjoyed item because they took away from it some important health information
11. Participant found an item interesting/enjoyable due to the ability to pass it on to acquaintances
who may be interested

Aim 3
Categories for aim no.3
1. iWonder morning exploration session carried out on morning commute, amongst many other members
of the public also on their mobile devices
2. iWonder evening exploration session carried out in company of family members
3. The item had an effect on the participant’s mood i.e. the participant’s context changed as a result of
consuming an item
4. iWonder exploration session carried out in a particular mood
5. iWonder exploration session carried out on a mobile device on public transport
6. Midday iWonder exploration session carried out on coffee break at work on mobile device
7. Midday iWonder exploration session carried out at work at desk on a laptop/computer
8. Evening iWonder exploration session carried out last thing at night before going to bed (feeling tired)
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9. Evening iWonder exploration session carried out at home after work when feeling relaxed
10. Evening iWonder exploration session carried out in a social setting with the purpose of killing time for
some reason
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Appendix L: Diary study thematic analysis main themes
Aim 1
Main themes for aim 1 and
relevant categories
1. Participant chooses an
item based on its visual
features (categories 1 and
2)
2. Participant chooses an
item based on how it fits
with their current mood
(categories 3 and 7)

Relevant data extract(s) for aim 1 themes

3. Participant chooses an
item based on it bearing
some personal relevance to
him/herself (categories 5,6
and 9)

Read "Is Atticus Finch a racist" Mostly because To Kill a Mockingbird
is one of my favorite books (P22) ; Read article on how to cut your
petrol or diesel car costs. Was interested in the article as my car is not
very economical and i have a lot of driving ahead of me this weekend
(P16)

4. Participant chooses an
item on the basis of
recently
visited/trending
topics (categories 4 and 8)

…because I had already read an article about building a village on the
moon it was logical to follow up by reading the article about how to
take a beautiful photo of space (P11) ; …clicked on the interview with
Brian Cox explaining the latest discoveries on Pluto. I clicked on this
because there has been much on the news about Pluto lately (P10)

Immediately the headline article on Pluto not being a planet grabbed
me (P3)

…purely out of curiosity I clicked the 'bbc make it digital' from the
header menu at the bottom as I hadn't noticed it before (P7) ; I was
looking for something uplifting and fun (P21)

Aim 2
Main themes for aim 2 and
relevant categories
1. The participant deems
the item interesting for
social reasons (categories
4,5 and 11)

Relevant data extracts for aim 2 themes

2. The participant deems
the item enjoyable because
it made him/her feel good
afterwards (categories 2, 7
and 6)

The header of the website detailed information about bbc worldwide
which was really interesting and made me feel good about how the
BBC is run (P3) ; I also found a new lovely story that was posted today
about a baby who had bad eyesight that was given glasses for the first
time…What a lovely heartwarming way to travel to work and block out
the annoyances of noise and traffic around you (P17)

3. The participant deems
the
item
interesting
because it boosted his/her
knowledge on a particular
topic (categories 1, 3 and
10)

I didn't know much about FDR so bit was good to understand a bit
about him (P14) ; I actually followed up by reading the article at the
end about celebrity scandals which was also really interesting (P11)

	
  

…checked out the iwonder site with my cousin cos had told her I
wanted her to read the story about how to save money on the
supermarket shopping and we have been discussing all the tips the story
has shared and it provided a good lil laugh about our shopping habits
and those of our parents (P6) ; This [item] would be a great help to
someone who was going through or struggling with this as it was not
only informative but had links to further help and advice (P17)
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4. The participant deems
the
item
interesting
because it was personally
relevant
to
him/her
(categories 8 and 9)

I was also surprised to read that he was also Irish! This made me happy
as I am half Irish (P22, on reading an item on a famous individual that
was Irish) ; Read about building a village on the moon. Interesting stuff
and as I've spent the day in the science school at Nottingham
university, I feel it's apt (P15)

Aim 3
Main themes for aim 3 and
relevant categories
1. iWonder exploration
session
occurs
when
participant is in a particular
mood (categories 4, 8 and
9)
2. iWonder exploration
session carried out when in
a
public
location
(categories 1 and 5)

Relevant data extracts for aim 3 themes

3. iWonder exploration
session carried out when in
a social setting (categories
2 and 10)

I logged in at 20:20 whilst in a bar after work with some girlfriends
whilst waiting for our food order (P11)

4. iWonder exploration
session carried out when at
work (categories 6 and 7)

…at work on PC at desk (P20, describing when he carried out his
midday iWonder exploration session) ; Read while on coffee break at
work on my HTC (P8)

Feeling particularly cheerful as got a new job offer yesterday (P5) ;
Quick night time read before bed, feeling tired (P8)

I was looking [at iWonder] on my train ride in this morning. (P17)
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