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Chapin Wright 

 

Dr. Esther Thorson, Thesis Supervisor 
 

ABSTRACT 

 

 At a time when more and more Americans are getting news on their smartphones, 

this study seeks to find out whether there is a corresponding increase in how often they 

randomly encounter and share news stories as they go about their daily online activities. 

It also explores whether they are doing so more than tablet or PC users. Incidental 

exposure to news in a digital environment is seen as valuable way for people to learn 

about interesting issues they hadn't previously thought about. It had been anticipated that 

a combination of uses and gratifications theory and news-habit formation theory would 

be predictive of enhanced serendipity among smartphone users as they bump into more 

news stories than people using other devices. It was further hypothesized that smartphone 

users would be more likely to share incidentally encountered news stories than PC users, 

and possibly tablet users, in part because of the ease with which stories can be forwarded 

and the fact that smartphones are easily accessible virtually all the time. However, the 

research, based on a secondary analysis of a 2015 national survey on mobile media news 

consumption sponsored by the Reynolds Journalism Institute, showed otherwise. While a 

statistical difference was found between smartphone users and computer users with 

regard to the frequency of their stumbling on news stories of interest to them, it was the 

opposite of what had been hypothesized, i.e., computer users were more likely to stumble 
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upon news stories than smartphone users, even though a positive correlation was found 

between smartphone usage and news stumbling. This noteworthy finding alone should 

stimulate additional research. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

 The origins of the word serendipity can be traced to a Persian fairy tale early in 

the last millennium. More than seven centuries later its exact meaning is still unsettled. 

Still, many people -- to paraphrase former Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart famous 

quip about pornography -- would probably say they know it when it happens to them. 

 The Oxford English Dictionary defines serendipity as ``the faculty of making 

happy and unexpected discoveries by accident'' (Sykes, p. 1037). In mass media and 

journalism, serendipity is the experience of stumbling upon an article you weren't looking 

for, one which ``turns out to be surprising, delightful, alarming, important and even life-

changing'' (Sunstein, 2013, para. 2).It has been recognized as a quality of online news as 

the medium's very structure directs attention and reading in unintentional and unexpected 

ways (Salwen, 2005). 

 However, William McKeen, currently chair of the journalism department at 

Boston University, says software can't duplicate the experience of finding hidden gems of 

stories in a newspaper (McKeen, 2006). Technology, he argues, actually undermines 

serendipity, offering us stories that some algorithm has decided we'd find interesting 

based on our reading history. 

 Losing serendipity carries potential ramifications for democracy and civic 

dialogue. In addition to narrowing an individual's horizons, the absence of serendipity 

creates an echo chamber that perpetuates political polarization because people are 

exposed only to those ideas with which they already agree, Sunstein maintains (2013). 
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Some digital media users have noticed. In a 2005 survey, Dutch researchers found 

that almost 15 percent of respondents agreed with the statement: ``when consulting online  

newspapers, I do not bump into amusing and interesting articles, which in fact is the case 

for printed editions'' (Beyers, 2005, p. 358). 

 On the other hand, recent research has shown that serendipitous news discovery is 

becoming more commonplace on the Internet (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). Their 

work shows that such fortuitous finds made while performing other tasks online makes 

for more engaged readers (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). 

 Incidental exposure to news among those using the Web can lead to greater 

knowledge of current affairs, according to one study, though additional research was 

called for (Tewksbury, 2001). Lee (2009) found that incidental online news exposure was 

positively associated with people's learning of a common agenda.  

             Researchers including Chyi and Chadha (2012) and Yadamsuren, et al. (2012) 

are beginning to look at news-consumption patterns on mobile devices including 

smartphones. Still, serendipity's relationship to smartphones is largely unexplored 

territory. While a study of incidental exposure to online news (IEON) among rural 

Americans by Yadamsuren, et al. (2012) found that mobile devices were not significantly 

associated with the phenomenon, the researchers speculated this was because rural 

residents may have limited access to wireless connections and that they relied more on 

their desktop or laptop computers. More research was called for. This study takes that 

next step by exploring more deeply the connection between smartphones and the 

incidental encountering and acquisition of news. By using a broader population sample, it 

is anticipated that the respondents will have greater interaction with smartphones. 
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 According to a 2010 Pew survey, 33 percent of mobile-phone users get their news 

on their handheld devices (Purcell, et al). More than a quarter of all Americans say they 

get their news from ``time to time'' on their mobile phones (Purcell, et al., p. 15). About a 

third of survey respondents said they like coming across news about topics and issues that 

they hadn't thought much about, while 28 percent said they only follow news about 

specific topics that really interest them. In addition, 38 percent said they get their news on 

the website of a local or national paper. A mobile-media survey from the University of 

Missouri's Donald W. Reynolds Journalism Institute found that about 60 percent of 

smartphone owners routinely use news apps on their devices (Fidler, 2014). 

 The fact that people are tethered to their smartphones almost every waking hour 

(Purcell, et al., 2010) suggests that the opportunities for serendipitous news encounters 

are greater than they would be with a tablet or laptop, which are more limiting because 

they're bigger and less portable than pocket-sized smartphones. This research will test 

that supposition. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Studying Serendipity 

 Research into incidentally encountered news hasn't kept up with rapid advances in 

technology and the widespread adoption of smartphones as a preferred Web-browsing device.  

Still, there have been some notable exceptions. 

 According to a 2010 Pew survey, 33 percent of mobile phone users get their news on 

their handhelds (Purcell, et al.). An additional 25 percent of all Americans say they get their 

news from ``time to time'' on their mobile phones. (Purcell, et al., p. 15) About a third of survey 

respondents said they like coming across news about topics and issues that they hadn't thought 

much about, while 28 percent said they only follow news about specific topics that really interest 

them. In addition, 38 percent said they get their news on the website of a local or national paper 

(Purcell, et al.). 

             The Pew study was subjected to a secondary data analysis by Yadamsuren, et al., (2011), 

which found a positive impact of devices used on incidental exposure to online news (IEON) 

while engaged in non-news reading activities such as checking email, visiting social networking 

sites or shopping online. Another study by the same group of researchers found no significant 

impact of using mobile devices on IEON among rural Americans (Yadamsuren, et al., 2012). 

Incidental exposure to online news was more likely among desktop users. The researchers 

speculated that this was the case because rural residents have limited access to mobile wireless 

connections. More research was called for. 

 While serendipity may not be predictable or controllable, it can be actively sought and is 

not always subject to pure chance (Erdelez, 1999). Erdelez also has noted that some people tend 
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to encounter more information than others, which implies an element of control (Foster & Ford, 

2003). 

Defining Serendipity 

 Over time, the word serendipity has come to be applied to everything from stumbling 

upon an interesting article while reading a newspaper to accidental scientific or medical 

discoveries such as Alexander Fleming's chance discovery of penicillin (Andre, 2009).  

 Perhaps because the topic hasn't been the focus of much research, there is no consensus 

about what serendipity is and how people perceive it, based on experiment and observation (Sun 

et al, 2011). More agreement exists over the proposition that fortuitous encounters resulting in 

positive outcomes occur routinely during the daily information-gathering process (Rubin, et al, 

2011). 

 Settling on a single definition of serendipity has proved elusive in part because its 

meaning has changed over time. Earlier definitions carried with them the notion of neutrality on 

the part of the actor, whereas recently there is a suggestion of aptitude and ability on the part of 

the reader (McBirnie, 2008). Incorporating the element of control leads to the conclusion that 

recognizing serendipity is a skill that can be encouraged and perfected. 

 Browsing, or scanning non-purposively, is one way that information is unintentionally 

encountered. But the same thing can be accomplished while actively seeking other information, 

that is, something is encountered which draws one afield from an ongoing task (McBirnie, 2008; 

Gup, 1998).  

 To better describe the random and elusive nature of serendipity, the analogy to jazz 

improvisation might be helpful (McBirnie, 2008). Jazz musicians experience serendipity on a 

regular but unpredictable basis. They also find it to be an exciting and positive experience, as did 
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information seekers surveyed in the same study (McBirnie, 2008). 

 As Horace Walpole first noted, serendipity depends on the event itself and the sagacity to 

recognize it and act upon it. Process without perception may lead to an unexpected finding being 

filtered out or going unnoticed (Andre et al, 2009). 

 The act of making unexpected connections between pieces of information completes the 

process of serendipity. Participants in one study often failed to make that connection and ended 

up filtering out the serendipitous finding (McBirnie, 2008). 

 People generally aren't looking for highly specific items, but rather alternatives that 

provide some degree of certainty amid a multifarious information ecosystem (Heinstrom, 2006, 

citing Rice, McCreadie & Chang, 2001). The way that information is found is relevant, not 

whether the content is expected or not. And it is through the sometimes unproductive process of 

browsing and activities that people engage in to monitor our world, such as reading the 

newspaper, that incidental discoveries most often occur (Heinstrom, 2006, citing Erdelez, Toms). 

Serendipity involves finding information unexpectedly. But it should be meaningful information 

one wouldn't normally seek (Sun, 2011). Another term for serendipity is information 

encountering, which has been defined as a memorable experience of an unexpected discovery of 

useful or interesting information (Erdelez, 1999). 

 Serendipity leads people to stories that are relevant to them and that have value. (Jarvis, 

2010). The value of that information may be that it validates or refutes an existing idea, or it may 

simply be interesting (Andre, 2009). 

 The term was coined and first defined by the English historian and novelist Horace 

Walpole in 1754 after a fairy tale, The Three Princes of Serendip, in which the main characters 

use their powers of observation to make accidental discoveries and arrive at surprising 



7 
 

conclusions (Sun, 2011; Rubin, 2011; Van Andel, 1994; Beuth, 2012; Andre, 2009).   

 Walpole, in one of his letters to Horace Mann, said of serendipity: ``you must observe 

that no discovery of a thing you are looking for comes under this description'' (Van Andel, 

1994).   

 The sagacity to recognize the value of the accidental discovery is one of the 

characteristics included in several definitions of serendipity, along with the accidental nature of 

the discovery. One simple, serviceable definition of the concept is the ability to make fortunate 

discoveries accidentally, suggesting both aptitude and delight (McKeen, 2013). 

 Browsing, or scanning without purpose, is one major way that information is 

unintentionally encountered. Still, nothing is discovered completely by accident: an open mind 

primed with knowledge is necessary to recognize and draw insight from the encounter (Andre, 

2009). 

 Another related term is incidental information acquisition, with the emphasis on 

acquiring, as opposed to encountering, useful or interesting information while not consciously 

searching for it (Heinstrom, 2006). It describes the successful retrieval of information 

incidentally encountered. 

Personality Traits 

 Those with a knack for encountering information tend to stop what they may be doing at 

the time when they come across something interesting or useful in order to gather it (Erdelez, 

1999). ``Non-encounterers'' aren't so easily distracted and stay on task. Among so-called 

encounterers are those who occasionally bump into information, but see it more as a happy 

accident rather than an important cognitive tool. Those termed regular encounterers by Erdelez 

recognize that serendipity is something that regularly affects them (1999). Super-encounterers 
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are classified as those who bump into information regularly, perhaps because they are more 

attuned or sensitive, and appreciate the experience as a significant part of how they acquire 

information.  Being primed to receive incidentally encountered information because one is 

actively engaged in a search for something else may be an important condition that distinguishes 

super-encounterers (Erdelez, 1999).   

 Their hyper-sensitivity to their information environment may mean that super-

encounterers may find the Internet too overwhelming and rely on print media. Regular and 

occasional encounterers, however, are more comfortable online (Erdelez, 1999). 

 A key question is whether certain individuals are more predisposed to browsing and 

serendipity than others. A person's psychological makeup is a greater predictor of what 

information they will be attracted to rather than the medium that carries it (Heinstrom, 2006). 

Receptivity to incidental acquisition of information is heightened if a person is energetic, highly 

motivated and emotionally positive. The opposite is the case when a person is stressed, insecure 

and unmotivated (Heinstrom, 2006).  

 Those identified as browsers are likely to be interested in a wide variety of news and 

browsing is the easiest way to learn about a range of topics (Tewksbury et al, 2008). Newspaper 

browsers say they are knowledgeable about a number of issues and, therefore, view themselves 

as socially and politically efficacious (Tewksbury et al, 2008). 

 Unexpected information, including newspaper headlines, automatically elicits an 

emotional reaction and is likely to be noticed and remembered (Heinstrom, 2006). Still, the 

recipient must possess personality traits such as awareness and persistence to be more prone to 

serendipity and switch attention from the task at hand to new information accidentally 

encountered. Along with an optimistic personality and a feeling of confidence, the ability to 
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enjoy seeking information is one of the keys to successful serendipitous encounters (Heinstrom, 

2006).  This seems to tie back to the entertainment motivation under uses and gratifications 

theory. Indifference and boredom are two surefire killers of making unexpected discoveries, 

while outgoing, competitive types are more likely to experience them. Curiosity by itself, 

though, isn't enough to guarantee incidental information acquisition (Heinstrom, 2006). 

 In discussing the preference for online versus print information environments among 

encounterers, Erdelez (1999) presents an opportunity to drill down even further into the question:  

what are the differences and similarities of information encountering via smartphones and 

laptops or tablets and what tools and techniques can be developed to promote such serendipitous 

activity? 

Promoting Serendipity 

 Since the 1980s, computer scientists have be trying to come up with systems that induce 

or facilitate serendipity, which they view as something that can be used to innovate and discover 

(Andre et al, 2009).  

 The literature contains several examples of what could be termed purported computer-

assisted serendipity generators. The search engine BananaSlug, which bills itself as being ``all 

about serendipity,'' supplements a regular Google search with an unrelated word from a category 

chosen by the searcher (Rubin, et al, 2011). Adding this random element re-shuffles the search 

results so that items that may have gone unnoticed in a traditional search are highlighted. 

Building an autonomous serendipity engine that searches for things people don't know but might 

interest them is a goal of Google Chief Executive Officer Eric Schmidt (Rubin, et al, 2011). 

Some critics say that computer software programs that attempt to mimic serendipity actually 

threaten it because the algorithms are based upon previously expressed interest so thereby 
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eliminated the role of pure chance (Rubinet al, 2011; Van Andel, 1994).  

 One digital space where true serendipity may occur is Twitter with its sprawling network 

of diverse information and social connections (Bleuth, 2012). To take full advantage of such 

microblogging services, however, requires a level of intellectual preparation and search skills 

that the average reader may not possess. Still, individual goals, interests and expertise help 

determine what information is accessed, reducing the role of pure randomness (Bleuth, 2012). 

Online systems designed to promote serendipity have focused on increasing the likelihood of 

chance interactions and ignored the second part of Walpole's equation, making a connection and 

arriving at an outcome that resolves some sort of problem (Andre et al, 2009). 

 The jury is still out as to whether serendipity can be controlled or induced. While the 

perception of serendipity maybe subject to manipulation, the process whereby it is generated is 

much less prone to control, if at all (McBirnie, 2008). Boosting the visibility or prominence of 

interesting or potentially useful information could increase the chance that it will be noticed 

(Rubin, et al, 2011). 

 Serendipitous discoveries can often be made through the information-seeking behavior 

known as browsing (Bleuth, 2012). It is a popular reading strategy among those who obtain 

information from newspapers and the Internet. One survey found that more than half of 

newspaper readers start on the front page and work their way to the back, guided to specific 

stories by headlines (Tewksbury et al, 2008).  Browsing may benefit readers because it provides 

them with the most information about social issues and readies them to participate in civic life. 

The habit, and the social and political efficacy it engenders, may be endangered as more people 

abandon newspapers to get their news online (Tewksbury et al, 2008). 

 Clicking on hyperlinks and skimming web pages has replaced front-to-back, 
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chronological newspaper reading (Kop, 2012). This power-browsing also has replaced the 

reflective, critical thinking that comes with newspaper browsing. Internet technology is all about 

speed and efficiency and, therefore, is antithetical to the notion of spending time engaged in the 

pleasurable activity of browsing, of looking for something and being surprised by what you end 

up finding (McKeen, 2013). 

 Designing a system to promote browsing and exploration is difficult because enough 

information must be presented to the user, who by definition doesn't know what he or she wants 

until it is found (Toms, 1999). The absence of textual clues and structure in online formats makes 

it difficult for users to develop a suitable way to navigate the content. Research by Toms sought 

to remedy this problem using one of two tools: a menu to facilitate orientation and pathways, and 

a dynamic suggestion device (items-to-browse) to facilitate serendipity (Toms, 

2000).Participants were either given a specific goal or none at all as they perused an online 

newspaper using either the stable menu or the suggestion device. Those with no assigned goal 

examined significantly more articles and explored more menu options. About three-quarter of 

what they examined was new information on topics about which they had known nothing.  The 

suggestion tool, as opposed to the menu, led readers to what they found to be more interesting 

articles. Browsing, the study found, is unpredictable and not dictated by habit. Therefore, readers 

need to be presented with a wide assortment of topics (Toms, 2000). 

 The optimal arrangement to facilitate serendipity is a constantly-changing list of 

suggested reading in combinations with more stable menus, according to the Toms study (2000). 

One participant said the items-to-browse [suggestions] device was more useful in unearthing 

articles the person had not even thought of looking for, ones that contained information that was 

novel or of some value. Such unstructured meandering was the preferred method and contrasted 
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with a more defined search using the menu tool (Toms, 2000). The serendipitous discoveries 

made during this experiment added value to the lives of the participants in ways as exciting as 

scientific breakthroughs are to researchers (Toms, 2000). 

 People typically use media without the intention of finding anything specific and often 

acquire information they had not known they needed, according to Williamson (1998), who 

found that newspapers were the source of more incidentally acquired information than radio, 

television or magazines. Such serendipitous experiences would be limited if newspaper 

publishers were to tailor their offerings to the interest profiles of their readers (Williamson, 

1998).  

 On social network sites such as Twitter and StumbleUpon, aimless wandering is actively 

encouraged (Melo, 2013). Such serendipitous systems share some common traits, including 

purposelessness, immediateness, diversity, curiosity, playfulness and randomness. This type of 

information acquisition differs from passive learning in that it is the result of spontaneously 

generated interest, a headline, say, or simply a list of available news items (Melo, 2013). When a 

reader's interest is stimulated by a headline for a long enough period of time they may then click 

on and read the story (Tewksbury et al, 2001). 

 Reading online versions of newspapers, it is less obvious what may be the most important 

stories of the day because the role of the editor in determining the relative value of the news has 

largely been ceded to the audience itself by way of menu options and other interactive features, 

giving consumers greater ability to design the flow of information (Tewksbury & Althaus, 2000).  

 On one hand, this makes it easier for users to find interesting stories that may have been 

buried in the print version. But it gives editors less influence over how readers are informed 

about public affairs, one of the main functions of the press. The concern is that readers will read 
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only what stories pique their interest and not the politically important ones editors think they 

should in order to be well-informed members of a democratic society. This may be happening 

even though online news consumers are potentially learning about a wider range of topics that 

print newspaper readers (Althau s& Tewksbury, 2002).  

 Some researchers such as Prior (2005) suggest that today's fragmented media landscape, 

particularly in television, means that people are less, not more, likely to have chance encounters 

with stories of a political nature because they can completely tune them out. Those with a 

preference for entertainment are able to watch channels that, with the possible exception of 

political ads, are devoid of political content (Prior, 2005). That may be less likely the case with 

the Internet, where serious, hard news is harder to avoid. 

Research Problem 

 By approaching news-reading behavior as active and intentional, media researchers have 

in the past largely ignored the phenomenon of serendipity in news discovery. That bias has 

begun to change in recent years as more studies explore how audiences sometimes obtain news 

and information opportunistically, rather than purposively. The odds that important information 

will come to us by chance have increased along with the amount of information being directed at 

us. 

 While there has been some research on the effect of serendipity on readers of print 

newspapers and their online counterparts (Tewksbury, Hals & Bibart, 2008; Beyers, 2005; 

Williamson, 1998), few studies have looked at the issue through the technology platform more 

and more people are using to get their news: smartphones. 

 This study seeks ultimately to aid future researchers looking for ways to improve 

serendipity among consumers of news online, with particular focus on mobile devices. Making 
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such accidental encounters more likely and meaningful would possibly increase political and 

social efficacy. However, in order to stimulate conversation and debate within the public sphere 

it is necessary for important stories to be shared. Attitudes about controversial issues of the day 

are ``influenced by everyday talk in the informal settings or episodic publics of civil society at 

least as much as they are by paying attention to print or electronic media,'' according to the 

German sociologist and philosopher Jurgen Habermas (Habermas, pp. 415-416). This is certainly 

where smartphone technology trumps print newspapers and possibly tablets and laptops.  

 A successful serendipitous discovery ``is not just the find itself but being able or willing 

to do something with it'' (Andre, et al., p. 9), such as sharing it. And with a smartphone that's as 

easy as tapping the screen and either air-dropping it (if the other person is nearby) or sending it 

as a text message, e-mail, Twitter or Facebook post. Added to this is the additional convenience 

of not having to read an article right away. Instead, smartphone users can bookmark an article or 

add it to their reading list or even print it out to read it later. The ease with which someone can 

forward a story from their mobile phone any time makes the device a serendipity machine. 

What's at Stake 

 Serendipitous news consumption is a common occurrence, according to the Pew Internet 

& American Life Project, which found that 80 percent of Internet users stumbled upon news 

several times a week while doing other things online (Purcell et al, 2010). This is significant 

because of concern that accidental news discovery would become less frequent as new 

technology creates narrow, personalized information silos. In the view of some scholars, 

serendipitous news discovery is about more than expanding individual horizons, it is 

fundamental to the formation of public opinion and informed consensus about public policy (e.g., 

Althaus& Tewksbury, 2002). Any erosion of serendipity would be a detriment to civic life. At  
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stake is nothing less than the very process of governing, according to the Pew survey (Purcell et 

al, 2010).   

 The Pew results were replicated in a separate study by Yadamsuren & Heinstrom (2010) 

which found that 75 percent of survey respondents reported that they typically learned about 

current events through incidental exposure to online news. While browsing the Internet for non-

news, the respondents said they often chanced upon interesting news stories (Yadamsuren & 

Heinstrom, 2011). 

 Still, there is a risk that the spread of news on the Internet could mean fewer people are 

accidentally finding stories outside their narrowly-defined interests, as they might from reading a 

newspaper (Gup, 1998). Aside from personal impoverishment from not experiencing the thrill of 

finding answers to unformulated questions, there are larger moral consequences to tailoring news 

as to dampen serendipity. Awareness of those on the margins of society and the systemic 

problems that pushed them there diminishes as the odds of encountering their stories also 

diminishes (Gup, 1998). Hence, for these reasons it is vital to better understand the role of 

serendipity in online news reading and develop ways to promote it. That is one of the goals of 

this proposed research.  

 A study involving readers of the online and print versions of The New York Times found 

that the former were less likely to spend a large portion of time reading international, national or 

political news stories (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2002). In the absence of cues about the relative 

significance of certain events, readers of the online version simply relied on their own personal 

interests to guide their information-acquisition behavior. Consequently, those readers had 

substantially less knowledge about public affairs events that took place during the week of the 

study.  Print readers, on the other hand, had very different impressions about the problems facing 
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the country (Althaus & Tewksbury, 2002). Such divergent agendas pose a risk to society in that 

those who create more personalized media environments that filter out important streams of 

information may form ideas that don't accurately reflect the political realities of the day.   

 This situation may be ameliorated somewhat by the fact that news headlines are a 

constant, unavoidable presence on many non-newspaper websites. People may be encountering 

information about current affairs even though they weren't consciously looking for it (Tewksbury 

et al, 2001). Having little or no interest in public affairs, therefore, isn't necessarily a barrier to 

acquiring relevant information. Active seekers of such information tend to turn to newspapers for 

in-depth coverage that is more predictably located.  This doesn't rule out serendipity. In fact, in 

the act of flipping through a daily newspaper, readers are exposed to headlines and photographs 

whether or not they're interested in the particular subject (Tewksbury et al, 2001).  

 Trusting online readers to decide what stories are worth their attention may not be in the 

best interest of either the individual or society (Zuckerman, 2008). In a shared media 

environment, consumers rely as much on the opinions of their peers as the judgment of editors 

when it comes to what constitutes important information. Online news purveyors may be 

unintentionally contributing to the demise of serendipity and reinforcing echo chambers by 

relying too heavily on metrics such as story hits to give readers what they want (Zuckerman, 

2008). Serving readers' unstated, even unconscious, interests is a more formidable task. 

 Online newspaper designers should take a page from their print counterparts, who 

typically place an interesting feature story on the front page rather than bury it inside where it 

might be missed (Zuckerman, 2008). Such stories have the potential of making unexpected 

connections between issues and communities -- one of the desired outcomes of serendipity.   

 The architecture of serendipity that well-run print newspapers have perfected is giving 
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way to an architecture of control, where readers are exposed to only what they want to see 

(Sunstein, 2013).  This limiting of horizons creates a social problem that impacts freedom and 

self-government by fostering extremism and political polarization (Sunstein, 2013). An 

architecture of serendipity can reduce that tendency by creating common understandings that 

serve to unify a diverse citizenry (Sunstein, 2013). The physical, conscious act of flipping 

through a newspaper means that readers are bound to stumble upon ideas they may disagree 

with, and people or issues they didn't think they cared about. One model for an online news 

serendipity creator would be one that displayed content completely opposite from what one 

would normally read (Anderson, 2010). 

 As it is, the front page of an online newspaper is a poor substitute for that of a quality 

daily newspaper (Anderson, 2010).  Thumbing through the paper to be transported to stories 

hidden on the inside pages isn't an experience that can be duplicated online, leaving readers to 

their own devices to organize and prioritize the news in their minds (Thiel, 1998). There is often 

little overlap between the print and online editions, in large part because news on the Web is 

updated constantly. Consequently, an interesting story that might appear on the front page of the 

printed newspaper is nowhere to be found on the first screen of its online iteration. Apart from 

creating confusion among readers, this reality means that online newspapers are constantly 

substituting what may be interesting for the most recent news (Thiel, 1998). In such cases, 

readers may be deprived of potentially serendipitous encounters. They may also feel alienated 

and lost because of the seemingly endless stream of information being directed at them. 

 Accessing newspapers through electronic readers such as Kindle prompted respondents in 

one survey to note the loss of serendipity because of the linear presentation of stories with no 

obvious way to judge their relative significance (Hollander, Krugman, Reichert & Avant, 2011).  
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The value of serendipity was felt through its absence, according to one respondent: ``I really like 

being surprised by -- when I'm looking at the hard copy -- finding an article that I wouldn't 

normally gravitate to, but because of the picture or something, you read it, and you kind of feel 

enriched because it's something that you wouldn't ordinarily read'' (Hollander et al, p. 132). 

 In the digital age more people are obtaining their news online, and specifically on their 

smartphones (Purcell, et al., 2010). As the mass media subject people to ever more information 

in their daily lives, the odds have increased that they will come across more of it by chance. This 

study poses the question whether the incidence of serendipity is greater via smartphones than it is 

online through other devices. A quantitative approach will be taken to address the following:  

Hypotheses 

H1: Smartphone usage will be positively associated with stumbling onto news stories while 

engaged in non-news reading activities.  

H2: Smartphone users will more likely to stumble upon news stories than tablet or PC users 

while engaged in non-news reading activities. 

H3: Smartphone users will more likely to share news stories via social media than tablet or PC 

users. 

While Internet users may happen upon unexpected news stories, it's debatable whether that's a 

positive development if the content is superficial. To be sure, people need distraction and 

amusement in their lives. But only by being exposed to stories that deal with social issues can the 

true value of serendipity be realized. This proposed research could help further the inquiry into 

our still-evolving understanding of the role of serendipity in online news retrieval. It could also 

give online news content providers greater insight into how readers are influenced and moved by 

serendipity and possibly develop ways to make such unplanned occurrences more accessible and 
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meaningful when encountered on smartphones. 

 Additionally, this research seeks to show that smartphone users are more likely to share 

these accidentally encountered articles with others, thereby contributing to the debate in the 

public sphere and enriching the democratic process. 
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

This study will be guided by the theory of uses and gratifications as well as the 

theory of news-habit formation in order to predict whether smartphone users will 

randomly encounter more news stories than tablet or PC users, where the devices are the 

independent variables and serendipitous encounters with and sharing of news stories are 

the dependent variables. The perceived needs that make people notice randomly 

encounter stories include a need to be exposed to new ideas, and the entertainment 

motivation that underlies that need. Serendipitous encounters with hard news help to 

satisfy a need to monitor the world. The sharing of such news via social media is 

governed by a different set of gratification factors, such as the need for socialization, 

information seeking and status seeking, according to work by Lee and Ma (2012). 

Uses and gratifications  

 Deciding upon a theoretical approach to the study of serendipity is problematic as 

there is a lack of consensus about the meaning of the word and any theories to explain 

how it interacts with users (McBirnie, 2008; Sun, Sharples & Makri, 2011). However, the 

uses and gratifications theory may be the most compelling approach to the study of 

serendipity and news reading as it is concerned with individuals and how they interact 

with different media and types of content (Williamson, 1998). It also is the most widely 

used theory when studying reasons why audiences use media (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 

2011). This research, guided by uses and gratifications, aims to help explicate serendipity 

and how it works in a digital-mobile environment. 

 The theory is premised on the idea that people seek out the media and messages 
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that satisfy their needs (Tewksbury, Hals & Bibart, 2008). For example, in one study, 

respondents encountered a miscellaneous fact while using the media which they felt 

might be useful in resolving an information need (Williamson, 1998).  

  Uncertainty reduction and surveillance are two important motivations that may 

drive people to search for information, either intentionally or through browsing. People 

are more comfortable when they acquire news and information that reduces uncertainty. 

They also are motivated to find information to gratify their need to monitor their social 

environment. More relevant to this research may be the entertainment motivation: people 

enjoy browsing or scanning the news because they may encounter something new and 

surprising (Tewksbury et al, 2008; Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). Surfing the 

Internet, clicking on links to sites unknown, can lead to pleasurable effects as well as 

provide a source of information. Escapism and surveillance are two important predictors 

of news-consumption behavior (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). A final element that 

should be considered in any study of serendipity is the user's need to keep abreast of 

news in order to engage in social interaction by speaking knowledgably about current 

events (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011, citing Atkin, 1972). 

 Central to the uses and gratifications model is the idea of an active audience 

(Katz, Blumler & Gurevitch, 2001; Williamson, 1998). That doesn't preclude the idea 

that media exposure is often of a ``casual origin'' (Katz et al., 2001, p. 511). Uses and 

gratifications is a receiver-based communication theory (Mings, 2002) that treats media 

consumers as ``rational agents whose various uses of media offerings depend upon how 

these offering serve various social-psychological functions'' (Evans, 1990, p. 151). 
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 McQuail has proposed the following motivational categories of uses and 

gratifications, or needs (McQuail, 2010):  

 Diversion: escape from routine or problems, emotional release 

 Personal relationships: companionship, social utility 

 Personal  identity: self-reference, reality exploration, value reinforcement 

 Surveillance (forms of information seeking)  

 Several scholars researching serendipity in media have adopted uses and 

gratifications as the one theory that best elucidates the phenomenon (Williamson, 1998; 

Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011), in spite of criticism that its predictive powers are weak 

(McQuail, 2010) or that it is non-theoretical and vague (Williamson, 1998). Tewksbury 

applied three of the theory's motivations -- surveillance, entertainment, and interpersonal 

utility -- to his study of the efficacy of news browsing, a prerequisite for serendipity 

(Tewksbury et al., 2008). Added to that is the idea of discovery, that people use media to 

``fill a more general need for the new and unknown'' (Tewksbury et al., 2008, p. 259). 

The chief characteristic of serendipitous news encounters is surprise. As Forrest Gump 

said:  you never know what you're going to get. 

 The need to monitor one's environment, as noted earlier, is an important 

motivational factor among those who read the news. The act of discovering an 

unexpected news item during such surveillance activity seems to strengthen the reaction 

to the story (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). 

 Items that matched a reader's interest, confirmed their values (expectancy value) 

or allayed their concerns (uncertainty reduction) elicited a feeling of excitement and 

empowerment at having learned more about current social topics. Intriguingly, 
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Yadamsuren's study suggests news encountered incidentally and intentionally provoke 

different emotional reactions and that an online environment may even trigger a 

dependence on serendipity (Yadamsuren & Heinstrom, 2011). 

 Uses and gratifications theory is probably best at helping to explain why certain 

people recognize, appreciate and respond positively to incidentally encountered news 

stories. But just as everyone doesn't have the same motivations as they scan the news, not 

everyone approaches the process the same way or with the same mindset. ``Some people 

encounter more information than others,'' according to Erdelez (1999, p. 26), who puts 

information users into four groups depending upon their perceptive abilities. Tewksbury 

(2008) separates news-reading behavior into audiences of browsers -- those likely to be 

interested in a wide variety of subjects -- and selectors, who limit their news exposure to 

specific topics. 

News-habit formation  

 To predict whether someone using a smartphone is more likely to incidentally 

encounter news stories than users of laptops or tablets, one may also look to the theory of 

news-habit formation proposed by Diddi and LaRose (2006), which is based on uses and 

gratifications. In their survey of online news consumption by college students they found 

that the strongest predictor of news consumption was ``habit strength,'' more than 

surveillance or escapism (Diddi & LaRose, 2006, p. 193). According to the researchers: 

``The formation of media habits is intertwined with the development of media addictions, 

more properly called media dependencies, or problematic media use'' (Diddi & LaRose, 

2006, p. 195).  

 Smartphones, and the content contained within them, can be habit-forming, for 
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good or bad.  According to the Meeker Report, most smartphone users check their phones 

150 times a day, including six times for news alerts and three times to check the Internet 

(Meeker, 2014). Another survey found that 79 percent of smartphone users have their 

device on or near them for 22 hours a day and 63 percent keep it with them for all but one 

hour a day (Levitas, n.d.).  College students may be primed for serendipity as they have 

been described as ``news grazers'' who check news periodically throughout the day 

(Diddi & LaRose, 2006, p. 205, citing Pew Research Center, 2002). 

 The act of browsing itself is a news-reading habit that engenders serendipity, 

according to some researchers (Tewksbury et al, 2008). Regular readers of newspapers 

experience serendipity on a regular basis through the act of browsing (Putzke, Schoder & 

Fischbach, 2010).  

 It would seem to follow, then, that the more one is exposed to media, the greater 

the odds of coming across an interesting story by chance. And as Yadamsuren (2011) 

hints, one delightfully unexpected news encounter may lead to another and another as 

people open their minds to the limitless possibilities of serendipity. 
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                                               CHAPTER 4: METHOD 

 

 Experimental studies have been conducted in the past to investigate serendipity-

related topics, including Toms (2000), Erdelez (2004), and Althaus and Tewksbury 

(2002). 

  Surveys are well-established research tools used to study serendipity. To look at 

whether the act of news browsing is an information-gathering strategy best suited to leave 

audiences most informed about politics and social issues, Tewksbury, Hall and Birbar 

(2008) designed a laboratory-based survey study that included television news, 

newspapers and Internet news sites. 

 To better measure how well digital environments facilitate chance encounters, 

McCay-Peet and Toms (2011) asked a group of participants to browse Wikipedia for 20 

minutes then presented them with 20 serendipity-related statements such as ``I found 

myself pausing to look at things more closely’’ (p. 3)  and ``Exploring one topic 

unexpectedly led me to another’’(p. 2). For each statement they rated their experience 

using a five-point Likert scale ranging from ``strongly disagree’’ to ``strongly agree.’’ 

Participants were invited to provide additional statements if they felt the list was incorrect 

or incomplete. In Tewksbury and Althaus’s study of differences in acquisition of 

national, international and political news between readers of the print versus online 

versions of The New York Times (2000), participants were given a questionnaire to assess 

their exposure to and ability to recall what they had read. 

 One of the problems that researcher Williamson (1998) encountered was how to 

distinguish purposeful from incidental information acquisition. With regard to 
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newspapers, a decision was made to classify as purposeful only regular columns and 

features on specific topics such as politics or the economy. While this was deemed to be 

not ideal, the follow-up interviews ``were so extensive and in such depth, interviewers 

found that most respondents seemed to understand the purposeful information 

seeking/incidental information acquisition distinction’’ (Williamson, p. 28). This study 

will proceed under the assumption that most people will know serendipity when they 

experience it, though future researchers might consider providing participants a clear 

explanation or description of what it means to ``stumble onto’’ a news story. 

 To test the hypotheses in this study, a secondary analysis was conducted on data 

from the 2015 Mobile Media News Consumption Survey, a national survey sponsored by 

the Reynolds Journalism Institute and conducted by IPSOS, to help gauge smartphone-

enabled incidental news encounters. The main purpose of the IPSOS survey is to gain a 

better understanding of how smartphones and media tablets are being used for news. The 

survey used a representative national sample of 1,001 participants based on demographics 

including gender, age, income, as well as whether respondents reside in an urban, 

suburban or rural location (Tham, 2015). Respondents were offered small incentives to 

participate including pre-paid phone cards (Tham, 2015). The questionnaire was designed 

to gather information from both users and non-users of mobile media; however, more 

than half of the questions were aimed specifically at mobile media users. 

For the survey, mobile media are grouped into these general categories: 

 Smartphones— advanced mobile phones that provide Internet access to 

online stores where specialized programs called apps can be found and 

downloaded.  
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 Media Tablets — Internet-enabled tablets such as the Apple iPad with 

mobile operating systems and full-color, multi-touch displays.  

 

 News is defined as ``local, national and international current events and issue 

stories, as well as niche topics such as sports, business/financial, entertainment, and 

technology'' (RJI survey, p. 3). 

 Participants were initially asked whether they own a smartphone and/or a media 

tablet. Those who answered in the affirmative continued on to the rest of the survey, 

while those who said no were directed to the section dealing with newspapers, television, 

radio and PCs. Respondents were asked several questions about how they encounter news 

stories on either their smartphones, tablets or personal computers, and whether and how 

often they share stories via social media on those devices.  

Dependent Variables 

 The dependent variables consist of the frequency with which news stories were 

stumbled upon and shared. They will be the operationalized through a series of questions 

posed to the participants including: Thinking about how much time in the last 7 days you 

have used your smartphone/tablet/PC for news, about often did you:  Stumble onto news 

stories of interest to you while using your smartphone/tablet/PC for non-news activities., 

and About how often in the past seven days have you shared any news stories on your 

smartphone/tablet/PC?. Possible answers include: Never, Rarely, Infrequently, 

Frequently and Very Frequently. Related questions include the extent to which 

participants agreed with the following statements:  I use my smartphone to read the news 

because of how quickly I can find out about breaking news, The news I get on my 
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smartphone is easy to understand, I use my smartphone to read the news because I 

always have my phone with me, and Browsing the news on my smartphone helps me find 

the news I want to read quickly. A similar 5-point Likert scale was used for these 

questions with possible answers ranging from Never to Very Frequently. 

Independent Variable 

 The independent variable is the type of device used by participants: smartphone, 

tablet or PC, though no distinction was made between desktop and laptop computers. 

Data Analysis 

 To compare the relationship among the different test groups, a one-way ANOVA 

and post-hocTukey’s HSD tests were performed. The one-way ANOVA compares the 

means of two or more groups of participants that vary on a single independent variable. 

ANOVA compensates for multiple comparisons and gives a single answer that indicates 

if any of the groups is different from any of the other groups. Post-hoc tests are necessary 

in the event of a significant ANOVA, according to Cronk (2012). The ANOVA only 

indicates if any group is different from any other group. If it is significant, it must be 

ascertained which groups are different from which other group.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

 

 Hypothesis 1 predicted that total smartphone usage would be positively associated 

with stumbling onto news stories while engaged in non-news reading activities. To test 

H1, a Pearson correlation was calculated examining the relationship between smartphone 

use and the frequency of stumbling onto news stories. A positive correlation was found 

between number of minutes a day using a smartphone for talking, texting, browsing the 

Internet or any other use and the frequency of stumbling on news stories of interest (r = 

.55, p < .001), as well as between how often in the past seven days smartphones were 

used for talking, texting, browsing the Internet or any other use and the frequency of 

stumbling on news stories of interest (r = .49, p < .001). Hypothesis 1 was supported. 

 Hypothesis 2 suggested that smartphone users would be more likely to stumble 

upon news stories than tablet or PC users while engaged in non-news reading activities. 

A one-way ANOVA was run comparing the frequency with which users of smartphones, 

tablets and computers reported stumbling upon news stories of interest to them while 

using the devices for non-news reading activities. A significant difference was found 

among the groups (F(2,2161) = 18.42, p< .05). Tukey’s HSD was used to determine the 

nature of the difference among the groups.  This analysis revealed no significant 

difference between smartphone and tablet users (p > .05), but a significant difference 

between smartphone and computer users (p < .05), with computers being higher. 

Smartphone users had a mean of 2.66 (sd= 1.358). Tablet users had a mean of 2.59 (sd 

=1.333). Computer users had a mean of 3.01 (sd= 1.309). Hypothesis 2 was not 

supported. 
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 Hypothesis 3 suggested that smartphone users were more likely than tablet or PC 

users to share news stories via social media. A one-way ANOVA was run comparing the 

frequency with which users of smartphones, tablets and computers shared news stories 

they stumbled upon while using their devices for non-news related activities.  No 

significant difference was found among the groups (F(2, 2161) = 2.65, P>.05).  

Smartphone users had a mean of 2.25 (sd = 1.405). Tablet users had a mean of 2.32 (sd= 

1.401). Computer users had a mean of 2.40 (sd= 1.388). Thus hypothesis 3 was not 

supported. 
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Table 1:  Correlations among the independent and dependent variables 

  (QA3) On a 

typical day about 

how many minutes 

do you spend 

using your 

smartphone for 

texting, browsing 

the internet, or any 

other use? 

(QA4) In the past 

seven days about 

how frequently 

would you say you 

have used your 

smartphone for 

talking, texting, 

browsing the 

internet, or any 

other use? 

(QA7q5) Stumble 

onto news stories 

of interest to you 

while using your 

smartphone for 

non-news 

activities.: 

(QA7) Thinking 

about how much 

time in the last 7 

days you have used 

your smartphone 

for news, about 

how often did you: 

(QA3) On a typical 

day about how 

many minutes do 

you spend using 

your smartphone 

for texting, 

browsing the 

internet, or any 

other use? 

Pearson 

Correlation 

 

 

 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

 

 

 

 

N 

         1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      1001 

     .673** 

 

 

 

       .000 

 

 

 

 

      1001           

      .546** 

 

 

 

       .000 

 

 

 

 

       1001 

(QA4) In the past 

seven days about 

how frequently 

would you say you 

have used your 

smartphone for 

talking, texting, 

browsing the 

internet, or any 

other use? 

Pearson 

Correlation 

 

 

 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

 

 

 

 

N 

 .673** 

 

 

 

 

       .000 

 

 

 

       1001 

         1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       1001 

      .488** 

 

 

 

 

        .000 

 

 

 

        1001 

(QA7q5) Stumble 

onto news stories 

of interest to you 

while using your 

smartphone for 

non-news 

activities.: 

(QA7) Thinking 

about how much 

time in the last 7 

days you have used 

your smartphone 

for news, about 

how often did you: 

Pearson 

Correlation 

 

 

 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

 

 

 

 

N 

     .546** 

 

 

 

 

       .000 

 

 

 

       1001 

     .488** 

 

 

 

 

       .000 

 

 

 

       1001 

          1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        1001 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 2: ANOVA and Post-hoc test 
 
Descriptives 
social media share 

     95% Confidence Interval for 

Mean 

  

 N Mean Std. 

Deviation 

Std.  

Error 

Lower Bound Upper Bound Min. Max 

   

 

     . 

Smartphone 

Tablet 

Computer 

Total 

1001 

448 

715 

2164 

2.25 

2.32 

2.40 

2.31 

1.405 

1.401 

1.388 

1.400 

.044 

.066 

.052 

.030 

2.16 

2.19 

2.30 

2.25 

2.33 

2.45 

2.51 

2.37 

1 

1 

1 

1 

5 

5 

5 

5 

 
Test of Homogeneity of Variances 
social media share 

Levene 

Statistic 

df1     df2    Sig. 

6.577 2 2161 .001 

 

ANOVA 
 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Squares F Sig. 

Between 

Groups 

 

Within Groups 

 

Total 

65.785 

 

3862.741 

 

3928.526 

2 

 

2161 

 

2163 

32.893 

 

1.787 

18.402 .000 

 
Multiple Comparisons 

Dependent Variable: Stumble 

Tukey HSD 

 

 

(I)Group  (J)Group 

 

Mean 

Difference (I-J) 

 

 

Std. Error 

 

 

Sig. 

95% Confidence Interval 

 

Lower Bound 

 

Upper Bound 

Smartphone Tablet 

Computer 
.069 

-.345* 

.076 

.065 

.637 

.000 

.11 

.50 

.25 

.19 

Smartphone Tablet 

Computer -.069 

-.414* 

.076 

.081 

.637 

.000 

.25 

.60 

.11 

.23 

Smartphone Tablet 

Computer .345* 

.414* 

.065 

.081 

.000 

.000 

.19 

.23 

.50 

.60 

*The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

 

 With more Americans getting their news on their smartphones, where they are 

spending more of their online time, some of the questions that come to mind include: are 

they randomly encountering and sharing news stories as they go about their daily online 

activities? Are they doing so more so than tablet or PC users?  This study attempted to 

answer those and other questions. It had been anticipated that a combination of uses and 

gratifications theory and news-habit formation theory would be predictive of enhanced 

serendipity among smartphone users as they bump into more news stories than people 

using other devices. It was further hypothesized that smartphone users would be more 

likely to share incidentally encountered news stories than PC users, and possibly tablet 

users, in part because of the ease with which stories can be forwarded and the fact that 

smartphones are easily accessible virtually all the time. Motivations including uncertainty 

reduction, surveillance and entertainment had been expected to drive people to detect and 

read randomly encountered articles, while having smartphones available most of the day 

was thought to boost the odds of coming across an interesting or important story by 

chance and taking action by sharing it with others, thereby contributing to the ongoing 

conversation in the public sphere. 

 The results, for the most part, were not the ones that were expected. While a 

statistical difference was found between smartphone users and computer users with 

regard to the frequency of their stumbling on news stories of interest to them, it was the 

opposite of what had been hypothesized, ie, computer users were more likely to stumble 

upon news stories than smartphone users, even though a positive correlation was found 
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between smartphone usage and news stumbling. Also, the results showed no greater 

likelihood among smartphone users to share randomly encountered stories on social 

media than tablet or PC users. Still, the positive correlation seen between smartphone 

usage and stumbling upon news of interest while engaged in non-news reading activities 

is important and points to the need for further research, especially as more media 

companies tailor their offerings for mobile users. 

 The mobile media survey shows that smartphones users clearly find many 

advantages to obtaining news on their mobile devices. When asked how much they agree 

with the following statement, I use my smartphone to read the news because of how 

quickly I can find out about breaking news,' a majority, 59.4 percent, said they agreed or 

strongly agreed. More than half of the respondents (53.5 percent) said they agreed or 

strongly agreed with this statement: The news I get on my smartphone is easy to 

understand.  Finally, a majority of respondents (50.8 percent) said they agreed or strongly 

agreed with the statement: I use my smartphone to read the news because I always have 

my phone with me. 

 The results from these questions lend support to the decision by news media 

organizations to invest in mobile technology. Based upon the survey, most people see 

their smartphones as useful, ubiquitous devices on which they can quickly and easily find 

out what's going on in the world, gratifying their need to monitor their social environment 

and simultaneously reducing their uncertainty about what's out there. Recognizing the 

connection between constant access to smartphones and, therefore, the news, reinforces 

the notion that news reading on mobile devices is an activity driven by news-habit 

formation. But it also competes with a multitude of other activities for the attention of 
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smartphone users. Therein lies the challenge for media professionals interested in 

attracting more eyeballs to their offerings (and advertising) and keeping them there 

longer. In that sense, finding ways to promote incidental, unexpected encounters with 

interesting news stories could be seen as a sort of holy grail. The fact that 46.5 percent of 

survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement Browsing the news on 

my smartphone helps me find the news I want to read quickly should be encouraging as 

previous research has shown that the habit of browsing promotes serendipity(Tewksbury 

et al, 2008).  

 However, the results of this study also suggest that smartphones are not used 

primarily as a source of news despite the fact that an increasing number of Americans say 

they get their news via their mobile devices, at least not to the extent that tablets and PCs 

are used for this purpose. This may explain why there were fewer incidental encounters 

with news stories than had been hypothesized.  

Future research 

 More research needs to be done into the nature of the news-reading experience on 

smartphones, given the fact that by definition people are on the move when using their 

smartphones or simply craving distractions such as games (there are 1.5 million apps 

available on the Apple App Store alone) or YouTube cat videos rather than ``serious'' 

news. 

A better understanding of the technology and precursor conditions that might 

enhance mobile online serendipity could lead to the creation of a more enriching news-

reading experience where people may expand their knowledge of the world they live in 

without realizing they are doing so.  
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           Future research might benefit from segregating participants by reading style, ie 

browsing versus more intentional reading (selectors) ala Tewksbury (2008). Further 

differentiating participants as non-encounterers, regular encounterers or super 

encounterersas described by Erdelez, (1999) might offer even more insight into who is 

bumping into news on smartphones and how to better engage those who aren't. 

           One possible shortcoming in this study is that it failed to differentiate among types 

of computer users. QA1 asked participants whether they owned a ``computer or laptop,'' 

not one or the other. Survey questions simply refer to ``your computer.'' It may be likely 

than many, if not most, of the computer users in the study were describing their 

experience using a laptop, which is a more portable device than a traditional desktop PC. 

It wouldn't be that surprising that laptop users experienced incidental news encounters 

more frequently than smartphone users because the devices are almost as portable as 

smartphones but not encumbered with distracting functions such as texting and apps. It 

also wouldn't be surprising that that wouldn't be the case with desktop users, who 

presumably don't spend as much time on such devices as they would with lightweight, 

portable laptops. This is an area future researchers should explore.  

 This study also is limited in the sense that it relies on participants to remember 

and truthfully record their experiences over several days. A more accurate, though more 

challenging, alternative might be a self-reporting field study that employs a mobile diary 

approach with participants using a special app provided by the researchers and 

downloaded to their smartphones. Field experiments have several advantages over 

laboratory studies, according to Wimmer and Dominick (2011). Subjects are likely to 

provide a more authentic portrait of their everyday behavior because the experiment takes 
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place in a natural setting. Such studies may also lessen the chances of reactivity because 

the subjects, though aware they are part of an experiment, may tend to forget that as they 

go through their day performing a normal activity such as reading a newspaper. A 

naturalistic, self-reporting, self-reflection method is needed to study serendipity because 

the phenomenon engages cognitive processes without overt observable actions, according 

to Sun (2011).  

            Using a mobile-diary app that would record, or allow participants to record, their 

daily reading activity would also give researchers, and the industry, better visibility into 

the specific types of stories people are randomly encountering and sharing, i.e. politics 

vs. sports or entertainment news. Such data could potentially help content providers to 

track reader habits with the aim of designing ways to enhance incidental exposure to 

those stories that promote greater knowledge of important public issues. 

            Further research could be conducted into the ways in which mobile news apps 

affect serendipity compared with tablets and PCs. How does the experience of scrolling 

through a news site on a smartphone differ qualitatively from scanning for information on 

other devices? A related inquiry would be to look at the effect of smartphone screen size 

on the odds of bumping into interesting and surprising stories. 

 The results of this survey study should be of interest not only to future 

researchers, but to content providers, both legacy media and digital upstarts, as they try to 

better analyze the reading habits and anticipate the needs of their subscribers. The 

ultimate beneficiary will be no less than the institution of democracy itself, particularly in 

an age when an over-abundance of media choices means some people may never hear 

about an important public issue, whether they want to or not. This survey offered some 
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insight into whether smartphone users randomly encounter more news stories than tablet 

or PC users as well as whether they share those stories more often on their smartphones. 

Even though not all the hypotheses were supported, the study provides a fascinating 

glimpse into the interaction between an age-old knowledge-acquisition phenomenon and 

one of the newest, most powerful information-sharing tools on the planet. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

SMARTPHONE QUESTIONS 

 

Thinking about how much time in the last 7 days you have used your smartphone 

for news, about how often did you: 

 

QA11 

Stumble onto news stories of interest to you while using your smartphone for non-news 

activities 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 

 

QA15  

About how often in the past seven days, have you shared any news stories using social 

media on your smartphone? 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 

QA20  

Browsing the news on my smartphone helps me find the news I want to read quickly  

 0          Strongly Disagree  

 1          Disagree 

            2          Neither Agree or Disagree 

            3          Agree 

            4          Strongly Agree 
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QA23 

I use my smartphone to read the news because I always have my phone with me 

            0          Strongly Disagree  

 1          Disagree 

            2          Neither Agree or Disagree 

            3          Agree 

            4          Strongly Agree 

 
TABLET QUESTIONS 
 
Thinking about how much time in the last 7 days you have used your tablet for 
news, about how often did you: 
 
QB11  

Stumble onto news stories of interest to you while using your tablet for non-news 

activities. 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 

 

 

 

QB15    

About how often in the past seven days, have you shared any news stories using social 

media on your tablet? 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 
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PC QUESTIONS 

 

Thinking about how much time in the last 7 days you have used your computer for 

news, about how often did you: 

 

QC11 

Stumble onto news stories of interest to you while using your computer for non-news 

activities. 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 

 

 

QC15  

About how often in the past seven days, have you shared any news stories using social 

media on your computer? 

0   Never 

1 Rarely 

2 Infrequently 

3 Frequently 

4 Very Frequently 

 

 

 


