
From Shelf-Ware to 
Colleague: How Harvard 
Business Impact Put Its Buyer 
Personas to Work

Our previous piece introduced the theoretical framework behind PersonaCraft: transforming 
flat data into deep, human understanding. The next step is seeing how that methodology 
works in the real world to solve the notorious "shelf-ware" problem.


The biggest failure mode in persona research isn't bad data, it's the shelf. Organizations 
routinely spend six figures producing stunning, 80-slide persona decks that get uploaded to 
a shared drive and promptly forgotten. When fast-moving creative or messaging decisions 
need to be made on a Tuesday afternoon, nobody has time to dig through static slides. 
Critical customer insights evaporate, and teams lose the "why" behind the "who."


Yet in today's B2B landscape, generic targeting no longer cuts through the noise. Success 
requires speaking directly to a well-defined persona with a hyper-tailored value proposition.


Harvard Business Impact (HBI), the enterprise arm of Harvard Business Publishing, faced this 
exact challenge. Partnering with RedSky Strategy, the team set out to reframe what a 
persona could be. The result, presented at the Insights Association Ignite workshop by 
RedSky's Anthony Bennett and HBI's Michelle Bonterre, offers a new blueprint for the future 
of insights: AI-enabled persona agents. The core lesson from HBI's initiative is clear: these 
agents don't replace foundational persona research, they are how that research finally gets 
used.




To bridge the gap between deep research and daily execution, HBI built a multi-layered 
activation roadmap. This strategy operationalized buyer personas across the entire 
business: driving internal alignment, anchoring flagship customer experiences, optimizing 
the commercial engine, and refining demand strategy.


The capstone of this activation strategy was something entirely new: lightweight, "what-if" 
segment bots that let internal teams test insight generation, messaging, and strategic 
approaches in real time, rather than forcing them to hunt through static PDFs. These 
conversational agents act as always-on colleagues, embedded directly in the team's daily 
flow of work.


By changing the form factor of the research from a static document to an interactive 
experience, HBI addressed the exact failure points of traditional personas: 


1.  Putting HBI's Personas in the Flow of Work

Persona in action: Meet Glenn: an always-on 
colleague any team can query for an instant 
gut check, not a static profile buried in a deck.

• Instant gut checks. Instead of 
guessing or hunting through slides, 
an HBI copywriter or product 
marketer can simply ask the agent, 
"How would you react to this 
headline?"


• Consistent persona interpretation. 
Because every department interacts 
with the same grounded agent, the 
risk of teams developing competing 
interpretat ions of the target 
customer is dramatically reduced.


• Research insights on demand. 
Institutional knowledge from the 
research phase s tays act ive , 
accessible, and actionable long after 
the final presentation ends.

For insights teams, this shift is a major force multiplier: agent-led frameworks compress 
activation timelines from weeks to days, accelerate research synthesis, and rapidly scale 
messaging, all while maintaining absolute brand and voice consistency.



Generative AI has flooded the market with "synthetic users": AI-generated personas built on 
generic internet data that claim to mirror real buyers. Insights leaders are rightly skeptical of 
this wave of "AI slop," which frequently hallucinates data and fabricates consumer behavior.


What separates HBI's persona agents from synthetic slop is a strict commitment to validated 
research and disciplined operational guardrails. These agents were built as decision-support 
tools, not as stand-ins for real human customers.


First, the agents are grounded in rigorous, verified research: a cross-division segmentation 
study (n = 5,150) spanning three of HBI's business units and five industry verticals. This work 
identified three core traits strongly correlated with interest in HBI's offerings, and uncovered 
a critical 17% "sweet spot" audience shared across overlapping segments.


Second, the methodology follows RedSky's core AI principles: data- and insight-led, human-
approved, and rapidly activated. In practice, that meant setting clear, non-negotiable 
boundaries around where AI could and couldn't touch HBI's process. AI is never used for 
foundational segmentation analysis, running crosstabs, or generating synthetic respondents 
to serve as ground truth. Humans define the strategic direction; AI simply accelerates 
execution.


By enforcing these boundaries, HBI avoided the common pitfalls of enterprise AI adoption: 
treating fictional personas as real respondents, relying on opaque "black-box" segments 
that no one can explain, and ultimately failing to operationalize valuable research.


2.   Grounded Research vs. AI Slop

Agent in action: No generic internet data, no synthetic guesswork - just an agent grounded in 
verified segmentation research, operating within the strict boundaries HBI drew around where 
AI can and can't touch the process.



HBI's persona agents succeeded because the underlying research was designed for 
activation from the outset. RedSky reimagined the traditional segmentation model for HBI, 
moving beyond static, survey-heavy methods toward a more dynamic, multimodal approach.


The framework still respects the classic segmentation mandatories, but adds two principles 
increasingly essential for modern enterprises. The first is accounting for movement across 
segments over time; recognizing that a buyer who looks like a "price-sensitive evaluator" 
today may shift into a "high-intent renewer" six months later, and that a static segment label 
can quietly go stale. The second is incorporating unstructured inputs, like open-ended 
survey responses, sales call notes, or support tickets, rather than relying solely on structured 
survey data. Together, these principles help ensure HBI's data reflects how buyers actually 
behave in a constantly evolving market, not just how they answered a survey at a single 
point in time.


3.  How Do You Make This Data Actionable?3.  A New Model for Segmentation

Persona in action: Meet "Curious Chris”: built for activation, not a static label. Grounded in RedSky's 
dynamic segmentation model for HBI, she reflects real buyer behavior over time, making her a living AI 
colleague, not shelf-ware.
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4.  The Takeaway

HBI's initiative shows that the value of customer insights depends entirely on their 
accessibility.


By wrapping rigorous, real-world research in an interactive AI layer, the organization turned 
personas from forgotten slide decks into active strategic partners.


It is proof that as technical targeting becomes a commoditized baseline, precision alone 
stops being the differentiator. Depth of understanding is the only competitive advantage 
left.



