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ABSTRACT

Alan Cooper’sview on interactiondesignis both appealing
andprovokingsinceit avoids problemsof involving users
by simply excluding them. The users are instead
representedby an archetypeof a user,calledpersonaThis
paperreportsa twelve-weekparticipantobservationin an
interactiondesignteamwith the purposeof learning what
really goes on in a design team when they implement
personai their processOn the surfaceit seemedike they
used personas,but our analysis show how they had
difficulties in using them and encounteregroblemswhen
trying to imagine the user. We furthermoredescribeand
discusshow the designteamtried to involve usersin order
to compensatéor their problems.It is concludedhat it is

not enoughfor the designteam,andparticularlynot for the
interactiondesignersfo havethe know-how of using the
method. They also have to integrateit with existing
knowledgeand practicesin orderto feel at home with it

anduseit efficiently.
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INTRODUCTION

Newdesignmethodsfor usability areconstantlydeveloped
in order to efficiently design appealing, productve and
effective products.Cooper(1999) describes controversial
methodthatis differentfrom othermethodsfor interaction
designsinceusersareexcludedfrom the major part of the
design processand personasare instead introduced as a
designtool. A personais an archetypeof a userthat is
given a nameand a face,and it is carefully describedn
termsof needsgoalsandtasks. During the designprocess
the designteam tries to satisfy the persona’sneedsand
goals. In theory, working with personassound like the
solution to common problemsin usability work while
offering an efficient design processresulting in the right
productfor theright personbutis it soin reality?

The purposeof this article is to describehow personas
workedin practiceat the anonymouscompanycalled Q. It
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wasan IT-companywith officesin six countriesand had
around250 employeesbeforeit wentinto bankruptcy.The
main businessof Q was to developand sell The Portal,
whichis anindividualised companyportd, or an advanced
intranet. The purposeof The Portal was, accordingto the
descriptionfrom the company,to help co-workersin large
informationintenseandknowledgentenseorganisationgo
work more efficiently. The work behind this article was
madein cooperatiorwith the UserExperienceTeamat Q.
They wereresponsiblefor the interactiondesignand the
graphicaldesign at the company.Working with personas
and scenarioswas seenas fundamentalto their design
process.

Designing for Personas

Usability methodshavefrom the beginningof times, that
is to saythe early80’s, alwaysincluded usersto varying
degreesin usability engineering,usability goals are set
togetherwith usersand the designis iteratedand tested
with usersuntil the goals are met. Faulkner (2000) has
written a good introduction to modern usability
engineering Contextualdesign(Beyer& Holtsblatt 1998
andits cousin participatorydesign (Ehn 1988 rely more
heavily on mutual learning and co-operation between
designerainduses. Cooper’sview on interactiondesignis
a variant of scenario-basedesign (Carrol 1995, but he
takesanaltogethedifferentapproachandincludesthe users
only duringthe pre-desigrphase.

The primary designtool in Cooper’sview on interaction
designis the personawhich is a precisedescriptionof a
hypotheticaluserandhis or her goals, andit representshe
userthroughoutthe whole designprocessCooperopposes
the term ‘user’ with the argumentthat it is not specific
enough.By using personaghe designteamcanrefer to a
specificindividual, but when talking about the user in
general,the team may have, and probably has, differing
views on whom the useris andwhat his or her goalsare.
Thespecificityof the personds what supposedlymakesit
a powerful design and communicationtool. The persona
mustcometo life for the designteamin orderto reachits
full potential,sothattheteammembersareengagedn the
personaand his or her goals. The personasare concrete
embodiment®f the neels and goalsthat the teamdesigns
for andthey areeasierto talk about, rememberand get a
sharedview of than a list of featuresand an abstract
descriptionof “the user”.
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In the pre-desigrphasethe design team makesinterviews
and observationghat afre the basisfor creatingpersonas.
Every personds carefully describedand is given a name
anda face.Whentwo personashavethe samegoals they

canbe mergedinto one. Theresultis eventuallya cast of

charactersSomeof theseare less critical than others are.

Every casthasat least one primary persona.The primary

personas someondhathasto be satisfiedandthat cannot
be satisfiedwith a userinterface designedfor any of the

otherpersonaslt is, howeverno problemto keepthe other

personai the castaslong astheir needsloesnot interfere

with the needsof the primary persona.A reasonable
numberof personasn a castis threeto seven.When the

personasand their goals are createdthe designteam can

beginexploringthe tasksby using scenariosThey arealso

constructedbased on the empirical material that was

gatherediuring the earlierinterviewsandobservations.

RESEARCH METHOD

The first author made a twelve-week participant
observation.She attendedmeetings,held workshopsand
conductedinterviews throughoutthe design process,and
spenttime with the peoplein the UserExperienceTeamat
Q. Documentatiorirom the meetingsvasanalysedand the
meetingsworkshopsandinterviewsweredocumentedvith

field notesandtaperecorder. A major part of the recorded
material was transcribedfor further analysis and a daily

diarywith observationgndreflectionsvaskept.

Theempiricalmaterialwasanalysedy developingunits of
thought that after further analysis becamecategoriesand
sub-categoriesyhich are presentedn this paperin the
form of themes. Every theme represents meaningful
empirical material by expressingaspectshat return over
and over againin the material, or aspectsthat only are
presentin a small portion of the maerial but still carries
emotionalor factualsignificance.

THE PROJECT

Q producedompanyportalsthat aresupposedo providea

higherdegreeof interactivity, personalisationjntegration,

and flexibility than earlier intranets. The systems
developmenmodel usedat Q wascalledQ:ing. It can be

said to combinethe traditional waterfall model with the

spiral model for systemsdevelopmentandit consistedof

four phaseswhich eachendedin a delivery. The phases
werevision, design,developmentandstabilisation.

The organisationof the work was project oriented. Every
project group had competencegrom the different teams.
The project group that we studied were building The
AdminTool,anadministrativetool for The Portal.It wasa
sub-projecbf the ArwenProject, which was version3.2 of
The Portal.Systemadministratorsuse The AdminTool to,
for exampleadd usersto The Portal and set privilegesfor
usersor usergroups. The presentadministrativetool was,
according to user opinions too difficult to use and
understand.

The User Experience Team

The teamresponsibldor enhancinghe users’performance
andproductivity wasUserExperiencUE). Their goal was
to design effective and efficient products. The team
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describedheir work asfollowing a GoalDirected desigr
processwith personasand scenariosas described by
Cooper.

In the design phaseseveraldifferent tools and methods
wereemployedin iterations, and the result was a design
specification. The needsand goals of the personaswere

summarisedand prioritised in a needs-goaimatrix. By

using storyboardshe informationand interactionstructures
werevisualised.Designand usability goalswereset, asan

interpretationof how needs expressedin personasand
scenariosshould be satisfied. Skething was important
during the design phase,and the sketcheswere later on

transformedinto static screen dumps and sometimes
prototypes.No formalisedpart of the design phasewas
namedusability evaluationbut informal evaluationswere

madein someof the projects.

UE consistedof a managerthreeinteractiondesigners,an
art director, a graphical designer, a user interface
programmer, two technical writers and a localisation
specialist.Eachprojectusually hadtwo personsfrom UE
participating.

Communication within the Project

Thepeoplein the AdminTool Projectwerescatteredn the

office landscapeon the floor of product development
division. Theparticipantsn the projectmet at leastoncea

weekfor a briefing and at leastonce a week for a desigq

meeting, where scenariosand design alternatives were

discussedOccasionallyan administratorat Q or someone
with overarchingresponsibilitywithin the Arwen Project
participatecaswell.

During the designphase UE held designcritique meetings,
wherethey discussedcurrentwork and design rationale.
Thepurposevasto pushthe designprocesgorward while

learning as interaction designers. Five design critique

meetingswereheld duringthe AdminTool Project.UE also

held meta-procesmeetingseveryweek. The teammembers
wrote down reflectionson the design process,and they

werediscussedt the meeting, which often had a certain
theme. The purposeof that was to documentthe design
procesaindsharesxperiences.

The Design Process in the Project

The AdminTool Projecthad two personascalled Richard

andEric. Richardis a systemadministratorand Eric is a

project managerwho sometimes relieves pressure on

Richard during high workload. On the walls of the

conferencaoom wheremostof the project meeings were

held, werepicturesand short descriptionsof the personas.
A behaviouralscientist that previously worked at Q had
developedhe personasandthey werebasedon interviews
and observationswith potential end-userof The Portal.

The two persona wereoriginally createdas part of the

overarching Arwen Project, and since they were only

secondaryn that projectmoreinformationwasneededThe
two interactiondesignersn the AdminTool Project did

! Goal-Directeddesignis a trademarkof Cooperlinteraction
Design.
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fourinterviews,in parallelwith the initial desgn work, in
orderto furtherdevelopthe personas.

During the projectseverakinds of scenariosverewritten.

In the beginning it was mostly descriptionsof Richard’'s
andEric’s generalvork tasksand usagesituation.Lateron

the scenariosvere more detiled and focusedon certain
tasks. At design meetings and project meetings the

scenariosverediscussedand quite often they were shared
through links in email. As design specificationswere

completedscreerdumpswereput up on the wall together
with senarioghat describedheir use.

Functionalgoalsand designgoalswerestructuredn a list
for every part of the tool. A functional goal is a short
descriptionof what a user should be able to do and a
designgoal is a descriptionof how the functional goal
shouldbefulfilled. An exampleof a functional goal would
beto addanewuserto ThePortalanda designgoal would
be that it should be madeefficiently and easily. The list
wasoftenusedat projectmeetingsasa commongroundfor
discussionsespeciallyin theinitial phasesvhentherewere
no sketches.The list was later transformedinto specific
usabilityanduserexperienceoals.

Scenarios,early sketchesand design suggestions were
combinedin storyboards.By doing that the interaction
designerssisualisedtheir ideasand could get a view over
structure and flow in the tool. Questions or design
problemsthat aroseweredocumentedn sticky notes that
wereplacedon the storyboardDifferent coloursof the note
representedactions, assumptions, and questions. The
storyboardvasa tool for the interactiondesignerdut was
also usedduring design critique meetingswith the UE
team,andoccasionallyduring projectmeetings.

Theinteractiondesignerslid sketchesand paperprototypes
for visualising look & feel,andinteraction.Their solutions
werefinalised as static images on the computer. These
sketches, both the rough analogue ones and digital

versions,weresharedvith the othermemberf the project
over email and at project meetings. The developerscould
test if the solutions were feasible and the interaction
designergot feedbaclon theirideas.Thegoal wasto have
atight dialogueso that everybodyknewwhatwasgoing on

in the project and that no time would be spent on

designing or implementing sub-optimal solutions. The
suggestionshatwerekept in the processveredeliveredto

the developerasdesignspecificationsn theform of screen
dumpswith accompanyinggext.

A small usability evaluationwith three userstesting a
paperprototype was also performedin the project. The
purposewasto testthe solutionsthat had beendesignedn
relationto the specificusabilitygoals.

RESULTS

The AdminTool Projectwas the first time most of the
projectmembersencountereghersonasAs it turnedout the
personasRichardandEric, hadalimited rolein the design
work. They werein the backgroundhangingon the walls
of the officelandscapandin the conferencaoom. Richard
andEric of coursehadthe leadingrole in the scenariodut
nobody talked aboutthem. During designmeetingswords
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like “the administrator,”“the user,” or “you” were used.
Neitherthe projectmanagenor the developersknew who
Richardand Eric were,eventhough they recognisedheir
faces.

The interaction designers,the technical writer and the
localisation specialist did however have a complete
knowledge of the personas.They experiencedthat they
sometimesdesignedfor Richard and that he played an
importantpart of their designwork. Richard helpedthem
understanét whatlevel the interfaceshouldbe.

“I think that you think about that Richardis the primary
persona.Youdon't haveto explaineverythingand be over-
explicit.” [Interactiondesigner]

Sinceonly partsof the projectteamwereawareof Richard
andEric, anddid not know much aboutthe methodit was
difficult to lead a discussionabout the personasat the
projectmeetings.The writer and the localisationspecialist
did experiencehe work aspositive,eventhoughit did not
work asit should, since develogrs and project managers
didn't seethe relevance.Instead,the scenariosplayed a
greater role than the personasdid. A positive thing
happenedwvhen sketches,screen dumps and photos of
Richard and Eric were put up on the wall for public
display. Many pasedthis wall everyday andthis leadto
spontaneoudesignmeetingsboth with peoplefrom within
the projectteamandwith others.

As previously described,the personasand the scenarios
werenot communicatedvithin the project team. Later on

in the project the interactiondesigneraveremore positive
about using the personasas a tool, but they were
unsatisfiedwith how they workedduring projectmeetings.
They did not feel confidentwith the methodand therefore
it was difficult communicatingit to othes. Still all

memberof the projectthought that it wasa good tool for

thinking things through and focusing the team members’
effort. The interaction designersdid, however, not trust

their primarypersonaThereasorwasthatit had beenbuilt

to a large degreeon pre-suppositionsabout the work of

systemadministratorgatherthanon empiricalwork.

“I think it has its basis in that Richard isn't developed
enough.You would needto makehim more alive so that
youfeelsafewith him.” [Interactiondesigrer]

The probablecausefor the distrustis that the interaction
designersknew that Richard had been secondaryin the
ArwenProjectandthathewasnot well developed.

During designcritique meetingswhen the rest of the UE

team participated another aspet of personasbecame
evident.Within UE therewasknowledge gxperienceand a

determinationto work with the method. The discussions
circledaroundRichardand Eric and their needs.The team
alwaysreturnedo them while assessing designsolution.

Therewerefor exampleJong discussionsaboutdetailsand

extremecasesThentheteamwould stopandreflect:

“But whatis really importantfor Richard, how would he
do?” [Interactiondesigner]
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By steppinginto the shoesof Richardor Eric the question
could be answeredThe design critique meetingswerein
generafar moreconstructiveghanthe projectmeetings.

DISCUSSION

Oneof the mostimportant observationsvas that Richard
andEric neverbecamea naturalpart of the project. Before
the interviewslessthan half of the projectmembersknew
the namesof the personasSince the personaswere not
usedin communicationin the beginning of the projectit
soonbecamea conversationgbracticeto talk aboutthemin
termsof ‘users’ratherthanusingthe persona the way they
are supposedo be used. The interaction designerswere
newin their position and wereuncertainaboutwhat Goal-
Directeddesignreally meant. While not sure about the
methodthey could not preachit to the restof the project.
Whenthe per®naswerenot introducedasimportantin the
beginningit becameancreasinglydifficult to highlight their
importanceastime wentby. The fact that nobody in the
projectpreviouslyhad workedwith personaglid not make
it easier.Another reasonfor not usng the personasas
communicatiortoolswasthat the interactiondesignerglid
not trust the primary persona, Richard. If they had
participatedin creating the personasthey would have
known what parts of the personaghat were assumptions
andwhatpartsthathadbeenbuilt on empiricalmaterial.

By participating they would also have gotten a richer
understanding of users, which could have been
communicatedo the restof the projectteamby meansof
the personasand the scenarios.At Q, however, the
behaviouralscientist did all pre-designwork and then
createdhe personasindscenariosn somecooperatiornwith
therestof the peoplein UE.

In orderfor a systemdevelopmentmethodto work every
teammemberalsohasto be susceptiblego the methodand
understandt merits in order feel at home with it. This
requiresthat the method is informally advocatedat the
bottomof organisatioraswell asformally propagatedrom
thetop.

Normally whenusing personasactualusersdo not play a

big role duringthe desgn phaseln this projecttherewasa

needto involve userssincethe interactiondesignerslid not

trustthe personaandsincethe personaand their scenarios
were not well groundedin empirical work. The user
participationhada greatimpactin the design process.

At first sightit is difficult to seehow Cooper’'sview on
interaction design with its extremestancein user non-
participationcould be usedin conjunctionto participative
approacheske participatorydesignor contextualdesign. It
would, however,actually benefitfrom doing just that. In
earlyphase®f the designprocesst would beinterestingto
see how future workshopsor contextualinquiry would
work andit would be very interestingto seeif one could
work with cooperativetechniges to developpersonasin
laterphase®f the designit may proveadvantageout® do
empirical or analytical usability tests. The scenarios
developedfrom the personascan function very well in
usability evaluationswherethey can be usedfor writing
testcasesTheexplicit needs,goals and experiencehat are
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expressedn the personascan also be useful tools when
performing analytical usability inspection methods. For
future researchit would be interesting to elaborate on
combinationf user-centrednethodsandtools.

Given that the pre-desigrwork and the communicationof
the personasand scenarioswork, the method seemsto
provide an opportunity for all membersof the projectto
focuson the samething, as it did during design critique
meetings.

There is though a potential pit-fall in separatingthe

creationof personadrom the rest of the design process.
Designwork is anunstructuregrocessy necessity From

the beginning there is no well-defined problem, the

solutionsand the problemsare ratter developedhand-in-
hand(Schon1983. This meansthat there must be room

for going out into the contextof use at any time in the

designprocesslf suchadesignprocesss made,contextual
designandpersonasould go well together.

Conclusions

In the designproject, we could seethat the personasever
becamenintegratedbart of the designprocessdueto the
lack of know-howandthe factthattheteammembersever
felt at home with personasand Goal-Directeddesign. It
could havebeenavoidedif the junior interactiondesigners
would haveparticipatedn making the personasandin the
empirical pre-designwork. There is always a risk of
believingthatonehasinsureda good designprocessvhen
a certain design method has been implementedin the
organisation.For a method to work properly it must,
howeverbetweakedo fit the designerghat utilise it, and
they mustgetthe opportunityto integratehe new methods
and new techniquesinto their professionaltoolbox that
they know andregardas their own. Every designermust
get the chanceto make themselvesat home with their
toolbox and mustbe allowedto changethe tools so that
theyfit the situationat handandtheir skills and needs.We
finally alsoconcludehatthereis a potentialfor integraing
contextuadesignandpersonai the designprocess.
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