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Abstract 
Practitioners in user-centric industries have 

increasingly recognized the applicability of personas. 

However, the methods used to create personas in 

different domains remain inconsistent and unsystematic. 

We analyzed 51 studies focused on designing personas 

for professional purposes and found the practice most 

prevalent in the user experience design, healthcare, 

market research, and social media strategy domains. 

Within these domains, user experience design personas 

are characterized by their focus on user activity goals, 

health personas on medical patients’ physical 

symptoms, market research personas on customers’ 

lifestyles, and social media strategy personas on 

interactions within  and between online communities. 

We identify and compare the elements in the personas. 

Based on these, we provide guidelines for professionals 

interested in developing personas for understanding 

barriers to positive user experience, recruiting users, 

and building online communities, including how to 

represent persona details related to lifestyle and health, 

contexts of product usage, and scaling of online data. 

1. Introduction  

Personas, defined as “fictitious, specific, concrete 

representations of target users” [35:11], have 

increasingly become relevant for professionals 

interested in user-centric decision-making. User 

understanding is seen as critical for businesses [34], and 

data about users has become more accessible through 

online analytics platforms, social media profiles, and 

quantitative survey materials. This increase in data has 

led to more methods for persona creation, 

supplementing the qualitative methods such as 

ethnography and interviews [8], which were mainly 

used in the early days of the method. These new 

methods include quantitative approaches such as k-

means clustering [9], latent semantic analysis [30], 

matrix factorization [25], and mixed quantitative-

qualitative methods [32].  

Nonetheless, there remains inconsistency among 

professional practices of persona content design, 

including guidelines on what standard information 

persona profiles should contain. The questions of what 

the persona creation protocol should be and what 

information should persona creators include have not 

been explored in-depth. Indeed, methodologies 

employed in the literature are often vaguely described 

and unsystematic, with little discussion on the 

justification behind the design choices [39]. Nielsen et 

al. [33] observed this shortcoming when analyzing and 

comparing the templates of user experience personas 

developed by Danish companies. Yet to our knowledge, 

no review has conducted to compare and contrast the 

applicability of personas for specific professional 

domains. To alleviate this gap, we propose the following 

research questions (RQs): 

• RQ1: What are the professional domains that have 

most often used personas? 

• RQ2: (a) What specific persona characteristics are 

included in the personas in each of these domains, 

and (b) how does this information compare with 

personas in the other domains? 

• RQ3: What information should personas contain 

for different application purposes?  

We aim to identify the professional domains that 

most report to have used personas in the literature and 

discuss the (dis)similarities across domains. We 

highlight lessons learned to facilitate better persona 

application overall. We also provide practical design 

implications to recommend specific details that 

professionals should be aware of when developing 

personas, based on their needs and goals. Our objective 

is to enhance the current understanding of how 

professionals with a range of goals can benefit from 

personas. 

2. Methodology 

We identified the persona layouts analyzed in this 

paper using methods similar to a systematic review 

procedure [39], as we were unable to locate a 

comprehensive review of how personas have been 

applied to usage in professional domains. As such, it 

was necessary to systematically identify relevant case 

studies. First, we conducted a general search for studies 

that created personas for research within professional 

contexts in two academic databases (Google Scholar 

and ACM DL). These literature searches were identical, 

consisting of references to persona creation (“personas,” 

“user profile,” “user type,” “customer profile”). We also 



completed additional snowball sampling (examining the 

“references of references” [17:1065]) to account for 

papers discussing persona creation in the industry. 

Our search yielded 146 unique articles that were 

screened in three separate title, abstract, and full-text 

review stages. Inclusion criteria at each stage were: full 

research articles, published in a peer-reviewed journal 

or conference, written in English, and details the 

development of personas using empirical and/or 

qualitative data. We further excluded studies that did not 

report from a specific professional context. After this, 

51 final papers remained, all of which were single case 

studies. We extracted the persona layouts for further 

analysis in a standardized data extraction form [49] to 

record the studies’ title, authors, year of publication, 

professional domain category, professional domain 

subcategory (if relevant), and information in the persona 

profile. We captured the professional domain category 

and subcategories for each study. We determined these 

based on the (a) industry the study took place in, and the 

(b) job titles of those involved in the persona creation. 

We placed a particular emphasis on those that 

successfully applied the personas to enrich their work 

(as determined by their evaluation). 

3. Results 

We observed four professional domains that 

occurred most frequently: (a) user experience (UX) 

design (i.e., with regards to products and services), (b) 

healthcare (i.e., the provision of care by medical 

professionals), (c) market research (i.e., to identify or 

recruit new customers, and (d) social media strategy 

(i.e., strategies for the creation of digital content by 

‘influencers’ and other stakeholders to build online 

social communities). The frequency of studies in these 

domains is shown in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1: Professional domains applying 

personas 

 

Most studies (N=24) applied personas to the 

domain of UX design. Market research and healthcare 

were the next top domains (both with N=9). Studies 

applying personas to the domain of social media 

strategy were also prevalent (N=6). Three studies had 

crossovers (and were thus double-counted) across the 

domains (a) UX design and health [46], (b) UX design 

and market research [48], and (c) market research and 

health [16]. We identified six studies pioneering the use 

of personas in unique contexts that were not prevalent 

enough to be considered under overarching professional 

domains, that explored applications of personas in film 

character development [7, 35], and psychology [10]. 

The next subsections will evaluate patterns in the 

persona profiles from the top four domains. First, 

representative examples and common information 

found in the personas within each domain are analyzed. 

The next section investigates the (dis)similarities of the 

informational content across the domains. 

3.1. User experience design personas 

There was great diversity among persona profiles 

created to inform UX design of products and services, 

such as studies focused on customers’ preferences for 

software [4], e-commerce shopping websites [31], 

sports products [32], and video games [30]. All the 

persona profiles intentionally contained relevant 

information on current user activity and goals. Many of 

the UX design-focused studies also recorded 

information regarding demographics, personality, and 

lifestyle in the persona profiles. As seen in Figure 2, the 

information found in these persona profiles is specific to 

current user goals and activity. For example, both 

personal profiles in Figures 2a and 2b categorize 

specific details regarding the current use of and needs 

with regards to online library services, which directly 

align with the authors’ interest in how to improve the 

university library portal for its users [14, 47]. 

Information regarding the persona’s current library 

subscriptions, and devices used to access these 

subscriptions, are represented graphically to enrich UX 

designers’ understanding of user activity.  

The persona in Figure 2a details information related 

to the user’s challenges and frustrations. Similarly, the 

persona profiles in Figures 2c and 2d outline specific 

ways users interact with IT (mobile phone interface and 

customer service management system, respectively) and 

in the context of their job duties, as well as preferences 

for system’s features and layout. The persona in Figure 

2c details the user’s preferences for the mobile screen 

interface to be easier for writing emails. Likewise, the 

persona in Figure 2d details the user’s preferences for 

search features to be “integrated into other tasks such as 

selecting email addresses” [37].  



 

 

(a) Persona profile of user of a university library database [47]. 
(b) Persona profile of users of a library 

database [14]. 

 
 

(c) Persona profile for a user of phone products [4]. 
(d) Persona profile for a user of a customer service 

management system [37]. 

Figure 2: Representative examples of personas to inform UX design 

 

3.2. Healthcare personas 

Another professional domain where personas were 

applied was healthcare, specifically patient care. Among 

the persona profiles we identified in this domain, all 

were ultimately concerned with seeking to enhance 

medical professionals’ understanding of their patients so 

they can ultimately provide more effective patient care. 

Authors of the studies discussed how the persona 

profiles could help medical professionals design tailored 

medical interventions to patient subpopulations 

represented by the personas [58]. To meet this aim, the 

healthcare patient personas contained relevant 

background information on patients’ physical, mental, 

and cognitive health, in addition to psychological 

wellbeing, social activities, and current living 

environments.  

As seen in Figure 3, this information could be 

represented in the form of a narrative and/or graphics. 

The persona profile in Figure 3a contains narrative 

information on the relevant functional, psychological, 

technological, social, and behavioral information that 

could impact or imply potential medical conditions in 

the patient [19]. Figure 3b offers a similar — albeit 

simpler — graphical persona representation of a patient 

persona’s fitness level, eating habits, weight, and 

psychographics [52]. Similarly, Figure 3c 

comprehensively details an elderly patient’s household 

position, social life, income, and physical and cognitive 

traits [54]. One study additionally focused on tailoring 

healthcare advising/education appropriately to the needs 

of different coronary heart disease patient groups [51].  

The authors posited that based on the personality and 

severity of symptoms, some patients might either 

benefit from or be adversely burdened when presented 

with information on the side effects of medical 

prescriptions. As such, this study uniquely included 

information on preferences regarding physician 

language style and the level of disease-specific 

information provided [51].   

3.3. Market research personas 

Figure 4 outlines two different examples of how 

persona profiles of varying complexity are used for the 

market case. The authors were interested in increasing 

users for a news aggregator website [53]. Figure 4a is an 

example of a simple persona profile for marketing 

professionals. In this case, the authors were interested in 

increasing users for a news aggregator website [53]. The 

persona profile contains basic demographic details such 

as gender and age, and relevant lifestyle factors such as 

news topic interests and activity on competitors’ sites. 

Meanwhile, Figure 4b is an example of a more complex 

persona profile that can be used for market research



 

 

 

(a) Persona profile of an elderly female patient with 

common medical conditions [19]. 

(b) Persona profile of 

healthy patients [52]. 

(c) Graphical information representations 

found in the persona profile of the elderly 

patient [54]. 

Figure 3: Representative examples of personas to inform healthcare 
 

 

  
(a) Persona profile for middle-

aged male and potential customer 

of news website [53]. 

(b) Persona profile for medical conditions 

faced by the potential male elderly 

customer of a café [16]. 

(c) Persona profile for teacher and 

potential customer of educational website 

[18]. 

Figure 4: Representative examples of personas to inform market research 

 

purposes. The authors were interested in the factors that 

would affect visits to a café, as elderly immobility may 

restrict them from necessary activities such as carrying 

a tray of food [16]. 

In addition to quantitative capability data such as 

scores for vision, hearing, and dexterity, the authors also 

enriched the persona with a succinct narrative of 

customers’ social life and current assistive equipment 

usage. The authors report that they recognized the 

importance of including “the likely situations” of 

personas with different capability scores [16]. The 

profiles also contain information on the market size 

represented by the persona (via “number of GB people 

represented”). Finally, Figure 4c is an example of a 

market research persona that is enriched with narrative-

like, contextual scenario descriptions [18]. The persona 

conveys the customer’s environment and lifestyle 

through a detailed narrative that highlights potential 

opportunities for product usage in different typical 

contexts. Such examples give the market research 

professionals insight into opportunities for introducing 

and marketing a product to potential customers. As 

shown in Figure 4, personas developed for market 

research were primarily focused on general insights on 

demographics, personality, and lifestyle of potential 

customers. This focus may be because market 

segmentation has the goal of producing maximum 

appeal to target users that “often relies on demographic 

information to classify” potential customers [44:830]. 

Two of the eight studies in this category [28, 50] also 

considered income in the persona profile.  



3.4. Social media strategy personas 

For social media strategy personas, four of the six 

studies were conducted by the same team and used the 

same analytics data from a YouTube channel [1, 2, 3, 

40]. The authors analyzed interactions of users on a 

popular YouTube channel to develop personas that 

predict common demographic and viewing activity 

(duration and content) characteristics. As seen in Figure 

5a, the persona profile contains video topics of interest 

and most commonly viewed videos, in addition to 

information on the device used to visit the YouTube 

channel [2]. In contrast, the authors that created the 

graphic in Figure 5b were primarily concerned with 

visualizing overlaps between users of different online 

communities (Amazon, DBLP, Friendster, LiveJournal, 

and Orkut) [15]. By “splitting nodes in their ‘personas,’” 

they hoped to “disentangle (…) highly overlapping 

community structures” of online networks [15:153]. 

Instead of a traditional persona profile that represents an 

imaginary archetype, in this instance, the authors 

created a “persona graph” with colors representing 

different online community clusters and lines to 

represent corresponding overlaps. Similarly, the authors 

that created the social graph in Figure 5c wanted to 

visualize how relationships, activity (“SNS [social 

network site] functionalities,” “interactions,” and 

“finding information”), level of privacy threat, and 

identity presentation on social media varied and 

overlapped between different users. Online 

communities intersected significantly across platforms. 

 

 
(a) Social media audience persona [2]. 

  
(b) Social graph to show how personas in different 

online communities overlap [15]. 
(c) Social graph to visualize individual personas’ characteristics 

and how they overlap with other personas [13]. 
Figure 5: Examples of personas using social media data 

 

3.5. Overlaps and differences among personas 

by professional domain 

Table 1 shows the information that persona profiles 

from the top four professional domains contain. We 

quantitatively compared the informational content of the 

personas by tallying the total pieces of information 

within each persona layout, reviewing their purposes, 

and ultimately classifying them under 11 overarching 

categories (i.e., unique elements): demographics, 

personality, activity, interests, challenges, environment, 

hobbies, physical health, mental health, behavioral 

health, and income. As seen in Table 1, health personas 

were the only persona category to contain all the unique 

elements and, as such, the highest number of unique 



elements among the four domains. UX design and 

market research personas both contain information from 

8 out of 11 of the categories, but the elements presented 

are not identical. UX design personas include 

information on user challenges, while market research 

personas do not; similarly, we found some personas for 

market research contain information regarding physical 

health, a category not present in any of the design 

personas. In turn, social media strategy personas only 

contain information from four element categories: 

demographics, personality, activity, and interests. 

 
Table 1: Persona information sets (with definitions) 

List names Number of total elements Number of unique elements 

UX Design 60 8 (A, B, C, D, E, F, G, K) 

Healthcare 35 11 (A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K) 

Market Research 23 8 (A, B, C, D, F, G, H, K) 

Social Media Strategy 16 4 (A, B, C, D) 

Total number of unique element categories 11 (see below) 

 Element Description 

How the 11 

unique 

elements were 

categorized: 

A = Demographics Name, gender, age 

B = Personality Character traits and disposition of the persona 

C = Activity How the persona interacts with the product/ service 

D = Interests Needs and preferences related to product/ service 

E = Challenges Issues preventing persona from full use of the product/ service, i.e., positive 

user experience 

F = Environment Daily context of the persona (e.g., lives in a humid, urban city with public 

transport) 

G = Hobbies Relevant recreational and lifestyle activities, not already represented by (F) 

environment 

H = Physical health Health condition related to fitness and physical activity 

I = Mental health Health condition related to psychological wellbeing 

J = Behavioural health Health condition related to habits (both physical and mental) that cannot be 

fully captured via (H) physical health or (I) mental health 

K = Income Financial circumstances of persona 

 

Figure 6: Number of overlapping information 
types in application domains 

Table 2: Overlapping information types in 
application domains 

Professional domains Total Elements 

UX Design, Healthcare, Market 

Research, and Social Media Strategy 

4 A, B, C, D 

UX Design, Healthcare, and Market 

Research 

3 F, G, K 

UX Design, Healthcare 1 E 

UX Health, Market Research 1 H 

Healthcare 2 I, J 

 

Furthermore, we can observe that four unique 

elements were present in personas in all four 

professional domains: demographics, personality, 

activity, and interests (Figure 6 and Table 2). Also, 

information on the environment, hobbies, and income 

could be found among personas in the UX design, 

health, and market research domains, while information 

regarding behavioral health was only present in health 

personas. 

Nonetheless, having overlapping elements present 

among the domains does not necessarily translate to 

similarities. Rather, the unique elements should be 

considered in the context of the goals of the specific 

domains. For example, despite market research and UX 

design personas sharing many similar elements, market 

research can be differentiated from UX design due to its 

greater interest in general market trends and 

opportunities to recruit new customers [43]. Conversely, 

studies related to UX design primarily developed 

personas to enhance understanding of current users and 

improve their current experiences to retain their loyalty. 

As noted by Pruitt and Grudin [36:11], “marketing and 

product development have different needs that require 

different persona attributes, and sometimes different 

target audiences. Marketing is generally interested in 

buyer behavior and customers; product development is 

interested in end users.” 

Therefore, while all the personas in the studies 

related to product design emphasized current user 

activities and goals towards the services in question, 



such information was only present in a few of the market 

research studies [60, 65] and was nonetheless included 

for different application purposes. While market 

research and UX design professionals are, to an extent, 

concerned with understanding potential and/or current 

customers to optimize revenues, healthcare 

professionals are concerned with understanding their 

potential and/or current patients to enable eradication or 

long-term management of medical symptoms. Medical 

researchers are required to cater to their patients their 

provision of patient-centered services fully, with no 

profit-driven motives. 

In contrast to the three other domains, the social 

media strategy domain was distinguished primarily by 

its data source rather than the distinct principles or goals 

of the profession. In other words, the personas in this 

category were shaped by the diverse goals of its 

creators, and the use of social media data was the only 

common denominator across the studies. Indeed, the rise 

of the Internet has led to low professional barriers of 

entry for digital content creation [7]. Individuals are 

using social media for everything from “self-expression, 

sociability, community engagement, creativity” [27:4] 

and simultaneously monetizing aspects of their personal 

lives, blurring the formal line between the personal and 

the professional. Above all, there is a focus on creating 

digital content and “influence” via a “personal brand 

community” with its own culture and codes of behavior 

[11:344]. Social media strategy personas can, therefore, 

be regarded as powerful tools for professionals and even 

“non-professionals” from a multitude of disciplines and 

industries to leverage, with endless applications to the 

larger populations they seek to engage with.  

4. Discussion and Implications 

There is a dire need for systematic processes for 

persona creation to ensure replicability and maturity in 

different domains. We found that while there are 

currently some overlaps in the informational content of 

personas across different professional domains, such 

similarities were shallow and distinguished by their 

applications to each professional domain’s particular 

goals. For example, while UX design, market research, 

and healthcare all had personas containing content on 

demographics and lifestyle, this information had distinct 

purposes and takeaways for the professionals applying 

them. For design professionals, information on a 

persona’s hobbies informs of potential situations a 

product and/or service should be designed to 

accommodate. For marketing professionals, 

understanding a persona’s lifestyle helps them further 

hone the behavioral activities of a potential market 

segment, and how best to target them to adopt their 

services [38]. For healthcare professionals, considering 

a persona’s social and physical activities are useful 

insofar as they affect medical conditions [52].  

Persona profiles must ultimately be systematically 

developed with the goals of each profession in mind. 

Based on the studies we evaluated, we can suggest the 

following general guidelines for professionals seeking 

to apply personas in specific domains. However, more 

research is needed to systematically test their 

applicability in meeting goals. 

For professionals interested in understanding the 

goals and motivations of current and/or end-users, the 

data collection and subsequent creation of personas 

should primarily concentrate on the current usage 

activity of the product category. This specifically refers 

to how a product or service can provide a usage that is 

natural for daily life. They may also reflect user 

frustrations, to elucidate current user issues such as “the 

feeling of inability” (i.e., the user feels they are 

incapable of using a product) in order to “minimize 

necessary user operations” [42:1337]. 

For healthcare professionals interested in the 

physical as well as psychological and lifestyle factors in 

their assessment of the burden of illnesses, the data 

collection and subsequent creation of patient personas in 

for patient care should firstly concentrate on the 

patient’s physical, psychological, and neurocognitive 

symptoms, in order to determine the clinical evidence of 

a disease and/or health status [23]. Relatedly, details on 

lifestyle, such as physical activity and quality of life, can 

establish the risk of diseases. For example, sexually 

transmitted infections increase as a result of lifestyle 

factors such as risky sexual behaviors [23]. If relevant, 

the patient’s familiarity with the disease can also 

establish the appropriate medical advising language 

style [51]. Next, the social and living environment of the 

patient, such as whether they have caretakers at home or 

need for assistive equipment, can inform the decisions 

related to patients’ rehabilitation outcomes [29]. Finally, 

the patient’s income level can specify patients’ ability to 

access medical services or regimens, such as purchasing 

certain prescriptions [45]. 

For professionals interested in recruiting new 

customers and/or understanding general market trends, 

the data collection and subsequent creation of personas 

should primarily concentrate on lifestyle, demographic, 

and, if relevant, geographic information. Such details 

should anticipate interest and demand for a product 

among customers [38]. Furthermore, including details 

on income, or anything concerning customer purchasing 

power, can help determine customers’ ability to access 

products and/or services [22]. Personas may also 

include familiarity with the product and/or service, such 

as work experience in a relevant industry or loyalty to 

competitors of the company. This helps to hone in the 



on interest and demand for a product among customers 

[38]. 

Finally, our analysis has shown how social media 

as a tool can be leveraged in endless avenues for 

professionals and everyday individuals interested in 

understanding online communities. When exploring 

social media and big data analytics to build personas, 

one should consider their specific goals and how to scale 

the data to determine what information is relevant and 

how to effectively extract it [11]. Relatedly, they should 

also consider how to present relevant information 

succinctly in the persona by first establishing what 

information is relevant and how to effectively extract it 

[11]. If relevant, comparisons and observations of 

overlaps in users between different online communities 

can be conducted (as exemplified by Epasto et al. [15]), 

to gain a greater understanding of the online 

environment social media users interact in and detect 

unforeseen connections between different communities 

that they can leverage. This significantly enhances the 

representativeness of the personas. 

5. Conclusion and Future Research 

To our knowledge, this is the first review to 

evaluate the processes of persona creation in different 

domains and how they pertain to professional goals. We 

reviewed persona profiles in 51 studies conducted for 

professional purposes. We identified four of the most 

common professional domains applying persona 

creation: UX design, healthcare, market research, and 

social media strategy. While all the domains we 

evaluated are interested in understanding their users to 

enhance service provision, they differ by their specific 

principles and goals – differences that also distinguish a 

persona profile’s relevance to one profession versus 

another. UX designers can use personas to enhance end-

users’ satisfaction with a product. Market researchers 

can develop personas to further understand and 

ultimately recruit new customers. Health professionals 

can develop personas to enhance patient understanding, 

improve patient care, and empower patients. Digital 

content creators can build social media strategy 

personas to more effectively build their online personal 

brand communities and understand their members. 

Professionals must, therefore, carefully consider their 

aims when collecting data and while developing 

personas. These differing goals naturally result in 

differences in content among personas, which we 

evaluated and summarized in our specific 

recommendations for ideal persona content for each of 

the four professional domains.  

Further research is needed to test how successful 

personas are in meeting the goals of relevant 

professionals, as well as to develop systematic 

methodologies for persona creation in different 

domains. For example, healthcare persona profiles are 

only successful if they can aid healthcare professionals 

in improving patient outcomes, and the success rate for 

persona creation processes are replicable in different 

patient cohorts. 
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