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How to look at a form
in a hurry

F O R M S

QUESTIONNAIRES

Caroline Jarrett            Whitney Quesenbery
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The challenge: ‘tell me now’

• “Please look at this ...” (form, screen, etc)

• Answer required immediately

• We know the ‘right’ answer is testing

• But
– There isn’t any time
– There isn’t any budget
– We’re supposed to be experts anyway

• So, what to do?
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5 steps for
looking at forms

The 30-minute version
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Step 1: don’t look at it

• You only have one chance to see the 
form like a user

• If you look at the form before you try to 
use it, you’ll interact differently

• Time so far: 
– 1 minute for discussing this point with customer
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Step 2: write a story

• Also known as a ‘persona’ (but we don’t 
have time for full persona development)

• The story
– Who is filling in the form?
– Why are they doing it?
– How do they feel about it?
– What do they expect to happen?

• Are they different from us, right now? 
– If so, how different?
– Are we confident we really know these people?

• Time so far:
– 5 minutes
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Try it

• We have to look at a search screen 
for a library

• Working with your neighbour:
– Who is filling in the form?
– Why are they doing it?
– How do they feel about it?
– What do they expect to happen?

• Are they different from us, right now?
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Step 3: fill in the form

• If the form asks for personal information:
– use your real information (no lies)
– how does that feel?

• If you have to look up paperwork:
– go and look it up
– was it hard to find the things you need?

• If you have to ask someone else for the 
answer:
– ask them
– or think about whether users would really do that

• Time so far: 15 minutes (one-page form)
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Step 4: now look at the form

• Look for relationship problems:
– What does the user get out of it?
– What does the business get out of it?
– Are these in alignment?

• Look for conversation problems:
– Are the words, sentences, concepts meaningful?
– Can the user answer the questions?
– Does the form flow well from topic to topic?

• Look for appearance problems
– Does it look tidy?
– Are prompts aligned unambiguously with boxes?

• Allow 10 minutes
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Step 5: reporting

• We’ve got 5 minutes left from our budget

• Not enough time to report everything

• Suggestion: pick examples of different 
types of problems
– relationship
– conversation
– appearance

• Include at least one positive comment

• Aim is to get more time
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What if you’ve got 
more time?

The two-day version
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Get a second opinion

• More people = more insights

• More people = less chance of getting 
fixated on a minor issue

• For best results: real users
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Look at the competition

• What other forms do your users see?

• Who else asks similar questions?

• Are there any conventions that you 
should be exploiting?

• How are topics grouped?
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More comprehensive reporting

• Wider coverage of problems
– Aim to discuss details of every question
– Consider some contrasting users

• Think more deeply about problems
– If the client likes a particular severity scale then use it
– Another option: estimate number of iterations needed

• Make the report easier to use
– Include more screenshots / call-outs
– Edit to focus on most important messages
– Write a proper management summary
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Case study

The Oxfordshire Gateway
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Step 1: don’t look at it

• Actually, did have to look at it (briefly) to 
check that the prototype was working

• Tried to avoid more than a glance
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Step 2: write a story

• Young mother
– Jenny is 20. She’s married with two children under 4. 

They live on a three-bed semi on a big estate. She 
likes to get out but it’s hard struggling with the double 
pushchair. She left school after A levels and is now a 
full-time mum. 

– She used the Web a lot at school, but these days it’s 
mainly for shopping.

– She doesn’t encounter local goverment services very 
much, just gets annoyed if the rubbish isn’t collected 
and she’s been researching schools as her elder child 
will soon be starting nursery and she’s also thinking 
ahead to primary school. 
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Try it

• Why is Jenny looking for a government 
service?
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Step 3: fill in the form

20

Step 4: now look at the form

• Let’s compare our observations
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Step 5: get a second opinion

• Combined review:
– both of us

• Recommended usability testing
– and they did do it

• Recommended accessibility review
– and they did do it

L o o k i n g   a t   f o r m s

Risks
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Risks and challenges

• Client becomes over-confident
– resists doing usability testing

• Consultant becomes over-confident
– knows less about these users than she thinks she 

does

• Heuristic methods known to be rather 
poor at predicting actual problems

• What do you think?

L o o k i n g   a t   f o r m s

What if you’ve got 
more time?

The five-day version
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Luxuries are available

• Run a proper usability test

• Watch staff using the data
– Typing it in (if paper forms)
– Retrieving it (for any forms)

• Track a batch of forms through the 
process

• Look at a sample of data
– Easy if you have paper forms
– A bit more challenging for other forms
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