
Personas – A Literature Review   

Andrea Richeson 
 

DRAFT - 20090622v2  Page 1 of 7 

What is a Persona? 

 

Personas are archetypes based on qualitative and quantitative user research. They are behavioral models 

used to make research understandable and actionable and focus design on the needs of the users. 

 

Alan Cooper’s book published in 1998, The Inmates are Running the Asylum, introduced and 

popularized the use of personas as a tool for interaction designers.  His book, About Face: The 

Essentials of Interaction Design, further explained how personas could be put into practice. Cooper, the 

person, and Cooper, the design agency, remain authoritative voices about the creation and use of 

personas. 

 

What makes up an effective Persona? 

 

Personas are most effective when they are created from ethnographic user data (interviews and 

observations of real users) as well as site analytics, market segmentation data, and other real-world 

information, such as interviews with people who support users (tech support, sales team). Personas 

should always be based on real data – and not created from the design team’s or other internal 

stakeholders’ assumptions.  Kim Goodwin of Cooper noted in her 2002 article, Getting from Research to 

Personas: Harnessing the Power of Data, that, “if every aspect f the description can’t be tied back to 

real data – it’s  a creative writing project that should not be used for making critical design and business 

decisions.” 

 

While it may be tempting to use a single user as an archetype, this can be counter-productive.  

Individuals are idiosyncratic. A single user may have an uncommon physical limitation that influences 

their preferences. They may have color preferences that are unusual, or prefer a particular type of layout.  

Sifting through data about many users helps reveal common patterns, which are used to create an 

archetypical user. Largely free from idiosyncrasies, personas embody common needs and goals of whole 

segments of the user population. 

 

Research published by Frank Long in 2009, Real or Imaginary; The effectiveness of using personas in 

product design,  studies the use of personas as a method of communicating user requirements. Long 

concludes that the most effective persona deliverables, those that produce sites with superior usability 

characteristics, include a photo (rather than a sketch) and illustrated storyboards presenting task 

scenarios.  

 

Personas should be given a name (that is not silly) rather than a role, and just a few personal details. The 

reasoning is that personas should engage the design team but not distract them with unrelated, overly 

cute personal information.  

 

Other components of a well-developed persona include key demographics, and information about the 

user’s goals, experience with the site, experience with the internet and related technology, behaviors and 

attitudes, and a short, cohesive narrative (a story), and scenarios that explain how the persona would use 

the site.  Peter Merholz in his article The Best Way to Understand Your Customers, also suggests 

including a mention of what keeps the persona up at night, so that the development team can focus on 

minimizing or eliminating those pain points. 

 

It is handy when personas are mobile, that is, when they are created in a format that can easily be passed 

around and discussed. 
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Why Use Personas? 

 

Personas help a team avoid designing for themselves. Personas focus the team on user needs and build 

empathy for the user community. They facilitate an ongoing dialog between the development team and 

the users. 

 

Personas facilitate communication among the team and between the team and executive stakeholders. 

Developers and others can talk about what the persona wants, instead of focusing on their own personal 

tastes and goals.  

 

Personas help decide who the site’s critical users are and foster a shared understanding of those users. 

 

Personas foster a common understanding of the site’s scope early in the development process, saving 

time and effort over the long term.  To avoid scope and functionality creep, designs should be evaluated 

against the personas throughout the life of the project. When personas are developed with both business 

and customer goals in mind, they help guide business decisions. 

 

Personas can also be used to guide usability reviews and testing, marketing efforts, user documentation, 

and overall site strategy. 

 

The Argument Against Personas 

 

Steve Portigal in his 2008 article Persona non grata, describes his visceral dislike for personas. Portigal 

claims that the use of personas is dehumanizing and distances the development team from the real 

concerns of real users.  The personas he describes have silly, alliterative names, unrealistic photos from 

stock photography sites, and traits based more on the product and sales goals of the development team 

than the reality of real users’ lives.  Portigal claims that the use of personas creates a facade of user-

centeredness.  

 

Like Portigal, 37Signals’ Jason Fried characterizes personas as “artificial, abstract, and fictitious.”  

 

Answering Portigal’s and Fried’s concerns directly, Peter Merholz and Jared Spool point out that both 

Portigal and Fried aptly describe the misguided use of poorly constructed personas. What’s missing in 

the analysis, both Merholz and Spool claim, is the use of personas built from real user data, observations 

and interviews.  Also noteworthy is the fact that 37Signals builds products that they, themselves use.  

37Signals does not need personas because they use their own preferences and goals as guides. 

 

How to Gather Reliable Data and Build Effective Personas 

 

Kim Goodwin’s rules of thumb, described in her 2005 article, Perfecting Your Personas, include: 

1. Keep the persona set small and memorable.  If you can’t readily access the personas’ stories, 

they are not usable design and development tools. 

2. Personas should be separated by their behavior, not their demographic makeup.  Individuals with 

similar demographics may exhibit vastly different behavior on the same site. 
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3. Marketing and sales targets (market segments) are not necessarily your design targets.  Focus 

design efforts on what elements can satisfy the widest audience.  Add targeted functionality to 

satisfy key users. 

4. Add just a little personal detail. Overly detailed personas can feel phony and create distractions. 

5. Focus on just three or four end goals, per persona.  Only include relevant life goals (retire at 55) 

or experience goals (how a user wants to feel). End goals are the most important goals to include 

and should focus on what experience a well-designed product would offer the persona.  

6. Create personas specific to each project’s context.  Don’t reuse old personas for new projects. 

 

Tina Calabria in her 2004 article, An Introduction to Personas and How To Use Them, suggests that you 

should conduct qualitative research: interview real users in the environment where they use the site. 

Onsite interviews can uncover actual usage patterns in a way that offsite interviews and survey s cannot. 

Users do not always do what they say they do.  Once patterns emerge in behaviors and attitudes, 

Calabria suggests that there is enough data to create personas.  Calabria also advocates interviewing and 

surveying business stakeholders, such as sales and support people and market researchers, in order to 

gain additional information about how users interact with the site. 

 

Steve Mulder in his book, The User is Always Right, notes that qualitative research answers the question 

of why things happen and quantitative research (surveys and site traffic analysis) can answer the 

question of what is happening.  He suggests that quantitative research can validate the findings from 

qualitative research. Mulder uses informal, loosely structured interviews to uncover users’ goals, 

behaviors, and attitudes.  Then he segments users based on what has been learned.   

 

Example Personas 

 

From: http://www.bobulate.com/documents/scenarios.pdf 
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Resources Reviewed 

The most current list of resources collected is at: andrearicheson.com (Usability &Information 

Architecture page) 

• Personas. (an annotated resource list) by Dey Alexander Consulting 

• Long Live the User (Persona): Talking with Steve Mulder. by Liz Danzico and Steve Mulder 

• The User is Always Right. A Practical Guide to Creating and Using Personas for the Web. by Steve 

Mulder with Ziv Yaar 

• Podcasts: The User is Always Right:  A Practical Guide to Creating and Using Personas for the Web. 

by Steve Mulder 

• Observing the User Experience: A Practitioner's Guide to User Research. by Mike Kuniavsky 

• The inmates are running the asylum. by Alan Cooper 

• About Face 2.0. by Alan Cooper, Robert Reimann 

• Information Architecture for the World Wide Web, Third Edition. Designing Large-Scale Web Sites. 

by Peter Morville, Louis Rosenfeld  

• Research Paper - Real or Imaginary: The effectiveness of using personas in product design. by Frank 

Long 

• Extending a Technique: Group Personas. by Mike Kuniavsky  

• Personas: Matching a Design to the Users' Goals. by Christine Perfetti 

• Personas and the Role of Design Documentation How it’s less about deliverables, and more about 

design. by Andrew Hinton  

• The Best Way to Understand Your Customers. By Peter Merholz 

• Personas 99% Bad? by Peter Merholz  

• Personas and the Advantage of Designing for Yourself. by Joshua Porter 

• Persona non grata. by Steve Portigal 

• Making Personas Work for Your Web Site: An Interview with Steve Mulder. by Jared Spool 

• Three Important Benefits of Personas. by Jared Spool 

• Personas are NOT a Document. by Jared Spool 

• Crappy Personas vs. Robust Personas. by Jared Spool 

• An introduction to personas and how to create them. by Tina Calabria 

• How personas and scenarios can change your website for the better - Part 1. by John Wood 

• How personas and scenarios can change your website for the better - Part 2. by John Wood  

• Does your persona eat twinkies? by Steve Calde  

• Building a Data-Backed Persona. by Andrea Wiggins 

• Goal-Directed Design: An Interview with Kim Goodwin. by Christine Perfetti 

• Perfecting Your Personas. By Kim Goodwin 

• Taking Personas Too Far. by Kim Goodwin  

• Getting from Research to Personas: Harnessing the Power of Data. by Kim Goodwin 

• Ignore that designer behind the persona. by Chris Noessel 

• Using Personas to Create User Documentation. by Steve Calde 

• The Origin of Personas. by Alan Cooper 

• Reconciling Market Segments and Personas. by Elaine Brechin 

• User Research for Personas and Other Audience Models. by Steve Baty  

• Just Ask: Integrating Accessibility Throughout Design Accessibility in User-Centered Design: 

Personas. by Shawn Lawton Henry 

• Just Ask: Integrating Accessibility Throughout Design Accessibility in User-Centered Design: 

Example Personas. by Shawn Lawton Henry 

• Making Personas Sparkle Like Diamonds, Part 1. by Bryan Eisenberg 

• Making Personas Sparkle Like Diamonds, Part 2. by Bryan Eisenberg 
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• Feature: The Return on Investment (ROI) for Personas. by John Pruitt and Tamara Adlin 

• Persona Examples. (pdf format) by Razorfish  


