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I need to pay 

a parking ticket 

in Newcastle.

I’ve lost the ticket. 

Where does 

the form start?
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I need to pay 

a parking ticket 

in Newcastle.

I’ve lost the ticket. 

Oh dear.



It’s a form 

if it …
Looks like a 

form and 
works like a 

form

Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal
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Looks like a 
form and 

works like a 
form

Interaction 

Design

Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

Content

Design

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal

Service

Design
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Users’

needs

(and business ones)

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal

The answers 

you need

The questions

you ask

Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

Where you

put the pixels
Looks like a 

form and 
works like a 

form
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A great form works well across 

all three layers

Relationship

Conversation

Appearance

Goals achieved

Goals achieved
Easy to understand

and answer

Goals achievedLovely and legible.

Simple interaction

Schema from “Forms that work: Designing web forms for usability”, Jarrett and Gaffney (2008)  www.formsthatwork.com12
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How to look at a form



Step 1

14

Don’t look at it

yet



Step 2
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Choose a persona

Write the story of why that

persona is filling in the form

write down

your assumptions



“I’ve always loved the sea”

16 Image credit: Caroline Jarrett



Step 3
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Fill in the form 

as that persona,

as honestly as you can

keep notes
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Step 4
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Now look at it

How did it work across

the three layers?

Appearance

Conversation

Relationship



Step 5
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Do user research
Appearance: How do users interact in practice? 

Conversation: What words do users actually use?

Relationship: What are the real users like? 

What are their needs?
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1. Don’t look at it.

2. Choose a persona and write the story of 

why that persona is filling in this form.

3. Fill in the form as that persona, 

as honestly as you can.

4. Now look at it. 

How did it work across the three layers?

5. Do user research

Investigate your assumptions

How to look at a form
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1. Don’t look at it.

2. Choose a persona and write the story of 

why that persona is using this thing.

3. Try using the thing as that persona, 

as honestly as you can.

4. Now look at it. 

How did it work across the three layers?

5. Do user research

Investigate your assumptions

Bonus: how to review anything
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Tips for user research on forms



Observe people as they use the forms

24 Image credit: Fraser Smith glenelg.net



Tip
Track a sample of forms 

through your process

Look for: minimum time, maximum time, mode, errors, loops, 

customer contacts, staff involvement. 

But most of all: for errors.

Image credit: Shutterstock25



In some ways, 

paper is easier for discovery

26 Image credit: Katy Arnold @katyarnie



Tip
Try a ‘replay study’

Users have another go at a complex form:

• In their own environment

• With their real data

• While you watch and take notes.

27



28

How to write for a form
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How to write for a service



Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

Looks like a 
form and 

works like a 
form

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal

The answers 

you need
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Form structure

How to structure web forms for GOV.UK 

services.

1. Know why you’re asking every question

2. Design for the most common scenarios first

3. Start with one thing per page

https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design/

resources/patterns/form-structure.html

https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design/resources/patterns/form-structure.html#section-1
https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design/resources/patterns/form-structure.html#section-2
https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centred-design/resources/patterns/form-structure.html#section-3


When we’re stressed, the amygdala grabs as much 

resource as possible. So, cognitive deficit.

32 Idea from Naintara Land Image credit: http://www.memorylossonline.com/glossary/images/amygdala.jpg



Many “easy” questions can trigger stress

Every time a website asks: “Male or Female?” and 

offers no opt-out, no “It’s complicated,” I pause. I 

have to think about what I want to answer and why. 

Do I check “female” to match the name I still give 

and the socialization I received? Or do I check 

“male” and risk someone noticing the discrepancy, 

because this reflects myself?

From “Design for Real Life” 

Eric Meyer and Sara Wachter-Boettcher

https://abookapart.com/products/design-for-real-life

33



What’s the most common circumstance?

34 Image credit: Fraser Smith glenelg.net



Looks like a 
form and 

works like a 
form

Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

The questions

you ask

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal
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Questions with ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers 

can be  tricky

Do you or your partner get Child Benefit?

36
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If you’re a dolphin, 

are you more like a rhino or a shark?



There are (usually) more answers in the world 

than in the official process

38
Question from a computer manufacturer’s survey



Why ask for a telephone number?
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Why ask for a telephone number?
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“You must enter this item”
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Please join the discussion: 

‘What to say in error messages’
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https://designpatterns.hackpad.com/

What-to-say-in-error-messages-HiGXPZ7XiG0



Where you

put the pixels
Looks like a 

form and 
works like a 

form

Asks 
questions 

and expects 
answers

Allows 
someone 
to achieve 

a goal
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Users don’t want to read

http://mva.state.md.us Image credits: Ginny Redish

http://mva.state.md.us/
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Readers and rushers - tax forms

• Pensioners

• Lower-paid

self-employed

• Tax office staff

• Accountants

• Higher-paid employed



46

Rushers do better
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Users want a ‘quick start’

“Officials need to take a behaviourally 

realistic view of how citizens fill in forms and 

to cut back the length of guidance leaflets as 

well as forms themselves.

Forms and guidance should be designed to 

facilitate a 'quick start‘ approach by people.”

National Audit Office 2002



People read 

forms differently
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Image credit: http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2014/09/eye-tracking-in-user-experience-design.php
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Image credit: http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2014/09/eye-tracking-in-user-experience-design.php



50 Image credit: http://www.uxmatters.com/mt/archives/2014/09/eye-tracking-in-user-experience-design.php



Accept the ‘box suction effect’
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For published patterns, search for:

“service manual design patterns”

Or join us on

https://designpatterns.hackpad.com

Join us: working on design patterns

https://designpatterns.hackpad.com/
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More slides http://www.slideshare.net/cjforms
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twitter @cjforms

caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk

www.effortmark.co.uk

Caroline Jarrett

mailto:caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk

