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This work shows that, relative to intentionally developed products, people may have more negative evaluations of innovations that are

accidentally discovered. Three studies demonstrate that merely framing an innovation as the result of serendipity leads to more

negative evaluations. This effect may be driven by just-world beliefs.

 
 
[to cite]:

Christophe Lembregts, Gabriele  Paolacci, and Mario Pandelaere (2014) ,"“Get Lucky, Get Punished”: the Effect of Serendipity

on the Perception of Innovations.", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 42, eds. June Cotte and Stacy Wood,

Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 574-574.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1017330/volumes/v42/NA-42

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1017330/volumes/v42/NA-42
http://www.copyright.com/


574 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 42, ©2014

“Get Lucky, Get Punished”: The Effect of Serendipity on the Perception of Innovations .
Christophe Lembregts, Ghent University, Belgium

Mario Pandelaere, Ghent University, Belgium
Gabriele Paolacci, RSM Erasmus University Rotterdam, Netherlands

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Innovations are crucial for science, companies and society in 

general. One way to look at innovations is by considering how they 
are discovered. Specifically, while some innovations are mainly the 
result of an intentional search for a particular product, others are 
mainly the result of serendipity (i.e. accidental discovery). Although 
the importance of both types of innovation cannot be underestimated, 
we are not aware of research investigating whether the evaluation of 
an innovation depends on whether it results from serendipity or a 
more intentional search.

This is an important research question to address. Specifically, 
if an interesting innovation is regarded as less attractive merely be-
cause of the way it was initially conceived, this may hinder the pro-
cess of innovation.  

In this manuscript, we show that, relative to intentionally de-
veloped products, people may have more negative evaluations of in-
novations that are accidentally discovered. Building on research on 
just world theory (Lerner 1980), we hypothesize that, to protect their 
view of the world as a just place, people may regard researchers who 
profited from randomness as less deserving of success. As a result, 
relative to intentional innovations, people may regard serendipitous 
innovations as less attractive. 

In study 1, we aim to find support for this proposition. In this 
study, 81 participants (Mage= 28 years old, 30 females) were recruited 
from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Every participant was presented 
with a description of the “Actifry”. The exact description stated: 
“The Actifry is a healthy alternative to traditional deep fryers. It uses 
a limited amount of oil for frying.” 

In the serendipity condition, we explained that the pulsating 
heat system driving this effect was discovered totally by accident.  
In the intention condition, participants were told that the pulsating 
heat system driving this effect was discovered by planning and theo-
rizing about how frying could be made more healthy. To keep objec-
tive quality constant, one additional sentence (present in both condi-
tions) stated that Consumer Reports gave the Actifry a score of 7/10. 

Afterwards, they were asked to rate the product attractiveness 
on a seven-point scale (1 = not attractive at all; 7 = very attractive), 
perceived effort and perceived luck. To check whether participants 
had read the product description, we asked participants to report the 
quality rating at the end of the experiment. Only participants (N = 71) 
who gave the correct quality rating were retained for analysis. One 
outlier was excluded (more than 3SD’s from the mean), leaving the 
final sample size at 70 participants.

As expected, relative to the intention condition, the company 
was seen as more lucky (Mserendipity = 6.03 vs. Mintention = 4.26; t(68) = 
5.41, p < .001) but exerting less effort in the serendipity conditions 
(Mserendipity = 3.57 vs. Mintention = 5.89; t(68) = -7.41, p < .001). Further 
analysis of the results showed that, relative to those in the serendipity 
condition, participants in the intention condition thought the product 
was more attractive (Mserendipity = 4.83 vs. Mintention = 5.46; t(68) = -2.17, 
p < .05).  

The aim of the second study was to provide insight in the pro-
cess driving the effect. More specifically, people may defend their 
belief in a just world by punishing companies who gained from ser-
endipity.  Hence, consumers feel that these companies “deserve” it 
less to be successful compared to those who intentionally looked for 
an innovation.

In total, 156 Mturk participants were recruited. We used an 
identical set up as in study 1, except that participants completed three 
additional items measuring deservingness (“I think the company that 
developed the Actifry deserves to be successful.”; “I feel that the 
company deserves to make a lot of profit.”; “I feel appreciative to the 
company that developed the Actifry.” Cronbach’s α = .75).  Thirty 
participants were excluded from the analysis (After checking for out-
liers and quality score recall).

We replicated the effect of frame on product attractiveness (Mser-

endipity = 4.61 vs. Mintention = 5.06; t(123) = -2.09, p < .05). Also, ratings 
of deservingness were marginally higher in the intention condition 
effect (Mserendipity = 4.21 vs. Mintention = 4.63 ; t(123) = -1.94, p = .054). 
A mediation revealed an indirect effect (a × b = .20, SE = .11), with a 
95% confidence interval excluding 0 (.004 - .44). 

In a final study, we aim to show that serendipitous innovations 
are only evaluated negatively by people who have a strong belief in 
a just world. 

In total, 121 Mturk participants were recruited. Participants 
were presented with a description of the “Chocolate Finesse”. 
The description stated: “The Chocolate Finesse is a new type of 
chocolate. It is the new flavor of a Belgian Chocolatier (Mean qual-
ity score of 7.9/10).”

In the serendipity condition, we explained that “the recipe of 
this new chocolate was discovered totally by accident! Researchers 
at the company accidentally mixed some ingredients and discovered 
that it tasted great.”.  In the intention condition, participants were told 
that “the recipe of this new chocolate was discovered by planning 
and theorizing about how tastes would fit together. They had set a 
clear target of finding this and succeeded.”. 

As in study 1 and 2, participants rated product attractiveness. 
Afterwards, we administered the belief in a just world scale (Lipkus 
2001; 1 = totally disagree; 7 = totally agree). After checking for outli-
ers and quality score recall, the final sample size was 92 participants. 

We observed a significant interaction between type of innova-
tion (1 = intention) and belief in a just world on product attractive-
ness (F(1,88) = 3.89, p = .05). A floodlight analysis revealed that 
there was a significant positive effect of intention on product attrac-
tiveness for BJW values more than 5.43 (β = .58, SE = .29, p = .05), 
but not for BJW values lower than 5.43. 

In sum, these three studies show that consumers have more neg-
ative (positive) evaluations of products that are invented accidentally 
(intentionally). Further, this work provides support for one possible 
mechanism driving this effect. 
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