Writing persona

Procedure 

The procedure can be performed by you individually, but it would be better if you organise and mentor a work session with a group of people, your colleagues, who are involved in the design of the software application. These can be, for example, instructional designers, information architectures, interface designers, programmers, and content experts, but not limited to. The more diversity in the group, the higher the chance to develop good software, but it is more difficult to manage it. Managing the diversity of  group of developers is a very important issue itself, but it falls out of the scope of our discussion.

Brainstorm personas

Make first a list of all possible users of the application.  Then brainstorm users’ personal attributes. Give the people in the group a stack of Post-it notes and have them write down things they know or suspect about the users. These can be as far ranging as the participants want. Have all participants keep going until they have exhausted the attributes they can readily think of (may be for half an hour). They should finish (typically) with 50 notes apiece, although it’s all right if they have more. Tell the participants that when they are listing attributes, they should use not only the knowledge they acquired from the preliminary research, but also equally important, their gut feelings. People should be encouraged to share their suspicions, hunches and hopes and be ensured that anyone is not more right that any other. There will not be definitive information about all these attributes, so some educated guesses, will always to be made. It is best that these ideas come out early and as long as they are indicated as guesses , it is fine. 

The following group of attributes might appear: demographics (age, gender, income, location, cultural); technological (computer, connection, experience, web use, typical tasks in web use); environment, life style/psychographic, roles, goals, needs, desires, knowledge and skills, and usage trends. In order to build a successful software it is important to know not only your users but also their work. In this respect 

it is very useful if you include in the affinity diagram some components of the task analysis.  Some of the questions that may lead you are what the user’s goals are, how goals are related to tasks and actions, what are the problems that a user encounters and how s(he) deals with them, and how work gets done when several people are involved.

Cluster the attributes

Once you have gathered the list of attributes, it is time to cluster them into profiles. This is done applying a simplified affinity diagram: Here is the procedure:

Start by picking someone and asking him/her to put his attributes Post-its into several clusters he feels would be useful for persona defining. 

Ask another participant to put her/him notes that relate to the clusters around them one at a time.  It does not matter how the notes relates just as long as the participant feels that they do relate. 

If a participant has notes that do not fit one of the existing clusters, put those up as a new clusters.

After each person has put his or her attributes up, discuss them with the group. Do they make sense where they are? Why are they there? Move notes around until you have clusters that everyone agrees on. 

Repeat with everyone in the group. If you feel it is necessary, discuss the workflow, how individual tasks of users are related and if the diagram looks messy you can make a separate diagram (not necessary affinity diagram, but a flow chart for example). May have a look at the user profile examples in Example section.

Create people around the clusters

The purpose of writing persona is to create a realistic portrait of a user to focus on specific user needs.  This means making stuff up. In this stage cluster should be made come alive by creating enough “narrative glue” between attributes so they al make sense together as a description of an individual. You may want to assign each persona to someone in the group. He or she can flesh it out and bring it back to the group for refinement. Add enough details that people seem real and believable, but try not to introduce features that are going to distract from the basic issues. Do not create idiosyncrasies. Strong features tend to distract from important attributes. So if the base audience is made up of typical teenagers, do not suddenly make your profile a 45-year-old professional ice climber and jazz trumpeter. After fleshing out the rest of the attributes try to write a little story about it. 

Complete the persona writing by creating a story tying al the attributes together highlighting the problems and anxieties this person face on a regular basis. Think of it as wearing someone else’s life trying to pull all the elements together so they make sense, so they tell a coherent story about how a real person, a real character, could live. Flesh out the rest of the attribute clusters. You can break up the discussion group into teams and have each team spend an hour coming with a story for each profile, presenting them to the whole group afterwards. You may want to look at Agilent: (John Meriwether) example. 
Work Modelling (task analysis) 

During the interpretation session you are capturing the affinity Post-it notes and drawing work models simultaneously. Some of the aspects of the work models  also should be captured as affinity notes to reveal key distinctions  and issues in the work as a whole. A work model is a diagram that captures the structure of user’s work or activity. Sequential model is a step-by-step recording of the tasks. A sequence is composed by the following components: (a) the step: the actual thing the user did at the appropriate level of detail; (b) the trigger: the situation(s) that prompts user to start a new task or a particular step; (c) the intent: the reason, known or unconscious, the user is going the task or the step.

When you are capturing sequence models: 

· Write the user code and number on the top of the flipchart page. Number each sequence and place it on the top of the flipchart page. Then number each page of that sequence.

· Start each new sequence on a new flip chart page, or a new page in a word processing document or worksheet or spreadsheet.

· Capture the trigger that started  the work, at the start of the sequence. A trigger may be explicit like phone ringing or implicit like “time of day” when the user usually does the activity. The trigger is an event that initiates an activity. 

· Write down the steps taken to accomplish the work, at the appropriate level of detail.

· Capture relevant intents for individual steps as you are aware of them. You can look at the sequence model examples in section Examples.

Prioritise

Not all persona profiles are equally important for the design, so the group should prioritise them. Prioritizing creates, from a development perspective, a coherent way of deciding between competing solutions. When you have several ways of resolving a problem, always choosing the one that favours you primary persona profile ensures continuity and consistency.  Some experts in the domain prefer to define personas as Primary and Supporting. (See the example “Prioritising Personas”). Your primary persona needs to be a common use type who is both important for the business success of the product and needy  from design point of view. 

Tell stories

Once you have your profiles, it’s time to create scenarios with them. Scenarios are stories that describe how a person behaves or thinks about a task or a situation. They contain the narrative of what the person does along with his or her motivations, expectations, and attitudes. Scenarios are created by role playing with the personas created, by putting on the shoes of the people created and looking at their problems and your solutions through their eyes. To some extent, this is what the persona writing exercise has been leading up to. Writing persona works on the model of the story. We are wired to think and communicate through stories and to understand the world as interpersonal relationships tied together in narrative. Models make it easier to understand the subtleties of your product and to see relationships and issues with it. Start by retelling some of the stories you may have written down in your preliminary research from the perspective of each persona. Next try to create the ideal scenario for each or your personas. If this was Heaven, how would everything work for them? Introduce constraints one at a time and see how the story changes.  Try to model how different personas approach situations and solve problems. You may want to look at  the story telling  and interaction scenario of  Festival Planner case in section Examples.

Writing a document about personas

The documentation you create should be a distillation of what you have created. Even though you may have developed large, involved character studies as part of the persona writing process, the final product should be short, easily readable, and focused on the specific needs of the project. Once developed the personas profiles should be shared and communicated to others. The personas should also be updated and make sure they will be used for other projects. 

Some authors called this report discovery document or “ foundation” document as storehouse for all information about that persona. 

Profile building should be done all at once, preferably in one day. Two consecutive days can work, but more than that and the process starts to break up as time dilutes people’s memory and enthusiasm. By making  it all happen in one push, the profiles come out as vivid images.   

