Writing Persona

Theoretical background

Persona is a concept becoming widespread in the modern software engineering design and popularized by Alan Cooper, the father of Visual Basic. It is archetypical but an artificial person, invented for the purpose of helping designers understand the people who will be using their product. Persona describes typical users of the system that is going to be designed as though they were real people. The idea is supposed to  help designers and developers to focus on the needs and characteristic of their users. Role playing with personas can reveal functionality and needs that would be difficult to discover otherwise. In personas we model users based on our intuition, judgment and the information you have in hand. This quickly gives an insight into what makes a good user experience. 

The concept of Personas emerges naturally as a part of the user-centered design orientation of the contemporary software engineering design. More concretely,   it is very closely related to a movement known as Peopleware. Peopleware is neologism certainly, but the concept is to reflect the need to take seriously the issue of people when design and develop software applications. These applications are supposed to help people solve their problems. According to some Internet research agencies such as Gartner group, Forensic research and Delphi, corporate America (probably in Europe too, but we do not have yet representative data) losses billion of dollars because software companies do not take into account people and their problems. Some of the software applications have really very attractive interface, but this is simply not enough (if not at all) to solve problems of people. The more we know about users, the better we can design for them. 

Writing Persona is a technique that  helps designers to understand who to design for and how to make that user happy. The generic “user” becomes  the specific human being with a concrete name.  The vague design target of “users” who are capable of anything becomes a specific “person” having some specific characteristics. 

Personas are fictional people. They have names, likenesses, clothes, occupation, families, friends, pets, and possessions. They have age, gender, ethnicity, educational achievement, and socioeconomic status. They have life stories, goals, and tasks.  

Basically Persona is a textual description of a typical user. This user is synthesis of elements drawn from several users who share common job roles, demographics, and user need characteristics. The persona is given a realistic username, if possible a “head-shot” photo expressive of the nature of the users and a textual description. The firs step in building personas is to determine which of the real users will represent the personas.  Once we know what personas we are going to write there is need of mapping the users and their data to each persona. The base user (s) should be picked to build up for the persona Part of the process is to determine which of the users are more representative of the overall consolidation data that was collected. Persona writing is just like writing a short fiction story inspired by real life, but it is not as some may think advanced playing Barbies.  Writing personas means identify goals, roles and tasks for each persona. To define Persona designers need to collect and analyze information about users, their tasks and environment. To build a successful software application the designers need not only to know about the users but also need to know about users’ work: what goals are they trying to accomplish, what tasks do they do to meet those goals, how they perform the tasks, what problems they have performing these tasks, how do the tasks that one person does relate to tasks that others do to accomplish a given piece of work, how they use the tools. 

Personas can be extended with user scenario – a detailed description of how this persona accomplishes a particular task.  The scenario presents the information in consolidated sequence as though it were the story of one user doing the task on a particular period of time.

