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5 Minutes on The Verge: Nicholas Felton

Even five years ago, personal data tracking was mostly a fringe activity, 
something you'd read about in Wired articles profiling lifeloggers that 
were forever coming up with new ways to gather and analyze data 
about their own lives. As those sensors shrank and came together in 
modern smartphones and sports gadgets like Nike+ and mixed with a 
flood of new, easy-to-use apps, data tracking has become increasingly 
mainstream. 

You've probably seen Nicholas Felton's gorgeous Personal Annual 
Reports that break down a year's worth of personal data into graphs, 
maps, and statistics (e.g. weddings attended, movies watched, cups of 
coffee consumed), and he just published his 2010/2011 Biennial 
Report.









This report examines a 

year of Nicholas 

Felton’s communication 

data. It aspires to 

uncover patterns and 

insights within the data 

and metadata of a large 

and personal data set. 

Sources include 

conversations, SMS, 

telephone calls, email, 

Facebook messages 

and physical mail.





















The 2010 Annual 

Report is an 

encapsulation of 

my father's life, as 

communicated by 

the calendars, 

slides and other 

artifacts in my 

possession.









His 2013 report was released yesterday, and while his 
past efforts have tracked minutia like beers drank and 
places on the globe visited, this time, Felton was even 
more ambitious, tracking every bit of communication-
-be it a spoken or nonverbal acknowledgement, SMS, 
Facebook message, telephone call, email, or the paper 
stuff. 

That’s 94,842 interactions containing 7,673,242 words 
in all, requiring an painstaking amount of work just to 
archive.

“IN SMS ALONE, I AM CONSUMING AND 
COMPOSING SEVERAL NOVELS A YEAR.”



What did you learn about yourself from your Annual Reports? 
Have they made a difference in your daily life?

The Annual Reports teach me something new each year. I have 
explored my habits and routines, how I am perceived by those around 
me and last year I learned much more about my father than I had ever 
known. 

For the 2010/2011 Report, I have investigated my habits with new 
levels of detail, but ultimately the macro behaviors are what amaze 
me. By tracking the same metrics across two years, I was able to 
measure very small changes in my life. For instance, I learned that 
while I am spending much more time in California now, my total time 
with friends and family has stayed fairly constant (a complete 
surprise). 



The Reports once inspired me to be more 

adventurous and to say "yes" to activities that I would 

naturally decline as it might make for an interesting 

story at the end of the year. Now that they have 

become so ingrained in my behavior, I am far less 

likely to be swayed by their influence.

In general, I think the Reports have made me a much 

more aware of my routines and grateful when I can 

break from them.



Nicholas Felton

•www.feltron.com

•Pioneer in self tracking – started in 2005, pre-cell phone

•Chooses something to monitor, watches it for a year, creates 

statistics about it

•Writes “The Feltron Annual Report”.

•Is a graphic designer, creates beautiful infographics for his 

report

•2,000 people buy a physical copy; hundreds of thousands 

view it on-line; he worked on Facebook’s timeline for a while.



Nora Young – on Self-tracking

“The sharing self is often dismissed as narcissistic, but I don’t 

think that’s it at all.” 

“Today’s tracking involves pushing the ‘I’ out into digital space, 

extending it. It is a more connected and social self, but it is 

also more externalized and objectified, and image of the 

self that we can point to and say, ‘There, that is me.’”

objectification means treating a person as a thing, without regard to their dignity.

externalized means projecting a mental image or process onto a figure outside oneself.


