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ABSTRACT

Audience analysis is crucial for planning and developing effective
communication strategies. It involves gaining a deeper understanding

of audience demographics and psychographic data to create strategies
that engage audiences around the specific goals of an organization,
brand, or public figure. Through the theoretical lens of audience analysis
theories in strategic communication and marketing, diversity, equity,

and inclusion (DEI) principles and ethics, and arts-based pedagogical
techniques, this teaching brief explores audience personas and the
practical application of artificial intelligence (Al) prompt engineering

for image generation. Through this assignment, students enhanced
their understanding of audience analysis and segmentation while
practicing the ethical use of Al guided by DEI guidelines. Specifically,
students learned how to represent audience diversity in research data
collection equally, audience segmentation profile descriptions that reflect
respectful and realistic representations of gender identities and race,
detailing the visual and textual descriptions of their needs, interests,

and culture. This class assignment could be useful for undergraduate
courses such as public speaking, public relations, strategic
communication, communication research, public relations campaigns,
and social media marketing.
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Theoretical Rationale

In strategic communication, audience segmentation organizes
people into category groups according to specific shared criteria among
individuals of a population (Holtzhausen et al., 2021). Developing well-
defined audience segmentation strategies is crucial for brands, public
figures, and organizations. Now, more than ever, communication strategies
focus on niche audiences, targeting characteristics such as localization,
interests, and age groups due to the high use of social media platforms and
diversity in content (Freberg, 2021; Freberg & Sutherland, 2022).

In social media strategies, it is crucial to develop audience
profiles to collect broad criteria (i.e., demographic data) and specific
criteria (i.e., nutritional preferences, hobbies, needs) that allow audience
segmentation and sub-segmentation to develop strategies tailored to
audiences’ needs and interests (Freberg, 2021). For example, in social
media strategies, understanding audiences enables communication and
marketing practitioners to tailor content strategies according to audiences’
needs and attract their attention to engage them effectively and achieve
communication goals (Atherton, 2023). In the communication strategy
planning process, audience personas are a versatile tool that summarizes
the key data of each audience segment into a fictional character used
for developing a communication strategy or tactic and choosing the
appropriate communication channels that cater to audiences, such as
influencers on social media. As third-party communication conduits,
influencers are agents that cultivate online communities while supporting
message positioning for a niche audience (Enke & Borchers, 2021). In
this process, audience personas source information into curating—or
choosing— the influencers to foster audience engagement (Chen & Ren,
2024) to place messages that allow them to achieve the communication

goals of an organization, brand, or public figure (Vieira et al., 2023).
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Audience Personas as a Tool for Strategic Audience Analysis

Several research techniques have been explored to develop
compelling profiles for audience segmentation, such as audience personas
and social listening (Simkin & Dibb, 2013). Rooted in user experience
(UX), since the 1990s, computer programmers have used audience
personas to create user profiles that describe audiences’ needs and develop
seamless experiences with computer systems and technological devices
(Cooper, 1999; Nielsen & Hansen, 2014). Later, marketers and strategic
communication professionals adopted personas to enhance demographic
and psychographic characteristics analysis (Marshall et al., 2015). In this
way, advertisers, marketers, and communication professionals utilize
audience personas in audience analysis by creating fictional characters that
facilitate a better understanding of audiences to develop communication
strategies (Mogull, 2024).

Audience personas, as a tool, enable communication professionals
to plan more tailored tactics that move beyond listing target audiences’
characteristics towards providing a holistic outlook of audiences’
personality traits to provide more information and visual inspiration to
develop strategies that evoke emotions, interests, and engages audiences
positively resonating with their values and identity (Mahoney & Tang,
2024; Quesenberry, 2020).

Arts-based Pedagogy

Higher education pedagogy promotes interdisciplinarity and
multidisciplinary learning by integrating instructional tools such as arts-
based techniques (Rieger et al., 2020). For instance, using art such as
visuals and drawings can encourage creativity and deeper insight into a
topic (Hunter & Frawley, 2023). Moreover, arts-based activities represent
diverse populations’ identities, such as race and cultural practices
(Chavez et al., 2020), such as first-generation university students. For

example, using collage as an arts-based technique enables students to
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use images, drawings, and notes to convey their analysis in reflective
practices (Simmons & Daley, 2013). Collages frequently use materials
such as magazine and newspaper pictures or online platforms to represent
populations and social issues visually (Irimiés et al., 2022; Whitelaw,
2021). Arts-based collages can be applied to audience personas to teach
students audience analysis techniques and develop communication
strategies.

In this assignment, students utilized Al-image generators to
create three audience persona profiles based on audience segmentation
analysis research reports describing demographic and psychographic data.
Furthermore, students applied skills acquired in visual design courses,
such as taking pictures, image editing, and layout design, to develop the
three audience persona profiles using HubSpot guidelines and Canva.
Lecture Preparation

Students received a 60-minute class session on audience analysis,
divided into a lecture and a practical section. In the lecture, the instructor
used Freberg’s materials about audience segmentation and demographic
and psychographic characteristics, explaining how these concepts are
related to public relations and strategic communication strategies.
Additionally, the lecture covered DEI principles and how to integrate these
into audience analysis and segmentation. The following section delves
deeper into DEI and audience personas in strategic communication and the
concepts revised with students.

The final section of the lecture examined the concept and
application of audience personas through Jacobson’s (2020) materials and
Mogull’s (2024) studies relevant to strategic communications and public
relations. Finally, the instructor discussed the Flywheel and Funnel models
of public relations, emphasizing their use in developing communication
strategies tailored to audiences’ interests and preferences (Freberg, 2024).

The practical section of the lecture followed a workshop modality

in a computer lab to introduce students to online tools and platforms
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for creating audience personas. Students applied several guidelines for
exploring prompt engineering using Al tools based on LLM techniques
to craft effective prompts with consistent descriptions (Mizrahi, 2024).
Moreover, we applied the DEI guidelines to describe gender identity, race,
and other frequent characteristics of audiences that accurately represented
each audience segment.

Among the PR and advertising tools agencies use, we explored:

* The use of HubSpot to develop brand and audience personas.

» Canva’s features to design slide presentations, collages,

multimedia materials, color palettes, and picture editing.

*  Gencraft. A free Al image generator to explore prompt
engineering. Demographic and psychographic descriptors of
personal characteristics were used to create audience personas.

As part of the class, students were shown examples of audience
personas, and we discussed emerging questions (See Annexes).
Audience Personas and DEI Practices in Strategic Communication

Strategic communication campaign models have been criticized
for using audience segmentation based on cultural stereotypes (Waters &
Farwell, 2022) and how this practice leads to cultural misrepresentation
by relying exclusively on demographic studies that translate into
communication tactics and collaterals that do not represent the “full
picture” of real audiences’ and stakeholders’ diversity of an organization
or a brand (Sisco et al., 2024).

To address this issue, interdisciplinary research and practice
in strategic communication have incorporated psychographic studies
focused on identifying lifestyle, culture, and identity traits that can provide
more profound knowledge about audiences (Luttrell & Capizzo, 2018).
Several advances have been made, such as training public relations
professionals through professional and student organizations, such as
Public Relations Student Society of America’s (PRSSA) Diversity, Equity,


https://www.hubspot.com/make-my-persona
https://www.canva.com/
https://gencraft.com/generate
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and Inclusion Toolkit, which provides several resources for future and
current professionals on bias, cultural identity, writing practices, and other
resources for developing strategic communication campaigns and also
how to embrace professional behaviors for communication professionals
with equity (Fiske et al., 2016; PRSSA, 2021).

Overcoming issues of DEI in communication campaigns and
professional and academic scenarios requires learning more about
representing the identity and culture of audiences based on research
practices (Berman et al., 2023). Audience personas have the potential to
encompass the practice ethics guided by DEI, gender, and race to create
accurate representations for communication strategies and tactics tailored
to audiences’ real needs and concerns, thereby developing strategic
communication that is effective and inclusive.

The assignment deepened the application of DEI’s concepts and
guidelines, which were revised in a public relations principles course.

In this way, students applied PRSSA’s DEI Toolkit (Fiske et al., 2016,
PRSSA 2021) concepts to research by considering the inclusion of diverse
gender identities.
The Assignment: Creating Audience Personas for Your Client’s
Audience

Students gathered to work in teams of four members to create a
male and female audience persona representing the target audiences of a
case study based on a fictional healthy-food venue. This class assignment
has been applied in a public relations principles course for undergraduate
students, developing a case study as a final project in a Hispanic-serving
institution (HSI) with a culturally diverse White, Asian-American,
and Latino student body. This assignment aimed to understand niche
audience characteristics and the scope of audience analysis to develop a
communication strategy (see Appendix A).

Class Discussion
After student presentations, the instructor engaged student teams in

dialogue using the following questions.



Vol. 11(3), 2025 Journal of Public Relations Education 41

1. How do your personas’ preferred media align with the client-
specific needs, and how?

2. What ideas emerged as you learned more about the audiences’
interests in developing communication tactics that engage
audiences around your client’s communication goals?

3. Which characteristics must we include in the communication
strategy to appeal to audience diversity?

4. Which life stories, struggles, or concerns are crucial for your
audience, and how do you suggest addressing them?

This assignment can be helpful as an in-person classroom activity,
under a hybrid instruction mode, or online by providing a case study
with audience descriptors. It is recommended that instructors negotiate
with campus organizations to access briefing information and collaborate
further. Moreover, it is a valuable approach that students have some
prior knowledge and skills about qualitative research skills for in-depth
interviewing and participant observation. It is essential to mention that this
class activity requires a computer lab and an internet connection.
Summary of Student Learning Outcomes

By developing an audience persona, students’ learning objectives
focused on 1) understanding and displaying visual demographic and
psychographic characteristics of audiences that allow a realistic audience
representation, 2) clearly describing diverse audience needs and interests,
as well as best-suited communication conduits to approach them with
information to guide the development of communication strategies
adapted to a client or case study, 3) promote students’ career readiness
using tools technological tools professionals are using such as audience
personas, Al image generators to practice prompt engineering, and web-
based online tools to create graphics and presentations.

Audience personas allowed students to deepen their knowledge
and understanding of audience analysis tools as part of communication

strategy processes. For example, by developing audience personas,
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students learned about the target audience’s social media preferences
regarding platforms and favorite content formats. For instance, by learning
more about students’ concerns and interests in the affordability of healthy
meals, a student team proposed creating Instagram Reels to create a series
for the students’ healthy nutrition and workouts.

Moreover, students became familiar with platforms and online
tools communication professionals use in professional scenarios for
creating audience profiles by exploring audiences’ demographic and
psychographic characteristics. Additionally, students could connect clients’
communication goals with audiences’ needs and interests to brainstorm
communication strategies to engage audiences.

From a pedagogical perspective, using audience personas as
an assignment through an arts-based approach motivated students to
explore their creativity and have visual cues to guide creative content
creation. Students manifested that the activity was enjoyable to combine
field research and creative work to get inspiration as they advanced in
developing a strategy. Students had positive experiences with Al image
generators. They practiced prompt writing to incorporate artificial
intelligence tools into their creative work as an innovative practice used in
professional scenarios.

During the presentations, students discussed the importance of
audience data statistics and using qualitative tools to nuance audience
descriptions. For example, a team commented, “Approaching other
students and asking them about their interests and needs was great for
gathering information about how to create resources that matter to them
around their lifestyles.”

Students also mentioned how audience personas are valuable
for practicing diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) theories and
concepts learned in prior courses, such as gender, critical race theory,

and intercultural communication courses about minority representation,
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gender, and identity. Specifically, student teams, when asked about
diversity representation in audiences, highlighted during the class
discussion in their presentations how audience personas as a tool allowed
them to explore an accurate representation of audiences’ characteristics
to develop a communication strategy that speaks to their needs and
identity without wrongfully stereotyping people. Moreover, audience
personas permitted students of specific audiences to approach audiences
with empathy and to portray their identities respectfully and realistically
(Thomas, 2022). Therefore, student learning outcomes assessed in this
assignment coincide with prior studies evaluating tools for audience
analysis, which suggest that developing audience personas qualitatively
about an audience group allowed them to create a more realistic audience
representation (Scott et al., 2024).
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Appendix A
Case Study for Audience Personas

The Restaurant Reward System for SoCal University Students

Overview

The restaurant salad bar is looking to introduce a new college discount
system for students in Southern California. The goal is to create a deeper
understanding of audience demographic and psychographics to develop an
efficient communication strategy to strengthen the brand’s connection with
university students.

Your task is to develop an audience analysis using the audience persona
tool.

Background

* Brand Image: The Restaurant is known for its fresh ingredients,
sustainable practices, and customizable menu. The brand is
trendy among young people for its convenience, affordability, and
commitment to healthy options.

* Current communication strategies: The Restaurant uses social
media (TikTok and Instagram) to promote its menu, promotions.
Recently, the brand started a micro influencer content strategy
based on discount codes.

* Target Audience: We need to better understand college students
across Southern California, especially those attending large public
universities from the UC and CSU system.

* Challenge: The restaurant wants to promote a new discount
system exclusively for students, but it needs to ensure that the
program stands out amid competition from other local and national
food chains offering student discounts.

* Ideal expected outcome: Have more students sign up for the
rewards system and create more audience engagement by offering
them attractive PR tactics.

* Objectives:

1. Increase brand awareness of The Restaurant’s new college
discount.
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2. Drive foot traffic to Southern California to The Restaurant’s
locations.
3. Build long-term relationships with the student community.

Deliverables and grading rubric:
*  Mini briefing (10 points)
» Persona research report (10 points)
» Al image generation for audience persona profiles (15 points)
» Presentation (5 points)
Total: 40 points

This is a group activity. Gather in teams of four members.

Format. All the deliverables detailed should be developed in one slide
presentation.

1. Mini briefing. Revise The Restaurant’s case study provided above
and develop a briefing summary compiling the key information for
further developing a communication strategy. Use the following
guidelines:

a. Client’s communication goals

b. Current communication strategies the client currently uses.

c. Ideal expected outcomes of the client regarding the target
audience.
2. Audience persona research and report. This deliverable refers
to the audience guidelines we revised in class. Audience personas
mirror the main demographic and psychographic characteristics of
target audiences. Students used the questionnaire in Appendix B.
Guidelines
* Remember the DEI guidelines revised in class to represent
our diverse audience in terms of ethnicity, gender identity,
and culture. Consider approaching people of different gender
identities equally (male, female, and LGBTQI+).

Tasks

* Developed a questionnaire to interview SoCal CSU and UC
undergraduate students. To formulate the questions, reflect on
college students’ demographic and psychographic characteris-
tics. Consider the diversity regarding gender identity, occupa-
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tion, hobbies, favorite music, personal struggles and concerns,
personality traits, preferred social media platforms, and content
(See Annex for examples provided to students).

Interview 10 students on our campus who represent The
Restaurant’s target audience. Aim to include an equal num-

ber of males, females, and LGBTQI+ individuals in the data
collection process to align with DEI equity guidelines. Note:
Obtain permission from your interviewees to take their pictures
for visual cues. If they decline, limit your collection to their re-
sponses. Pictures will inspire you to create your personas (e.g.,
outfits, places, and colors that reflect the target audience).
After completing the interviews, create a report summarizing
the most frequent results regarding age group range, preferenc-
es, demographic and psychographic characteristics, and any
additional information about target audiences to develop the
audience personas and add it to the slide presentation.

3. Al image generation for audience persona profiles. Develop a short
description around three personas using the audience persona reports.
The purpose is to “humanize” and understand the target audience seg-

ments.

Tasks

Create three fictional personas representing the target audience

segments equally to describe a male, female, and LGBTQI+

audience persona.

Draft a prompt to source Al detailing the personal information

of your three personas (name, age, gender identity, personality

traits, hobbies, and communication preferences.

o Example. Luise is a 20-year-old landscape architec-
ture major who identifies as non-binary he/them. He is a
first-generation student from Tijuana, Mexico, living in
South LA. Luise works part-time as a cashier in a skate
shop to pay his tuition and help his family. He likes dress-
ing in the 90s style with thrifted outfits combining straight
jeans and graphic tees. Luise lives on a tight budget and
worries about his student loan debt. For this, he aims to get
a scholarship, as he has a 3.80 GPA.

Introduce the prompt to the Al image generators. Use Gencraft

or Canva Al image generator, as we did in class, to create the
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three personas and a description of them to source into our
audience segmentation.

* Describe the three personas individually on an individual slide
and describe their profile using the research report’s most com-
mon characteristics your team found, as shown in the follow-
ing example. (See Annexes for examples).

4. Audience persona showcase. Create a slide presentation using Canva
and prepare with your team to present each assignment’s deliverables.
Tasks
* Create a slide presentation on Canva with all the deliverables.

* Prepare a 5 to 10-minute group presentation. All members should
intervene.

* Prepare for questions from the audience and take notes on the feed-
back you will receive from your classmates and the instructor.
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Appendix B

Guidelines for questionnaires for interviews and observation

Your team must interview ten people (females, males, and LGBTQIA+)

attending CSU and UC Colleges or universities from SoCal. Use these

questions as a base and develop up to five more that allow you to learn

more about their personality and lifestyle.

What do you do for a living?

What is your major?

Can you share your gender identity with us?
What is your age?

What do you do as a hobby?

Which is your favorite music?

What are your struggles?

What makes you happy?

What’s your fashion style?

What are their food preferences?

Do you like reward systems?

Which social media platforms do you mostly use?
What content do you enjoy on social media, and why?

Do you follow any influencers or content creators?

Additional information sources:

The instructor suggested that the students explore the university
website, social media materials, and client social media accounts to
gather additional data about the target audiences that might enrich
the audience persona.

Students were encouraged to do participant observation in campus
events and take notes and pictures to inspire their lifestyles and

interests.
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Appendix C
Audience personas profiles generated with AI (examples provided to

students on Canva)
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