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How to save money by fixing forms
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Let’s have a look at a form
Czech railways
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Is this 
a form?
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We know a form when we see 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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A good form needs a lot of design

Looks like a form and 
works like a form

Asks questions and 
expects answers

Allows someone 
to achieve a goal

Interaction design Content design Service design
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A good form works well across the layers

Appearance Conversation Relationship

Easy to 
understand

Easy to 
read

Easy to 
use

Easy to 
answer

Easy to 
get it done

Easy to 
move on

Interaction design Content design Service design
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The outside world sees you through your forms

Thought for the day by Tim Paul: a diagram about forms 
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A good form starts with user and business needs

Interaction design
Appearance

Content design
Conversation

Service design
Relationship

User 
needs

Business 
needs

Answers 
you need

Questions 
you ask
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Failures get expensive

Drops out of the form Gives a wrong answer
Calls helpline

Lost customer
Lost business
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Takeaway A good form is easy to:
• read and use
• understand and answer
• get it done and move on
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Have you ever abandoned a form? 

“I don’t want to 
click the arrow 
27 times to get 
to the right date”
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Maybe 70% of shopping carts get abandoned

https://baymard.com/lists/cart-abandonment-rate



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.013

Baymard researched why people abandon carts

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

The credit card was declined

There weren't enough payment methods

Returns policy wasn't satisfactory

Website had errors / crashed

I couldn't see / calculate total order cost up-front

Too long / complicated checkout process

I didn't trust the site with my credit card information

Delivery was too slow

The site wanted me to create an account

Extra costs too high (shipping, tax, fees)

Reasons why people abandon shopping carts 

https://baymard.com/lists/cart-abandonment-rate
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Many people abandon because of forms problems

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

The credit card was declined

There weren't enough payment methods

Returns policy wasn't satisfactory

Website had errors / crashed

I couldn't see / calculate total order cost up-front

Too long / complicated checkout process

I didn't trust the site with my credit card information

Delivery was too slow

The site wanted me to create an account

Extra costs too high (shipping, tax, fees)

Reasons why people abandon shopping carts 
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Save money by 
improving service design
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Let’s think about “too long / complicated”

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

The credit card was declined

There weren't enough payment methods

Returns policy wasn't satisfactory

Website had errors / crashed

I couldn't see / calculate total order cost up-front

Too long / complicated checkout process

I didn't trust the site with my credit card information

Delivery was too slow

The site wanted me to create an account

Extra costs too high (shipping, tax, fees)

Reasons why people abandon shopping carts 



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.017

Government forms can also be far too long

“By doing user research, and diving into the detail of the 
application process, the team has been able to remove 
170 questions from the application process – that's 
49% of the questions”

Pete Desmond, Service Manager Carer’s Allowance Digital Service, 
UK Department for Work and Pensions

https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2014/11/28/simpler-carers-allowance-digital-service-now-live/
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When you ask a question, know why

Create a question protocol to make sure that you:
• Ask for what you need
• Can justify why you are asking every question
• Know what you will do with every answer

Look after the answers, carefully (also known as privacy policy)

Keep reviewing the question protocol, minimum once a year

https://www.effortmark.co.uk/question-protocol-make-sure-every-form-field-necessary/
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Privacy is important
Read “Understanding 
Privacy” by Heather Burns

Do what she says

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/printed-books/understanding-privacy/
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Every extra question costs you money

• A longer form to implement and maintain

• More opportunities for people to struggle
• If they drop out, you may lose them
• If they contact you, you have the cost of helping them

• More data to store

• Greater possibility for inaccurate data 
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Prune: remove questions you don’t need

Image credit: https://portal.ct.gov/-
/media/CAES/DOCUMENTS/Publications/Fact_Sheets/Plant_Pathology_and_Ecology/
PRUNINGANINTRODUCTIONTOWHYHOWANDWHEN0415Rpdf.pdf
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Keep it realistic. Extremely short fails, too.

https://insiteful.co/blog/dont-reduce-form-fields/

“I removed all the fields that 
people actually want to 
interact with and only left 
the crappy ones they don’t 
want to interact with. Kinda
stupid.”

Michael Aagard
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Do usability testing on your form

Get someone to fill in your form 
while you watch

Extra tip: 
Before they start the form, 
ask them what questions 
they expect to answer

Image credit: Drawn by Tasia Graham, illustration from Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)”
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Takeaway Every question that you ask 
costs you money. 
Be thoughtful and careful about 
what you choose to ask. 
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Save money with better content
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Please tell me your 
answers for this form
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Let’s start with the 
button
Also known as

“Call To Action”

(CTA)
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I’m often confused by ‘OK’ and ‘Cancel’ 



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.029

Label the button with what it does*
*I think this is what these buttons do
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The best CTAs are strong verbs

• Sign up 

• Start

• Download

• Apply
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You can add some extra encouragement

• Sign up now

• Start your site

• Download free guide

• Apply for card
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But look across all the buttons

• I was applying for a credit card
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Label the button with 
what it does

Extra tip: 
When you have a meeting to decide the correct 
action when someone clicks a button, you have 
not yet labelled the button with what it does

Takeaway
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Yes/no questions are 
problematic
They can be hard to answer

If none of the options is right, then:

• People drop out of the form OR

• You get bad data from them
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Problem 1: The answer isn’t YES or NO
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Idea 1: Re-design the conversation

How old are you?

Validation:
If 16 to 65, continue to next question

Anything else, explain
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Problem 2: The answer is “I’m confused”

“I didn’t know I was adding anything. 

What does Yes mean here?”
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Idea 2a: Explain the options in the text

“I didn’t know I was adding anything. 

What does Yes mean here?”

Are you adding a UK mobile 
number?

Yes, the mobile has a UK number

No, the mobile is from outside the UK
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Idea 2b: Sometimes you can scrap the Yes and No

“I didn’t know I was adding anything. 

What does Yes mean here?”

Are you adding a UK mobile 
number?

The mobile has a UK number

The mobile is from outside the UK
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Problem 3: Real life is analogue, not binary

• “There is a lodger / paying guest but we 
do not talk to each other”

• “We are separated but live in the same 
place because we can’t afford to move”

• “At the moment because my partner is 
working in a city a long way away”

• “I live with on my own with my new baby”
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Idea 3: Add extra response options

• “There is a lodger / paying guest but we 
do not talk to each other”

• “We are separated but live in the same 
place because we can’t afford to move”

• “At the moment because my partner is 
working in a city a long way away”

• “I live with on my own with my baby”

Add at least one of these
• Sometimes
• Something else
• Partly
• Mixed
• Other*
… or whatever fits the question

(plus maybe a box for details)

*be careful about making people who 
are in a minority feel “othered”
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No ‘yes/no’ questions

Real life is analogue
There are nearly always other 
answers

Takeaway

https://www.effortmark.co.uk/no-yes-no-questions/
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Do usability testing on your form

Get someone to fill in your form 
while you watch

Extra tips: 
Ask them to tell you their answer 
before they put it into the form

Use cognitive interviewing 
probes such as 
“tell me what you’re thinking”

Image credit: Drawn by Tasia Graham, illustration from Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)”



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.044

Save money with better interaction
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Can you read this?
Most people filling in your form 
have small screens

Many have poor eyesight

Legibility is important
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Check that your colours work all the time
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The basic interactions 
are easiest to use
• Radio buttons

• Checkboxes

• Text input

• Buttons

https://design-system.service.gov.uk/components/
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Don’t be fancy for no good reason

For example, here are some examples of asking for age
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Excess minimalism can also be too fancy
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Somebody at the website noticed and fixed it - yay
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Don’t “save space” by putting labels inside boxes
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Also, don’t use float labels

https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2021/02/material-design-text-fields/
https://adamsilver.io/blog/float-labels-are-problematic/
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Smashing Magazine 
used to have float labels
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Put the question outside the box
Leave the box empty for the answer

Question here, near but outside the box

Empty box here for the answer
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Do usability testing on your form

Get someone to fill in your form 
while you watch

Extra tip - find some people who:

• Have disabilities such as tremor

• Use old or slow devices

• Only recently started using a digital device

• Don’t use digital devices 

Image credit: Drawn by Tasia Graham, illustration from Caroline Jarrett, “Surveys that work” (2021)”
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No-one wants to be delighted by 
your form. Make it easy, so they 
can do other things instead.

Takeaway

Image credit: Alberto Casseta on Unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/REKXJ7JhwiI
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A good form works well across the layers

Interaction design
Appearance

Content design
Conversation

Service design
Relationship

Easy to 
understand

Easy to 
read

Easy to 
use

Easy to 
answer

Easy to 
get it done

Easy to 
move on
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Caroline Jarrett

twitter @cjforms

caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk

www.effortmark.co.uk
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How many times will YOU click for your year?



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.062



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.063



Caroline Jarrett  @cjforms  (CC) BY SA-4.064

This is an example of a bad choice


