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Improving usability
the Employer’s Pack

Caroline Jarrett
Presentation at STC Conference, 2002
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The Employer’s Pack

• Issued to around 1.3 million employers

• 85% employ 20 or fewer employees

• Selection of forms and guidance
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UK tax system

• Employer deducts precisely the right
amount of tax from each employee’s
paycheck (PAYE)

• Deductions are few

• Banks pay interest with precisely the right
amount of tax deducted

• Most people do not have to do tax returns
– 27 million people pay tax

– only 8 million have to do tax returns
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How it works

• Typical salary £16000 (approx $22500)

• ‘Tax Code’ for single person is 461L

• 461 means £4610 of pay will be free of
tax (approx $6450)

• ‘Tax tables’ tell employer how to spread
the tax-free pay across the year and how
to tax the rest

• ‘Tax code’ can be adjusted by the Tax
Office part-way through the year if
circumstances change
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National Insurance Contributions

• Similar to Social Security Tax

• Deducted from employee’s paycheck

• Originally used to finance ‘state
pensions’, sick pay, National Health
Service (hospitalization)

• My personal view is: now just another
type of tax
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Example
item from
1997 pack
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Changes to the pack in 1997

• Before:
– two packs, one each from Inland Revenue and

Contributions Agency

– employers were sent full selection of required forms

• Change:
– one combined pack

– employers have to order the forms they need

– objective: ‘Reduce Burden on Employers’
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The pack in 1997

• Good points:
– single mailing, previously two

– new mailing smaller than previous two added together

– no issue of unnecessary forms

– pretty good feedback from market research

• Less good points:
– lots of usability problems

– tried working out change of tax year using the
instructions

– had to swap between documents at least 19 times

– I found it almost impossible to work out what I had to
do using the pack
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Initial usability testing

• Persuaded Inland Revenue to let me do
usability testing as part of an MBA project

• Three employers, one in each test
session

• Test looked at:
– initial opening of the pack

– first thing they were told to do: order forms
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Example problems

• Three conflicting messages on the
envelope itself, including two different
dates to start

• Participants did not know
what to order or when
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What happened next

• Report was well-received

• Asked to do some paid-for testing on
another element of the pack:
reference cards.
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Usability 2 - 1997
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Second round of usability testing

• Two card authors
worked with me

• Three employers
used the cards

• Authors watched
the test on video
link
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Example problems: Help cards

• Over 400 observations noted

• Only 69 of them were good points

• Typical problems:
– formal name of cards was

“Employer’s Quick Guide to Pay As You Earn and
National Insurance Contributions CWG1”

– contents listed on back of first card
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Typical detailed observations

• Statutory Sick Pay - good point
– clear title to card, easy to find

• Statutory Sick Pay - example problems
– there is nothing on the front of the card to tell you that

there is a step by step guide on the back of the card

– some parts of the task are described in the wrong
order (e.g. employer is twice instructed to read the 3
qualifying conditions)
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What happened next

• Dealt with 93 of the recommendations

• Envelope changed to have consistent
messages

• Order form redesigned

• Name of cards abbreviated (a little)

• Removed one card from the pack
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Cost-justifying usability

• Identified unnecessary help card

• Cost per card approx. 2p per card printed

• Minimum printed: 1.3 million

• Immediate saving: approx. £26,000

• plus the cost of maintaining the card for
future years
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Usability
2000 and 2001
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Four years later

• Pack is getting good reports from
quantitative research

• But… big spread in the Daily Mail saying
that it is horrible

• Inland Revenue and Contributions
Agency now merged

• New enthusiasm for usability of pack.
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Some items from the 2000 Pack
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Usability investigations

• Blend of:
– contextual enquiry

– ‘classic’ usability testing

– cognitive interviewing

• Feedback based on:
– video clips

– personal experience
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Remember: Forms
P14 (OCR), P9D
and P11D need to
be ordered

Typical finding: too many messages

Important: Please
open at once
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Typical finding: confusing message

That doesn’t
apply to me, I
don’t employ
any students

“Student loans”: an employer has to deduct repayments
of a student loan from an employee who used to be a
student (not one who is currently a student)
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Typical finding: not actually using the materials

“Of course the cards are easy to use”

(looks through cards trying to find the one
used most recently)

“I remember now, I made some notes on
the previous year’s card”
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Result

• Business support for phased approach

• Year 1:
– total redesign of pack appearance

– total redesign of order form

– items omitted if they could be

– iterative usability testing

• Year 2:
– total redesign of cards into booklets

– more iterative usability testing

• Ongoing: further investigations on what
employers really need
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Features of new design

Simple branding

Use of pictures
for description

Bold headings in
plain language
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Features of the work

• Business support

• Mixed usability methods

• Mixed usability, design and graphic
design team

• Short term visual improvements

• Medium term guidance improvements
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Contact details

Caroline can be contacted at:

Effortmark Ltd
16 Heath Road
Leighton Buzzard
Bedfordshire
LU7 3AB

01525 370379

Caroline.Jarrett@Effortmark.co.uk


