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Abstract. Personas are often created based on user interviews. Yet, researchers
rarely make their interview questions publicly available or justify how they were
chosen. We manually extract 276 interview questions and categorize them into
10 themes, making this list publicly available for researchers and practitioners.
We also demonstrate an approach of using natural language processing to assist
in selecting persona interview questions for a given use case.
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1 Introduction

A persona is a fictitious person describing a real user or customer segment [1]. Personas
are presented as profiles containing key information about a particular user segment,
such as goals, needs, and wants [2]. Personas are used for multiple purposes, such as
communicating information about the users within teams [3], aligning preconceptions
with reality [4], and to better understand user needs for requirements engineering [5].

The approaches to persona creation include qualitative [6], quantitative (including
algorithmic or data-driven personas [7-9]), and mixed methods [10]. Most often, per-
sonas are created using qualitative methods [6, 10]. In such cases, the data is collected
via ethnographic means, field studies, or interviews [6]. Out of all of these, interviews
are often preferred because they can be easily implemented.

After the persona creators have decided their methodological approach (e.g., quali-
tative) and data collection means (e.g., interviews), they typically consider what infor-
mation the persona profile contains. This selection process is referred to as persona
information design [11], defined as selection of information elements (attributes, char-
acteristics) that the finalized persona profiles will communicate to their users. Ideally,
the persona information design process is driven by the information needs of the even-
tual persona users, such as software developers, designers, and business managers.

Persona information design deals with the fundamental question of what information
personas should contain. As personas are often created based on user interviews [6, 12],
practitioners frequently ask for a comprehensive list of persona interview questions. In
this research, we offer a meta-synthesis of common persona interview questions,



identified from top-ranking search results on Google. The results offer 276 interview
questions categorized into 10 themes. We provide suggestions on how researchers and
practitioners can select the appropriate questions for their particular persona use case.

Our contribution addresses the challenge in HCI, and in the field of personas, that
designers often have too many interview questions to choose from. Our data collection
shows that, even when using a limited number of nine sources, one ends up with a list
of more than two-hundred possible questions. This excessive variety and dimensional-
ity of potential interview questions results in a daunting paradox of choice for those
creating personas, especially to those that are less inexperienced, such as students and
novices, with the method and, therefore, less certain of what questions to include in
their user interviews. As such, our contribution offers help and guidance for researchers
and practitioners dealing with the challenge of persona information design.

2 Related Literature

Persona design is discussed in several textbooks [1, 2, 6, 10]. All of these sources men-
tion interviews as a form of data collection for persona creation. According to Google
Scholar, “persona information design” is explicitly mentioned by three studies: [9, 11,
13]. These studies briefly mention the concept, defining it as the choice of what infor-
mation to include in the persona profiles (regardless of the source of data).

The generic persona creation process, when using interviews, is as follows [6]:

Use case definition = Persona information design = Interview question selection
- Conducting interview > Analyzing the results > Creating the persona profiles

First, one defines the use case that gives motivation and explains why personas are
needed (e.g., “we need to improve employee satisfaction and believe that using per-
sonas to understand our employees would be useful”). Second, the information design
of the personas is defined — what do we want to know about the people the personas
portray? (e.g., employee pain points, their life situation, their decision making). This
will result in the identification of various information elements to include in the per-
sonas. Then, we operationalize these information elements by creating a list of inter-
view questions. This is followed by the interviews, the transcription and analysis of the
results, and the creation (write-up) of the persona profiles [6].

Reviewing past works reveals a consistent pattern wherein researchers have con-
structed personas based on user interviews but have not disclosed their interview ques-
tions. For instance, in their work to understand users for product design, DiMicco and
Mann [14] created three personas from interviews but there was no mention of the
questions used. On similar lines, Gao et al. [15], Chang et al. [16], Falk et al. [17], Antle
[18], and Sharbatdar et al. [19] conducted studies to understand medical prenatal care
users, language learners, decision makers in the oil and gas industry, children, and
transportation management practitioners, respectively, and created several personas but
there was no mention of the interview questions applied.

Therefore, a consistent pattern in prior works is that researchers rarely disclose the
interview questions which were used to collect data for making personas. Not only does




this make replication of their studies difficult, but also leaves practitioners with a gap
of knowledge, as academic sources do not explicitly recommend specific interview
questions. Our study addresses this issue by proposing a systematic approach of iden-
tifying persona interview questions.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data Collection

We searched Google to identify lists of persona interview questions. A search using
“persona interview questions” yields 13,900 results in Google (29,100,000 results with-
out brackets). We chose six sources based on (a) high rank in Google and (b) exten-
siveness of the list of questions. We then manually collected all the questions from each
source website and stored them in a spreadsheet. This yielded 350 questions. These
were manually screened to remove duplicates, i.e., asking the same question twice. In
total, 74 (21.1%) duplicates were found and removed. After the screening process, 276
questions remained. The original and the final list of questions after applying the
screening criteria have been made available in the Supplementary Material .

3.2 Classifying the Questions

The remaining 276 questions were classified under ten themes (see Table 1). A theme
taxonomy was created based on abduction, i.e., a qualitative technique which involves
using both pre-existing knowledge and also analyzing the emerging properties of the
data [20]. In our case, we made use of (a) the authors’ pre-existing knowledge of per-
sona information content, and (b) the emerging communalities in the question material.

In this process, one of the researchers created the themes and categorized the ques-
tions under these themes. The other two researchers independently commented on the
validity and definitions given by the first researcher for each theme. In Table 1, we
present the different themes which emerged during our analysis along with a short de-
scription of the theme. At this stage, the definitions became more precise, e.g., ‘Life
Situation’ was described as day-to-day life of the users. Themes I (Marketing Team)
and J (Sales Team) could be seen as subthemes of D (Work Life). However, since the
questions of these sub-themes were very specific to their respective professions, we
decided to represent them as separate themes as well in the current work.

Table 1. Themes for the interview questions.

ID  Theme This theme contains questions about... N (%)

A Demographics the most basic questions that form the basis of the persona, 9(3.3%)
such as age, gender, family size, income, occupation, race,
religion, education, and so on.

B Life Situation the general day-to-day life of the users. As well as offering 79 (28.6%)
insights into their personality, these questions reveal what
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1D Theme This theme contains questions about... N (%)
products and services users are likely to be interested in and
what would be useful to them.

C School Life the lives of users during their school days. What subjects did 18 (6.5%)
they take, what extracurricular activities they participated in,
what kind of school they attended and so on.

D Work Life the users’ working life such as their current job, position, ca- 72 (26.1%)
reer goals, obstacles, and solutions in their job.
E Decision Making  the users’ process of making decisions. This involves, e.g., 20 (7.2%)

goals to be achieved, problem awareness, evaluation of op-
tions, decision-making styles, and post-decision behavior.
F Information the channels users obtain information from. Do they go 20 (7.2%)
Sources online, prefer to learn in-person, or rely on newspapers and
magazines? If they are online learners, do they visit social
networks? Google? Which sources do they trust the most --
friends, family, coworkers, or industry experts?
G Consumer Habits  the habits and preferences of the users when buying products 36 (13.0%)
and making other consumption choices.
H

Pain Points the problems faced by the users and how organizations can 11 (4.0%)
see and find solutions to these problems.
I Marketing Team  information related to the work of marketing team members. 7 (2.5%)
J Sales Team information related to the work of sales team members. 4 (1.4%)
NOTE: N indicates the number of questions in the theme N =276

Since personas are widely used in different fields such as sales, marketing, and e-com-
merce [21-25], the themes in Table 1 reflect the questions which can be used in these
different fields for creating personas specific to the fields. Thus, our work can have a
wide impact on not just design practice but also other professions.

3.3 Clustering the Questions

The number of questions in Table 1 seem excessive — it does not appear realistic to ask
79 questions from a user relating to their life situation. Therefore, we need to trim down
the list. This was accomplished by setting a maximum number of questions to ask under
each theme. This way, the total number of questions will not exceed the maximum
number multiplied by the number of themes selected for a specific use case.

We set the maximum to five questions. For example, if five themes were selected,
the maximum number of questions would be 5 x 5 =25 questions, which is reasonable
number of questions for a user interview [26, 27].

Next, we will need to decide how to choose the representative five questions from
each theme. For this study, we opted for using Natural Language Processing (NLP).
Specifically, we used Roberta-Large?, a transformer-based model. In brief, the trans-
former enables us to transform the questions into numerical format in a 1024-dimen-
sional space where each dimension describes a position in the vector space relative to
other questions. The NLP model computes the semantic similarity between each ques-
tion under each theme — the meaning of two questions is similar when the numerical
distance is low, and dissimilar when the distance is high [28].

To avoid a situation in which the very similar questions would appear among the
Top-5 questions of a theme, we apply clustering on the word embeddings given by the

2 https://huggingface.co/roberta-large
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transformer model. By creating five clusters from each theme (apart from ‘Sales Infor-
mation,” which only contains four questions, all of which will be selected), we can en-
sure that the chosen questions are separate from the other questions.

4 Results

4.1 Use Case Definition

In this part, we address the question, “How to use the themes to select the final interview
questions?”. For this, we created three fictitious scenarios to demonstrate how the
themes can be used for persona information design:

e Scenario 1: A startup company wants to develop a software product for enterprise
users. (Use case: product development)

e Scenario 2: A corporation wants to understand how their salespeople work and how
to help them in their daily work. (Use case: employee support)

e Scenario 3: Marketers want to understand their potential target market in order to
better market products for them. (Use case: marketing)

We selected the themes for each scenario (see Table 2) by considering the typical in-
formation needs of stakeholders facing the decision-making scenario. For the first sce-
nario, as the target users are enterprise users, ‘Work Life’ is a relevant theme. Other
relevant themes include ‘Decision Making’ and ‘Pain Points,” as these themes help to
understand the target users’ needs and thinking. For the second scenario, important
themes are ‘Life Situation’ (provides background information about the persons),
‘Work Life’ (informs about how they see their work role), ‘Pain Points’ (what concerns
they have), and ‘Sales Team’ (specific questions about the sales profession). For the
third scenario, the chosen themes include ‘Demographics’ (important for a marketing
use cases), ‘Decision Making’ (to understand how the target market thinks), ‘Infor-
mation Sources’ (to understand where they get their information from), and ‘Consumer
Habits’ (to understand consumer behavior). Since the first scenario has three themes,
the number of questions will be 3 x 5 = 15. The second scenario has four themes, so
the number of questions will be 4 x 5 = 20. The third scenario also has four themes, but
‘Sales Team’ only contains four questions, so there will be a total of 19 questions.

Table 2. Identification of interview question themes based on the example use case scenarios.

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3
Demographics X
Life Situation X
School Life
Work Life X X
Decision Making X X
Information Sources
Consumer Habits X
Pain Points X X
Marketing Team
Sales Team X

>




4.2

The Final Questions

Table 3 shows the final questions for the three persona scenarios. As described in Sec-
tion 3.3, a representative question was selected from each selected them based on the
similarity scores obtained using NLP. The similarity scores for each question are pro-
vided in the Supplementary Material®.

Table 3. Questions inferred by mapping persona information themes with scenarios and then
using NLP to infer representative questions from each theme.

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3
Work Life Life Situation Demographics
What job are you currently do-  Tell us about your family life. What is your name?
ing? What hobbies (if any) do you Are you male or female?
What is a typical workday like  have? Which city were you born in?
for you? Do you regularly go on vaca- What is your current occupation?

What’s important to you and
what's driving the change?
What kind of customer or user
information do you need?

How often do you buy high
ticket items? (for work)

tions?

What type of indulgent or luxu-
rious purchases do you make?
Do you tend to break or follow
rules?

What is your income?

Decision Making

Work Life

Decision Making

What are the goals you’re trying
to achieve?

Who do you consult with and
trust for advice and information?
What is your decision-making
process when planning on buy-
ing [your product/service]?

(If a customer) Why did you
choose [your company] over an-
other company? (If not a cus-
tomer) Why did you choose X
Company over us?

What is most important to you
when selecting a vendor?

What job are you currently do-
ing?

What is a typical workday like
for you?

What’s important to you and
what's driving the change?
What kind of customer or user
information do you need?

How often do you buy high
ticket items? (for work)

What are the goals you're trying
to achieve?

Who do you consult with and
trust for advice and information?
What is your decision-making
process when planning on buying
[your product/service]?

(If a customer) Why did you
choose [your company] over an-
other company? (If not a cus-
tomer) Why did you choose X
Company over us?

What is most important to you
when selecting a vendor?

Pain Points

Pain Points

Information Sources

What is the most frustrating part
of your day?

What is the worst customer ser-
vice experience you've ever
had?

What do you enjoy most?

What makes you nervous?

What is your least favorite part
of your job?

What is the most frustrating part
of your day?

What is the worst customer ser-
vice experience you've ever
had?

What do you enjoy most?

What makes you nervous?

What is your least favorite part
of your job?

Sales Team

How adept are you at using tech-
nology?
Do you use any social media
websites?
Which search engine do you use
the most? What’s your process
for finding something online?
Who do you ask for product/ser-
vice recommendations?
What websites or publications do
you read regularly?

Consumer Habits

What types of customers do you
typically meet?

Think back on a recent purchase.
How did you research the pur-
chase? What factors were most
important to you in evaluating

3 https://www.dropbox.com/s/uwshanbm674a5ui/supporting%20material INTERACT .xIsx?dl=0



Scenario 1

Scenario 2

Scenario 3

Why do different types of cus-
tomers typically make a pur-
chase?

What reasons do customers cite
for selecting your business over
a competitor?

your options? What doubts did
you have? Did anyone help you
make the final decision?

What’s your preferred method of
communication? Emailing, tex-
ting, using an app (such as

What are the most common ob-  WhatsApp), or do you prefer to
jections you hear? pick up the phone?
Do you shop online?
Are you willing to make the pur-
chase by alternative means, or is
there only one means by which
you are happy or able to buy?
What could we do to reach more
people just like you?

Some fine-tuning was conducted for the final presentation. The questions that referred
to ‘they’ instead of ‘you’ were changed to ‘you’ for consistency (e.g., “What job are
they currently doing?” - “What job are you currently doing?”). If the top question in
a theme was a follow-up from another question, we skipped it and selected the question
with the next highest similarity score. We also skipped personal and potentially sensi-
tive questions regarding income (“How much are they worth?”, “How much do they
earn?”) and religion (“Were you raised in a religious household? If yes, which religion
were you raised under?”’) as not everyone might be comfortable in answering these.
Since Cluster 4 of ‘Life Situation’ only contained questions about religion, we chose
instead two questions from the largest cluster (Cluster 3).

4.3  Evaluation and Guidance for Application

Even though we have tried to be exhaustive in the questions for each scenario, some
questions may or may not make sense to all researchers. For instance, Question 5 (the
high-ticket item) does not seem directly relevant in Scenario 1, but other questions do
seem to make sense. For Scenario 3, the two first questions can be considered optional,
as this information may either not be pertinent (name) or can be observed in the inter-
view situation (gender). Overall, a best practice is to conduct a manual ‘sanity check’
for the questions before conducting the interviews. This is because an “Al-generated”
approach that uses algorithms might miss specific contextual and cultural nuances im-
portant for a given use case [29, 30].

5 Discussion

5.1 Research Contribution

The current work can help both practitioners and researchers to find inspiration and
justification when creating or selecting their persona interview questions. make all the
questions — original, deduplicated, and final lists — publicly available. We hope this



inspires others to make their interview questions more transparent, and to build upon
this effort to support the research community.

Based on the use case, persona creators can select different combinations of persona
information themes. For example, picking A+B+F (see IDs in Table 1) that combines
demographics, life situation, and information sources might yield very different per-
sonas than E+H (decision making and pain points). By combining the different themes,
one can create alternative “lenses” of user understanding. Future development could
include an online tool that recommends persona interview questions based on the user’s
selection of themes. Currently, the same can be accomplished by sorting the spreadsheet
provided in the Supplementary Material* for theme and cluster, and then selecting the
questions with the highest similarity score.

5.2  Limitations, Future Research, and Theorization

Whilst we focus on three persona scenarios, there are many more use cases for personas
where the approach we suggested could be tested. Moreover, it would be interesting to
see other researchers’ take on how to organize the themes into original persona types.
In this regard, one idea we offer is the concept of instrumental and intrinsic personas.
It can be said that when personas are instrumental, they contain information for a spe-
cific goal. While this is compatible with Cooper’s idea of goal-oriented design [1], there
are other, alternative ways of seeing personas, most prominently the idea that personas
are immersive portrayals of users that have value in unexpected ways.

Therefore, the question of “what is a complete persona profile?” can be addressed in
different ways — the goal-oriented approach postulate that a persona profile is complete
when it contains all the necessary information that the persona user needs [13]. In turn,
the intrinsic view postulates that defining the user’s information needs a prior may not
be feasible or even possible, resulting in either the presumption that “completeness” is
impossible, or at least it is understood much more broadly than one may think.

Finally, the persona technique may benefit from different data sources [31] and in-
terviews are only one type of data. Therefore, creating personas using only interviews
may not result in representative personas.

6 Conclusion

Interviews are a popular data collection technique for persona creation. Literature offers
little guidance on what questions to include when interviewing users. In turn, the blog-
osphere offers hundreds, if not thousands of possible questions. Those that are new to
personas, are therefore pinned between too little and too much information. We demon-
strated an approach of collecting a large base of questions, manually categorizing them
to themes, and then applying NLP techniques to create a manageable list of questions
that corresponds to specific use cases. This approach can be applied by researchers and
practitioners alike when choosing interview questions for persona creation.

4 ibid.
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