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How Can Personas Support Online Advertising Process? Proposing 

‘Persona-Based Online Advertising Optimization’ 

Abstract:  

Personas represent different kinds of users belonging to a particular demographic, behavior, 

and/or attitude group. Personas supposedly bring customers closer to marketing management. 

Personas have been used in marketing for decades but their potential in online advertising 

optimization is still to be shown. In this research, we determine what an online advertising 

process (OAP) is and we propose a model for Persona-based online advertising optimization 

(PbOAO) to conceptually examine personas’ value in each step of the OAP. We conclude by 

proposing next steps for empirical testing of the PbOAO model. 
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1. Introduction 

Personas are narrative representations of different kinds of users belonging to a particular 

demographic, behavior, and/or attitude involved in using a product, site, or brand (Singh, 2019). 

Personas are used in marketing (Salminen et al., 2019, 2020, 2022), Human-Computer 

Interaction (HCI) (Caballero et al., 2014; Petsani et al., 2020; Wilson et al., 2018), and other 

domains. In marketing, personas represent groups of target users or customers that share 

common attributes, needs, characteristics, and goals (Salminen et al., 2021). Personas are 

created using manual means (qualitative personas), numerical methods (quantitative personas), 

or a combination of both (mixed-method personas). 

In prior literature, personas are argued to have many benefits (Haas & Kunz, 2009; Long, 

2009; Matthews et al., 2012; Salminen et al., 2020), such as (1) bringing empathy to the design 

process and understanding the customer; (2) reducing the self-centered bias of the decision-

maker (i.e., decision makers’ tendency to project their own preferences into their thinking of 

customers (Adlin & Pruitt, 2010); and (3) facilitating internal communication about a 

company’s customers. 

In addition to these generic strategic marketing/market orientation -related benefits, 

personas could have marketing communications -specific benefits, especially concerning online 

advertising. This research focuses on these benefits, presented within a conceptual model called 

‘Persona-Based Online Advertising Optimization’ (PbOAO). PbOAO refers to the systematic 

employment of personas in the entire online advertising process (OAP), including 

segmentation, ad creation, targeting, ad testing, and optimization for increased marketing 

performance, which is the measurable performance of an online advertising campaign (Clarke 

& Jansen, 2017). 

The aim of PbOAO is to be helpful in (a) providing guidance for persona application for 

digital marketing, an area that is currently lacking in marketing literature; (b) providing a 

structure and process for gathering evidence on tangible gains of personas for marketing 

performance (or lack thereof), which is crucially needed for establishing proof of whether 

personas actually “work” in marketing (Salminen et al., 2020); and (c) leveraging personas in 

online marketing beyond the persona creation process, on which previous research has often 

focused (Salminen et al., 2022). 

Related to the last rationale, there have been repetitive calls among scholars for shifting the 

research emphasis from persona creation to persona application, which is visible in phrasing 

such as putting personas to work (Pruitt & Adlin, 2006) or persona is applicable (Nielsen & 

Storgaard Hansen, 2014). To this end, earlier research argues that personas have untapped 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ty60aj
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potential for various marketing tasks, including brand creation, targeting, copywriting, 

campaign reporting, product development, and service design (Duda, 2018). Nonetheless, thus 

far, the efforts of using personas for marketing have been fragmented, and the value of personas 

for marketing has not been systematically studied or integrated into theoretical or conceptual 

models. Therefore, two propositions are made here. First, that there is a need for a persona-

based model for marketing optimization. Second, the effect of such a model on marketing 

performance needs evidence; in other words, it needs to be testable. As this research focuses on 

the OAP, we address these propositions particularly from the perspective of online advertising. 

To this end, the purpose of this research is to investigate (a) the definitions and activities 

related to the OAP and (b) personas’ potential value in the OAP. We pose the following research 

questions (RQs): 

● RQ1: What is the online advertising process (OAP)? 

● RQ2: How can personas be of potential value in the OAP? 

 

2. Literature review 

Personas have been used in marketing to describe the imagined, real, or aspirational target 

audiences ever since the 20th century (Cooper, 1999). Personas give a face to anonymous target 

groups (Jansen et al., 2021) and a figurative ‘voice’ to the buyer or a potential buyer (Revella, 

Adele, 2015) and “shift decisions toward user-centered thinking” (Salminen et al., 2020, p. 

151). In general, the value of personas for marketing is to bring the potential customers closer 

to marketing management, a goal that is compatible with increasing the company’s level of 

marketing orientation (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990). 

In digital marketing and advertising, personas have been employed in multiple ways. Klepek 

(2019) described personas in marketing as a tool for copywriting, promotion, product 

development, and presentations. Salminen et al. (2020) name online ad creation as one usage 

for personas in the field of marketing. Personas have given focus to marketing planning and 

marketing strategy creation by reducing the complexity of the planning process (Klepek, 2019). 

Online advertising has also been studied with personas (Figueiredo et al., 2020). In their study, 

Figueiredo et al. (2020) found evidence of behavioral targeting in online advertising for 

children, for example in fast food marketing. 

Salminen et al. (2020) used a persona-based system in comparison to other methodologies, 

namely to an analytics system, to reveal differences in efficiency and effectiveness in a task for 

user identification (i.e., identifying a predefined user group). User identification has been 

valuable in online marketing (Salminen et al., 2020). Their findings revealed that personas 
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enabled faster completion of the user identification task compared to the analytics system and 

outperformed the analytics system in accuracy. These findings support using personas to learn 

more and faster about users than when using number-oriented analytics systems. 

The emergence of online marketing and online platforms has made it possible to examine 

the use of personas with large-scale online web analytics data (Salminen, Nielsen, et al., 2018). 

Ideally, personas can capture personal attributes of the whole customer base, and to tackle this, 

Salminen, Nielsen, et al. (2018) examined the validity and value of personas in marketing in 

the era of online analytics. Salminen et al. (2018) formed personas from these online analytics 

data and questioned if personas are relevant in the era of digital analytics, concluding that that 

personas work best for processes involving strategic-level human decision-making. 

Salminen et al. (2021) found that using personas created from real user online analytics data 

can alter the preconceptions of company staff towards social media users of a company. This 

finding strengthens the idea that using quantitatively created personas in design and marketing 

processes can have a positive impact among the marketers and designers work and thus on the 

outcoming product for the end-users (Salminen et al., 2021). In the field of e-commerce, 

personification of target customers with the help of personas has been studied by Märtin et al., 

(2021) who used eye-tracking and facial expression techniques and wristbands to measure the 

different emotional states of test subjects. The findings strengthen the view that using personas 

to modify customer journeys in an e-commerce environment could improve the customer 

experience and help the company achieve its business goals (Märtin et al., 2021). 

Overall, researchers have investigated multiple opportunities that personas enable in areas 

related to digital marketing. However, none of the extant studies show rigorous empirical 

support for the use of personas in online advertising. This indicates a notable research gap that 

our study addresses. 

 

3. What is the online advertising process? 

The OAP (see Table 1) refers to the collection of essential tasks related to implementing online 

advertising. These tasks can be initiated and managed by human marketers, ad platform 

algorithms, or the two in collaboration. Additionally, the OAP can also be managed by artificial 

intelligence (AI) alone (Qin & Jiang, 2019). The OAP might vary slightly from one company 

to another, but in general, all companies tend to follow the same (or highly similar) steps where: 

● a target audience of an offering being advertised is determined (segmentation), the ads 

for the offering are created (ad design and copywriting),  

● the ads are organized in a campaign structure with target segments assigned (targeting),  
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● the results of the campaign are analyzed (reporting),  

● and decisions for future online advertising are made, including reallocation of budget 

between ads and target groups as well as other campaign fine tuning (optimization). 

According to the above definition, the OAP specifically focuses on the advertiser’s point of 

view. Therefore, it is distinctly different from marketing process models that describe consumer 

processes, such as the customer journey metaphor (Märtin et al., 2021).  

 

4. How can personas be of potential value in the OAP? 

Personas can potentially contribute to each stage of the OAP (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1: PbOAO’s correspondence with and potential value in OAP. 

Phase in 

PbOAO 

Corresponding 

concept in 

OAP 

How could personas help? 

Persona 

creation 
Segmenting 

Dividing the total target market into addressable segments 

that are represented by personas can foster empathetic 

understanding of who the most likely customers are 

(Salminen et al., 2020). 

Persona 

ad 

creation 

Ad design and 

Copywriting 

Personas can help translate the understanding of target 

segments’ needs into ad texts that effectively address those 

needs (Salminen et al., 2020). 

Persona 

campaign 

creation 

Targeting 

Personas can help operationalize campaigns by creating the 

campaigns around the metaphor of persona (Salminen et al., 

2020). 

Results by 

persona 
Reporting 

Results can be examined by persona, thus gaining quick 

understanding of what target groups best responded to the 

ads. 

Decisions Optimizing 

Personas can help find the best performing ads for each 

target group thus helping find the most appealing content for 

the target group which determines budget reallocation 

between personas and ads. 

Iteration Optimizing 

Personas can help find the match between the ads and the 

target audience, i.e., improve advertising results by budget 

reallocation between personas and ads. 
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As mentioned in the introduction, it is essential that these potential (hypothetical) sources 

of value be tested empirically. To this end, we propose the following hypotheses (H) to study 

personas’ potential value in OAP: 

● H1: Using personas for ad creation increases perceived ad empathy. (RQ2) 

● H2: Ads created specifically for a persona outperform (a) ads created without using a 

persona, and (b) ads created specifically for other personas. (RQ2) 

● H3: Optimizing campaigns using personas improves marketing performance (RQ2) 

● H4: Targeting ads specifically to personas outperforms advertising platform’s 

algorithmic-based targeting. (RQ2) 

Figure 1 demonstrates the connection between the hypotheses and the PbOAO model. Five 

stages of the model are presented and stages’ connections to hypotheses. Personas will be 

created in the first stage (Persona creation/modification process). In the second stage, ads will 

be created (a) with personas (b) without personas (Persona ad creation). In stage three, 

campaigns will be created (a) with personas and (b) without personas (algorithm-based ad 

targeting) (Persona campaign creation). Campaign results will be analyzed in stage four 

(Results by persona). In stage five, optimization will be made for campaigns after which results 

will be measured against results before optimizing. 

 

Figure 1: PbOAO model and connections to hypotheses. Dashed lines indicate iterative 

optimization decisions that can continue as many times as needed. 
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5. Discussion and Future Research Directions 

The model presented in this paper can be empirically tested with an experiment, for example, 

on a social media advertising platform such as Facebook Ads or TikTok Ads. Ad empathy can 

be tested with subject-matter experts who can be recruited to assess all ads created and they will 

be shown each ad. The assessment results are then compared between ads created with and 

without personas. 

Persona creation for the experiment can be executed by data collection from the current 

customers of the target company and ad creation process can be crowdsourced with an online 

survey platform for production of advertisements with personas and without persona. Ads are 

then targeted (a) manually based on the corresponding personas and (b) algorithmically 

meaning that the ad platform’s algorithm decides how the ads created to any persona are 

targeted among the possible target group (which, again, correspond to the personas’ attributes). 

Ad performance can be measured on ads created with personas and without personas, and 

optimization decisions are made for the ads created with personas based the ad performance. 

Algorithmically targeted ads are left untouched to measure the algorithm’s ability to optimize 

advertising compared to persona-based optimization. Post-optimization results are measured 

for differences in marketing performance between ads created with personas and 

algorithmically targeted ads. 

Overall, utilizing personas in the right way can provide competitive advantage to marketers 

working in the highly competitive online ads ecosystem. Therefore, mapping the different 

sources of value that personas can yield is a managerially relevant topic and warrants further 

academic research. 
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