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‘Personas’are widely used within traditional software contexts during design to represent groups of users or
developer types by generating descriptive concepts from user data.

‘Social coding’practices and version control ‘code forges’including GitHub allow fine-grained exploration of
developers’coding behaviours though analysis of commit data and usage of repository and development man-
agement features such as issue tickets.

By combining software repository mining techniques with persona concepts, we have generated a novel taxonomy
of Research Software Engineering Personas (RSE Personas).

This gives us insight into collaborative development best practices and helps represent developer-repository
interactions. This work has initially been done on a dataset gathered from 10, 000 research software GitHub
repositories which have been deposited with Zenodo.

RSE Personas identify distinct groupings of development behaviours by applying clustering analysis to data
from larger collaborative research software project repositories. Correlations between groups of ‘best practice’
behaviours and common development and repository management activities are examined.

This poster explains the RSE Personas methodology, describes important Personas and their properties, shows
key emerging findings at developer / repository levels, and explores future applications and potential caveats
for this novel method.

Classification methods from Open Source Software research such as commit message keyword classification
[1] and commit file type classification [2] are combined with factors such as review of pull requests, issue
tickets, commit size and frequency data, commit ‘activity types’(for example: coding new features, versus
documenting or managing the repository) and other contributions information from GitHub to build a picture
of developers’engagement with their repositories.

An example RSE Persona identified is the “Active Leader”: responsible for a high proportion of commits,
frequently assigned to issue tickets and pull request reviews; they modify files across the entire codebase,
with strong contributions to activities such as developer documentation.

Personas demystify subtle interactions between researchers and their code, unlocking insights into the day-to-
day behaviours of RSEs and the different contributions they make to their projects, and how those managing
such projects could identify ways to better support their teams towards effective research software develop-
ment.

Personas could allow RSEs to interact more effectively by understanding their current practices in relation to
their teams and communities, helping them identify ‘next steps best practices’, boosting their professional -
as well as software - development.

We agree that while RSEs are certainly far more than their code and the digital footprints they leave on their
repositories, the Research Software Engineering Personas methodology now allows us to describe, explore
and investigate the current real-world practices of contributors to research software, and we invite you to
engage with our work.
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