
Dear Data 



Purpose of Dear Data

1. Develop understanding of how to 
collect data (deciding parameters, 
categories, etc)

2. Practice with categorizing and 
encoding (where are the connections? 
How can you show those connections?)

3. Practice giving instructions on 
decoding (develop a key and explain 
how to read your visual)

4. Learn to tell a story with data 
and share insights.





Data Collecting: One Sitting

● your body (how do you feel about different body 
parts, parts that have been injured, parts most 
grateful for, etc)

● birthdays (birthdays you know off-hand and birthdays 
you SHOULD know off-hand, date, category of 
person)

● how music makes you feel (listen to different genres, 
and record emotion every 15 seconds of the 
song…note your favorite part)

● your phone apps (genres, how often you use it, 
favorites, most embarrassing to tell others about)

● your friends (when you met them, last saw them, 
male/female, things you talk about, type of friend)

● your books (genre, physical vs digital, if you’ve 
actually read it, gift, like/disliked)

● your camera roll (timespan, location of photo, 
type of photo - selfie, group photo, landscape, 
documentation, if it’s worth keeping)

● your closet (wear regularly, solid/striped/patterned, 
type of garment)

● your past (define eras in 5 year segments, important 
people, life-changing moments…)

● sounds around you (set timer for defined time - 
like 20 mins, record sounds, categorize by 
natural/mechanical…)

● your emails (promotional, spam, social notification, 
work, school…)



Data Collecting: One Day

● your inbox (who mail is from, respond, delete, cc’d 
others, waiting for response…)

● your communications (texts, emails, calls, social 
media, etc)

● what you listen to (podcast, Netflix, music, work 
call, radio in car...)

● Smiles, swears, saying thank you (feeling at the 
time, who was it to...)



Data Collecting: Multiple Days (5-7)

● distractions
● mindfulness
● envy
● complaints
● quarantine life/social distance
● emotions
● worries
● weather mood
● balancing your schedule
● what you eat
● exercise and/or healthy habits (steps, sleep, water, etc)



How to Collect Data

● Paper/notebook
● Your phone’s calendar
● Note-taking apps
● Taking photos



Encoding
- Color variation 

- Indicate groups or categories
- Categorical, sequential, diverging

- Symbol variation
- Indicate different instances 

(and extra sub-instances) 
- Start simple: squares, circles, 

triangles and lines offer tons of 
opportunity for encoding

- Thickness and length
- Show increasing durations or intensities

- Left and right
- Before and after

Categories that are very 
different from each other

Progress in one direction 
and indicate increasing 
values and intensities

Progress in two directions to 
represent values and 
intensities that move in 
directions away from 
central value.















Data are just numbers.
Interpretation and context 
are what create meaning.










