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Abstract
The aim of this research is to establish a framework for how serendipity works in
book discovery that can be used to support its cultivation in digital environments.
Specifically, it considers the personal and environmental factors that influence
serendipity and provides a comprehensive overview of how these are manifested
in different bookshop environments. These findings inform an analysis of digital
recommender systems, and the discussion focuses on how their design can be
adapted to support, and potentially cultivate, serendipity. These results were
obtained through abductive, mixed methods research, using a combination of
qualitative and quantitative data to validate aspects of the framework and enrich it
with personal perspectives on serendipity.
This research engages with previous findings related to serendipity in information
discovery. Its key outcome is to establish a framework for serendipity in book
discovery in what has previously been a neglected area of research. The findings
have implications for how publishers think more innovatively about discoverability
in a digital context. To support serendipitous discovery, this research finds that
recommender systems should support greater personalisation to emphasise
relevance, browsability and users’ diverse interests. Crucially, results must be
treated as potential catalysts for the phenomenon, rather than serendipitous in their
own right. By establishing a framework for serendipity in book discovery, this paper
creates a wide base for further research into the topic.
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Introduction
1. 1. Rationale
Serendipity is an elusive phenomenon and part of the magic of book discovery. It is
therefore pertinent to how we think innovatively about discoverability, particularly as
the publishing industry becomes more diversified and digitally-minded (Publishing
Association, 2019). Indeed, a core part of the appeal of experimental book discovery
models - book box subscription services, Short Ѐdition’s short story dispensers, even
activities like BookCrossing - is that they play with the beguiling potential of the
unexpected, potentially serendipitous encounter. The serendipity element of these
examples is limited and doesn’t engage with the personal and contextual side of the
phenomenon in a way that digital discovery tools have the potential to. The prospect
of increased relevance through dynamic, insightful and nuanced personalisation is
what makes digital serendipity-supporting tools so exciting. The challenge that
serendipity in digital book discovery faces is that the two concepts are so often seen
as irreconcilable, for two main reasons. The common (and valid) desire to defend
both the physical bookshop and the physical book means that serendipity is often
protected as a quality sacred to physical environments (Mole, 2019). This is
compounded by the fact that algorithm-driven recommendations are seen variously
as too calculated, too commercially driven, too general, too specific, and wholly unserendipitous. Ultimately, this research is interested in moving past this apparent
tension. In aiming to understand, more broadly, how serendipitous book discovery
works, this research will distinguish between a serendipity unique to the bookshop
and a potential digital serendipity. In turn, this will support a more nuanced
discussion of why digital discovery systems in general, and algorithmic
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recommendations in particular, are comparatively unsatisfying, and how they can be
designed to be less so.

1. 2. Scope
This research is focused on establishing a framework for understanding how
serendipity works in book discovery and how the factors that support it are
currently manifested in digital recommendations. Based on this, it will then look
forward to how digital tools can be designed to support or cultivate serendipity. Due
to the novelty of the research topic and the time and resources available, the
individual elements of the framework have not been exhaustively tested. In turn,
discussion of digital environments focuses on recommender systems as these are
the most commonplace book discovery tool, and therefore the most appropriate
starting point when considering the implications for digital serendipity.

1. 3. Aim and Questions
The aim of the research undertaken for this thesis is to establish how serendipity
works in relation to book discovery and reflect on how the phenomenon could be
supported in digital environments. The central research questions are:
•

What are the environmental and personal factors that affect an individual’s
experience of serendipity?

•

What aspects of book discovery translate to a digital environment?

•

How can these factors inform an approach to digital book discovery that better
supports serendipity?

1. 4. Outline of structure
Chapter Two provides context on the history of the word serendipity and its
development as a concept specific to book discovery. Chapter Three provides an
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overview of literature relating specifically to serendipity in book discovery before
covering research into the phenomenon from a range of disciplines in order to
establish a clear understanding of how it works on an environmental and personal
level. Finally, it will cover serendipity in digital environments, looking specifically at
browsing, recommender systems and algorithm design. Building on this, Chapter
Four covers the research design and methodology and Chapter Five considers the
findings and their implications for a refined serendipity framework and the design of
digital tools to support the phenomenon.
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Context
2.1. A brief history of serendipity
Nowadays signifying, variously, the spark that fuels creativity and innovation, the
‘aha!’ moment of scientific discovery and the elusive magic of a good bookshop, the
word ‘serendipity’ dates back to 1754, when Horace Walpole coined the term in a
letter to his friend Horace Mann. Walpole explains that it is based on a “silly fairy
tale, called ‘The Three Princes of Serendip’” in which the characters “were always
making discoveries, by accident and sagacity, of things which they were not in quest
of” (2016). Every discussion and analysis of the phenomenon essentially hones in
on this alchemical interaction of accident and sagacity. It is worth noting here that
the context surrounding Walpole’s invention of the word is heavy on sagacity and
light on accident. As Walpole recounts in the same letter, he was tracing the ancestry
of a 16th century Italian duchess of whose portrait he was in possession in order to
decorate its frame with the appropriate coat of arms. On researching this in a book
of Venetian heraldry he noticed a minor variation in two of the designs which linked
the duchess to the Grand Duke Medici (Strawberry Hill House & Garden, 2018). The
original understanding of serendipity, then, is one reliant heavily on breadth of
knowledge and an acute interest. The element of chance, the happy accident, acts
as a transient catalyst.

2. 2. What does it mean to book discovery?
As the word matured, it became an established ‘holy-grail’ of scientific discovery and
bibliophilia’s central mythos. The serendipity of scientific discovery is at the heart of
modern science’s founding stories: from the apple falling on Newton’s head, to
Fleming’s discovery of penicillin. Indeed, Sean Silver argues that the concept has a
long pre-history as the ‘conceptual leap’ central to philosophical and scientific
enquiry (2015). More recently, it has flourished as a technology industry buzzword,
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where an interest in engineering serendipity has been pursued as a strategy for
continuous innovation (Subramanian, 2014). Indeed, serendipity is rooted in the
architecture of the Google Campus, which is designed to maximise impromptu
encounters between different creative teams (Lindsay, 2013). The bibliophile’s
serendipity remains a distinctly more whimsical, romantic affair. It is, as Julian
Barnes (2012) (among many) argues, rooted in a collector’s mentality that is fuelled
by books as physical manifestations of knowledge and by extension “manifestations
of our identity” (Giraldi, 2015); of how we interpret our world. For the bibliophile, to
browse a bookshop is to explore at the limits of what they know. Yet it is also a
narrative of exploration, as evident from the common tropes of serendipity in a
bookshop: cluttered shelves, the adjective ‘dusty’ and the verb ‘stumble’. The
community aspects of bookshops also inform their serendipity. Here knowledgeable
booksellers select titles to appeal to a wide range of interests reflective of the local
population and recommend specific ones to individuals. Their physicality also means
that browsing is a shared, not solitary activity: depleted shelves mark popular titles,
and those misplaced by the previous customer prompt interest.

2. 3. Working definitions
The first key distinction to make is that this research is concerned with cultivating
as opposed to engineering serendipity. To consider serendipity as something to
cultivate is to acknowledge that it cannot be directly controlled, only supported and
encouraged. In turn, it acknowledges that digital serendipity is a work in progress;
unlike the cluttered shelves of dusty bookshops, there are no established
environmental tropes in a digital setting. Where the notion of engineering
serendipity emphasises a more systematic approach, which is important in
considering the design of search and discovery tools, it also implies that
serendipity is a structured concept, ignoring the individual subjectivity that is so
central to it.
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To arrive at a working understanding of the serendipity of book discovery is to
balance its highly personal, subjective and cerebral nature with the influence of the
physical environment and the people present in it. The bookshop is an environment
infectious with the interests of other people. How, precisely, this is the case, and
what the implications of this are for digital serendipity, are the focus of this research.
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Literature Review
3.1 Introduction
Much of the research into serendipity, as it relates to browsing and information
discovery, leans more towards its role in academic research and creative practice.
Specific discussion of how serendipity takes place in the act of book discovery
remains a relatively under-researched niche. Where a few notable examples, such
as the Bohemian Bookshelf (Thudt et al., 2012) and Jellybooks’ ‘Project Cranberry’
(2012), experiment with information visualisation and design for serendipitous
discovery in digital environments, there is a tendency for literature on the subject to
become a romanticised defence of the ‘dusty bookshop’. The reproduction of this, in
turn, often becomes a preoccupation in the conceptualisation of digital serendipity.
Reflecting the structure of the research, the literature review will be split into two
main sections. It will begin by reconciling literature on the bookshop environment
with research from other disciplines to establish the workings of a serendipity specific
to the process of book discovery. The second section will be concerned with
information discovery in digital media environments, forming an understanding of
browsing in relation to serendipity, how algorithms and recommender systems
currently work, and how the phenomenon can be supported.

3. 2. How does serendipity work?
3. 2. 1. Serendipity in the bookshop
Since Walpole’s coining of the word, serendipity has become closely tied to
bookshops and the romance of literary discovery. It has become engrained in the
identity of booklovers and consumers of knowledge. The curiosity, then, is why the
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phenomenon is often seen to be irreconcilable with digital environments where such
a mass of information has the potential to overlap in surprising ways.
The publisher and prolific book collector, A E Newton, describes in A Magnificent
Farce a visit to ‘The Serendipity Shop’ in London in the early 1900s, the allure of the
name being that, although you may not find “what you came for, you will find
something that you want” (1921, p.87). Newton muses: “Is not every bookshop in
fact, if not in name, a Serendipity Shop?” (1921, p.87). Central to Newton’s
presentation of serendipity, then, is that it is a consequence of context; the bookshop
is a site, or container, for serendipities.
In the hands of Umberto Eco, for whom a personal library should be made up of
unread books (Taleb, 2007, p.1), this sentiment becomes more encyclopaedic and
ambiguous. In the preface to his essay collection Serendipities, Eco locates
serendipity in “a twilight zone between common sense and lunacy, truth and error,
visionary intelligence and what now seems to us stupidity” (1999, p.5). Eco’s
conception of serendipity places it firmly in the eye of the beholder and emphasises
the individual (the reader; the bookshop-browser) as its agent. It exists a spark
between an individual’s accumulated knowledge and their playful curiosity. Eco’s
serendipity is a phenomenon at once deeply subjective, driven by individual interests
and whims, and rooted in zeitgeist and cultural consciousness. Crucially, serendipity
is presented here as a deeply personal response, predicated on an understanding
of the individual as a conduit for myriad information networks.
Both notions of personal and context driven serendipity come together in Mark
Forsyth’s The Unknown Unknown: Bookshops and the Delight of Not Getting What
You Wanted (2014) (initially commissioned for Independent Booksellers Week).
Here, Forsyth invokes Donald Rumsfeld’s famous and often re-appropriated speech
to explain the pleasure of book browsing as operating between the poles of the
‘known unknown’ - the books you know, but haven’t read – and the ‘unknown
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unknown’ - the books you don’t know you haven’t read (2014, p.5). As such,
Forsyth’s version of the ‘Serendipity Shop’ is the ‘Good Bookshop’: “a room (or two)
where the unknown unknowns of the world are laid out on tables and stacked in
shelves [...] where your desires can be perpetually expanded.” (2014, p.7).
Central to Forsyth’s conceit is the importance of books as physical objects existing
in physical environments. His serendipitous encounters are, by his own admission,
rarified. They range from finding an anthology of stories never intended for general
sale abandoned in the changing rooms by the Hampstead Heath ponds, to
discovering a life-changing work of Czech literature underneath a friend’s sofa (p.6).
These anecdotes are arguably more enlightening as autobiographical footnotes than
for developing a model of the workings of serendipity, but they do foreground
elements such as chance, randomness, curation, social context and community, and
their role in book discovery. Forsyth asserts that the art of bookselling is filtering:
choosing “what not to have in your shop” (2014, p.9). Whilst he is clearly sensitive
to the individual interests, impulses and whims of the customer, there is an
acknowledgement here that bookselling is a commercial process and that the onus
is on curating an environment filled with the right kind of ‘unknown unknowns’.
We must, of course, keep in mind the essay’s audience, as well as the fact that, at
the time of writing, the apparent threat e-books posed to print was much greater than
it is in 2019 (Publishers Association, 2019), but the thrust of Forsyth's argument often
returns to the assertion that “the internet means that, though you get what you
already knew you wanted, you’ll never get anything more.” (2014, p.6). Crucially, the
root of Forsyth’s criticism of digital book browsing is that you “set your parameters”
(2014, p.10) before you see anything. Whilst we undoubtedly have implicit
parameters that inform our browsing in physical environments – something Barry
Schwartz examines in The Paradox of Choice (2004) – they do not immediately limit
what is visible to us.
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Ultimately, Forsyth’s essay leads to the of question what exactly motivates us to pick
up an ‘unknown unknown’ and, further, what is it about the book we pick up that
makes it good, or meaningful? To return to Walpole’s original definition, the prince’s
accidents only became serendipitous because they had the sagacity to use them to
inform their quest.

3. 2. 2. Serendipity and zeitgeist
Nassim Taleb’s Black Swan (2007) examines the human impulse to rationalise, even
venerate, seemingly random and unexpected events. Establishing early on that the
out of the blue discovery is always ‘relative to knowledge’ (2007, p.44), Taleb picks
up on this apparent gap between an encounter with an ‘unknown unknown’ and it
becoming serendipitous: “almost everything of the moment is the product of
serendipity” (emphasis mine, 2007, p.166). The phrase ‘of the moment’ here is
particularly telling. It highlights that zeitgeist, or even a cultural unconscious, in
parallel with personal context, shapes our encounters with serendipity.
Black Swan largely deals with serendipities that have a world-shaping impact on
human history: Columbus stumbling across America; Fleming’s discovery of
penicillin. Where the discoveries themselves may be inadvertent, they are the
consequence of socio-political-technological (etc.) contexts. The serendipity of
individual book discovery is different. It is not world-changing; partly because an
individual is unlikely to share their copy with the rest of human-kind, but mostly
because it has already been identified by a publisher and selected by bookshops as
something most people want to read. It is also not immediate and is shaped by
personal sensitivities. The cultural context in this case plays a less decisive role and
is more closely entangled with the personal. This serendipity is a much more elusive
blend of personal and cultural influence, which is part of what makes it such a
beguiling part of book discovery. Indeed, we do not simply pick up a book and have
an ‘aha!’ moment, nor do we blindly select a book at random and say it was
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serendipitous. We select a book because it sparks something that’s on our mind; the
serendipity of the encounter is a story we tell afterwards.

3. 3. Designing for serendipitous discovery
Central to, and often quoted in, much of the literature concerning the design of
information environments and how serendipity can be facilitated is Louis Pasteur’s
famous quote: “chance favours the prepared mind”. Broadly, this recognises that
serendipity is more likely to occur for those who, on some level, anticipate it. The
implications of this for design can be broken down into how browsing leads to
discovery, and in turn how serendipity can be supported through understanding it on
a more granular level.

3. 3. 1. Browsing and discovery
Jim Gritton (2007) takes the terms ‘browsing’ and ‘surfing’ to be interchangeable in
relation to information environments and provides a useful cross-section of how they
are defined, observing: “[they] tend to be used in two broad senses: purposeful
activity […] or superficial, capricious behaviour.” (2007, p.3). Gritton’s argument
centres on the value of “aimless” browsing which, particularly in digital environments,
allows for a form of free association that leads to the serendipitous event (2007, p.4).
Peter Morville, known as the founding father of information architecture, discusses
design for search, browsing and discovery under the term ‘findability’. It is worth
noting that Morville’s use of ‘findability’ is pre-2010s, when ‘discoverability’ became
a separate, specific term for encountering new content (Cardello, 2019) and much
of what he writes is pertinent to our understanding of both. In Ambient Findability
(2005) he associates the language of browsing with the metaphor of the noosphere
or “sphere of human thought” which “is composed of all the interacting minds and
ideas on earth.” (2005, p.32). That spatial, orientational metaphors crop up so
frequently in our interactions with the noosphere - “readers get lost in a good book
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[…] users navigate web sites” - characterises browsing as an act of wandering, or
‘wayfinding in the noosphere’ (Morville, 2005, p.32). Treating browsing as largely
cerebral, Morville asserts that the design of a useful information system “requires a
deep understanding of users and their social context.” (2005, p.45). Whilst these
spatial metaphors are a valuable way of communicating and conceptualising how
we browse – particularly in our attempts to find effective cross-over between physical
and virtual environments - they have their limits. For Morville, genre (meaning a
book’s specific image and format, its content, how it is structured and organised, and
its purpose) is an equally powerful and pervasive force in browsing and discovery. It
serves as “a shorthand to indicate both the message and the medium” (2005, p.47).
These two elements provide us with a core understanding of how we browse and,
as such, how we come to serendipitous discoveries. Regardless of whether we are
in a physical or virtual environment, browsing is an act of exploring the sphere of
human thought, using genre in all its constituent parts to find resonances between
ideas and interests.

3. 3. 2. Influencing serendipity
The concept of supporting or influencing serendipity in search and browsing, whilst
still something of a research niche, has received increasing attention since the
millennium. The literature here draws from a range of disciplines and offers a rich
base for understanding the process of serendipity and the factors that influence it.
Pek van Andel, known as a ‘serendipitiologist’, identified seventeen serendipity
patterns (1994) that provided the first comprehensive examination of the
phenomenon's role in information discovery. Reflecting on his patterns, van Andel
characterises the ‘serendipitist’ as one who “employs the art of loose blinders” (1994,
p.645).
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Allen Foster and Nigel Ford’s 2003 paper examines how serendipity can be used as
a “conscious information seeking strategy” (p.321). They draw on previous papers
on information encountering, notably Sanda Erdelez’s observation of information
‘super encounterers’ who actively employ serendipity (1999). Drawing on
discussions around the role of serendipity in scientific and social science research,
Foster and Ford posit that it is a controllable phenomenon, the product of an open
and prepared mind. The key findings from Foster’s research, conducted with 100
researchers from different academic disciplines, were that perceptions of the extent
to which serendipity could be induced or controlled were mixed. Having a prepared,
open mind and being able to take a view broader than the research discipline were
largely seen as complementary to serendipity. As such, an awareness of serendipity
as an influencing factor in information discovery often affected whether it was
pursued as a research strategy.
Building on this, Abigail McBirnie examines the ‘paradox of control’ surrounding
serendipity in information discovery (2008). McBirnie, a professional musician, uses
the analogy of jazz improvisation to frame her research around “the conditions,
processes, and behaviours present in the activity of seeking” (2008, p. 605).
Developing a model of serendipity in search, research was conducted on jazz
improvisers and academics, drawing out the parallels between musical improvisation
and serendipity-sensitive information seeking. The findings indicated that “although
one cannot control the process of serendipity, one may be able to control one’s
perception of the result of the process” (2008, p. 611). This further emphasises the
importance of sagacity over the happy accident. Through this, serendipity can be
seen as a state: like in improvisation, the individual open to serendipity gives rise to
chance encounters, using their insight and interest to pursue these as possible
channels for serendipity.
Makri et al. take this a step further, recognising that whilst it has been firmly
established that serendipity can be influenced, there is a lack of research into how it
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can be influenced. Their study involved interviewing a range of creative professionals
in order to ascertain how they ‘seek’ serendipity in their creative practice. Based on
this, they developed a process model which involves “making a mental connection
(a bisociation) involving both unexpected circumstances and insight. Forward-facing
projections are then made on the potential value of the connection and actions are
taken to exploit the value.” (2014, p.7). This process is informed by the ‘serendipity
strategies’ of the creatives interviewed:

Figure i - Strategies creative professionals suggested increased their likelihood of experiencing serendipity
(Makri et al., 2014, p.10)

Crucially, Makri et al. emphasise that this is a perceived link between these
strategies and a perceived serendipitous experience. As such, influencing
serendipity is not a case of producing a one-size-fits-all formula but of optimising
environments by implementing common strategies that support its occurrence.
Most recently, Lennart Björneborn has developed a comprehensive overview of how
serendipity both operates and can be influenced in ‘Three Key Affordances for
Serendipity’ (2017). Björneborn draws on writing and multi-disciplinary research,
going all the way back to Walpole’s original definition of the term, constructing a
“conceptual framework [which] aims to provide a terminology and typology to
understand what environmental and personal factors correspond with each other in
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serendipitous encounters.” as well as considering its implications for how physical
and digital environments can be designed to facilitate serendipity (2017, p.1054).
The result is a highly detailed and translatable framework that can be adapted to
model serendipity in a range of environments. Ultimately, Björneborn finds, similarly
to previous researchers, that serendipity itself cannot be influenced or ‘engineered’
but that its key affordances – diversifiability, traversability and sensoriability – can
stimulate or facilitate it (2017, p. 1068). Moreover, that Björneborn provides detailed
sub-affordances for each key affordance supports a rich understanding of the
crossover between different serendipity environments. Beyond helping us to identify
commonalities between the phenomenon's occurrence in physical and digital
contexts, Björneborn suggests that a design approach where there are “digital and
physical components that can support and supplement each other may here be a
fruitful direction for facilitating serendipity” (2017, p.1069).

3. 4. Designing for digital serendipity
“We propose that computing may be confusing the desired effect of
serendipity (insight) with trying to recreate the cause (accidental finding).”
(André et al., 2009, p.305).
This back-to-front approach to serendipity, identified by André et al. back in 2009, is
one that has nonetheless persisted over the last decade. The former CEO of Google,
Eric Schmidt, announced his ambition to move Google towards becoming a
‘serendipity engine’ that runs background autonomous searches, presenting users
with results incidental to their web activity, network and location (Siegler, 2010). Two
things must be noted here. First, this was a vision heavily reliant on Google’s
integrated social features, which failed to get off the ground and have since mostly
been laid to rest (BBC News, 2019). Second, presenting users with incidental results
exemplifies the point made by André et al: this is personalisation that focuses on
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cause as opposed to effect. A basic path should be as follows: an incidental result
interacting with a user’s intent can stimulate an insight that results in serendipity. By
this logic, if Google were to operate as a ‘serendipity engine’, the responsive, or
personalised, element should operate around the user’s intent and immediate
context, rather than on generalised assumptions or deductions made about the user.
Further, this can be extrapolated more broadly to how personalisation is often
understood as being about the user as opposed to for them, a distinction along the
same lines as the cultural critic Raymond Williams’ observation that “there are in fact
no masses; there are only ways of seeing people as masses.” (1958, p.300). As will
be discussed below, common approaches to personalisation are macro-first (such
as Amazon’s: ‘Customers who viewed this item also viewed...’) and individuals are
deduced from larger audience groups.

3. 4. 1. Previous approaches
There are several examples of digital tools that have explored different ways of
bringing serendipity into the discovery process. Some focus specifically on book
discovery models and whilst they provide valuable starting points for how this variant
of serendipity can be digitised, they must be understood in their capacity as
experiments and often fall into the trap of elevating accidental finding over insight.
The Bohemian Bookshelf (Thudt et al., 2012) is an experiment in facilitating
serendipity through an interactive visualisation of book collections. Through five
different visualisations (cover colour, A-Z author scroll, page length, publication
timeline and keyword chains) it is designed to enable a playful approach to browsing
by supporting “abstract, metaphorical and visually distinct representations of books.”
(2012, p.1). The experiment targets some interesting aspects of serendipity in book
discovery. Notably, it highlights unexpected or interesting adjacencies between
books and, in being a visually as opposed to semantically driven browsing tool, it is
more closely aligned with the stimuli that direct our browsing in a physical bookshop.
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Its limitations arguably stem from the fact that it is primarily a playful approach to
visualising a library catalogue. As Thudt acknowledges, the Bohemian Bookshelf’s
design is not responsive to the personal and environmental factors that influence an
individual’s experience of serendipity (2012, p.2).
Similarly, Jelly Books, a service that collects reader data in exchange for free e-book
samples, ran an experiment called ‘Project Cranberry’ (2012), which focused on
“recreating the serendipity of browsing a bookshop”. The emphasis here was on a
book cover driven interface, through which users could access and share DRM-free
e-book samples (Jellybooks, 2012). The Library of Babel (Basile, n.d.) is a website
that plays with randomisation and literariness and, whilst not a deliberate ‘serendipity
tool’, is closely aligned to the idea. The project takes inspiration from Jorge Luis
Borges’ short story of the same name, which describes a universal library comprised
of a series of hexagonal rooms containing books with every possible combination of
letters over 410 pages. The story’s premise is that the library contains both
incomprehensible babble and all the secrets of the universe and has become
emblematic of a kind of ultimate transcendental serendipity. The website allows
users to browse many of these books and the reader tool can ‘Anglishize’ the text,
highlighting words from the English language. It is playful rather than functional, and
knowingly invites the prepared mind to scan for fragments of coincidence.
Another notable example is Debbie Maxwell’s ‘Semantic Sketchbook’ (2012), which
takes inspiration from Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of Flow (1975), likening the open,
exploratory mindset it describes to conditions for serendipity. Maxwell prototyped a
system called SerenA “conceptualised as a semantic sketchbook and digital mobile
companion, proffering unsolicited ideas and suggestions over time” (2012, p.359). It
is a system designed to encourage play and reflection through the ‘notebook’ space,
and to prompt a guided cognitive leap through suggestions from SerenA based on
the notes and a user profile.

23

3. 4. 2. Personalisation in the digital environment
Due to the subjective nature of serendipity, an understanding of how to support it in
a digital context is, in part, an issue of personalisation.
Eli Pariser’s coining of the ‘filter bubble’ (2011) set the tone for an understanding of
increasingly personalised web environments as numbing our sensitivities to, and
shielding us from, encountering novel or challenging information. Pariser’s specific
concern is that these are environments where the healthy, democratic exchange of
ideas is ultimately damaged when “our media is a perfect reflection of our interests
and desires” (2011, p.12). This concern is reflected in a view of the internet as a
setting that denies us serendipity; one that plays the foil in Forsyth’s celebration of
‘The Good Bookshop’.
Zuiderveen Borgesius et al.’s ‘Internet Policy Review’ (2016) examines the validity
of this concern around filter bubbles. Making the distinction between self-selected
‘explicit personalisation’ and algorithmically determined ‘implicit personalisation’,
their research emphasises that in the case of self-selected media, it is human instinct
to consume information from sources that chime with pre-existing beliefs, and that
this habit migrated with traditional media to a digital environment (2016, p. 6). In turn,
they find that implicit personalisation is commonplace in search and recommender
systems, though the resulting differentiation measured across users remains
relatively low and the influence it has as compared to user choice requires further
research (2016, p.7).
Whilst these findings set the scene, the specific relationship between perceived filter
bubbles and serendipity is somewhat more nuanced. Implicit in perceptions of the
filter bubble as damaging are assumptions about audiences as passive consumers
as opposed to active users of media. Indeed, James Webster’s The Marketplace of
Attention (2014) takes a more audience-centric approach to understanding the
digital media landscape. The focal point of Webster’s analysis is the complex
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interplay between the empowered user and “media systems [that] “push” things at
us, often in ways we scarcely notice.” (2014, p.3). In contrast to an internet filled with
filter bubbles, The Marketplace of Attention finds that “people show very few signs
of settling down into niches” and there are instead high levels of audience overlap
across diverse outlets (Webster, 2014, p.19). To accommodate for the dynamic
audiences and porous media boundaries that make up the digital environment,
Webster argues for an analytical framework that adeptly moves “through multiple
levels of analysis” (2014, p. 13). Our understanding must be sensitive to how both
the media structures that support the environment and the agency of individuals that
explore it “mutually constitute” (Webster, 2014, p.136) the way we experience and
engage with digital media. Indeed, as the phenomenon is constituted as much by
environment and context as by personal interest and impulse, this is just as
applicable to how we must understand serendipity and its interaction with
personalisation.

3. 4. 3. Recommender systems
The German academic Miriam Meckel similarly recognises the potentially dulling
effects of a self-perpetuating personalisation in her article ‘Save Our Serendipity’
(2011). Attributing this primarily to poorly designed algorithms that are based on
foregone actions, Meckel aptly describes the state of internet recommendations as
“a life in the rear view mirror” (2011). For Meckel, the ultimate risk this poses to
serendipity is that predictable personalisation wholly validates our interests and
knowledge and the need or opportunity to process unexpected information is lost.
Equally, Meckel acknowledges that a “technophobe polemic” would be naïve and
unproductive. Instead, it is a case of re-imagining how these tools work and treating
serendipity not as a whimsical embellishment of search, but a vital element in how
humans browse and discover new information. In other words:
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“If we accept that serendipity has always existed within the parameters of our
lives, our preferences, our friends, then seeking out meaningful curators is
one of our best bets at finding it online.” (Allnutt, 2011)
Kotkov et al., recognise the purpose of recommender systems (RS) for users as
being to facilitate the discovery of “novel and interesting items” (2016, p. 2) and, as
such, one that in principal should facilitate serendipitous encounters. Their survey of
existing literature on how serendipity can be supported in RSs divides
recommendation algorithms into three main types:
•

Content based filtering, which uses item attributes (such as genre
characteristics) to generate recommendations based on the user’s previous
purchases or views;

•

Collaborative filtering, which bases recommendations on user ratings – if two
users have rated similar items, one user will be recommended novel items
rated by the other;

•

Hybrid filtering, which takes into account both ratings and attributes. (2016,
p.9)

For a RS to trigger serendipity, the authors consider ‘focus shift’ to be a key
condition, when “something initially perceived irrelevant, neutral or even negative
becomes relevant.” (Kotkov et al., 2016, p. 5). Through analysing a range of
experimental algorithms that attempt to induce a serendipitous encounter, Kotkov et
al. identify that while relevancy must always be the goal, there are four directions for
effective serendipity supporting RSs:
•

Popularity and similarity

•

Context aware

•

Cross-domain

•

Group
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Most pertinent to digital book discovery are arguably the first three of these.
Popularity and similarity interact closely with serendipity – a focus shift is more likely
to take place if the suggested item sits somewhere on the sliding scale of what the
user is aware of and know they are interested in; they are key components of the
prepared mind. Yet, when executed poorly, recommendations based on popularity
and similarity result in Meckel’s ‘life in the rear view mirror’. Kotkov et al. suggest
splitting popularity, similarity and relevance into separate algorithms which are each
filtered through the user profile (2016, p.19).
Context aware algorithms take into account that factors such as “weather, mood and
location” can influence user preference (Kotkov et al., 2016, p.19), and that
preferences are not static, but subject to a flux of different factors. Context ultimately
allows algorithms to suggest items that are different to what the user usually
consumes, but remain relevant and, crucially, prompt a focus shift.
Surprisingly, most current RSs generate recommendations “based on a single
domain” (Kotkov et al., 2016, p.19) for example: other Booker Prize nominees;
Popular Science books. Cross-domain RS design could employ user models and
context awareness to create surprising, yet still relevant, information overlaps.

3. 5. Conclusion
To conclude, a wide range of interdisciplinary research, from academic information
discovery to recommender system design, establishes a path for understanding how
serendipity can be cultivated in digital book discovery. Research into serendipity in
information discovery reveals it to be heavily dependent on the individual’s open, or
prepared, mind. Where an individual’s openness to serendipity cannot be easily
influenced, the overlapping personal and environmental factors highlighted in the
literature serve as a starting point for thinking about the specificities of serendipity in
book discovery. By researching how these manifest themselves in the physical
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bookshop and prime the environment for serendipitous discovery, we can reflect on
their application in a relevant and responsive recommender system design.
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Research Design
4. 1. Introduction
In order to understand the nuances of serendipity as it relates to book discovery, and
effectively discuss how this can be cultivated in a digital environment, the research
was divided into two main parts. The first stage is concerned with how serendipity is
experienced in physical bookshops. The second stage works from the results of the
first and measures to what extent different digital environments support these
factors.
As this is largely new territory, an iterative approach was taken to the research in
order to test and validate a framework for serendipity in different physical and digital
book discovery environments.

4. 2. Purpose and aims of the research
As evident from the literature reviewed, there is limited research into how serendipity
works in relation to book discovery. The first stage of the research consolidates
understandings of serendipity in other disciplines with the phenomenon's
acknowledged centrality to book discovery. Working from an adaptation of
Björneborn’s ‘key affordances’ framework (2017), it focuses it specifically on key
affordances for serendipity in book discovery. At this stage, the main research
questions were:
•

Is serendipity experienced at higher rates in different types of bookshop
environments?

•

What affordances/sub-affordances of serendipity have the greatest influence
over how individuals browse bookshops?
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•

Is serendipitous book discovery better facilitated through chaos or
order/randomness or curation?

Here, respondents were interviewed as they left bookshops. A survey, designed to
measure how individuals experienced or engaged with the various key affordances,
was the central part of the discussion and respondents were invited to share
examples of serendipitous book encounters. This was supported by naturalistic
observation concerned with how each bookshop environment had features that
supported serendipity.
The second stage builds on the bookshop research to develop insights into how the
prominent affordances for serendipitous discovery are manifested in a digital
environment. A content analysis of both algorithmic and user driven book
recommendations was conducted, comparing how different lists support diverse and
focused interests that point to the likelihood of a focus shift. Here, the points of
difference and similarity were counted across different recommendation lists. The
main research questions here were:
•

Why are digital book discovery environments not generally seen to satisfy the
conditions for serendipity?

•

How do the affordances for serendipity in bookshops and digital
recommendations overlap?

•

What do the features of different recommendation lists suggest about the
potential for serendipity?

4. 3. Research approach
Overall, an abductive approach, which aims to “[construct] theories that are
grounded in everyday activities, in the language and meanings of social actors"
(Ong, 2012), was taken to the research. This was particularly appropriate to
researching serendipity in book discovery as, whilst there have been significant
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efforts to define theories and models for the phenomenon in other contexts, there is
no clear academic framework as it relates to encounters with books. Specifically, an
abductive approach involves “piecing together fragments of meaning” and taking an
iterative approach to a theory throughout the research process (Ong, 2012). In turn,
it is an approach which emphasises an ongoing dialogue between the reviewed
literature and the primary research that is conducted. This principal is reflected in the
way this research developed an initial ‘serendipity framework’ based on the
literature, tested it with social actors in a variety of environments, and refined it.
Typically, abductive research is associated with social constructivism. Due to the
dual focus of this research, which looks both at how it is experienced and how it can
be cultivated in digital environments, it can be situated in both postpositivist and
social constructivist paradigms. Given the nuanced and subjective nature of
serendipity, the phenomenon itself is understood within a firmly social constructivist
paradigm as it as comprised of an overlap of “varied and multiple meanings”,
constructed both on the level of individual subjectivity and “negotiated socially and
historically” (Creswell, 2018, p.8). Further, this research treats serendipity as
something which must be understood iteratively. By drawing from a wide base of
interdisciplinary research, analysis of the emotional and cultural significance of the
phenomenon and the insights and responses of individuals it aims to develop a
“pattern of meaning” (Creswell, 2018, p.8).
Within the broader scope of this research project, however, the overarching
paradigm is a postpositivist one. To effectively consolidate a framework for
serendipity with an understanding of digital environments requires recognition that
“active subjects who are productive of their social reality [are] not simply the objects
of social force” (Given, 2008). As such, a postpositivist worldview foregrounds not
only an understanding of how individual subjectivities inform a phenomenon, but of
the environment that shapes them and the reciprocity between them. This is as
pertinent to an understanding of the ‘Good Bookshop’ as both constituting and

31

constituted by its audience as to Webster’s characterisation of the digital media
environment by its interplay between the empowered user and the powerful media
system.

4. 4. Rationale of research design
A mixed-methods approach was taken to this research design and quantitative
(closed-ended) elements were used to ground the insights from the qualitative data
in the project’s framework, supporting a rounded understanding of the factors that
inform individual responses to serendipity. Creswell and Plano Clarke espouse the
benefits of a mixed methods approach as being that the insight it can produce is
greater than the sum of its parts (2018, p.13). Identifying that “the strengths of one
approach make up for the weaknesses of the other” Creswell and Plano Clarke also
emphasise the practicality of mixed-methods, where the “researcher is free to use
all methods possible to address a research problem.“ (2018, p.13). Indeed, this is
particularly beneficial to the abductive approach taken to this project. Whilst the
experience of serendipity may be subjective and requires a qualitative approach to
understand, the factors that influence it are measurable and can be understood
quantitively. A rich understanding of both elements is key to developing productive
insights into how digital environments can cultivate a serendipity that is currently
seen as belonging only to physical bookshops. The specific design rationale used to
achieve this can be best characterised as what Creswell calls ‘convergent mixed
methods'. Here, the researcher “collects both forms of data at roughly the same time
[, integrating] the information in the interpretation of the overall results.” (Creswell,
2018, p.15).
This design approach proved especially practical in the case of this project, as it
accommodated for responsive adjustments to be made to the qualitative side as the
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need arose. The first phase of this project’s primary research into individual’s
experiences of serendipity required qualitative data collection to support the survey
results. This was due to the fact that serendipity was understood and experienced
differently by individual respondents, and the nuances of their experiences largely
came out through informal conversation or personal narrative. These were recorded
in note form immediately after the discussion. The survey and serendipity framework
ensured that this more naturalistic data still had a focus and a validity within the
parameters of the research. In turn, the integration of these data in their
interpretation was not only practical, but in this case proved the logical follow on from
the way they were collected.

4. 5. Research methods
The first phase used a combination of naturalistic observation and face-to-face
interviews with respondents based around the survey. The survey served as both a
jumping-off point for informal and unstructured discussion around serendipity and a
means of collecting quantitative data to validate the serendipity framework.
A content analysis of different recommendation systems was conducted in the
second phase.

4. 6. Serendipity framework
This framework is an adaptation of Björneborn’s ‘key affordances’ table (2017,
p.1058). It takes the same three environmental (diversifiability, traversability and
sensoriability) and personal affordances (curiosity, mobility and sensitivity) as they
are distillations of the significant research into, and characterisations of, serendipity.
Further, it is intended to provide “terminological building blocks for understanding
connections between environmental and personal factors” (Björneborn, 2017,
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p.1059) and can be understood to be generalisable across information discovery
environments.
The sub-affordances are intended to contextualise the framework within the process
of book discovery. Again, some of these are lifted or adapted from Björneborn, where
others take inspiration from the literature concerned with serendipity in bookshops.
The ‘known <-> unknown’ scale builds on Forsyth’s essay, and is an
acknowledgement of a sensitivity to serendipity that is mediated by both the breadth
of personal knowledge, and, subsequently, a greater awareness of gaps in it. The
‘character’ of a bookshop, emblematic in the ‘dusty bookshop’ trope, suggests that
the character or personality of a bookshop has a bearing on serendipity. It posits that
the ‘dusty bookshop’ attracts individuals more sensitive to serendipity, and
conversely, the customers of a large chain shop arrive there without the same
expectations they will experience it.
As with Björneborn’s original, this framework is not intended to be an exhaustive list
of factors that influence book discovery, and nor are these affordances mutually
exclusive (2017, p.1059).
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Figure ii – Initial Serendipity Framework

4. 7. Bookshop research
This stage of the research was carried out at three different types of bookshops: a
large chain, a second-hand and a small independent. It was primarily concerned with
testing the framework, finding the affordances most influential on serendipitous book
discovery. It comprised of a survey, naturalistic observation of the bookshop
environment and informal discussions with the respondents who were encouraged
to describe book discovery related ‘serendipity stories’. The survey and observation
tested the personal and environmental sub-affordances respectively. The
discussions were included to add nuance and catch any other affordances not
anticipated by the framework. The approach was partly inspired by Makri et al.’s use
of ‘serendipity stories’, informing their understanding of the phenomenon through
personal narrative (2014). In turn, three different types of bookshops were
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researched in order to establish a broad cross-sectional understanding of serendipity
in book discovery.
The survey was completed face-to-face with willing participants on leaving the
bookshop. It was administered by the researcher and responses were collected
digitally; this was in order to encourage discussion with the respondents building on
the questions. Whilst the survey was relatively brief and the risk of incomplete
responses low (Davies and Mosdell, 2006, p.91), this approach further lowered the
chances of incomplete data. Robson and McCartan note that the risk of face-to-face
‘interview surveys’ is that interviewer bias can unconsciously influence the
responses (2011, p.248). Given that the questions in this survey were focused on
personal preferences, there was a low risk of an implied ‘correct’ answer. In turn,
being able to clarify questions, particularly in the case of presenting respondents
with an open-ended understanding of serendipity, proved very beneficial.

4. 7. 1. Sampling
The survey was cross-sectional (Creswell, 2018, p.149) and aimed to provide a
snapshot of the diversity of customers’ individual experiences of and sensitivity to
the affordances for serendipity in different environments. As such, the sample size
was defined by the number of customers over a three hour period in each setting,
rather than a target number of respondents, so that the data reflected the bookshop
environment alongside individual experiences. The sampling for participants was
entirely random, the only criteria being that they had just left the bookshop and were
willing to complete the survey.
The bookshops were selected as representative examples of a chain, second-hand
and independent. So that they would be directly comparable, the main criteria was
that they stocked a range of fiction and non-fiction titles, rather than being specialist
(e.g., rare or academic) bookshops. In turn, practical considerations, such as space
inside or outside the shop where it would be easy to conduct the survey without
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being obstructive, had an influence. Selecting an independent bookshop proved
slightly more challenging as many of them are specialised to varying degrees,
meaning that an element of focus and decision has already been made by the
customers on choosing to go there. In the case of Libreria, an independent bookshop
in Shoreditch, their USP is that the shop is designed to maximise serendipity (2019).
Whilst this would provide valuable insight into the environmental factors that
influence serendipity, the explicit emphasis on it would not provide a representative
cross-sectional sample of serendipity in independent bookshops, producing less
generalisable results.

4. 7. 2. Survey design
The survey was created using Google Forms and was embedded in a personal
webpage. The benefit of Google Forms is that it is entirely free to use, the data can
be exported to a spreadsheet and the form itself can be exported as an HTML
snippet. Most importantly, it was easy to build in necessary elements such as
mandatory fields and Likert scales. The advantage of embedding the form in a
webpage was that it was easily accessible with a short, memorable custom URL,
and would be quick to share with any participants who did not have time to respond
right away.
Three different versions of the survey form were made - A, B and C – in order to
separate the results from the three bookshops. The questions on these remained
the same.
Despite being a standard section in survey design (Davies and Mosdell, 2006, p. 78)
no demographic questions were included in the survey as they bore little relevance
to the focus of the research.
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The survey was comprised of pre-coded closed-ended questions - any open-ended
responses were captured by the researcher as notes - and was divided into two main
sections. The first four questions acted as a general measure of the three key
affordances, establishing awareness of the phenomenon, time spent in the shop and
the individual’s main focus: to browse or to buy. The opening question asked whether
respondents had ever had a serendipitous experience when looking for a book. This
was intended to establish a base measure for the awareness of the phenomenon in
each environment and to prompt respondents to start reflecting on how serendipity
manifests itself. It also served as a second opportunity for participants to clarify what
serendipity is or how it can be defined.
The second section used two Likert scales to establish customer expectations
regarding various sub-affordances and what factors influenced their browsing,
respectively. Likert scales were used here as they are commonly used to measure
audience attitudes and are particularly useful in factor analysis that looks for patterns
which represent “underlying attitudinal dimensions.” (Brace, 2008, p.74).

4. 7. 3. Observation
As Robson and McCartan acknowledge, observation is a “natural and obvious
technique” for any research conducting in a real world setting (2011, p. 319). Indeed,
the approach seemed particularly appropriate in researching the interactions
between environmental and personal affordances for serendipity. Within the scope
of this project, the observation was used as a ‘supplementary method’ to set in
perspective the data collected during the face-to-face surveys (Robson and
McCartan, 2011, p.321). The researcher acted as a participant observer (Robson
and McCartan, 2011, p.321), as the observation was conducted through browsing
each bookshop environment. In doing so, factors such as the presence of curated
sections, the sorting of shelves (by genre, theme, etc.), the signage and navigability,
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the visibility of covers and the size of the shop were all noted in order to establish
profiles of the different environments through the lens of the serendipity framework.

4. 7. 4. Serendipity stories
Participants were also encouraged to share ‘serendipity stories’ that could be
anything from discovering an unexpected title that day, to a memorable encounter
with a life changing book. If they did not do so initially, respondents were asked to
clarify, as far as they could remember, what initially caught their attention about the
book, or how they ended up in that area of the shop. Elements of narrative research
influenced this approach, as it emphasises that “remembered events” and
experiences focus on significant aspects of an individual’s social reality (Robson and
McCartan, 2011, p.374). Indeed, the value of serendipity stories is not so much the
narrative itself, as the aspects of the phenomenon that mark it as a memory of
serendipity.
As these stories came out of the face-to-face interview, they were recorded in note
form immediately after. While brief, the researcher made sure to capture all the
points most relevant to the framework, such as authors and themes mentioned, the
context of the encounter and factors that influenced a shift in focus. Similar to the
observation, these stories were treated as a supplementary method, as it was not
expected that all participants would have a story at hand to share or the time to do
so.

4. 7. 5. Ethics
The main ethical consideration for this research was around informed consent from
the survey participants and the sites at which they were conducted. Central to this is
ensuring that permission is gained to conduct the research at the site, participants
are fully informed of the purpose of the research and know how their data will be
used (Creswell, 2018, p.92).
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The digital survey form began with a short summary of the aims and purpose of the
research, as well as an assurance that the participants’ data would be completely
anonymous and used for the purposes of this thesis. Participants confirmed their
understanding of the research and confirmed their consent by ticking the relevant
boxes at the start of the form (Appendix A). In the case of the physical sites, the
bookshop staff were informed of the purpose of the research and how it would be
conducted. Largely, the research was conducted in a public space near the
bookshop, where the flow of customers was not disrupted (Creswell, 2018, p.93).
Where the research was conducted on the premises, a paper consent form was
signed (Appendix B) by bookshop staff.

4. 8. Digital environment research
This stage of the research focused on comparing algorithmic and user driven-book
recommendations in digital environments to develop a sharper understanding of the
makeup of these lists. A content analysis of the points of similarity and difference
was conducted. This was based on the results of the bookshop research, where
factors such as author and thematic links generally had the strongest influence on
individual’s browsing. As a mixture of environments were used, from images to
recommendation lists, the top-level visual information, such as cover motif, were also
included. In order to best reflect the act of browsing, elements such as genre, theme
and sub-genre were all noted down as determinable from top-level information (e.g.,
requiring no click-throughs to other pages).

4. 8. 1. Content analysis
Davies and Mosdell emphasise that content analysis is “simply a quantitative
description of what a text [or image] contains” (2006, p.98). The risk the approach
brings is that the material analysed is generally “not structured with the observer in
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mind” (Robson and McCartan, 2011, p.350) and so inferences are often made by
the researcher. As such, a well-designed content analysis is defined largely by the
categories selected (Robson and McCartan, 2011, p.355). This is to mitigate the
level of subjective interpretation on the half of the researcher, whilst still allowing
valuable evidence and insights to be gleaned from the items being analysed. The
value of this method in the context of this research is that it produced easily
comparable data on how the factors already established as influential to
serendipitous book discovery overlap in different digital environments.
This content analysis was carried out on a combination of visual and textual factors.
It was divided into Link and Differentiation points and measured the percentages of
the following factors in each recommendation:
•

Author

•

Theme

•

Cover motif

•

Genre

•

Sub-Genre

The number of items in each recommendation list was counted, and each of the
factors reflected as a percentage of the list, allowing for easy comparison across
different environments.
Robson and McCartan explain that the types of content analysed can usually be
divided into two categories: manifest and latent content. Manifest items are
“physically present (e.g. a particular word)” - in this case the author, and often the
theme of the book. Latent content “is a matter of inference or interpretation on the
part of the coder” (Robson and McCartan, 2011, p.354). The design of the content
analysis acknowledged that it is more “straightforward to achieve reliable results with
low-inference systems” (Robson and McCartan, 2011, p.354) and so latent factors
were balanced with manifest ones. Whilst this meant that only the most prominent
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influencing factors from the first stage of the research were included – author, theme
and cover – a balance was found between reflecting the information available at a
browsing level and minimising the interpretation or inference on the part of the
researcher. In turn, the two main Link and Differentiation categories reflect the extent
of information overlap and contrast, and most broadly reflect the level of diversity of
each list.

4. 8. 2. Sampling
The same titles were compared across three different digital environments which
were chosen to reflect different levels of user agency in the recommendations. The
titles compared were a mix of genres and themes, and all chosen from images on
the #GuardianBooks Instagram thread. Here, readers share book recommendations
often in the form of a photographed stack of books, or one book foregrounded with
other titles behind. Another element of interest here, which did not fit within the
parameters of the content analysis, is that discussions about specific titles and
further recommendations, often appear in the comments. Whilst serendipity itself
cannot be measured explicitly in these environments, the phenomenon is
understood through the framework and results from the first phase of the research.
In turn, the #GuardianBooks thread often contains photographs of books a user has,
for example, stumbled across at a market (chxrlottereads, Instagram, 2019). In this
regard, it can be viewed as an environment where serendipitous book encounters
are reported or shared, and so provides valuable insight into the specific factors that
appear across collections of serendipitous book discoveries.
The recommendations associated with these titles were then compared with
recommendation lists on Amazon and Goodreads. Amazon was chosen as it is
typically seen as an environment that stifles serendipity (Mance, 2014) and as such
served as an effective baseline point of contrast to the #GuardianBooks thread.
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Amazon’s recommendation system uses a version of collaborative filtering based on
collating a user’s purchases and ratings to generate a list of related items (Chen,
2011). This means that items are clustered based on their similarities (e.g. author,
genre) and how commonly they are purchased and viewed. As such, it can be seen
as a system that reinforces user buying habits; an example of a ‘filter bubble’.
The Goodreads recommendation list presents an interesting middle ground.
Similarly, it is an algorithmically generated list, though it is non-commercial and
based entirely on data regarding the virtual “bookshelves” of its users and their
ratings of different titles (Goodreads, 2011). In all, the data at the heart of Goodreads’
recommendations is reflective of (both individual and collective) user interests rather
than user purchases meaning that there is greater potential for the lists to have a
wider range of themes and authors, facilitating the overlap of known and unknown
titles.

4. 9. Analysis and presentation of data
As fits a convergent mixed methods approach, quantitative and qualitative data from
the first phase were collected at the same time. Valuable inferences could be made
from the observations and serendipity stories and immediately be integrated into the
overall analysis, as they were treated as supplementary data. In order to draw out
the implicit personal and environmental sub-affordances that they presented,
however, these data were first analysed separately. In the case of the survey and
content analysis, the results were pre-coded, making analysis simple. The
advantage of using pre-coded questions in Google Sheets is that graphs are
automatically generated from the survey results. Most of these immediately provide
accurate visualisations of the data, though the results from the Likert scale questions
had to be made into graphs manually to make them clearer and easier to compare.
In turn, where the majority of the results were more valuable in relation to their
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specific environments, there were some datasets (such as the factors that influence
browsing) that needed to be integrated and analysed collectively.
The respondent comments, serendipity stories and observational data are presented
in separate tables. The serendipity stories are grouped by the different bookshop
environments researched. Each story has the serendipity factors it touches on listed
in the column beside it. Factors already covered by the framework are highlighted in
yellow, and new ones in green (Appendix C). The data gathered from these stories
covers, naturally, the personal affordances for serendipity, whereas the comments
and observational data largely refer to environmental affordances.

4. 10. Limitations
Due to the complexity of the research questions, and the multi-stage approach, there
are certain limitations with the data. The observations and serendipity stories
provided very valuable supplementary information, though the sample size was not
large enough to identify any generalisable patterns. In turn, the anonymity of survey
results meant that serendipity stories could not be matched to individual survey
responses. Whilst broadly not an issue, there were occasions where being able to
do so could have helped clarify certain points of discussion.
Limitations with the sampling approach were mostly found in the independent
bookshop. Here, the turnover of customers was much lower; whilst fewer
respondents did not prevent all the data from indicating patterns, there are certain
points (as will be discussed below) where it is harder to generalise.

44

Findings and discussion
5. 1. General overview
Overall, the findings reflect that whilst the reported occurrence and anticipation of
serendipity was highest in the second-hand bookshop, this is largely due to the
symbolic relationship between the phenomenon and the tropes of the cluttered,
dusty bookshop. When the individual factors and affordances for serendipity are
examined on a more granular level, the emphasis falls on high browsability defined
by a level of order that supports the overlap of diverse interests. This, in turn, is
found to be a model that can be carried forward into a digital context.

5. 2. Additional affordances
Based on the findings from the bookshop research, two new sub-affordance
categories came to the fore from the serendipity stories: personal experience and
community. These two categories have both been split into two further factors.
Due to these factors being drawn from individual accounts amongst a relatively small
sample size (a total of 45 survey respondents), they must be understood to need
further research. They are presented here as hypothetical factors largely validated
by their overlap with other elements of the framework.

5. 2. 1. Personal experience
The influence of personal experience was present in three of the serendipity stories
and has been divided into recent and foundational experiences:
•

Recent experiences inform new interests and sensitivities to different
information. As such, they are more likely to prompt a focus shift when
browsing. An example of this was a respondent who had just been on holiday
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to the Western Isles of Scotland. They were in the bookshop to browse and
had come away with a novel set in the Western Isles and a collection of
Scottish poetry. This is understood as a sub-affordance of personal
sensitivity.
•

Foundational experiences have a greater bearing on the individual’s
anticipation of serendipity, and subsequently their general openness to the
phenomenon. An example of this came from two respondents who had been
friends for 50 years since meeting at university, where they got talking
because they were reading the same book. This is understood as a general
personal sub-affordance, affecting the openness to serendipity.

5. 2. 2. Community
Community was an influencing factor in three of the serendipity stories, based on
these, it has been divided into direct and indirect community:
•

Direct community reflects the influence of the interests of family and friends.
From a recommended title, to an overlap of the individual’s tastes and
interests with those of someone close to them. An example of the latter is a
respondent at the independent bookshop whose attention had been caught
by a series of books that included work by William Burroughs, their son’s
favourite author, and Susan Sontag, their daughter’s. This prompted them to
browse that series for further titles that looked interesting.

•

Indirect community broadly reflects the influence of the popular sphere, from
celebrity endorsements to year-end reading lists. An example of this comes
from a respondent at the chain bookshop who discovered the ‘best book
they’ve ever read’ (Appendix C) whilst on holiday in New Zealand.
Emphasising that they had taken all the books they needed with them, so
weren’t actively searching for something to read, they described walking past
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a shop and being drawn to a book by Piers Morgan because of all the celebrity
names on the cover.
This factor is broad, and harder to integrate into a framework that focuses on
the personal/environmental, though should not be ignored as an overarching
sphere of influence.

5. 2. 3. Adjusting the framework
Adjustments have been made to the original framework to reflect the influence of
these affordances.

Figure iii – Adjusted serendipity framework.

5. 3. Serendipity in book discovery
5. 3. 1. Responses
As discussed in the previous chapter, three hours were spent at each bookshop to
produce comparable cross-sections of customer attitudes at each location. The
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sample sizes are varied and determined by how busy each location was. The
second-hand shop was by far the busiest, with 20 respondents over three hours. At
the chain shop there were 16 responses and the independent only 9.

5. 3. 2. Openness to serendipity
Before discussing what the responses reflect about the individual affordances, it is
important to establish the extent to which customers in each environment were open
to serendipity.
In response to the question ‘Have you had a serendipitous experience when looking
for a book?’, the second-hand bookshop had the highest rate of respondents at 95%,
this was closely followed by the independent at a rate of 89.9% (Appendix D). In
contrast, only 62.5% of respondents at the chain bookshop had experienced
serendipity in book discovery. This largely matches both the expected differences
between the three environments and the observations made there. The secondhand and independent were both assumed to have a higher frequency of customers
who identify as bibliophiles; those who are more aligned with the view that the best
bookshops are ‘Serendipity Shops’. The general observations made at the time also
reflected this. Only one respondent at the second-hand bookshop asked for an
explanation of serendipity, and English was not their first language. In contrast, a
number of the respondents at the chain shop emphasised that they never really
thought about serendipity when they went to bookshops.
The independent serves as an interesting point of comparison here. Whilst a similar
proportion of respondents had discovered a book serendipitously in the past, a lower
percentage of them strongly agreed or agreed that they hoped to have a
serendipitous encounter when going to a bookshop. Strikingly, this anticipation of
serendipity dropped to the lowest percentage at 66.6%, as compared to 87.5% at
the chain and 95.5% at the second-hand. Although this is partly limited by the lower
number of respondents at the independent, observations made in the shop do

48

support the notion that a lower anticipation of serendipity is tied to its stronger sense
of community – whether that be as a site for shared interests, or a trust in
knowledgeable booksellers. Indeed, the observations characterise the independent
as a site where regular customers ask for book club recommendations and where
local authors come in to sign copies of their books. In turn, the influence of themed
and curated sections was markedly higher in the independent (see Fig. VI). Whilst it
is beyond the scope of this research, discussions about the community function of
independent bookshops come to the fore here. In turn, this could also reflect the
level of specialisation necessary for independent bookshops that proved challenging
when selecting an appropriate research site.

5. 3. 3. Key affordances
The affordances discussed below are those which came to the fore in the results,
and do not cover every sub-affordance described by the framework. In turn, there is
significant overlap between these affordances, and they should not be understood
as mutually exclusive. For the purposes of this research, they are understood in
terms of their implications for the design of digital environments to cultivate
serendipity.
Time
The majority of respondents from all three shops spent less than 20 minutes there,
though this was frequently caveated with a desire to spend at least an hour in ideal
circumstances. The expectation was that time was a controlling factor on an
individual’s exploration of the shop: those with more time would have come mostly
to browse, and those with less time with a specific focus – be that a title, author or
genre. What we see instead is that the browsing intention, and subsequently
serendipity, seems to be more influenced by the environment than time. In the case
of the second-hand bookshop, 95% of respondents came purely to browse and half
of them spent less than 10 minutes in the shop. This is compounded by a story from
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one of the respondents there, who had made a serendipitous discovery during a brief
visit to the shop whilst browsing the shelves for some Hemingway, their favourite
author. In doing so, they came across a selection of books on Motown, a record label
they are interested in, around the corner. What this suggests is that time may limit
the breadth with which people browse - as they navigate to familiar touchstones like
a favourite author - but not their curiosity about what is around the next corner; their
susceptibility to a focus shift.
To return to the notion that “chance favours the prepared mind”, we can understand
the decision to visit a specific shop/environment as part of the process of serendipity.
The phenomenon is predicated as much on where you browse as how. To translate
this understanding to digital environments, we can hypothesise that design for
serendipity is in part about the user experience as much as it is about leading them
to results.
Curation and randomisation
Another key aspect of serendipity that emerged in the Hemingway-Motown story the respondent attributing their discovery to the clustered nature of the shop - was
the balance between curation and randomisation. One measure of this comes from
responses to the two statements regarding bookshop environments: ‘I like
bookshops to be cluttered and chaotic’ and ‘I like bookshops to be tidy and ordered’.
In general, respondents from all three environments inclined towards order. This
feeling was strongest in the chain shop, where 94% of respondents either agreed or
strongly agreed that a bookshop should be tidy and ordered.
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Figure iv - Preferences for chaotic vs. ordered bookshop environments.

What this suggests is that individuals enjoy a level order and selection. Even in the
second-hand bookshop, a context where there is a high anticipation of serendipity,
the preference is for a balance, but leans toward order over chaos. One facet of this
is simply navigability: people want to know where to look, or what they are looking
at. Another is the inclination away from pure randomisation – the logical conclusion
of the cluttered dusty bookshop – that is tested in the ‘stray boxes of books’ factor at
the end of the ‘browsing influences’ section of the survey. Here, respondents were
asked how interested they would be to browse a stray box of books that was lying
around the shop. Tellingly, the results reflect a general ambivalence toward it, even
in the second-hand bookshop where the stray box of books is a relatively common
feature. Comments from the respondents compounded this. People were generally
polarised regarding the stray box of books, with many seeing no reason why they
would look through it, and the most enthusiastic stating that they would enjoy a quick
rummage through.
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A stray box of books
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Figure v – Influence of a stray box of books on browsing.

If we consider the stray box of books in a digital environment, it becomes something
akin to a ‘Similar items’ recommendation list without the cookies or preferences to
make it relevant. Or, for that matter, the result of a background ‘serendipity engine’
presented to you without any context. Context here is crucial. Whilst the idea of a
random encounter may persist in the Romance of Serendipitous Book Discovery (as
we see with Forsyth’s anecdotal examples), the reality of it appears to be that people
want a level of context to guide their browsing.
Focused and diverse interest
Another recurring affordance in the serendipity stories was individual interest, this
was understood to operate between focused and diverse interest. In this regard, the
Hemingway-Motown story represents an unexpected convergence of diverse
interests (prompted by a focused one). The respondent who found literature about
the Western Isles provides a more straightforward example of focused discovery.
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These factors were measured through responses to the statements: ‘I look at books
outside of topics that interest me’ and ‘I consider myself widely read’. Most
surprisingly, only 55% of respondents from the second-hand bookshop agreed or
strongly agreed with the first of these statements, whereas the chain and the
independent were at 87.5% and 66% respectively. We can infer from this that
respondents at the second-hand bookshop may see themselves as having a wider
range of reading interests (80% considered themselves widely read). Indeed, this
correlates with the shift from a focused interest to a convergence of diverse ones in
Hemingway-Motown.
Another consideration here is that the overall browsability of the chain and the
independent was higher, meaning that these environments allow individuals to
navigate a greater diversity of interests more easily. This returns the discussion to
the value of contextualising books for browsing. In the second-hand shop, where the
anticipation of serendipity was higher, part of the experience arguably comes from a
low browsability that supports a higher level of curiosity. In the independent
bookshop, the anticipation of serendipity was significantly lower, yet the browsability
was higher. There was a greater prominence of staff recommendation shelves, and
whilst genre groupings were distinguishable, the limited space meant that sections
such as Musical Biography overflowed into Politics, which overflowed into Popular
Science.
Moving back to thinking about this in terms of digital serendipity, it again appears
more productive to build on the findings from the chain and independent. Serendipity
may be a more tangible outcome when considered through the lens of the secondhand shop, but it is a serendipity more specific to the nuances of its physical
environment. Considered in isolation, the charms of a second-hand bookshop - a
stray box of books and crowded unmarked shelves - turn browsing into an act of
exploration. These characteristics have become synecdoche of serendipity, but they
do not support good browsing and they do not translate well to digital environments.
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Serendipity is a result of being able to browse effectively, not of having access to
random clusters of books (as is abundantly clear from the Library of Babel project).
What an analysis of these factors indicates, then, is the importance of
conceptualising digital serendipity not in terms of the serendipitous characteristics of
physical environments, but by what makes them diversely browsable environments.
This is particularly important when we consider that the anticipation of serendipity is
not a factor that can be predicted or controlled – this is why replicating the random
encounter is unproductive. Instead, digital environments need to foreground the
user’s interest and support divergent ideas. The specific factors that this could be
done by will be discussed below.

5. 3. 4. Supporting serendipitous browsing
In order to determine the specific factors that direct individuals’ browsing in physical
environments, the final stage of the survey asked respondents to rate the influence
of the following factors from 1 – 5:
•

Author

•

Title

•

Cover

•

Section

•

Recognition

•

Discount section

•

Themed/Curated areas

•

Stray boxes of books
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Influencing factors on book browsing
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Figure vi – weighted influence of book browsing factors in the three bookshops.

As already discussed, the stray box of books was generally seen as having a low
influence on browsing, representing a level of randomisation that does not translate
well to a digital context. In this regard, the influence of discount sections reflects a
similar ambivalence and does not prove particularly relevant to a discussion of digital
serendipity. Whilst the influence of recognition is on average higher, it is too general
a factor to carry forward. The intention was to capture elements such as a familiar
publisher, cover style, series, etc. The broad implication that an individual’s attention
is caught by an element that is in some way familiar is by no means surprising but
does help to further emphasise the limitations of random or context-less
recommendations.
Title and cover are both factors with a clear influence across all environments.
Interestingly, there is a stark contrast in the influence of themed/curated sections
between the independent and the other two shops that again reflects the greater
emphasis on community. Whilst ‘section’ was an appropriate descriptor for a physical
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environment, this has been split into Genre and Sub-genre to make it more
appropriate and specific to a digital context.

5. 3. 5. Translating to a digital context
The prominent factors discussed above were examined across different digital
environments, where recommendation lists based on the same book were
compared. A general overview of the levels of difference for each of these factors
indicates that the greater the variety of authors, the more specific the list in terms of
genre or theme. The average number of books for each environment’s
recommendation list is as follows:
•

Goodreads: 22

•

#Guardianbooks: 10

•

Amazon.co.uk: 8
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Figure vii – average percentage of different factors in digital recommendation lists.
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Sub-Genre

This overview provides a richer understanding of why Amazon recommendations
are commonly seen as antithetical to the serendipity of a physical bookshop.
Amazon’s recommendation lists generally include further titles by the same author
and, when relevant, echo popular groupings such as other Booker Prize winners.
While these results indicate a higher diversity of themes, this is generally within one
author’s body of work, and is misleading in terms of serendipitous discovery. As
such, whilst these books are framed within a context, it is the digital equivalent of
looking at the titles beside your chosen book on an alphabetised shelf.
The Goodreads recommendations sit in direct contrast. The lists are generally
extensive and contain no titles by the same author and the range of themes, genres
and sub-genres is much narrower. As discussed in the previous chapter these
recommendations are based on linking user interests, and this is evident from the
emphasis the lists place on introducing a wide range of titles with overlapping
themes. Where, as expected, this presents a list made up of known and unknown
titles, the thematic limitations make it a valuable resource for focused browsing. This
does come at the cost of lowering thematic overlap, meaning the potential for the
convergence of diverse interests on the level of individual user is limited.
In comparison, the #Guardianbooks recommendations display a wide range of
authors and comparatively wide range of themes and sub-genres. They are often
contextualised within the narrative of the post, such as a user’s holiday reading pile.
Although this is not a formalised recommendation system, and the browsability of it
is currently limited to general hashtags, the potentials for cultivating serendipity here
are much greater. Indeed, the fact that these are not formalised recommendations,
but the product of social media, offers an insight into user interest. Elements such
as list length are much shorter than on Goodreads; although this could be due to the
limits of how many titles are visible in photograph, it is arguable that a more focused
grouping of books emphasises the differences between them. As will be discussed
below, if the community and narrative features were used to frame more detailed
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browsing, this could inform the design of a dynamic, user-centric recommendation
tool.

5. 4. Implications for digital serendipity
5. 4. 1. Shifting focus in recommender systems
The above findings present us with various ways to think through recommender
system design in a way that could support or cultivate serendipitous encounters.
Echoing Kotkov et al.’s (2016) observation that most RSs make recommendations
based on a single domain, the general approach here is to shift the emphasis of
the recommendations away from a focused interest, instead emphasising the
overlap of diverse user interests, informed by increased personalisation to maintain
relevance.
Using the Instagram-based #Guardianbooks as a model for this, we can
understand it to support potential serendipity in the following ways:
•

High diversity at the level of author, paired with broad thematic diversity,
allowing for the overlap of diverse interests.

•

The narrative of the post provides a contextual frame; this is supported by
user comments which create further potential for chance encounters with
other titles and highlight popular and zeitgeist books.

•

The image-based platform places an emphasis on the visual elements that
have a high influence on book browsing (cover, author, title). The number of
books visible in an image serves as an example of engaging list length.

These factors are derived from a social media platform, and so must be considered
more abstractly in relation to the design of recommendation tools. Considering,
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these elements alongside Kotkov et al.’s proposed directions for serendipity
supporting RSs, however, clear parallels start to emerge:
•

Popularity and similarity

•

Context aware

•

Cross-domain

As such, the following features could be drawn together in RSs to help cultivate
more personalised, responsive and potentially serendipitous results:
•

Rich meta data (title, author, location posted, theme of post, etc.)

•

Geotags

•

Browsable themes

•

Shorter, iteratively updating lists

The result should be a system that uses these elements to dynamically adjust
personalised recommendations based on a user’s data that reflects their shifting
and emergent interests. The emphasis in the recommendation lists should be on
brevity, breadth and relevance.
To hypothesise, an outcome of this approach could a be a recommendation
system that identifies that a user has recently visited Scotland’s Western Isles from
their geolocation data. Over the next month or so, while still sensitive to this new
interest, titles related to the Western Isles appear in their recommendations. A
combination of richer meta data and user data means the way these titles are
related is both broader and more relevant: one may be a history of the Western
Isles, another is a novel set there, a third is the semi-fictional biography of an artist
famously inspired by their unique light. These titles are filtered through the user’s
broader genre preferences and thematic interests based on their ratings, views,
purchase history, etc. Crucially, this is not a ‘because you visited the Western
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Isles…’ list, but one sensitive to the how certain titles related to it overlap with a
user’s pre-existing interests.
Broadly, this intended to illustrate the benefits of a hybrid approach to system
design for richer, potentially serendipitous book discovery.

5. 5. Further research
Due to the relative novelty of the topic, these findings point to a number of
directions for further research. Perhaps most fruitful in relation to this thesis would
be a rigorous testing of the outcomes of the affordances highlighted by this
research on digital serendipity. As emerged from the findings, the influence social
and community factors have on serendipity in digital environments could benefit
from further attention.
Generally, the iterative, malleable nature of the framework means that any
research that brings it into dialogue with serendipitous book discovery will enrich it.
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Conclusion
To conclude, the findings from this research highlight key personal and
environmental factors that influence serendipitous book discovery. The key personal
factors are diverse and focused interest, recent experiences and direct community.
The key environmental factors fall broadly under browsability and relevance, and the
findings suggest that ordered and logical groupings of books, good visibility and
navigability all aid this. In turn, these are all factors that translate well into a
consideration of digital environments.
It is also clear from the findings that whilst the environmental characteristics
particular to each bookshop have a clear influence on the anticipation of serendipity,
it would be neither appropriate nor effective to translate these features to a digital
environment. Further, the anticipation of serendipity appears to be embedded in
personal narrative and would not a practical design focus.
In terms of a general framework for serendipity in book discovery, the results indicate
that supporting an interplay between diverse and focused interests, facilitating the
overlap of ideas that prompts a ‘focus shift’ or ‘aha!’ moment, is a transferrable
formula for potentially serendipitous encounters. In turn, research into digital book
recommendations informs an understanding of how the focus shift could be
encouraged in their design. These recommendations are mostly specific to RSs.
That the framework could be mapped effectively onto an analysis of this tool
indicates that it would be a useful starting point for further research into different
digital serendipity tools.
In terms of design for serendipity-supporting recommender systems, the findings
indicate that relevance and high browsability must be prioritised. Specifically, this
means a RS design that is responsive to a user’s shifting interests and recent
experiences that could inform a serendipitous encounter. This must in turn be
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supported by a cross-domain approach, one that combines, for example, relevant
themes with similar authors and overlapping genres. Crucially, the recommendations
themselves should not be treated as serendipitous, but seen as potential catalysts
for serendipity.
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Appendix
Appendix A
Blank survey form:
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64

65
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Appendix B
Paper consent form to conduct on-site surveys.
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Appendix C
Serendipity stories table.
Site:
A- Secondhand

Serendipity story
1.

2.

3.

B- Chain

1.

2.

3.

Browsing for Hemingway - favourite
author - because of the layout of the
bookshop found a series of books about
Motown around the corner, which they
had been meaning to read more about
being a big fan of the music put out by the
label. No time to buy them today, but will
come back. Attributed this to the cramped
nature of shop – unexpected
combinations of books side by side.
Went to Scotland's western isles the
previous week - found a novel set there
and bought some Scottish poetry too.

Factors present
= Existing
= New
Interest
(diverse)
Convergent
stumbling
Cross-contact
Focus shift
Exposure
(through lack of
visibility)
-

Two friends for 50 years - met at uni were reading the same book and got
talking. On holiday in London together.

-

Likes order in a bookshop - but likes the
layout to spark interest. Doesn't like
second hand books. Works in a primary
school - does displays of books and likes
each book to be easy to identify - doesn't
like messy stacks of books where you
can't tell them apart easily. Looking for
inspiration for book displays, discovered a
few new titles to recommend for the
school library.
In New Zealand- wasn't planning on
buying a book, picked up a copy of a
Piers Morgan book, was drawn to it by the
celebrity names on the cover, best book
they've ever read.

-

Was having an affair with a married
‘public figure’, feeling really lost, walked
into a Borders, the book facing out (cover
first) was incredibly specific to the
individual’s current situation - was really
helpful at a difficult time in their life became good friends with the author

-
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-

-

-

-

Recent
experience
(new memory)
Interest
(focused)
Foundational/
fundamental
memory
Community
(personal)
Interest
(focused)
Exposure
(visibility)

Ability to
wander
Exposure
(visibility)
Community
(impersonal)
Recent
experience
(new memory)
Exposure
(visibility)
Stumbling
(convergent)

C - Independent

1.

through a forum. Specifically was not
going into the bookshop looking for a ‘self
help’ book, didn't even imagine there
would be something so relevant
Came here with nothing in mind - found
the small penguin modern classics series,
caught attention because of the authors
included in collection: son loves William
Burroughs, daughter loves Susan sontag .
They like this bookshop because of the
relatively small size - gives the feeling of a
good selection without being
overwhelming
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-

Community
(personal)
Sections
(curated)
Playfulness
(cross-contact)

Appendix D
Likert scale responses.
1. Level of agreement to statements.
Strongly
Agree

Rating
Score

4

Agree
3

Disagree
2

Strongly
Disagree
1

Sum
resp.

Measure

Shop

I hope to have a
serendipitous
experience when I go to
a bookshop

Secondhand

12

6

2

0

20

87.5

I consider myself widely
read

Secondhand

5

11

3

1

20

75.0

I look at books outside
of topics that interest
me.

Secondhand

6

5

7

0

18

73.6

I like bookshops to be
cluttered and chaotic.

Secondhand

2

6

9

2

19

60.5

I like bookshops to be
tidy and ordered.

Secondhand

3

9

5

3

20

65.0

I bought something
completely different to
what I came in for
today.

Secondhand

3

4

5

5

17

57.4

I read the first page of a
book to see if I might
like it

Secondhand

5

4

4

6

19

60.5

I read a page of a book
at random to see if I
might like it.

Secondhand

8

5

0

6

19

69.7

I hope to have a
serendipitous
experience when I go to
a bookshop

Chain

5

9

2

0

16

79.7

I consider myself widely
read

Chain

3

8

5

0

16

71.9

I look at books outside
of topics that interest
me.

Chain

6

8

2

0

16

81.3

70

%

I like bookshops to be
cluttered and chaotic.

Chain

2

6

3

5

16

57.8

I like bookshops to be
tidy and ordered.

Chain

8

7

0

1

16

84.4

I bought something
completely different to
what I came in for
today.

Chain

1

0

2

4

7

42.9

I read the first page of a
book to see if I might
like it

Chain

7

2

1

6

16

65.6

I read a page of a book
at random to see if I
might like it.

Chain

4

2

1

9

16

51.6

I hope to have a
serendipitous
experience when I go to
a bookshop

Independent

4

2

2

0

8

81.3

I consider myself widely
read

Independent

4

5

0

0

9

86.1

I look at books outside
of topics that interest
me.

Independent

3

3

3

0

9

75.0

I like bookshops to be
cluttered and chaotic.

Independent

8

1

0

0

9

97.2

I like bookshops to be
tidy and ordered.

Independent

5

3

1

0

9

86.1

I bought something
completely different to
what I came in for
today.

Independent

2

3

1

3

9

61.1

I read the first page of a
book to see if I might
like it

Independent

2

4

3

0

9

72.2

I read a page of a book
at random to see if I
might like it.

Independent

2

2

2

3

9

58.3

71

2. Browsing factor ratings.
Influence rating
Score

1
5

Measure
Author
Title
Cover
Section
Recognition
Discount
Themed/Curated
Stray box
Author
Title
Cover
Section
Recognition
Discount
Themed/Curated
Stray box

Shop
Respondents
Independent
9
4
Independent
9
1
Independent
9
4
Independent
9
3
Independent
9
2
Independent
9
0
Independent
9
5
Independent
9
2
Chain
16
3
Chain
16
3
Chain
16
11
Chain
16
3
Chain
16
2
Chain
16
4
Chain
16
2
Chain
16
6
SecondAuthor
hand
20
7
SecondTitle
hand
20
2
SecondCover
hand
20
5
SecondSection
hand
20
7
SecondRecognition
hand
20
5
SecondDiscount
hand
20
4
SecondThemed/Curated hand
20
5
SecondStray box
hand
20
2

72

Total
score

per
person

2
4

3
3

4
2

5
1

1
3
1
2
3
3
1
0
4
6
2
3
6
3
2
1

3
4
4
2
1
1
2
3
1
5
1
4
2
2
6
1

0
0
0
2
1
5
0
1
2
1
1
2
3
3
1
1

1
1
0
0
2
0
1
3
5
0
0
3
2
2
3
5

6

3

2

2

20

74

3.7

4

9

2

2

19

59

3.1

9

4

0

2

20

75

3.8

4

4

3

2

20

71

3.6

7

5

2

1

20

73

3.7

5

3

2

3

17

56

3.3

3

2

3

7

20

56

2.8

4

5

5

4

20

55

2.8

Sum
Total
Av
resp. score
Score
9
34
3.8
9
30
3.3
9
36
4.0
9
33
3.7
9
29
3.2
9
25
2.8
9
36
4.0
9
24
2.7
15
43
2.9
15
56
3.7
15
68
4.5
15
46
3.1
15
48
3.2
14
46
3.3
14
41
2.9
14
44
3.1
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