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Digital Diary: Final Prototype Write-Up 

 

My design problem addresses a personal interaction: an interaction with myself. I've had 

far too many encounters with depression in my life. A few of these encounters have been 

triggered by specific events, such as the loss of a loved one. The other encounters are a bit more 

difficult to explain - I'm not sure why they occurred. My current ways of handling this 

relationship to myself are mostly reactive. I don't have a plan to deal with uncontrollable 

emotions. Sometimes I "take care of myself" by eating, shouting, or talking someone's ear off 

with my problems. Usually, I'll just play video games for the whole day. Therapy is the obvious 

solution, but I'm not really ready for that yet (that's NOT to say that therapy is bad). I don't want 

to take medication (tried it before, didn't have the best results). Instead, I want to develop a better 

relationship with myself. I want to be more pro-active in handling my feelings. I need to have a 

toolbox I can reach for when I have to put up with an emotional attack. I want to create 

something that will help me get to that point. 

My aim is to prototype a digital object that will allow me to process my feelings when I 

undergo an emotional attack. This is meant to help me work through my depression as an 

intermediary step before seeking therapy. To this end, my digital object is meant to function as a 

kind of digital diary. However, the challenge in my interaction design in that this digital diary 

should not rely on written words, and should not present a "neat" compilation of my thoughts 

and feelings. Rather, my aim in this object is to "build a mess". I wanted to be able to draw on a 

personal database that I construct - a database filled with sound, image, and video files that 

attempt to capture my feelings as they occur in non-sensical ways. This form of data capture 

would have been the best way to accommodate the way I feel my emotional attacks: as 

involuntary bodily movements, utterances, and facial expressions. The "mess" that I "build" 

would draw on these various types of files that demonstrate non-verbal emotional processing. In 

my prototype, these various objects would not be put together in ways that make sense, nor 

would they be meant to be organized and categorized. Rather, I would attach these files together 

in any way that would help me processes and move on from an emotional attack. Thus, the 

"mess" that I "build" would only make sense to me, and only in a particular moment.  

The way I enacted this design was by building a jigsaw-like puzzle game in Unity. Any 

instance of the game would present the user (myself only) with a random assortment of sound, 

image, and video files. All files would present as simply 2D objects. My task would be to 

arrange these files into a collage in whatever way helps me process an emotional attack (perhaps 

according to whatever "makes sense" to me in that moment). While this project was meant to use 

files from personal surveillance, I do not feel comfortable submitting previews of those files with 

this prototype. Instead, this particular prototype features nonpersonal images from my 

computers. While these images mostly come from video games, I included them in this prototype 

because they are important images with much personal value. 

Unfortunately, much of what I had designed and wanted for this prototype was left 

unimplemented. I wanted the digital diary to have access to a particular folder or set of folders 

that would hold the files of a database constructed from personal surveillance (recording myself 

making gestures or sounds, for example). The diary would have randomly selected around 7 of 

those files (no matter what type of file) to present to the user (myself) once I started gameplay. I 
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could not remember enough C# script writing to make Unity do this function, so I decided to lay 

out all of the pieces right at the beginning of the game. 

I wanted to create a function where I would be able to save the end result of my collaging 

as a new object that could be used in the game as part of a new collage. I also wanted to make 

another option for me to save these collages in a different location so that I could return to them 

for purposes of reflection. Much of my time creating this prototype went into making sure the 

basic mechanics were operational, and thus I did not have enough time to figure out how to add a 

"save" or "save as" function. 

I was trying to figure out a way to include video files in the game. After experimenting 

and searching on forums, it seems that Unity doesn't support the creation of sprites from .mp4 

files. Instead, I had seen people discussing using .gif files as animated sprites instead. 

Unfortunately, this required the use of Photoshop to make sprite sheets that would be imported 

into Unity. I currently do not have access to Photoshop, and the concern over coronavirus spread 

limited my ability (and desire) to access Photoshop through a computer on campus. Thus, I could 

not implement the use of video or gif sprites, and instead settled for including more image 

sprites.  

I had experimented with implementing sound into the prototype in different ways. 

Initially, I thought I would just have a single track playing over the entire gameplay, while 

individual sound files attached to random 2D shapes could be clicked to play and stop as the user 

desires. In class during one of our critiques, it was suggested that I simply attach sounds to 

individual image sprites. I like the idea and experimented with it, with partial success. While I 

was able to attach sounds to individual sprites, I couldn't remember how to make the sounds stop 

or pause as the user desires. Clicking on a sprite would play the attached sound, but clicking the 

sprite again would start a second play of the track without pausing the first play. The result was a 

cacophony of video game tracks. While I found the effect amusing and fitting for the "build a 

mess" theme, it quickly lost its charm. Instead, I decided to remove the individual sounds 

attached to the sprites and kept the background sound (though I changed the track to something 

more "relaxing"). (As I write this, I realize it probably would have been easy to attach very short, 

2-second audio clips of grunts and shouts to individual pieces…) 

Finally, this prototype is missing a user interface (UI). I perhaps should have thought 

about adding a "start" and "stop" button early on in the creation process. Through a UI system, I 

would have been able to add a potential timer feature. I imagine a timer would be a useful option 

for the player (me) when I want to prevent myself from getting too neurotic about the way I 

happen to be organizing my files in the collage. It is also through the UI that I might have been 

able to implement various kinds of save features. A UI also would have simply made the whole 

prototype look more polished and presentable. This prototype also would have been more 

polished had I remembered to fix the layering of the sprites (I forgot to make it so that when a 

sprite it clicked on, it moves to the top layer and isn't "weighed down" by other overlapping 

sprites). 

As for what was actually implemented, the prototype has several image interactable 

image files and a background track over a crumpled paper backdrop. The user can drag and drop 

the image sprites and arrange them however she pleases. 

Using C# and Unity allowed me directly create some of the elements of the prototype I 

had designed. Unfortunately, I haven't worked with C# and Unity in years, and I couldn't 

remember most of the basic functions and scripts. I feel that a lot of how my prototype turned out 

was dictated by what I could remember or figure out from writing C# scripts and messing around 
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with the settings presented on the Unity UI. I thought getting back into coding and figuring 

things out would have been a cathartic exercise for me (like it used to be), but the experience was 

more frustrating and unfulfilling than it usually is. I'm not sure why this was the case. Perhaps if 

I had tried to work with a simpler coding language, like Python or even html, I might have been 

able to produce more of my original design.  

When sketching my prototype, I found that I was trying to find different forms of 

nonverbal communication to experiment with. Many of my sketches came from thinking about 

audio and tactility as ways of expressing myself. I tried to use my sketches as ways of thinking 

away from verbal and written communication because they didn't fit with the "building a mess" 

theme I was aiming for. By moving away from verbal and written expression, I was ensuring that 

my prototype would focus on making things "make sense" primarily for myself and not for 

others. I think part of this prioritization came through based on the materials I decided to work 

with. Although I originally planned on working with materials from personal surveillance of 

myself, the fact that I ended up working with video game based materials (audio and images are 

mostly from games) adds a level of comfort and "sense making" that I can access.  

I find that the theme of messiness/messy data/mess making has been very relevant to our 

course discussions and readings. For example, Robertson and Travaglia argue that the problems 

of the big data revolution happening today have their basis in an earlier data revolution from 

nineteenth century Europe. Interestingly, their analysis isn't entirely based on problems of data 

collection from the nineteenth century, but rather tends to focus more on disciplinary (as in 

academic disciplines) formations surrounding information. The focus on disciplinary formations 

is important, as Robertson and Travaglia (“Big data problems we face today can be traced to the 

social ordering practices of the 19th century”) seem to suggest that the disciplinary boundaries 

surrounding data are central for understanding their contemporary problems (problems, which, 

never seem to be clearly defined). They seem to take issue with the understanding of data as 

scientific rather than social.  

I take this critique of data and data studies as a very opportune moment to think about 

messy data. Really, data is already messy because of its many entanglements and contingencies 

(social, historical, political contexts as a broad set of examples). However, we don't really 

understand entangled and rhizomatic information as data - or if we do read it as data, it's "raw" 

data that needs to be "cleaned" and "refined." In thinking about messy data and building a mess, I 

find that the critical activity we need here is about deconstructing the "neatness" of data. In a 

sense, we "build a mess" of data by breaking down and rupturing some of its imposed structure. 

Such an activity is meant to make us understand that we probably won't be able to understand, 

capture, and process all the data that exists - we don't actually control it in the way the discourse 

around data suggests. We need to think about the constructed-ness of data at the same time we 

think about how certain entities or corporations can profit off of a notion of neat and capturable 

data. 

 

 


