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ABSTRACT

The use of social media on the Internet has been recognised as a tool that enhances
serendipitous encountering, which is the capacity of finding relevant information
without intention. However, no formal research exists on the correlation between
serendipity and social media. In this paper, I investigate whether social media
fosters serendipity in the academic domain. To this effect, I have examined the
information-seeking behaviours of fifteen post-graduate students, using interviews
and grounded theory to analyse the data. The findings show that many of the
participants experienced serendipity whilst using social media tools. The data
revealed an overarching theme of reciprocity and investment: the participants
frequently shared information to create serendipitous moments for others. In
addition, I observed an altruistic behaviour of sharing serendipitous moments with
anonymous people to create serendipity for them. While the phenomenon of
information sharing is widely recognised in the scholarly literature, there is no
previous mention of a concept of online sharing toward unknown people. The
study’s findings demonstrate that serendipity experienced on the Internet is linked to
social behaviour. Therefore, social learning theories, such as Community of Practice
(CoP) are suitable for use in a study of serendipity. I identified and compared four
key factors of CoP (domain, legitimate peripheral participation, identity, and
practice) with the findings of this research. In particular, I found how tagging
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documents is used as a reification process. I conclude by offering suggestions on
how to design electronic information tools to foster serendipity based on the
research findings.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Many scholars have recognised the value of serendipity to foster innovation and
creativity. However, there is still no agreement on the nature of serendipity.
(Campos & De Figueiredo, 2002). The concept has been investigated in the areas
of science, information seeking and computer science, but the researchers give
different definitions of this phenomenon; others discuss the possibility to foster
serendipity by using an appropriate interactive system. Some discuss the
importance of personality, as it seems that there are people who experience
serendipity more frequently than others (Erdelez, 1999). Overall, it seems that
serendipity is a phenomenon that dependent on the domain knowledge of the
seeker; as famously summarised by Pasteur, “Chance only favours the prepared
mind” (cited in Kubinyi, 1999). Although many people have tried to define
serendipity, there is no approved definition of this phenomenon. While a clear
explanation of the meaning of serendipity is important, this definition is outside
the scope of this project.
Social media tools such as Twitter, Facebook and other online communities have
revolutionised the way that people communicate and search for information
online. The American blogger, Chris Brogan, says that social media tools offer
opportunities for serendipity (Brogan, 2009). Others (Cohen, 2010) state that as
people engage with each other using social media tools, they experience
serendipity more often than when they use traditional search engines, such as
1

Google. However, no formal research exists to test the hypothesis that social
media tools can foster serendipity. Serendipity in relation to social media is,
therefore, a novel area of exploration. The purpose of this project is to
investigate whether social media tools can foster serendipity, and whether
researchers can use these tools for academic purposes. In this research, I will
address the following questions:
1.

Do social media tools foster serendipity in the academic domain?

2.

Can appropriate design of electronic information tools support

serendipity?
To address these questions, I conducted semi-structured interviews with fifteen
participants, I analysed the data using grounded theory principles and inductive
thematic analysis to generate themes. An overarching theme of reciprocity and
investment were identified. These themes and sub-themes presented many
similarities with the concept of CoP. Therefore, CoP was used as a framework in
which to analyse the findings. This approach uncovered another gap in the
literature. Serendipity has been studied as an individual phenomenon, which
happens inside the mind of the seeker, but the findings suggest that it is
intertwined with social behaviours. Therefore, social learning theories can be
identified as a suitable method to study, design and evaluate serendipity.
Chapter 2 presents a review of the existing scholarly literature on serendipity.
Chapter 3 introduces the methodology. Chapter 4 presents the main findings of
the study in relation to experiences of serendipity, use of social media, and the
theme of reciprocity and investment. Chapter 5 presents a discussion of a
2

selection of findings in relation to the literature and in comparison to the key
concept of CoP. Chapter 6 provides design recommendations for electronic
resources to foster serendipity for academics. Chapter 7 summarises the main
findings and reflects on the contribution of this study to the existing research.

3

CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1.

Introduction

In this literature review, I will evaluate previous work undertaken in relation to
serendipity and information seeking. Firstly, I will define the meaning, and a
brief historical background, of the word serendipity. Secondly, I will present
studies about serendipity and information seeking. Thirdly, I will clarify the
meaning of the term social media. The review concludes with a summary of the
findings that serve as the basis for the present study.

2.2.

Serendipity

There is a lack of consensus as to the meaning of the word serendipity. The first
written use of the word is attributed to Horace Walpole, to express the
phenomenon of a finding by accident or sagacity (Campos & De Figueiredo,
2002). Since then, the etymology of the word has been documented in literature
(Merton, 2004) and used in a variety of domains with slightly different meanings
attached to it. While a clear definition of the meaning of serendipity is important,
defining serendipity is out of the scope of this current research. Therefore, in
this paper I will refer to serendipity as the capacity to find useful information
without a previous intention to do so.
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2.3.

Studying serendipity

Serendipity has been studied in many different domains, such as science,
information seeking and computer science. In science, it is recognised as an
important phenomenon that contributes to creativity and innovation. Many
scientific achievements and discoveries have been attributed to serendipity, such
as penicillin, the X-ray and the Rosetta Stone (Campos & De Figueiredo, 2002;
Kubinyi, 1999). Although the importance of serendipity in science and
technology has been recognised, its role has often been underestimated (Andel,
1994) and surprisingly little research has been devoted to its study (Campos &
De Figueiredo, 2002).
In the information seeking domain, both qualitative approaches (Erdelez, 1999;
Foster & Ford, 2003) and quantitative studies (Erdelez, 2004; Toms, 2000a)
have been used to investigate serendipity. Quantitative studies, using selfreporting, critical incidents and interviews to gather data, seem to be the most
favoured form of research, due to the difficulties in recreating the phenomenon
in laboratory settings.
2.3.1. Qualitative studies
Foster and Ford (2003) conduct a naturalistic inquiry, asking 45 interdisciplinary
researchers about their information seeking behaviors, to discern whether they
experience serendipity; if they perceive it as a phenomenon that they can control.
They conclude that serendipity is experienced widely among researchers, but no
clear strategies are in place, and perceptions of whether serendipity could be
controlled are mixed. Although Foster and Ford’s study confirms the importance
5

of serendipity in the academic environment and provides practical examples of
what is perceived as serendipitous, the study does not clarify the nature of
serendipity.

Erdelez (1999) studied a particular type of serendipity, called information
encountering, which happens when finding relevant information while looking
for information for another problem. To study serendipity, she uses the critical
incident technique, which are procedures for collecting direct observations of
human behavior related to events with special significance and meeting
systematically defined

criteria (Flanagan, 1954).

She finds that people can

clearly recall serendipitous discoveries, suggesting the critical incident technique
is a valid method to use in a study of serendipity. According to Erdelez,
personality plays an importance role in encountering serendipity; she proposes a
classification of personalities: non-encounterers, occasional encounterers,
encounterers, and super-encounterers. Non-encounterers have difficulties in
recall serendipity; occasional encounterers experience serendipity occasionally,
but they consider it as lucky incident; encounterers enjoy experience serendipity
regularly; super-encounterers are more sensitive to their environment, and
therefore serendipity is part of their information acquisition.
2.3.2. Quantitative studies
Researchers have attempted to study serendipity using quantitative methods.
Erdelez (2004) uses a controlled experiment where participants are given
background problems to consider while seeking information for a foreground
problem. The foreground problem is the high priority problem the user is
6

actively seeking information, while background problems are low priority
problems present in the back of the mind of the seeker. The experiment is based
on the hypothesis that a person continually has different situations or problems
that lead to an information need, and usually there is priority assigned to these
situations. In the study, students are confronted with two situations: online
shopping for surfboards as a foreground problem and writing marketing report as
a background problem (this was created by selecting participants who were
enrolled to a course taught by Erdelez herself, and therefore well informed about
participants’ information needs). However, the findings are disappointing, as
only one participant acts upon the background problem, by looking at
information related to the background problem, the marketing report. Erdelez
attributes the unsatisfactory findings to the artificial nature of the foreground
problem posed in the controlled experiment. She argues that the methodology
challenges present in a controlled experiment to study serendipity can be
overcome with a careful research design of these variables: information user,
information environment, foreground problem, and background problem. The
limitation of Erdelez’s study is the fact that her research focuses on particular
type of serendipity, information encountering, which “occurs when one is
looking for information relating to one topic and finds information relating to
another one” (Erdelez, 1999, p.25).
Toms (2000a) tries to induce serendipity in an experimental setting, by assigning
two tasks to her participants. One group is given a specific goal, whereas the
others were allowed to browse without scope. She finds that the exploratory
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group frequently encounter interesting information on different topics related to
their personal interests and memories of previous events.
Subsequent studies (André, Schraefel, Teevan, & Dumais, 2009) posit that the
meaning of serendipity is ironic, because discoveries cannot happen by accident
and specific knowledge is required to identify serendipity. André et al. (2009)
point out that serendipity is not only what you find, but also the willingness to do
something with this finding.

2.4.

Designing for serendipity

Design for serendipity is described in some studies as paradoxical (McBirnie,
2008). McBirnie proposed that seeking for serendipity is improbable, but
paradoxically, some degree of control over serendipity is possible. However,
Andel (1994) argues that serendipity is the product of chance and if we could
intentionality create serendipity then it wouldn’t deserve its name. However,
other studies have highlight factors that can lead to serendipity, such as the
attitude and approach of the seeker, the context of the discovery, and the
characteristics of the electronic system.
2.4.1. The role of personality in serendipity
Many scholars argue that personality plays an important role in serendipity. Van
Andel (2004) argues that serendipity exists only to a prepared mind – if
Newton’s apple had fallen on somebody else’s head, they may not have made a
serendipitous discovery of gravity. Liestman (1992) identifies three ways of
experiencing serendipity that gives credit to researchers: perseverance,
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altamirage and sagacity (Nutefall & Ryder, 2010). Perseverance is the degree of
time and effort spent in searching for information; altamirage is the existing
knowledge of a domain; and sagacity is the ability to discriminate relevant
information. Similarly, Erdelez ( 2004) believes that personality plays an
importance role in encountering serendipity, and she proposes a classification of
personalities from non-encounterers to super-encounterers.
2.4.2. The role of context
Liestman (1992) describes three other means of experiencing serendipity that do
not have any relation to the personality of the researcher, but are more related to
the context of the discovery: coincidence, prevenient grace, and synchronicity.
Coincidence, also described as luck and randomness, is the probability that
fortuitous events will occur; prevenient grace is when a researcher is led to
serendipity through the cataloging and classification of information of other
researchers; synchronicity is the simultaneous occurrence of two meaningful but
not accidental events.
2.4.3. Software for serendipity

Much of the information seeking literature suggests that is not only the prepared
mind that plays a role in serendipity, but information-seeking skills and the
electronic information system. Many attempts to support serendipity are devoted
to fostering what Erdelez defines as ‘encountering’; this is a particular type of
serendipity that occurs while a person is looking for other information
(Blandford & Attfield, 2010). Another attempt to programme serendipity was
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developed by Campos and De Figueiredo (2002). The software fosters
serendipity by ‘attacking the problem of sagacity’ (Campos & De Figueiredo,
2002, p.58), presenting novel information to the user, based on small jumps to
adjacent concepts that conform to the user’s interests. Max showed that 10
percent of the participants considered the suggestions to be valuable. Therefore,
the authors conclude that it is possible to design for serendipity. Similarly,
(Toms & McCay-Peet, 2009) implement an end-tested system that suggests web
pages to view material related to a currently viewed page; they found that 40
percent of their participants followed the suggestions.
2.4.4. Evaluating serendipity

Although the results of these studies may seem encouraging, to date there is no
recognised way of testing serendipity; therefore, a systematic comparison of
which tools best promote serendipity is not feasible. In addition, the evaluation
of a system that promotes serendipity should, according to some (André et al.,
2009; McBirnie, 2008) consider that “serendipity can only be said to be
complete if it affects the outcome of the process” (McBirnie, 2008, p.608).
Serendipity appears to be the outcome of many factors, but not many researchers
have investigated the phenomenon from a broader prospective, even though
some scholars (Blandford & Attfield, 2010) propose viewing information as a
situated action, citing the importance of understanding people’s interactions with
information through a consideration of previous knowledge, time and social
factors.
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2.5.

Defining ‘social media’

Social media tools have been deemed to affect the likelihood of experiencing
serendipity. This theory has been partially supported by McBirnie’s (2008) study
participants, who mention social networking sites as being a source of
serendipity. However, to date there have been no studies about social media and
serendipity. As in this study I will examine serendipity in relation to the use of
social media, I feel the need to define what I mean by social media. Similarly to
the word serendipity, there is no clear definition about what the term social
media means. In this paper, social media refers to a group of Internet-based
applications that allow the creation of user generated content. Typically, social
media is built on Web 2.0 technologies, such as forums, blogs and online
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The most popular social media are Facebook
(http://www.facebook.com) and Twitter (http://www.twitter.com). Other social
media websites used specifically for academic purposes are Zotero
(http://www.zotero.org), Citeulike (http://www.citeulike.org) and Mendeley
(http://www.mendeley.com).

2.6.

Summary

The literature review has revealed that there is little agreement on the
phenomenon of serendipity. Serendipity is a complex area of study; it is difficult
to induce, capture and identify. This study has identified social media as a
technology that, according to some, can foster serendipity. However, no formal
research exists in this area. Therefore, the focus of this research is to investigate
whether people who use social media tools experience serendipity. This research
11

will also examine whether social media tools can be used in academic research
to foster innovation. The next chapter illustrates the methodology used to
address the research questions.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY

In the previous chapter, I provided an overview of the existing studies on
serendipity. The literature review forms the basis for this research, providing
indication of the gaps in the literature and suitable methods to study serendipity.
In this chapter, I will describe how my study was conducted, giving details of the
methodology used in the collection and analysis of the results.

3.1.

Introduction

This study was conducted with the aim of investigating whether social media can
foster serendipity in the academic domain, and whether the design of interactive
systems can enhance serendipitous encounters. As discussed in the literature
review, studying serendipity presents methodological challenges. Serendipity is
difficult to reproduce and to observe in a laboratory setting. Most of the studies
on serendipity were conducted using a qualitative approach, and only a few
studies have used a quantitative approach. This study adopts the grounded theory
principles of continual comparing, open coding and axial coding, and uses
inductive thematic analysis as a tool to yield ‘thematizing meanings’ (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). It was not considered necessary to use full grounded theory, since
generating a hypothesis was out of the scope of the research premise. This
methodological approach extends the work of Foster and Ford, (2003) and
Erdelez (1999).
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3.2.

Data collection

Data was collected using the critical incident technique within semi-structured
interviews with 15 participants. As previously mentioned in the literature review,
other researchers have perceived the critical incident technique to be a valid
method of studying serendipity (Erdelez, 1999). The technique was instrumental
in gathering the details of serendipitous occurrences, while semi-structured
interviews enriched the findings by providing information seeking behaviours,
attitudes and feelings towards social media and the serendipitous encounters of
the participants.
3.2.1. Script design
To facilitate the data collection, I prepared a series of open-ended questions. The
first part of the script (Appendix C) contained icebreaker questions, to help the
participants to feel comfortable, to help me to understand their background, and
to research behaviours; for example, I asked: “How did you choose the topic of
your final project?” and “Can you tell me about the last time that you searched
for information for your project?” The second part of the script contained critical
incident questions, which aimed to investigate the serendipitous incidents in
relation to social media for academic purposes. I set a criterion for which
incidents to report, as suggested by Flanagan (1954). The criterion to decide
what to consider as a critical incident was purposely loose. All of the incidents
that the participants considered serendipitous were reported. However, instances
of serendipity using social media tools for academic purposes were considered
more valuable to enable me to answer the main research questions, and therefore
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I probed the participants on these incidents. 27 serendipitous incidents were
identified. Both serendipity and social media were considered potentially
difficult to interpret and define for the participants. Therefore, the serendipitous
incidents were collected first in a broader context, then in relation to social
media, and later in relation to the academic domain. Participants were first asked
to recall only their experience of serendipity, with the following question: “Have
you ever found interesting information for your project without intention?”
Subsequently, they were asked to recall experiences of serendipity using social
media: “Have you ever found interesting information using social media?”
Finally, they were asked about their experiences of serendipity when using social
media for academic purposes: “Have you ever used social media tools for
finding information for your final project without intention?” The last part of the
script aimed to extrapolate participants’ personal views on serendipity and social
media. Examples of questions in this section include: “How would you define
serendipity?’ and “Do you think that using social media has increased
serendipity in your life?”
3.2.2. Participants
Fifteen participants volunteered to take part in the study. The participants were
aged between 22- to 33-years-old; seven were female and eight male. Fourteen
were MSc students in universities based in London, while one was studying for a
PhD at an Italian University. Fourteen participants were preparing their MSc
dissertations or PhD thesis. The participants who were in the middle of preparing
their dissertations had already selected their study topics; they had completed the
literature review phase, and were using electronic resources as consultation to
15

assist writing other chapters of the thesis. Some participants were preparing their
research, or were in the middle of their experiments.
Initially, more experienced academic researchers (professors, PhD candidates,
and lecturers) were considered to be the most appropriate participants for this
study due to their expertises in doing academic research. However, postgraduate
students were selected as suitable participants because during the period of the
research they were working on their final projects. This was considered to make
the recollection of serendipitous incidents related to academic research easier to
remember. The project’s topic, which was chosen in collaboration with an
academic supervisor, comprised consulting academic resources and designing a
practical experiment with the aim of writing a paper-based thesis on the selected
topic. Figure 1 provides details about the participants. For data protection
purposes, the names of the participants have been replaced by a code – the letter
“P” as an abbreviation of “participant” and an increasing number according to
the order in which the participants were interviewed, for example P1 =
Participant 1.
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ID

Age

Gender

Nationality

Type of study

P1

22

Female

British

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P2

25

Female

Indian

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P3

33

Male

British

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P4

22

Female

Greek

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P5

24

Male

German

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P6

29

Female

Spanish

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P7

25

Male

German

MSc, City Planning

P8

25

Male

German

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P9

24

Male

Greek

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P10

29

Female

Italian

PhD, Modern History

P11

26

Female

Italian

MSc, Event Management

P12

27

Male

Greek

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

P13

29

Female

Italian

MSc, Environment Design

P14

26

Male

Indian

MSc, Architecture

P15

29

Male

Italian

MSc, Human-Computer Interaction

Figure 1. Overview of participants
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3.2.3. Recruiting participants
The participants were recruited by email and through word of mouth. Three
participants were recruited via a snowball sampling strategy; this involved
asking the already recruited interviewees to recommend other students, by
asking them this question: “Do you know other people who may be suitable
participants for this study?” During the recruiting phase, two screening questions
were asked to ensure that participants were active users of social media and were
undertaking academic research. These questions were: “Are you using social
media tools, such as Twitter, Facebook or any other online communities?” and
“Are you currently working on an academic research project?” At the beginning
of the research, the participants were intentionally recruited from an
interdisciplinary study background. However, after the key concepts were
created, theoretical sampling was used to further develop and refine the
hypothesis using a constant comparison method (Charmaz, 1990).
3.2.4. Semi-structured interviews
The interviews were conducted in an informal way, in a quiet environment to
facilitate recording the participants. The interviews took between 30 and 69
minutes. The data collection process lasted for three weeks. The first interview
was used as a pilot study, to test the questions’ effectiveness. After the pilot
study, further questions were added to test the theories: for instance, the pilot
participant mentioned finding social media content using a Google search
without intention, and this question was later asked to the rest of the participants.
At the end of the interviews, a report was created and sent via email to the
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participants to validate the interpretations of the researcher. This phase of
member-checking was instrumental to unravel the imprecise definition of social
media amongst the participants. P15 described his use of Delicious
(http://www.delicious.com) as a social bookmaking tool. However, during
member checking it became clear that some of the participants, although also
active users of Delicious, did not mention this site because they did not consider
this tool to be social media.
3.2.5. Transcription
The interviews were immediately transcribed, and the transcripts are a faithful
written record of the participants’ verbal accounts. Initially, I followed Strauss’s
(1998) suggestions that a novice qualitative researcher transcribe the interviews
entirely, rather than merely recording selected portions. I personally transcribed
the fifteen interviews in order to familiarise myself with the data (Strauss, 1998).
I recorded each interview using a portable digital voice recorder and transcribed
them into MS Word using Express Scribe audio transcription software. The
fifteen transcribed interviews comprised 58 A4 pages of data, ranging from eight
pages, when the participants engaged well with the topic, to two pages when the
topic was not well received and no details of serendipitous encounters were
provided. An example transcript can be found in Appendix D.
3.2.6. Ethics
This study was conducted in accordance with the guidelines of the departmental
ethics committee, who granted permission for the interviews to take place. The
participants were given a consent form (see Appendix B) in accordance with the
19

Data Protection Act 1998, and an information sheet (see Appendix A) to provide
them with background information on the study. I ensured anonymity by
removing the names of individuals and institutions. I will illustrate in detail how
the data was collected and analysed in the following section.

3.3.

Data analysis

To analyse the data and generate themes, I used grounded theory principles and
inductive thematic analysis. The coding process was inductive, allowing the
themes to emerge from the data, rather than testing the hypothesis. The literature
review informed the analysis, by comparing the findings with the existing
scholarly work on the subject.
3.3.1. Grounded theory principles
Grounded theory was selected as an appropriate methodology to study
serendipity because it has been identified as a means to study complex
phenomenon where little is known about a subject (Strauss, 1998). The grounded
theory principles used were constant comparison, open coding, and axial coding.
Open coding
Initially, the transcripts were manually coded, using an open thematic approach
by highlighting the transcripts incident-by-incident, and identifying codes to
describe the parts underlined.
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Constant comparison
The data was analysed during the information gathering process that took place
after each of the interviews. The initial codes were examined to determine
whether they were appropriate for the following interview, otherwise new codes
were created. Existing codes were re-named and redistributed if found not to
conform to the new data.
Axial coding
After the initial coding stage, axial coding was used to reorganise the codes, find
relationships between the codes and to create a coherent narrative. During this
phase the thematic map was used to visualise the relationship between the
identified codes (see figures 4 and 5).
3.3.2. Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis was used in this study to yield ‘thematizing’ and organise
meanings, as described by (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I will describe the process
that I followed to organise the data into themes. Although I will describe the
different phases of the process, this was non-linear and it went through different
iterations.
Phase 1: Familiarity with data
Firstly, I familiarised myself with the data by reading and re-reading the
transcript. Having transcribed the interviews myself, the process of becoming
familiar with the data was simple.
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Phase 2: Generating initial codes
To identify the codes in the data, I coded the transcripts manually, by
underlining portions of the transcripts and identifying initial open codes,
continually comparing codes between interviews and modifying the codes. To
triangulate the manual coding, I used Allan’s key point coding technique (Allan,
2003), which involves listing the identified codes and collating codes between
interviews. To apply this approach, I created an Excel file that listed the
identified codes with related in vivo codes. Each key point was given an
identification number, as shown in figure 2.

Figure 2. Key points
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Consequently, the identified concepts were listed and a code given to the key
points to understand the concept’s significance: for instance, in figure 3 the
concept “need to explore for broader knowledge” is mentioned in four different
key points by P1, in the key points 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 and 1.4, as illustrated in figure 2.

Figure 3. Emerging concepts

Allan’s (2003) approach was used to triangulate the emerging themes that had
been manually identified, to provide a different view of the data.
Phase 3: Searching for themes
In this phase, the coded identified data was organised into themes. Visual
representation using Post-it notes and mind maps facilitated the identification of
themes that seemed relevant to answering the research questions. Figures 4 and 5
show iterations of thematic maps representing the emerging themes.
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Figure 4. Initial thematic map

Figure 5. Thematic map on Post-it notes

Once the main themes were identified, they were reviewed for internal and
external homogeneity, as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006). To ensure
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homogeneous data within a theme, the data was checked to create a coherent and
meaningful theme. To ensure heterogeneity, the themes and sub-themes were
checked for clear identifiable distinctions. At the end of this stage, the finding
chapter (chapter 3) was written in three different versions to improve the
narrative of the findings and highlight the overarching themes.

3.4.

Limitations of the study

This study used a specific sample of the population, young post-graduate
students working on their MSc dissertations and a PhD thesis; therefore, a
further study is necessary to validate and generalise the findings. Moreover, the
small sample must be considered when assessing the study’s findings. Another
limitation of this study is that it is based on memories of serendipitous
experiences. Although collecting data based on human memory may present
biased data, the literature review shows that serendipitous encounters are easy to
recall (Erdelez, 1999). To facilitate the recollection of serendipitous encounters,
post-graduate students working on their own final theses were selected.

3.5.

Summary

The methodology of this study extends the approach used by Erdelez (1999) and
Foster and Ford (2004). In the data gathering phase, I used the critical incident
technique within semi-structured interviews, and analysed the data using
thematic analysis and grounded theory principles. The results of the data analysis
were organised to create to answer to the research questions. The next chapter
will illustrates the identified themes using in vivo codes from the interviews to
support the argument.
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS

In the previous chapter, I described how the study was conducted. In this
chapter, I will present the results of the study in three main sections: serendipity,
social media, and the overarching theme of reciprocity and investment.

4.1.

Introduction

This chapter will discuss the findings in three sections. The first section presents
the findings related to the participants’ experiences of serendipity. In the second
section the participants’ social media use is presented. In the final section, the
overarching theme of reciprocity and investment is examined in detail, using in
vivo code to support the argument.

4.2.

The experience of serendipity

The participants had experienced serendipity. The 15 participants reported 27
incidences of serendipity, with 11 relating to social media and academic
research.
Most of the participants’ experiences of serendipity were anticipated by the need
to explore and extend knowledge on a particular subject, or procrastinating work,
“If you are bored you can go wherever you want” – P8 – and those moments of
serendipity occurred during a period of relaxation, “Generally it is a pause
session, it is relaxing time” – P15, or during a break, for almost fifty percent of
the participants. In contrast, when participants looked on purpose for a piece of
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information they were less inclined to experience serendipity. Some of the
participants mentioned that they did not experience serendipity when they were
completing a task, which means that the mental attitude and time of the
encountering is important.
The participants associated serendipity with positive feelings. Happiness that
they had made a certain discovery abounded, and were expressed by P2, “I feel
extremely happy; I feel really smart, associating things”. Some of the
interviewees regarded serendipity as a pleasing experience that extended their
knowledge and brought new discoveries into their searches. Serendipity was also
regarded as something that contributed to creativity. In particular, it was believed
that creative people experience serendipity more often, “People that are working
with creativity, they are more prone to (serendipity)” – P13. Curiosity was
considered an important element of serendipity, “I really like to click on that and
read on what they are saying” – P1; “I don’t know how it works, but I want to
know more” – P1.
Most of the participants felt that serendipity had a pivotal role in their research:
for instance, P10 believed the process of research to be based on serendipity.
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I didn’t have an idea of what I was looking for, in history it is not clear
what you are searching for, and what will be the result; it’s impossible to
know; I had a clear idea of my thesis only at the end of my research. So
what I found without intention was the result of my research – P10.
In some cases, the interview was an opportunity to reflect on the importance of
serendipity, “What I was reporting made me thinks so it was serendipity” – P1.
However, one participant stated he did not believe that serendipity existed.
Researcher (R): Do you have a strategy to enhance serendipity?
P9: Not really, I didn’t think it existed, so I wouldn’t say I can enhance it.
However, serendipity was also associated with negative feelings. Serendipity
can, “kills time” – P5 – or, “take people away from path they were supposed to
follow, and contributes to losing focus” – P2.
You have to keep yourself focused […] this is dangerous, because it kills
your time instead of doing works […] this is what I have experienced –
P5.
Others expressed feelings of being annoyed that serendipity cannot be
controlled, “it’s a bit annoying if you want to find something but you can’t” –
P9. Therefore, serendipity was not considering a phenomenon that could be
relied on for systematic academic research. “I wouldn’t trust only serendipity for
my research” – P10. P9 also mentioned, “I didn’t think (serendipity) existed”
and said that he thought that was quite normal to find related information while
searching.
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The participants’ previous knowledge also had an effect on serendipity. Some
referred to searching skills and domain knowledge as something that facilitated
serendipity: “you have to know how to look and where to look” – P10. Others
mentioned the importance of having knowledge in one or more areas. “I guess
because I have a background knowledge in both (areas), it collided in my mind”
– P8. However, many believe that beginners of particular domain knowledge
experience serendipity more often because they “don’t have experience so
everything is a source of wondering” – P10.
After the experience of serendipity, participants mentioned that they experienced
an extension of knowledge, discovering what they were not aware of. Some
shifted the aim of their research, while others searched for more information. P1
started to look for a screen recorder and then ended up looking for voice recorder
after she encountered serendipitous information, “I was looking for a screen
recorder and I found a forum […] then I started looking for a voice recorder” –
P1. Many also mentioned that after serendipity they explored more to understand
if what they found was relevant – “I went to look for proof of what others people
were posting, I wanted to compare it with my previous thoughts” – P13.
Many discussed the importance of capturing serendipity when it happened, to
avoid forgetting the train of thought that led them to serendipity, “I have learnt
that if I don’t take notes I will forget about it” – P7. Some found strategies to
record serendipity when it occurred, either through taking pictures – P14 – or
social bookmarking tools, such as Delicious – P15 – or Digg (http://digg.com)–
P12. “Mainly through photography, I do it for hobbies […] I create those
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serendipity moments for myself, I don’t know if they are useful right now but I
can go back if I needed to” – P14.
There were contrasting opinions about using strategies to create serendipity.
Some believed that it would not be possible to have a strategy to achieve
serendipity, “If you have a strategy then the serendipity is gone”– P6. However,
other participants used tools for creating serendipity, although none of them
considered this as a “strategy for serendipity”. P15 used Google Reader and
Delicious to save everything he found interesting, and used these tools when
looking for inspiration.

4.3.

The use of social media

All of the participants used social media websites. Of these, the most popular
social media website was Facebook, which was mainly used to keep in contact
with friends and peers. However, more than fifty percent of the participants also
used websites with social media functions for their academic research, such as:
Zotero, Cityulike, Mandeley, Wikipedia (http://wikipedia.org), and blogs.
The most interesting finding in this section was that the participants stated they
used social media every day, sometimes encountering social media content
without intending to do so, while using search engines. Seven participants
reported that they spent between 30 minutes and one hour a day using social
media, usually when taking a break from studying and for checking their emails
and visits social media websites – P1, P5, P9, P12, P13, P14 and P15.
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[…] It must be a moment when I want to get news, the daily business,
everyday I browse at least 30 minutes in my area, you know in computer
science there is something happening all the time, so I do it for relaxing
and getting the information. At least 30 minutes, one hour per day
without intention, without goals, just exploring, going to Facebook and
Twitter is like checking, watching some links which are interesting – P5.
Many stated that they had experienced serendipity during this time: for instance,
P14 described how he had found interesting information using social media
while taking a break.
R: Have you ever found interesting information using social media for
your project without intention?
P14: Yes, I was browsing on Flickr and I saw pictures of a photographer
that is a scientist and he uses light, he took pictures of his own research,
now he is a retired scientist but still he explores photography. I randomly
met him on Flickr because I was interested in his pictures and I contacted
him via email; we exchanged emails, I told him about my project and he
gave some ideas for my project, so it was completely without intention.
When you see random pictures you see something interesting, you see all
his work and you just email him, there is something that we share, we do
something similar, this happens to me sometimes, sometimes you meet
strangers just like that.
R: What you were doing when you found this information?
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P14: I was just exploring content on Flickr, checking my pictures to see
if there were comments to my pictures, and on the home page.
R: What was your goal at that time?
P14: I was checking Flickr in my break, in the morning.
The encounters with social media content were often unexpected. The interaction
with social media content was a seamless integration in a search engine search
for a significant number of participants – P1, P2, P3, P12. P1 encountered
forums’ content by accident, and she speculated that this may be related to the
type of information she was looking for, for instance the searching keywords she
used.
Sometimes forums are not something I am specifically looking for but
there is where the answers appears, that is why I refer to forums, that is
where a lot of people comments are – P1.
Equally, P12 and P2 reported finding social media content on Citeulike and
Wikipedia while using Google searches for academic papers.
There are some papers that are rare, so when I searched for them in
Google, the first result is always the citation from Citeulike. Instead of
the source of paper itself it takes me to this social site instead – P12.
Similarly, P2 mentioned that social media, like Wikipedia, was, “Very hard to
ignore it […] is like Google recommends it indirectly – P2.
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Although some participants believed that social media tools were inappropriate
for academic research, many mentioned that the information they could find on
social media contents was more recent than academics papers.
I was checking the ergonomics of the iPad, the iPad had been released
only two days ago so I couldn’t find specialised information […] and I
found only this blog and it was exactly what I was looking for and it was
only on a blog – P12.
The type of information available on social media websites was not considered
of high relevance to academic research, but is deemed useful as supporting
information: for example, to help to find the details of, “Exhibitions and places
that you don’t know in London” – P13. For P9, the usefulness of the information
he found on social media was limited, “It’s not really useful it’s just random, it’s
more general information, but if you want something specific you need to ask for
it”. However, the usefulness of the information available on social media was
also attributed to the quality of the connection in social media; for instance, P4
said, “If I hadn’t had friends from the university in Facebook, I wouldn’t have
found answers to important questions” – P4.
Some participants had particular strategies of using social media for academic
research, for instance: using Facebook and forums to look for answers to
academic questions, and using status updates to ask questions. This is an
emerging trend and some participants mentioned that they started using social
media for academic purposes through watching other people doing it.
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While we were preparing for exams we were often exchanging
information on Facebook, posting links or questions […] at the
beginning, I didn’t consider this way of using Facebook then I started to
see that my classmates were leaving comments and started to read them,
and found the information I was looking for. It was really useful – P13.
In the same vein, P2, P3 and P4 used social media to ask specific questions:
I was on Facebook and I thought, what if I type “cloud computing” into
Facebook Groups, and surprisingly there were many Groups – P2
I had a question that I couldn’t answer, and I posted on Facebook, and
some people answered this question […] so you can get people to explain
stuff in this way – P4.
Participants mentioned their intentionality in ‘following’ people and
organisations relevant to their academic research on social media websites: for
instance, P5 found an internship via Twitter.
I know (this organisation) is good, so there is an impulse to go there […]
it’s not really a incident because I follow them (on Twitter) for this
reason, to have an immediate update of what they are doing – P5.
This episode reveals that there is a level of intentionality in serendipitous
discoveries using social media tools. The same intentionality was described by
P10, who used social media tools throughout her research project to create a
dialogue on her topic.
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It was good for creating a reaction from people on certain topics, and I
used social media to spread my survey. When the results were ready I
Tweeted about it […] I didn’t expect I could reach so many people with
social media – P10
P15 described intentionality in his use of Google Reader to create serendipity.
I have been using Google Reader for more than five years, and in these
years I have changed categories, after I had the problem of noise because
I have added a few blogs, but then I needed to clear and manage and filter
what I thought it was more important – P15.
It is important to note that most of the participants did not have a clear definition
of social media. Only one participant mentioned Delicious as a social media tool
in relation to serendipity. However, during the member checking phase
participants were asked about their usage of social bookmaking tools, such as
Delicious, and it was found that in some cases Delicious and Digg were not
nominated during the interview because they were not considered as social
media websites. This revealed that possibly the serendipitous incidents using
social media are more common that this study has found.

4.4.

Reciprocity and investment

I identified an overarching theme while compiling the data – the value of
investment and reciprocity in relation to serendipity. This refers to the
probability that an experience of serendipity increases when time is invested in
searching for information using social media, and the strong sense of reciprocity
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in other people’s actions to increase the likelihood of a serendipitous occurrence.
Reciprocity, in this context, means the awareness of sharing information to
create serendipitous moments for other people; the importance of virtual and
physical connections to experience serendipity; the different roles people have in
the creation of serendipity – some are creators and others are consumers; the
trust given to people through social media, and serendipity; the awareness that
the way people tag documents may lead to serendipitous encounters. Investment,
in this context, means the contrast of investing time to browse for information
and purposely searching for information to be productive; the awareness that
using social media encourages serendipity, and that doing academic research is
time consuming; participants’ strategies to save time while using social media
and doing research; participants’ experiences of serendipity during break times.
4.4.1. Reciprocity
The different roles identified in the data are those of the creator and the
consumer of information. The creator saves and shares moments of serendipity,
and is aware that this may lead others to experience serendipity, as described by
P14 and P15:
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Serendipity happens in yourself, but social media helps the possibility of
discoveries […] I click a lot in Google Reader to the share button. When
I read something that could be interesting to other people I click to the
share button, and I think it helps serendipity […] I have experienced
serendipity in this way – P15.
When people start to share information, lots of thoughts, like in blogs
(that) it may be useful for other people and give ideas to others, but it
may have different meanings […] record what you think and feel, and
share it online, so you create more opportunity for yourself; recording is
important –P14
Other participants (P1, P2) prefer to ‘consume’ this information, rather than
create and share it:
Everybody has so much knowledge and everybody is open to share [sic],
the technology is giving a platform to share and there are so many
people, so many brains, so many ideas. Everyone wants to come and
show, and people like me want to sit back and look – P2.
Although there is a disparity in how different people contribute to, and invest in,
creating serendipitous occurrences, the value of interactions, both physically
and virtually, are recognised by most of the participants.
Just meeting up with people, no matter how much you read, you find
something really useful. […] Face-to-face contact with people, a lot of
friends, the more conversation with people you have the more things you
find out, and online social media is great for that as well. I mean,
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serendipity is not about meeting up with people, but ultimately
serendipitous things are useful if they make you happy, and usually they
don’t involve sitting at home and making serendipitous discoveries […]
and you end up getting new ideas that would not have occurred to you
otherwise – P3.
Therefore, the quality and quantity of connections made online may lead to
more serendipitous happenings. P8 mentioned how the quality of online
connections helped in his experience of serendipity, in particular being
connected to people with similar interests:
On Facebook, you have a stream of friends […] we share the same study
so there is a high chance that whatever they post I’m interested in as well.
Sometimes you find the same thing […] has just happen over in the HCI
community, sometimes it is just something in your particular area and I
would never search for it, because I don’t even know the vocabulary –
P8.
Other participants expressed the importance of being connected to certain people
through social media. P14 found that being connected with his supervisor via
Facebook was extremely useful for his research:
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My supervisor uses Facebook, so she knows a lot of scientists that are
doing this work, so she posts interesting links on her profile; she is doing
a PhD in this area. She is really busy, but with Facebook she can be in
contact with everyone – P14.
Similarly, the quantity of connections can influence the experience of
serendipity.
In terms of social media, the more friends you have the more you can
experience serendipity […] the more you have contact with other people,
the more information you get – P5.
People’s interaction is recognised as being extremely valuable both for academic
research and to experience serendipity, but not everyone who is encountered
online is considered of equal value for academic research. It appears that only
experts in a field – people with authority – can be trusted for academic research:
I don’t tend to use social media for my study, for an educational purpose,
I prefer to read a paper from someone who knows what he is talking
about, so I find papers more reliable […] I don’t like to mix work with
anything else. I find social media more appropriate for personal interests;
I don’t like using social media for work – P9.
There a lack of trust in individuals, but also a lack of trust in using social media
for academic purposes, and thus for serendipity. The main issue is that social
media content cannot be cited in academic research; therefore, traditional
sources (journals and books) are considerate to be more reliable (P6, P9, P4).
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I don’t trust social media for my final project; I try to find something
more academic. I think that social media is more for learning things like
news that you don’t have to refer to, but for my final project it needs to
be on (an) academic level – P4.
Rather that using social media for academic research, it can be preferable “to
read a paper from someone who knows what his talking about” – P9.
In contrast, social media is perceived to be more suitable for personal interests
than academic research. P9, who used social media only in his personal life,
stated that, “I trust the people in forums because they are crazy and enthusiastic”.
Similarly, P6 mentioned that she preferred to use social media not for academic
research, saying, “I don’t trust social media, I prefer traditional ways […]
sometimes I find something interesting, but not for academic research”.
This lack of trust in social media is perceived also in relation to serendipity.
Participants referred to the phenomenon of serendipity as something that,
although useful, cannot be controlled and therefore they cannot rely on it. P11
found serendipity useful, but, “I wouldn’t rely on serendipity only, for my
research”. However, trust was given to number of citations and keywords
assigned by people. Participants expressed higher levels of trust towards
keywords assigned by people rather than by computers.
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!"# I’ll be thinking that Mendeley is telling (me) what human decisions
have been made; if I put it in Google, I know that whatever I get is an
automated summary of what is relevant, and part of me would trust a
human more to tell me what is relevant – P3.
Similarly, the number of times that a paper was cited gave more credibility to the
paper. P3 stated that he trusted people’s opinions (number of citations) more
than Google algorithms.
If I go on Google Scholar, it is Google algorithms that say this is
been accessed a lot, and to an extent you understand what people think of
a paper because (it) has been cited a lot, so you naturally think you
should look at this paper, but it is still like a bunch of computers telling
me what is relevant; whereas, if I have something like Mendeley it will
feel like (this) is what people have made human decisions about what
they are interested in […] one last thing, which I just realised about
Google Scholar, if I Google a paper that has been citied 500 times and
another five times probably unless the title of the popular one looks
irrelevant I’m more likely to click on that because there is evidence that
humans have found that paper interesting and that it is quite a popular
thing – P3.
While choosing who to trust for academic purposes may not be easy, the
participants were unequivocal in stating their awareness of how other people’s
behaviours can lead to serendipity. Many participants mentioned that the way
people tag documents has an impact on how easy it is to find the documents
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themselves, which can therefore lead to serendipity. However, the keywords
used to categorise the information may not be accessible and intelligible to the
information seeker. There may be a knowledge gap between the creator of the
document and the seeker: for instance, P2 mentioned that she failed to find an
academic paper because the way it was tagged was not accessible. She found the
content she was looking for only later, while looking for information on another
topic.
I wanted to do something on the seven emotions, so I was looking for
scientific papers on that, but I didn’t find it and let the topic go away.
Then after a few days I was looking for papers again, this time for my
sister […] and I stumbled upon this paper on textiles, about Indian art
philosophy and that was where I got the context of the seven emotions
[…] so I guess it is even the way people name their stuff that makes it
click or… not click – P2.
P2 attributed her failure to find information to the way that papers were tagged,
which did not match the keywords she used. She mentioned how using keywords
in different languages may change the result of the findings:
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I guess I should have looked for keywords, like a wider range of
keywords; maybe instead of giving Hindi terms, if I should have used
English terms. I would have had more results […] maybe the way I
searched, it was a girl’s paper, maybe the way she gave keywords didn’t
match my search, maybe that was the problem, or the way it was tagged
– P2.
Similarly, P6 mentioned that she was able to find more results for her research
criteria using Spanish keywords, “In some instances, the keywords used to tag a
document lead(s) to serendipity”.
The way that someone had tagged a paper led P8 to a serendipitous discovery:
I can’t remember the paper but I got interested because of his vocabulary,
the wording was absolutely different from the one I was using, so I
wouldn’t have found this paper otherwise. His vocabulary helped me to
find this paper […] The tagging had the same vocabulary I used but the
headline’s paper was totally different – P8.
Therefore, the curiosity of the keywords used for tagging the document led P8 to
read the paper. Keywords were also used as an exploration of related articles: for
instance, P1 reported that the keywords used to link article stimulated her
curiosity to find out more, in particular when its subject was not clear to her.
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Sometimes when you read an article there are specific keywords that are
highlighted which link to another article – I really like to click (through)
and read what they are saying, and in most aspects when I miss the first
part of the article – P1.
Although the awareness of the importance of tagging documents seemed to be
clear to participants, this did not increase the time that they invested in tagging.
P15, who used Delicious for tagging documents that seemed as if they could be
useful for him in the future, mentioned that he usually chose popular, rather than
personalised, tags.
I was searching for facility something but that tag was not in Delicious
[…] so I went back to Delicious to find something (but I couldn’t find
anything) […] maybe because I don’t pay attention. I use the popular
tags, when I see the popular tags they look all good, but when you want
to recall it, probably it is not the word you are going to use – P15.
4.4.2. Investment
As discussed in the previous section, the participants showed an awareness of the
fact that investing time in exploring information could facilitate experiences of
serendipity and, therefore, enable them to find useful documents that they might
not otherwise have discovered. However, there is a contrast between the time
invested to browse without a clear information need and the time spent on
purposely searching for it, to fulfil a specific need. P1 described an internal
duality between the moments in which she was looking for specific articles and
the time she wanted to explore “outside the box”.
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When I look at certain articles, I have specifically selected those articles
because it meets my needs, but at times I like to kind of explore without
intention. Sometimes I see information but it’s kind of broad description
of the topic, and I’m not really sure, and sometimes I click on it to see
what does it say exactly. Sometimes I like to go outside the box, because
it is not always yes, I got this need, and I need to achieve it – P1.
Although most of participants perceived the benefits of going out of the scope of
their current information search, they also appeared to fear doing so in case this
led them off their research path altogether and made them waste time.
If you have work to do you find enough stuff to go somewhere because it
is interesting, there is no limit for that, this is dangerous, because it kills
your time instead of doing work – P5.
Many participants restrained themselves to using social media sites only during
a study break.
Usually I log on, into the Internet. First I usually check my email, and
once I check my email then I write down what I need to achieve at the
end of the day, I write on a piece of paper otherwise I would go out of the
scope, but when I take my break I like reading everything, like
newspapers and articles, but usually I'm quite focused, no matter what
happens I need to achieve that, so I start my day by briefly searching and
doing this and that, and sometimes it could be that I'm reading one thing
and I look at something and then something comes up and I just want to
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click on that and carry on reading, so sometimes I go outside of the scope
– P1.
Participants perceived the importance of exploring out of the scope of their
research to experience serendipity, but there was a fear of deviating from ‘work’
because exploratory activities using social media could often be less productive
than searching for specific information. However, some of the interviewees
mentioned the importance of allowing themselves exploration time in order to
experience serendipity, in particular through having conversations.
[…] (I like) meeting up with people and having conversations. Because I
suppose when you seat there with your aim, you set yourself a goal, and
you pursue that, and you got that goal in mind, whereas if you have
conversations with people you may bring up a topic, actually what is in
there is completely different and not related to it at all. There is where
different ideas come from, it is common sense […] you allow the
external information to (come to) you – P3.
The research has identified that serendipity is frequently experienced during
breaks in study, often in relation to background information problems. This
suggests that serendipity is not a random event but one that is experienced in
relation to specific information seeking problems. Six participants (P1, P2, P3,
P4, P5 and P12) mentioned having multiple information seeking problems with
different priorities: they had experienced serendipity in relation to one of them.
[...] But in the back of my mind there is a problem people may interpret
the questions in a different way, part of that is designing good and
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unambiguous questions and that in the back of my mind was a problem
and I mentioned that to our group, and someone said that someone wrote
half of a paper specifically about this topic, you know maybe I would
have come across it if I would have spent a bunch of time specifically
looking for it, but it may have taken me an afternoon to come across that
paper – P3.
I think there is so much information out there, this rate that the
information comes to your life make you want to run fast, so there are so
many time(s) that I skip useful stuff, I don’t have time to read it, because
I focus on something else, but I think in a way I keep it in the back of my
mind, there are three or four things that I’m always interested in. In my
random searches I spend more than one hour in Google Search, so when I
come across search results that remind me of these three things I have in
my mind to look at it. In my mind this is the kind of information I would
call serendipity, because they are not completely random, there are things
that are interesting but you just forgot about it – P12.
The decision to invest time to pursue the exploration of a particulate topic is
related to the priority that the participant assigned to that specific topic; as P2
mentioned:
My goals should have been only to focus on […] and not thinking about
anything else, I should have done that ideally, but the topic was so
interesting and so wide, and it applied to my regular life so much [….] I
was connecting with myself and one aspect of myself, then I think it was
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the priority of the project, so I guess that what I was reading fit my
project really well so it stayed in my memory – P2.
In general, the process of doing academic research was considered to be
overwhelming – “Is really time consuming doing research” – P7. Mainly, this
was attributed to the amount of information available and the difficulties in
understanding what was important.
I think there so much information out there, the rate that the information
comes to your life make you want to run fast, so there are so many times
that I skip useful stuff – P12.
The participants also stated that using social media could be time consuming.
P3 described how it added “noise” rather than provided him with useful
information:
There must be a balance between injecting more unpredictability in your
life and creating noise […]. A lot of time I joined social media things,
and this has introduced serendipity but in a time wasting noisy kind of
way – P3.
The tools available to participants often did not provide them with support in
finding information relevant to their searches. P12 mentioned that some search
engines did not provide relevant results, “I use Google Scholar and Google a lot,
because I’m disappointed with other searches, for instance UCL library search is
not good, even if I put the exact title, the same for ACM” – P12. Some
participants suggested that people-connections or specific software would be
useful in identifying useful information. P12 mentioned the usefulness of having
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someone or something to tell you what is useful, “There is so much information
that somebody has to tell you this is not useful for you” – P12.
However, many participants had devised strategies to keep themselves focused
while studying and to optimise their time while searching, and knew how to use
social media effectively to answer their information needs, as previously
discussed in section 4.3.

4.5.

Summary

These findings provide an overview of the participants’ feelings about
serendipity and social media. The data highlights an overarching theme of
reciprocity and investment in their experiences of serendipity. The participants
were aware that by investing time in using social media effectively, and by
having closer relations to other people who were also doing so, they could
frequently experience serendipity. Furthermore, some of the interviewees shared
their moments of serendipity to allow others to experience this. A similarity
between serendipity and social media was identified: both required investing
time to experience serendipity and to effectively use social media for academic
research. Some of the participants mentioned an element of mistrust in their
feelings towards serendipity and social media. They could not rely on
serendipity because it was not possible to control it; similarly, they did not trust
social media because it introduced “a noise” into their information seeking
activity and it affected their productivity. However, the utility of serendipity and
social media was widely recognised for academic and recreational purposes. In
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the following chapter, the findings of this research will be discussed and
compared with the existing literature.
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CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION

In the previous chapter, I presented the findings of this study in relation to the
experience of serendipity, uses of social media, and the overarching theme of
reciprocity and investment. In this chapter, I will discuss my findings and relate
these to the existing literature.

5.1.

Introduction

The research questions aimed to investigate whether the use of social media
among academics fosters serendipity. The findings suggest that the use of social
media increases serendipity, but investing time in learning how best to use these
tools and develop connections with other individuals to facilitate serendipity is
needed. The participants who were more familiar with using social media
presented particular strategies of capturing and sharing their serendipity
discoveries with others. The assumption is that the use of social media in the
academic domain, such as digital libraries and electronic information resources,
can foster serendipity, but people must learn how to use these tools.
In contrast to the findings from the literature review, this study has revealed that
factors that promote serendipity are not only related to personal difference or to
environment, but linked to social behaviours. Serendipity is mostly viewed as an
individualistic experience, as summarised by Pasteur, “Chance only favours the
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prepared mind” (cited in Kubinyi, 1999). The view that personality is important
to experience serendipity is supported by Erdelez (1999), who categorises people
according to the frequency that they experience serendipity: the nonencounterers experience serendipity less than the super-encounterers. A number
of studies investigate the limitations of environment on serendipity. McBirnie
(2008) refers to pressure as something that can work as a serendipity filter. This
is confirmed in the findings of my study, where the participants discussed the
difficulties of experiencing serendipity when under pressure.
The overarching theme of reciprocity and investment presents similarities with
the concept of Community of Practice (CoP). Participants make available to
others their personal experiences of serendipity by capturing and sharing these
moments; there is a mutual understanding that how people identify documents
with keywords influences the likelihood of others being able to find useful
information and experience serendipity. Social media is an extension of social
engagement with a CoP, and tools such as Facebook and more academic sites
provide a technological platform to support such engagement. Participants are
aware that other people’s behaviour, and the quality and quantity of their social
media connections, can save them research time. I hypothesise that fostering a
CoP can be beneficial to facilitating the experience of serendipity. Therefore, I
believe that using a CoP as an angle to discuss these findings can provide a
further understanding of them. CoP has been used elsewhere (Adams &
Blandford, 2005) as a framework to guide the design of digital libraries. In the
following section, I will describe the concept of a CoP, before comparing this
with the findings of this research.
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5.2.

Community of Practice

The concept of a CoP was developed by Lave (1991). A CoP is a, “group of
people informally bound together by shared expertise and a passion for a joint
enterprise” (Wenger, & Snyder, 2000). In a CoP there is mutual engagement,
shared enterprise and a focus on co-evolution and learning. Learning is shaped
through a process of participation (known as legitimate peripheral participation)
where practices (social norms and meanings) are maintained, and participants
develop their identity through social interaction. CoPs are not constrained by
time and space, and their lifespan is determined by their members (Sharratt &
Usoro, 2003); they are, therefore, self-organised. Four key features of CoP are:
domain, legitimate peripheral participation, identity, and practice.
5.2.1. Domain
A CoP has a shared domain – the members have a mutual interest in a particular
thing, in which they all have a certain level of expertise. The members of a CoP
value collective competence and learn from each other. Members pursue their
collective interests by investing time in discussions, helping each other, and
sharing information. This factor was present in the findings of this research. The
participants shared interests, and had similar needs while performing academic
research. Moreover, they were investing time in their interests by participating in
a social media community and observing other people’s actions within this
domain.
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5.2.2. Legitimate peripheral participation
According to Lave and Wenger (1991), learning is a social practice that occurs
through legitimate peripheral participation. Newcomers gradually become part of
a community by practising, and interacting, within it. To become full members
of the community, newcomers need to have access to the practice of the
community by observing, and interacting with established members to request
information and solve problems. This factor was also present in the findings of
this study. The role of the creator and the consumer of serendipity resembles the
role of the newcomer and the established members of a CoP.
5.2.3. Identity
For Wenger (1999) identity is strongly emphasised in a CoP. The identity of a
person is created in context and in relation to other people. Other members
contribute to the creation of identity through shared practice, mutual help, and
providing reflection. Members invest time in the community to develop their
identities. Identity construction is related to the concept of power difference
between the newcomers and the established members. This factor was also
present in the findings of this research. The different levels of trust assigned to
people accorded to their authority in the field and their contribution to the
community resembled the power difference among members of a CoP.
5.2.4. Practice
Members of a CoP are practitioners who share their practice in order to construct
meaning and to extend their learning, through a process of participation and
reification. Participation is the process where members create routine language
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and specific tools for their work. Reification is the process of making real
abstract ideas embodied in an artefact such as a drawing, a procedure, or simply
by naming things. The members of a CoP share practice, tools, and terminology.
The newcomers to a CoP need to have transparent access to the community
(social norms and meanings) to become a full member. This factor was present
in the findings of this research. Participants collaboratively created meaning by
tagging documents, and sharing this information with others (social
bookmarking): this resembles the process of reification in a CoP.
The overarching themes identified in the findings present many similarities with
the four key factors of a CoP. The theme of reciprocity, with the strong
importance given to social interaction, has many similarities with the concept of
a CoP. However, the theme of investment seems to have fewer similarities. The
individual investing their time in learning and developing a practice is similar to
a CoP, but in the context of social media there is a struggle between devoting
time to contributing to the community and being productive. In the following
section, I will discuss the overarching theme of reciprocity and investment in
relation to existing studies, and state how the findings relate to the concept of
CoP.

5.3.

Reciprocity

The findings support the argument that serendipity is not a product of individual
characteristics, but is influenced by other people’s behaviours. Participants are
making available to others their personal experience of serendipity by capturing
and sharing these moments, and there is a mutual understanding that the way
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people identify documents with keywords influences the likelihood of others
finding useful information and experiencing serendipity.
5.3.1. The value of people
The participants in this research were aware of the importance of other people’s
behaviour in their own experience of serendipity. This connection between
human interaction and serendipity can be found in the existing literature. A
recent study (Hagel, 2010) emphasises the importance of being able to create and
manage a network of people in order to increase the likelihood of a serendipitous
occurrence. Some scholars (Eagle & Pentland, 2005) have created mobilephone-based system to foster face-to-face interaction among nearby users that do
not know each other but share similar interests.
Similarly, the value of people’s participation to creating meaning is highlighted
in the concept of the CoP, in particular in the key factors (see section 5.2.1) and
the idea of legitimate peripheral participation (5.2.2). Participants found it
beneficial to interact with people who shared their interests. These interactions
occurred on a daily basis in different social networks, including friends and
unknown people. Although the participants were aware of the importance of
interacting with people in order to experience serendipity, they recognised that
individuals contributed differently to the community accordingly to their
knowledge.
5.3.2. Different roles: creator and consumer
Participants took on different roles in their groups, according to their knowledge
and personality: the role of creator of serendipity and that of consumer of
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information; these two roles resemble those of the domain expert and the
consumer, as identified by Blandford & Attfield (2010). However, in their
interpretation, this relationship has a power unbalance, in that the domain expert
has more knowledge than the consumer. In these findings, this disparity of
knowledge does not create an unbalance: on the contrary these people can
collaborate. The creator of serendipity is the person who finds useful information
before the consumer, and saves and shares this knowledge for the benefits of
others.
The creator of serendipity resembles the super-encounterer (Erdelez, 1999), who
finds relevant information for himself and for others. Erdelez and Rioux, (2000a)
study this behaviour of acquiring-and-sharing relevant information for known
people, such as friends and colleagues. However, my study suggests that people
share relevant information not only with known individuals, but with people
whom they do not know. Cooksey (2004, p.7) defines this behaviour of sharing
potential serendipity as “altruistic serendipity”, while other studies (Twidale,
Nichols, Mariani, Rodden, & Sawyer, 1995) refer to it as collaborative browsing,
which is defined as an extension of the old-style browsing that included
collaboration with other people.
The findings present similarities with two of the CoP’s key factors, legitimate
peripheral participation (see section 5.2.2) and identity (see section 5.2.3). In the
concept of a CoP, the roles of creator and consumer are similar to the roles of
newcomers and established members. The main difference between this two
roles is the fact that newcomers live at the periphery of a CoP, by observing and
participating in the community they learn how to become established members
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themselves. Their contributions to their communities differ in terms of
participation: from the legitimate peripheral participation of the consumer to the
full participation of the creator (Smith, 2003). In the academic arena people also
fulfil different roles, but are also accorded different levels of trust, according to
their reputations.
5.3.3. The trust
The findings have identified three different types of trust: trust in social media
content, in serendipity, and in other people. In the study, the participants
discussed the fact that they preferred finding out information from people with
authority, who had a reputation in their field. They also expressed a lack of trust
toward the content of social media, and a lack of trust in serendipity because it
could not be controlled. On the Internet, this lack of trust in social media is
justified by the fact that anyone can be a publisher and, therefore, the quality and
veracity of information is uncertain (Vishik & Whinston, 1999). Several studies
investigate the idea of a lack of trust in serendipity (André et al., 2009;
McBirnie, 2008). Similarly, Erdelez (1999) mentions how, in the research
process, the idea of serendipity can be a stigma. Some individuals prefer avoid
talking about their serendipitous moments for fear of been ridiculed; findings
useful information without a proper strategy is perceived to be naive, rather than
the outcome of good information seeking skills and domain knowledge.
Trust is a recurring theme in a CoP (Thoms, Garrett, Herrera, & Ryan, 2008;
Davenport, 2001). In particular, Davenport (2001) discusses how a CoP’s
members need help to identify the nodes in the social networks that they can
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trust. Trust is related to the themes of identity (see section 5.2.3) and legitimate
peripheral participation (see section 5.2.2). Since members construct their
identity by interacting in the community, communicating the specific expertise
of each member in order to obtain trust and recognition by others is fundamental.
Often members of a CoP decided whom and what to trust based on
recommendations by other members. As Powell (1996) suggests, trust is not an
outcome of a calculation but something that is created through interactions.
To create serendipity in a CoP, the system needs to support trust among
anonymous members, who may not see each other face-to-face. The kind of trust
that needs to be supported in a CoP is one that encourages reciprocity and
collaboration (Davenport, 2001). In a social media context, people are not only
trusted for their reputations and authority, but for the way they describe
documents with keywords.
5.3.4. Tagging
Tagging documents can lead people who see these tags to make unexpected
discoveries. People tag documents to make them findable, and these can create
moments of serendipity. Other studies have found that social bookmarking yields
discoveries (Lee, Goh, Razikin, & Chua, 2009). Lee et al. (2009) argues that the
way people tag the same document in different ways can be a drawback because
it can create confusion. However, in my study this was source of serendipity,
creating surprises and motivating people to find out more. Tagging seems to
provide a context that facilitates the connections needed in information searches.
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Recent studies (Cooksey, 2004) on OPAC (Online Public Access Catalogue) and
other academic databases confirm that cross-linking information promotes
serendipity. This suggests that the design of interactive systems can foster
serendipity. Therefore, it may be possible to programme for serendipity (Campos
& De Figueiredo, 2002) using specific features. In particular, research by Makri
and Warwick (2010) on the information seeking behaviours of architecture
students identifies tagging as a functionality that could promote creativity and
support the discovery of similar documents by facilitating searching and
browsing.
In terms of a CoP, the practice of naming documents (tagging) and sharing
relevant information (bookmarking and citations) is similar to the process of
reification. Wenger (2002) argues that reification is central to social learning and
production of meaning in a CoP. Reification is the process of making concrete
abstract ideas, by representing meaning with artefacts that summarise this
meaning. Reification does not only refer to creating objects but also to the
process of naming, interpreting and decoding them (Wenger, 2002). Elsewhere,
reification is described as process that can change people experience of the world
by bringing awareness and a new kind of understanding (Henri, Charlier, &
Ciussi, 2009). The process of reification as a way of providing an understanding
is consistent with my findings. For instance, P8 reported how the keywords used
to tag a document stimulated his curiosity because the words were different from
the ones he used for tagging the same document. My theory is that social
bookmarking plays the role of reification in my findings. This reciprocity has the
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effect of extending knowledge and promoting learning, and enabling students to
save time on academic research.

5.4.

Investment

The more a person browses or searches, the more likely they are to experience
serendipity. This is akin to the concept of perseverance introduced by Liestman
(1992), who proposes five other ways of making fortuitous discoveries
(coincidence, prevenient grace, synchronicity, altamirage, and sagacity). The
construction of a CoP member’s identity has a link to the time they invest in the
community and the time spent in developing knowledge in their area of interest.
In the following sections, I will discuss the themes highlighting the importance
of the concept of time in academic research.
5.4.1. Search versus exploring without intention
While looking for information, individuals struggle between purposefully
searching for facts and exploring for interesting information. Some people
perceive exploring as an enjoyable, but unproductive task. As Toms and McCayPeet (2009) argue, looking for serendipitous discoveries introduces the
possibility of diverting attention away from an activity. According to my
findings, however, both searching and browsing can lead to serendipity, yet
browsing seems to provide more serendipitous results. Toms (2000a) compares
the behaviour of a group of people searching purposefully for information with
another group browsing with no clear purpose, for twenty minutes. She found
out that browsing led to more serendipitous discoveries in terms of the number
of encounters and novice topics identified.
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5.4.2. Multiple information seeking problems
The participants stated that they dealt with multiple information seeking
problems. Typically, they had a foreground problem, which was a higher
priority, and a series of background problems in the backs of their minds.
Serendipity was often experienced in relation to those background information
problems. This corroborates Erdelez’s research (1999), in which she developed a
functional model that identifies five steps that occur during serendipity:
•

Noticing – seeking for information related to a foreground

problem;
•

Stopping – interrupting the original information search to observe

information related to background problems;
•

Examining – examining the effectiveness of the encountered

information;
•

Capturing – saving information for later use;

•

Returning – returning to the original foreground problem.

However, the study’s participants did not follow this model. The examination
phase is often followed by further exploration, and the course of information
seeking does not always cause the seeker to return to the foreground problem
(returning). On the contrary, most of the participants went on to further explore
the new information, or changed the topic of their search. After experiencing
serendipity, many browsed for more information, or switched their search topic;
only two participants returned to their previous searches after “capturing” the
serendipitous discovery. Erdelez affirms that people attempt to solve information
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problems one at a time. However, the findings of this survey suggest that
multiple information needs can be present.

5.5.

Summary

This chapter has highlighted how serendipity is a social phenomenon for
academia. Therefore, using social learning theories, such as that of a CoP, can
expand the current understanding of serendipity. When searching for academic
information, the seeker becomes part of a CoP, sharing information with known
and unknown people. In the academic domain the ultimate aim is to create
knowledge, but without meaning information cannot be transformed into
knowledge, which is created through conversations (Sharratt & Usoro, 2003).
Social media supports these online conversations. The reciprocity of
relationships among members extends their knowledge and fosters serendipity.
My theory is that supporting a CoP with an appropriate design would have a
positive effect on serendipity.
I have demonstrated how the findings of this study present many similarities
with the concept of a CoP, in terms of a shared domain and mutual interests that
lead people to invest their time in a community in order to develop their
expertise. Another similarity is the idea of a learning process based on legitimate
peripheral participation with the role of consumer (newcomers) learning the
practice gradually from the creators (experienced members), in this case of
serendipity. There is a shared concept of constructing identity by interacting with
others, who are accorded different levels of trust according to their position in
the community, and learning the Practice of the community by observing what
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people value (number of citations) and the meaning assigned to documents via
the process of ratification (tagging).
This study argues that serendipity is a product of social collaboration, rather than
an individual behaviour. Much of the existing literature has treated serendipity as
individualistic, whereas in this study I have highlighted how the experience of
serendipity is a product of social effort. In light of these findings, I propose to
evaluate serendipity with a method that considers social interaction: for instance,
some researchers are using social networks to study serendipity (McBirnie,
2010). Serendipity should be evaluated in an effort to discover to what extent an
experience of serendipity contributes to an extension of knowledge. The key
question when designing for serendipity is: what kind of social engagement
provides a proper context for learning to take place? I believe that the effect of
serendipity is to extend knowledge and, therefore, it needs to be studied as a
learning process.
In this chapter, I have discussed the findings of this study in comparison to the
existing literature, and suggested a CoP as a suitable framework to evaluate and
design for serendipity. In the following chapter, I will provide design
recommendations on how to create an electronic system to foster serendipity.
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CHAPTER 6. IMPLICATIONS FOR DESIGN

Based on my findings, serendipity is not a mere product of an individual effort,
but depends on the social behaviour of others. I have used CoP concepts as a
framework in which to discuss the findings and discovered many similarities.
Therefore, I argue that to foster serendipity it is important to promote social
learning. Electronic resource designers should ask themselves: “What kind of
social engagement provides a proper context for learning to take place?”. Other
studies (Wenger, 2002) provide principles to cultivate a CoP. However, in this
chapter I will merely summarise the design implications that directly emerge
from the findings, rather than specifying design principles on how to foster a
CoP. I will present high-level design recommendations for electronic resources
that aim to foster serendipity.
The system needs to support different levels of participation. The different
levels of participation identified in the data suggest that users should be allowed
to interact with the community according to their knowledge and time available.
Newcomers need to have access to the community’s conversations; a public
forum can serve this purpose. Experienced members, who have more knowledge
to share than newcomers, should engage with the members by writing blogs,
answering questions, and sharing their papers. The design features that could
enable this are: forums, blogs, tagging, comments.
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The system needs to allow members to recognise people’s identity, to foster
trust and the ability to identify members with authority in the academic domain.
To enable this, a public profile page could be set up for each member. The
profile should allow members to understand people’s interests, recent activities
(publications and current research, papers read, questions answered). It is
advisable to give space to participants to invest time in developing their
reputation, and provide identification of new and experienced members, for
instance with graphic identification (personalised budges, votes given by other
members).
The creation of knowledge and level of engagement needs to be promoted by
supporting members’ connectivity. The system needs to promote ways to
connect with people who share the same interests and information seeking
problems: for instance, by providing functionality that enables people to search
for those who share the same interests. Multiple methods of interaction need to
be provided, by allowing a plethora of ways to connect both asynchronously
(posing questions, private messages, bookmarking) and synchronously (chats,
instant messaging).
As I identified in the data, the process of tagging items with keywords and
sharing these tags with others was extremely useful for the participants to make
sense of information, and create and re-create knowledge. In a CoP, this process
is called reification. To support this functionality, the system needs to provide
social bookmarking. Social bookmarking is the process of identifying items
with keywords and sharing these with others. The tagging functionality should
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allow inputting user keywords and notes, allow people to search by tags, and
visualising the most popular tags.
Time was a crucial factor for the participants. They were aware of the
importance of serendipity, but they struggled to invest more time in exploration
because this activity was perceived as time consuming. The system needs to
allow the users to save time, and be more productive in encountering useful
information. Many researchers (Campos & De Figueiredo, 2002; Toms, 2000a)
attempt to achieve this, but to date there are no successful systems. However,
providing suggestions just-in-time seems to be a promising feature, as suggested
by Toms’ study (2000a).
Personalising suggestions could allow users to save time. People have a number
of topics and interests that they are always interested in. A system that provides
personalised recommendations using users’ input, but also by monitoring the
keywords

used

in

search

engines’

systems

can

provide

accurate

recommendations; this can be achieved by tracking user-searching behaviour.
However, the system needs to avoid interrupting the user while they are working
on other tasks, otherwise it could create distraction or cognitive overload.
Presenting suggestions at the right time is important, as noted by (André et al.,
2009). To avoid overload, this info can be presented on request during break
times, or along side-search results.
The benefit of browsing to experience serendipity has been recognised in the
literature (Toms, 2000a; Toms, 2000b) as well as in my findings. However, the
participants seemed to prefer searching when they were looking purposely for
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specific information even if in doing so they cut out the opportunity of finding
useful information. To avoid the struggle between searching and browsing, it
could be beneficial to support searching and browsing seamlessly in the
system: for instance, while the user is searching, the system can visualise similar
items for them to browse, alongside the search results.
The participants mentioned how moments of serendipity happened in improbable
situations, and based on their experiences they had difficulties remembering
moments of serendipity unless they could capture the serendipitous discovery
when it happened. Therefore, the system should provide a functionality to
capture moments of serendipity and to enable the user to share these moments
with others. This functionality needs to be ubiquitous, as moments of serendipity
can happen in different contexts. Capturing needs to be easy and quick, to avoid
interrupting other tasks, and be easily recalled for later use. Mobile applications
can be useful to support the capture of serendipity.
Sharing serendipitous discoveries helped the participants to extend their
knowledge and gain mutual support. The participants felt that it was important
not only to experience serendipity for themselves but also to share it with others.
When user experiences serendipity, they need to be able to quickly share this
moment with others, in order to contribute to their community. Therefore, the
system needs to support the user to share serendipitous discoveries. I suggest that
sharing and capturing are tasks that can be simultaneously activated by users.
This mode of working is used on Delicious (http://www.delicious.com) – saving
a link in public share mode automatically shows the link to other Delicious
members. Serendipitous discoveries need to be identified with tags, in order to
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be recalled later and saved in public mode where everyone can access it, but also
shared with specific individuals, for instance via email.
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CHAPTER 7. CONCLUSION

I began this research with the aim of investigating how the use of social media
can foster serendipity. The motivation behind this question was based on the
claim made by some scholars (Brogan, 2009; Cohen, 2010) that the use of social
media increases serendipity. Since no formal research existed on the relationship
between social media and serendipity, the study was considered worthy of
further investigation. The qualitative study allowed me to extend my knowledge
on the experience of serendipity.
This study has revealed that serendipity was experienced widely among the
participants. Among the 27 incidents reported by the participants, 11 were
related to the use of social media for the benefit of the academic research.
However, I found that social media tools were not highly trusted for academic
research, mainly because their content could not be cited in papers; the opinions
of academics with good reputations were preferred.
I found a correlation between the knowledge of social media tools and the
likelihood of experiencing serendipity. This suggests that investing in teaching
information seeking skills in social media could further foster serendipity among
academics. To this effect McBirnie (2008) claims that serendipity can be
fostered through literacy education. Similarly, I claim that serendipity can be
enabled through educating people to use social media.
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The findings also suggest that, in contrast to the existing literature, the factors
that promote serendipity are not only related to the seeker’s personality, or to
their environment, but their social behaviour. Participants captured and shared
serendipitous discoveries for the benefit of others. This behaviour was not
accidental; the participants acknowledged that sharing serendipity could help
other people to experience it.
Although the phenomenon of information sharing is widely recognised by
scholars ( Erdelez & Rioux, 2000a; Davenport, 2000; Sharratt & Usoro, 2003;
Talja, 2002), these studies have failed to address information sharing as a
behaviour that is often directed towards people who are not personally known to
them. In particular, Erdelez and Rioux (2000a,) study the phenomenon of
‘information acquiring-and-sharing’, observing how some individuals, when
encountering information perceived to be useful for someone they knew, saved
and shared this information. However, my findings showed the intention of
sharing for the benefit of people who were not known personally to the sharer,
with whom participants may only share personal interests.
The overarching theme of reciprocity and investment presented many similarities
with the concept of CoP. Therefore, CoP was used as a framework to help make
sense of the findings. The key factors I identified to describe a CoP are: a shared
domain, a learning process characterised by legitimate peripheral participation,
and construction of the identity of members through participation, and shared
practice. All of these factors have been identified in the findings. Using a CoP as
a lens to discuss the findings strengthened the view of serendipity as a
phenomenon that deserves to be studied with social learning theories.
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The implications of these findings are relevant for the existing literature on
serendipity, where the phenomenon has been discussed mostly as an
individualistic phenomenon. Instead, this study’s findings support the theory that
serendipity is correlated to social behaviours and therefore it can be beneficial to
studying, designing and evaluating serendipity using social learning theories
such as a CoP. Based on the findings, I have provided suggestions on how to
design electronic information tools to foster serendipity. The suggestions are:
support different levels of engagement for established members and newcomers
to the community; identify people through a public profile page; support social
bookmarking as a reification process; support seamless browsing and searching
to save users time; provide personalised suggestions based on people’s interests
and usage of search engines; support the capture and sharing of moments of
serendipity.
While the findings suggest that serendipity is widely experienced through the use
of social media tools, further studies are needed to investigate to what extent
these tools, rather than the personality of the seeker, facilitate fortuitous
discoveries. Further studies comparing the frequency of serendipity among
academics using social media with academics who do not use it would help to
discriminate between the serendipity fostered by social media and by other
factors. A triangulation of approaches, using both qualitative and quantitatively
methodologies would help to highlight to what extent social media can foster
serendipity.
Serendipity presents many challenges as a phenomenon. There are many open
issues in the research on this topic, but the importance of serendipity for
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innovation has been recognised by many. Therefore, developing a deeper
understating of this phenomenon is of vital importance to spark innovation and
new knowledge.
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Appendix A: Information Sheet Form

Template Information Sheet for Participants in Research Studies
You will be given a copy of this information sheet.
Title
Project:

of

Serendipity: Can social media tools foster fortunate discoveries?

This study has been approved by the UCL
Research Ethics Committee:
Name, Address and Contact Details of
Investigators:

MSc/0910/011

Laura Dantonio, 13 Stoneleight Street, W11 4DU,
London. Mobile: 07963975967

We would like to invite you to participate in this research project. You should only participate if
you want to; choosing not to take part will not disadvantage you in any way. Before you decide
whether you want to take part, it is important for you to read the following information carefully
and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or you would
like more information.
You have been asked to take part in research on when you experience serendipity in your life,
which is the phenomenon of is finding relevant information without intention. The purpose of
this research is to investigate information seeking behaviour in relation to social media tools.
You will be asked some general questions on how you search for information on the Internet.
Then you will be asked to think of situation in your past, when you searched and found relevant
information without intention on the Internet using social media tools.
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you choose not to participate it will involve
no penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you decide to take part you
will be given this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. If you decide to
take part you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.
All data will be collected and stored in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998.
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Appendix B: Consent Form

Template Informed Consent Form for Participants in Research Studies
(This form is to be completed independently by the participant after reading the Information Sheet and/or having
listened to an explanation about the research.)

Title
Project:

of

Serendipity: Can social media tools foster fortunate discoveries?

This study has been approved by the UCL Research
Ethics Committee:

MSc/0910/011

Participant’s Statement
I …………………………………………......................................
agree that I have
!

read the information sheet and/or the project has been explained to me orally;

!

had the opportunity to ask questions and discuss the study;

!
received satisfactory answers to all my questions or have been advised of an individual to contact
for answers to pertinent questions about the research and my rights as a participant and whom to contact
in the event of a research-related injury.
I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study without penalty if I so wish and I consent to the
processing of my personal information for the purposes of this study only and that it will not be used for
any other purpose. I understand that such information will be treated as strictly confidential and handled
in accordance with the provisions of the Data Protection Act 1998.

Signed:

Date:
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Investigator’s Statement
I …………Laura Dantonio…………………………………………………………..
confirm that I have carefully explained the purpose of the study to the participant and outlined any
reasonably foreseeable risks or benefits (where applicable).

Signed:

Date:

Researcher Notes, Optional Clauses:
• I understand that my participation will be taped recorded and I am aware of
and consent to, any use you intend to make of the recordings after the end of the
project.
• I understand that the information I have submitted will be published as a
report. Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained and it will not be
possible to identify me from any publications.
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Appendix C: Interview Script

INTRODUCTION
Now you are going to take part in a semi-structure interview that will focus
on your experience of serendipity for instance situation where you have
made unexpected discoveries. You will be asked to give examples of
experience you consider serendipitous and we will discuss these examples in
details. The aim of this study is to understanding the nature of serendipity
and how social media facilitate serendipitous discoveries.
1.
2.
3.
4.

SCREENING QUESTIONS
Are you using social media tools, such as Twitter, Facebook or any other
online communities? Which one?
Are you currently working on an academic research, such as Msc final
project or courseworks/papers?
How did you choose the topic of your final project?
Could you describe a typical day when you search information?

INITIAL QUESTIONS
5. Tell me about the last time that you search for information for your
project?
6. Where did take place?
7. When did it take place?
8. Why you were searching that information?
9. What was the source of information?
10. Now you have few minutes to think about this question: Have you ever
found interesting information for your project without intention? Where?
How did it happen?
11. Again few minutes to think about this question: Have you ever found
interesting information using social media?
12. Few minutes to think about this question: Have you ever use social media
tools for finding information for your final project even without
intention?
INTERMEDIATE QUESTIONS
13. Do you have an example to tell me of when you experience serendipity
using social media tools?
14. What activity were you engaged at the time of the finding
15. What was your goal at that time?
16. Where did take place?
17. How did it happen?
18. How was your mood at that time? Tell me about your thoughts and
feelings when it happen?
19. Why do you think it happen?
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20. When did you realise that it was a lucky encounter? Immediately of after
yours/days?
21. What did you do with the discovery? Did affect your research? And how?
22. Have you ever found social media content using Google?
23. As you look back are there any other event that stand out in your mind?
ENDING QUESTIONS
24. How would you define this phenomenon?
25. Do you think serendipity is valuable phenomenon for academic research?
26. Do you think that using social media have increase serendipity in your
life?
27. Do you have a strategy to enhance the possibility of serendipity (with and
without using web 2.0)?
28. After you experience what you will suggest to other people do have
serendipitous discoveries in their life?
29. What you think are the most important way to experience serendipity?
30. Is anything that you would like to ask me?
31. Do you know other people who may be suitable participants for this
study?
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Appendix D: Illustrative Transcript

PARTICIPANT NUMBER

1

INFO

F, MSC HCI

AGE

22

Date

21/6/10

/What types of Social media tools are you using?/ I use Facebook, H5, and I
also use one that is for music, which is called BEARSHARE
(http://www.bearshare.com) is for socializing, you can search for music, you can
make friends all around the world, you can download music from the computer,
it's really good actually. And there is another one IMIN, and another one where
you download lecture slides and stuff, is like a social media tool, called
SLIDESHARE. /Are you currently work on your project research?/ Yes
/How did you choose the topic of your final project?/Well, the topic of my
final project was actually, chosen by me but, as broad topic, so my supervisor
was the one that influenced my decision to be more specific. My topic was a bit
more broad looking at information seeking, health information seeking for
anyone, so I was hoping to use participants from my class, but then once he
discussed with another professor, he said is better to be more specific. /Can you
tell me about the last time you searched for information for your project?/ It
was actually yesterday, and I was using Google Scholar, so just looking at
articles that related to my topic you know, I chosen some articles already, but I
was looking if I had missing any, so I was kind of exploring and I was also
looking at how to write a good literature review, I was just looking at some tips
that would actually help with my project. /Where were you?/ I was at home
/How long did you search for this topic?/ To be honest, It took almost couple
of hours because, 3 to 4 hours, what I was searching for was quite specific, so I
knew what I was looking for, but especially when you use search engines it take
a bit of time, and what I did, I was just quickly reading what these people wrote
and if it didn't meet my needs that I would kind of move on to the next. I will say
2 to 3 hours. /Why you were searching for this information in particular?/
Well, I wanted a bit of structure and guidance, basically when it comes to
writing the literature review and look at methodology part and some tips about
research as well, I wanted a bit more structure looking what other people have
done, it will be quite interesting to see the skills that they have used. A lot of
people write in forum these days to share information sometime some of the
skills are kind of search and I see project maybe I would write "theses" and
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usually I will write in search engines "Comments' "Guidance" "Thesis" and than
lot of things come up, in different aspect you get lectures commenting and other
students, I really find master's forums really useful just to see what people saying
just to see how people approach it certain topics /Have you ever found
interesting information for your project without intention?/ Yes, actually for
example when I look at certain articles, I specifically select that article because it
meet my needs, but at time I like to kind of explore without intention, sometime
I see information, but is kind of broad description of the topic, and I'm not really
sure, and sometime I click on it to see what does it say exactly. Sometime I like
to go outside the box, 'cause it’s not always yes I got this need and I need to
achieve. Sometime I step outside the box, to see what is out there for information
seeking, what else is there and actually I realise that there are different for
example I found a lot of research about nutrition and I didn't know that nutrition
was a very important aspect of information seeking for new mothers. So it was
quite interesting, so kind stepped outside the box and I found there were more
interesting researches and it was interesting to read what did they found. /Have
you ever found interesting information using social media for your final
project?/ Yes, but it was quite while ago, not for this project, it was for my last
year project when I was doing my undergraduate degree, what I did was, we
were on Facebook, me and my friends so what we did we posted, some people
where posting video, links, lectures slides to share, 'cause we were doing
programming as well it was good to see what code was written for that aspect,
we had short time and I was dong different modules at the time. So I was
watching out was people were saying, what part people were struggling, it did
help me to be aware to see what was going on, 'cause a lot of people who started
the method logy part, people started different part, so for me was interesting to
see what they were experiencing for example some of the people said the
literature review was quite difficult, those that started and I felt in the same way
so kind of writing feelings sharing information so I wanted to see you know all
right I'm doing the methodology part next so what people have done what they
are saying about that aspect I was very cautious then I started looking for
information just to kind of prepare myself some of the students we had only a
class or two together but it was quite interesting to see what they thought I found
it very very [sic] useful. /Have you ever use social media tools for finding
information for your final project even without intention?/ In term of social
media tools I think I can just say forums again. I went online, 3 days ago,
looking at forums and I found interesting, how to approach questions, how to
structure your argument, I was looking how to write a strong argument so I
looked at certain forums, so is quite interesting to see different approaches cause
I really find forums quite interesting, and most of the time people write questions
and I was also looking for a screen recorders and I found a forum especially
when I look for software to see what people saying about the software if is worth
buying, then later I was looking for digital voice recorder so I was looking what
people said. /Did you ever find information in forum that was the one that
you were looking? More related to other background questions in your
mind?/ Yes, absolutely I mean especially when I'm reading the forums, different
people, because I don't know this people and they write what they think what
they feel and I found that the software I wanted, cause I had a strong opinion, it
wasn’t good enough, so it was outside the box, I was expecting good reviews
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‘cause a lot of websites said good things about the screen recorder I wanted to
buy, and the fact it was in America I thought is not worth it, so it went against
my feeling when I read that review that it wasn’t good and it need a lot of time to
learn, basically some people said that you need a specific training to use that
software for a simple screen recording, how can you need training, it's terrible
yeah, it was helpful but it went against what I felt. Later, when it came to my
decision making I chosen not to buy the software, it wasn’t worth it. /How did
you find these forums? / Just online I just type in Google, I used keywords such
as "feedbacks" "screen recorder" or "screen recorder comments" so using this
little keywords forums come up. Sometime forums are not something I
specifically looking for but there is where the answers appears, that is why I
referee to forum, that is where lot of people comments, some people posted a
comments from 2004, 2005 that is quite long time ago. Maybe is the keywords I
use "feedback" "comments" or I use things like you know, sometime I even
structure questions in the search like "what do you think of that?" so it really
pick up in these forums 'cause I also used for another instance, specifically for
health related. I usually use forum because these people write about their
experiences I can learn from people, which is quite nice when you don't have a
lot of people around you /Do you use forums during your normal day-to-day
use of internet or are there any social media tools that you use everyday? /
Forums, I don't use, I'm signed up it but is just one of those interesting things, I
really find interesting to say what people say, and I mean is another view from
someone who used a software or an item, is quite nice to read what did they
think of it. Another social media tools which is again not connect to the project
is for music, I’m connected a lot about music, again there is about sharing,
finding different type of music, finding new songs, what people think of it, is just
an interest but I really love music I'm connected to a lot of the music. /Could
you describe a typical day using the Internet or searching information?/
Usually I log on into the Internet first I usually check my email, and once I check
my email then I write down what I need to achieve at the end of the day, I write
on a piece of paper otherwise I would go out of the scope, but when I take my
break I like reading everything, like newspapers articles but usually I'm quite
focus, no matter what happen I need to archive that so I start my day by briefly
search and doing this and that, and sometime it could be that I'm reading one
thing and I look at something and then something come up and I just want to
click on that and carrying on reading sometime, sometime I go outside of the
scope. Usually I like to explore a lot, I like to click if something good come up.
Sometime when you read an article there are a specific keywords that are
highlighted which link to another article, I really like to click and that and to read
what they are saying, and in most aspect when I miss the first part of the article,
when there are report, I really like to read newspapers online, perhaps I just like
to click and read, I really like exploring so when I see that link anything with a
link on it and sometime when I read that article with specific keyword which I
find very interesting what I do I copy that and past it in Google just read it about,
it is quite nice to know sometime I like to know things /Have you got an
example of when you experience finding information without intention,
which some people called serendipity, using social media tools? Choose the
one that you want tell me more about it. / I think I go with the forum /what
activity you were engaging at the time you discover this finding? What you
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were looking for? What you were doing? What did you found? / When I was
looking for information on screen recorders, and yeah I was kind look at what
people were saying when I wanted to buy /So you were searching for screen
recorders using forum, what did you find that was unexpected?/ It was quite
strange for some reason I thought I was using my iPod for sometime and I
thought you can charge it using your computer but I found out that you have to
use a AAA battery and I thought I didn't want things with battery, because I hate
battery, I thought what I'm a going to do, replace the battery and tell the person
to wait? I was quite surprised of that. How long does it take some people said it
run quickly and then some people were saying that it depend on how long you
used it so honestly I didn't want to risk it. So by reading I found that there are
different. I think I'm talking about the voice recorder now there are different type
of voice recorder and they recharge automatically like an iPod /so you were
looking for information about the screen recorder and you found
information about the voice recorder?/ Exactly I was looking a screen
recorder with voice recognition, and then some one mentioned voice recorder for
some reason I went from screen recorder to voice recorder there are for me when
I did my first pilot study I found that it would be very useful because sometime I
found very usefully. My supervisor was like well that is the way it's done but I
thought it will be much more effective ‘cause I have to make that connection
myself but then for some reason it was quite difficult to find and I went for voice
recorder /so your goal at that time was to find screen recording information
and where were you when this took place? / I was at home I was kind of
exploring it was during my break and I thought now is time to find a bit of
information it took me longer that expected because again I went outside the
goal so I just found interesting how I could voice recorder still used batteries,
you know I have to kind or explore little bit I didn't want to run out during my
study /Was finding a screen recorder part of your break’s aim?/ It was part
of my goal of the day, I said I have to buy one because I start a bit exploring the
voice recorder but it was just good to know the information and knowing how
long does it take, 'cause some of the study I will need to do it one after another
because people may not be available at that time, so I tough running out of batter
is not a good things /Was the goal of that day buying a screen recorder?/ Yes
/And in the back of your mind you had looked for a voice recorder?/ The
voice recorder I wanted to be combined with the screen recorder most of the
software is quite surprising it was all American websites, they were not so some
of them didn't even said if you don't have a master card, which I don't so I
couldn’t purchase it I don’t like buying thing online 'cause I don't trust I don't
like /So what you discovered was the fact that voice recorder and audio
recorder can come together?/ Yes /How was your mood at that time? Tell
me about your Thought and feeling what it happen?/ At that time I was kind
of happy and content with what I found ‘cause is good knowing for me is
important to know something doesn't mean that you need to act upon and I
taught but I wasn’t content at the same time, I wasn’t happy because I thought
how come in the UK, such a big county, while they don’t use screen recorder? I
went to the big shops website, like Currys, PCWorld none of them. There was
software Adobe Captivate but it’s really expensive and then I found they have 30
days trials, and I thought perfect. When it comes close to July, all July I'm going
to have one so is free and perfect and that it can just expire /Why do you think
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serendipity happen? / For me is due to the exploring, when I'm exploring I like
for me when I'm searching is more about exploring and knowing things so I can
let myself go, is what does it say I really like knowing things. Can you repeat the
question? /Yes, why do you think serendipity happen? Do you think it's
normal in information seeking behaviour? / Usually I do, cause again I like to
explore when I'm searching I don't think you can be although I have a goal but
you can’t have a specific goals, too specific is not good I like to know all right
this is what I'm looking for but also later on it could be useful for argument and
decision making so I like to see what is outside the scope /When did you realise
that it was a lucky encounter? Immediately or after a while? / For me after,
it wasn’t immediacy at that time I had different set of emotions I was happy that
I found information I was not happy cause I though how the hell the all of UK
doesn't have all these. Cause in America they have those cheap £30 software
developed by students, by different companies I was quite shocked actually, but
there was a software a friend of mine recommend and I forgot how was called,
so during the search I came across different names and it kind of rung a bell that
Adobe Captivate was the software that one of my friend used, I didn't know how
was called but at the same time I didn't know the name but during the search it
kind of ring the bell they way it was written I thought that is it the software and
found they have 30-days trial. All the company, Microsoft, Adobe usually they
have 30-days trial. /What did you do with the discovery? Did affect your
research and how? / Yes, definitely affected, it kind of helped to stop there,
there was not a reason to search more for a screen recorder so I thought I can just
used the 30-days trial knowing the fact that I also have another back up the
Screen Toaster website. It is kind of I created a contingency plan, 'cause during
my pilot study there was a disaster, so I have a back up, having 2 things is better
than 1. /As you look back are there any other event that stands out in your
mind? / Now really, but I usually to experience it a lot in Facebook a lot of
people post links, when some pass away, for instance Michel Jackson I use to
find many things I didn't have any intention to found out. A friend of a friend
had a baby, crazy adventures it was quite interesting specifically when I was
planning to go on an holiday and I remember that some of my friend went I was
planning going to Dubai I was planning what flight to take and I found a friend
of mine went during at Christmas time, it was quite nice to see the pictures what
area they went to, what did they think of Dubai, for me and my holiday it was
quite useful then later on we had a chat, just to find what place were nice to visit
it was useful for the holiday. /How would you define this phenomenon? /
Exploring without intention because when I usually explore information when I
use the search engine I have certain intention first but sometime I kind of move
away from the intention you seems to avoid lot of thing specific for an academy
is quite nice to know but what else is out there develop soft skills especially
when I was developing my project last year, I was doing a project HCI
technology I had to approach it on a broad level, I shouldn’t have had a specific
topic. I had to have an open mind, I like exploring especially when you are
searching for different category I think is important to have an open mind, in this
kind of interdisciplinary study, yes is very important I'm doing the same again in
information seeking, behaviours and I'm looking at new mothers what type of
information they find, without intention I found out that one of the mother was
looking at baby teeth and for some reason diverted to something different so it
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always that sense of exploring, you need to have an open mind /Do you
normally use web 2.0 tools for your research?/ But I don't intend to use it
they just appear to be honest they just seem to be right method it just the right
tools, but I don't intend to find in Facebook or forum I just type in search engine
and if is in forums perfect /Do you have a strategy to enhance the possibility
of serendipity, with and without using social media?/ So you mean do I have
specific strategy, definitely I have strategies and usually kind of my goals is
finding a topic for example I can talk about yesterday I was looking at the
premier league, my goals was to find when the game where starting and then for
some reason I kind of moved away for it and end up in the FIFA website by
exploring, I have a goal but it usually exploring usually I let myself go just find
what is out there /After you experience what you will suggest to other people
do have serendipitous discoveries in their life?/ I think the best for experience
serendipity is took keep an open mind to look for links because by reading an
article especially when I read newspapers is quite different call, if you missed
one story they reporting, like there was a murder case a British girl who got
murdered I was kind of reading the Mirror and for some reason I found it was an
interesting article, let see what happen but I missed the first 2 reports on that
case so was like mmm I was looking for certain links that could be linking back
to what people were saying so I would say watch out, keep an open mind, look
for link or anything that would, click and explore find what is out there, is up at
us to make sense of it, keep an open mind the more you know the better /Do you
think serendipity is valuable in your research?/ Definitely, at time I think for
me I'm quite specific, I have very specific goal and I need to learn more research
on a broad level so definitely so for me serendipity is very valuable it help to
stand out the box, is not good to be inside the box, because you miss so much,
just knowing is also good but having a specific goals sometime you can lose for
instance when you write an argument /Do you know other people who may be
a suitable participants for this study?/ The younger generation ‘cause we use
the Internet a lot more, for example you can be on the laptop, on the touch screen
at the shopping centre, people that are active when it comes to the Internet,
exploring information, possibly students, for us we are to find a lot of research
but also you can step out of the box and maybe look at professionals, even
professional they rely more on the Internet, you know they are not in schools and
sometime manger may not be around and they rely a lot on the internet.
Professional are also good, a lot of the professional use the Internet a lot.
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