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Grounding Exercises
Embodied Data and Visceralization of Online Accounts of 
Dissociative Experiences

Kaylen Dwyer
Digital Humanities Librarian
Institute for Digital Research in the Humanities
University of Kansas



Grounding 
Exercises

Increase awareness & understanding of 
depersonalization/derealization (DPDR)

Text analysis on subreddit r/DPDR

Data art and visceralizations around 
symptoms, themes, linguistic features

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This is a work in progress—an interactive data art project, titled: Grounding Exercises: Embodied Data and Visceralization of Online Accounts of Dissociative Experiences. 
�This project seeks to raise awareness and understanding of an under-researched mental health condition—depersonalization and derealization—by creating physical/interactive/multimodal sculptures from text analysis performed on reddit, where people discuss the condition. 

While the data “physicalizations” or "visceralizations" are still in progress, the goal is to engage researchers, clinicians, people who suffer, and their families in a greater understanding of the condition. 

�



Top posts from r/ dpdr

200k posts
28k participants
2005 – 2023

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Depersonalization/Derealization (DPDR)
�Depersonalization and derealization, or DPDR, are dissociative experiences marked by profound feelings of unreality or detachment from oneself or surroundings. It is not psychosis. It impacts one’s inner world—thoughts, feelings, sensations, body—and alters the perception of the external world—feeling “unreal,” “dreamlike,” or “foggy”.  75% of people have some experience in life, but 1-2% of people experience this chronically. (APA, 2013)
�It’s under-researched, hard to describe, and deeply alienating. That very alienation makes it harder to study, diagnose, or treat—and harder for people to even know what they’re experiencing.

While clinical research has only small samples, the subreddit focused on DPDR contains hundreds of thousands of posts. People ask questions about symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment. “Does anyone else experience this?” “What helps you?” 
�This slide contains a few memes from the top posts that do a better job than the clinical literature: 
Viewing oneself from the third person or feeling like you’re floating above. “CDC Guidelines now recommend social distancing from yourself.” 
Feelings of non-existence
Mr. Krabs demonstrates a visual distortion as well as vertigo.
�There is a diversity of experiences on the subreddit—unique, rich figurative language, and actually, it’s very articulate for people whose clinically described “diminished sense of self” makes it challenging to convey their feelings. (Fino et al., 2025)

-- 
American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders: DSM-5 (Fifth edition). American Psychiatric Association.

Fino, Emanuele, Thalia Jemmett‐Skinner, Richard Evans‐Miller, Joe Perkins, Mohammed Malik, Martin Robinson, and Gwendalyn Webb. 2025. “Dispositional Traits, Characteristic Adaptations, and Narrative Identity Reconstructions in Individuals With Depersonalization and Derealization.” Journal of Personality 93(3):796–810. doi:10.1111/jopy.12976.
�



Dat a  Feminis m & Embodied Da t a

Landscape (2012), Matt Donovan & 
Hallie  Siege l

Collect ion Space  Naviga tor

D’Ignazio & Kle in (2020)

The  Living  Net , Jacque line  Wernimont

Making  the  Desert  Is land DISCS Datase t
Choi, C., Davis , J., Decker, J., Kaplan, A., & McKone , L.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My interest in making the data into an embodied/interactive expression is to counter the core characteristics of the condition—disembodiment, detachment, and alienation. 

“Grounding exercises” in mental health treatment is seeking out things that will disrupt the dissociative experience and ground an individual in the present, trying to attend to the sounds, sights, scents in your environment—holding something cold, finding three things that are red…

In Data Feminism, Catherine D’Ignazio & Lauren Klien (2020) discuss the affective power of data that you can experience and interact with. This approach is an opportunity for self-understanding as much as bringing others into conversation. 




Methodological 
challenge

Artistic process:*
• Start with visual (draft)
• Gather materials
• Iterate toward visual

Data analytics:
• Start with questions, data
• Explore
• Analyze
• Visualization as outcome

Data arts:
• Working in both directions

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Working out the methodology has been a challenge and barrier for me.

My artistic process is usually guided by a clear vision which I draft. Some iteration, but I tend to stick to it. Research/analysis is the reverse—start with questions, explore, analyze, and the visualization is an output.

I’m realizing that you need to work in both directions with the data arts. I need to have a certain structure for my data to produce the art that I have in mind, but that analysis might not bear out. 





Somatic Experiences

synthetic data used for presentation

• Goal: 
• Compare mentions of body parts (perceptual 

experiences) & emotions
• Treatment implications for somatic therapy?

• GLiNER for zero-shot classification

• Outcome
• Noisy data (“my doctor is hip with that ”)
• Fringe experience & language

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When I experience DPDR, I feel a range of perceptual distortions in my body. Somatic therapy helped my recovery by helping me recognize that I felt emotions in my body, and over time I stopped feeling emotions as out of body experiences.

I was curious to see what embodied experiences people describe and if or what emotions they express in reddit posts. I hoped to make a large interactive chord visualization with electroluminescent wire and sound. 

I used GLiNER SpaCy for zero-shot recognition, but unfortunately the data was very noisy and ultimately, people describe an experience with a range of metaphors, rather than their body. After a few new episodes, I realized I could just as easily select these same metaphors. 



Figurative Language | BERTopic

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I shifted to looking at figurative language. 

I tried BERTopic so I could have a guided approach. In 2024, Jane Dilkes hand-coded 500 posts from the subreddit and categorized the figurative language she found.

I used these categories as seeds. I wanted to look for possible new metaphors. Again, see co-occurrences, and what people were expressing when they used this language. 

The challenge is that the language of the reddit posts are too similar to one another and the figurative language is so rich. 

--

Dilkes, J. (2024). Metaphor use in depersonalization/derealization. Language and Cognition, 16(2), 329–352. https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2023.39





Figurative Language | LLM, Zero-Shot

Model
• Gemma 3:27b

System prompt
• Defines DPDR
• Condition vs. symptom level
• Quote context
• Map source to target
• JSON output

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This visualization is enlarged on the next slide.

How we do text analysis has dramatically advanced since I started this project. 

The approach I’ve landed on, but will need some refinement, is to use an LLM to find posts with figurative language. I used an an open source model. 

The system prompt defines DPDR—I will create a more structured vocab in the future. I only want figurative language about symptoms, but it works best if I retrieve both condition and symptom and label them. I get the quote context, source and target (what is the metaphor about), and output it to JSON for parsing. 



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The prompt was very successful at identifying metaphoric language. 
I have work to do to refine the prompt and get a cleaner dataset, but for now I put together the top clusters or families of metaphors that peole use to describe their experiences. 



Analysis
• Continue work with metaphors
• Qualitative analysis

Physicalization
• Exploratory, smaller scale
• Sonification

Next steps
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