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Designing for Diversity:
How User Personas Can Transform Your Digital Platforms and Services



Digital impact
for the greater good

Message Agency is a social enterprise that helps nonprofits use 
technology to enlighten, educate, engage, and enact change.



“Walk a mile in someone else’s shoes.”



The trouble with 
cognitive bias

• We are drawn to details that 
confirm our own existing beliefs.

• We fill in characteristics from 
stereotypes, generalities, and 
prior histories where there are 
gaps in knowledge.

• We think we know what others 
are thinking. 



What are personas?



What is a persona?
• A profile or character sketch of 

someone you need to connect with or 
serve—their motivations and goals

• Connects your audience to what your 
organization needs—your business 
goals.

• A tool for modeling, summarizing, and 
communicating research about your 
audiences

• Depicted as a specific person, but it isn’t a 
real individual.  

• Help designers create experiences for a 
specific somebody, rather than a generic 
everybody.
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What do they help you do?

• Build Empathy

• Develop Focus

• Communicate and Form Consensus

• Make and Defend Decisions

• Measure Effectiveness



How can they be used?



How can they be used?  In general...

Presence—posting them prominently as a constant reminder of who you are serving

Touchstone—in moments of doubt or uncertainty

Decision-making—Baking them into long-term strategy development or tactics

Education—Checking assumptions and considering real lives and experiences 



How can they be used?  Specific examples...

• Developing a digital product, website 
or portal

• Designing a program

• Planning an event

• Developing a communications 
strategy

• Developing an annual report or 
print collateral

• Designing a fundraising campaign



1. Developing a digital product, website, or portal

• www.jlc.org redesign: 2015 vs 2018

• National Extended Foster Care Review

• Youth Matters: Philly web-app

http://www.jlc.org
https://web.archive.org/web/20150430042230/http://www.jlc.org/
http://jlc.org/
https://jlc.org/foster-care#paragraph-506
https://youthmattersphilly.org/


2. Developing a communications strategy

• 3-year strategic communications 
plan & developing tactics for 
achieving measurable objectives

• Developing a social media and/or 
email strategy



3. Developing an annual report, print collateral

• Brochure Update

• Developing an annual report

• Re-launching our quarterly print newsletter



What aren’t they?

• They won’t always change how you prioritize audiences.

• They can’t replace the need to define clear business goals.

• They don’t work in a vacuum. 



You can create your own!



How can you create one?
• Define business goals

• Define your key audience segments.

• Conduct user resarch

• Identify patterns and group people together as 

archetypes.

• Prioritize the groups.

• Interview and observe them.

• Develop a persona.

• Share the personas with others to validate.



Some tips
• Do create a persona for the most 

challenging of your audience members

• Don’t obsess about the format or 
components

• Do base your persona on research wherever 
possible.

• Do treat the personas like real people.

• Do test them with audience representatives.



Questions?



Report back!

What did you learn about who you serve?

What was surprising?

What was difficult about the task?

How could you immediately apply this in our own organization?



Thank you!

marcus@messageagency.com


