
More-than-human personas



Summary
In this teaching activity, students learn 

how to identify, create, and employ 

more-than-human personas in 

technology design. More-than-human 

personas can help ensuring that the 

needs of both human and non-human 

actors are considered when making 

design decisions, and when designers do 

not have direct access to the 

stakeholders.

Learning outcomes
After the teaching activity students should 

be able to:

● Identify more-than-human primary

and secondary actors in various

contexts and situations. 

● Create more-than-human 

personas based on primary and 

secondary data.

● Employ more-than-human personas in 

technology design.



Key readings

Tomitsch, Martin; Fredericks, Joel; Vo, Dan; Frawley, Jessica; and Foth, Marcus (2021). Non-
human Personas. Including Nature in the Participatory Design of Smart Cities. Interaction
Design and Architecture(s). 102-130. 10.55612/s-5002-050-006. 
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What is a persona?

Personas are user models that are represented as 

specific, individual human beings, synthesized from 

observations and data of real people.

● A persona is not a person. 

● You do not look at the entire person but use the 

area of focus or domain you are working within as 

a lens to highlight the relevant attitudes, and the 

specific context associated with the area of work.

(Nielsen, 2013)

Available at: https://www.inclusivedesigntoolkit.com/digitalpersonas/#Maria



What is a persona?

● The notion of personas was first introduced by Cooper 

(2004) as hypothetical archetypes 

● Developed as a method for IT system development, 

product design, marketing, planning of communication, 

and service design. 

● Personas are an effective way to make sense of and 

synthesise research data, to communicate user needs 
within the design team, and to keep the perspective of 

users and other important stakeholders at the 

forefront throughout the design process.

● Sample personas: 

https://www.inclusivedesigntoolkit.com/digitalpersonas/

Personas representing non-users of  public libraries.
(Photo by Eva Eriksson)

https://www.inclusivedesigntoolkit.com/digitalpersonas/


What is a persona?

Elderly Personas
● Based on quantitative data from roughly 12,500 

older individuals living in different European 

countries

● 30 basic personas representing Europeans aged 

60 and older coming from three different 

regions (northern, central, southern) still living 

at home. 

● http://elderlypersonas.cure.at

Child Personas
● The child-personas technique provides a  way to 

use theoretical information to create child-user 

archetypes. (Antle, 2008)

http://elderlypersonas.cure.at/


What is a more-than-human persona?

● Various types, e.g., animal, environments, species 

persona, things, technologies

● Non-human and non-user personas represent the 

animals, environments, and ‘invisible’ humans 

(factory workers, miners, farmers, and 

communities, etc.) impacted by our product 

lifecycle so that we may design to protect and 

respect them.

https://lifecentred.design/non-human-personas/non-human-and-non-user-personas/



What is a more-than-human persona?

● Like personas, non-human personas are based on research 

data
○ Collected from secondary and/or primary sources (e.g., 

contextual observations or interviews with experts).

● Just like conventional personas, non-human personas

represent the character, attributes and needs of others

within all stages of the design process. 
○ They expose and challenge assumptions and provide a means

for the design team to represent or speak on behalf of another

species or biosystem.

● Evaluating designs from alternate perspectives may reveal

both symbiosis and conflict (e.g. prey/predator, 

farmer/farmed). 
○ Even if conflict is not resolvable, these insights can feed into

each stage of the design process and ideally lead to a more 

environmentally considerate solution.

(Tomitsch, 2022)
https://lifecentred.design/non-human-personas/non-human-and-non-user-personas/



Example non-human persona created from data

Available at: Sznel M.(2020)



Why more-than-human personas?

● Designers are increasingly asked to integrate

nature, biodiversity and other non-human 

considerations within design.

● Enable designers to expand user-centred design 

for a more nuanced understanding of both

human and non-human needs

● Leading towards a more inclusive design 

practice.

● Balance social-ecological factors in design.

● Alternative ways of seeing the world.

● Give a voice to non-human actors.

● Possibility to decenter human comfort and 

convenience over broader ethical and 

environmental concerns

(Hernandez-Santin et al, 2023)



Why more-than-human personas?

● 'Invisible' stakeholders can have a big impact.

● Over the past few years, a tiny virus was the 'most 

important non-human stakeholder of every

business and public service around the world' 
(Sznel, 2020).

● The COVID-19 virus has influenced how we design 

interactions, services and systems—for example, 
avoiding touch-based input controls in public 
interfaces, prioritising an online delivery first

approach for providers of goods and enabling 

employees to work from home.  

(Tomitsch, 2022)

https://lifecentred.design/non-human-personas/non-human-and-non-user-personas/



How to develop more-than-human personas

•Collect primary 
and secondary 
data about 
people, things, 
animals, species

•Ethnography & 
Desk research

Contextual 
investigations

•Make a 
stakeholder 
analysis

•Identify primary 
and secondary 
stakeholders

Identify 
stakeholders

•Analyze data

•Synthesize 
insights 

•Create MTH 
personas

Create MTH 
personas

•Inform and 
evaluate design 
scenarios and 
concepts

•Iterate

Employ MTH 
personas in 

design



Example of template for non-human persona 
https://miro.com/app/board/o9J_l2wNzU8=/

Available at: http://designthinkmakebreakrepeat.com/uploads/templates/Non-human%20Personas_Structure%20guide.pdf

http://designthinkmakebreakrepeat.com/uploads/templates/Non-human%20Personas_Structure%20guide.pdf


Assignment

Create a more-than-human persona
Based on collected primary and secondary stakeholder data, create a more-than-human persona. 

More-than-human personas can help ensuring that the needs of both human and non-human stakeholders are 

considered when making design decisions, enable designers to expand human-centred design for a more 

nuanced understanding, leading towards a more inclusive design practice, and help when designers do not have 

direct access to the stakeholders.​
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