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Overview

Effective product management requires practitioners to solve lucrative customer problems that drive 
significant value for businesses over a period of time. By this very definition, product management 
practitioners have a long and arduous task ahead to ensure that he or she fulfils this commitment 
to the business.

There are proven strategic product management methods that will assist product managers meet 
this commitment. At brainmates, our Product Delivery Cycle and Day-to-Day Product Management 
methodology provides a structure that defines the tools and activities that help companies deliver 
profitable products and services. 

A key tool in the toolbox is the “User Persona”.

User Personas are “archetypal” customers of a product or service.

User Personas bridge the gap between an abstract target market group and real customers. 
Developing a persona helps product managers focus on the goals, motivations and behaviours 
of their target customer and provides a meaningful way of focussing on the whole target  
market group. 

According to Tina Calabria of Step Two Design1 , they act as “stand-ins” for real customers. 
Personas help product managers identify problems, and as such offer product or service solutions 
to solve those problems.

1KM Column, An Introduction to Personas and How to Create Them, March 2004
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Benefits of Creating a User Persona

User Personas force product managers to think of someone other than themselves or their friends 
when developing new products and services. It distils the target market that may contain hundreds 
or thousands of people into a single person that the rest of the business can begin to relate to and 
understand. 

More importantly, using a Persona extracts the customer’s end goals. Whilst we’re interested in 
the customer’s background, lifestyle and attitudes, we’re also keen on their goals and what their 
intentions are. 

Further, User Personas provide a focal point and help solve disagreements over product decisions. 
Without a persona everyone involved will bring their own ideas of who the customer is. Using a 
persona forces them to ask the question “What would Jack (the persona) do?

User Personas also have the additional benefit of offering product managers solid evidence against 
other internal interest groups within the business that tend to make snap decisions about what they 
would like to include in the product solution. 

“What would Jack  
(the persona) do?”



Tony Zambito2 sums it up nicely, the real value is in uncovering profound unarticulated insights and 
the not-so-obvious goals

210 Rules for Buyer Persona Development www.buyerpersonainsights.com April 2010
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So, why is this important? Why is it 
important to know the customer?

Knowing the customer helps 
businesses make the right product 
decisions and deliver value to the 
customer. If the customer’s needs are 
met and customers are satisfied with 
the product offering, the business 
will stand-out from the competition. 
Ultimately, developing a persona to 
drive product development leads to 
revenue generation and business 
prosperity.
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A User Persona Does Not Limit the Market 

Alan Cooper of Cooper Consulting3 says that creating a User Persona is “counter logical” given 
that the product manager is focused on creating a product or a service for essentially “1” person. 

But, whilst it may feel that having a User Persona limits the market and hence the product’s 
success, having a User Persona of “1” actually enhances the product manager’s ability to deliver a 
product that meets the target customer’s goals. Focussing on delivering the best service or product 
for that “1” person means that you will engage successfully with customers that have the same 
goals and characteristics as your User Persona. 

A Little History

The term User Person was coined by Alan Cooper in 1998 in his book, The Inmates are Running 
the Asylum. User Personas were borne to prevent software from being designed in an ad hoc, 
random or even accidental manner by engineers, product managers, marketers or anyone else 
in the organisation with an opinion. User Personas emerged to stop products from being feature 
driven and instead, user driven. 

Since that time, much has been written about personas. Analysts from Forrester have waded into 
the discussion4, academics and practitioners that contribute to the blog boxesandarrows.com have 
provided much insight into personas. 

Product managers and user experience designers have used or are piloting User Personas to fuel 
the ideation and development process, creating physical products, retail experiences, software 
applications, websites and much more. 

3The Origin of Personas www.cooper.com August 2003
4Forrester Research Executive Q&A: Design Personas, December 2003



Types of User Personas

There are several types of user personas that can be created by the product management 
practitioner. These may be developed independently or in tandem and each provides different 
insights that can help in product design, development and deployment.

1. Primary Persona

The Primary Persona describes the fictional customer that your product targets. When developing 
products or services, product managers should unashamedly focus on the Primary Persona. Don’t 
be distracted by the needs of other ‘satellite’ customers who you think may buy and or use your 
product or service. 

Ideally, product managers should create both a Primary User Persona and a Primary Buyer 
Persona. For many products, they may be the same individual but in some cases they may be 
different individuals. For example, in the case of a children’s toy the user is a child but the buyer 
is likely to be the parent and each has different needs and wants.  Similarly, enterprise software 
is usually purchased by an IT Manager but employees of that company are users of the software.  

The concept of the Buyer Persona can be traced to Angela Quail and Tony Zambito (Goal Centric, 
2002). David Meerman-Scott, the author of The New Rules of Marketing and PR (2007) took this 
concept mass market. 

The differentiation in the personas is important to ensure that the product appeals to both the 
buyer and the user. 
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“Ideally, product managers should 
create both a Primary User Persona 
and a Primary Buyer Persona.“
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2. Secondary Persona

A Secondary Persona is someone whose needs and goals can be considered during the development 
of the product or service. However, their needs are ancillary to those of the Primary Persona.  

According to Bonnie Rind of Pragmatic Marketing, the Secondary Persona is another user of the 
product or service, one for whom product managers should make accommodations so long as the 
Primary Persona’s experience is not compromised.

Very little has been written about Secondary Buyer Personas largely because it is often assumed that 
only one person makes the final decision to purchase the product or service. After much thought, it 
can be argued that there many cases in which two people are part of the buying decision process; 
a Primary Buyer Persona and a Secondary Buyer Persona. 

The bank mortgage used to fund the purchase of a house is a product that is often purchased 
following involvement of a married or de facto couple.

The Primary Buyer Persona may consult with a Secondary Buyer Persona whose thoughts about the 
product or service are usually included in the buying decision mix. If this is the case, it’s important 
to show some consideration for the Secondary Buyer Persona’s goals and needs whilst ensuring 
the Primary Buyer Persona’s goals are not jeopardised.  

3. Negative Persona

A Negative Persona helps product managers to understand the type of customer that the product 
or service is NOT targeting. In many cases it can be easier to start off by defining who the product 
is not for and take a step-by-step approach to eliminate these non-customers.

Creation of a Negative Persona is a good tool to use during the product development process to 
help you stay focused. If the product or feature is more suitable for the Negative Persona, make 
sure it’s not included in the final product release because it won’t appeal to the target market. 

4. Group or Family Persona

Kuniavsky5 co founder of Adaptive Path extended the concept of the User Persona and created 
Group Personas. His main premise for developing Group Personas is that there are products and 
services that are consumed as a group rather than individually. An example of such a service is 
the amusement park. According to Kuniavsky, people rarely go alone to amusement parks and 
they don’t make decisions alone. Needs and desires are negotiated in a group, not expressed 
individually. To develop a Group Persona, Kuniavsky recommends sketching out individual 
personas first as building blocks for the Group Persona.

5Extending a Technique: Group Personas www.boxesandarrows April 2004
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When to Create User Personas

As a product manager, creation of User Personas should be completed during the Product Planning 
stage before embarking on the Market Requirements. 

The Market Requirements articulates the customers’ requirements, which may include both the 
buyers and users of the product or service. So, it’s best to ensure that there is a solid understanding 
of the “customer” before preparing requirements that feeds into the product or service solution. 

Importantly, product managers should validate all other deliverables be it product requirements, 
value proposition, product launch plans, marketing messages against the User Persona. This 
activity adds rigour to the Product Management process and ensures that all outputs meet the 
customer’s needs. 
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How to Create User Personas

Personas don’t magically materialise over lunch. Cooper (2004) states that User Personas are 
discovered as a by-product of the investigation process. We merely make up their names and 
personal details. 

Creating User Personas requires a combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis. Tony 
Zambito (2010) argues that creating Personas is not just a quantitative exercise. Qualitative and 
experiential analysis is the foundation. 

1. Market Segmentation 

From a product management point of view, market segmentation is a necessary activity that is 
required to understand the size of the market and more importantly, if there is a lucrative and 
lasting opportunity within that market. 

2. Customer Research

Once a particular segment has been identified, product managers should conduct research which 
may include a combination of customer visits and interviews, customer observation and questioning, 
focus groups, eye tracking and of course the use of previous and or current quantitative and 
qualitative research reports. 

David Kelly6 of IDEO advises to take a step beyond listening to customers. Customers he says, 
can’t always articulate – or may not even know - what a product or experience lacks. It is crucial 
for Product Managers immerse themselves in their customers’ world. 

This may not always be feasible. 

George Olsen7 supports using ‘User Surrogates’ and ‘Informants or Interpreters’ if product 
managers are not able interview or observe customers directly. ‘User Surrogates’ include the 
Product Trainer and Domain Experts whilst ‘Informants’ include sales, marketing or other types of 
employees within the organisation. 

Olsen advises using these sources of information with caution. 

Research is the most important part of developing the User Persona. A User Persona needs 
substance and cannot materialise out of the product manager’s imagination. 

6Smarter by Design www.newsweek.com May 2010
7Persona Creation and Usage Toolkit www.interactionbydesign March 2004



3. Create the Persona 

Once you’ve done your initial research, you can begin creating your User Persona. 

Simply start with a name and if desired, include a photo of your User Persona. 

More importantly, when developing User Personas, we must clearly articulate the specific goals of 
this person. By defining the persona’s goal, product managers will better understand what the end 
product needs to achieve. Without a goal the persona is pointless. This is where some people may 
misuse personas. Without a goal, User Personas may end up being a ‘happy face’ that represents 
a demographic that cannot actually help during the product design.

Whilst some practitioners such as Tony Zambito (2010) do not seem to support the use of internal 
interviews with Customer Service, Technical Support Staff and or Sales Teams, there is value in 
speaking with staff. They may be able to validate certain characteristics of your User Persona. 
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Olsen suggests providing the following types  
of information for your User Persona:

• Geographic Profile

• Demographic Profile

• Technical Experience

• Attitudes to Job/Task/Technology
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Persona Beware!

Don’t over populate the details of the character. There is a delicate balance that needs to be 
established when creating a User Persona. Too much unnecessary detail can imply more information 
than the target market definition provides which may result in a solution that is simply not required 
by your User Persona.

There is still a great opportunity to add personality to the Persona definition to give them the 
character and background that will help internal stakeholders develop the relationship with the 
Persona.

To differentiate these two types of embellishment ask how a particular trait correlates to either 
the target market definition or the motivation for the persona goals. If there is no correlation 
remove these traits or indicate that they are only used for “colour” and should not be significant 
considerations for any design decisions.

So when you create your Persona remember:

• Represent a  focused market segment

• Have a clear and measurable goal

• Ensure that the goal is relevant to the product or service that your product is expecting to deliver

Most importantly, don’t forget to use your User Persona as a tool during the product design and 
development process. 

Conclusion

The use of Personas within product management can help internal and external stakeholders 
understand the target market and customers. These ‘characters’ bring life to otherwise dry and 
complex statistics and profiles.  They transform data and details into true insight. They help 
the Product Manager develop a suitable product for the target market and articulate the value 
proposition in a way that resonates with the customer.

Importantly, Personas emerge from customer insights, from observation, real facts and important 
information about the target market. User Personas that are created without substance may derail 
the requirements and the product solution. 

Ultimately, User Personas must make a difference in a business. Whilst we advocate that a User 
Persona is a powerful tool to be used to guide business decisions, if the company culture is such 
that the User Persona will be mocked or ignored, our advice is “Don’t Bother!” with the persona. 



Characters at work 
User Personas in product management

www.brainmates.com.au    +61 (2) 9232 8147

With over fifteen years of experience in product management, Adrienne Tan is the co-founder of 
brainmates, a boutique product management and marketing agency based in Sydney, Australia. 
Adrienne has helped to lead and coordinate product development in a range of industries with 
clients such as AUSTAR, Fairfax Digital, Veda Advantage, The Weather Channel and many more. 
Adrienne’s research focuses on customer-centric decision product design and development 
and she has written extensively on the topic via the brainmates blog, brainrants and lectured at 
postgraduate level at the University of Technology, Australia.
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About brainmates 

brainmates leads companies to define, develop and deploy customer-centric products and services.  
We offer professional services and training and have helped leading clients enhance their products 
and services. Our clients include industry leaders in media, communications, financial services, 
medical devices, software and hardware manufacturers. Contact us today to find out how we can 
help you.
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