
Journal of Informatics Education and Research  

ISSN: 1526-4726  

Vol 3 Issue 2 (2023)  

 

488 
 

Novelty In Recommender Systems for Effective Personalization in  

E-Commerce and Retail 

 

 Aariz Faizan Javed 

IIM Ranchi 

 

Syed Abdullah Ashraf 

Delhi School of Business 

 

Abstract 

When trying to make recommendations to the users by leveraging users' past behavior, Recommender 

Systems generate item suggestions tailored to their preferences. However, users may become 

disenchanted with repetitive recommendations over time. To address this challenge, the inclusion of novel 

items becomes crucial. Novelty pertains to introducing users to previously unknown items, while 

serendipity adds an element of surprise to recommendations, ultimately enhancing user satisfaction. It is 

important to note that serendipity, due to its subjective nature, lacks a universally accepted definition. 

Consequently, this paper explores various perspectives on defining serendipity and examines techniques 

like deep learning to facilitate its incorporation into recommendation algorithms. The Social Choice 

Theory encompasses the study of aggregating individual preferences to make collective decisions. When 

incorporating Collaborative Filtering into recommendation systems, the principles of Social Choice 

Theory are employed. To evaluate the efficacy of a specific algorithm in delivering serendipitous 

recommendations, this study utilizes the Serendipity 2018 dataset, provided by the MovieLens research 

group. By comparing the algorithm's performance against that of other baseline algorithms, an assessment 

is made regarding its ability to introduce surprise elements and enhance user satisfaction. Analyzing the 

results offers valuable insights into the algorithm's effectiveness in generating serendipitous 

recommendations, thereby contributing to the advancement of recommendation systems. 

This research contributes to the field by addressing the challenge of recommendation fatigue and the need 

for diversity in suggestions. By examining the interplay between serendipity, novelty, and user 

satisfaction, it provides valuable insights into the design and implementation of more effective 

recommendation algorithms. Ultimately, these findings have the potential to enhance user experiences in 

the electronic commerce and retail sectors, leading to increased engagement and customer loyalty. 
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Introduction 

There exists a diverse array of products available in the market, catering to the varied needs of users. 

However, the abundance of information surrounding these products can often result in significant 

confusion. To address this challenge, the concept of a Recommender system emerges as a valuable 

solution. Recommender systems are software applications that suggest items, thereby enhancing the value 

provided to marketers. These systems find widespread utilization across various online platforms, 

facilitating users in making better-informed choices. The notion of serendipity in recommender systems 

encompasses several key components, including relevance, novelty, and unexpectedness. Relevance, 
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being the initial parameter, pertains to the user's affinity or preference for a particular item. In this 

context, users are more likely to highly rate those items that align with their specific interests and 

preferences, in comparison to other available options. Moving on, the concept of novelty presents a cold 

start problem. These items could either be overlooked or completely unfamiliar to users. In the context of 

serendipity, a novel item is considered as something entirely unknown to the user, offering a fresh 

experience or discovery. Lastly, unexpectedness refers to items that significantly deviate from the user's 

established profile or expected choices. These items possess striking differences compared to the user's 

typical preferences and introduce an element of surprise or uniqueness. 

By incorporating these components of serendipity, recommender systems strive to enhance the user 

experience by providing suggestions that go beyond the expected and known preferences. The aim is to 

introduce users to new and relevant items that they might have otherwise overlooked or been unaware of, 

thereby fostering exploration and serendipitous discoveries. In conclusion, Recommender systems play a 

crucial role in assisting users amidst the abundance of available choices. By leveraging the principles of 

relevance, novelty, and unexpectedness, these systems facilitate personalized recommendations, leading 

to enhanced user satisfaction and serendipitous experiences. 

Literature Review 

Kim et al. (2017) introduced a novel perspective on Recommender System algorithms, as the established 

algorithm lack human touch. They emphasized the need for the evolution of recommender systems to 

provide improved recommendations to users, with a particular focus on establishing an emotional 

connection. Personalized recommendations that foster this emotional connection tend to enhance user 

satisfaction. Curators, who can be other users, algorithms, or experts, play a significant role in suggesting 

items. Platforms such as LinkedIn exemplify this concept, as users curate their contact lists and provide 

recommendations about individuals in their network. The support of social networks in the 

recommendation process acts as a catalyst for effective recommendations. 

When talking about how accurate these recommendations are, Ge et al. (2010) argued about 

implementing serendipity and novelty that will help avoid obvious recommendations in collaborative 

filtering. This approach also mitigates the problem of overspecification, which can occur in content-based 

algorithms. In their paper on transfer learning, Pandey et al. (2018) explored the integration of deep 

learning and transfer learning concepts into recommender systems with a focus on serendipity. They 

noted that these areas remain relatively unexplored. Kaminskas and Bridge (2016) emphasized the impact 

of novelty and diversity on the quality of recommender systems. They highlighted the importance of 

measures beyond accuracy in evaluating recommender systems. The relationship between diversity and 

accuracy has been talked about in fields such as information retrieval and economics. 

Serendipity and novelty are two important concepts in the realm of recommender systems, each 

contributing to add to the experience and expanding the range of recommendations provided. In a formal 

research context, let's delve into these concepts in detail. Serendipity refers to the unexpected discovery of 

valuable and personally relevant items or information that the user may not have actively sought. In 

recommender systems, serendipity aims to go beyond fulfilling explicit user preferences and introducing 

unexpected and delightful recommendations. These recommendations may fall outside the user's known 

preferences or expose them to new and diverse items that they might not have encountered otherwise. 



Journal of Informatics Education and Research  

ISSN: 1526-4726  

Vol 3 Issue 2 (2023)  

 

490 
 

From a researcher's perspective, serendipity within recommender systems involves striking a delicate 

balance between providing personalized recommendations aligned with the user's preferences and 

injecting a certain level of unpredictability and surprise. By incorporating serendipity into 

recommendation algorithms, users are exposed to novel and intriguing suggestions, fostering a sense of 

exploration and delight in their discovery process. Novelty refers to the presentation of recommendations 

that offer new and previously unexplored items or experiences to users. These recommendations deviate 

from the familiar or well-known choices, providing a fresh perspective and widening the user's exposure 

to different options. The novelty aims to combat the issue of over-recommendation of popular or 

frequently chosen items, promoting diversity and expanding the user's horizons. 

Serendipity and novelty, when incorporated into recommender systems, can significantly contribute to the 

personalization of the retail and e-commerce experience for firms. By leveraging these elements, firms 

can enhance their ability to tailor recommendations to individual customers, thereby creating a more 

engaging and satisfying shopping journey. By presenting customers with recommendations that go 

beyond their explicit preferences, firms can introduce them to new and exciting products they may not 

have discovered on their own. This element of surprise not only enhances the sense of exploration but 

also helps to build a stronger emotional connection with the brand. As customers encounter unexpected 

recommendations that align with their interests, they perceive the firm as understanding their unique 

needs, leading to increased satisfaction and loyalty. Novelty, whereas talks about providing customers 

with fresh and unexplored items. By offering recommendations that deviate from their familiar choices, 

firms can broaden customers' horizons and expose them to a wider range of product options. This 

personalization strategy prevents monotony and ensures that customers continuously encounter new and 

exciting offerings. Novelty-driven recommendations also convey the message that the firm values 

individual preferences and strives to provide a dynamic and dynamic shopping experience. The 

integration of serendipity and novelty into recommender systems allows firms to create personalized 

recommendations that surprise, delight, and cater to the unique preferences of each customer. This level 

of personalization enhances the customer experience, fosters deeper engagement, and ultimately drives 

customer satisfaction and loyalty. By leveraging these elements, firms can differentiate themselves in the 

competitive retail and e-commerce landscape, attracting and retaining customers who appreciate the 

tailored and personalized approach to their shopping journey. 

As a researcher in the field, emphasizing novelty in recommender systems entails ensuring that 

recommendations are not limited to the user's existing preferences or well-established item popularity. By 

introducing novel recommendations, recommender systems foster exploration, surprise, and the potential 

for users to discover hidden gems or previously undiscovered interests. In both serendipity and novelty, 

the key challenge lies in striking a balance between personalization and exploration. Recommender 

systems should consider user preferences and historical behavior while also pushing the boundaries by 

offering unexpected and novel recommendations. Achieving this delicate balance enhances user 

satisfaction, engagement, and the overall user experience, ultimately contributing to the success and 

effectiveness of recommender systems. 

Batmaz et al. (2019) addressed the influence of neural network techniques. In the context of Collaborative 

Filtering recommender systems, the active user assumes a crucial role. Recommendations are generated 

based on the previous items, targeting users with similar taste preferences. This process involves 



Journal of Informatics Education and Research  

ISSN: 1526-4726  

Vol 3 Issue 2 (2023)  

 

491 
 

constructing a user-item matrix, where the number of users is denoted as 'a' and the number of items as 'b,' 

resulting in an 'a*b' matrix.  

 

To address the serendipity problem in recommendations, a graphical algorithm was proposed that utilizes 

background knowledge to overcome related issues. They sought to enhance the overall recommendation 

process by leveraging the insights derived from the graph structure. In the realm of serendipitous 

recommendations, Castells et al. (2011) explored the concepts of diversity, and fusion-based approaches. 

They highlighted the importance of incorporating unexpected and diverse recommendations into the 

recommendation system to introduce serendipitous experiences. Additionally, they investigated fusion-

based methodologies to enhance the overall quality and effectiveness of serendipitous recommendations. 

There has also been work on the significance of diversity in addition to novelty, serendipity, 

unexpectedness, and usefulness within recommender systems. Vargas and Castells (2011) introduced a 

component metric that specifically focuses on measuring novelty while neglecting other aspects of 

serendipity. Kotkov et al. (2017) discussed utilizing data from two distinct domains to suggest 

serendipitous items to users. By leveraging information from the source domain, the accuracy of the 

target domain can be improved for both content-based filtering and collaborative filtering algorithms. 

Recommender systems have become integral in the electronic commerce/retail space, assisting users in 

navigating vast product catalogs. However, to provide truly engaging and personalized experiences, it is 

crucial to incorporate serendipity, novelty, and diversity into recommendation strategies. Serendipity 

introduces unexpected and relevant recommendations, stimulating users to explore beyond their explicit 

preferences. Novelty ensures the presentation of fresh and unexplored items, preventing monotony and 

encouraging user engagement. Diversity ensures a broad range of options, catering to varying tastes and 

preferences. 

Social Choice Theory delves into the collective decision-making process, encompassing multiple models 

that address how individual inputs aggregate when making group decisions, voting, or determining 

preferences, judgments, and welfare. The fundamental question revolves around how a group of 

individuals can select a winning outcome from a myriad of options or establish coherent preferences at a 

collective level. Its primary focus lies in identifying optimal solutions that facilitate the aggregation of 

preferences. Voting theory elements can be observed within Social Choice Theory.Certain properties 

advocated by Social Choice theory align with the requirements of Collaborative Filtering algorithms, 

emphasizing their relevance in achieving desired outcomes. 

Methodology 

The MovieLens research group released this dataset, which encompasses user responses regarding the 

level of serendipity experienced while watching certain movies. Additionally, the dataset includes users' 

previous ratings, and descriptions of the movies. The experiment that they conducted involved the users, 

who were asked to assess the serendipity of specific movies. This dataset compiles users' responses to 

these questions, along with other pertinent information, such as their historical ratings, recommendations 

received, and movie descriptions. Primarily intended for research purposes related to serendipity, the 

dataset enables offline evaluations of algorithms that prioritize serendipity. In total, the dataset contains 

10,000,000 ratings, with 2,150 ratings stored in answers.csv and 9,997,850 ratings in training.csv. Here 
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each user has provided ratings for at least one movie. However, no demographic information is included. 

Every user is represented by a unique identifier, and no further details or attributes are provided 

 

Analysis of the Experiments 

The collaborative filtering method recommends items to users based on users who exhibit similar 

preferences. However, this technique often encounters a challenge known as overspecialization. 

Overspecialization occurs when recommendations become excessively focused on a narrow range of 

items that have received high ratings from a particular user segment. The problem with overspecialization 

lies in its limitations for users. By exclusively suggesting items with high ratings, users may miss out on 

exploring new and diverse options that could be of interest to them. This lack of exposure to alternative 

choices can be detrimental not only to the user experience but also to the goals of salespeople or 

businesses aiming to expand their offerings and attract a wider customer base. 

To address the issue of overspecialization, various techniques have been developed. One such technique 

is similarity fusion, which aims to combine multiple sources of similarity or recommendation models to 

generate more diverse and personalized recommendations. By incorporating diverse perspectives and 

considering different aspects of user preferences, similarity fusion techniques can help overcome the 

problem of overspecialization by offering a wider range of item recommendations. In addition to 

similarity fusion, algorithms have been designed to tackle overspecialization by promoting diversity in 

recommendations. These algorithms aim to balance the recommendation process by considering factors 

such as novelty, unexpectedness, and diversity. Novelty refers to recommending items that are new or 

unfamiliar to the user, offering opportunities for exploration and discovery. Unexpectedness involves 

suggesting items that deviate from the user's typical preferences, introducing variety and serendipity into 

the recommendation results. By integrating these elements into the recommendation process, algorithms 

can mitigate the issue of overspecialization and provide users with more engaging and serendipitous 

recommendations. 

This research employs a comprehensive literature review to analyze the theoretical foundations and 

practical implications of serendipity, novelty, and diversity in electronic commerce/retail 

recommendations. Existing studies on user behavior, user satisfaction, and algorithmic approaches are 

examined to identify the benefits and challenges associated with incorporating these factors into 

recommender systems. Real-world case studies and user feedback provide valuable insights into the 

impact of serendipity, novelty, and diversity on user experiences and business performance. To evaluate 

the effectiveness of these algorithms in addressing overspecialization, performance metrics such as Root 

Mean Squared Error (RMSE) and Mean Absolute Error (MAE) are often utilized. This allows for an 

assessment of their ability to strike a balance between accuracy and diversity. This evaluation helps 

determine the efficacy of the algorithm in resolving overspecialization concerns while considering the 

importance of novelty and diverse recommendations in enhancing the user experience. 

Results 

To assess the performance of our recommendation algorithm, we examine the outcomes obtained from 

several baseline algorithms. The initial baseline algorithm utilized in our analysis is the SVD++ method 
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introduced by Kumar et al. (2014). This algorithm employs SVD++ technique as its foundation, serving 

as our first baseline approach. 

Additionally, we employ the SCCF as our second baseline algorithm, as proposed by Chen et al. (2003). 

Training the neural network models in these algorithms involves a considerable number of parameters, 

indicating the complexity and versatility of the learning process. 

By comparing the results achieved by our recommendation algorithm with those of these baseline 

approaches, we can gain insights into its effectiveness and potential for improvement. Analyzing the 

performance of these algorithms allows us to assess their respective strengths and weaknesses, guiding us 

in refining and enhancing our recommendation approach. The value of error for all the algorithms has 

been shown with respect to the increase in the cluster size of each of them. Here we observe that the value 

of the error is the least for the novel algorithm. This means that as the number of clusters in the novel 

algorithm increases then the increase in the error will be significantly less than the other algorithms.  

 

Findings 

The findings indicate that integrating serendipity, novelty, and diversity in electronic commerce/retail 

recommendations yields numerous advantages. Serendipitous recommendations enhance user 

engagement, satisfaction, and loyalty by introducing pleasant surprises and opportunities for exploration. 

Novelty keeps users excited and encourages ongoing discovery, preventing stagnation and monotony. 

Diversity offers a broader selection of options, accommodating diverse preferences and fostering a 

personalized shopping experience. These factors collectively contribute to increased user retention, 

conversion rates, and revenue generation for electronic commerce/retail platforms. 

Limitations: 

The concept of serendipity remains subjective and lacks a precise definition, indicating the need for 

further attention and exploration in this area. Future research can focus on the following aspects: 
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Utilizing model-based approaches, deep learning techniques, or graph-based techniques to develop more 

robust frameworks for measuring and enhancing serendipity. 

Theoretical Contributions 

The theoretical contribution of personalization involves the Customization Theory which emphasizes 

tailoring products, services, and experiences to individual customer preferences. The application of 

personalization in retail and e-commerce extends this theory by demonstrating its efficacy in delivering 

tailored recommendations, enhancing customer engagement, and driving positive outcomes. 

It also involves contributing to our understanding of consumer behavior by exploring how individual 

preferences and needs impact purchase decisions. It delves into the psychological aspects of decision-

making and the role of personalized experiences in influencing customer satisfaction, loyalty, and 

purchase behavior. 

The next contribution would be to the domain of Relationship Marketing as the concept of 

Personalization aligns with relationship marketing principles, emphasizing the establishment and 

maintenance of long-term relationships with customers. The theoretical contribution lies in demonstrating 

how personalized experiences foster stronger customer relationships, increase customer loyalty, and drive 

customer lifetime value. 

Practical Implications 

Personalization in retail and e-commerce offers several advantages for firms, leading to numerous 

positive outcomes.  

Enhanced Customer Engagement: By delivering personalized experiences, firms can capture customers' 

attention and foster deeper engagement. Personalization tailors’ recommendations, product offerings, and 

promotions to individual preferences, increasing the likelihood of customer interaction and time spent on 

the platform. This heightened engagement leads to better brand awareness, customer loyalty, and 

increased sales. 

Improved Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty: Personalization demonstrates a firm's understanding of 

looking after the needs and preferences of its consumers. By offering tailored recommendations, relevant 

product suggestions, and customized offers, firms can enhance customer satisfaction. When we talk about 

the Satisfied customers, these are those who are more likely to become loyal, repeat purchasers and 

advocates for the brand, positively impacting long-term customer retention and profitability. 

Increased Conversion Rates: It helps to overcome barriers to purchase by presenting customers with 

relevant and appealing options. By understanding individual preferences, firms can deliver personalized 

recommendations that align with customers' tastes, increasing the likelihood of conversion. This targeted 

approach reduces the time and effort customers need to find products, streamlines the decision-making 

process, and ultimately leads to higher conversion rates and revenue generation. 

Enhanced Cross-Selling and Upselling Opportunities: It enables firms to recommend complementary 

products or premium options based on customer preferences and purchase history. By understanding 
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customers' needs, firms can suggest additional items that align with their interests or offer higher-value 

alternatives, thereby increasing the average order value and driving additional revenue. 

Customer Retention and Advocacy: Personalization generally helps to build strong customer 

relationships, fostering loyalty and long-term retention. Satisfied and engaged customers are more likely 

to continue patronizing the brand, reducing customer churn. Additionally, personalized experiences 

generate positive word-of-mouth, as customers share their personalized shopping experiences with others. 

This organic advocacy leads to new customer acquisition and further strengthens the firm's brand 

reputation. 

Data Insights and Continuous Improvement: Personalization relies on collecting and analyzing customer 

data. This data provides valuable insights into customer behavior, preferences, and trends. Firms can 

leverage this information to refine their product offerings, marketing strategies, and customer 

experiences, continuously improving their personalization efforts to meet evolving customer expectations. 

Thus, personalization empowers firms to build stronger customer relationships, increase customer 

satisfaction and loyalty, drive conversions, and improve overall business performance. By delivering 

tailored experiences, firms can differentiate themselves in the competitive marketplace, foster customer 

advocacy, and achieve sustainable growth and profitability. 

Future Scope: 

Several avenues for future work exist within the realm of serendipity in recommender systems, including: 

Incorporating low-similarity items or long-tail items into top recommendations to enrich the range of 

suggestions provided to users. 

Conducting experiments involving real users to validate the effectiveness of the recommendations in 

meeting their needs. 

Enhancing the accuracy of serendipitous item suggestions to further enhance user experiences. 

These directions offer promising opportunities for future research, paving the way for advancements in 

serendipity-driven recommender systems and ensuring a more personalized and satisfying user 

experience. 
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