
Usability and user profiling
(how to really understand your audience)



Users

“One most unfortunate product is the type of engineer who does not realize that in order to 
apply the fruits of science for the benefit of mankind, he must not only grasp the principles 
of science, but must also know the needs and aspirations, the possibilities and the frailties, 
of those whom he would serve.” 

— Vannevar Bush



"Wholly new forms of encyclopaedias will appear, ready made with a mesh of associative trails 
running through them" 

— Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think",  
The Atlantic Monthly, July 1945.  



What’s the cost of considering usability and the user in a 
project?

◻︎How much will it cost to not consider usability? 

◻︎The cost of getting it wrong – vs the cost of getting it right. (See useit.com) 

◻︎Designing for the user means giving the user what they want. Why would you want to do 
anything else? 

◻︎Any product or system will fail in the end if it: 

—Does not do what the user needs or wants 

—Is inappropriate for the user
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Why not simply define ‘good’ interfaces?

Well… 

—There is an infinite variety of tasks and users 

—Guidelines can be too vague: ‘give adequate feedback’, ‘make the system enjoyable’  

—How do you define and relate to users?



Desire lines, desire paths
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What does the user want?

How do you figure out what the user wants? 

—User profiling 

—Interviews with users 

—Surveys 

—User observation 

Do these activities early on, and with the involvement of the project stakeholders
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Audience profile

Overview of the target market: the range of different likely users 

—Gender?  

—Age range?  

—Social classification?  

—Education level?  

—Etc...



sharpsuits.net

http://sharpsuits.net


Creating a user profile

◻︎Description 

◻︎Characteristics 

◻︎Reasons for using the product 

◻︎What are they interested in? 

◻︎What are they looking for? 

◻︎Experience and expectations? 

Etc.



What is user profiling?

The process of establishing knowledge about the users: 

—Who they are 

—Why they would use the product 

—What tasks or processes they would do or follow



What is user profiling?

The process of establishing knowledge about the users (in more detail): 

— Who are they? (Child, elderly, professional, scientist, male, female, IT literate or 
not…) 

— What is their goal when using the product?  
(For example, withdraw cash, pay bills, find movie time, chat, gaming, research, 
cook, wash…) 

— What are the tasks involved? (For example to apply for leave: check schedule, 
get leave application form from admin, fill in the form, get supervisor to approve, 
get manager to approve, inform scheduler, inform colleagues, go on leave.)
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Get personal

◻︎ Basics: What’s the user’s name? How old are they? Where do they live? 
Physical characteristics? Are they single, or what? 

◻︎ Personal: Interests? Hobbies? Typical mood? Indulgences? Beliefs? 

◻︎ Professional: Job? Salary? 

◻︎ Skills: task experience, other relevant skills... 

◻︎ Preferences: efficiency, enjoyment... 

◻︎ Usage: Why would they use the product? What for? When in their day? Where? 
How would they use it? How often? For how long?







Get visual



Infographic style?



Use real (fake) names



A day in the life of your user?



User profiles

A user profile should 

—Characterise the preferences, behaviours and attitudes of a typical user 

—Reflect common (relevant) user types 

—Define the target market 

A user profile shouldn’t 

—Be of a real person 

—Be an aggregate picture of the whole market 

—Be the only thing you rely on!



Where is the product used?

◻︎Office, laboratory, POS? (i.e. while standing or sitting, in a crowded place? What are the 
effects of environment?) 

◻︎Are users under stress or pressure, are they distracted? 

◻︎Is confidentiality required? (How is information displayed)  

◻︎What kind of lighting conditions are normal?  

◻︎Surrounding noise levels?





What’s the relationship between the user and the product?

◻︎Does this involve personal data? 

◻︎Is it always accessed from the same device? 

◻︎do multiple users move between machines? 

◻︎Is there common data? 

◻︎Is it used concurrently or passed sequentially between users? 

◻︎Is access to data limited in some way?



How often is the product used?

◻︎Frequent users remember more details 

◻︎Infrequent users may need more help (even for simple operations) 

◻︎Which function is performed most frequently, and by which users? 

◻︎Optimising a product for these tasks will improve perception of good performance or 
usability



Are there usage time constraints?

◻︎What functions will users be in a hurry for? 

◻︎Positioning of functions 

◻︎Which can wait? 

◻︎Is there a timing relationship between tasks? 

◻︎Time out



Hawaii’s Emergency Management Agency alerts system



Data gathering for better understanding

1. Questionnaires 

2. Interviews 

3. Focus groups 

4. Natural observation 

5. Analysing documentation



User behavioural cues: what are the...

◻︎Pain points 

—Key concerns that generate aversion responses 

◻︎Motivators 

—Key concerns that generate positive responses 

◻︎Validators 

—Sources of decision-making info and support



You’ll gather a lot of information following the above advice... 

—Remember to translate that to insight! 

—Try telling stories about a user to develop a deeper understanding 

—Beware assumptions, especially general ones
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User Persona Research

In 2013 MailChimp researched their users using the following processes: 

“ Interview MailChimp stakeholders to see who we assume our customers are 

“ Rank our pool of active users by industry 

“ Identify subjects from popular industries and interview, interview, interview 

“ Analyze what we saw and heard 

“ Share our findings with the team



MailChimp User Personas



MailChimp User Personas



MailChimp User Personas



flickr.com/photos/jasontravis/sets/72157603258446753

Jason Trevis’s ‘Persona Portraits’
(The inspiration for Mailchimp’s user persona posters)

http://flickr.com/photos/jasontravis/sets/72157603258446753


Finally, beware of assumptions…



Finally (again), beware of assumptions…



Reading

◻︎ User Persona Examples, Templates and Tips: venngage.com/blog/user-persona-examples/ 

◻︎ Design principle: the power of desire lines: uxplanet.org/design-principles-the-power-of-desire-
lines-3e7502da97eb 

◻︎ Personas: a simple introduction: interaction-design.org/literature/article/personas-why-and-how-
you-should-use-them 

◻︎ The origin of user personas! https://www.cooper.com/journal/2008/05/the_origin_of_personas/ 

◻︎ The Encyclopedia of Human-Computer Interaction, 2nd Ed: interaction-design.org/literature/
book/the-encyclopedia-of-human-computer-interaction-2nd-ed/personas 

◻︎ How to Create a User Persona: Tips and Examples: https://mailchimp.com/resources/how-to-
create-a-user-persona-ux/
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