
 

Microserendipity in the Creative Process

Wendy Ross,and Frédéric Vallée-Tourangeau 

Department of Psychology, Kingston University, Penrhyn Road, London, KT1 2EE 

Presenter email address: w.ross@kingston.ac.uk 

 

 
 

Keywords: Serendipity, Creativity, Distributed Cognition, 

Problem Solving 

 

I. INTRODUCTION AND AIMS 

Creativity has been described as ‘stronghold for individual 

based psychological theories’ (Glaveanu, 2015, p.1) but 

despite a dominant thread that views creativity as a personal 

process distinct from social recognition (Runco, 2019), 

creativity is increasingly being seen as arising, not from linear 

planning but from a dynamic interplay between the person and 

the environment (material or social) in which he or she is 

situated. It is our argument, that this view of creativity as 

distributed requires a parallel reconsideration of creative 

agency. Agency (distinct from the sense of agency 

[Malafouris, 2013]), no longer rests solely with the creator but 

is instead extended across a creative system. A space opens 

up, therefore, for unplanned and unexpected events arising 

from random environmental chance to feed into this system.  

We argue it becomes more appropriate to characterize the 

elements of the creative process as actants (Chappell, 2018) 

with equal influence on the overall emergent agency of the 

creative entity. This emergent coagency is better known as 

serendipity – the fortuitous combination of chance and 

wisdom.  

II. SERENDIPITY 

Serendipity refers to a happy mixture of environmental 

chance and individual sagacity; both aspects are necessary for 

an event to be serendipitous. It is this bipartite nature that 

differentiates it from luck and mere accidents (Foster & Ellis, 

2014). To ‘equate serendipity to chance is to unravel but part 

of a far more promising plot’ (de Rond, 2014, p. 342). The 

environment affords many opportunities for luck, but these are 

useless without the right person (or organisation) at the right 

time to capitalise on those moments (Cunha, Rego, Clegg, & 

Lindsay, 2015). At this moment of recognition, when the 

environment becomes part of the cognitive ecosystem, inert 

luck becomes serendipity.  A person on his or her own cannot 

be serendipitous any more than an environment can. 

Serendipity by definition is a relational phenomenon 

(Björneborn, 2017) contingent on the interaction between 

environment and the person and thus, requires a truly systemic 

way of regarding human behavior.    

Although luck is often mentioned in anecdotal reports of 

creativity (Csikszentmihalyi, 2013; Sawyer, 2018), there has 

yet to be a serious consideration of the role of serendipity in 

creativity beyond the anecdotal and, further, how the 

interaction between the person and the material world 

generates it. Indeed, we are only aware of one paper which 

considers serendipity in insight problem solving (Steffensen, 

Vallee-Tourangeau, & Vallee-Tourangeau, 2016). This is 

perhaps because psychology displays a ‘lack of attention to the 

factors which escape prediction and control’ (Cunha, Clegg, & 

Mendonça, 2010, p. 321) however salient those factors may 

be. 

III. MICROSERENDIPITY 

In classic descriptions, serendipity only happens when it is 

recognised as such by the people making the discovery. In 

these self-reports if there is no awareness, then an event will 

clearly not be categorised as serendipitous. So, not only is 

serendipity temporally dependent and it is also meta-cognitive 

and, as such, a subjective and unstable phenomenon.  It is 

typically identified in hindsight, as the end point of a process 

which relies on the person’s judgement at that point in time. 

With this understanding, it is impossible to announce in 

advance that there is going to be a serendipitous moment; by 

its very nature serendipity is unplanned and unexpected 

(Copeland, 2017).  

While the empirical study of the importance of serendipity 

in this personal and restrospective manner is gaining 

momentum as a research field, it has not been studied in a 

systematic way in the cognitive psychologist’s lab. However, 

if we understand cognition as an ecosystem arising from an 

active engagement between people and things, we also need to  

examine the moments when the environmental agency 

precedes the agency of the person to create an emergent 

coagency; in other words, serendipity.   

This requires a new methodology for both research into 

serendipity research and creative cognition. We need to be 

more suspicious of the use of aggregated and smoothed means 

as behavioural measures of performance. Equally, the 

subjective sense of serendipity should be disentangled from its 

actual occurance. We would name these moments 

microserendipity, that is the moment in a cognitive arc in 

which both the environment and the person combine to 

progress the creative product. These moments may ultimately 

be either pivotal or trivial in the overall creative project but the 

micro level will still be similar in nature. Isolating these 



 
moments allows us to more accurately reflect the contingent, 

relational and emergent nature of the creative trajectory. 

IV.  CONCLUSIONS 
Methodology is not neutral to our understanding of the 

ontologies of both creativity and serendipity. Current research 
on creative cognition presents results as aggregated means 
whereas qualitative research points to a unique and contingent 
creative trajectory whether in insight problems solving 
(Steffensen, Vallée-Tourangeau and Vallée-Tourangeau, 2016) 
or artistic creativity (March, 2017). It is our contention that 
isolating moments of microserendipity will structure some 
aspects of this singular and contingent arc. 

If we are to study the whole cognitive ecosystem, then 
coding and recognising moments of externally generated 
microserendipity regardless of people’s post task recognition of 
that moment will deliver a more granular and detailed account 
of the role of luck in the creation cognition.  
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