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on the finding of context. 
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Fig. 1 Our previous context model for experiencing serendipity 
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Figure 2. Wechat as our research platform: (a) designed interface; (b) different input sections; 

(c) daily reminder sent to participants. 
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Interview Data Extract: Pilot study P1 Code For 

I was trying hard to download a journal paper which 

could be very relevant to my research
a
. However, when I 

checked in our university databases, it was not available to 

download and payment was required to get access to the 

paper. Then, one day when I was searching for other 

research papers
b
, a web link of the paper

b
 turned up on 

the screen
1
. Being curious

c
, I clicked the link and it asked 

me to register in a platform called Research Gate. I 

followed the registration and was then amazed to find
d
 

that the author of the paper was also a member of 

Research Gate
2
, so I followed him on Research Gate and 

sent him a request for a copy of the paper, and he sent me a 

copy of his working paper free of charge! It was really 

exciting for me to get the paper
e
 by such a chance

3
! 

 

Q: When did you receive the paper from the author? 

A: The next afternoon
f
 when I was working in my 

office
g
. 

 

Framework of serendipity: 

1. Unexpected encountering  

2. Connection-making 

3. Value of the encounter 

 

Contextual factors: 

a. Existing need 

b. Searching online 

c, d & e. Emotions related 

f. Across time period 

g. In the office 

 

 

Figure 3. Example of the analytical rationale used for the data analysis 
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Figure 4. A context-based model of serendipity 
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Dear Editor and reviewers: 

 

 

Thank you for your thoughts and efforts devoted to our paper. Your comments have 

helped us to substantially improve the quality of our paper. We have made significant 

changes to our manuscript based on your comments. Changes have been made in the 

updated manuscript and they are briefly described in the following (for those quoted 

references, please refer to the manuscript):   

 

Reviewers Comments to Author:  

   

This is interesting work, but not yet ready for publication.    

 

Introduction  

1. The research aims should be more clearly articulated. Which current 

framework of serendipity? Why that particular framework and not our 

understanding of serendipity in general? What are the particular 'specifically 

defined contexts' you are interested in?  

The research aims have now been revised to: 1) identify whether current 

understandings of serendipity can also be adapted to Chinese scholars; 2) further 

investigate the role context plays during the different processes of experiencing 

serendipity. Two main changes have been made in this revised version, compared to 

the original. 

First, the original research aim of “investigating culture differences” has been 

removed. After deliberation of the reviewer’s suggestion (see the 20
th

 review 

comments), we agree that it is appropriate to remove from this paper the discussions 

about culture, and to be more focused on the issues relating to context.  

The second change is that throughout the paper we are no longer using the term 

“employing Makri and Blandford’s framework”. This is because we began our coding 

of the collected data based on our original defined themes of understanding 

serendipity from our previous study, and when we identified internal contextual 
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factors from this empirical study, we further determined the themes to evaluate 

participants’ experiencing of serendipity as “unexpectedness” “connection-making” 

and “value”. This framework is consistent  with Makri and Blandford’s framework 

(2012b) of evaluating serendipity with the three elements of “unexpectedness” 

“insight” and “value”, and they argued that “making of the connection itself involves 

an amount of insight” (p. 714).  In our original version, due to the limitation on the 

length of the paper (as we needed to discuss both culture and context), we didn’t 

extend the description of our coding work, and just considered that it conformed to 

the existing Makri and Blandford framework. Now that we have removed the culture 

part, and have fully focused on the context throughout the paper, we have introduced 

our coding process in detail in Section 3.4 “Data analysis”.  We also had a discussion 

about both our framework and Makri and Blanford’s framework in Section 6.3.1, 

where we formed the opinion that our contribution lies in a further extension of this 

framework into detailed sub-themes, namely: three different channels that lead to 

“unexpectedness”, the different situations of connection-making between the 

encountered unexpectedness and the precipitating conditions of visceral need, 

conscious need and previous knowledge/experience, and we also identified the values 

as substantial value and emotional value. The expanded sub-themes make it possible 

to classify the categories of serendipity. (Please refer to Section 6.3.1 for further 

details) 

The term “specifically defined context” has been removed, and our aim is to 

investigate the role of context during each process of serendipitous encountering, 

based on our own contextual factors identified from the empirical study.  

 

2. More details on the previous UK diary study are needed in order to 

understand how your Chinese findings compare to it.  

This part has been revised from two perspectives. First, during the “introduction”, we 

have demonstrated the model from a previous UK diary study, and also explained our 

previous research findings. The second perspective is that we have added Section 6.2 

in the discussion of the revised paper, which provides a detailed comparison between 

the proposed new model and previous model. 

 

3. It would be useful to unpack 'context' to explain the factors that may influence 
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serendipity among Chinese scholars. While your motivation on p.3. for 

understanding context is useful, you don't fully explain what context means. 

'Understanding the user's objective' is actually an important goal in Information 

Science; see chapters on 'information needs' in Given & O'Case (2016) Looking 

for Information, Belkin's seminal ASK paper and other work in that tradition 

that have tried to understand and categorise what information users are looking 

for. I'd suggest discussing this body of work in detail, making the link to 

serendipitous information acquisition (e.g. that it is possible to understand the 

degree of relatedness of encountered information to what is being sought). This 

may have a bearing on how 'unexpected' or 'valuable' the information is 

considered by the user. Arguably, the more detailed an understanding we have 

of what users were trying to achieve at the time, their background knowledge, 

their general interests and expertise, the better we can understand their 

experiences of serendipity.  

We have examined Belkin’s ASK theory and the related chapter in the book by Case 

and Given, and compared to Belkin’s ASK theory, we are more motivated in Taylor’s 

work on information needs, and have added this part to Section 4.2. We found this 

work provides greater benefits for our identification of the precipitating conditions of 

internal contexts. In particular, we have found that Taylor’s description of “visceral 

need” is more appropriate to the identified situation of our participants, and we have 

changed the original description of “unconscious need” into “visceral need”. 

 

4. To better articulate the originality/value of the paper, explain how your 

context model 'provides a further understanding of the role of context...' How 

exactly does it enrich our current understanding of serendipity?  

In the Introduction, we have now explained that, limited by the perception of 

serendipity at that time, our previous study only discussed these elements as different 

factors having an influence on participants’ readiness to experience serendipity, but 

failed to have a further examination of how these elements would act during the 

separated processes of serendipitous encountering, and this is now considered as a 

research objective. 
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In terms of the originality/value of the paper, we have explained this in detail in the 

revised “discussion” section. Section 6.2 presents the difference between the proposed 

updated model in this paper and the previous model. Section 6.3 demonstrates two 

implications of the updated model. Section 6.3.1 presents an extension to the existing 

framework of serendipity, which can be used to classify different categories of 

serendipity cases, and Section 6.3.2 proposes different design strategies based on the 

new contextual factors identified from this empirical study.    

 

5. What cultural factors have an effect on serendipity and why? What are the 

implications of this? While it may be the case that "no related studies on 

serendipity have reported from the perspective of culture" (p.3), it would be 

useful to form an argument around why examining culture may be potentially 

useful; might it demonstrate the generalisability of serendipity (or lack of) across 

cultures? Might any differences suggest the need for new forms of support? etc.  

After deliberation of the reviewer’s suggestion (see the 20
th

 review comments), we 

agree that it is appropriate to remove the discussions of culture from this paper, and to 

focus more on the issues of context. Due to the limited number of participants, it is no 

possible for us to make strong comparisons between the scholars in the UK and China. 

However, we do think that this is still missing from current serendipity studies. Yeh’s 

(2007) research found culture can impact individual’s information behaviours, and 

current research on Culture Neuroscience also provides evidence that individuals with 

different cultural backgrounds can perform differently in the psychological processes. 

Our empirical studies also found that the role of social context can be impacted by 

power-distance, a widely recognised cultural factor in respect of differences between 

UK and Chinese scholars. While serendipity is a cryptic phenomenon which is 

actually highly related to an individual’s psychological processes (e.g. emotion, 

attention, memory), we believe that it is worth investigating further from a cultural 

perspective. Our future research will design more strict comparative studies and will 

examine whether culture plays a role in serendipitous encounters. 

 

6. On p.4. consider framing the argument as you having gained an initial 

understanding of context, but that your 2011 study highlighted interesting 
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findings that you explore in greater detail here (as well as examining potential 

cultural differences).  

This part is now revised in the “Introduction” section. We have presented our 

previous context model of serendipity, and have also introduced the research findings 

from the previous study, which only discussed context as a factor to influence 

participants’ readiness to experience serendipity, and failed to make a further 

examination of how these elements would act during the separated processes of 

serendipitous encountering. This is now considered as a research objective and will be 

further investigated in this paper. 

 

Background  

7.Consider beginning by defining serendipity and explaining the importance of 

context in serendipitous discoveries before moving on to discuss the literature on 

context in detail; at the moment it is difficult to understand the importance of 

context in serendipity research and this is key to emphasising the novelty of your 

work. Why is understanding contextual factors related to serendipity so 

important?  

We have made the appropriate revisions in Section 2.1, giving a different researcher’s 

definition of serendipity, and the importance of context in studying serendipity has 

been highlighted by citing Case and Given’s (2016) argument concerning the 

significant role of context in information seeking. This is followed with evidence 

from existing serendipity studies that demonstrates the important role of context in 

experiencing serendipity. For example, the empirical study by Points et al. (2015) 

found that contextual factors such as location, activity and focus can influence a 

user’s experience of serendipity. Similar findings can be found in another paper 

(Kefalidou and Sharples, 2016), where the contextual factors such as time, location, 

and the content of the text message can impact a user’s experience of serendipity. In 

addition, McCay-Peet and Toms (2015) found that those environmental factors which 

aretrigger-rich, enabling connections and leading to the unexpected, can help users to 

facilitate serendipity in a digital environment. Continuing research findings provide 

substantial evidence that context does play a vital role in people’s experience of 

serendipity. 
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8. Erdelez's model (p.7) is less a model of serendipity and more a model of 

'information encountering' (serendipity in the context of information 

acquisition). I don't think she uses the term 'incidental'.  More critique of each 

model you discuss is possible; for example Erdelez's model is useful for 

understanding part of the process post-encounter, but doesn't cover what 

happens beforehand (e.g. to trigger the encounter). It would be useful to explain 

what aspects of Makri & Blandford's model make it particularly suitable for 

adoption in your study; it being widely adopted by members of the same large 

research team is not, in my view, a convincing justification.  

After a review of Erdelez’s research paper, we have now changed the term “incidental 

information encountering” to “information encountering” and “opportunistic 

acquisition of information”. A more detailed discussion relating to each module is 

included at the end of Section 2.3, especially how contextual factors are involved in 

these models. For example, we discussed “notice” as an internal context in Erdelez’s 

model, “trigger” as an external context, and “precipitate condition” as both internal 

and social contexts in McCay-Peet’s (2010) model. “Trigger” is discussed as an 

external context, “openness”, “prepared mind” and “ability to make connections” as 

internal contexts in McCay-Peet’s (2015) updated model, and “unexpected event” as 

an external context, “prepared mind” as an internal context in Lawley and Tompkins’ 

(2008) model. Finally, we discussed “unexpected circumstances” as an external 

context, “insight”, “mood or feelings” as internal contexts in Makri and Blandford’s 

(2012) model, and “chance” as an external context, and “prepared mind”, “act of 

noticing” and “surprise” as internal contexts in Rubin et al.’s (2011) model. However, 

a systematic discussion from the perspective of these contextual factors cannot be 

drawn from these existing studies. 

 

We are also no longer using the term “employing Makri and Blandford’s framework” 

throughout the paper. As explained in the answer to the first review comments, we 

achieved a similar framework from this new empirical study to evaluate participants’ 

experiencing of serendipity as “unexpectedness”, “connection-making” and “value”. 

This framework is similar to Makri and Blandford’s framework (2012b) for 

evaluating serendipity by the three elements of “unexpectedness”, “insight” and 
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“value”, and they have argued that “making of the connection itself involves an 

amount of insight” (p. 714). In our original version, owing to the limitation of the 

length of the paper (as we needed to discuss both culture and context), we didn’t 

extend the description of our coding work, and simply considered it as conforming to 

the existing Makri and Blandford framework. Now that we have removed the element 

of culture and have focused fully on the context throughout the paper, we have 

introduced our coding process in detail in Section 3.4 “Data analysis”. We have also 

included a discussion of our framework with Makri and Blanford’s framework in 

Section 6.3.1, where we form the opinion that our contribution lies in a further 

extension of this framework into the detailed sub-themes of: three different channels 

that lead to “unexpectedness”, the different situations of connection-making between 

the encountered unexpectedness and the precipitating conditions of visceral need, 

conscious need and previous knowledge/experience, and we also identified values as 

substantial value and emotional value. The expanded sub-themes make it possible to 

classify the categories of serendipity. (Please refer to Section 6.3.1 for further details) 

 

9. It would be useful to integrate McCay-Peet's (2015) model revisions into your 

earlier discussion of her model.  

McCay-Peet’s updated model has been integrated after her early model, and a 

discussion of the contextual factors of both models is also introduced at the end of 

Section 2.3, where we have argued that her early model identified “precipitating 

conditions” as “active learning” (internal context) and “social networks” (social 

context), and the requirement for a “trigger” (e.g. text, images, audio) to facilitate 

serendipity. In the updated model, she further proposed different external factors 

(trigger-richness, highlighting triggers, enabling connections and enabling capturing) 

and internal factors (openness, prepared minds, the ability to make connections) that 

may influence the perception of serendipity, but these factors, especially the external 

factors, are not discussed from the perspective of context. 

 

10. It would also be useful to discuss Foster and Ford's (2003) model - J.Doc. 

59(3), 321-340 as this is one of the original models of serendipity on the Web 

(even if it's not process-based).  

Page 55 of 66 Journal of Documentation

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

56

57

58

59

60



Journal of D
ocum

entation

After a careful review of Foster and Ford’s work, we have found their research 

findings are more of a framework for categorising serendipity, rather than a proposed 

model to describe serendipity. In Section 6.3.1, we have pointed out that our 

identification of “unexpectedness” is actually quite similar to Foster and Ford’s third 

and fourth categories of serendipity, while their seminal work motivated us to classify 

the categories of serendipity based on the collected data from this new empirical study.  

 

Method  

11.It is not clear why Wechat was appropriate to collect the diary data. This 

needs to be explained and justified. Also, as Wechat is heavily text based, this 

might have influenced your findings that Chinese scholars tend to capture 

information encounters in textual form.  

At the very beginning of Section 3 “Research Method”, we have now explained the 

reason for using Wechat as the platform, and we argue there are four reasons:1) it 

covers similar functions to our previously designed diary application in which 

different types of data can be recorded and transferred (i.e. text, video, audio, and 

image); 2) participants can use their own mobile phone and now have no concerns 

about portability problems of extra devices, and no additional package needed to be 

installed on th e mobile phones, as they were all frequent users of “Wechat”, and were 

quite familiar with its functions; 3) “Wechat” is a social media platform, thus it also 

has the function of communication between participants and researchers, so when 

participants had any problems during the experiment period, they could send 

messages to the researchers and receive responses instantly; 4) it also has the 

advantage of allowing the researchers to send “reminders” to participants every day, 

to help keep them aware that they are in an experiment situation. 

 

As the element of culture has been removed from this paper, the cultural differences 

were not discussed on this issue.  

 

12. Why did you restrict your study to PhD students? How can you be sure they 

are representative of the broader population? Was there a special reason you 

recruited them? Explain in detail.  
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There are two main reasons for recruiting PhD students: 1) following the research 

findings of Foster and Ford (2003), which showed that serendipity is experienced 

widely among researchers, we decided that PhD students were an appropriate group 

of scholars dedicated to research projects who were easy to access; 2) our previous 

study recruited 11 PhD students and received 23 serendipity cases within a week. This 

successful experience demonstrated that it was a feasible solution to recruit PhD 

students with which to conduct such a diary-study. As a result, we recruited PhD 

students with research experience (a minimum of 12 months) to our study. We have 

also made this revision in Section 3.1. 

 

13. You mention that it was surprising that students did not know about 

serendipity beforehand (p.10), but as you mention in your discussion, this 

concept is rarely used in Chinese cultures. Therefore this may not be too 

surprising.  

In the beginning, we felt it was surprising because we found the Chinese scholars had 

no conception of serendipity, and most of them heard about this term for the first time. 

This was quite different from our previous study on UK scholars, who all had some 

understanding of the concept. We were unaware of this situation at the beginning of 

the study. This issue led directly to a methodology based concern: how can we better 

introduce “serendipity” to these participants? We then addressed this concern by 

giving our participants the dictionary definition, in addition to an example from the 

pilot study. This concern is now discussed in Section 6.4. 

In this revised version, as we have removed the discussions about culture, we have 

also removed the term “to our surprise”.  

 

14. Providing an example from your pilot can potentially help participants 

understand the concept of serendipity, but might also restrict the types of 

examples they provide in the diary study. Did you mitigate for this? If so, how? 

Again, explaining this would be useful.  

During the study, we explained to our participants that this was merely one case from 

the particular participant. We also clarified that there are different types of serendipity, 

and that they could send messages to us if they thought they were experiencing 
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serendipity. We have added Section 6.4 in the discussion, which discusses the 

limitations of the study approach. We have considered this problem as a limitation of 

the research methodology and hope that future studies will address this concern, 

especially when conducting cross-culture studies with groups lacking an initial 

understanding of serendipity (similar to our Chinese participants). 

 

15. 30 mins. seems a long time to collect understandings of serendipity and 

introduce to Wechat. Did anything else happen during interviews? What 

instructions were participants given of what information to capture and how? 

Were they restricted to capturing only information on the mobile Web, or any 

information they encountered? 

We have added the following sentence in Section 3.2: “The research purpose was 

introduced to them, and participants were invited to collect any cases they considered 

to be serendipity in the following two weeks, either on the Web or surrounding their 

daily activities (e.g. reading, research, and socialisation).” Based on Figure 2, 

presented in the paper, participants were instructed to use different forms of input (e.g. 

text, voice, video and graphs) to send messages to the researchers, with each message 

including the following information for the experience: time, location, activity, 

emotion and impact, which is the background interface in Figure 2. A detailed 

instruction of this figure has been added to appendix A.   

16. What exactly did you ask during the post-study interview and why? Much 

more explanation and justification is needed.  

We have added Appendix B detailing the post-interview questions. Generally, the 

interview was semi-structured and covered two main areas, including participants’ 

perceptions of serendipity with questions surrounding their submitted cases, and 

questions based on the research methodology.  

 

17. You do not appear to have actually followed Grounded Theory methodology; 

selective/integrative coding involves relating codes to a central 'core' code. I 

don't think you did this. To claim you followed Grounded Theory methodology, 

you also need to demonstrate an evolving theoretical sample and cyclic process of 

data gathering and analysis (see Corbin & Strauss, 2016 - Basics of Qualitative 
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research). Examine Braun & Clarke (2006)'s paper on Thematic Analysis and 

see if you actually followed an inductive thematic analysis process.  

 

More data analysis detail would be useful - how exactly did you code the data? 

What are examples codes you created, merged, subsumed etc.? Your method 

section is lacking in specific detail.  

After a careful review of our coding schemes, we consider we have employed 

thematic analysis to deal with our coding. We first followed a top-bottom theoretical 

thematic analysis to investigate how the Chinese participants experienced serendipity. 

We began this part of the coding by identifying the themes drawn from our previous 

study, where we identified the nature of serendipity with two different levels of 

abstraction, and the value of serendipity. The first level identified the “unexpected 

finding of information” by considering different combinations of three components: 

whether the information is directly related to the activity being undertaken by the 

individual (non-activity-based vs. activity-based); whether or not the information 

encountered is unexpectedly valuable to the individuals (unexpectedly valuable or 

not); and whether the information is from an unexpected or likely source. The second 

level identified the making of unexpected connections between different pieces of 

information, people and ideas.  

 

We then used a bottom-top inductive thematic analysis to identify the contextual 

factors present in the cases of serendipity. Initially, we identified a number of 

categories, including the time for experiencing serendipity (i.e., a.m., p.m., and across 

time periods), different locations when serendipity occurs (e.g. office, dormitory, 

classroom,  library, etc.), different activities during which serendipity occurs (e.g. 

travelling, surfing the Internet, attending seminars, talking to classmates, talking to 

friends, etc.), and a category more related to an individual’s cognitive or 

psychological characteristics, such as memories, insight, expertise, previous needs, 

instantly raised needs, and emotions (see Table 3 for an example of the coding for the 

pilot study case). We then compared the categories and grouped those with 

overlapping meanings into possible themes. As a result, we ended this layer of 

analysis with the three major themes of external context (i.e. time, location, and 

personal status), social context (e.g. different social counterparts) and internal context 
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(i.e. precipitating conditions, sagacity/perceptiveness and emotions). In particular, the 

precipitating conditions include visceral needs, conscious needs and previous 

experience/knowledge. 

 

After we finished coding the themes of contexts, especially the internal context 

themes of the precipitating conditions, we reviewed all our coded themes and further 

found that our original coding of the first level “unexpected finding of information” 

can also be considered as a process of making connections between the encountering 

and the precipitating conditions. As a result, we re-coded this part of the framework 

into the three different themes of unexpectedness, connection-making and value, and 

these were further expanded into sub-themes, namely: “unexpectedness” into the 

themes of “unforeseen means of encountering information”, “unexpected content of 

the encountered information” and “both”; “connection-making” was further expanded 

into “connection-making between unexpectedness and visceral need”, “connection-

making between unexpectedness and conscious need” and “connection-making 

between unexpectedness and previous experience/knowledge”; and “value” was 

expanded into sub-themes of “substantial value” and “emotional value”. 

This is also why in our original version we applied Makri and Blandford’s framework 

in identifying our coding, as our re-coded themes of “unexpectedness” “connection-

making” and “value” are quite similar to those used in their framework. However, 

after a clear introduction of this element in the revised paper, we have no longer used 

the term “employing Makri and Blandford’s framework”.  

This has been revised accordingly in Section 3.4 “Data analysis”, where we have also 

added a new Table 3 to explain our coding scheme. 

 

Serendipity perceptions  

18.Makri & Blandford (2012) discuss 'exploiting' rather than 'evaluating' value 

(p.13). Review this work to make sure you're representing it accurately.  

The work of Makri and Blandford has been reviewed and evaluated. In fact, it is their 

framework (2012b) rather than their model (2012a) which is employed in our original 

paper. As explained in the 17
th

 reply, we have now shown that the framework is 

drawn from our own coding on the collected data, so we no longer use “employing 
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their framework”. 

 

19. Some of your evidence from your findings doesn't explicitly demonstrate 

your general argument - e.g. the fire extinguisher example on p.13 does not 

explain how the fire alarm introduction was an unexpected means of finding out 

about fire extinguishers. Surely both topics have fire in common? Similarly, 

perceiving the experience of serendipity on three occasions doesn't necessarily 

mean the participant is a 'super-encounterer' - this might have been an unusual 

situation for them.  

We have supplemented the case of the fire extinguisher, and also go through all the 

participants’ cases used in this paper to ensure validity of our arguments. We now 

believe every case has an instruction to its relevant discussed topics. 

In the case of the fire extinguisher, the participant reported that she had learnt about 

the principles of a fire extinguisher from a talk during a training session. She then 

raised a need to collect relevant information about fire extinguishers around her lab 

setting (e.g. where they are located in the lab, how to use them). However, this need 

was not addressed at that moment and the participant forgot to address the need when 

the talk was finished. It was not until she accidently attended a related “fire alarm 

introduction” that she remembered the need, and found the answer to this need during 

the presentation. We argue that the answer to the participant’s need was not 

unexpected to her, but the unforeseen means by which she received the answer 

induced feelings of “unexpectedness”, as attending such a presentation was not on her 

original schedule. This has been revised accordingly in Section 4.1. 

With regard to the use of the term “super-encounterer”, it is not because of the 

participant’s sagacity on the three different occasions, but from the collected 

serendipity cases from all participants during the two-week study. Some participants 

sent us 13 cases during the study, while others only sent one case. We argue that such 

differences reflect the differences in each participant’s sagacity, and those who sent 

13 cases may be considered as “super-encounterers” (Erdelez, 1997). 

 

 

Cultural differences  
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20. Your discussion on this was limited. If your study found no significant 

cultural differences (I characterise the differences in conceptions of serendipity, 

reminders and use of text as fairly minor), perhaps remove this from the write-

up and consider what else makes the study novel - e.g. a deeper discussion of 

various contextual factors? My personal view is your findings on context are 

interesting, but do not extend far beyond existing work. You would need to 

demonstrate, through discussion, how they do.  

This paper has been revised significantly. The culture section of the original paper has 

been removed, and the focus is now on the issues of context.  

 

21. It's not clear what 'measure by which information is encountered' (p.14) 

means and this makes it difficult to understand this part of your findings (and 

their importance).  

The original sentence has been revised to “Both the unforeseen means and content of 

the encountered information bring a sense of unexpectedness”, to keep it in 

accordance with the prior descriptions in Section 4.1. 

 

22. It is worth referring to Taylor's (1964) seminal paper conscious and 

unconscious needs in 4.2.  

Taylor’s work has been reviewed carefully. In particular, we have found our previous 

definition of “unconscious need” is more accurate as “visceral need”, which was 

referred to by Taylor as “not existing in the remembered experience of the inquirer”, 

who also argued that it probably “is inexpressible in linguistic terms”, and can 

“change in form, quality, concreteness, and criteria as information is added”. We have 

explained this in Section 4.2. 

 

23. The label 'substantial' value seems inconsistent with its description (p.15). 

Can't an example represent both types of value (i.e. emotional too?)  

In Sections 5.3.3 and 6.3, we have now pointed out that both emotional value and 

substantial value will exist in any “need-oriented” serendipity cases, as either finding 

the answer to previous concerns (conscious need-oriented cases) or finding a possible 

solution to the raised visceral need may lead to a positive emotion for the participant 
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when the episode of serendipity occurs.  

 

24. In 5.1 it is not clear why you focus on time, location and personal status as 

important contextual factors. Were these the most important ones you found in 

your data? Why focus on context at all? In what ways does it help us understand 

people's experiences of serendipity? Stronger justification is needed.  

We have now explained that the contextual factors of time, location and personal 

status are identified based on our own coding of the collect data, and Section 5 “Role 

of Context” has been largely revised. We have now explained the reasons for these 

contextual factors affecting how people experience serendipity, as follows: 

Time: Existing research has demonstrated that different times of day can impact 

human performance (Fröberg, 1977) and even the cognitive and evaluative efficiency 

of individuals (Natale et al., 2003). Our participants also reported that they were more 

engaged in different activities in the afternoon, as a result of which it was also more 

likely that they would encounter serendipity. 

Location: We investigated the reasons why locations such as an office environment 

would produce the most cases of serendipity and found that: 1) these places are 

source-rich; 2) there is an interdisciplinary social setting; and 3) participants could 

readily gain access to these resources. 

Personal status: participants in a more open and relaxed state (e.g. during leisure time) 

encounter serendipity more frequently when compared to other statuses, such as when 

attending a seminar or working/studying. 

We also added a possible reason for social context, where participants are found to 

experience serendipity more often when they are communicating with their peers. 

When compared to our previous findings from the UK study - where four of the seven 

social context related cases happened during participants’ communication with their 

superiors - we think the cultural difference known as “power-distance” played a role 

in this situation.  

 

25. Include page numbers when quoting directly from an external source.  
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In the revised version, we have included page numbers when quoting directly from 

external sources. 

 

26. While it clear that your findings support those from several previous works, 

you do not make a strong case for why your work is novel and important. This is 

essential in any empirical research.  

Substantial revisions have been made in the discussion section, and compared to the 

previous model, the contribution of this new model lies in the following:  

1) It helps to explain the different roles of external context, social context and internal 

context during each process of experiencing serendipity (unexpectedness, connection-

making and value), which provides evidence that serendipity is the “product of 

context” (Foster and Ellis, 2014, P. 18). This is discussed in detail in Section 6.2.  

2) Based on the identified internal contextual factors of precipitating conditions, we 

expand the framework of “unexpectedness”, “connection-making” and “value” by 

further identifying the sources of unexpectedness (unforeseen method of encountering 

information and/or the unexpected content of such information), connection-making 

between unexpectedness and precipitating conditions (i.e. visceral needs, conscious 

needs and previous experience/knowledge), and value (substantial value and 

emotional value). Such expansion made it possible for us to classify the categories of 

serendipity. See a detailed discussion of this in Section 6.3.1. 

3) Based on the contextual factors identified, design implications can be drawn to 

“engineer serendipity”, such as considering participants’ status, considering locations, 

trying to create social networks, designing environments that are diverse and 

noticeable, and combining emotional design. See Section 6.3.2.   

 

 

Discussion  

27.You present some thoughtful discussion. However, it would be useful to 

discuss your findings in light of the existing literature - particularly on context - 

more. Much of your discussion section reads like a findings section.  
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If the context-based model in Fig. 2. is one of your claimed contributions of 

novelty, I recommend explaining what new or enhanced perspective it provides 

over existing models.  

 

The discussion section has been largely restructured. We have now removed 

references to culture and have focused on issues of context. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 have 

been added to demonstrate the novelty of our research findings. After a discussion of 

the updated model in Section 6.1, in Section 6.2, we have compared this model with 

the previous model, and extend the current literature by unpacking how these 

contextual factors affect the different processes of a serendipitous episode. Section 

6.3.1 discusses the new classification of the categories of serendipity, by expanding 

the identified framework from the empirical study, while in Section 6.3.2, following 

Björneborn’s (2017, p. 1068) argument that “We cannot design environments always 

leading to serendipity…… but affordances for serendipity can be engineered”, and 

based on the identified external context, social context and internal context from this 

empirical study, we propose different implications for designers to include 

affordances that can “engineer serendipity”.  

 

28. It is not clear why the 'disparities on the basic understandings of serendipity' 

(p.26) between U.K. and Chinese scholars’ results in the need for different 

research approaches. Perhaps clear instruction on the nature and properties of 

serendipity in all cases. I'm not sure if PD necessarily accounts for the cross-

cultural differences in serendipity you identified; might the Chinese students 

simply have had less interaction with their academics? I also don't see how the 

interdependent/independent argument stacks up; more reliance on reminders 

may also be due to other factors (e.g. a busier workload).  

 

You claim your culture-based findings provide a 'new solution' for studying 

serendipity. It would be useful to discuss in detail what method insights they 

provide.  

The discussion of the differences in culture between the UK and Chinese scholars has 

been removed from the paper, and it is now focused on issues of context. We will 

make more strict comparisons between different cultural groups in future studies.  
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29. It may be helpful to the reader to discuss limitations of the study approach, 

and your findings, in a specific 'limitations' section.  

We have added Section 6.4 for the discussion of the limitations of the study approach, 

in which two concerns are discussed. The first is the participants’ initial 

understanding of serendipity. In addition to the dictionary definition, the lack of initial 

understanding from the Chinese participants prompted us use an example from the 

pilot study to help explain this new term. This raised the concern that participants may 

restrict the types of examples for experiencing serendipity during the following study. 

The second limitation is the setting of the daily reminder. A two-week study is a 

relatively long time, and sending reminders to participants was intended to ensure 

they remembered that they were in an experiment situation, although it may have 

caused additional pressure to be put on participants. Thus, how to balance such 

reminders is another concern that needs to be considered carefully in any future 

research.   

 

30.The article would benefit from careful proof-reading by a native English 

speaker, although the readability is fairly good as it is  

We have made efforts to review and improve the readability of this paper with 

experienced academics and experts.  
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