
Deriving personas based on user attitudes
to interruption and information overload
[Appendix: personas]
David Goddard, Paul Mulholland, Lara Piccolo
Knowledge Media Institute | Open University
{david.goddard, paul.mulholland, lara.piccolo}@open.ac.uk

Document details. This supporting document contains details of the five personas
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Personas
We generated five personas. These are shown in figures 1- 5 below1.

Persona 1 - Susan

Susan might be considered a less adept computer user, with a non technical background,
but who does use social media applications and does experience some problems relating to
information overload and staying on top of multiple sources of information. Most of her
relevant use is social applications, and her pain points are being able to keep track of the
activities of friends and family while being offline most of the time. Solutions are likely to
centre on capabilities that monitor a small number of key services and issue notifications to
the user when needed. It’s not expected that a solution must deal with large volumes, but it
should be ‘ever-present’ to compensate for the user’s infrequent personal attention. Susan
is not likely to put in much additional effort to get the best out of any solution, so it must
largely work without configuration and intervention.

1 Artwork for the personas was taken from the online webcomic xkcd (https://xkcd.com/)

1

https://xkcd.com/


 

 

 

I live in the Midlands in the UK and work as an 
administrator at the nearby university. 

I’m married and have two children – unlike me they 
both went to university.  Since graduating one 
settled down quite close but the other lives and 
works in London. 

I have a few hobbies outside of work – baking, 
tennis and getting out into the local countryside. 

 

 

 

 

 

While I enjoy my job, it’s not the most important 
thing in my life; I have no trouble switching off at the 
end of the day, even when it’s been very busy.  
When I socialise with work colleagues we rarely talk 
about work (otherwise I probably wouldn’t socialise 
with them). 

I know my children lead busy lives now, but I 
miss seeing as much of them as I used to, 
particularly the youngest who is in London 
now.  They do try and keep in touch but I 
don’t always know what they’re up to or how 
they are doing. 

I really enjoy my tennis and spend a lot of 
time helping organise club events. 

I’m not always entirely on top of things in my 
personal life because I don’t check my email 
often enough. 

 
 Age: 58 Gender: Female 

 

 

I use a desktop computer at work for admin, email and maybe a little web browsing.  We have one at home too, 
but it’s mostly my husband on that. 

I’ve had IT training at work and get along fine with computers – although I prefer to stay in my comfort zone. 

My son made me get one of those smartphones.  I didn’t really see the point at first, but it is actually quite 
useful for staying in touch and organising things.  I think I mostly use Facebook and WhatsApp as well as things 
like the weather app. 

I admit I do use Facebook quite a lot, but there are a lot of stories about how much they know about you and 
what they do with that.  If it wasn’t so handy, I’d use it a lot less. 

 

 

 

Not as aware of her adult 
childrens’ activities and day to 
day lives as she would like to be. 

Because of relatively low level of 
engagement with computers at 
home, Susan sometimes misses 
items of news or things to act on 
– particularly when they come in 
via email or get lost in Facebook 
feeds. 

Tools to help her track what is 
going on with friends, family and 
hobbies in social media without 
needing to log in all the time. 

A way to ensure that she does 
not miss important emails. 

Existing algorithms in social 
services that select content for 
users. 

Email filtering. 

Notification functionality in 
social media smartphone apps. 

 

Do Feel/Think/Believe 

Technology Experience 

Existing Solutions Needs Problems 

My name is 

Susan 

Figure 1. Persona 1: Susan.

Persona 2 - Adam

Adam is a distinctly computer-literate and computer positive individual who frequently and
adeptly interacts with multiple services, on both a social and professional basis. He has
a problem with information overload due to the variety and volume of inputs as well as
limitations on his available time. He’s likely to welcome a more sophisticated solution, and
would be expected to expend effort to get better results from it. The main pain point is the
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amount of information to be processed, and a solution should eliminate most of the less
important incoming information and allow the user to focus on fewer, more relevant items.

 

 

 

I work in IT as a software consultant.  My employer 
is based in Berkshire but I work all over, depending 
on the customer.  I usually do quite short 
engagements. 

I have a long-term partner but no kids. 

I’m a keen cyclist and often organise group 
rides for my club. 

 

 

 

 

I’m a big fan of technology – I genuinely believe it 
helps humanity as long as we use it right. 

I’m well aware that people like to complain about 
social media giants, fake news, privacy and all that 
but I think it’s overblown.  If you configure your 
privacy settings right and apply a little critical 
thought about what you read I think it’s not really a 
problem. 

Online services and apps usually show me the right 
sort of stuff – again, I think because I’ve put in time 
to configure it. 

Having said that, with all the information coming my 
way from both work and social angles I do get 
swamped sometimes.  If there was a way I could set 
up things to help I’d jump at it. 

I travel a lot for work, and this can make it 
harder to keep on top of things.  There’s 
always an urgent email buried in among all 
the corporate spam that arrives while I’m not 
looking. 

 
 Age: 38 Gender: Male 

 

 

I’m pretty good with technology, even if I do say so myself.  The field is so dynamic that things change all the 
time – I enjoy the challenge of keeping on top of it.  I manage well but occasionally get blindsided by something 
coming up that I’ve never heard of. 

I don’t have a formal educational background in technology, instead I’ve learned most of what I know on the 
fly.  Stuff I would have been taught twenty years ago is mostly going to be irrelevant now anyway. 

 

 

 

 

Very engaged with technology 
but still misses important things 
due to time and travel 
commitments. 

Does not completely keep up on 
all the relevant technology news. 

 

 

 

Tools to sift the wheat from the 
chaff, particularly for ‘dumb’ 
services such as email that are 
less likely to use an algorithm to 
help you. 

Services that reliably pick out 
important technology news 
that’s relevant to the job – 
presenting the right amount of 
news at the right time. 

Tools such as the Microsoft 
Outlook Focused Inbox and 
Gmail Inbox, although these are 
platform-specific. 

News aggregator services 
(algorithmic/rule based as well 
as social driven services such as 
Reddit) 

 

Do Feel/Think/Believe 

Technology Experience 

Existing Solutions Needs Problems 

My name is 

Adam 

Figure 2. Persona 2: Adam.
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Persona 3 - Phoebe

Phoebe is also very computer literate, as much due to her demographic as her career.
While she has a positive attitude towards social applications, data privacy and control of
information is also a concern that needs to be addressed. Similarly to Adam, Phoebe has
issues with the volume and variety of incoming information, and has very little time to
spare. In this case though the need for assistance is more skewed towards the
personal/social side, as work takes up a disproportionate amount of time. Phoebe is used to
using mobile devices for tasks, so it’s important that any solution works well in this way.
Phoebe is potentially keen to put in effort to help any solution meet her needs, but needs to
be sufficiently convinced that it is worthwhile to do so.

 

 

 

I’m a recent graduate working for a accountancy 
firm in London.  I’m on the management fast track, 
meaning that I move around many different parts of 
the business to learn how they work. 

I’m currently single, mainly because I have so little 
time to do things like organise and go on dates. 

My undergraduate degree was in Chemistry, 
but I quickly realised that I didn’t want to be 
in a lab for a living. 

 

 

 

 

I have a lot of university friends now scattered all 
around – I want to stay in touch via social media 
(and meet up when we can) but I don’t always keep 
on top of what people are up to as many of them 
post a lot of rubbish on their feeds. 

I love my job but I feel my work consumes 
most of my time and I have trouble switching 
off.  There’s always a project going on. 

While I have many social apps that I use a lot, 
I’m not convinced that that have my best 
interests at heart and I sometimes wonder if I 
share too much about myself with them. 

 
 Age: 23 Gender: Female 

 

 

I guess I’m what people call a digital native.  Technology isn’t a big thing in its own right for me, but I suppose I 
depend on it for everything – work and social.  While I happily admit that I don’t use all the features on my 
phone (who does, really?), I am always keen to try out new apps and online services if they have something to 
offer me.  If I am really into a particlar app, I will take time to ensure that it works just so. 

I have a notebook computer for work, but I don’t actually use it as much as I thought I would when I started – I 
mainly use it for typing things up and doing admin on the intranet (some of our admin apps don’t work on 
mobile).  I use my phone for a lot of my work, particularly for communication and collaborating.  I only carry the 
one phone around with me for convenience, so it runs several work and personal apps. 

I mainly chat with people using an instant messenger.  I pride myself on being able to select a meme for every 
occasion (although I’m not sure that counts as ‘technology experience’). 

 

 

 

Lack of time to stay on top of 
social media due to pressure of 
work. 

Finds it hard to switch off from 
work in personal time. 

 

Find ways of keeping up with 
friends on social media that 
don’t consume a lot of time 
wading through minutiae. 

Help making a distinction 
between work and personal time 
when using a single device for 
both. 

Existing algorithms in social 
services that select content for 
users. 

Scheduled or manual ‘do not 
disturb’ features in apps used 
for work (i.e. Slack’s Do Not 
Disturb hours). 

 

Do Feel/Think/Believe 

Technology Experience 

Existing Solutions Needs Problems 

My name is 

Phoebe 

Figure 3. Persona 3: Phoebe.
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Persona 4 - Kenton

Kenton is an experienced but almost transactional user of technology - he sees a clear
potential for return on the investment of putting in effort to configure and optimise
technology, but is likely to judge that return carefully. While overall information overload
is less of a problem, he’s keen to ensure that important items are not missed, and makes
clear distinctions between what is and is not important based on the source and content.
Pain points relate to the multiple sources where information comes from as well as a
frequently mobile lifestyle that means time to stay on top of things is short. A solution
should therefore fulfil an ‘ever-watchful’ role, as well as being able to differentiate content.
If it is good at this, he is prepared to put in effort to make it better.
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I work as a client manager for a global consumer 
products company.  You will have heard of us.  My 
role is essentially to drive sales, but looking after 
existing customers and bringing new ones in.  As 
many of my accounts are themselves global 
corporates, I end up doing a fair bit of international 
travel. 

I never went to university – it didn’t interest me at 
the time – so I started my career at 18 just after A-
levels. 

I’m divorced, with one son who lives with his mum 
but I see often. 

Outside work, I watch football and play golf.  
I used to do it more the other way around 
when I was younger. 

 

 

 

I have a lot to stay on top of at work. I. sometimes 
miss things, but someone usually reminds me if it’s 
urgent.  I prefer not to miss things from important 
customers though, even if they are not urgent I like 
to give them a prompt reply.  It can be difficult 
though, when you get things flying at you from all 
directions at all times. 

I’m on Facebook, Twitter and all that, like 
most people are.  Not sure how I’d organise 
my social life without Facebook (how did I 
manage before?) 

I hear all the usual scare stories about social 
media giants, but they’re a bit overblown by 
the media.  I don’t overshare, but I’m happy 
to put information out there – I think you get 
more out of it that way.  Of course in an ideal 
world I’d be happy to have more control. 

 
 Age: 49 Gender: Male 

 

 

I don’t think I’m held back by not having a degree.  A lot of graduates joining my company haven’t got a clue 
about the real business world anyway.  Experience counts for a lot and I’ve always done well for getting stuck in 
with new things. 

I really believe that you get out what you’re prepared to put in with technology.  I’ll put in the time when I can 
to get things set up right, tell it my preferences or whatever helps. 

In mainly use office tools like Word and Excel and communications tools such as Webex day to day.  We also 
have a new CRM system that I have to use, as well as the old CRM system that we haven’t completely migrated 
off yet, and the other CRM system that we also use, for reasons I don’t fully undertstand. 

I travel a lot, so I’m pretty good at managing with a notebook and mobile. 

 

 

 

Has to use multiple different 
systems that afre not integrated 
with each other. 

Receives many interruptions 
from different sources that need 
to be prioritised differently. 

Methods to handle and prioritise 
incoming messages.  

 

Email rules. 

Social media functionality. 

Features of bespoke applications 
that control notifications.  

 

 

Do Feel/Think/Believe 

Technology Experience 

Existing Solutions Needs Problems 

My name is 

Kenton 

Figure 4. Persona 4: Kenton.

Persona 5 - Usha

Usha can be considered to be a pragmatic but competent user of technology. Although very
busy, she does not experience notable information overload, but does find that interruptions
are a problem when trying to focus on one task. A solution for her is would need to focus
on intercepting and controlling the timing of interruptions rather than addressing issues of
volume. However, Usha also maintains professional social network profiles and needs to
read relevant news articles, so she would be interested in a solution that passively identifies
relevant content to read and maintains an outward-facing profile.
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I’m a senior partner in a legal practice in a medium 
market town in England.  My specialism is company 
law and I work mostly with small and medium 
enterprises in the local area. 

Outside of work, I enjoy horse riding and socialising. 

I’m married and have two school-age children. 

 

 

 

 

 

My work is very busy, as I usually handle several 
cases at once.  While I have a personal assistant who 
handles a lot of my calls and email, I’m frequently in 
direct contact with multiple clients over the course 
of a week, mostly by phone and email. 

While I’m pretty well organised and do manage to  
stay on top of all this, I do find it quite trying when 
I’m trying to concentrate on something to get a lot 
of interruptions, which can happen. 

I enjoy switching off at the end of the day and 
getting back to my family.  I have a dedicated 
work mobile phone and that gets switched to 
do not disturb mode out of hours, so only 
emergencies get through to me. 

 
 Age: 43 Gender: Female 

 

 

I would say that I’m competent with technology, it’s an essential tool to do my job and organise my life.  It’s 
also a useful way to stay in contact with extended family. 

I’m a moderate user of social media, both in a personal and professional capacity.  Most of my family and 
friends use Facebook to some degree and a lot of things that I’m involved with are organised there, so I need to 
use it for that .  I’m reticent to shame to much information about my family and personal life online though.  
My practice maintains a Facebook page and Twitter account and I try to tweet reasonably regularly to maintain 
my professional profile.  I also use LinkedIn, mainly as a way of making and maintaining business contacts. 

I depend on my smartphone and laptop when I am oput of the office; I tend to use a desktop in the office.  I use 
phone and email a lot for my work, but I also increasingly use conferencing tools such as Skype and Webex to 
interact with clients (I will use whatever the client has a preference for, if they have one). 

 

 

 

 

Being interrupted by incoming 
messages and notifications when 
trying to focus on something. 

Maintaining multiple social 
media channels (professional & 
personal) and staying on top of 
these. 

 

 

 

Ways to manage/intercept 
interruptions coming from 
multiple sources. 

A more holistic approach to 
multiple social media sources, to 
manage both incoming and 
outgoing information. 

Ability to make a distinctino 
between work and personal 
technology, particularly for 
interruptions. 

Has a (human) personal 
assistant. 

Existing functionality provided 
by social media platforms. 

Uses different mobile phones 
for work and personal. 

‘Do not disturb feature’ on 
phone. 

 

Do Feel/Think/Believe 

Technology Experience 

Existing Solutions Needs Problems 

My name is 

Usha 

Figure 5. Persona 5: Usha.

7


