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Abstract. The persona method is widely used and commonly described both in 
scientific literature and in case-based blogs. Most often the descriptions point to 
a local context with local user groups and it is difficult to find writings on use 
of the method in an international context and in globally distributed teams. This 
paper reports from a qualitative study conducted in 2012/13 within 13 Danish 
companies and points to how design teams apply several different strategies 
when end-users are distributed worldwide. Moreover it shows how the design-
ers value the strength of the method to provide common grounds for the team, 
especially for team distributed across countries.  
Keywords: personas, scenarios, cross culture, international, design. 

1 Introduction 

Personas are descriptions of fictitious users and it is recommended that they get con-
structed from different forms of field data [1], such as surveys, user interviews, ob-
servations, and a combination hereof. The method enables empathy and engagement 
in the end-users [2] and helps designers to imagine the persona in a future use situa-
tion. Personas are used for different design activities that are typically explored in 
stories – scenarios - that describe future possibilities in an easily accessible way and 
in a format that is easy to change. The persona method has developed from being a 
method for IT system development to being applied in many other contexts, including 
development of products, marketing, communication planning, and service design. 

The persona descriptions have over the years developed a set layout. The persona 
has a name, the description is most often 1-2 pages long, and has several subsections 
that describe the persona’s characteristics, life, behaviors, and preferences. Most often 
a photo accompanies the description [3].  

The perceived benefits of personas for design range from increasing the focus on 
users and their needs, being an effective communication tool, to having direct design 
influence, such as leading to better design decisions and defining the product’s feature 
set [4-9]. The method is criticized for: being too founded on qualitative data and non-
scientific, being difficult to implement, not being able to describe actual people as it 
only describes characteristics, and for preventing designers meeting actual users [1]. 

Despite criticism the common perceived benefits are two-fold: when designing 
products the method facilitates that designers remember that they differ from the end-



users, and that the method enables designers to envision the end-user’s needs and 
wants. Furthermore the method creates empathic understandings of users and breaks 
the designers’ automated perceptions of end-users, which are grounded in individual 
experiences and not in data. Finally the persona method supports a common and 
aligned understanding of the end-users that is shared among project teams.  

 
 

 
Fig 1: An example of a typical persona description from The Danish Tax Authorities - 

Skat.dk. In this example the borders are color coded in order to heighten the perception of dif-
ferences among the compilation of personas. 

  
Most persona descriptions are to be used for country specific projects, but interna-

tional companies also use the method in projects that are aimed at an international 
audience and used by globally distributed design teams. In this paper we investigate 
the strategies applied when Danish companies develop personas for an international 
audience, the outcomes, and the perceived benefits and difficulties.  

Creating personas for an international audience is not well described in the litera-
ture. Putnam et. al. [10] describes two cases of conveying data for personas from 
Kyrgyzstan and the Andhra Pradesh region of India and the strategies they employed 
for the persona descriptions that were to be used by designers, developers, and other 
stakeholders not from these regions. One of the strategies was to use scenarios in the 
persona descriptions to convey cultural and lifestyle differences.  

Snyder et. al. [11] describe a case where they discussed three approaches to inte-
grating cultural differences into persona descriptions: 1) A separate persona for each 
culture and for each task. 2) U.S. based persona descriptions, each including sections 
with cultural differences. 3) One persona from each country visited, with the cultural 
differences as part of the descriptions. In this case the team realized that there were 

Den medarbejdende ægtefælle eller den bedst egnede ansatte 
 

 
  

!!!!!!!!

Læring'om'bogføring:!
Gruppen!varierer!meget!i!baggrund,!da!det!o2e!er!ægtefællens!opstart!af!virksomhed,!der!får!
dem!ind!i!branchen.!Nogle!har!en!uddannelse!indenfor!kontor!eller!økonomi,!men!mange!har!
lært!det!gennem!deres!revisor,!andet!netværk!eller!et!kursus.!!
!
Læring'om'moms'og'ska1eregler:!
O2e!er!det!via!revisoren!eller!gennem!venner!og!familie,!at!de!i!første!omgang!lærte!om!moms!
og!ska?ereglerne.!
Nogle!har!taget!små!kurser!i!væksthuse,!hos!kommuner!eller!skat!o.l.!!
!
!!!!!
Mange!har!lært!om!reglerne!når,!som!de!sidder!med!et!bilag,!som!de!ikke!kender!reglerne!om,!
og!så!begynder!de!at!søge!e2er!noget!viden,!om!den!her!type!udgi2.!
Hvor!holder!de!sig!opdateret:!!
En!del!af!gruppen!modtager!et!nyhedsbrev!fra!deres!revisor,!hvor!de!får!viden!om!ny!lovgivning.!
De!lærer!ikke,!hvordan!de!skal!bogføre!e2er!de!nye!regler,!men!de!bliver!opmærksomme!på,!at!
der!er!sket!noget!nyt!indenfor!et!område.!
Ellers!bliver!de!opmærksomme!på!nye!regler,!hvis!revisoren!eller!skat!finder!en!fejl!i!deres!
regnskaber.!Endelig!opdager!de!nye!regler,!når!de!sidder!med!konkrete!bilag,!der!skal!bogføres,!
og!som!de!kommer!i!tvivl!om.!Så!søger!de!på!google,!og!finder!så!de!nyeste!regler.!
!
!Især!er!det!på!de!store!revisionshuses!hjemmesider,!at!de!finder!hjælp.!Skats!hjemmeside!er!
for!kompliceret.!!
Hvis!deres!spørgsmål!kan!vente,!så!samler!de!spørgsmål!sammen!og!spørger!hos!netværk!eller!
ved!revisoren.!
!!

Forhold'7l'revisor:!
De!har!o2est!en!revisor!Jl!at!lave!e2erposteringer!og!udarbejde!årsregnskabet.!
!De!beholder!den!samme!revisor!i!lang!Jd,!og!selvom!de!bliver!i!tvivl!om,!hvorvidt!revisoren!
rådgiver!dem!rigJgt,!så!beholder!de!fortsat!revisoren.!!
!

!”!!Vi!spurgte!revisoren!om!vi!kunne!trække!procestøm!fra,!men!e6er!et!år,!var!der!stadig!ikke!
sket!noget.!Revisoren!gad!bare!ikke!tage!sig!af!det.!Hos!Skat!fandt!vi!ud!af,!at!vi!godt!kan!trække!
det!fra,!men!kun!3!år!?lbage,!selvom!fejlen!har!eksisteret!i!15!år.!Men!vi!fik!da!50.000!?lbage.!Så!
ski6ede!vi!revisor!?l!en!statsautoriseret,!men!vi!fik!sådan!en!dårlig!behandling.!Som!om!vi!var!et!
stort!selskab,!så!måHe!vi!?lbage!?l!den!gamle,!selvom!det!går!trægt.!!
!
De!føler!sig!nedprioriteret!af!revisorerne!Jl!fordel!for!de!større!selskaber!–!især!af!de!
statsautoriserede,!og!de!føler!at!de!er!nødt!Jl!at!”!
kende!regler!selv.!!
!

!”!Revisoren!kendte!ikke!reglerne!om!repræsenta?on!godt!nok.!Jeg!kan!godt!se,!at!revisoren!
skal!ind!i!mange!spidsfindige!detaljer!om!vores!virksomhed,!men!det!kostede!os!sidste!år!et!
kæmpe!beløb.!I!år!har!jeg!tænkt,!at!jeg!skal!kende!reglerne!ned!i!alle!hjørner.!!
Revisoren!er!specialiseret!i!områder.!De!områder,!de!ikke!kender!så!meget!Jl,!får!
virksomhederne!ikke!rigJg!hjælp!Jl.!!

Dorte på 47 arbejder i sin mands trykkerifirma. Hannes svigermor oplærte hende i bogføring for 20 år siden. Hun er uddannet fødselshjælper, 
men da hendes mand arvede trykkerifirmaet, overtog hun sin svigermors plads som bogfører. Hun bruger ca. 20 timer om ugen på bogføring, 
og resten af tiden er hun blæksprutte og betjener kunder, tager telefonen, laver kaffe og andre småopgaver. 

Lilli er 39 og er ansat som projektmedarbejder i et mindre konsulenthus. Hun er uddannet merkonom, og er den af de ansatte, som har bedst 
styr på det økonomiske. Hun har derfor påtaget sig at stå for bogføringen i virksomheden, og bruger ca. 7 timer om ugen på det. !

Hvilke'regler'og'procedurer'er'svære:!
Der!er!mange!både!moms!og!afdragsregler,!der!er!svære!for!gruppen.!Deres!individuelle!
hovedproblemer!varierer!e2er,!hvilken!virksomhed,!det!drejer!sig!om.!Nogle!af!reglerne!
ved!de!ikke,!at!de!gør!forkert,!og!nogle!af!reglerne!ved!de,!at!der!måske!er!noget!med,!
men!de!har!ikke!nogen!forventninger!om,!at!de!kan!gøre!det!helt!rigJgt.!
!!
!!!!!!Det!er!så!svært!–!også!med!kørselsfradrag!og!sådan.!Vi!har!en!gulpladebil!og!betaler!
moms!af!den,!men!du!må!ikke!hænge!mig!op!på!det.!
Eksempler!på!Jng!som!er!svære:!Om!noget!er!repræsentaJon!eller!reklame;!Hvordan!
beregnes!fradrag!for!strøm!og!hvilken!strøm!kan!trækkes!fra;!Indregistrering!af!
køretøjer,!gulpladebiler;!Hvilke!momssatser!og!på!hvad;!Forskellige!sondringer!i!moms!
og!ska?eregler.!Der!er!fradrag!for!moms!men!ikke!skat!i!forhold!Jl!privat!bolig!med!
arbejdsværelse!i;!Omkostningsfordeling!privat/virksomhed,!Moms!ved!handel!i!Eu!og!i!3.!
lande.!!!!!!!Jeg!køber!en!pose!kaffe!i!Ne?o,!og!noget!af!kaffen!drikkes!ved!kurser,!noget!
drikker!de!ansa?e,!noget!drikkes,!når!vi!holder!repræsentaJon,!og!noget!drikkes!af!
kunderne.!Der!er!4!forskellige!moms!og!fradragsregler!for!den!pose!kaffe.!
!
Hvilket'regnskabsprogram'bruges:!
Gruppen!bruger!generelt!et!regnskabsprogram,!og!mange!tager!den!kontoplan,!som!
ligger!i!programmet!allerede.!
Gennemførsel!af!bogføringsproces!
Generelt!har!denne!gruppe!faste!systemer!og!er!koncentrerede!i!bogføringssituaJonen.!
Hvert!enkelt!bilag!køres!e2er!en!fast!ruJne.!De!har!orden!i!mapperne.!Mappe!med!
betalte!bilag!og!ikke!betalte!bilag.!Alt!sæ?es!ind!i!mapper!med!det!samme.!
Hvor!meget!er!ejeren!og!andre!inde!i!systemet!
Ægtefællen!har!ikke!meget!styr!på!bogføringen!eller!regnskabsprogrammet.!Det!har!ikke!
den!store!interesse,!og!der!er!Jllid!Jl!at!den!medarbejdende!ægtefælle!bogfører!som!
denne!skal.!!
Der!kan!ske!fejl!i!systemet,!når!andre!i!virksomheden!skal!ind!over!bogføringen.!
Eksempelvis!hvis!en!medarbejder!har!købt!nogle!Jng!i!en!buJk,!eller!der!er!en!
følgefaktura!Jl!noget!vareindlevering,!så!kræver!det,!at!de!andre!ansa?e!i!virksomheden!
spiller!rigJgt!ind!Jl!ruJnerne!og!får!lagt!de!her!fakturaer!ind!på!kontoret.!De!har!o2e!
ikke!så!stort!fokus!på!at!sikre!systemet!omkring!bogføring,!fordi!det!ikke!interesserer.!
Hvem!sæ?er!kvalitetsniveauet!i!firmaet!og!hvor!høj!er!forventningen!Jl!egen!bogføring:!
Det!er!den!der!bogfører,!som!selv!sæ?er!niveauet!af!bogføringskvaliteten.!Hun!vil!gerne!
gøre!det!rigJgt,!og!giver!det!en!indsats,!men!er!ikke!sikker!på,!at!det!er!rigJgt…!!
Det!er!bl.a.!svært!at!finde!rundt!i,!hvilken!konto!Jng!skal!konteres!på.!Eks.!Er!et!ba?eri!
elektronik!eller!kontorarJkler!eller!en!småanskaffelse?!

!!!!!!!O6e!sidder!jeg!alene,!når!jeg!har!et!problem!med!et!
bilag,!og!så!googler!jeg.!!

!!!!!!Jeg!er!overrasket!over,!hvor!mange!penge,!man!skal!
tjene!for!at!få!noget!?l!sig!selv.”!”

”
”

!!!!!Jeg!kender!ikke!?l!reglerne!om!personalegoder,!så!
ind?l!videre!giver!vi!ikke!den!slags!i!firmaet!
!



few cultural differences. They ended up with persona descriptions from several coun-
tries as a reminder to the team that the product is used in different countries and cul-
tures.  

Finally we identified a case description by Windows International Program Man-
ager’s team in Pruitt and Adlin [9] where the team identified personas for each ethno-
graphic region and used a scoring on how different these were on selected parameters 
from the US personas. The team then defined the differences in the persona descrip-
tions in accordance to US. 

2 The study 

This paper reports from a qualitative study with 28 participants from 13 Danish com-
panies that are experiences in using the persona method. Their experiences range from 
6 month to more than 10 years. The study took place from October 2012 to January 
2013. The study focuses on the companies’ use of the persona method. The interviews 
are analyzed for statements on cross-cultural issues such as international personas that 
cover several nationalities and the use of the method in globally distributed design 
teams. 

2.1 Finding the companies  

In order to find the companies that have experience in using personas we used differ-
ent online channels such as: personas.dk, Infinit.dk and Linkedin groups such as User 
Centric Network, Service Design in Denmark, and Sigchi.dk, we advertised for com-
panies in two news letters respectively from Infinit and Sigchi.dk, and used word of 
mouth. 

To broaden the perspective and get companies outside of our own network compa-
nies were found by search on keywords such as: personas and usability.  

The intention was to cover public and private institutions, as well as large, middle-
sized and small companies. 

In the end we did interviews at public institutions: Danish Broadcast, The Royal 
Danish Library, The Danish Tax Authorities, Aarhus Libraries. Large private compa-
nies: Danske Bank, Microsoft Solutions, Safecom, and Widex. Middle sized private 
companies: Mjølner Informatics, AdviceDigital. And small private companies: Centre 
for Digital Pedagogy, Value-Creating Construction, and The Food Culture Zone. 

2.2 Method of analysis 

The participants were asked to describe their processes of work: how they collect and 
use data, and how they design and use the personas. 

In line with Kvale’s [12] advice to start the analysis already when interviewing we 
began identifying the recurring issues of working with personas in a global setting 
already in the interview situations. Furthermore we recorded the interviews in the 
audio transcription tool F4 and while listening to the interviews, passages focusing on 



use of personas in an international or global perspective, were identified through the 
method of condensation [12]. The condensed transcripts have been analyzed, first for 
statements on use and use situations, secondly for statements on global issues.  

Then the statements were mapped into categories, in order to identify which bene-
fits, challenges, and problems the companies face when using personas within an 
international setting. Moreover which strategies they use to overcome the challenges.  

As this study is part of a larger project about the use of personas in general, it has 
been possible in all phases of the analysis to compare the national and international 
perspective thus to identify the additional problems and benefits of the method when 
companies face an international user group. 

3 Findings 

3.1 The value of personas 

In general the benefits of using personas for design are viewed from a strategic level 
and with a production perspective.  

C11: "We are still quite technically oriented and quite nerdy when we develop 
things. And now it's the customer's needs that are described first. I'm not say-
ing this happens in all the cases, but it is a step towards it. This is totally dif-
ferent from what we did before. And personas has helped to understand what 
kind of needs it is you have to cover.”  

On a strategic level the benefits are:  

• It provides guidance in the development process as it enables a focus on user needs 
instead of project participants’ likings.  

• The focus on user needs improves the definition of the project.   
• In the decision making process the scenarios creates a clear understanding of what 

the users need and what goals the company wants to achieve. 
• In the discussions the project participants’ implicit understandings becomes explic-

it.  
• A participant from IT consultancy mentions that they use the method to confront 

their clients with their lack of visions. 

From a production perspective the benefits are:  

• When working agile it helps prioritizing user stories1.  
• The method creates an understanding of how the product creates value for the end-

users.  
• The personas are used to create use cases and scenarios. 

                                                             
1 User stories are short descriptions of functionalities [13]. 



3.2 The value of persona in an international perspective 

The benefits of the method are perceived as being even bigger in the companies with 
a global audience and globally distributed project teams. The perceived values of the 
persona method are several. One benefit of the method mentioned by all participants 
is its ability to create a common language and a shared understanding of who the us-
ers are.  
 

C12: “One thing is for sure, it has provided a common language. It might 
sound a bit like a cliché, but it really is a common language. I get quite warm 
at heart when you sit in a meeting where you hardly know anybody, and then 
somebody says: "Well, would Alex think like this?" Then we all know whom 
we're talking about, we know the audience, and whom we address - just be-
cause of the name. It is a common language and I think it is enormously im-
portant – this goes across our department and reaches out to our subsidiary 
companies." 
 

For large corporations the benefits are twofold: a shared language to discuss and 
talk about users that are nationally and culturally diverse, and a shared understanding 
across departments and national borders. 

3.3 Data 

The participants from companies that have an international audience describe it as 
especially challenging to get enough data and to know when there is enough data. 
They try to solve this by collecting data from different parts of the world, but none of 
the participants have data from all of the markets they address. Thus the major chal-
lenges become to get enough data, to get the right data, and to know when there is 
enough data to cover all the important aspects. 

In particular it is mentioned that there is a difference making personas for a West-
ern context and an Asian. Data on Asian users are hard to come by as this knowledge 
is not easy accessible and it is expensive to get data from countries were the Danish 
companies do not have any offices. Furthermore, from a Danish perspective, it is 
experienced that the cultural differences between the Danish and the Asian users are 
larger than those between Danish and European users. This in common makes it diffi-
cult to develop personas for Asian users. 

3.4 Persona descriptions 

The companies who have users from different countries experience it as especially 
challenging to create persona descriptions. They often look at specific national differ-
ences that are connected to:  

• IT knowledge and use,  
• Internet access,  
• Language skills,  



• Level of education,  
• Different levels of autonomy in the companies and how management is dis-

tributed. 

3.5 Strategies for the descriptions 

There are mainly two strategies to address the challenges of a global target group: 
One strategy is to develop persona descriptions that represent users from different 
countries (e.g. one Finnish, one Polish, etc.), sometimes with the additional infor-
mation that some personas may be more prevalent in some regions than in others. 
Another strategy is to have descriptions that are so general that they can fit a wide 
variety of countries. Finally some companies try to combine the two strategies, by 
dividing the persona descriptions into an overall part and a part that singles out na-
tional differences. In the descriptions the global perspective can be observed in both 
naming and the connected images. 
 

C8: "She is from Frankfurt, one is from Poland and one is from Norway. [...] 
We have just said to ourselves in order to create a broad representation of us-
ers and contacts we must have some personas from around the world. 
Whereupon we asked the question to our reference group: "Do we need per-
sonas from around the world?" They certainly thought so. They said it makes 
good sense as we sell worldwide. [...] It is not randomly selected countries, 
they are chosen to represent several countries." 

3.6 Strategies for naming 

Names are internationalized to cover a broad international group. There seems to be a 
common understanding that if the name is English; such as Anna, Elizabeth, or Rob-
ert, it can refer to any culture or nationality, regardless of an Eastern or Western con-
text.  When using the strategy of heightening the national awareness the personas are 
given specific national names, in order for the reader to deduce the nationality from 
the name, e.g. a concrete Finnish name such as Pekka. 

3.7 Strategies for images 

As with the names the images that accompany the persona description follow the 
strategies either to point to a specific nationality or to suppress identification of a 
specific nationality. For the first strategy the photos represent different types, e.g. 
Asians, Africans, and Europeans. In order to suppress national characteristics the 
persona illustrations are typically of Western appearance, or they are intentionally 
blurred or drawings with no national and typological characteristics.  

One company chose to not have illustrations at all. According to the participants 
the company had discussed and agreed upon that a photo of a person from a specific 
country would hinder empathy and create a distance to the persona, if the project 
member were not from the same country. The same company had interestingly 



enough decided to create personas where the name and the description had specific 
national characteristics. They did however not consider that a text would hinder em-
pathy in the way that a photo will. 
3.8 Lack of experience  

Based on internal considerations and discussions each company develops their own 
strategy, but does not have any research on if and why the strategy works. They are 
aware of the fact that they lack evidence of the usefulness of the applied strategy both 
from company cases and research. 

4 Conclusion  

There is no doubt that companies with diverse international customers and companies 
with globally distributed teams perceive the use of personas as beneficial. The experi-
enced benefits are larger than when the companies operate solely in a national con-
text. 

The benefits are two-fold: as a common point of reference for the many different 
departments and as a common understanding of the diverse user groups. For the last 
mentioned benefit the method furthermore prevents project participants to use own 
local experiences on the international audience. 

In line with the sparse literature we saw several strategies applied in the descrip-
tions 1) to create descriptions that could fit all nationalities (read: Western cultures) 2) 
to create country specific descriptions, 3) to create descriptions that fit all nationali-
ties, but with additional culture specific information. 

Even though the companies perceive personas for an international audience as ben-
eficial, the described strategies hold difficulties. The strategy to create descriptions 
that fit all might result in superficial descriptions, this both because of sparse 
knowledge of all international user groups and the attempt to converse the diversity in 
the user groups. When coupling nationality with persona description the risk is that 
the focus on nationality might not be comprehensive and the differences among the 
personas are perceived as national, even though the differences might lie elsewhere. 
For the strategy of creating descriptions that fit all, but with additional culture specific 
information, the descriptions run the risk of being very long and confusing. 

We found that there are great benefits of the persona method, but the understanding 
of the different strategies applied still needs to be investigated further. 

The sparse literature on cross-cultural personas is of no help, it deals with commu-
nication of different national user groups to designers that might be distant from the 
end-users, but none includes distributed design teams in the studies. Proctor et. al. 
[14] propose to look into the cross-cultural decision-making processes in the phases 
of design, adoption, use, and support. In line with this and to support the companies 
we need to further investigate: how data can be efficiently gathered and analyzed for 
cross-cultural personas and we need to look at how they are perceived and used in 



globally distributed teams. Finally we need to develop different methods to describe 
international personas. 
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