
Example assignment:



Enron emails

• As part of its investigation into 
Enron, the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission 
released the emails of about 150 
of its top executives

• These data were then cleaned 
up by groups at MIT and SRI 
and are now publicly available 
through the CMU CS 
Department

• To respect the privacy of the 
individuals involved, I have 
replaced the body of each email 
with x’s; our interest is not in 
what was said but who sent 
email to whom



Enron

• Today we are going to start our work on a set of data related to the 
Enron corporation

• Some relevant links are

• http://www.chron.com/news/specials/enron/timeline.html

• http://www.cs.cmu.edu/~enron/

• http://www.stat.ucla.edu/~cocteau/klimt-ecml04-1.pdf

• http://www.stat.ucla.edu/~cocteau/Enron_Employee_Status.htm



Organization of the data

• The data itself is organized into a series of directories, each named 
after an executive

• Under each directory, you will find possibly more directories, each 
representing a different mail folder

• At the lowest level, you have a series of email messages, one per file; 
the files in each directory are named 1., 2., 3., etc.





An example

• Here we select the ex-Vice 
President for Regulatory Affairs, 
Shelley Corman

• We see the 11 mail folders; 
selecting the calendar folder, 
we exhibit the content of mail 2.

• Note again, that all textual 
content has been replaced by 
x’s; we are only interested in (at 
best) the pattern of 
communication



Some questions

• What is the distribution of numbers of emails per user?

• Are the users organizing their email into folders?

• Are certain folders common to all users?

• What is the distribution of emails per folder?



Some questions

• These first questions can be addressed mainly through the use of Unix 
shell commands (cut, sort, uniq, grep) for a single user

• To iterate over all of the folders, we introduce find and simple shell 
scripting; this forces us to look at the file system a little more closely

• Given data in this (admittedly) horrible format, we find motivation for a 
number of lectures on the basics of Unix



Counts per user

• As was the case for hit counts per IP 
address, we see a very skewed distribution 
(what Malcolm Gladwell would call a 
“hockey stick” distribution)

• In the bottom figures                                              
we present a histogram                                              
and a Q-Q plot for the                                                
logarithm of the counts

• We show these plots now                            
but technically, the students                             
encounter R after this                                               
initial foray



Abstractions

• In my course, Unix leads to a general purpose scripting language (at 
first it was Perl, now Python)

• The Enron example can easily follow along, providing students with 
their first glimpse of how data might be organized and accessed in a 
more formal way



A taste

• Suppose we want to extract the To: and From: information from 
each of the 0.5M emails

•

Sample Lecture Notes



A taste

• A few lines of Python will do the trick; in short, we create a object that 
encapsulates the characteristics of an email message and then work 
with that object

•

Sample Lecture Notes



The final assignment

• Ultimately (after we get to R), students are asked to assess whether 
the executives’ communication patterns change over time; there are 
several ways to do this, some of which involve metrics derived from 
social networks

• I am not overly picky about what the students choose to compute from 
these data, but I am fussy about process; I want them to accompany 
their “answer” with some sense of how they know they’re right

• By that I mean, not only produce a number or a graph, but also 
illustrate how the information they extracted from the directory tree is 
what they expect it to be


