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Fig 1.
Tickets, invoices, questionnaries and documents, are all different types of forms.
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Introduction
When skimming through a telephone bill, we decode a form to verify how much we have
spent over the month. When punching a bus ticket, we are filling in a form with data
regarding the time and place of our journey. When we pay for a cup of coffee, we receive
a form providing us with information about our purchase. When voting for a candidate in
an election, we express our political preference on a form.

Forms are silent protagonists of our everyday

plications, registrations, certificates, invoices,

the poor, unclear, unappealing and unfriendly

life. They are all around us, and most of the

questionnaires, declarations, tickets are only

design that most forms ‘suffer’ from.

time we do not even notice them: they are the

some of the numerous identifiable categories,

What will be investigated in the following is

deus ex machina that enables society to func-

the lowest common denominator of which is

whether design can actually help forms to be

tion, a means we blindly rely on and, as often

the fact that they transport information.

easier and more comfortable for people to use,

happens with something so persistently pres-

and therefore make their use less painful from a

ent, a tangible reality we tend to completely

We trust forms, but we don’t particularly like

practical, and hence psychological, point of view.

take for granted.

them: they are an unavoidable necessity that

Given the enormous quantity of documents that

is unconsciously associated with negative, an-

are issued on a daily basis, a conscious visual

The term ‘form’, which can be confusing given

noying and unpleasant events and places, such

planning following a few simple but efficient

its lexical ambiguity (for its obvious homony-

as accidents, bills and hospitals. The indisposi-

guidelines, could prove to be the right medicine

my with ‘form’ intended as ‘shape’), refers to

tion towards forms experienced by both users

for curing forms’ most common and lethal of

documents conceived to carry and store in-

and providers is therefore quite natural, and it

diseases: irrelevance and unclarity.

formation for a large number of purposes: ap-

becomes almost unavoidable if considering
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1.1

Why we need forms
Forms are at the same time an attribute and

around forms: we value information and ef-

ber of society’s existence is regulated.

a necessity of the type of society in which we

ficiency, and forms are quintessential tools

When we talk about forms, we are talking com-

live.

we use to collect information in an efficient

munication. An unfilled-out form can be thought

Ancient models of human organization did not

way. Institutions must keep track of enor-

of as an empty, white canvas waiting for the

need them: a social structure limited to a small

mous amounts of in-

village, for example, would not have required

coming data, and this

When we talk about forms, we

stroke: the potentials are

such a means of control by the mere fact that

data requires standardization in order to be

are talking communication. An

almost unlimited, as the

everyone basically knew everyone else, and
the information required from the villagers was

manageable: this is the

very limited and manageable on a small scale.

reason that forms have

But, as society evolved and became broader

become ubiquitous for

and more complex, the necessity to manage

all aspects of our lives.

brush stroke: the potentials are

data in a structured way became impelling: the

From birth certificates

almost unlimited.

Roman Republic, for instance, felt the need to

to driving licenses, tax-

keep track of its population (especially for tax-

es, travel documents, medical triage, school

marking the artist’s existence and individuality.

es and military service purpose) through a writ-

and work applications, statistical inquiries,

Form documents are no different: they ask for

ten means of regulation such as the census.

and innumerable other purposes, forms are

information, channel it and allow the informa-

the means by which every moment of a mem-

tion to travel. Forms are therefore not only a

1

The industrial society in which we live revolves

painter’s

unfilled-out form can be thought
of as an empty, white canvas
waiting for the painter’s first

first

brush

result might be bad, or
mediocre, or at best a
masterpiece, but whatever the outcome, the action itself will transform
the canvas into a means
of

communication

by
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means of communication, but also the incarna-

to misinterpretation, for example, could be the

to feel the need to write in the first place. A

tion of communication at its essentials: in The

cause of an incorrect shipping of a product to

well known Latin expression from the philos-

Form Book, (2007) Borries Schwesinger de-

a client, or to the necessity of having the item

opher Titus Lucretius Carus (99 BC - 55 BC),

fines them as frameworks for communication,

returned and shipped a second time, not be-

while speaking in front of the Roman Senate,

comprised of text and graphics, and including

fore checking the cause of the mistake. In both

says: ‘Verba Volant, Scripta Manent’. Literally,

fixed and variable pieces of information. The

cases, this means a loss of money and time for

‘Spoken words fly, written words remain’.3 In-

framework becomes a means of communica-

the company, but also the potential loss of a

formation is written down, black on white, so

tion once the form has been filled in.

customer. In short, as obvious as it may seem,

that others will be able to access and make

The advantages of conveying information in a

none of the parties profit from erroneous infor-

use of it, even long after it has been written.

2

medium like a form document are countless.
First of all, a form reduces the need for oral communication to nihil: this is
supposed to wipe out all

Forms allow the meticulous storage and organization of information over long spans of time:
such documents stand the test

mation.

But conversely, Lucretius was also referring to

But the consequences

the dangers of wrong or misleading scripta,

of this kind of mistake

which, unlike the spoken word, remains in time,

could take a turn to the

and can thus bring about negative effects even

worse

ex-

long after its creation. Writing always requires

ample, it occurs in the

a certain amount of caution, and this should

when,

for

possible language errors

of time and allow the accession

context of healthcare: a

also apply to written dispositions made to ob-

and other mistakes com-

of data regardless of how many

wrong dosage of a med-

tain information from others, such as the ob-

monly caused by orality,

years or decades have passed.

icine caused by a mis-

ject of our investigation: form documents.

understanding

during

The fact that forms allow the meticulous stor-

lead to the wrong transcriptions of data.

a phone conversation with a physician rep-

age and organization of information over long

The risk of making mistakes when writing

resents a tangible risk of serious consequenc-

spans of time is another of their advantages:

down or memorizing dictated information

es for a patient.

such documents stand the test of time and al-

should of course not be underestimated: a

The superior reliability of written communi-

low the accession of data regardless of how

wrong address written on a shipping order due

cation was the reason that led human beings

many years or decades have passed.

errors that are likely to

7
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Fig 2.
Page from the H. O’Neill & Co. 1897-8 Fall & Winter Fashion Catalogue.
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Fig 3.
The italian medical prescriptions are compiled on electromagnetic machine-readable forms.
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When we fill in the blanks in a form, we leave a

es or the failure of the company itself, the in-

mark. A form with our data written in it is the

formation provided by forms remains and is

proof of our existence and of our presence in

passed on. A telephone number or an email

society: it is a stamp on virgin paper that can

address thoughtlessly typed on a digital form

potentially outlive us by an indefinite number

could easily ‘condemn’ its user to endless ha-

of years, an inheritance
of individuality that we
are often unaware of.
The documents with our
information on them will

rassment

When we fill in the blanks in a
form, we leave a mark. A form
with our data written in it is the

not only survive us, but

proof of our existence and of our

also the people who is-

presence in society.

sued them and required

by

vendors’

calls and spam mails:
once again, scripta manent.
The inevitable physical
limits of paper forms
have

been

overcome

with the advent of the

us to fill them in, and possibly even their insti-

digital dimension, which has provided them

tutions. This is undoubtedly one of the powers

with a life that is virtually unlimited.

and advantages of their amazing endurance.
No matter what happens to the structure of

Yet , after this acknowledgment of their extensive

a company, changes in its leadership or in its

qualities and limitless functions, we may wonder:

personnel, the merging with other business-

why doesn’t anyone seem to like forms?

Fig 4.
When filling in a form, we leave a mark of our individuality.
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1.2

Why doesn’t anybody like forms?
What is fascinating and incredible about forms

events, we couldn’t keep track of our incomes

seems to acknowledge their intrinsic useful-

is that they are intrinsically gifted with a rath-

and expenditures, or even take a bus or see

ness or actually credit them, as they should.

er powerful conceptual contradiction: on one

a film in a cinema: forms are at the base of

Now, as shallow as this statement may seem,

hand, they are an essential and indispensable

modern society, and it would be no overstate-

this is a concrete reality, and it is the baseline

means of communication. Without forms,

ment to say that they are basically the oil that

of the problem:

companies could not hand out information to

ensures that the gears of this system function

forms irritate users, are taken for granted by

their clients or keep track of who they actually

smoothly. On the other hand, when it comes to

providers, and are basically discounted by

are, jurisdictions could not record names and

using, planning and designing forms, no one

designers.

Fig 5.
Detail of the 1040 American tax form.
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1.2.1 Why users dislike forms

payer (or tax evader): first of all for its function

Let’s face it: forms can be a nightmare.

(taxes are often, with quite a dose of dark hu-

It’s a commonplace that we as users dislike

mour, listed alongside inevitabilities like death),

forms. If asked about it, the majority of people

but also for its sterile and complicated design.

will confirm this: we don’t like reading them, we

This is the perfect example of a form that,

don’t like filling them in or even the idea of hav-

when used, does not put the user at ease, and

ing to deal with them. At best we consider them

it is undeniable that design design plays a very

a mere nuisance, and at worst, one of civiliza-

central role in this lack. The New York based

tion’s necessary evils.

design studio FormNation spotted the problem

This is first of all a consequence of their func-

and came out with a brilliant redesign of the

tion: forms are naturally associated with neg-

1040 and the W9 US tax forms: this self-initi-

ative events, such as car accidents, legal and

ated project, developed for both hardcopies

medical

issues,

taxes,

and digital, shows how

divorces:

If asked about it, the majority

design can significantly

moreover, they are also

of people will confirm this: we

improve and facilitate

perceived as a bureau-

don’t like reading them, we don’t

the experience of every

bills,

fines,

cratic means of control,
a way of keeping a record
of what we do, what we

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

like filling them in or even the
idea of having to deal with them.

pay for, who we associ-

day life. The new forms
appear much clearer and
more user friendly, with
the prioritized sections

ate with, who we are. They can seem, in other

guiding the tax payer through the form, and

words, a powerful and efficient weapon used by

the strong color-coding allowing the reader to

‘Big Brother’ to monitor our life and to ask with-

immediately distinguish the two different mod-

out giving back.

ules. Thus, the confusion caused by the origi-

Secondly, but not least importantly, the way

nal forms is minimized. The project, however,

most forms are visually conceived is, itself, a

has not yet been approved by the US govern-

cause of stress and discomfort. The sight of the

ment, which only goes to show how often the

American 1040 tax form will immediately gener-

institutions themselves can be short sighted

ate a sense of hostility and negativity in any tax

about this kind of issue.4

Fig 6,7.
FormNation’s 1040 and W9 tax forms redesign.

11

In Forms We Trust

1.2.2 Why providers dislike forms

signers for all of the graphic aspects of their commu-

The practical importance of forms is universally ac-

nication, they are reluctant when it comes to spend-

knowledged, but their design is often underestimat-

ing anything extra on the design of their documents,

ed and considered a practice that does not require

a necessity that is seen as a pure formality and all in

specific visual notions. Companies and institutions

all, a rather unchallenging task. In the long run, how-

prefer, therefore, to have their forms designed with-

ever, a targeted and intelligent visual planning could

in their establishments, and this task is very likely to

save companies a lot of money and headaches.

be entrusted to ‘amateur’ designers. A good example

A lack of visual knowledge about document design

of this phenomenon is represented by the applica-

and procedure processes almost inevitably results in

tion form for the master courses at LUCA Campus

redundancy and overlap. Companies find themselves

Sint-Lukas Brussels (which will be analysed in chap-

with thousands of different forms none of which has

ter 3 as a case study). An official
in the International Office of the
school explained that he had de-

a precise visual identity, which

Companies find themselves with

end up causing disorganization, mistakes, and time-con-

signed part of the forms himself

thousands of different forms

(he is not a graphic designer),

none of which has a precise visu-

ly the opposite of the intended

while the rest had been put to-

al identity, which end up causing

result!

gether by one of the secretaries

disorganization, mistakes, and

The effects of a visual planning

of the Office. This is a case in

time-consuming

can indeed be remarkable. In

point of the procedure by which
documents are designed by personnel within an institution, who

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

cross-check-

ing, exactly the opposite of the
intended result.

suming cross-checking, exact-

March 2014, most American
and international newspapers
published the story of Suvir

are knowledgeable about their

Mirchandani, a fourteen year

workplace and duties, but who have little or no graph-

old schoolboy from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, who

ic training and no background in graphic design. Why

calculated that the US administration could save up

does this happen? Economic rationalizations may

to 24% of its printing costs (for an amount of almost

certainly play their part. Hiring a professional design-

400 million dollars) by simply changing the official

er to create the company forms is an extra cost that

typeface of its documents from Times New Roman

is considered avoidable. While institutions pay de-

to Garamond.5
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Type experts have since discredited this calcula-

focus on the importance of design for econo-

which the old form and the new one are shown

tion. First of all, 12 points bodysized Garamond

mizing, and on how the numbers involved can

side-by-side, the potential users are asked:

is actually significantly smaller, and therefore

indeed be significant.

‘which of these notices would you prefer to re-

less readable, than 12 points bodysized Times

Simplifying communication and helping organi-

ceive in the mail? Which would get you to the

New Roman: to maintain the same readabili-

zations save money on this kind of expense is

next step fastest: paying the penalty charge,

ty, the font should therefore be enlarged. But

the task of the Simplification Centre, a non-prof-

or challenging on solid grounds?’ And likewise,

even if Mirchandani’s calculation was right, and

it organization directed by information designer

the potential issuing authorities are asked:

changing the font actually did save on ink, this

Rob Waller. The Centre offers consultancy and

‘which one would be the most efficient, reduce

would not necessarily translate to money sav-

training with both producers of information and

the most enquiries and groundless appeals,

ing: the government does not pay ink the way

users, and its work can be summed up as ‘tak-

and best represent your values?’8 These ques-

regular consumers do, because, as many com-

ing complex information and making it clear

tion are applicable to all categories of docu-

panies do, it strikes deals with outside compa-

and simple for everyone to understand’.

ments, which should always be conceived both

nies that charge per page printed, regardless of

One of the examples used by the Centre to ex-

from the point of view of the user and from that

how much ink or toner is used. Despite, or per-

plain their work is the redesign of the UK Bus

of the provider.

haps in part due to these criticisms, however,

Lane Penalty Charge Notice. In an explicative

Mirchandani’s calculation managed to put more

document provided on the Centre’s website in

6

50 pt.

15 pt.

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

7

So what about designers?

Garamond

Times NR

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog

The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog

Fig 8.
At the same bodysize, Times New Roman regular appears bigger than Garamond regular.
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1.2.3 Why designers dislike forms

put in the condition of being able to find exactly

Not all graphic designers consider form de-

what he is looking for inside the structure, and

sign an interesting or appealing practice. When

to move from one point to the other with confi-

talking about this research with fellow design-

dence, and to return to his point of departure if

ers, their first reaction was a quite predictable

that is what he needs to do.

reluctancy to accept the idea as valuable. After

The design of most of the forms we have to

talking about the topic at greater length to them,

deal with in our daily experience is general-

however, they had to admit the value of the sub-

ly repetitious and monotonous. A form is a

ject and its undeniable importance. Making

visual tool with a precise function, and its

tangible

and

concrete

improvements in people’s
everyday lives should be
a fulfilling achievement
for any designer!
Forms should therefore

design should embody

When designing a form document, a designer is not simply
arranging elements on a workspace: he is creating a navi-

that precise function,
excluding anything that
is superfluous and unnecessary. This does
not mean, however, that

be seen as an opportu-

gational system. Design is the

nity to produce a design

compass that allows the user to

be made visually more

that matters and which

sail easily through the stormy

interesting and appeal-

can make a difference,

seas of communication.

ing. The real challenge

not by adding new layers

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

to the already saturated

the document can not

for a form designer is
therefore to combine

world of visual communication, but by improv-

efficiency and appeal: user-friendliness also

ing it, polishing and simplifying it, and making it

entails pleasing the eye, and functionality

more accessible. Designing a form is therefore

should not omit visual values. A user will be

nothing less than designing a way-finding sys-

more willing to navigate through a website

tem for a building: the user should be uncon-

if it is well designed, and the same criteria

sciously guided in a clear and unmistakable

apply to a newspaper or a book.

way from the entrance to the exit, he should be

Why should forms be any different?

Fig 9.
American CMS 1500 ‘Health Insurance Claim’ form.
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Providers

Designers

Users

Providers are institutions or companies that manage
large quantities of data, and issue forms for various
purpouses; they are usually at the start and end point
of a form’s life cycle, and often don’t understand the
importance of a visual planning when it comes to
form design, so rather than hire professional, they
prefer to design their forms themselves.

Designers are specialists who’s work gives the form
a visual framework. Commonly, designers consider
form design a boring and unchallenging practice,
and show little interest in it.

Users are individuals who give the form a meaning
by interacting with it. Once a form is produced, it is
multiplied and handed out to an unlimited number of
users. Users usually don’t like to fill in forms, because
of their poor design and often unpleasent functions.

The provider feels the need for a form
system to standardize data

The provider commissions a designer
to build the form’s visual framework.

The form is released to collect or to
provide information. If meant to collect,
users provide their data and return it.

If the form’s purpose is to collect data,
it then returns to the provider and the
data is stored.

CHAPTER 2

HOW TO DESIGN FORMS:
visual and psychological criteria

In Forms We Trust
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2.1

A form’s ingredients

Forms are essentially workspaces on which a number of visual elements such as lines,
text, geometric symbols and spaces are laid out. While sometimes quite simple and
easily deciphered, forms can also become extremely complex visual structures. The
more fraught and chaotic this structure is, the more stressful it will be for the user to
properly achieve his goals. 9

In The Laws of Simplicity (2006), the designer

used with judgement. For example, a part of

therefore required to be standardized frame-

and computer-scientist John Maeda fixes as

text explaining a requirement on an application

works made of certain, familiar elements,

his first basic law to achieve simplicity in de-

might seem to make the general structure of

whose function should be immediately recog-

sign and technology the concept of ‘Reduce’:

the form more saturated, but it is actually very

nized by the user.

the reduction Maeda talks about, though,

helpful for the applicant, and should therefore

Paper forms are conceived either to be filled in

should always be thoughtful, and the design-

not be removed.

by hand, with a typewriter (although this sys-

er should try to find the right balance between

One of the main functions of a form is to en-

tem has practically disappeared) or by com-

simplicity and complexity. The simplest way to

sure that all of the stakeholders involved in its

puter (and overprinted): nowadays forms also

achieve simplicity is through thoughtful reduc-

usage cycle have to think as little as possible

come in digital format, but the main composi-

tion, Maeda says: When in doubt, just remove.

when dealing with it. That is, the form itself

tional elements remain the same.

But be careful of what you remove. Designing

should guide the user to furnish the correct in-

The ‘archetypal’ form is made of a number of

forms should also follow this principle: reduc-

formation being requested, and the provider to

recurrent visual components, which can be syn-

ing can be a tool of clarity, but it should be

manage that information correctly. Forms are

thetized in: grid, text, blanks and checkboxes.

10
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ARCH E T Y PA L FORM E L EM ENTS

Heading/name of the form

Module for the issuing institution’s logo

Notes/subtitle
Module for the issuing institution’s contacts
Blank text field
Open questions
Grid

Date field

Area modules

Multiple choice questions
Checkboxes
Module for office use

Blank signature field
Page numbering (marker)

Fig 10.
Model of a generic archetypal form with its basic components.
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2.1.1 Grid

quality of mathematical thinking.11

A typographical grid is an invisible tool for as-

The introduction of the grid is considered to

sembling text and image: it divides a plane into

be the biggest revolution brought to graphic

smaller fields that act as compartments, and

design by the Die Neue Typographie and sub-

allow the disposition of visual elements in a

sequently by the Swiss Style: it is thought that

systematic and logical way. This design meth-

one of the main reasons that led to its develop-

od has much in common with architecture, in-

ment was the introduction of a three-column

sofar as a building’s facades can be compared

text page to accommodate tri-lingual publica-

to page layouts, and repeated dimensions such

tions (German, French and Italian).12 The grid

as columns can be compared to text and lines:

emerged very gradually: in 1940 the designer

the grid is an invisible but extraordinary con-

Max Bill (1908 - 1994) used a grid made of nine

trolling principle. The concept itself of a grid

rectangles (three horizontal, three vertical),

is inbred in typography from the nature of let-

and in 1949 he started using a grid of two col-

terpress printing, as the letters were produced

umns plus half a column, which allowed him

on a rectangular base, composed in horizontal

to organize the photographs in different sizes

lines and arranged in vertical columns. Type

and proportions.13 Richard Paul Lohse (1902

was produced in fixed sizes: typography was

- 1988), in Neue Ausstellungsgestaltung (New

intrinsically a modular system.

Exhibition Design), (1953), used a grid made

In Grid systems in graphic design (1981), Josef

of sixteen horizontal rectangles (4x4) for the

Muller-Brockmann (1914 - 1996) defines the

ornament on the front cover. By 1960 the grid

grid as the expression of a professional ethos:

had become a routine, and it came to imply the

the designer’s work should have the clearly in-

style and methods of Swiss graphic design.

telligible, objective, functional and aesthetic

On a practical level, the use of design grids allows

Fig 11.
The modularity of
letterprinting makes typography itself a modular system,
in which the concept of the grid is implicit.

19
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the designer not only to imply a group, but also to
guide the user’s eye and to create a general sense
of harmony in the visual composition: it is also the
most important element for a designer in order
to use the Gestalt law of alignment and the ‘position’ visual variable (which will be analyzed further
on). A grid will set the rhythm and the meter of a
design: this is very important for making the content accessible, helping the viewer to understand
where to find the next piece of information within the layout. It sets expectations and defines the
rules, timbre and, in some cases, the ‘voice’ of the
design.
The simplest type of grid uses the rule of thirds,
based on the golden ratio, on which leading figures
in design, architecture and the arts such as Le
Corbusier (1887 - 1965) and Salvador Dalì (1904 1989) based most of their work: this ratio refers to
aesthetically pleasing proportioning within a piece
(precisely 1:1.618).14

Fig 12.
Grid based on a continuous division of the paper size in the golden ratio.
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In form design, the use of the grid conveys some extremely important advantages: for example, columns and baseline grids
allow designing systematically and in a more uniform way, giving the form a rhythm and a recognizable look.
A design grid is structured with the following variable elements:

Text area

Baseline grid

Columns

Gutter

The text area defines the printing space

The baseline grid creates a uniform gap

Columns are vertical bands of modules.

The gutter is the space between columns:

and the margins of the page: in book de-

between all the lines in a text, and it makes

The more columns there are, the more flex-

a wider gutter between columns will make

sign this area is built for facing pages, but

sure that all the lines are evenly spaced

ible the layout of the form will be: layout

them seem more independent, while a

forms are usually conceived as single pag-

(and easier to fill out). In forms, the stan-

elements can be extended across one or

smaller one will suggest more cohesion. A

es or groups of single pages in which the

dard baseline grid is 18 points high, which

more columns, and the ways of dividing up

wide enough gutter is necessary to clearly

text area requires no mirror image.

allows sufficient ergonomic space for the

a form are therefore endless. The number

separate distinct blocks of text.

user to write in. Smaller text usually is gen-

of columns will depend on the complexity

erally not aligned to the baseline grid (only

of the content of the form and the overall

the first line is).

size of the page.
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2.1.2 Text

of typefaces almost exclusively to sans-serif fonts,

determine hierarchy, but also to subdivide the space,

The text contained in a form is the essential element

and designed ‘Universal’, a typeface that reduced the

unify diverse elements, guide the viewer’s eye across

for revealing what it’s specific purpose is, how it is

alphabet to clear, simple, and rationally constructed

a page, and call attention to important elements.

supposed to be used, and to ask the user the specific

forms. This approach was consistent with the school

The choice of one typeface over another is up to the

questions that the issuer wants answered. The way

director Walter Gropius’ ( 1883 - 1969) advocacy of

designer, and it is a rather important one, given type-

the text is positioned within the layout and the lan-

‘form follows function’ principle. Bayer omitted cap-

face’s crucial importance for the functional, aesthet-

guage used will strongly affect the form’s usability,

ital letters, arguing that two alphabets (capitals and

ic and psychological effect of printed matter.17

as well as the psychological approach that the user

romans) are incompatible in design, with two totally

Typefaces can be divided in serifs and sans ser-

will have towards the form, and the user experience

different signs (such as capital A and small a, for ex-

ifs, serifs being those having a small stroke at the

provided by the form in general.

ample) expressing the same spoken sound: in 1925

end of the main strokes of characters. Commonly,

The Bauhaus school gave particular attention to

the Bauhaus therefore adopted the use of only low-

serif typefaces are considered to be best for large

the use of typography, especially during the Dessau

ercase type to save time and space. He experiment-

amounts of continuous text, because of the higher

years (1925 - 1932) with the work of Herbert Bayer

ed on text with flush-left, ragged-right typesetting

differentiation of the character’s features that helps

(1900 - 1985). Bayer, a former Bauhaus student in

without justification. Extreme contrasts of typesize

the eye when having to go through large amounts of

Weimar and professor of the newly added typogra-

and weight were used to establish a visual hierarchy

text: this is, however, not a fixed rule, and the choice

phy and graphic design workshop in Dessau, made

of emphasis determined by an objective assess-

is at the discretion of the designer, depending on

striking typographic design innovations along func-

ment of the relative importance of the words: Bayer

what look he will want to give the form.

tional and constructivist lines. Bayer limited the use

also began using bars, rules, points, and squares to

15

16
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Herbert Bayer’s ‘Universal’ typeface.
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Fig 14.
One of Herbert Bayer’s cover designs for the Bauhaus magazine.
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2.1.3 Blanks

a blank can take on. Some forms use text-

Blanks, or gaps, are the basic instruments

fields with character dividers, but this solu-

by means of which information is requested

tion is very limiting for the number of char-

2.1.4 Checkboxes

from the user. They are text-fields into which

acters allowed, so they should be used only

Checkboxes are used for multiple-choice ques-

the user adds his written data: they can be

if absolutely necessary (machine-readable

tions, in which the user is given a range of pos-

graphically represented in various ways, us-

forms, for example, require this division).

sible answers and will have to check the one

ing lines, boxes or empty areas.

Divisions can be very helpful when used to

that he considers correct. The most common

Designers have experimented with several vi-

ask for sums and numbers, such as money

type of checkbox is a square with a visible

sual solutions for text-fields: solid lines, dot-

amounts (which are usually also asked to be

stroke, but other solutions have also been at-

ted lines, dashed lines, shadings, frames and

indicated in letters) and dates (the require-

tempted, such as circles, full colored squares,

cells are just few of the possible aspects that

ment of which should always specify the ex-

squares with shadings and more on.

Simple line after question.

Question

Question and answer space underlined
with two connected lines of different weights.

Question

act sequence, such as ‘day - month - year’).

The question is underlined.
The answer text area is a box.

Simple kind of character dividers.

Question and answer space underlined
with two separated lines of different weights.

Question

Answer text field is a dashed line.

Question

Other solution for character dividers.

The question is higlighted in a dark field.
The answer text area is a lighter field.
The question is higlighted in a box.
The answer text area is a box with a lighter stroke.

Question

Question

Date requirement figure division.
Other solution for
date requirement figure division.

Question

Question

Question

Date

Date

d

d

d

d

m

m y

m m

y

y

y

y

y

y

y
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2.2

Good and bad form design: four groups of notions
As we have seen, the importance of form design can be widely underestimated,
and this can partly be explained by the general indisposition towards the
whole idea of forms, but at the same time it is also the main cause for it: it
is therefore crucial for forms to be designed in the most simple, clear and
understandable fashion possible.
What exactly distinguishes good form design from bad form design?
Referring to typography, Beatrice Warde (1900-

application, or one that presents information,

The Simplification Centre is one of the main

1969) claimed the best typography to be in-

such as an invoice.

organizations in the design panorama that

visible: what she meant is that it should be

A document doesn’t necessarily have to look

deals with problems regarding forms on a daily

suitable, appropriate, reinforce the meaning of

good, but it has to work well. The rule of thumb

basis: it refers to its function as ‘dealing with

the text and not mislead or distract the read-

here is function over form, or form in service of

the communication of complex information’.19

er, since typography always subtly influences

the function.

Rob Waller, the Centre’s director, explains that

how we react to and interpret a document.18

Not all designers dislike forms, of course. The

one of the main services provided to custom-

The design of a form should follow the same

affirmation in section Chapter 1 is more a prov-

ers is benchmarking, namely the evaluation

guidelines: it inevitably effects how a user ap-

ocation than a verifiable fact, but it was intend-

of their documents based on a set of criteria,

proaches a document, but it should not do so

ed to set the focus on the problem and, despite

so that they can be compared to the quality of

in a distracting, misleading, or unpleasant way,

its exaggerated oversimplification, it reveals

others based on strengths and weaknesses.

and should therefore remain ‘invisible’.

some truth when referring to a general trend.

The benchmark criteria used by the Simplifi-

Good design is an essential factor in the effi-

The history of graphic design, however, does

cation Centre are divided into four groups of

cient functioning of a form document: it should

offer many examples that can be referred to

notions that can be used as general guidelines

enable its user to quickly grasp how to utilize it

as ‘best practices’, which designers can take in

for good form design: language, design, rela-

in the most correct way possible, be it a form

account as guidelines when approaching this

tionship and content.

in which blanks must be filled out, such as an

challenging discipline.

25

In Forms We Trust

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

2.2.1 Language criteria

such as judging sentences to be true or false;

sign, and while this may be a fun exercise for

The language used in the text component of

thus ‘good’ is more efficacious than ‘beneficial’,

them, the result may be less fun for the read-

a form is an extremely important factor in its

‘get’ is better than ‘receive’, etc. Courteousness

ers. A designer should therefore always put

proper functioning and for the way users will

is another important aspect: a form that uses

himself in the reader’s place, and take into

interface themselves with the document. Many

pleasant, friendly words and expressions will

account that, when it comes to documents,

forms employ a cold, impersonal, indirect, and

make the user psychologically more inclined

readers often do not read the entire page

sometimes obscure language, comprising

to complete it. Use of an active language, with

from beginning to end; forms must accom-

unknown or ambiguous abbreviations and

statements referred directly to the user, and a

modate the reader’s aims and tasks, and it

specialized terms, all of which adds to the dis-

terminology that includes ‘please’ and ‘thank

is the designer’s mission to make these pur-

comfort and uncertainty of the user, who often

you’ is a good start in this direction.

poses clear and accessible, and to guide the

must ask for clarifications.

user towards fulfilment of his or her aims as

The language used in forms should first of all

2.2.2 Design criteria: legibility

efficiently as possible. Designers can use

be direct, and passive sentences are not rec-

Design influences usability in a critical way,

graphic features in such a way that the docu-

ommended (‘We will send you a refund’ is more

especially when it comes to the legibility of

ment will stand out and differ from the norm,

direct and immediate than ‘You will be sent a

the fonts and of the text layout, and legibility

and this will be quickly picked up by the user

refund’). It should also be as familiar and col-

passes through a number of factors, like ty-

and be taken as significant. Simple graphic

loquial as is allowed by the typology and sub-

pography, line length, and leading.

features can be used to mark out different

ject matter involved. Simple language is easier

Typography is designing with type in order

kinds of information.

understood and speeds up the time required

to communicate a message. Modern design

One of the enemies of legibility is excessive

to read whatever is written on the document.

tools offer the opportunity of using type in

line length: according to a well known empir-

Words from everyday language are also easier

many sizes and styles, so that designers can

ical rule, an optimal length is between 50-70

to remember, and also affect meaningful tasks

easily be tempted into fancying up their de-

characters or 7-10 words per line, depend-
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ing on type size. Printed matter is generally

2.2.3 Relationship criteria

miliar than the one used in a speeding ticket

read with the eye at a distance of 30-35 cm, so

Clarity is absolutely essential with regard to

or in an eviction notice: firms that use truly in-

the size of the type should be calculated with

the issuer or originator of the form; the per-

formal English for administrative documents

this distance in mind. Studies have shown that

ceived personality and authority of the com-

risk losing credibility.

down to 8 points bodysize Times New Roman

missioner of a document will affect how read-

type is acceptable, but the optimal size for leg-

ers receive it. The identity of the issuer can be

2.2.4 Content criteria

ibility is considered to be 9-10 points bodysize:

assessed in a number of ways, including the

How the content in a document is organized

as seen in Chapter 1, however, the size of type-

company’s brand identity (logo, color coding,

delivers the form’s purpose. The recipient

faces varies from type to type, so the size cho-

typefaces) or a certain tone of the commu-

should be immediately clear on what the com-

sen will also depend on the typeface.

nication, and any given form should always

munication is about, how relevant it is to him

The leading is the distance between the base-

contain prominently placed contact details to

or her and what actions are required: content

lines of successive lines of type. The eye cannot

give the user the possibility of choosing the

is closely linked to the design criteria, for it

focus on excessively close lines so accurately

channel he prefers to contact the issuer. The

principally depends on the document’s layout.

that one line alone is read without the imme-

language spoken should feel credible for the

When going through a document, we search

diate surrounding area also entering the visual

recipient, depending on the source, and be

for clarity of instructions and communication

field: lines that are too close will therefore slow

calibrated to match the style and language to

routes: are amounts clear? Are conditions

down the reading speed, because the upper

the content: linguists and sociolinguists (such

clear? Do people know where to sign? This

and the lower line are both taken in b the eye at

as Brown & Yule, 1983; Hudson, 1996) have

criterion becomes critical with forms which

the same time.20 A good leading can optical-

studied this issue for years. The tone used by

need to relate response boxes clearly to ques-

ly carry the eye from one line to the other, and

financial services with long-time customers,

tions, and bills, which need to be very clear

give the reader more confidence and stability.

for example, should be more personal and fa-

about amounts and dates.

27

In Forms We Trust

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

2.3

The visual variables
Some ‘tricks’ for designers to determine clarity consist in

of Graphics, the French visual theorist and cartographer

a strategic use of the so-called ‘visual variables’ that the

Jacques Bertin (1918 - 2010) identifies eight essential visual

graphic sign-system has at its disposal: these are finite

variables relating to cartography that also inform the entire

to the graphic system, considered as a two-dimensional

world of images: these variables are the essential tools that

workspace, and not to real movement. In his book Semiology

can be used to determine hierarchy in a document.21

Planar dimensions

Position

Size

Value

The plane’s axes are the ‘battlefield’ on

Objects arranged on the same axis, hor-

Objects of a similar size are perceived as

Objects that are equally bright or saturated

which the visual technician is operating,

izontally or vertically, appear to have the

being on the same hierarchical level: big-

appear to be on the same hierarchical lev-

that can be used to determine hierarchy

same hierarchical importance.

ger, bolder items appear more important

el, while darker or less saturated ones will

than thinner and smaller ones.

seem more important than the brighter or

and grouping.

more saturated ones.

Color

Texture

Orientation

Shape

Objects with the same hue will be per-

Objects with the same texture will also be

Objects facing in the same direction will be

All objects with the same shape are per-

perceived as belonging together.

ceived as belonging to the same group.

ceived as belonging to the same group,
or as having the same hierarchical im-

perceived as belonging to the same group, or
as having the same hierarchical importance.

portance.
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2.3

Printed forms: DIN standards

In most of the world (except for North Amer-

the same aspect ratio, namely the height to

to Switzerland in 1943: he had been trained in

ica), forms are almost exclusively printed on

width ratio of all pages is the square root of

the printing industry, and he saw in the new Ab-

DIN standard paper formats, which are the

two (1:1,4142). The unique property of this ra-

stract painting the basis for a new visual think-

most common sizes used for office and paper

tio is scaling: when cut or folded in half width

ing.24 He called this art elementare (elemental),

work. These sizes are matched by the specif-

wise, the halves also have the same aspect ra-

because it does not philosophize, because it is

ic standardized dimensions of presses and

tio. Each 476 DIN paper size is also one half

built exclusively of its own elements.25 Among

cutting machines, and the use of sizes outside

of the area of the next size up: for example,

his central principles, Tschichold emphasized

of these standards would increase production

an A4 folded in two by the long side will have

the basic geometric forms (square and circle)

costs.

the measures of an A5, an

and recommended the usage

A5 folded in two will have the

Most forms are printed

of formats used in Germany

The Deutsches Institut für Normung (German

measures of an A6 and so on.

on A4 sheets of paper,

such as, precisely, the DIN

Institute for Standardization) is a non-profit or-

Moreover, the weight, and the

and often they will need

standards, both relative to pa-

ganization founded in 1917 and based in Ber-

associated postage rate, can

per sizes and the disposition

lin.

be easily calculated by count-

to be photocopied.

22

In 1922 DIN published the 476 standard

of the printed elements. He

paper format, introduced by Doctor Walter

ing the number of sheets used: since paper is

defined elemental typography as the creation

Porstmann (1886 - 1959): this format, com-

usually specified in g/m², this simplifies calcu-

of the logical and visual relationship between

monly known as the ‘A’ and ‘B’ series, replaced

lation of the mass of a document if the format

the given letters, words and text.26 He excluded

numerous other paper sizes, and was later ad-

and number of pages are known.

any typographical ornaments, but admitted the

opted by the ISO as international paper sizes

One of the pioneers of standardization and

use of printer lines (horizontal and vertical) and

‘ISO 216’.

of the use of DIN standards was the German

of the essential geometrical forms to increase

The entire A and B series, together with the

typographer Jan Tschichold (1902 - 1974).

the sense of urgency.27 Tschichold showed en-

subsequently added C series (ISO 269), share

Tschichold had fled Nazi Germany and moved

thusiasm for the simplicity of Nineteenth-cen-

23
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A0

(1189x841)
Fig 15.
The A series
measurements.

A1

(841x594)

tury grotesque typefaces (Grotesk became the

laser printer and copy machine outputs.29

most common typeface of the New Typogra-

Most forms are printed on A4 sheets of paper,

phy and of Swiss design in general), which he

and often they will need to be photocopied.

chose as ‘impersonal’ typefaces in contrast to

Laser printers, which ensure flexibility and are

the use of an ‘objective’ means of illustration:

available in most offices, do not fill the whole

photography. He stressed the importance of

page, as they require a certain bleed on the

contrast, between horizontal and vertical ele-

sides of the imaging drum, which distributes ink

ments, large and small type, closed and open

on the paper. It is therefore necessary to design

groupings, positive and negative, color and

with generous margins to avoid ‘mutilating’ the

black and white.

text and losing important data during the print-

28

Among all formats, A4 is the most import-

ing process: the bleed will depend on the printer,

ant for daily office use, and is the most used

but usually it is advisable to consider a margin

paper size in the world: its dimensions are

of 5 mm or more.30 Some sets of forms will re-

metric (210 x 297 mm: the values are round-

quire to be punched with feed holes one the left

ed) and in addition to forms, its applications

side, so in some cases the left margin should be

include letter paper, magazines, catalogues,

conceived for this purpose.

A3

(420x297)

A5

(210x148)

A6

A2

(594x420)

A4

(297x210 )

(148x105)
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2.5

Digital forms
Digital forms are,without any doubt, the future of

or they can be printed and filled in by hand. Software

so PDF files are usually preferred.31

data storage, and they therefore would deserve a

makes it possible to include interactive functions in

Digital forms are used on many websites and

whole book of their own. Our main focus in this text,

PDF files to make them easier to complete: they may

portals, and are an integral part of the website’s

however, are paper-printed documents and their er-

for example be provided with automatic calculators,

interface. The advantage of this is that the way

gonomic-Psychological aspects, so regarding digital

calendar and automatic filling functions. PDF files

the information provided is checked real-time

forms, we will stick to a few key concepts.

are a usually a combination of vector graphics and

by the software to prevent, up to some extent,

text (and raster graphics for photographs and other

errors and misunderstandings. Digital forms are

PDF files (short for ‘Portable Document Format’) are

types of images), and they look the same on screen

often used on websites for purchase, subscrip-

the meeting point between paper and the digital di-

as on paper. Often forms are distributed as Word

tions, applications, questionnaires and many

mension. Their usage cycle can be entirely on screen,

documents, but this format is quite easy to modify,

more functions.

Fig 16.
Digital forms are used by many types of web portals, for the most disparate functions.
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Fig 17.
PDF files look the same on screen and when printed.

32

Fig 19.
Formophobia: definition

In Forms We Trust

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

2.6

Who we design forms for
Forms are conceived to carry information from a point to another, and therefore several,
different parties will be involved in a form’s life cycle. When developing a form, a designer
should therefore keep in consideration both the issuer’s and the recipient’s requirements,
from a visual point of view, certainly, but also from the psychological angle.

2.6.1 Issuers

sists in collecting the forms in ring binders, this

and design, and the psychological level refer-

The client (intended here as the issuer) is usu-

will automatically mean that relevant informa-

ring to the message carried by the form and

ally the individual, group, or institution that

tion for identification (such as file numbers)

the way this message is communicated. The

issues the form to collect the users’ informa-

should be positioned on the top/right part of

psychological level of perception of a form

tion, and is thus the first and the last agent to

the page, to allow the responsible personnel to

is a central issue for its usability. Some

use the document. In general, when citing an

be able to quickly skim through the documents

forms, for example death and divorce certif-

‘issuer’ we are referring to an entire institution

and find what they need.

icates, can be very hard to deal with on an

rather than a single, distinct individual; the ac-

emotional level: the person filling in the form

tual creator of the form, however, may be the

2.6.2 Users

may be required to provide details about a

head of a company or a department in a com-

Formophobia, also referred to as ‘form anx-

lost loved one or about a severe medical con-

pany, a secretary or an employee in charge of

iety’, is a non-officially listed, but medically

dition, a stressful experience that could cause

filing the information collected in a database. A

known phobia which creates inhibitions, and

emotional instability during his or her engage-

form should therefore reflect the requirements

generates fear and anxiety when a person is

ment with the document. The designer does

of every aspect of the institution from which

faced with having to provide personal infor-

not, of course, have the power to change the

it originates: it should convey the institution’s

mation while filling in forms, especially the

form’s function or the user’s past experience,

identity and policy, and it should be construct-

ones related to government and health-care.

32

but is endowed with the potential to enhance

ed so that the staff within its establishment

Users encounter forms on two different lev-

the user’s comfort when the latter is obliged

can make good use of it in any moment. For

els, one visual and the other psychological,

to interface him or her self with one of these

example, if the issuer’s storing system con-

the visual level referring to the form’s aspect

information-gathering modules.

Fig 18. (Previous page)
Formophobia definition
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2.7

Hierarchy: the key to visual navigation
Hierarchy, a term that has often recurred up

mine a clear hierarchy in a composition: by

to this point, is by far the most important tool

using in a targeted way spacing, different type

when planning a visual navigation. A layout that

weights and sizes and horizontal lines with dif-

follows a hierarchic composition will naturally

ferent strokes, the page silently expresses its

guide the reader’s eye into
understanding its structure
and its functions: when it
comes to forms this is an

structure with through its

by using in a targeted way
spacing, different type weights

’typographical
grey

tone

grey’

produced

(the
by

black text on a white page).

essential feature, because

and sizes and horizontal lines

it will help to graphically

with different strokes, the

designated main text, sec-

express the organization of

page silently expresses its

tions and the subsections

the text and, on a practical

structure with through its ’ty-

enable the user to quickly

level, it will determine how
quickly and efficiently the

pographical grey’

document will be employed

In this way, the more clearly

skim through the document and find what he/
she is looking for, and they

(and the level of stress that this employment

accomplish this by expressing their role in the

may cause in the user).

composition by means of their features alone,

Designers dispose of several tools to deter-

without the need for extra symbols.

Fig 19.
The typographic gray of a page can alone express hierarchy
in the visual structure.
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2.8

Key cognitive concepts
In ‘What makes a good document? The criteria we use’, Rob

these being cognitive capacity, strategic reading, affordance

Waller identifies four general key cognitive concepts and

and schemata, are the tools the human brain works with

sixteen criteria (divided into four broad categories) that are

when information is encoded, and should therefore be used

essential to analyze the efficaciousness of a document. 33 as guidelines when organizing data.
The four general key cognitive concepts that Waller defines,

Cognitive capacity

Strategic reading

Affordance

Schemata

This refers to the limits on the amount of

This indicates how readers select what they

This is when the shape or the design of

Schemata are the pre-existing cognitive

information that can be processed at one

want to read depending on their goals. The

something encourages and allows certain

frameworks that our verbal understanding

time by the working memory, as theorized

better this selection is guided by the design

actions. The classic example of affordance

relies on, mainly based on experience: we ex-

by psychologists: the more information the

of the document, the faster the user will

is a door’s handle, which calls for the user

pect certain things to work in a certain way.

user must assimilate, the more difficult it will

achieve his objectives.

to be held and turned in order to open or

The more a person’s experience expands,

close the door.

the more cognitive frameworks develop.

be for his brain to process this information.
For the same reason, users will read ‘difficult’
text at a slower pace.
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2.9

The Gestalt laws of perceptual organization
The ‘Gestalt Theory’ is a family of psycholog-

ments are grouped into ‘Gestalten’ by the brain

Even though modern psychology has super-

ical theories formed within the Berlin School

during early visual perception. Their idea was

seded most of the Gestalt school’s principles,

of experimental psychology in the first half

that the brain works by researching efficiency

the so-called ‘Laws of Perceptual Organization’

of the 1920s, which have since strongly influ-

with the least possible consumption of energy,

remain a useful tool for designers to improve

enced many different research areas, foremost

and, to pursue this goal, it follows certain sim-

the quality and the clarity of their work.35 Many

among these being visual design.34

plifying patterns that facilitate its cognition pro-

of these laws are overlapping and can sound

The key concept behind Gestalt psychology

cesses: we may thus say that the brain works in

obvious and as if they simply fall back on com-

is the attempt to understand psychological

an ‘ergonomic’ way by trying to save time and

mon sense, but they are all actually very useful

mechanisms by considering them as orga-

energy, as does a computer dealing with the

and should be kept in mind when planning a

nized and structured wholes, rather than a

command to store and organize huge amounts

visual communication. The Gestalt laws were

sum of single parts. The German word ‘Gestalt’

of data. This mechanism (or principle) of opti-

defined by the founder of the Berlin School,

means

‘shape’, ‘form’, or ‘figure’, and it has

mization is very common in nature, and it can

Max Wertheimer (1880-1943), along with his

since entered the English vocabulary with its

be observed, for example, in many of the func-

colleagues Wolfgang Köhler (1887-1967) and

intrinsic significance of ‘whole, configuration

tions that the body dispatches on a daily basis:

Kurt Koffka (1886-1941), who founded the ‘Ge-

of elements’: the psychologists of the Gestalt

our cell structure will always try to adapt, within

stalt approaches to Form Perception, which lat-

School were indeed mainly interested in de-

its possibilities, to the environment, in order to

er translated into the so-called ‘Gestalt Laws of

scribing the processes by which singular ele-

save as much energy as it can.

Perceptual Organization’.

Fig 20.
From left to right: Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Köhler and Kurt Koffka.
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Designers often use these principles unconsciously or on the basis of common sense,
but sometimes the lack of clarity of a form depends exactly on a design lacking in
common sense. Observing the Gestalt laws of perceptual organization is a useful first
step towards clarity in form design.

Proximity

Similarity

This law states that we tend to perceive

Elements will be perceptually associated

and, when clicked on, the subcategories

objects close to each other as related and

if they share common features and are

are displayed. This is a very efficient way

forming a group: the brain tells us that

similar to each other: the viewer will tend

to display hierarchical navigation links

the disposition of certain objects and el-

to more strongly associate objects when

that are easy to understand and to use.

ements is not random, but it follows and

they share basic visual characteristics

Similarity should, however, be used con-

underlying logic, a pattern. Individual ele-

rather than if they show dimensional dif-

scientiously: if the design elements are

ments tend to be associated more strongly

ferences. Similarity is the criterion accord-

indeed too similar to one another, it could

with elements nearby than with others that

ing to which we mentally categorize items

be difficult for the viewer to recognize the

are further away.

in a composition; in design, similarity can

structure of the composition. In laying out

be used to create a hierarchy of meaning

a form on a web page, for example, it is

in the layout of a page, so as to draw the

important to clearly separate the blocks of

user’s attention to certain patterns, with

information and to group item description

titles, headers and body text, by using vari-

fields separately from name and address

ables such as size, color and shape. Drop-

fields (like in a shopping cart interface), so

down menus in websites apply this rule, in

that the user will easily manage to identify

which the main areas of interest are pre-

the information groups.

sented as top-level navigation categories
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Alignment

We perceptually tend to close up or complete

perceived as belonging to a distinct group. Clo-

This law can also actively help the viewer to

objects that are incompletely designated. At

sure should be used with common sense, and

recognize elements as a group. Two columns

the same time, elements that are enclosed

it increases in efficiency if combined with the

of left-aligned text, for instance, are much eas-

in a single space are perceived as a coherent

law of proximity. An excess number of boxes,

ier to recognize as separate groups than two

whole. The law of closure actually has two ap-

for example, may risk creating a redundant re-

columns of centre-aligned text. The law of

plicative significances. Firstly, it is intended as

sult and hence subtract value from a design.

alignment is particularly effective when used

the ability of our brain to ‘fill in the blanks’ in in-

But this law can be very useful in a number of

on a grid.

complete objects (a good example is the panda

ways. For example, a dotted line can be used to

in the WWF logo that is represented only by the

create a divider in a page layout, avoiding the

black spots, but which is clearly recognizable,

heaviness of a solid line, or a negative space

indeed, as a panda): this is a consequence of

can be utilized in logo design (as in the exam-

our cognitive ability to complete what is in-

ple of the WWF logo, or in many others, such as

complete, in the same way that we recognize

the FedEx logo), and can also be used to estab-

a person’s face even if it is partially obscured.

lish groupings within the page, since strongly

Secondly, closure is intended as our perception

defined boundaries create an active negative

of elements that are enclosed in a single space,

space, and if you have a clearly defined bound-

as a coherent whole: therefore, items that are

ary in one area those adjacent to it will be de-

inside an area with clear boundaries will be

fined accordingly.
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2.10

How to test a form
Testing is an extremely crucial phase in any de-

say nothing of the ergonomic issues related to

and white, since often they need to be photo-

signing process.

forms that require hand filling.

copied or faxed. Certain color combinations

When producing paper documents, it is very

The testing should be run on both users and

should be avoided: it has been scientifically

necessary to actually test them on paper, rather

on the people responsible for the form’s fil-

demonstrated that approximately one in eight

than only looking at them on a screen: the ap-

ing and storage: forms should be easy to use

men has some degree of red-green color defi-

pearance of a document on a screen is very dif-

for people, of course, but they also should be

ciency (something more rare among women),

ferent than its appearance once printed. Lines

easy to store and file, and find and consult by

so when using color-coding, the pattern should

and strokes, for example, will look sharper at

the institutions who issue them and the people

be reinforced with some other code, like a sym-

higher resolution. The fact that documents are

responsible for this.

bol. The European ‘Accident Statement’ form,

often reproduced on paper brings with it a se-

analysed as a case study in the next chapter,

ries of ergonomic issues such as page flicking,

Color is another important factor that requires

uses blue and yellow as the two main colors:

binding and general navigation (the page num-

forms to be tested on paper: colored forms

this is the only combination that is almost

bering should be immediately recognizable). To

should, as a matter of fact, also work in black

100% discernible to color blind people.36

Fig 21.
Forms should be tested both on users and providers
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CHAPTER 3

CASE STUDIES

The following case studies all belong to the category of the

are obligatory in uncomfortable situations when the user is

so-called ‘dialogue forms’.

under pressure, and often need to be filled in by hand. The

Dialogue forms are a specific type of document conceived

forms chosen for redesign have been suggested by personal

to create a silent dialogue between two parts, usually the

experience and research, and the project, which served as

provider and the user: the user is asked to provide specific

a design exercise and further research tool, represents an

information, which is later returned to the provider, who will

initial attempt at the improvement of their design.

utilize it, depending on what its function is. The information,

The redesign has been carried out by applying all of the

therefore, travels from point A to point B and back again to

principles studied during the reasearch covered in the first

point A, just as does a conversation between two interlocutors.

two chapters.

It is commonly recognized that dialogue forms may cause

The analysis and design processes are accompanied step by

extra stress and discomfort in the user, since they often

step by supporting images and details.
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3.1

School application

LUCA Campus Sint-Lukas Brussels is an inde-

Assessment Committee will write their deci-

From an interview carried out with the person

pendent art school based in the city of Brus-

sion regarding the applicant.

in charge of the International Office37, it was

sels in Belgium. The school’s official language

Along with these two forms, the applicant must

clear that the school authorities are well aware

is Dutch, but it offers several master programs

also submit a series of Diploma Requirements

of the problems regarding the application pro-

in English, which are therefore open to inter-

comprising an official copy of the Bachelor Di-

cess, and that in the next years this process will

national students. The application process, as

ploma, a list of all the course units, and a ‘full

undergo a substantial revision. The current sys-

outlined on the school’s website, consists in

content description’ of each course unit and a

tem is the result of the school’s merging with

the required the completion of forms, which

list of results, proof of English proficiency (Ielts

the KU Leuven University, and thus the paper-

must be submitted both on paper and online,

or Toefl), a Curriculum Vitae, a motivation let-

work necessary for the application is the result

and the submission of a series of documents

ter, a Master’s project proposal, a portfolio, an

of an overlap between Sint-Lukas’ old form pro-

regarding the applicant, most of which must

example of a thesis (for example a Bachelor

cedure and the modules adopted from the new

also be submitted both physically and online

Degree thesis) and a copy of a document of

institution. When asked about the design of

(some exclusively online).

personal identification. The requirements for

the forms, the person in charge said that there

The current application process (as of 2013-

the application immediately appear quite con-

had not been a general design project for them,

2014) involves two main sets of forms: the

fusing and redundant. One of the main prob-

and he himself had designed the ‘Master Stu-

‘Master Student Application Form’, which asks

lems consists in the fact that the applicants are

dent Application Form’ using a pre-set template

the applicant for all of his basic information,

asked to submit the files ‘in paper-form as well

from Leuven. Instead, the ‘Application for Mas-

and the ‘Application for Master studies Using

as digitally’, but it is not clear, for example, if the

ter studies Using a Bachelor Degree Awarded

a Bachelor Degree Awarded Outside the Flem-

portfolio and the thesis exemplar must be both

Outside the Flemish Community’ form was cre-

ish Community’, which asks again for the ap-

printed and sent by email, a significant differ-

ated by one of the school secretaries.

plicant’s basic information, and upon which the

ence since often they consist in many pages.

Fig 22. (previous page)
Hands holding the School application redesign.
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Master Student Application Form

Application for Masterstudies Using a Bachelor Degree Awarded...

Motivation letter

Master project proposal

Diploma requirements

Curriculum Vitae

Example of previous dissertation

English proficiency

Fig 23.
Page 1 of the application for international students at LUCA Campus Sint-Lukas
Brussels, original set of forms (7 pages total).

Fig 24.
Page 1 of the redesigned set of forms (5 pages total).
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The lack of general design outlines and the fact that

tion, while the last will be for the School’s Decision

size under the requirements and dashed lines set at

the modules were designed by non-professionals

Assessment Committee to state the final decision

0,25 strokesize to write on. Spacing also divides the

within the school is a good example of one of the

regarding the application.

body of the document from the navigation guide on

previously identified problems: institutions usually

The result reduced the form procedure from two sets

the left, in which a colored number system indicates

prefer to design the forms themselves rather than

with a total of 7 pages (5 + 2), to a single set, for a

the numbers of the section and the sub-section. The

hire professional designers, and this results in a lack

total of 5 pages.

pages are numbered with a dotted system similar

of efficiency both on a strictly visual level, and on the

The redesign was completely based on hierarchies

to those used on websites, which allows the user to

level of the conception of the entire procedure. The

and navigation, both of which were lacking in the

continuously keep track of the order of the pages and

school plans to eventually move the whole applica-

original forms, which utilize an excessively wide

of their total number, and of his/her progress in the

tion procedure to an online dimension, which would

range of different weights and sizes of text (i.e., bold,

application procedure.

undoubtedly be easier to access, sort, and store.

italic and regular, without clear criteria), are overload-

The project to redesign the Application began with

ed with lines and boxes and do not clearly communi-

The first page of the old form required the user to

the paper dimension: this appeared to be both a

cate the immediate priorities.

tape his picture (but not to write his name!), and was

good exercise and possibly a useful temporary solu-

The new forms proposed use the font Lato, a sans

mainly concerned to list the documents required for

tion for the school.

serif typeface, set in bold at 19 point bodysize for the

the application: this information is of course useful,

The first step was an accurate analysis of the forms

titles, bold at 13 point bodysize for the section titles,

but a link to the school’s website with an online list

and their requirements, to locate all the irrelevant and

bold at 10 point bodysize sentence case for the titles

could be just as effective, and save space. One of

redundant information and requirements.

of the sub-sections, and roman at 10 point bodysize

the course director’s complaints was also that the

From the procedural point of view, what seemed log-

sentence case for the main text. The sections are

way the forms are now designed does not allow the

ical was to merge the two sets of documents into a

divided by using spacing and horizontal lines, with

school officials and professors to skim through them

single one called the ‘Master Application Form for In-

different stroke weights as well: double lines set at

and immediately see the applicant’s name and the

ternational Students 2014-2015’ (specifying the year

4 points strokesize for the beginning and the end of

master’s course he is applying for. The first page of

would make it easier to classify): this way the first

the document, single lines set at 1 points strokesize

the new form therefore asks for this information im-

pages will incorporate all of the applicant’s informa-

to divide the sections, lines set at 0,25 points stroke-

mediately, followed by the applicant’s contacts.

47

In Forms We Trust

A reflection on form design and its importance in modern society

3.2

Accident statement
Anyone with a driving license sooner or later

rative explanation of the accident. Each copy of

time, place and witnesses, from points 1 to 5,

may have to deal with the ‘Accident Statement’

the form traces everything written on it onto a

are clustered at the top of the page (occupying

form. This unique document serves as a ‘friend-

second form beneath it, so each driver can have

its whole length), each one in its own frame and

ly’ statement between drivers, and is used by

his own copy to send to his respective insurance

numbered with white numbers in blue boxes: the

insurance companies to quickly help resolve

company.

narrative jumps over to the blue and the yellow

controversies regarding car accidents.

The division in thirds and the horizontal parallel-

sections (one per driver), with the numbering be-

The form is essentially divided in three parts:

ism of the requirements has a specific purpose:

ing black on light blue in closed frames, and then

one part for each driver to individually fill in with

through this means each driver is easily able to

again to the white part in the centre, where the

his personal details and the details regarding

keep an eye on the information being written

numbering is yet again different (black on white

his vehicle (on the left and on the right), and one

by the other driver, in order to avoid fraud and

for point 12, black on blue for points 13 and 14).

part in the centre that must be completed with

to ensure a maximum clarity and transparen-

The whole structure is overloaded with different

the details regarding the accident, such as the

cy. The main problem with this form is that the

styles and elements, and shows an excess of

time and specific location, the contact informa-

sequence of the filling-in actions required is not

linear elements.

tion of eventual witnesses, and the dynamics

immediately clear, and this may cause a cer-

The redesign is aimed, in the first place, at reduc-

of the event. A portion of the form, that at the

tain discomfort for a person using it for the first

ing the confusing disposition of the elements in

bottom centre, is a blank space in which the

time, given as well the probably altered mental

the original form: the division in thirds has been

users are meant to sketch the road layout and

state which he or she may be experiencing af-

maintained, but the left and the right areas are

the position of the vehicles, to help in explain-

ter a car accident. In the original form, the users

now reserved exclusively for the driver’s per-

ing the dynamics: this space pushes beyond the

must fill in the white parts, which refer to the

sonal info, with all the other information placed

central section, overlapping the colored parts

accident and its circumstances; the system in

in the centre. The color coding (that could not

on the sides. Above the drawing space there is

its entirety is quite efficient, but the feeling has

be changed, since blue-yellow is the only com-

a list of actions, and the driver responsible for

been that it needed a clearer distinction between

bination which is almost 100% distinguishable

a specific action is supposed to check the rel-

the sections, and a unified style of navigation.

by people with color blindness) has been made

ative checkbox (and, at the end, calculate the

In fact, the form as it appears is somewhat

more prominent: the blank area where the acci-

number of boxes he has checked), to give a nar-

confusing: the fields with the details about the

dent should be sketched is wider.

Fig 25. (previous page)
Hands holding the Accident Statement redesign.
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Fig 26.
Front page of the original European ‘Accident Statement’ form (italian version).

Fig 27.
Front page of the European ‘Accident Statement’ form redesign: front page.

Fig 28.
Back page of the original European ‘Accident Statement’ form (italian version).

Fig 29.
Back page of the European ‘Accident Statement’ form redesign: front page.
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This division into thirds also suggested the idea

he can fold the third over and just follow the in-

tremely unfavourable (for instance it might be

of adding an extra function to the form.

structions. Often at the time when the form has

in the middle of a busy street, or somewhere in

On the back of the page there is now a step-by-

to be filled out, people are very psychologically

the dark, or when raining). Thus, any addition

step guide to the parts that each driver should

upset, having just been in an accident, and the

that can help diminish the stress of such a situ-

fill in, so that if one of them falls in confusion,

conditions of the environment are usually ex-

ation could potentially be of great help.

Fig 30.
Folding process of the redesign.
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Fig 31. (previous page)
Hands holding a Healthcare form.

Fig 32.
Example of ‘Emergency Room Admittance’ form.

Fig 33.
Example of heart test appointment form.

Fig 34.
Example of ‘Health Insurance claim’ form.
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3.3

Healthcare

Health care related forms can sometimes be

of extremely unpleasant occurrences, along

‘Certificate of Death’, and an ‘Application for

very difficult to be dealt with, due to their un-

with a design that is often boring, cold and

disposition of human remains’; these partic-

pleasant functions.

banal: treatment approvals, death statements,

ular forms may vary from country to country

This very broad category can cover an individ-

burial dispositions are only some of the many

(or even from state to state in the USA), so the

ual’s entire life span (and actually also go be-

documents of this sort that people have to go

redesigns contain the average information re-

yond it!) and the forms can be of various kinds:

through during their lives.

quested by each documents.

from medical records, to certificates, to pre-

The idea for this part of the project, which is

This series of healthcare documents will be-

scriptions, to health questionnaires, and so on.

still being developed, is to collect a certain

come broader; the other redesigns are a ‘Car-

Not all of these forms have negative functions,

number of this kind of documents and design a

diac Arrest Registry’ (the machine-readable

of course; birth certificates and hospital re-

series of health care related forms with differ-

document that the medical personnel has to

lease forms, for example, can be very reliev-

ent functions but similar visual features. The

fill in after treating a patient struck by cardiac

ing to fill in. But many of the forms used for

project began by choosing some functionally

arrest) and a ‘Birth Certificate Application’, but

health care issues do, indeed, bear the burden

‘extreme’ forms, such as the aforementioned

there are indeed many more to work on.
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Fig 35.
State of Michican ‘Death Record’.

Fig 36.
Archetypal ‘Certificate of Death’ form design.

Fig 37.
State of California ‘Application and permit for disposition of human remains’.

Fig 38.
Archetypal ‘Application for disposition of human remains’ form design.

Fig 39.
Nova Scotia ‘Birth Certificate Application’.

Fig 40.
Arhetypal ‘Birth Certificate Application’ form design.
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sheet made from 80 g/m2 paper weighs 5 g, as it is one
16th (four halvings) of an A0 page.
Jan Tschichold continuously stressed in all of his publications the importance of art to design, and stated
that the New Typography’s main antecedents were to
be sought in Impressionism, Cubism, Futurism, Expressionism and Dada.
De Stijl, vol 4, n° 10, 1921
Elementare Typographie, 1925, p. 200
Typographische Mitteilungen n° 10, 1925, pp. 198, 200
Jan Tschichold’s principles, by 1960, were at the basis of
everyday practice in Switzerland, but in the 1920s they
received a hostile reception by the printing trade, who
referred to them as a ‘Communist style’.
The United States, Canada and Mexico, are today the
only industrialized nations in which the ISO standard paper sizes are not used. U.S. office applications use the
paper formats ‘Letter’ (216 × 279 mm), ‘Legal’ (216 × 356
mm), ‘Executive’ (190 × 254 mm), and ‘Ledger/Tabloid’
(279 × 432 mm).
Margins or ‘safe areas’ are often set 6.5mm inside the
trim.
Schwesinger, Borries. 2007. The Form Book: best practice in creating forms for printed and online use. Germany, United Kingdom: Thames & Hudson Ltd
The medical director of the New York Office of Mental
Health, Lloyd Sederer, said, referring to Formophobia,
that “Somebody may avoid or be phobic of completing
their taxes because they’re afraid that they’ll be overwhelmed by the process, or it may be revealed they’ve
done something that’s improper and they may be afraid
they owe money, so they manage it by avoidance”. An
inciting incident or triggering event can sometimes create a phobia, he says. For example, a stressful tax audit

33.
34.

35.

36.

37.
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could lead to a phobia that lasts years.
Tom DiChiara.Who The Health Knows: Is (Tax) ‘Formophobia’ A Real Thing?
http://upwave.com/stress/unusual-phobias-tax-formophobia
Available at http://www.simplificationcentre.org.uk
The Gestalt psychology has its roots in a number of older psychologists and philosophers, such as Ernst Mach,
Christian von Ehrenfels and Oswald Külpe, and was founded
in 1922 by Max Wertheimer along with colleagues Wolfgang
Köhler and Kurt Koffka. Wertheimer, Köhler and Koffka
founded the ‘Gestalt Approaches to Form Perception’, which
later translated into the so-called ‘Gestalt Laws of Perceptual
Organization’.
Falcinelli, Riccardo. 2011. Guardare, Pensare, Progettare:
neuroscienze per il design. Italy: Stampa Alternativa &
Graffiti.
Color blindness (color vision deficiency, or CVD) affects
approximately 1 in 12 men (8%) and 1 in 200 women in
the world. The most common form of color blindness
is known as red/green color blindness and most color-blind people suffer from this type. Although termed
red/green color blindness, this does not mean that sufferers confuse red and green; it means they mix up all
colors that have some red or green as part of the whole
color. For example, a red/green color-blind person will
confuse a blue and a purple because they are unable
to perceive the red element of the color purple. There
are several types of color blindness: protanomaly is a
reduced sensitivity to red light, deuteranomaly is a reduced sensitivity to green light and is the most common
form of color blindness, while tritanomaly is a reduced
sensitivity to blue light, and is extremely rare.
From www.colorblindawareness.com
The interview took place on December 10th, 2013, at
LUCA Campus Sint-Lukas Brussels.
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Picture credits
1.
2.

Various examples of forms.

from Ryanair website.

Designed by the author.

http://www.ryanair.com

Page from the H. O’Neill & Co. 1897-8

17.

Fall & Winter Fashion Catalogue.
http://olddesignshop.com/2013/10/free-vintage-ephemera1890s-shabby-catalogue-order-form/

3.

Italian medical prescription example.
http://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:RICETTA_MEDICA.jpg

4.
5.

20.
21.

8.

22.

American CMS 1500 Insurance Claim form.

Hands holding the Accident Statement redesign. Mockup,
Front page of the original European ‘Accident Statement’ form

Front page of the European ‘Accident Statement’ form redesign:
Back page of the original European ‘Accident Statement’ form
Back page of the European ‘Accident Statement’ form redesign:
European Accident Statement form redesign, folding process.
Hands holding a Healthcare form. Mockup, designed by the
author.

32.

15. A serie paper sizes.
16. Example of digital form. Mockup, self designed. Screenshot

Page 1 of the redesigned set of forms (5 pages total).

Designed by the author.

31.

http://thinkingform.com/2012/04/05/thinking-herbert-bay-

Vector graphic, designed by the author.

Page 1 of the application for international students at LUCA

front page. Designed by the author.

30.

ments/funcionalismo

er-04-05-1900/

Hands holding the School application redesign. Mockup,

(italian version).Author’s collection.

29.

13. Herbert Bayer, Universal Typeface, 1925.

14. Herbert Bayer’s cover for an issue of the Bauhaus magazine.

by the author.

front page. Designed by the author.

28.

12. Grid construction.

http://sites.google.com/site/historiadeldisenografco1/assign-

Archetypal ‘Birth Certificate Application’ form design. Designed

Author’s collection.

27.

https://maxboam.files.wordpress.com/2012/05/metaltype-vari-

Vector graphic, designed by the author.

Nova Scotia ‘Birth Certificate Application’. Author’s collection.

(italian version).

Designed by the author.

ous-sizes-sm.jpg

design. Designed by the author.

39.
40.

designed by the author.

26.

10. Model of a generic archetypal form with its basic components.
11. Letters casted in metal.

Archetypal ‘Application for disposition of human remains’ form

total). Author’s collection.

24.
25.

http://cms-1500-insurance-claim-form-filler.download-668-136001.datapicks.com

human remains’. Author’s collection.

38.

Campus Sint-Lukas Brussels, original set of forms (7 pages

typefaces’ bodysize.

9.

State of California ‘Application and permit for disposition of

designed by the author.

23.

Comparison between Garamond and Times New Roman
Designed by the author.

Detail of a doctor filling in a form.

Archetypal ‘Certificate of Death’ form design. Designed by the

http://www.silverpinedocs.com/images/slides/s_forms.jpg

6,7. FormNation’s 1040 and W9 tax forms redesign.
http://www.formnation.com/work/tax-forms/

Portraits of Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Köhler and Kurt Koffka.
Vector graphics, designed by the author.

Detail of the 1040 American tax form.
http://www.sjgorowitz.com/happy-100th-birthday-form-1040/

Formophobia: definition, designed by the author.
Typographical gray in a layout.

State of Michican ‘Death Record’. Author’s collection.
author.

37.

Vector graphic, designed by the author.

User filling in a form.
https://www.vermontjudiciary.org/MasterImage/p-form.jpg

Example of a PDF form, on screen and printed. Mockup, designed by the author.

18.
19.

35.
36.

Example of ‘Emergency Room Admittance’ form. Author’s
collection.

33.
34.

Example of heart test appointment form. Author’s collection.
Example of ‘Health Insurance claim’ form. Author’s collection.
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