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Designing a government form: a case study

Robert Waller
The Open University

Introduction

Administrative forms are an unfortunate side effect
of the state’s involvernent in the lives of its citizens
and businesses. To the civil servant they are an
essential part of the administrative process. Among
the general public they are caricatured as an obstacle
course of gobbledygook, small print and im-
penetrable procedures.

From time to time efforts are made to reconcile
the two views. The most recent resulted in the
publication in February 1982 of Sir Derck Rayner’s
report on government forms (Rayner, 1982), and
a related White Paper (United Kingdom, 1982)
which declared the Government’s intention to
reduce the burden which forms impose on citizens
and businesses (reviewed by Waller, 1982). As a
result, special forms units have been established in
a number of departments, and it is hoped that forms
of all kinds will receive more careful attention from
those responsible for their drafting. However, there
are clear problems in implementing this aim. Forms
have to administer extremely complex legislation
and regulations in a way which even the least able
citizen can cope with. Although there have been
some substantial advances in research on forms and

This paper describes a case history of the design of a
government form. In particular, three kinds of pro-
blem are identified and discussed: contextual problems
of relevance and interpretation; problems of reading
sequence and conditional branching instrucrions; and
a range of typographic problems. Typography is seen
as a particularly important way of signalling the in-
Jormation structure of forms, and typographic techni-
ques are discussed in some detail.

related issues, experience shows that good form
design does not just result from the correct applica-
tion of guidelines about individual problems. The
context and purpose of each form is so distinct that
even those guidelines that are valid can be swamped
by problems which are not predictable by guideline
writers and researchers,

This paper presents a case study of one particular
form, in order to highlight general aspects of the
design process and provide insights into the sort
of factors that contribute 1o the success or failure
of forms—both general factors concerning the
management of the process, and also those detail-
ed aspects of presentation which are often left to
technical staff but which can, if mishandled, result
in the breakdown of communicarion between the
civil servant and the citizen.

The background to the project

During 1982 the Department of Health and Social
Security (DHSS) developed a form to be used by
unemployed persons claiming Supplementary
Benefit (SB). By any standards this is an important
form—it has already been used to distribute many
millions of pounds to millions of people. More



crucially, though, they are people in need, to whom
the payment of a correct and full entitlement is vital.

The introduction of the form in December 1982
was preceded by a lengthy development process,
starting with a pilot scheme in several areas of the
country. This threw up a range of problems which
were addressed by a second phase of development
and resting undertaken by a team from the Institute
of Educational Technology at the Open Universi-
ty (OU)Y*. More detailed outcomes of the pilot
scheme and of the testing carried out by the QU
teamn are available elsewhere (Lefrere, Macdonald-
Ross and Waller, in preparation). Briefly summaris-
ed, an OU test form increased the percentage of
returned forms that could be used without further
enquiry from around 25% to around 75%. In actual
use this result has held up quite well—on average
just over 60%—although there is considerable varia-
tion between local DHSS offices—perhaps reflec-
ting differences in attitude to the new administrative
procedure whose introduction was resisted by the
civil service trade union, More importantly, those
filling in the form a second time (many claimants
come in and out of the system as their circumstances
alter) have very few problems. The project can
therefore fairly be regarded as successful in most
respects.

The unemployed form the largest category of
claimants of SB. It is a means-tested benefit—the
amount you get depends on a complex assessment
of your income, capital and expenditure—which was
previously claimed at an interview (and this will
continue to be the case for many categories of clai-
mant). The interview was expensive for both the
DHSS and the claimant (many of whom had to
travel, often far, to the Social Security Office and
queue for quite a while), and our research indicates
that a majority of those who have previously ex-
perienced the interview much prefer claiming by
post. Informal feedback from claimants was that
many of them found the interview somewhat

traumatic. It is obviously essential, of course, that
the form is in no respect worse than the interview,
that it gives every opportunity for claimants to
describe their circumstances fully. Over the years
the legislation relating to SB has grown into a
substantial and complex body of regulations and
conditions, and it is fair to say that few people can
claim to understand it thoroughly. One of the pro-
blems encountered during the project reported here
was that even the experts disagreed about the rules
governing the payment of 8B.

The complexity of the SB regulations results in
a large number of extremely detailed questions
about claimants’ personal circumstances. While the
interview system hides the amount of the informa-
tion required from public view, the form displays
its full extent for all to see. Of course, because cir-
cumstances vary so much, no claimant actually has
1o answer every question—for example there is a
section for home-owners and another for tenants.
Even so, the scale and the detail of the questioning
surprised many observers when the form was an-
nounced in late 1982, Estimates of the number of
questions ranged from 60 to 120. It is important
to emphasise, though, that the length of a form is
no indicator of its difficulty: a long form is certain-
ly offputting and tiresome, but there were many oc-
casions when it was necessary to lengthen the docu-
ment to remove ambiguity and give extra oppor-
tunity for people to claim special entitlements.

The prototype form

The prototype form used in the pilot scheme was
small in format (165 x 204mm), with eight pages
organised as a three fold concertina (See Figure 1).
On the first encounter most people like it. The
green tinted background with brown and green
overprinting is cheerful and unintimidating, and the
decorative border enclosing the title is also ap-
preciated by some. To many claimants, the initial
impression is better than that of the plainer and
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larger form eventually produced by cur QU team,

Unfortunately this first impression does not last,
and considerable problems were experienced with
the form in practice. When it was used in the pilot
scheme ar several local DHSS offices, an unaccept-
ably high proportion of returned forms had to be
returned or followed up in some way before an
assessment of benefit could be made. The results
of the pilot scheme were confirmed by our own
testing of the prototype, and by a separate evalua-
tion carried out by the Research Institute for Con-
sumer Affairs. A detailed breakdown of the results
was not ready until a later stage of our work, but
it was clear early on that the errors fell into three
categories:

® Problems of relevance and contextual interpretation:
the form did not elicit enough information for an
assessment to be made, and appeared to be irrele-
vant to a large number of claimants. In particular,
young people living at home with their families
could find very few questions to answer and were
frustrated that they could not properly describe
their situation. A number of questions, while simply
worded, were understandably misinterpreted: for
example, ‘Do you have any savings?’ was taken by
most people to exclude the cash in their pockets and
money in current bank accounts. Again, the ques-
tion ‘Do you have any other income? is clear
enough linguistically, but few people considered
social security benefits or retirement pensions to be
‘income’—after all, they are what you get if you
have no income!

® Problems of reading sequence: any individual
claimant will find that many sections or questions
on the form do not apply to him or her. However, the
prototype form gives inadequate directions around
the irrelevant parts. For example, the question is
asked ‘Have you worked in the last six weeks?’ The
next question is prefixed ‘if yes’, and there is
nothing to tell you what te do if you answered

‘no’—some people skip the next question and others
skip the whole section. A more careful examination
shows that the first question of each section is an
implicit branching direction {that is, you should
skip the rest of the section if you answer ‘no’), but
that if you answer ‘no’ to subsequent questions you
simply ignore the supplementary question and
move to the next one. The problem is caused by,
first, inadequate and cryptic verbal instructions and,
second, poor typographic signalling. Even with
clearer typography the OU team encountered a
similar problem on their first draft, and it is discuss-
ed in more detail below.

® Other graphic design issues: forms, like other
documents, are constrained by the practicalities of
production and the ergonomics of use. Decisions
must be made about the format, typefaces, the
design of response formats, and the use of
typography to display the information structure.
Good design can contribute to the solution of the
contextual and sequencing problems described
above; poor design can aggravate such problems and
introduce new ones besides.

We will return to each of these broad categories
later. The individual problems range in significance
from the fairly obvious to the subtle and debatable,
As with so many problems of document design, it
would not be easy to isolate each of them in an ex-
perimental study to conclusively prove the point
one way or another. Indeed, even if it were possi-
ble, the argument would not be settled. Very few
typographic experiments result in Jarge differences
between conditions, but although a particular fac-
tor cannot be shown to have much effect upon
readers, the combination of several slightly sub-
standard features can be serious. The presence of
the more serious errors, and the consequent loss of
confidence in the document by the reader, may also
exaggerate the effect of the smaller problems. And
problems which appear to be rather inconsequen-



tial may be signs of a systematically poor approach
to form design which on another occasion could be
serious.

It should also be remembered, of course, that
committees are responsible for most gevernment
forms, and this one was no exception. Many of the
problems we found were compounded by an ill-
conceived design procedure in addition to the sim-
ple lack of skill or knowledge. Design advice about
forms is typically sought too late to influence key
decisions, and designers are often excluded from
discussions of the verbal and logical content of
forms (although many seem content with this ar-
rangement). [t is sometimes easier for external con-
sultants whose position in the organisational hier-
archy is traditionally ambiguous.

Testing

The testing of all aspects of the form was part of
the design philosophy from the start of the project
{and was part of our brief). In addition to the in-
itial pilot scheme organised by the DHSS, the OU
team subjected the form to four cycles of testing.
The first test was of the prototype green-and-brown
form (Figure 1), in order to gain our own insights
into the problems encountered in the large-scale
pilot scheme and to collect data against which our
redesigned form could later be directly compared,
In the next two tests we used black-and-white ver-
sions of our redrafted form, and in the final test we
used a fully typeset two-colour form similar to that
now in use.

Earlier tests were with small groups of
unemployed people; they were asked to fill out the
form without assistance from the interviewer; their
comments were noted, and their forms assessed as
for a real $B claim. To ensure that all optional paths
were tested, a number of subjects were given fic-
titious case study information and each was asked
to make an application on behalf of the person
described in their particular case study. The final

test was a more realistic simuiation of the actual
conditions of use. Subjects (SB claimants already
registered with the DHSS) were given the form and
a reply-paid envelope and were asked to mail the
form back to us when completed. A small financial
incentive (£2) was offered if the form reached us
by a specified date

Qur working method was to leave detailed deci-
sions about typography and format until the logical
and linguistic issues had been ironed out. In this
way we could test preliminary drafts of our form
without the extreme constraints of space and
typography that the prototype laboured under. We
therefore ‘idealised’ the typography temporarily in
order to concentrate on logical and verbal issues,
This was not to discount its importance—
rather the opposite, in the sense that we
were able to use as much space and typo-
graphic signalling as we needed (see Figures 3
and 4). This is in contrast to the clumsy and
unergonomic typescripts which are so often used
for test drafts and which quite probably introduce
new uncertainties into the data.

It should be emphasised that this postponement
of layout decisions was only possible because we
had made a decision to treat the form as a strictly
sequential document—users must systematically
work through from beginning to end, only skip-
ping sections when directed to. The role of
typographic layout was therefore to display this
relatively simple linear structure. We would not
recommend the practice in cases where the layout
is expressive of more complex structures or where
selective reading strategies are anticipated.

Not unexpectedly, we eventually had to make
some changes to the language and order of the form
when we reached the typographic design stage. By
that time, however, we had developed a good feel-
ing for the likely effects of such minor changes
without feeling the need to retest every alteration.
This last point is important. Qur experience shows
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that testing is a vital part of the design process, not
only to alert the designer to specific problems but
also to develop an objective and user-oriented ap-
proach to the task in hand—1o0 develop a good feel
for the job. It is tempting for designers and editors
to imagine an ideal world in which the content and
purpose of every document is finalised in advance
and remains stable. In such a world, changes would
only be made when testing revealed a problem; thus
the form would smoothly evolve into one fully
validated on every point. Many behave as if this
is actually the norm, and profess surprise when
copy is changed or new ideas suggested. In prac-
tice, this is almost never the case in the design of
significant or complex information. Indeed, if it
were, the designer’s job would be a functionally
trivial one.

Forms typically have to satisfy the needs of a
number of different divisions of an organisation and
so the politics of decision-making are as complex
as the information itself. New issues come to light,
policy is changed, and new people become involv-
ed with projects. In addition, the involvement of
designers itself generates new ideas—not just from
the designers but through the distancing and ob-
jectifying effect that typesetting can have on familiar
scripts.

Because the materials used for development and
testing are constantly shifting in this way, it is im-
possible to be dogmatic about the use of test results.
Over the four months of the SB form’s development
the OU team was dealing with a moving target:
items were introduced at quite late stages and it is
not possible to claim that the form which worked
in our tests is exactly the same form that went into
use. However, the tests did give those involved an
objectivity that they would not otherwise have had.

Problems of relevance and contextual
interpretation
Because problems of relevance are by definition

context-dependent and so not generalisable to other
design tasks, there is little point in relating specific
instances here beyond the two described earlier
(relating to the interpretation of the terms ‘savings’
and ‘income’). Indeed, such context-related pro-
blems can never be the subject of general
guidelines—except those about design methods and
management, Instead, the problems we found in our
first cycle of testing (with the green-and-brown pro-
totype) can mostly be traced to poor communica-
tion links between the designers responsible for a
form’s production, its potential users (whose views
can become more accessible through testing) and
the officials responsible for the procedures ad-
ministered by the form (who should be accessible
through consultation and full design team member-
ship). Poor forms thus often reflect conflicts of
purpose and a confused division of responsibility
among their originators,

Conflicts of purpose: A form-generating organisation
usually has a number of different purposes for any
individual form. These may include the following:

1 encouraging respondents to use the form and
guiding them in doing so;

2 establishing the identity of the respondent;

3 eliciting detailed information relevant to the
transaction in hand;

4 cross-checking the accuracy of responses;

5 transcribing responses into another format (eg,
a computer database);

6 making an administrative decision on the basis
of the responses (eg, determining the amount of
benefit to be paid);

7 the detection of fraudulent responses and the in-
corporation of legal safeguards;



8 the collection of social statistics for other ad-
ministrative or policy-making purposes.

Each of these purposes makes its own demands on
the form designer, and each is typically identified
with different departments of the organisation. As
a result the design process is complicated by the
usual dynamics (or politics) of committees and other
institutional structures. One example is the conflict
that can arise between purposes | and 7—between
those who wish to see the form widely used (in this
case, SB distributed to all those eligible) and those
whose job it is to prevent fraud. While the former
are unwilling to include anything that may frighten
off potential claimants, the latter need them to sign
a water-tight declaration and to be warned about
the consequences of giving inaccurate information.
In the case of the SB claim form, this led to con-
siderable discussion of the wording of the declara-
tion, and the inclusion of a warning of spot checks
at the beginning of the form. {In the final version
this warning simply says ‘We may visit you later’.
It was hoped that ordinary claimants would hardly
notice or be worried by this, but that fraudulent
claimants, if any, would be immediately alerted to
its significance and deterred.)

Another common conflict is that between pur-
poses 3 and 5. Many forms are designed more for
the computer operators who have to process them
than for the users. In the case of the SB form, the
DHSS accepted from the start that the users were
to come first, and this policy was adhered to in an
exemplary way. For instance, questions had
previously been coded with letters which were con-
fusing to users but which helped the DHSS staff;
these now appear discreetly in white in the coloured
border. And certain debates about the sequence of
questions were resolved in the users’ favour.

Purpose 8 can be particularly intrusive but often
hard to spot. Most form designers take it for granted
that the information elicited by a proposed form is

actually needed to make an administrative decision
(for purpose 6). On closer examination, though, it
can emerge that someone would simply like to know
the information, that it is there for the compilation
of statistics (an unofficial census, in a way) or that
it is there for a reason no-one currently in the
organisation can explain. In the case of the SB form,
the DHSS were properly restrained in this respect,
but the application forms of my own institution,
the Open University, are a good example: courses
are available to anyone, regardless of education or
personal circumstances, and so in theory very lit-
tle information is needed other than name, address,
choice of course and one or two other simple ques-
tions. In practice, however, the application form
is several pages in length and contains numerous
questions which are there solely to collect statistics
on our students for policy-making purposes.

Division of responsibility: Because purposes can clash
in these ways, it is important that responsibility for
relatively detailed matters is taken at a reasenably
senior level. This has not always been the case in
many organisations where the need for a form may
be determined by a senior manager or committee
but its production is delegated to others. But unless
those who write and design forms have free access
to someone in a position to make decisions {or
unless they have the required level of authority
themselves) they cannot react to the contingencies
of production or to unforeseen problems. Forms,
then, must be recognised as the public face of an
organisation, and a major influence on its effec-
tiveness (and, indeed, this is a central theme of the
Rayner report).

Coordination is important, too, within the pro-
duction process. The interaction of verbal, graphic
and logical factors is such that methods may have
to be devised to overcome the traditional divisions
between editors and designers. In an ideal world,
forms would be an appropriate subject for that ideal
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person, the transformer, whose qualifications were
outlined by Macdonald-Ross and Waller (1976), In
the real world, though, there may be other ways
of ensuring that management structures, staff
development and training, conditions of employ-
ment, and even the layout of office space contribute
to effective cooperation and teamwork.

Problems of reading sequence

Problems of reading sequence are both linguistic
(instructions must be clearly understood) and logical
{branching questions must be ordered to achieve the
most economical flow), as well as graphic (the
designer must display the pathway through the
form clearly so that irrelevant questions are skip-
ped and all relevant questions answered).

Figure 2 shows a section from the prototype form.
The key question, clearly signalled in bold (‘Do you
rent your home?’) requires the user to tick a box
marked ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The section continues with
the line ‘if yes’ and further subsidiary questions (dif-
ferentiated from the first by a lighter, smaller type)
follow. Those who have answered ‘no’ to the first
question are thus left up in the air, They are sup-
posed to leave section G altogether and move on
to the next one, but could easily be distracted by
the ‘if no’ which appears in the right-hand column
almost parallel to the ‘if yes’. The problem is
threefold:

e the directions are cryptic—inadequately spelled
out;

@ the directions are inconsistent—in most questions
the correct strategy if the ‘if...” does not apply is
to leave the question, but questions f and g contain
both an ‘if yes’ and an ‘if no’;

e the subsections (lettered a to j) are inadequately
signalled—no extra space is provided between them,
and the ‘if...” directions which appear in bold type
in the middle of subsections become the apparent
dividers.

The first OU preliminary draft (Figure 3) was
typeset on an IBM composer using a single column
of Univers type on an A4 format. Questions were
clearly differentiated with horizontal rules and
bullets (but no numbers or letters), and sections
were signalled by bold rules and large bold numbers
in the margin.

In this draft (and in all subsequent OU designs)
the “if...’ directions were reversed. That is,
respondents who were not to attempt further ques-
tions in a section were explicitly directed to the next
one, and it was assumed that everyone else would
carry on with the section without needing a special
instruction. This released us from the need to place
a key qualifying guestion at the beginning of each
section—it was less restrictive to be able to filter
respondents off at various points in a section.

As Figure 3 shows, our ‘if...” instruction simply
said ‘go to 3’ (or whichever section number was ap-
propriate) next to the relevant tick box. However
the results of our first tests showed this to be total-
ly inadequate. Almost every subject {members of
the Milton Keynes Unemployed Workers’ Centre)
failed to leave the second section when directed and
attempted to answer inappropriate questions. A
number of detailed points also arose at this testing
stage (and others), but since they mainly concern
context-specific matters they are not reported here;
they explain certain other differences between drafts
illustrated in this paper. The problem of branching
instructions and reading sequence, though, is like-
ly to be a general one.

The dilemma we faced at this point is also a
general one faced by all evaluators. Qur test had
clearly identified a problem, but had net diagnos-
ed it or suggested a solution. If time had not been
limited it would have been pessible to devise a con-
trolled experiment to compare a range of alternative
solutions and produce a result which could be
generalised across a range of similar design tasks.
In practice, it is impossible to fit a properly organis-



Please complete this form and send it to your
local social security office without delay.

Use the addressed envelope you have been
given. It does not need a stamp.

Make sure you sign the declaration at the end.

Claim for

,. Supplementary Benefit

You can get help at sour sovial securin othice
to complete this torm but please do vour best
to complete it before yvou ask for help.

The information you gis e e this term woil by
kept private.

& [About yourself J

B @her claims ]

? (Boardand lodgings ]

b What meals do you get for this money?
(for e_xample 7 brn_hfeglg, zmld-duy and 7 evening meals)

b How often is it duc 1o ky
weekly O monthly quarterly O owerd

Do you live as a paying boarder? k:
ya O no ¢ Is your landlord or his
if wife related 10 you? yes a no
yes ifyes
a How much What is the
do you pay ‘ relationship? _J
aweek? = Now go on to box K
& Do you get a rates rebate? ynD noﬁ
Rent e —
How much and for what period? £ ]
Da;?r rent your home? from i
yes 0o O if no 10 i
ifyes Have you applied for one? yas O no m/
a How much do you pay Tick if
(before rebate/allowance)? b Docs the amount you pay for amount

rent include any of these ilems?

== 1
Heating yes m] no { SR m]
;‘:ll;i::: lu::‘thE'lT:-:Its ::ve l!o::‘hit;nd Supplementary W kher, ow often? fight O o ‘,L 0
c es which apply nefit before e -
- ¢ How many rent free weeks do |, : ﬁ £
Surmamé yes O S m/ s ey N ot . Cooking yes O no » .0
Mr/Mrs/Miss/M: e ‘ | 1
niMissiMs | v 2 ifyes d {he amount you pay IE/ Hot water yes (1 no 1.5 —:0
Other names MLQ o ﬁ_& = include general rates? yes no J .
& When did you i Does 'h|= smourit You pay in
Address [ ‘wdd\ last claim? if 80 How much general rates | gt b g i J w0
HW{D"V\} do you pay in a year? ;£ =
A b Where did you = g -
b i & Dibes the diiotnt yoU Py E/ if yes for wha? @m .zaiae. Amount £ ?L
oo fﬁ LS E?m m'd;ﬂi include water charges? yes no O T
‘you can y #
SR ey e if 80 How much water charges yous Roiiey yes nold
I:lr:f:m o -]_Yq 56 1%3 do you pay a year? if mo Give the names of the people who share the tenancy
: f Do yougelarent 2 = =
Date of birth I 2'% [ 3‘ 57 2 m:::‘h:::" rebate/allowance? yes no
Are you? [fifr“ﬂ—‘"”' if yes How much do you ;
single (1 m;y m| widowed [] now) get & week? . E/
marricd but living apart divorced [ if no Have you applied for one? yes (1 no@ !
Form BI(PC)
Figure 1 Figure 2
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ed experiment into a production schedule; one can
simply note the problem for later investigation, back
a hunch and retest new versions until the problem
disappears.

In this case several diagnoses and solutions were
suggested, and we decided to combine them in a
single design. The possibilities were that:

® The wording might still be too cryptic—
reminiscent of a line of a BASIC computer
program—and should be rewritten into more con-
versational English.

# It may not be clear that the user should go straight
to the new section, and miss out the rest of the sec-
tion. This could be made explicit in the direction.

® The identity of the destination might be unclear.
The section headings used in the prototype form
should therefore be revived, and the word ‘section’
included in the direction {as distinct from the
number or heading alone).

@ The branching structure of the form might be un-
familiar. Attention could be drawn to it in a special
note,

Figure 4 shows the next version that was successful-
ly tested (in this respect, at least), combining these
suggestions. The ‘if...” direction now reads ‘If you
ticked ““no’’, go straight to section 2 “Your job™.’
The new section is more clearly signailed, and a
special instruction appears on the first occasion
when such a direction is encountered.

As a result of this test, we resolved the issue, but
cannot be sure exactly how. [t may have been that
some of the altered factors had no effect at all, that
it was the combination which was important, or that
each factor independently helped a certain percen-
tage of users. It would, of course, be wrong to
recommend that combining possible solutions is the
only approach to this type of problem. In other
cases it may be better to back one particular hunch.

However, the complex interaction of variables in
form design means that it is rarely possible to
change only one variable and leave others untouch-
ed: one is almost always comparing coherent whole
solutions to multiple problems.

Other graphic design problems

Formar: The small format chosen for the prototype
green form (see Figure 5) led to a number of
problems.

First, for economy of space it seems not to have
been possible to maintain a consistent column
width. Each section of the form is displayed across
the full width of the page, often divided into two
narrow columns, However, the multi-column struc-
ture of many of the response spaces prevents any
clear overall grid or structure from emerging-—there
is often more horizontal space within a column than
between columns. There is consequently no clear
path for users to follow.

Second, the use of a small format to display a con-
siderable number of questions results in an eight
page concertina which is hard to refold. The com-
plex folding may also make it hard to establish a
visual memory of the whereabouts of particular
sections.

Third, there is an excessively uneven use of space
caused by large unsplittable units (sections D and
E). Thus Section C on the preceding page is con-
sequently followed by over three column inches of
wasted space, while section G on the foilowing page
is crammed into much too small an area. This type
of problem is inevitable in all forms, but is less
disruptive in a larger page size.

The main constraint on the format was the size
of the standard document wallets used in local of-
fices, These are unusually small, and their propor-
ticns ruled out the use of the international standard
sizes (A4 or A5) which have become something of
an automatic choice for information designers and
for which there are good arguments {eg Hartley,



@ Have you claimed Supplementary Benefit bafore?
O no lgo 1o section 21
a ves

® When
O over twa years ago

you last claim?

O less than two vears ago

® Which social security office did you claim at?

acdress il you

® What was your address then?

@ Do you have any job now? ~
O no Igo tosection 3)
o ves

» weekly take-home pay and number of hours worked
£ P hours

® weekly work expenses

fares to work € o

® Name and address of employer

2 Youn Job

1 Other Social Secunity Claims o

before?

@ Have you been paid Supplementary Benefi

e You will find Jots of instructions
wes 0 like this ane in this form_
11 viu Ticked e, o straight o sectian 2 “aur ot 1f it apphes to you, go seraight

to the new section. You can skip
all the questions between.

1 it doesn’t apply to you, fust
carry on and answer the ather
questions,

A new section is shown by a large
number and 2 heading.

# When did you get your last benefit payment?
AuEr two years ago 0

Ipss than two years ago O

Gowe date

Oy

® Which sacial security office paid you it?

s can

@ Do you have any full-time or part-time job now?
no O
ves O

@ Your take-home pay
f p

Figure 3

Figure 4
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0O w0
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ure 5

1978). To avoid the problems detailed above we
chose to double the size of the prototype form, re-
quiring officials to fold it before filing it. The new
form measures just under 13 x 8 inches (see Figure
6).

The larger format allowed us to use a two col-
umn arrangement more coherently. Where the pro-
totype form uses two 17.5 pica columns with less
than a pica between, the new form uses two 20 pica
columns with generous intercolumn spacing (over
three picas). (A ‘pica’, containing 12 ‘points’,
measures 4.216mm.)

As we have seen, the prototype form displays each
section in a horizontal block structure taking the
full width of the page, within which questions are
arranged in two columns. (Several two-column sec-
tions are thus stacked on the page). However, obser-
vations of readers of two column pages (Waller and
Schumacher, in preparation) have shown that a pro-

portion will always read straight down the page,
often missing whole chunks of text altogether—for
example, a reader might move from the left-hand
column of one section straight into the left-hand
column of the second, ignoring the right-hand col-
umn of the first altogether. These observations are
consistent with the findings of Hartley (1978) who
reported that tables or other full-page-width inter-
ruptions of two-column grids led to errors in
comprehension.

In contrast, with the exception of part 8 (D in
the prototype form) we were able to stay within a
single column at all times. Our aim with the
typography, as with the wording of the form, was
to provide an unambiguous and systematic path for
the user to follow. We used coloured rules and the
tinted background to reinforce this vertical path for
the user. Thick (one pica) rules were used as a
border around the whole page and between the two



6 Money due to you

@ Are you (or your partner or children lving with you)
owed any money?
{for example holday pay. mantenance: payments. redundancy pay)

vesO nold

f you tcked 0o, go straight to part 7. More about money

If you ticked yes, tell us how much you are each owed. what it is for
and when you expect 1o get 1

“More about money contrued

® Do you (or your partner) have any of these?
You must tick one box for each line

current bank accounts  na [l yes O ‘ £
depost bank accounts yesO| £
Post Office or Nat. Savings Bank resD|
building socety

prermium bonds

O yesO| €
O ysO| €
shares and unit trusts yesO| £

cash and other savings yesO | £

7 More about money

® Do you (or your partner) get child benefit!
yes noO
I you ticked yes. say how much you get
£
® Do you (or your partner or children lving with you)
get mobility or attendance allowance?
yes 0 noOd
1 you beked yes say which allowance and how much you get
|
3

® Do you (o your partner or children lving with you)
get any other social security benefit!

[such as famify income supplement. unemployment beneft, deablement

benef, sckness benefit, maternty benefi, retrement pension)
yesO noO
whnch, and how much

| e

# Do you (or your partner or children ving with you)
have any other money coming in?
(s a8 maintenance, court order or pensions from work)

yes 0 noO
1 you ticked yes, say what t 1s and how much

Il
Now g 10 the 10p of the next comn

Natonal Savngs Cerbficates yestl| ke

® i you have children who live with you, please list
their savings here.
If they have ne savings, tick here (1

® Apart from where you live, do you own any
property?

(This inchuces any property or land owned by you. pour partner or
children who live with you)

vesD nod

@ Do you (or your partner or children lving with you)
have any life assurance or endowment policies?

yesO noDD

f you teked g, go straght to part 8 Pecple vng with you

'Givé:uilsdymrlﬁemrmumdwrrmt

{List year each policy was taken out and the amounts for which you are
assured. If you don't know the amaount assured, tell us how much you

4

8 People living with you

Your partner

Children under
16 who bve with you

Children over I
16 who Ive .mth
|

Anyone eke who |
Ives with you

(include boarders

and subtenants)

I none, uck here (1

© List below all the people living with you. If nore, tck here (]

ther relabonshp
10 YOU OF your therr date of birth

partner [or over 18}

do they pet
do you etchid supplermentary
benefit for them? benefit!
—

| yesO nod

—

L

ves O

vesO

Now g0 10 the 10p ol the e page

Figure 6

columns. Horizontal rules between the sections
were narrower (5pt) to avoid disrupting this ver-
tical stress.

The unwisdom of stacking two-column sections
was reinforced by the testing of our first two-
column version. Figure 6 shows that the one full-
width section fell at the foot of the page. Users were
expected to complete the two columns above it
before progressing to this single column section. In
practice, though, a significant number failed to com-
plete the right hand column, but progressed from
the left-hand column directly to the bottom section.
As Figure 7 shows, we changed the order of the
sections to overcome the problem. However, the
full-width section is still the pivot around which
the rest of the form must be designed. It continues
to cause trouble whenever the form has to be
revised.

Questions and response formats: Many questions use
an interrogative pronoun to specify the type of
answer that is required—which, when, who etc.
Others use word order to implicitly demand a yes/no
answer. Whichever is the case, the archetypal ques-
tion is certainly recognisable by its grammatical con-
struction, and, in print, by a question mark at the
end (in speech, by tone of voice). It is therefore in-
teresting to note just how far forms have removed
themselves from everyday language by using
graphic and spatial devices—questions are no longer
just a linguistic and cognitive issue, but a design
problem as well. For example, Wright (1981) shows
an example of a holiday booking form which uses
at least six different question formats, none of which
uses a normal interrogative sentence. All are bound
by logical and graphic conventions that are special
to forms—for example ‘INSURANCE delete YES
if not required’ (followed by the word ‘YES’ next
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Figure 7

C 6 People living with you

e to each row of a matrix). It is probable that if you

N mfw- —— i only rarely have to fill in a form, or if you have

b ‘ 1 literacy problems then these conventions are likely

Chicken uncer 1 | e to present a barrier to the successful completion of
e ‘ N an important transaction.

Both the prototype and the final form are careful

to avoid over-cryptic question wordings, although

Chdren 16 or aver I [ ol il el o both occasionally use fairly straightforward ab-
wha Ive with you | 14 | . . .
breviations: ‘Name’ for “What is your name’, for
Repmee i | ] example. Occasionally, supplementary notes or ex-
wes with you {say | ! I i . - .
[mwmi,rn“.i S planations are provided—for example, where the

technical distinction between boarders and
subtenants is not generally known, or to make it
clear that you own your home even if it is mortgag-
ed. In other places it was found necessary to divide
up vaguely worded questions, leading to a longer

7 More about money ® Do you (or your partner) harveanyoft:hese?

® Do you (or your partner) get child benefit?

current bank sccounts yesl

TtesD no Ol W sttt W0 AT L - but clearer form.
J ked 5a) much you get .
‘Z““!" Ee T Pos Gffceor Nat Samgs Bk 1000 el [€ - The form uses both open-ended questions (eg
' e e ‘Why did you stop working?’) and response-cued
premwm bonds 1o yes 00 5 | . h . k b ) Th . f r
® Do you or your parter or chidren ving with you) e ors R MG 3 | ones with ‘tick boxes’. The size of answer spaces
:m'g““““”"‘"'“""‘“’ ety el (| for open-ended questions was used to cue the ex-
 you cked yes say wheh skowarce and how much you get At e Certialis s tent of the required response. For example, the
i B : question quoted above was given a single line to
N e bk, o bemvityes pansi e 3 indicate that a simple answer was preferred to a long
’ ;ﬁmg’;ﬁi&;ﬂ“ﬂ:ﬁﬁwm yeu) W they have no savings, ick here [ explanation. In contrast, quite generous space was
el s St eaamer s et T . . given at the end of the form to express the need
ﬁfmf,gmmmw ® Apartfrom where you v, o you own any for extra money for special problems—in tests this
whehbeneldoyouget!] R F-n;'mms’ any propery o ouned by you sou pare o space tended to be filled fairly exactly, suggesting
1 children wha ive you) . . .
bowmundoyougel £ - . ves0 oD that its size was a strong response cue. The size of
how often do you get t? E ¥ =
o D (o 6 5 s i i ) , tick boxes was determined by what was available
b sy Mia anmiranca o snddosmnent polciest on the typesetting machine. Because boxes are in-
* Do r rne hildren I ith you) yesO noOd a i
m!?..&fm““' iﬂ : r:&hﬁ:ﬁi?ﬁfm ar—— cluded in the regular ‘character set’ of the machine
yesD oDl (L it oy s e ot i i o (its repertoire of letters, numerals, symbols and so

f you toked yes, gve detais below, you pay eachimonth)

on), no special operation is necessary at the make-
up stage to incorporate them in the text—a process

what kind of income? |

how much do you get! | £

—— ‘ o which would normally be expensive and error-
T prone. They extend from the base-line to the cap-
height of the alphabet, thus varying in size with the
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type. Intuitively it was felt that a larger size might
have been better for the user, but no problem was
experienced in testing and they remained the same
size. However, problems have emerged since the
launch of the form in actual operation, and the
boxes have been slightly enlarged.

Research (eg, Clark and Clark, 1977, cited by
Wright, 1981) indicates that questions to which a
positive response can be given are preferable to
those where the answer is ‘no’. The reason for ask-
ing a question, however, is that the answer is
unknown. It is easier to accommodate the findings
of Barnard, Wright and Wilcox (1979) who recom-
mended that users should be able to respond to the
answers which apply to them, rather than having
to delete those which do not. The response-cued
questions in the SB form therefore display a range
of options with tick boxes. The tick box conven-
tion is assumed to be that one ticks the box cor-
responding to the answer to the question and leaves
the other ones blank—a brief instruction to this
effect is given on the first occurrence of tick boxes.
This appears to be accepted by the majority of
users, but some seem unfamiliar with it or confus-
ed by the need to put a tick (traditionally a positive
sign) to a negative response. Some individuals
therefore use a cross when their answer is ‘no’ and
a tick when it is ‘yes’. Others put a tick against the
answer which does apply and a cross against the
one which does not. In most cases there is no serious
difficulty in processing the form,

One ‘yes/no’ problem still persists. At one point,
claimants are required to declare their savings. A
number of categories are listed as a check list (such
as bank accounts, building society accounts etc) and
claimants must tick ‘yes’ or ‘no’ against each. Most
people only tick the ‘yes’ boxes that apply to them,
and fail to tick the *no’ boxes of the categories that
don’t apply. This seems to be perfectly reasonable
behaviour, since their answer is clear; but they are
not aware (and cannot be expected to be) of the

motive for asking the questions in this way—it was
thought by legal advisers that blank tick boxes
would not count as evidence of a misdeclaration in
a court of law. The special linguistic demands of
the legal profession can cause a number of other
comprehension difficulties in documents to be
used by the general public (Wright, 1980).

Typeface: The main typeface (Plantin) used for the
prototype form is one of the more regularly-featured
of the seriffed faces. Even so, it is not well suited
to the rough treatment of form typography. ‘Serifs’
are the small cross pieces at the corners and ends
of the letter; typefaces without them are known as
‘sans serifs’, and being mostly modern in design
they tend to be more regular and systematic in ap-
pearance. While seriffed faces produce a well tex-
tured and readable surface for continuous reading
(and are regarded as slightly more legible in those
circumstances), it can be argued that sans serif faces
work better for isolated words and phrases
(research has shown individual sans serif letters to
be less easily confused and so more suitable for ap-
plications such as signing). They are robust enough
to stand up to the tabular setting and unorthodox
punctuation demanded by forms. The regular and
systematic word-shapes they create are thought to
be a positive disadvantage for continuous reading,
but contribute the visual order of a typographical-
ly complex form. However, there are a number of
postwar seriffed designs (Melior is an example)
which also meet these criteria, but they are not
widely available among the British jobbing printers
who are typically employed on forms work. If seriff-
ed types are used it is important to ensure that
‘ranging’ numerals are used rather than ‘old style’
numerals. (Ranging numerals, like capital letters,
are all the same height and are thus aligned at the
top and bottom. Old style numerals are of different
heights, some protuding below the base line.)
Our choice of typeface for the new form was Gill
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Sans. Although a number of alternative choices
would have been just as acceptable, Gill is regard-
ed as one of the most legible of the sans serifs
because it retains the proportions of traditional
seriffed types; the letters vary in width, adding to
the ease with which they are differentiated. It is one
of the older of the sans faces, and was used for
government printing for many years before falling
out of favour during the sixties when new continen-
tal typefaces found favour (Helvetica and Univers
are the best known). With the introduction of
phototypesetters which allow tighter letter-spacing,
Gill has come back into use in recent years and is
widely available within the printing industry. We
chose to use the light and bold weights to achieve
maximum contrast. For this form we had the type
condensed by 10%, saving space while retaining the
same character height; this is done optically or
digitally (according to the equipment used) by the
typesetter and is a feature available on the latest
generation of typesetting machinery. There is no
available data known to us on the legibility
implications.

In practice, the choice of a typeface also has to
be made pragmatically—there are often organisa-
tional or economic reasons for using a particular
printer, and he may not offer a wide choice. In ad-
dition, the variety of equipment in use today means
that there is no longer a ‘standard product’ (eg,
Monotype) available from every printer, and con-
sequently the quality of typesetting can vary enor-
mously. The variety of equipment also makes the
task of detailed type specification a hazardous one,
since each typesetting machine has different
facilities. Unacceptable standards are a real
possibility and organisations should consider quality
alongside price when ordering print. Problems that
can arise include:

e poorly drawn characters: some smaller manufac-
turers, or those new to this market, offer type

designs crudely copied from established firms. The
specification problems are exacerbated by the habit
of changing the name of the typeface in order to
avoid copyright or trademark problems.

e uneven letter-spacing: cheap or poorly maintain-
ed equipment can produce uneven letter-spacing.

e uneven ‘colour’: most typesetting uses
photographic paper or fiim to receive the image.
Since the temperature and freshness of the
chemicals affects the speed of development, it is
very common for correction lines, developed on a
different day, to appear darker or lighter than the
original setting. The effect can be so severe that the
distinction between bold, medium and light type
variations is confused. The only way to avoid this
is to insist on a computerised system which pro-
duces a completely new draft whenever corrections
are made.

® poorly trained operators: some compositors have
not found the transfer to computerised technology
easy. Although many machines can achieve
sophisticated effects, they need complex instruc-
tions which may not have been mastered by the
operator, For example, our typesetters operated a
digital system which can set vertical as well as
herizontal rules, but the job was delayed for many
days while they tried to set our rectangular response
boxes. In the end, the vertical rules were drawn in
the normal way by hand. Their problem was in part
that complex coded instructions had to be entered,;
the newest generation of machines display an in-
teractive visual simulation of the page and make this
task easier.

Signalling the information structure

Most documents display information (loosely defin-
ed for the purpose of this discussion) structured in
a number of ways. For example, there are lexical
signals of structure (‘first’, ‘next’, ‘finally’), and syn-



tactic ones (for example particular kinds of sentence
construction can signal the approach of a conclu-
sien or a new point). These linguistic cues can be
extremely subtle, allowing authors to build per-
suasive arguments and express complex networks
of ideas. Graphic cues, on the other hand, work
more on the perceptual than the cognitive level.
While verbal argument makes finely gqualified
distinctions, typography emphasives differences. It
is thus particularly suited to staged documents such
as forms, instructions and regulations where infor-
mation is typically broken down into smaller
segments for the sake of step-by-step interpretation.
Research has consistently confirmed that explicit-
ly formatted complex texts are more efficiently pro-
cessed than their continuous prose equivalents (see,
for example, Lewis, Horabin and Gane, 1967;
Wright and Reid, 1973).

An alternative way of displaying the structure of
such documents is to use numbering or lettering
systems. These can make the structure logically ex-
plicit, but work poorly at the perceptual level. The
DHSS prototype form used upper-case letters for
main sections, and lower-case letters for individual
questions. In our testing of the prototype form we

observed some people having difficulty obeying in-

structions such as ‘Now go on to section K’. One
possible cause is that while few people are ignorant
of the order of numbers (1,2,3...), the order of the
alphabet (A,B,C...) is more confusing. The use of
an alphabetic system also led to some uneasy jux-
tapositions of coding letters and the initial capitals
of section headings, so we used numbers instead.
There are some general objections to numbering
systems (see Waller, 1980) which can seem cryptic
and bureaucratic, so since there was rarely a need
to refer users to individual questions we confined
numbering to the main sections. Individual ques-
tions were signalled with ‘bullets’ (bold black dots
the size of a lower-case ‘o) and discreet letter codes
were provided for DHSS staff, in white on the col-

oured outside border of the form.

Printers have traditionally used variations in
typeface and typesize to distinguish between dif-
ferent categories or levels of information in a docu-
ment. The use of bold type for headings, for exam-
ple, is a familiar sight. In the case of some text types
it is possible to refer to a publisher’s style guide
for rules governing the assignment of typographic
variants to categories of information. Many com-
plex documents, including forms, are not covered
by such guides—indeed it is debatable whether they
ever can be (this question is discussed further below
under the heading ‘Conclusion and guidelines’). In
these cases, each document must be treated as uni-
que. It will often, of course, be possible to borrow
techniques and conventions from other cir-
cumstances, or to set up a style to cover recurring
conditions. But the validity of these must always
be tested against an analysis of the content, con-
text and purpose of the document in question.

Typography can usefully be thought of as hav-
ing a similar function to punctuation (Waller, 1979).
Marks such as the comma and the full stop delineate
text segments of different status; similarly,
typographic and spatial means can be used to divide
larger segments. Besides this simple function of
delineation, both punctuation and typography are
used to create series or hierarchies of text com-
ponents, to interweave or interpolate separate or
parallel series (by using parentheses, footnotes, box-
ed insertions etc), or to identify the genre or ‘voice’
of a component {in punctuation, by using question
or exclamation marks; in typography, by varying
the typeface).

Like punctuation, typography is a blend of system
and art, grammar and style. It is possible to classify
the different punctuation marks, and also the dif-
ferent roles of punctuation in written language, but
there is no one-to-one correspondence between
them. Each mark can be used for several purposes,
and each purpose can be achieved in a variety of
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ways. The use of punctuation is a subtle one, and
is subject to fashion and personal taste; for exam-
ple, in recent years it has become more usual to
punctuate lightly or openly, without feeling the
need to signal every grammatical turn in every
sentence.

Unlike punctuation, though, there has been no
attempt to incorporate typography into the formal
ruiles of grammar. Consequently, designers cannot
rely on the readers’ shared knowledge of a system
of conventional marks, but must to a greater degree
‘diagram’ the text (Waller, 1982). While punctua-
tion marks have no intrinsic visual relationship to
their function but are conventional or denotative
in effect, typographic features must visually con-
note their status. For example, typographers typical-
ly create groups or clusters of related items by
isolating them in space or boxes; they organise
hierarchies of items using larger, bolder types for
the most important, ranging down to smaller and
lighter ones—both examples constitute a kind of
visual metaphor. Because of the lack of grammar,
both diagrams and typographic pages must create
their own internal rules of consistency.

Kinds of information structure in forms: A major pro-
blem facing those who wish to systematise the
typography of forms is that no terms exist to
describe the different components. A quick analysis
of the SB form reveals over a dozen distinct
categories for which a case could be made for special
typographic treatment. Many are difficult to name,
and 1t is often debatable whether they form a
discrete category at all or would be best grouped
within another:

Form title

Form code number

Inidal instructions

Part headings

“Write clearly” and similar reminders

Primary questions

Supplementary questions

Question qualifier/fexplanation

Tick boxes and their labels

Response space labels

Special notes next to response spaces to deal with
typical errors predicted by pre-testing

Conditional user directions (“if you ticked yes...”)

‘For office use’ area

Page break guides (‘[section name] continued’,
‘Now please turn the page’ etc)

Declaration

This list is, of course, limited to the content of the
SB form. If the intention were to construct a style
guide or standard to cover every form, then the list
would undoubtedly be longer and its classification
more difficult.

Having identified the document components, the
typographer’s task is to assign a typographic treat-
ment to each. This should not necessarily be a uni-
que treatment—important, this, when there are so
many categories of information. To assign a com-
pletely distinct and unrelated treatment to each
component would obviously create visual chaos.
But, equally, to treat every item as of the same
category would create conceptual chaos. There
needs, then, to be an argument behind every visual
link and every visual discrimination. On what basis
are things to be linked and separated? Here, a useful
distinction may be drawn between hierarchies and
voices of information.

Hierarchies: everything above the level of the in-
dividual character can be considered as a compo-
nent {that is, a lower level) of a larger ensemble (and
usually several). Words, sentences, paragraphs,
chapters, sections and books are all components at
various levels which are distinguished graphically.
Complex forms contain hierarchical structures, and
in such cases the components need to appear nested
inside one another graphically. This is normally



done by exploiting the relative prominence of
letter forms, ranging from larger bolder to smaller
and lighter type variants; space and rules are also
used. In the SB form, for example, primary ques-
tions appear in 12pt Gill Bold, response cues {yes/no
etc) in 12pt Gill Light—that is, in a lighter type—
and ensuing secondary questions in 10pt Gill
Light—both smaller and lighter. These components
are spaced apart evenly and thus form an iden-
tifiable unit with an internal hierarchical structure.
The ‘question units’ themselves are spaced evenly
apart within the superordinate grouping of the sec-
tion; the sections represent the highest level in the
hierarchy of the form as a whole.

Voices: Many components or features of a page have
an additional stylistic characteristic which we may
call ‘voice’. Most will be of the same ‘standard’
voice, but some components of a document are ex-
pressed distinctively so that they may appear within
or in parallel to the main hierarchical structure
withour disrupting it. Thus occasional instructions,
such as ‘tick one box’ or ‘please write clearly’, ap-
pear in the SB form; they do not form part of the
main hierarchy, so are printed in italic in a second
colour.

The typographic armoury

The typographic signalling of such hierarchies or
voices is achieved by a variety of means, most of
which are represented in the SB form.

® Type families: typefaces are designed and
marketed in ‘families’. As described above, the Gill
family was used for the SB form. Each family con-
sists of a standard or ‘medium’ character set (2 term
used to describe the alphabet, numerals, punctua-
tion marks and various special characters), plus a
minimum of an italic and a bold version. It may
also include one or more extra bold versions, con-
densed, expanded, light and outline versions, each
with their own italic and, where appropriate, bold

equivalents, Although these ‘extended families’ are
guaranteed to align correctly, their visual com-
patability is not always good-—care should be taken
when combining condensed and standard-width
variants, for example.

Text components which are linked in a hier-
archy are normally printed in types from the same
family (although an important exception is the com-
mon use of a different but visually harmonious
display type for headings). Components which are
to appear as in an alternative voice normally appear
in a contrasting type family. It is common to use
seriffed and sans-serif types in this way; the com-
bined use of two different sans-serifs (or seriffed
faces) is not recommended since the differences are
usually too subtle to act as an explicit signal but
prominent enough to be disturbing.

® Rules: rules (lines) and decorative borders may be
used to divide, to enclose and to link, Divisions of
different force can be simply achieved with rules
of different weight (gradations of colour and tint
can also be used). Groups of items may be enclosed
by boxes or by pairs of rules arranged te imply
a box. Using rules to link is a slightly more subtle
matter: the repeated use of the same rule to separate
a number of items can imply an equal status for
each, and the occasional use of unusually bordered
boxes links their contents by a distinctive voice.

® Space: The extent of the space between items is
another way of expressing their connectedness. In
fact, some commentators have recommended that
we largely abandon typographic variatien (which
is often used to excess) in favour of the use of space
alone (Hartley, 1978). However, while it is true that
space is an important means by which sequential
text components (words, lines, headings and so on)
can be grouped and sorted, it seems artificial to
discard other methods for the sake of such a for-
mal principle.

A major problem in the use of space stems from
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the uneasy relationship (present to a degree in all
typographic techniques) between intentional, mean-
ingful effects and artefactual by-products of the
print medium, When a journalist writes an article
which takes up exactly one column of space, the
length of the piece is as much a result of the page
size as it is an innate characteristic of the message
content. The page size exercises a similar tyranny
over the typographer: inter-line (or inter-
component) space cannot be an effective signal if
it spans a page break.

The problem is compounded by the common
practice of printers who distribute left-over space
equally over the page. In the same way that lines
are traditionally justified by distributing the end-
of-line space equally among the word spaces, pages
are justified vertically. As Hartley points out, this
practice makes a nonsense of attempts to use space
consistently and meaningfully. In form design,
however, the unused space at the foot of a page that
results from consistent spacing between questions
can unintentionally signal the end of a section, In
the SB form, therefore, we used a limited kind of
vertical justification: space was varied slightly be-
tween sections, but, where possible, not between
questions.

® Colour: A second colour (Waller, Lefrere and
Macdonald-Ross, 1982; Forms Information Centre,
1983) is a further signalling technique to be used
if the budget allows. It needs to be justified more
carefully than most other graphic features since it
increases not only the pre-production costs (typeset-
ting and page make-up) but also the cost of machin-
ing. Colour can be used for the type itself, or as
a background. Used for type, it can in theory double
the range of available typographic variants, but
in practice this would be overcomplicated and un-
wise. It is more often used to add prominence to
certain items (such as the headings in the SB form,
for instance), or to alter the voice of special features

(like our instruction on branching questions,
described above). We also used a 10% coloured tint
for the background of the form, following the in-
creasingly common (and, we believe, effective) prac-
tice of highlighting the response spaces in white.
This also had the benefit of minimising the show-
through of type from the other side of the paper.

The choice of colour is restricted by perceptual,
aesthetic and technical constraints. A perceptual
constraint is posed by the occurrence of red-green
colour-defective vision among a significant percen-
tage of the male population. This rules out com-
binations of those colours. In addition, subtle
distinctions of hue become harder to discriminate
when the colour temperature is altered by artificial
light.

Aesthetic (or emotional) problems are harder to
predict or measure, but some felt that our use of
red for a prototype layout might have alarming
associations for those in financial difficulty! Qur
choice was determined by showing a range of
technically and perceptually accepiable shades to
a range of people to find the most popular (mauve).

The technical constraints are relatively minor.
Although a 15% tint of a light-toned shade produces
much the same effect as, say, a 5% tint of a dark
shade, the lighter colour produces a more even ef-
fect when printed as a large area of tint. Errors (ink
blobs, or small holes of white) contrast less with
the paper and so are less noriceable. However, if
type is to be printed in the second colour, it must
be dark enough in solid to be legible. The combina-
tion of these two factors means that there is a com-
paratively small range of mid-tones which are ac-
ceptable in practice.

Conclusions and guidelines

How can general guidance about form design best
be presented (or even generated in the first place)?
Referring back to the punctuation analogy, it would
probably not be desirable even it were possible to



identify a rule for every circumstance; to do so
would be to restrict the scope of the language and
its future development. Good punctuation manuals
identify the most common sentence constructions,
the best-bet rules to apply, and the most common
exceptions to those rules. Above all, they emphasise
the stylistic dimension of language and its dynamic
and responsive nature. In the cases of some types
of document, those where the content falls into
predictable categories, it has been possible to stan-
dardise presentation to a considerable degree—
bibliographic references, for example. Elsewhere,
though, the state of knowledge about typography
is rather limited—public knowledge, that is, in
the form of guidelines or grammar-like systems.
Publishers use *house styles’, but these are mainly
limited to editorial aspects of book design. Can
general guidelines be produced by the empirical ap-
proach? It is possible 10 compare two coherent alter-
natives (generated through the tacit skills of a
designer and differing on numerous dimensions) us-
ing simple tests of quality such as comprehension
or readers’ preference; this tells you which works
best in those particular circumstances, but little
more for certain, It is also possible to apply em-
pirical research techniques to aspects where sim-
ple criteria exist, such as legibility. But so little of
the basic spadework of classification and descrip-
tion (natural history, if you like} has been done that
it is not yet possible to identify the key hypotheses
for empirical work of a deeper kind. Here the sort
of descriptive and analytic work being undertaken
by Twyman (1982) is a prerequisite to sensible pro-
gress. It is also hard to say to what extent guidelines
suggested by any particular design experience (eg,
this form) are generalisable. In the absence of a more
systematic way of assessing the similarities between
documents (and their contexts), that judgement
must be left to the reader.

However, guidelines are useful to many, and are
quite valid when presented within a wider argu-

ment, a contextual description (examples or case
studies) and adequate qualification—the form in
which the guidelines of Felker and his colleagues
are presented are exemplary in this respect (Felker,
Pickering, Charrow, Holland and Redish, 1981).
This paper therefore concludes with a summary of
points made in the context of this case study which
may be of some general interest and application.
They are presented in the order of appearance in
the paper:

® Short documents are not necessarily easier than long
ones; there is a trade-off between ambiguity and
economy. Similarly, longer instructions can be
easier to follow than cryptic short ones—our
branching directions had to be considerably
lengthened before they were successful.

® The interpretation of questions is highly context-
dependent in unpredictable ways. Always test,
however informally: considerable insight can be
gained, for example, taking on the role of a user
yourself to get personal experience from the other
side.

® The combined effect of several shightly substandard
Jeatures can be serious; although individual criticisms
can appear niggling or petty, in combination they
may add up to a real problem.

® The cause of poor form design is an ill-coordinated
design procedure as much as simple lack of skill or
knowledge; conflicts of purpose in the form-
producing organisation can present obstacles to a
user-centred approach,

® It may be possible ro delay facing certain constraints
(eg difficult formats) while more basic issues are
sertled; although it should be remembered that
almost all textual variables interact.

® Fundamental changes in content and purpose must
be expected durtng the production process; it is in the
nature of the writing and design processes that as
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the product takes physical shape it enables objec-
tive reassessments to be made.

® Test results require careful interpretation, they can
sometimes resolve design problems neatly but they
also serve simply to extend the process of objec-
tification and enhance the personal skills of form
producers.

® Small formars offer less design flextbility when sec-
tions of the document cannot be split.

® Full-width items can disrupt the reading of two-
column pages; they are best placed at the top of the
page, but never in the middle.

® Two-column arrangements of rabular or irregular
matter should tnclude a strong graphic contrast be-
reween the columns; generous white space or a strong
rule will usually do the trick,

® The size of answer space can cue the length of answer

Barnard P, Wright P, Wilcox P 1978

Lewis BN, Horabin |, Gane B 1367,

given to open-ended questions.

® Use a rypeface with regular proportions and features;
a sans serif is often the best choice, although a few
seriffed faces also fit this criterion.

® The guality control of typeserting is as important
as the choice of rypeface.

® Explicit graphic signalling of hievarchical or condi-
tional information structures is more effective than
prose.

® Distinguish graphically berween text matter of dif-
ferent “wotces’; use different weights of the same type
family, or a seriffed in contrast to a sans-serif—never
combine two different type families of the same
kind.

& Use space systematically, but don’t rely on it,

® [f colour is used, use mid-tones which are both
legible and conspicuous.

Schurnacher G, Waller RHW in press

The effects of spaced character formats Flow charts, logical trees and algarithms Testing design alternatives: a com-

on the production and legibility of
handwritten names
Ergonomics, 19, 81-92

Clark HH, Ctark EV 1877

for rules and regulations
Civil Service College Occasional Papers Waller {eds) Towards more usable text
No 2, HMSO, London

panson of procedures in T Duffy, RHW

Academic Press, New York

Twyman M 1982
The graphic presentation of language

Psychology and language
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York

Felker DB, Pickering F, Charrow VR,
Holland VM, Redish JC 1982
Guidelines for document designers
American Institutes for Research,
Washington DC

Forms Information Centre 1383
Colour in forms: a brief guide
Pubhecaticn number 1, The Forms Infor-
mation Centre, University of Reading

Hartley J 1878
Designing instructional text
Kogan Page, London

Lefrere P, Macdonald-Ross M, Waller
RHW, in praparation
Effective forms,
Project report, The Open Unversity,
Milton Keynes

Macdonald-Ross M, Waller RHW 1975
Criticism, alternatives and tests: a
conceptual framework tor improving
typography
Programmed Learning and Educational
Technology, 12/2, 75-83

Rayner, Sir Derek 1982
Review of Administrative Forms
Report to the Prime Minister
Management & Perscnnel Office

Information Design Journal
341, 2.22

United Kingdom 1982
Administrative forms in government
Cmnd 8504, Her Majesty’s Stationery
Office, London

Wallar RHW 1980
Graphic aspects of complex texts:
typography as macropunctuation
in PA Kolers, ME Wrolstad, H Bouma
{eds} Processing of Visible Language 2
Plenum Press, New York

Waller RHW 1980
Numbering systems in text
in J Hartley {ed) The Psychology of
Written Communication
Koegan Page, London



Waller RHW 1982
Review of the Rayner Raport and related
docurments
Infermation Design Journal
312, 14214

Waller RHW, Lefrere P,
Macdonald-Ross M 1882
Do you need that second color?
IEEE Transactions on Professional
Cammunication
PC-25/2, 80-8b

Waller RHW, Schumacher G in preparation

The effect of a multi-column format on
reading strategies

Project report, Institute of Educational
Technolegy, The Open University,
Milton Keynes

Wright P 1980
Is legal jargon a restrictive practice?
in S Lloyd-Bostock (ed), Psychology in
legal contexis: applications and
limiations
Macmillan, London

Wright F 1981
Informed design for forms
Information Design Jeurnal
2i3&4,1577

Wright P, Reid F 1973
Written information. some alternatives
to prose for expressing the outcomes of
complex contingencies
Journal of Applied Psychology, 57,
160-166

57



	forms3.pdf
	Waller_forms001.tif
	waller_forms002.tif
	waller_forms003.tif

	waller_forms004.tif
	waller_forms005.tif
	waller_forms006.tif
	waller_forms007.tif
	waller_forms008.jpg
	waller_forms009.tif
	waller_forms010.jpg
	waller_forms011.jpg
	waller_forms012.jpg
	waller_forms013.jpg
	waller_forms014.tif
	waller_forms015.tif
	waller_forms016.tif
	waller_forms017.tif
	waller_forms018.tif
	waller_forms019.tif
	waller_forms020.tif
	waller_forms021.tif
	waller_forms022.tif

