
USER PERSONAS



This page intentionally left blank



USER PERSONAS
Introduction 
Personas are an archetype representing the needs, behaviors and goals of a particular
group of users. They allow designers and writers to focus on traits that are typical of a broad
range of users, while still allowing them to relate to users as individuals. When creating content, it 
is easy for writers to focus on one document or tool that a single user may need. But where there is 
one need there are thousands, and they are moving targets. By generalizing about user behaviors, 
personas can help designers and writers focus on content efforts and website improvements that 
benefi t everyone.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) began a persona research effort in September 2010. EPA reviewed 
ten years of prior user research conducted on the EPA website, identifi ed what EPA already knew about its users, and 
determined what gaps needed to be fi lled with additional research (see report titled “Informing Persona Development: A 
Summary of User Research to Date”). 

Historically, EPA approached thinking about its audience by their vocation or sector (e.g., librarian, educator, business, 
industry, etc.) and focused on understanding the task-specifi c needs of these user groups. However, a review of search 
terms and survey data fi nds that those tasks vary so greatly—even among specifi c audience groups—that defi ning a 
complete list would be impossible. Harder still is attempting to consider as many as 15 user groups while writing and 
organizing content. 

EPA is now shifting its thinking to focus on common user behaviors instead of tasks. Typically, visitors to a website 
attempt the same fi ve tasks: 

Find•  information.
Analyze•  it.
Decide•  if it is useful. 
Act•  on it.
Save/Archive•  it.

EPA defi nes its personas by the differences in the way users approach these fi ve activities. EPA’s goal is to create a set of 
site-wide, high-level personas that will assist the Web community in identifying site improvements that will benefi t larger 
segments of the user population. EPA will also use the personas to identify where additional persona sub-types would be 
useful for content editors of the website. To that end, this report includes overall fi ndings that can be included in a long-
term website strategy, as well as guidance on how these high-level personas can be used in the daily work of website 
stakeholders until more targeted personas are defi ned.  

Methodology and Participants
In October and November 2010, EPA recruited a diverse group of 20 representative site users (see Appendix A: Participant 
List) to participate in 45-minute phone interviews. Participants were told that the purpose of the interview was to help 
inform the creation of tools that EPA will use to write and organize content to better meet the needs of its website users. 
The interview format was a free-form dialog with the goal of eliciting users’ typical interactions with the website, as well 
as their information seeking and processing strategies (see “EPA Personas: User Interview Guide”). The fi ndings and 
recommendations that came from these interviews are below.
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Overall Findings and Recommendations
EPA’s personas (see Appendix B) outline the differences in user behaviors and motivations across 
its user community, and there are some commonalities that point to opportunities for site improvement 
that could benefi t all users. The following section outlines the overall fi ndings and recommendations from 
the interviews.

Navigation and Search: All users interviewed report diffi culty fi nding what they need and often blame their 
diffi culties on search. No participants report using navigation areas to move around the site. Participants either use 
bookmarks for previously-identifi ed information or search for new information; this is true whether they are using Google 
to search the EPA website or the EPA search engine. All have complaints about the EPA search engine, though they 
acknowledge that it has “gotten better in the last few years.” Many wish the results displayed “like Google” and complain 
that even when they know the title of a document and have found it on the site previously, they cannot seem to retrieve it 
in the search results. Finally, all ask for advanced search features, which EPA has though users may not be aware. A few 
participants mention providing abstracts and metadata (e.g., dates and keywords) for documents, much like in research 
collections.

Recommendation:•  Improve the fi ndability of pages and documents by using proper heading structures on 
HTML pages and by using templates that will improve the accessibility of PDF documents. Consider a new 
search utility and enhanced results that show dates and useful descriptions. Make advanced search features 
obvious, particularly once a search has been performed.

Content: No participants complained about the tone or writing style used on the website. In fact, many participants praise 
the site’s content—its quality, volume and completeness. The only complaint users have is that related content is not 
presented consistently, so they have to conduct additional searches to create a complete picture. Members of the regulated 
community focus on the past, present and future of a regulation, with particular interest in fi nding precedence related 
to a regulation (i.e., how has EPA responded in the past when asked about this specifi c issue?) and learning from others 
(i.e., how have other companies like mine approached compliance?). An environmental engineer for a petroleum refi nery 
suggests that a regulation be presented alongside items like letters between EPA and other companies, best practices and 
case studies, and compliance and permitting information. 

Recommendation:•  Starting with the critical content areas such as regulations, leverage a Content 
Management System (CMS) to create meaningful content relationships that expose related content. 
Consider ways to facilitate knowledge-sharing among business/industry users. Create collections of similar 
information with effective search capabilities. 

Sharing and Saving: The information EPA users fi nd on the website takes on many forms once it is in their hands. Users 
regularly save documents and content to their local computers, copy and paste HTML content into reports and emails, 
import data to perform analysis, create bookmarks, and share documents via e-mail. Because they have diffi culty fi nding 
information on the site, many create their own in-house repositories so they can properly catalog frequently-referenced 
documents. 

Recommendations:•  Present content in a variety of formats to facilitate sharing, saving and analysis. 
Effective search will eliminate some of these copying behaviors because users will feel confi dent they can 
fi nd information again and do not need to save or store it. 

Keeping Current: Every participant reports receiving one or more emails from EPA notifying them of changes to content 
of interest. They are all pleased with the frequency and content of the emails they receive; however, most could not recall 
how they signed up, or where they could go to sign up for additional notifi cations. All express some level of anxiety about 
whether they have the latest information on the subject matter for which they are responsible.

Recommendations:•  Ensure all content is dated. Offer many opportunities for users to sign up for e-mail 
alerts. Consider really simple syndication (RSS) feeds for specifi c topics. Consider a single location 
for signup so users can see all available feeds. If similar content is maintained in a single location (i.e., 
collections/repositories), users may be confi dent that they are accessing the latest information.
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Motivations: All users interviewed report visiting the website to perform tasks related to their 
job. This fi nding is obvious considering the group that was recruited, but the same results can be 
seen when reviewing self-reported “role” statistics from the American Customer Satisfaction Index 
(ACSI) survey polling thousands of users. Nearly 85 percent of EPA site users visit because their job 
requires it (ACSI survey, January-October 2010). After looking at the EPA home page, one user said: “It 
looks like a lot of time and money is spent making this site speak to the public, but it is industry that is making 
changes that have the largest impact on the environment.” 

Recommendation:•  Prioritize content to serve professional user groups.

Future Research
Future phases of the persona research effort will focus on the nuances among user groups that fall within the three 
personas defi ned in this report. Members of the business community must be interviewed with attention to recruiting 
participants from various industries and business sizes as well as members of state and local government. Additional 
personas that represent these user groups will be developed in the future.
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APPENDIX A:
Participant List
EPA interviewed the following participants in October, November and December 2010 to inform the 
development of the personas. The interview format was a free-form dialog with the goal of eliciting users’ 
typical interactions with the website, as well as their information seeking and processing strategies (see “EPA 
Personas: User Interview Guide”).  

Job Description/Role Location

SVP/Knowledge Manager (Consultant) NY

Environmental Lawyer TX

Environmental Planner, Tribal Grantee of EPA’s IGAP Program AK

Acting Bureau Chief, Environmental Protection Bureau, New York State Department of Law NY

Librarian, Environmental Consulting Firm MA

Engineering Geologist-Team Leader, Illinois State Geological Survey-Northern Field Offi ce IL

Environmental, Health, and Safety Consultant, Solid Waste Subcommittee Chair for the South Carolina Chamber of 
Commerce

SC

Assistant Director, Scientifi c Activities, American Veterinary Medical Association IL

Director, North American Center for Transborder Studies (NACTS), Arizona State University, the New North American 
University, former director of the Southwest Consortium for Environmental Research and Policy (SCERP)

AZ

OSRR Records & Information Management Co-op Student, Offi ce of Site Remediation and Restoration (OSRR) MA

NJDEP Case Manager NJ

Librarian/Information Specialist, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Institute of Natural Resource Sustainability IL

2 Urban Sustainability Librarians, University of Nevada, Las Vegas NV

Scientist at BERGESON & CAMPBELL, P.C. DC

Engineer, Consultant, Power Generation Services, Shaw Power Group NJ

Facility Owner/Operator Puerto Rico

ADM-ANI (Food manufacturer) Environmental Support Manager and Team IL
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