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I’ve worked on forms for over 30 years
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Tax stuff arrives in brown envelopes
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We chose a selection of topics in forms

• Forms need a lot of design

• Test a form by filling it in (mostly)

• Forms and surveys are similar

• Forms can be complex in many ways

• Bilingual forms need to stick to one language at a time

With, I hope, lots of time for questions and discussion
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Forms need a lot of design
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Before we look at any form, decide on a person

Write a ‘once upon a time’ story, filling in these blanks

Today ____________ (name of a person) 

decides to ____________ (do a task) 

because ____________ (reason for the task)

Optional: add an adjective about how they feel about it
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Today we are all going to be Pat

Today Pat

decides to find out how to pay a parking ticket in Edinburgh

because the actual ticket has gone missing

Optional: what adjective would you guess applies to Pat?
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Now let’s try the task 

• Follow along as Pat tries to pay 

• Keep a note of which page(s) on the website are the form
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Is this (page 1) 
a form?
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Is page 2 
a form?

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.011

Is page 3 
a form?

Pay parking tickets and bus 

lane charge notices – The City 

of Edinburgh Council
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Is page 4 
a form?
Parking ticket viewer - Pay PCN Home (itsvc.co.uk)
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Is page 5 
a form?
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Which page(s) were the form? 

1 3 4 52
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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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I think a lot about three layers

Appearance Conversation Relationship
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A good form starts with user and business needs

User 

needs

Business 

needs

Answers 

you need

Questions 

you ask

Interaction design

Appearance
Content design

Conversation

Service design

Relationship
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A good form needs a lot of design

Interaction design Content design Service design
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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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Test a form by filling it in
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We wrote a ‘once upon a time’ story to test a form

Write a ‘once upon a time’ story, filling in these blanks

Today ____________ (name of a person) 

decides to ____________ (do a task) 

because ____________ (reason for the task)

Optional: add an adjective about how they feel about it
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It’s valid to be yourself

Be realistic about representativeness

If you’re filling in the form as yourself, are 
you likely to fill in the form?

If you’re filling the form in as someone 
else, how well do you know that person?

Whoever you choose to be, does that 
person represent real users? 

Image credit: Steffen Lemmerzahl on Unsplash
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Do usability testing of your form

Get someone to fill in your form 
while you watch 

Illustration by Tasia Graham for  “Surveys that work: A practical guide for designing 

better surveys” by Caroline Jarrett 
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Do cognitive testing on your questions

Where did ‘I’m not sure’ come from?
Was it an interaction problem? 
What is this person thinking?

Illustration by Tasia Graham for  “Surveys that work: A practical guide for designing 

better surveys” by Caroline Jarrett 
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Investigate your error rates

Find out who deals with the incoming forms

Arrange to watch them do their work

Count how many forms:
• Are fine and get dealt with

• Have errors that get fixed

• Get sent back to the user

Understanding the costs of data capture: paper, 

automatic and with the internet - Effortmark
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Takeaway “It’s done when 
a real user has used it 
for something real”

- By me
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Forms and surveys are very similar
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We often use the words 
“form” and “questionnaire” 
interchangeably
“Don Tillman” in the book creates a 
questionnaire for The Wife Project.

He expects to reject or select a potential 
candidate from the submissions.

He also uses a depression measurement 
questionnaire to track his mental health. 

He is aggregating the results over time.

The Rosie Project (penguin.co.uk)
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Forms are individual, surveys are aggregates

Form answers get 

used individually

Person A Follow-up A

Person B Follow-up B

Person C Follow-up C

Survey answers 

get used as an 

aggregate

Person A

Person B

Person C

many others

20% say …

https://effortmark.co.uk/
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For example, we can use ‘postcode’ differently

Form answers get 

used individually

Person A Follow-up A – We can deliver to you

Person B Follow-up B – It costs extra for Highlands

Person C Follow-up C – Sorry, not available

Survey answers 

get used as an 

aggregate

Person A

Person B

Person C

others

20% of our potential customers are 

outside our delivery area
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Users want to know why you want to know

“Users hate giving you their phone number - It’s a sad truth but 

users are very suspicious of you asking for their number. They 

fear being spammed by sales calls so would rather drop out of 

the process than hand it over … 

If you really must ask then explain why you need it. 

A simple line saying that you need their number in case there are 

any issues with delivery will do wonders for the completion rate 

on your phone field.”

https://www.zuko.io/blog/which-form-fields-cause-the-biggest-ux-problems

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.zuko.io/blog/which-form-fields-cause-the-biggest-ux-problems


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.032

A question protocol 
is a list of all the 
questions

The question protocol: 

how to make sure 

every form field is 

necessary - Effortmark
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Forms can be complex in many ways
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Much of our 
current forms 
advice is for 
simple forms

https://baymard.com/blog/make-guest-checkout-prominent
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“Begin prototyping with 
one thing per page”

We noticed that many forms we 
reviewed had far too much stuff 
on each page

It’s better to:
● begin prototyping with one 

thing per page
● do user research to decide 

how to group things into pages

Sometimes one question per 
page is plenty.

https://designnotes.blog.gov.uk/2015/07/03/one-thing-per-page/
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Some forms have 
hundreds of boxes
We need structures to help people to understand 
and get through complex forms like this one 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/

attachment_data/file/1164692/IHT400_English.pdf
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The ‘task list’ pattern helps 
with complex forms

Task lists break up the form into 
sections

For the Census, this task list 
appeared after doing the section 
‘People who live here’. 

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.038

Task lists still need attention 
and content design

The GOV.UK Design System now has:

• The Task list component

• The Complete multiple tasks pattern
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We don’t yet have patterns 
for multiple people 
answering
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Karen Fernandes and I did a talk on complex forms

The Phylogenetic Tree in forms design: making forms work for complex applications - Effortmark
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We can see some tasks lists in grant applications

Have all eligible costs been included in the application?

Have you complied with the funder guidance?

What is your statement of intent?

Have you completed the risk assessment?

Do you require a data management plan?

Have you completed the justification of resources?
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I’m thinking about some sort of complexity matrix

Multi-organisation

Multi-person

Individual
Daily One-off

Grant 
application

Buy 
something

Inheritance 
tax return

Job 
application

Census

Congestion 
charge

Joint bank 
account for 
3 people
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Possibly the matrix gets worse?

Multi-organisation

Individual
Daily One-off

Buy 
something

Grant 
application

Inheritance 
tax return

Multi-person

Job 
application

Census

Congestion 
charge

Joint bank 
account for 
3 people

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.044

But maybe it doesn’t work very well

Multi-organisation

Individual
Daily One-off

Buy 
something

Grant 
application

Inheritance 
tax return

Multi-person

Job 
application

Census

Congestion 
charge

Joint bank 
account for 
3 people

Suspiciously 
empty area
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And timesheets are typically awful

Multi-organisation

Multi-person

Individual
Daily One-off

Buy 
something

Grant 
application

Inheritance 
tax return

Job 
application

Census

Timesheets

Joint bank 
account for 
3 people
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Bilingual forms need to stick to 
one language at a time
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Interleaving 
languages makes 
text harder to read
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This hotel sent me 
a survey invitation 
with 24 languages
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I could have a 
look at French
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Arabic reads right-
to-left, but English 
names and titles 
are left-to right

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.051

You can only 
‘unsubscribe’ in 
English, though
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I got a different and 
slightly weirder 
survey by clicking 
the main invitation 
and then changing 
language
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Can we all see 
where to change 
from Arabic to 
another 
language?
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Many people will 
choose English 
because it’s their 
second or additional 
language

How many will know 
“chipping in”?
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I tried paying my car tax in Welsh
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I can only help to improve the service in English
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This is a double-barrelled question in any language

Taxing a vehicle - GOV.UK (vehicletax.service.gov.uk)

https://effortmark.co.uk/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://vehicletax.service.gov.uk/default.aspx


Caroline Jarrett  Effortmark.co.uk @cjforms (CC) BY SA-4.058

Do usability testing of your form

Get someone to fill in your form 
while you watch 

Illustration by Tasia Graham for  “Surveys that work: A practical guide for designing 

better surveys” by Caroline Jarrett 
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Let’s chat! Caroline Jarrett

@cjforms.bsky.social

caroline.jarrett@effortmark.co.uk
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