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Overview 

• The design process 

• Examples from Statistics Denmark 

• Testing 
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Three Layers of Forms Design 

1. Relationship 
– between the organisation that is asking the 

questions and the person who is answering 

2. Conversation 
– the questions, instructions and arrangement 

of topics in the form 

3. Appearance 
– the way the form looks, the arrangement of 

text, graphics, colour 
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Layer 1. Relationship 

• Persuading people to answer 
– Good relationship with the users results in 

good data for SSSU 

• Asking for the right information 
– Only ask for information that you will use 
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Influencing respondents 

Three types of respondents: 

– Readers, rushers, refusers 

 

Three rules that influence response: 

1.Establish trust 

2.Reduce social costs 

3.Increase rewards 
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Establish trust 

•Clearly show who has published the form 

(logo, name etc.) 

•Make it easy to contact SSSU 

•Ensure that the form has a clear purpose 

•Make sure the form design looks 

professional 

•Make sure the form functions correctly 

and does not contain errors 
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Reduce social costs 

•Social costs” are things that make the 

user feel bad or look bad to others 

•Ask for answers – don’t demand 

•Keep the form short and easy 

•Minimize requests for sensitive or 

personal information 

•Design questions that users can answer 
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Increase rewards 

•Give the user a “good feeling” for helping 

out 

•Make information available - e.g. link to a 

branch-specific report 

• Information about what the data is used 

for 
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Asking for the right information 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

”Every piece of information that you ask for puts a 

burden on your user and creates a burden on your 

organisation to do something with it. Make sure 

that the effort is justified.” 

 
( Jarret and Gaffney – 2009) 



S T A T I S T I C S 

D E N M A R K 

Asking for the right information 

• Only ask for information that you will use 

• Find out how SSSU will use the 

information you collect 

• Check whether SSSU already holds the 

information 

• Check whether information can be 

obtained from external partners 

• Avoid duplication 
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Layer 2: Conversation 

• Making questions easy to answer 

• Writing useful instructions 

• Choosing the right kind of question 

• Making the form flow easily 
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Making questions easy to answer 

• 4 steps in answering: 

– Understand the question 

– Find the answer 

– Judge whether the answer fits the 

question 

– Fill out answer on form 

• Can be a long or short process 
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Making questions easy to answer 

• Make the question easy to understand 

– use words and concepts that are meaningful 

for the respondent (target group) 

• Ask one question at a time 

• Turn negative questions into positive 

ones 

• Clarify meaning by grouping 

• Get rid of decision points 
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Make it easy to find the answer 

• Types of answers: 

– Active knowledge - in the user’s head, 

everyday information 

– Gathered answers – on paper, database etc. 

– Third-party answers – ask someone else 

– Created answers – e.g. comments  

• Know where users will find answers 

• Know who has the data you want (who 

will fill out the form) 
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Writing useful instructions 

Necessary texts: 

• Title which tells what the form is for 

• List of anything which users have to 

gather to answer the questions 

• How to get help 

• Thank you text  
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Sort out instructions 

• Rewrite in plain language 

– Familiar words (for target user) 

– Short affirmative, active sentences 

– Use bullets, tables, space 

– Use helpful headings - break text at 

appropriate points 

• Cut instructions that are not needed 
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Sort out instructions 

• Place instructions where they are 

needed 

• Write help that is short enough to place 

right next to the field 

• Don’t repeat yourself 

• Separate instructions from background 

information 

• Don’t lose users in long texts 
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Making the form flow 

• Break up long forms by topic 

• Keep to one topic at a time 

• Ask anticipated questions before 

surprising ones 

• Ask less intrusive questions before 

intrusive questions 

• Say thank you to close the conversation 
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Layer 3: Appearance 

• Taking care of the details 

• Making the form look easy 
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Taking care of the details 

• Put labels where users will see them (to 

the left of fields) 

• Make sure each label is closely 

associated with the field 

• Indicate if the field is required or optional 

• Choose legible text – fonts and words 

• Use white space to make easy-to-read 

paragraphs 
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Making the form look easy 

• Make sure users know who you are 

• Make your form look tidy by using 

grids 

• Make the form look organised with 

grouping 

• Avoid two-column forms 
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Redesign of Accounts Statistics Form 

The previous design 
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Analysis of the form 

• A lot of information 

on the page 

– small print 

– difficult to enter data 

– no guide as to which 

figures should be 

added or subtracted 

• Separate guide  
- not easy to connect  

information to the 

relevant question 
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Redesigned paper form 
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Improvements to the paper form 

Layout with plenty 

of space to enter 

numbers 

 

 

Only necessary 

texts 
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Placement of instructions 

Help texts are 

placed on the 

same page 

beside the 

relevant fields 
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Improvements to the paper form 

Colour codes are used to 

indicate addition or 

subtraction fields: 
Blue – addition 

Red – subtraction 

White – add or subtract 

 

.000  clearly indicates the 

units 
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Flow in forms 

Clearly marked 

sections with specific 

help texts 

 

Make sure the user 

knows which 

question to go to next 

 
”If no to all: Go to page 8” 
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Testing the form 

• Usability testing is easy and gets 

quick results 

• Expert review of the form 

• Test with more users (five is 

usually enough)  

• Test with people who actually fill 

out the forms 

• Test early and often 
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Thank you for your attention 

Ashu Conrad - smc@dst.dk 


