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Historical data practices

• Increasing normalisation of tracking and self-
insight through data:
• Wearable technology 
• Apple - Health, Screen Time apps
• Google - Fit, Digital Wellbeing apps

• These apply an ‘algorithmic visuality’ (Pink and 
Fors 2017) to everyday life

• Digital self-tracking is only the current ‘mode’
• Diary keeping (Rettberg 2014, Cardell 2018)
• Weight scales (Crawford et al. 2015)
• Medical measuring devices (O’Neill 2016)



What is 
r/dataisbeautiful?
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https://www.reddit.com/r/dataisbeautiful/hot


• Self-tracking can have a performative aspect that is aware of potential audience 
(Elsden et al. 2015)

• r/dataisbeautiful audience (12,813,642 subscribers): 

• United by intrinsic interest in data visualisations

• Posting: Data held as as scientific and truthful

• Commenting: Making individual methodologies public for scrutiny and 
(re)interpretation

• Our interest specifically, lies in:

• Personal data visualisations based on self-generated data

• Specific elements of self are captured, much like a selfie

• Through both OP and comments, data can become confessional



Our study…

• Scraped top 1000 posts of all time, based on upvotes, 
using Reddit Post Parser.

• Identified sub-set of 59 posts that met our definition of 
‘confessional data selfie’: A visual representation of 
one's self (or some aspect of one's life), told through 
quantified data, that reveals or 'confesses' something.

• Examined top comment threads.



“My daughters sleeping patterns for the first 
4 months of her life”





“this is the last day I'll ever see her again. She is going back to her country indefinitely and we 
broke off the relationship...”

“My heart rate watching my SO leave the country”







Spin-offs: 

Comments:

1. Critiquing design/inclusions
2. OP updating and answering questions 

about himself (early 30s, hetero male, 
large city in Europe) and his definitions

3. Commiserating with low success rate
4. ‘Would be good to see the girl’s 

perspective as well. As a guy, online 
dating sucks’

5. Commiserating with ‘ghosting’
6. Critique of design
7. ‘I would recommend reading Modern 

Romance by Aziz Ansari & Eric Klinenberg’
8. Dating advice (lie to women + go for 

quantity)
9. ‘I would love to see the same data from a 

woman’
10. Sharing similar data





Comments:

1. ‘My wife had something similar…’
2. ‘Good for you… you seem to be on the 

uptick’
3. Question about the data points, daily vs 

weekly
4. ‘Good work… good luck!’
5. OP explaining ‘health data gathered from 

my Iphone and visualized with excel’
6. ‘Congratulations! As a Neuro ICU RN, I 

always love hearing about patient 
progress…’

7. ‘Jeez. You get more steps than me on 
some days… I gotta get walking’

8. Supportive/inquiring/similar experience
9. Congratulations and inquiry about data
10. Curious about how OP found out about 

tumor/what the symptoms were





Comments:

1. ‘The saddest part was seeing the girlfriend 
block… [get] more sporadic…’ (sub-comment: 
‘I come to r/dataisbeautiful for the plots’)

2. ‘As girlfriend hours go down… time with 
friends rises’

3. Acknowledgement of 
’work/consistency/diligence this must have 
taken’

4. ‘What happened on the 30th of July?’
5. Reference to XKCD comic 
6. Comparison with time spent gaming (sub-

comment, OP explains stress from exams 
reduced time spent gaming)

7. OP answers questions, clarifies definitions, 
talks about his perspective (16 y/o male, UK, 
in college), talks about process, responds to 
popularity of post

8. Comparison with work hrs of 40 y/o
9. ‘This is damn cool… I want to do it in 2018’
10. ‘…this seems obsessive’



Families and 

relationships

Children 4

Dating 3

Relationships 9

16

Routine 

management

Life-logging 3

Location 2

Money 6

Study 7

Tech Use 9

27

Body rhythms 

Health 6

Sleep 4

Sport 4

Masturbation 2

16

total 59



Confessional data selfies and r/dataisbeautiful itself is highly gendered…

= 5 posts of 59 

...with thanks to Claire Moran @ClaireM0RAN for gender sleuthing. 



Theorising confessional data selfies

• ‘Data selfie’ (Duc, Mir, Eckert & Hang: dataselfie.it; van der Vlist & 
Helmond 2017)

• Both digital object and gesture (Senft & Baym 2015: 1589)

• Intended to reveal or confess some ‘truth’ through a valorisation of 
‘raw data’: the self laid bare

• On r/dataisbeautiful, the confessional data selfie invites analysis, 
elicits comparative story-telling, and draws ‘strangers’ in; affective

• Broader implications to personal data visualisations as a selfie practice 
and trajectories for next stage of this project:

• But also part of broader neoliberal, individualised regimes of self-
governance - conditioning oneself for contemporary demands 
(Wade 2018)

• New sites of self-awareness, learning, reflection and sharing


