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Abstract 
Using autobiographical design is a common practice in 
Data Physicalization (data phys) yet underexplored 
from a material perspective. In this paper I outline a 
thesis that seeks to understand the role of materials in 
data phys. I aim to conduct a practice-based 
exploration on online messaging data from my long-
distance relationship which I will retrospectively reflect 
upon with my partner through material compositions.  
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Introduction 
Examples of autobiographical design [2] are not a rare 
phenomenon in data phys. There are several examples 
where the designer of a physical model is also the 
person who has generated the data. The singing bowl 
of Barrass [1] ,the ceramic utensils of Thudt et al. [13] 
and Frick’s installations of sleep data are only some 
examples (Fig.1). There is wide diversity among those 
examples in respect to the methods, type of data and 
physical outcomes. When data is represented physically 
e.g. exercise data, DNA, goodnight SMS to partner 
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Figure 1. Singing Bowl (1), home 
utensils (2) & Sleep Data 
Installations (3). 

 

 



 

[11][10][4]  (Fig. 2) – it provides people with 
opportunities to associate novel meanings to data 
inspiring rich self-reflections [1][16][13] . Thus, 
physicalizations of personal data, in essence, are 
artifacts that capture and represent a person's personal 
data with the purpose of enabling people’s reflections 
through a felt experience[7][9].  
 
Although, “feeling the data” appears to be of great 
importance when exploring data phys, the role of 
materials in this reflective process appears to be 
underexplored. Gunther et al. [3] emphasize on the 
significance of materiality by stating that similar 
materials have different affordances and hence, 
different potentials for making meaning. 
Complementing the latter, Wun et al, stress the 
importance of materiality in data phys. “The feel and 
aesthetic of a physicalization can affect how a viewer 
interprets it from first glance”[16].  
 
Lupton refers to physicalizations of data as a medium 
to provoke reflections and in parallel raise important 
issues. In sequence, she refers to “the kind of data you 
do not want to touch”[8]. The feeling Lupton describes 
could be potentially mediated through the materials 
and not only through the kind of data being 
represented. In the Data Craft study, the material 
becomes integral part of the haptic exploration [13]. In 
that project crafting is defined as an inherently 
reflective process where, “crafted everyday objects are 
enhanced with visualizations of personal data”. This 
approach empowers people to build meaningful 
artifacts that incorporate personal data.  
 
Previous works thus have shown none or little interest 
towards exploring materials as central in data 

physicalization although, they acknowledge the 
important role of materiality, construction and crafting 
in provoking meaning-making reflections. All those 
examples suggest a collective effort towards creating 
meaningful personal data phys. In supporting this 
effort, I aim to undertake a material-centered approach 
to crafting meaningful data representations expanding 
the current work on first-person research in data phys. 
Also, exploring the role of materials in data phys is in 
line with what is called the “material turn” in HCI [15] 
or alternatively, the current broader trend of applying a 
material lens to interaction design research [12][14].  
 
Research Proposal 
This thesis seeks to understand the role of materials in 
the experience of curating and making sense of 
personal data when shared among two or more actors. 
My previous study explored how people present 
themselves in social media and how others made sense 
of that data through matter (gifts) [6]. Through 
meaningful artifacts people were able to reflect on their 
online presentation of self. My future work will focus on 
LDR messaging data, thus, 1) how do long-distance 
partners make sense of the messaging data (frequency 
of messages and number of messages per person) 
when physically represented?  and 2) how can we use a 
material-centered approach to data physicalization? 

Context: Online Messaging in Long-Distance 
Relationship (LDR) 
Experiencing an LDR is a common phenomenon for a 
vast amount of people. Social media or other 
communication platforms are used on a daily basis and 
constitute integral part of an LDR. One of the main 
characteristics of any LDR is that you cannot be 
physically present. This wish of togetherness is 

 

Figure 2. Activity Sculpture (4), 
DNA ring (5) & Goodnight SMS 
(6). 

 

 



 

illustrated through textual data, pictures, audios or 
videos.  

Methodology (Figure 3) 
My exploration will begin with a 9 months messaging 
dataset that was produced by myself and my partner. 
The basis (canvas) of my prototypes will be everyday 
objects. A good example is a spinning top which when 
rotating may reveal patterns on its surface that are not 
visible when the object is in a state of immobility. The 
dualism of a spinning top gives the opportunity to see 
and reflect on the datasets in two different states 
(static & moving). Next, I will focus on the relationship 
of the materials (e.g. wood, metal, electronics) and 
material compositions and how can I associate those to 
the dataset I already have. During the prototyping 
phase I will keep a diary in later reflecting on my 
interpretations of materials and data. In Figure 3 is 
illustrated a speculative discussion on “togetherness” as 
an initial exploration. This is one of the many possible 
discussions that may arise during testing. 

After I develop my prototypes I will test them with my 
partner. There the choice of materials will be discussed 
and regrouped. Novel data association with be made in 
a collective level. This process will be video recorded to 
be analyzed later. 

Conclusion 
The physicality of data invites people to a felt 
experience. This suggest that exploring the role of 
materials used to create representations of data is a 
topic that should be further explored in HCI and design 
research. As outlined, through autobiographical design 
on messaging data in LDR this thesis will explore the 
role of materials in personal data phys production.  

 
Figure 4. Example of a potential exploration. 
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