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For everyone who has had to fill in a form.

How to Use this Book
Web form design. Do we really need an entire
book on such a mundane topic?
You bet we do. As arbiters of checkout,
registration, and data entry, Web forms
are often the lynchpins of successful Web
applications.
• Checkout forms are how ecommerce
vendors close deals—they stand between
people and the products or services they
want and between companies and their
profits. For example, eBay’s vast inventory
(it’s the 30th largest economy in the world)
is driven in no small part by its Sell Your
Item form.
• Registration forms are the gatekeepers
to community membership—they allow
people to define their identity within social
applications. All of MySpace’s 150+ million
users joined through a Web form.
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How to Use this Book
• Data input forms allow users to contribute
or share information, and they allow
companies to grow their content. Most of
YouTube’s huge video collection comes
from its Upload Your Video form.
Web forms are often the last and most
important mile in a long journey. Despite
their importance, the design of forms is often
poorly thought out and conceived. Your
organization may have already invested heavily
in opening a relationship with its customers
through high-quality marketing, site design,
and search engine optimization. But now it is
time to “close the deal” by making sure those
customers can complete your forms. And that’s
where this book will help.
Who Should Read this Book?
Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks is truly
for anyone who needs to design or develop
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How to Use this Book
Web forms—and who doesn’t? Whatever type
of designer you are—usability engineer, Web
developer, product manager, visual designer,
interaction designer, or information architect—
you’re probably involved in Web form design
in some fashion. This book will provide you
with something that you can use immediately
to improve your site’s forms.
If you’re a beginner, you’ll receive a broad
overview of all the considerations that
constitute good form design. If you’re an
experienced practitioner, you’ll engage at a
deeper level with issues and solutions you may
not have encountered before.
What’s in the Book?
This book is a collection of the insights
and best practices for Web form design I’ve
accumulated through 12 years of designing
Web experiences. Wherever possible, I’ve
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How to Use this Book
conducted or referenced research to better
understand the impact of Web form design
decisions. Where no research was available,
I’ve called on my own experiences and those of
other designers and developers.
Just about every chapter in this book wraps up
with a set of best practices that outline ways
you can begin to apply the key points made
within each chapter. Although these best
practices can guide you toward the right design
solutions for your forms, the content within
each chapter explains the what, when, and
why that informs each best practice.
Section One, “Form Structure,” begins
with an overview of why form design matters
and the principles behind good form design.
The remaining chapters provide a set of best
practices for organizing forms and focusing
people on their primary goal of completing a
form.
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How to Use this Book
Chapter 1: Design of Forms
Chapter 2: Form Organization
Chapter 3: Path to Completion

Section Two, “Form Elements,” dives into a
series of best practices for the core components
that make up forms: labels, input fields,
actions, and messaging (help, errors, success).
Here you will find information on aligning
labels, required input fields, primary versus
secondary actions, automatic help systems, and
much more.
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter

4: Labels
5: Input Fields
6: Actions
7: Help Text
8: Errors and Success

Section Three, “Form Interaction,” focuses
on the process of filling in forms. From inline
validation solutions that confirm or suggest
valid answers to gradual engagement solutions

xiv
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How to Use this Book
that immerse people within a Web experience
without forms, this section is about applying
dynamic behavior to make forms more useful,
usable, and enjoyable.
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter

9: Inline Validation
10: Unnecessary Inputs
11: Additional Inputs
12: Selection-Dependent Inputs
13: Gradual Engagement
14: What’s Next?

What Comes with the Book?
This book’s companion Web site ( http://
www.rosenfeldmedia.com/books/
webforms) contains pointers to useful
Web form design articles that I’ve found and
I’ve also written. It includes a calendar of my
upcoming talks, and a place for you to engage
in discussion with others interested in Web
form design. We expect to post information
on new Web form design-related resources

xv
How to Use this Book

How to Use this Book
and special discounts for related applications.
You can keep up with the site by subscribing
to its RSS feed ( http://feeds.
rosenfeldmedia.com/webforms/)
We’ve also made the book’s diagrams,
screenshots, and other illustrations available
under a Creative Commons license for you to
download and use in your own presentations.
You’ll find them in Flickr (http://www.
flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia).
We recommend that you display the digital
version of the book using a recent version of
Adobe’s Reader or Acrobat Professional, which
support live links. That way you can jump to
other parts of the book (i.e., from the table of
contents to a specific section) and to external
web pages (such as the large, high-resolution
version of each of the book’s illustrations,
which we’ve made available via Flickr) by
simply clicking. You’ll also find navigation

xvi
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How to Use this Book
easier if you display the Navigation Pane (in
Apple’s Preview reader, the Drawer).
We’ve optimized the digital version of this
book for being read and used on a computer.
As digital books are still quite a new
phenomenon, we’d love your suggestions for
how to improve our digital design; please
contact us at info@rosenfeldmedia.com.

xvii
How to Use this Book

Frequently
asked Questions
Why does Web form design matter?

Forms enable commerce, communities, and
productivity on the Web to thrive. If you are
in online retail, your goal is to sell things.
But standing in the way of your products and
your customers is a checkout form. If you are
developing social software, your goal is to grow
your community. Standing in between you and
community members is a form. If you’ve built
a productivity-based Web application, forms
enable key interactions that let people create
and manage content. See page 5 for more
information.
How should I organize my Web form—within
one Web page or across several?

Who is filling the form in and why? Answering
this up front allows us to think about our
forms as a deliberate conversation instead of
the inputs for a database. When you approach
forms as a conversation, natural breaks will
emerge between topics. When these distinct

xviii
Frequently Asked Questions

Frequently
asked Questions
topics are short enough to fit into a few
sections, a single Web page will probably work
best to organize them. When each section
begins to run long, multiple Web pages may
be required to break up the conversation into
meaningful, understandable topics. See
page 40.
If my form spans several Web pages, do I tell
people what page they’re on?

When the questions that need to be answered
before a Web form is complete are spread
across multiple Web pages, you may want to
include an overview of the number of Web
pages involved (scope), an indication of
what page you are on (position), and a way
to save and return to your progress (status).
Though closely integrated, these three progress
indicators perform different functions. See
page 70.

xix
Frequently Asked Questions

Frequently
asked Questions
Should I top-, right-, or left-align the labels for
input fields?

When you are trying to reduce completion
times or if you need flexible label lengths for
localization, consider top-aligned labels. When
you have similar goals but vertical screen
real estate constraints, consider right-aligned
labels. When your form requires people to scan
labels to learn what’s required or to answer a
few specific questions out of many, consider
left-aligned labels. See page 87.
How are smart defaults used in Web forms?

Smart defaults can help people answer
questions by putting default selections in place
that serve the interests of most people. There
are many opportunities within Web forms to
utilize the power of smart defaults to reduce the
number of choices people have to make and
thereby expedite form completion. See page
239.

xx
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Frequently
asked Questions
When should I include help text on my forms?

You should consider adding help text when:
forms ask for unfamiliar data; people question
why they are being asked for specific data;
people may be concerned about the security or
privacy of their data; there are recommended
ways of providing data; and certain data fields
are optional or required when the bulk of the
form is not. See page 164.
How should I indicate required input fields?

If most of the inputs on a form are required,
indicate the few that are optional. If most of the
inputs on a form are optional, indicate the few
that are required. When indicating what form
fields are either required or optional, text is the
most clear. However, the * symbol is relatively
well understood to mean required. See page
119.

xxi
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Frequently
asked Questions
What’s the difference between a primary and
secondary action?

Actions such as Submit, Save, or Continue
are intended to enable completion, which is
the primary goal of just about anyone who has
started filling in a form. As a result, they are
often referred to as primary actions. Secondary
actions, on the other hand, tend to be less
utilized. See page 139.
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foreword
I’m sorry to break this to you, but your life is
about to change.
I know this because of a study we conducted
years ago when we had the opportunity to
observe Master Cabinetmakers. What does
building kitchen cabinets have to do with
designing forms in an online application? Let
me explain…
The purpose of our study was to look at the
difference between those who do mediocre
work and those whose work is excellent. We
picked a variety of trades to study, where we
could find people who were true masters. We
wanted to see the differences between the
masters’ work and those of people whose skills
weren’t as refined.
This brought us to cabinetmakers. Cabinetry
is a very old craft, and the people who master
it are amazing in their talents and skills. They

xxiii
Foreword

foreword
can create something that is both useful and
beautiful. The best are aware their products
are only a piece of the overall décor and know
how to blend their results perfectly into the
surrounding experience. After all, when we’re
in the kitchen, it’s about the cooking and
the family interaction—not about eternal
admiration of the dovetail joints holding the
utensils in place.
One of the biggest takeaways from our research
was the carpenters’ extreme attention to detail.
Even though each person we interviewed
had years of experience, nothing was taken
for granted. Every hinge and joint was finely
crafted, almost as if it were the most important
element in their entire career. The pride they
took in the final cabinet was the sum of the
pride they took in each individual element.
Cabinetmakers aren’t the only folks who
behave this way. So are the master craftsmen of

xxiv
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foreword
our own field, like Luke Wroblewski. In this
book, Luke applies that same loving attention
to detail to the design of Web forms. Like the
cabinetmakers, his masterwork is both useful
and beautiful. But unlike many craftsmen,
Luke is willing to share his secrets outside the
guildhall.
You are about to learn the secret elements
of making great forms and, once you start
applying this knowledge, you’ll also realize that
the perfection of the online experience comes
from the sum of the perfect form elements and
flows that go into it.
This is what will change your life: the new
appreciation of how subtlety and nuance in
form design can have dramatic overall effects
on the total online experience (and your
bottom line). And, once you learn to control
those subtleties and nuances, you, too, will be
a master of your craft.

xxv
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foreword
As I said, your life is about to change. It starts
right … now!
Jared M. Spool
Founding Principal
User Interface Engineering

xxvi
Foreword

CHAPTER 1

The Design of
Forms
Form Design Matters
The Impact of Form Design
Design Considerations

5
16
27



Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

F

orms suck. If you don’t believe me, try
to find people who like filling them in.
You may turn up an accountant who
gets a rush when wrapping up a client’s tax
return or perhaps a desk clerk who loves to
tidy up office payroll. But for most of us, forms
are just an annoyance. What we want to do
is to vote, apply for a job, buy a book online,
join a group, or get a rebate back from a recent
purchase. Forms just stand in our way.

It doesn’t help that most forms are designed
from the “inside out” instead of the “outside
in.” Usually inside of an organization
or a computer database, a specific set of
information has come to define a valid record
of a person, place, process, or thing. When it
comes time to update or create one of these
records, the organization or computer program
simply says “here’s the information I need,”
and that request shows up in front of people as
a form.
1

Lou Carbone introduced me to the terms “inside out” and “outside in” to describe how
companies think about their services in a talk at MIX07: http://www.lukew.com/ff/entry.
asp?532
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For example, a Web site’s database may be
constructed in a way that defines a “member”
as a unique combination of a first name, last
name, email address, and password. So when
a person tries to become a member of that site,
up pops a form asking for that first name, last
name, email address, and password. This is
inside out. A set of database fields isn’t how
most people think of becoming a member of
an organization or service.
Looking at things “outside in” means starting
from the perspective of the people outside
your organization or Web site. How would
they define being a member of your service?
Chances are, they’d describe it differently than
your database would. They’d talk about what’s
on the other side of the form—for example,
about the things they’d get or be empowered
to do.
All this illustrates why our primary goal when
designing forms needs to be getting people
through them quickly and easily. Or better
yet, making them invisible in a way that gets
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organizations the information they need and
people the things they want. Forms suck. We
should design accordingly.

Figure 1.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366423465
The registration form for Facebook, a very popular social
networking service. Almost half of this form is devoted to a
security check!
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Form Design Matters
Though knowing most people dislike filling in
forms should be reason enough to care about
good form design, there are plenty of other
reasons why form design matters—especially
online. On the Web, forms are the linchpins
of ecommerce, social interactions, and most
productivity-based applications.
Ecommerce

In the physical world, a typical shopping
experience involves moving through productladen aisles of colorful packaging and
marketing promises. Once you select the
items you need, it’s off to check out where a
(hopefully) friendly clerk greets you, rings up
your purchases, processes your payment, bags
your items, resolves any issues like missing
price tags or discrepancies of cost, and bids
you “good day” (see Figure 1.2).
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Photograph by Andrew Walsh
http://www.flickr.com/photos/radiofree/150535853
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Figure 1.2
When you’re shopping in a local store, checkout usually
comes with a smile.
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Contrast this experience with shopping online
(see Figure 1.3). Within the cyber aisles of
an online store, you can search and browse
colorful packaging and marketing promises,
stack up what you’d like in a “shopping cart,”
and make your way to checkout. But here the
parallels end. Instead of a smiling and helpful
clerk, you get a form.
The form couldn’t come at a worse time. You
want to buy the items you’ve found. The store
wants to close the sale so it can make money.
Standing between both your goals is a form
and as we know—no one likes forms.
Social Interactions

Our daily interactions with people, services,
and products are enhanced through visual,
tactile, and auditory cues. When having a
conversation with someone, we can see their
reactions and hear their voice. When we
choose to engage with a group of people,
the same types of interactions make us feel
welcome or not.
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Figure 1.3
top image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366423729
bottom image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366423541

Browsing for products
on the ecommerce site,
eBay Express, is fun.
Checking out, on the
other hand, is a form.
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Even physical product experiences have the
same potential for engagement. Consider, for
example, the initial engagement with a new
Apple laptop computer (see Figure 1.4). The
various materials and textures you encounter
as you unwrap the packaging speak to the
quality of experience you’ll have with the
actual computer: all the details have been

Figure 1.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366424337
Unpacking a new Apple MacBook Pro is a tactile, engaging
experience that reflects the quality of the product inside.
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well thought out. Perhaps the most personal
moment comes when the computer offers to
take your picture to represent your account.
However, when we’re online, each of these
experiences comes to us as a form. Want to join
a fun new social network? Just fill in this form
(see Figure 1.5). Care to share this great video
with a close friend? Just fill in a form. Want to
respond to an interesting author’s blog post?
You guessed it—a form. Just about everywhere
people want to participate in social interactions
online, forms get in the way. And since
participation—number of members, number of
activities completed, etc.—is how most social
applications thrive, the organizations running
these sites rely on forms for business success.

11
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Figure 1.5
top image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367262662
botom image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366424417

Vox looks like a fun
social network but if
you want to join, you’ll
need to fill out this new
account form, which
isn’t fun at all.
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Productivity

In addition to ecommerce and social
interactions, the Web is increasingly a place
where people get things done. From online
banking to Web-based word processing, Web
applications designed for productivity are
growing in number. For productivity-based
Web applications, the online world doesn’t
differ that much from the offline world. If
filling in a survey in the physical world requires
a form, the cyberspace version is not likely to
be much different (see Figure 1.6).
Yet again, we find forms standing between
user needs and business goals. People want
to manage their information or create new
artifacts. The businesses supplying these
services are interested in growing and
optimizing the amount of data or customer
activity they manage. The barrier for both sides
is, of course, a form.

13
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Figure 1.6
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367263846
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428127

California voter registration offline and online—it’s all just a
form.
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All these examples should make it pretty clear
that Web forms stand in the way of user needs
(what people want from a product or service)
and business goals (how the organizations
running these applications stay in business).
• On ecommerce sites, people want to buy
the things they need and businesses want to
maximize sales. Standing in the way is the
checkout form.
• On social applications, people want to join
communities, chat with their friends, or
share content. From a business perspective,
these sites want to grow and increase
engagement between people. In the way are
registration and contact forms.
• In Web-based productivity tools, people
want to get things done and create or
collaborate. Businesses want to increase the
amount of content and time spent on their
site. Once again, forms are in between.

15
Chapter 1
The Design of Forms

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

So forms enable commerce, communities,
and productivity on the Web to thrive. It’s no
wonder that form design matters.
The Impact of Form Design
Since Web forms broker crucial interactions
like checkout and registration, it shouldn’t
come as a surprise that they can have a
big impact on business goals. Increased
completion rates of 10–40 percent were not
uncommon in many of the form redesign
projects I’ve been part of. And when form
completion means new sales or new customers,
it’s easy to see how improvements in form
design can amount to substantial increases in
revenue (see Figure 1.7).
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Figure 1.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428239
Where would online video sharing site YouTube be without the
form that enables its customers to upload over 70,000 videos
per day?

One of the biggest form redesign success
stories I know of was outlined in a 2004 CHI
(Computer Human Interaction) conference
paper titled “A process for creating the business
case for user experience projects” by the
2

This paper can be found at: http://portal.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=986078&dl=portal&dl=AC
M
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eBay user experience and design team. Their
registration redesign had such a positive
impact on the bottom line of the company that
it became a model for how design projects were
evaluated and funded.
The enormous success of the eBay
registration redesign was grounded in a deep
understanding of the opportunities and issues
present in the registration process. The team
culled through usability data, customer support
records, site logs, and Web conventions to
inform their form redesign recommendations
(see Figure 1.8).
Each of these unique sources of data provides
valuable ways to measure the impact of a form
design. Let’s take a look at them individually:
Usability Testing: Observing how people
interact with forms in a usability lab setting can
provide valuable qualitative and quantitative
information.
• Number and location of errors or issues
• Severity of errors or problems
18
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Figure 1.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264212
In the eBay registration redesign, customer support, usability
findings, and site tracking data were used to illustrate major
issues. The entire flow was mapped out page by page with
site click-through data that illustrated user drop-off and best
practice analysis.

• Completion rates
• Time spent to complete the form or sections
of the form
• Satisfaction scores
• Subjective comments about tasks

19
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Field Testing: Ethnographic observation of
people interacting with forms in their home or
office.
• Sources used to access information required
by forms: documents, software, people, etc.
• Environment in which forms are filled in:
loud office, small monitor, etc.
• Any additional context that informs form
completion or error rates
Customer Support: Knowing the problems
reported by users when filling in forms can
help isolate issues and ways to resolve them.
• Top problems reported
• Common ways to resolve reported problems
• Demographic information about people
reporting problems
• Operating system and Web browser settings
for people reporting problems
Site Tracking: Forms can be instrumented
to track any number of useful quantitative
metrics.
20
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• Completion rates
• Where people dropped off the form if they
did not complete it
• How people accessed the form
• Which form elements were used
• What data was entered
• Web browser and operating system
information
Eye Tracking: Recording how people make
sense of the presentation of forms
can illuminate points of complexity (see
Figure 1.9).

Figure 1.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366440213
Eye-tracking data from Matteo Penzo’s study of form label
layouts published in UXmatters, July 2006, showing how
people’s eyes move through a simple form.
21
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• What people looked at on a form
• Number of eye fixations: level of effort
required to parse a form
• Length of eye fixations: time spent looking
at each element
Web Conventions: Surveying common
solutions to form design problems can provide
valuable insights (see Figure 1.10).
• Unique solutions to design problems
• Common patterns in use across the Web
These data points not only inform the design
process, but they also help measure success.
Therefore, it’s a good idea to use some of these
metrics with your form designs so you can
better gauge your success. This doesn’t require
a lot of expensive testing or development.
Observing how a few people complete your
forms or monitoring Web server logs with offthe-shelf Web analytics programs can provide
a lot of useful information.
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Figure 1.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366423377
A Web conventions survey of online checkout forms that illuminates
some interesting patterns we’ll look at in a later chapter.
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Perspective: Jared Spool

Founding Principal, User Interface Engineering
Changing a Button Increased Annual Revenues for a Web Site by $300 Million
It’s hard to imagine a form that could be simpler: two fields, two
buttons, and one link. Yet, it turns out this form was preventing
customers from purchasing products from a major ecommerce site,
to the tune of $300,000,000 a year. What was even worse: The
designers of the site had no clue there was even a problem.
The form was simple. The fields were Email Address and
Password. The buttons were Login and Register. The link was
Forgot Password. It was the login form for the site. It’s a form that
users encounter all the time. How could they have problems
with it?
The problem wasn’t as much about the form’s layout as it was
about where the form lived. Users would encounter it after they
filled their shopping cart with products they wanted to purchase
and then pressed the Checkout button. It came before they could
actually enter the information to pay for the product.
The team saw the form as enabling repeat customers to purchase
faster. First-time purchasers wouldn’t mind the extra effort of
registering because, after all, they would come back for more,
and they’d appreciate the expediency in subsequent purchases.
Everybody wins, right?
We conducted usability tests with people who needed to buy
products from the site. We asked them to bring their shopping
lists, and we gave them money to make the purchases. All they
needed to do was complete the purchase.
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Perspective: Jared Spool (Continued)
We were wrong about the first-time shoppers. They did
mind registering. They resented having to register when they
encountered the page. As one shopper told us, “I’m not here to
enter into a relationship. I just want to buy something.”
Some first-time shoppers couldn’t remember if it was their first
time, and became frustrated as each common email and password
combination failed. We were surprised at how much they resisted
registering.
Without even knowing what was involved in registration, all the
users who clicked on the button did so with a sense of despair.
Many vocalized how the retailer only wanted their information
to pester them with marketing messages they didn’t want. Some
imagined other nefarious purposes, such as the obvious attempt
to invade their privacy. (In reality, the site asked nothing during
registration that it didn’t need to complete the purchase: name,
shipping address, billing address, and payment information.)
Repeat customers weren’t any happier. Except for a few who
remembered their login information, most stumbled on the
form. They couldn’t remember the email address or password
they had used previously. Remembering which email address
they registered with was problematic—many had multiple email
addresses or had changed them over the years.
When shoppers couldn’t remember their email addresses and
passwords, they’d attempt to guess what it could be multiple
times. These guesses rarely succeeded. Some would eventually ask
the site to send the password to their email address, which could
be a problem if they didn’t remember which email address they
initially registered with.
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Perspective: Jared Spool (Continued)
(Later, we did an analysis of the retailer’s database, only to
discover 45 percent of all customers had multiple registrations
in the system, some as many as 10. We also analyzed how many
people requested passwords, to find out it reached about 160,000
per day. Around 75 percent of these people never even tried to
complete the purchase once requested.)
The form, which was intended to make shopping easier,
turned out to help only a small percentage of the customers
who encountered it. (Even many of those customers weren’t
helped, since it took just as much effort to update any incorrect
information, such as changed addresses or new credit cards.)
Instead, the form just prevented sales—a lot of sales.
The designers fixed the problem easily. They took away the
Register button. In its place, they put a Continue button with a
simple message: “You do not need to create an account to make
purchases on our site. Simply click Continue to proceed to checkout.
To make your future purchases even faster, you can create an account
during checkout.”
The results: The number of customers purchasing went up by
45 percent. The extra purchases resulted in an extra $1.5 million
the first month. For the first year, the site saw an additional
$300,000,000.
On my answering machine is the message I received from the
CEO of the $25 billion retailer, the first week they saw the new
sales numbers from the redesigned form. It’s a simple message:
“Spool! You’re the man!” It didn’t need to be a complex message.
All we did was change a button.
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Design Considerations
Given the impact that form design can have on
crucial metrics such as completion and error
rates, it’s only natural to ask: How can we
design good forms? Unfortunately, the right
answer is a bit unsatisfying: It depends.
It depends on the business goals, user needs,
and context of your forms. It may also depend
on the issues or opportunities your usability
testing, live site metrics, or other data sources
illuminate. In other words, there isn’t just one
right answer.
Fortunately, there is a way to go from the
quintessential design answer of “it depends” to
actionable solutions and ideas. We can do this
by understanding the design considerations
of the problem we are trying to solve. Design
considerations are a combination of principles
and patterns that provide a framework for
finding appropriate solutions.
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Design Principles

Design principles are the guiding light for any
solution. They articulate the fundamental goals
that any solution should embody. In the case of
Web form design, the principles I continually
strive for are
• Minimize the Pain: People want what lies
on the other side of a form so the process of
completing forms should be as simple and
easy as possible.
• Illuminate a Path to Completion: Since
the point of just about every form is to get
it filled in, make it abundantly clear how
people can accomplish that goal.
• Consider the Context: Forms rarely exist
in a vacuum. They are almost always part
of a broader context (audience, application,
business), which informs how they’ll be
used.
• Ensure Consistent Communication:
Forms broker conversations between
customers and companies. Although an
organization can have many groups taking
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part in these conversations (marketing,
privacy, engineering, design, business, etc.),
a form needs to speak with one voice.
Design Patterns

Design patterns, on the other hand, are actual
solutions to problems in context . When
applied appropriately, they enforce design
principles and increase success for both user
needs and business goals.
I’ve organized this book around the set of best
practices I’ve come to know and utilize over 12
years of Web form design. Every best practice
in the book enforces underlying principles of
good form design. Most
are presented as design patterns that outline
how they can be applied—for example, if your
goals are “x,” then a good solution may be “y.”
Or similarly, if your constraints are “a,” then a
worthwhile approach is “b.”
This type of structure allows you, the reader, to
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understand which pattern is the best practice
for your particular context, so that you can
go quickly from “it depends” to actionable
solutions.
It’s also worth pointing out that many of the
best practices in this book have been informed
by live-to-site, eye-tracking, and usability
testing across a wide range of Web companies
and users. In fact, we did some eye-tracking
and completion studies just for this book. That
doesn’t mean we have all the right answers, but
there’s some real data behind these tips!
So without further ado, let’s dig in.
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A

lthough many visual and interaction
design considerations play an
important role in how people complete
forms, it’s often the content within the form
and how we organize it that either leaves
people scratching their heads or allows them to
whiz through unperturbed.
What to Include
People need to parse every question you ask
them, formulate their response to that question,
and then enter their response into the space you
have provided. The best way to speed up that
process is not to ask the question at all. That
means if you want to be vigilant about optimizing
your forms, put every question you are asking
people to the test. Do you really need to ask
this question? Is it information that you can get
automatically? Is there a better time or place to
get an answer from people? Though this process
appears tedious, you may be surprised when you
discover what you can leave off your forms.
Deciding what stays on a form may mean
challenging the information collected when
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the form was a paper document. Often, legacy
questions that are no longer applicable are
simply ported over when a paper form is
digitized.
Agreeing as to which questions should remain
on a form may also be a discussion among several
departments in your company or organization.
The marketing team may have specific questions
to understand customers better. The engineering
team may require specific information to identify
unique individuals. The legal team might
mandate certain terms and conditions that have
to be accepted by new customers. And the list
goes on.
Though all these teams may have questions
they want to pose to your customers, your
forms need to speak with one voice. To achieve
that goal, teams will need to come together
and work out which questions make it into
each form. Take a look at Caroline Jarrett’s
“Keep, cut, postpone, and explain” framework
(outlined in the sidebar) for a way to decide
what makes the cut.
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Perspective: Caroline Jarrett

Usability consultant, Effortmark Ltd.
Co-author: Forms That Work (Morgan Kaufmann, in press)
Co-author: User Interface Design and Evaluation (Morgan Kaufmann, 2005)

People Before Pixels
WHAT TO THINK ABOUT BEFORE YOU START
I love forms, mostly because they offer so many opportunities for
improvement. And I love discussing forms with designers. So I
encourage people to write to me with questions about their forms.
Often, these questions show that designers are thinking hard,
which is great, but perhaps they’re missing the people aspect while
concentrating on pixels—the fine details, such as whether to put a
colon on the end of the label. Users really don’t care about colons.
USERS REALLY DO CARE ABOUT WHAT
THEY’RE ASKED AND WHY
Users care about what they’re asked, why they are asked it, and
beyond everything else, whether those questions are appropriate
to the context, meaning whatever the user is trying to achieve by
filling in the form.
For example: a street address. If you have to put your street address
into a Web site before browsing it, chances are that you’ll react badly.
Many of us maintain a convenient false set of personal answers,
including an address and email that we use when we consider that
it’s impertinent to be asked personal questions right now.
But if you’ve decided on buying something that needs to be
shipped, then it would be distinctly strange if the site did not ask
you for a street address. And you’ll probably take care to enter a
real address accurately.
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Perspective: Caroline Jarrett (Continued)
START BY THINKING ABOUT PEOPLE AND
RELATIONSHIPS
So before you start thinking about where to place your questions
on the page, think about people and relationships.
Why are users filling in your form? What is their relationship
to your organization? Do they feel good or bad about it? Is this
form just another stepping stone on the road to their continuing
enthusiasm for your product, service, or whatever? Or is it a
fearful barrier that’s keeping them from something else they’d
prefer to be doing? Or are you just battling indifference: they don’t
care one way or another, and may just bail because they can’t see
the point? If you don’t know enough about your users to be sure,
then ask them. Watch them using your Web site or talk to them,
somehow.
If you’ve already got questions for your form, then why are you
asking those particular questions? And why are you asking them
right now, at this point in the relationship? If you don’t know
enough about your organization to be sure, then investigate.
Find someone in the organization who does know. If there isn’t
anyone, that’s telling you that maybe your whole approach needs
rethinking. Is the form necessary at all?
KEEP, CUT, POSTPONE, OR EXPLAIN: FOUR
STRATEGIES FOR BETTER QUESTIONS
Maybe, as with my “shipping” example, you and your users are in
harmony: you’re asking for answers that they are eager to give you.
Well done—keep those questions and move to thinking about the
details of design.
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Perspective: Caroline Jarrett (Continued)
But perhaps you’re asking a question that you don’t really need
right now. Cut: get rid of the question and help everyone. That
translates to less work for you in design, less work for your users,
and no long-term storage.
Or maybe it’s the ”right now” part: postpone asking that question
until later, until the point where it moves from unnecessary or
intrusive to harmonious.
Or maybe it’s one of those difficult questions that your users
don’t want to answer: personal data, such as a phone number,
or something that requires research or extra thought. But you’ve
investigated your form, you know that there is a real value to
your organization in asking these questions, and there is some
important reason why you have to ask them ahead of time. Your
strategy is to explain: write a very short but clear reason why
you’re asking. Make sure it offers a benefit to the user— for
example, “Asking you this now helps us to process your order
more quickly.”
And if you can’t think of any benefit to the user, then you’d better go
back to finding out whether you really need that question because
you’re going to find that you lose users at that point in the form.
YOUR VIEW, MY VIEW: BALANCING USER
AND BUSINESS NEEDS
Of course, there’s nothing new about being told to think about
your users before starting your design. My message is about
balancing user needs and business needs—harder work than
stressing about labels and colons, but with a much greater impact
on your form design.
Like I said: People before pixels.
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Have a Conversation
Because forms facilitate conversation between
a person and a company or organization, it
helps to think about organizing the structure
of a form as a conversation. Consider the
following scenario.
You encounter a stranger who asks you:
“What’s your name?” “What’s your address?”
“What’s your email address?” “What’s your
birth date?” Before too long you, find yourself
asking: “Who is this person?” “Why does he
(or she) need all this information?” “Why am
I telling him (or her) all this?” Quite quickly,
you become uneasy and wish the stranger
would tell you something about himself or
herself instead of barraging you with questions.
That barrage of questions is—of course—our
friend, the form.
Thinking about how a form can be organized
as a conversation instead of an interrogation
can go a long way toward making new
customers feel welcome. I still have a vivid
memory of a woman who was interviewed
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during a field study for a major Web retailer
remarking, “This site wants to know so much
about me, but I know nothing about it.”
Giving people the confidence to complete forms
starts with how we ask them the questions
required to complete a form successfully. Input
fields are the elements on a form responsible for
gathering people’s answers to our questions.
Labels are the form elements responsible
for asking the questions. Whenever these
two elements can act as a natural part of a
meaningful conversation, people are likely to
respond with answers easily and readily.
Consider the difference between the following
questions from two different versions of the
Yahoo! registration form, as shown in Figure 2.1.
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366424557
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366424481
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367260500
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367260436

Figure 2.1
Two ways conversational language can clarify questions.
“Day” and “Year” vs. “dd” and “yyyy”; “Preferred
content” vs. “I prefer content from.”
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Which version seems more approachable?
Which one are you more likely to have an
answer for? Treating inputs as part of the
question being asked (the label) mirrors the
way we answer questions in the real world.
This becomes even more important as the
questions you ask become more complex or
unfamiliar.
Consider the label “Issuing Bank.” What
is that asking? Now, if we rephrased it as
“What bank issued you this document?”
odds are that you’d have a quicker answer.
Of course, both of these labels will be made
clearer by their surrounding context. For
example, are you filling a form about a
missing financial document or a form to set
up a new online account?
The terms you use in your labels also play a
pivotal role in determining how quickly people
can provide an answer. To continue with our
banking example, do people understand the
termed “issuing”? Is that vocabulary they’d
use, or is it a term used by the bank? Perhaps
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people think instead: “Which bank gave
you this document?” Using the terms your
customers use to describe their actions helps
frame questions in a more understandable way.
This doesn’t mean that all of the labels on a
form should be reworded as sentences. There
are many instances when concise, singleword labels work much better than longer,
more descriptive labels. But when there’s
potential ambiguity in your questions, clear
conversational language often helps clear
things up.
Organizing Content
In order to keep the conversation flowing
smoothly, it’s a good idea to organize the
questions you’re asking people into meaningful
groups. Depending on their size and context,
these groups could then be presented across
multiple Web pages or as sections of a single
Web page.
As an example, the Yahoo! registration form
in Figure 2.2 groups questions about you,
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the account you are creating, a way for you
to reaccess your account, and a few trust
and safety items (terms of service and spam
protection) into four distinct sections. These

Figure 2.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367260580
The new Yahoo! registration form uses a conversational tone to
engage new members.
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sections are labeled with headers that stand out
from the rest of the elements on the page. The
bold purple font in which they are displayed
carries more visual “weight” than the other
form labels, allowing you to quickly scan the
form to see what type of information you’ll
need to provide.
Longer or more complex forms may need
to distribute content groups across multiple
pages, as seen in online real estate site Redfin’s
form for buying houses online. This overly
complex process—not through any fault of
Redfin—also benefits from being organized
in a way that allows people to easily scan
required sections they need to answer. In case
someone didn’t know what he was getting
into when buying a home, Redfin’s eight-page
form makes it vividly clear (see Figure 2.3)! It’s
worth noting that forms this long benefit from
additional feedback and interactions, which
we’ll discuss in later chapters.
When deciding how to organize forms,
designers will often wonder if they are better
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Figure 2.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366424765
Redfin groups the myriad of steps required to purchase a home
into a series of manageable content groups. Each section has a
title and some also include a bit of descriptive text.
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off grouping all their content areas into a single
Web page or dividing them into a series of
pages. And if a form is divided into a series
of pages, how many pages is too many? The
answer, of course, is… it depends. But we
can get a better answer by understanding
the context for each form we design. Who is
filling the form in and why? Answering this up
front allows us to think about our forms as a
deliberate conversation with a specific person
instead of the inputs for a database.
When you approach forms as a conversation,
natural breaks will emerge between topics.
First, let’s talk about who you are. Now let’s
discuss where you live. When these distinct
topics are short enough to fit into a few
sections, a single Web page will probably work
best to organize them. When each section
begins to run long, multiple Web pages may
be required to break up the conversation into
meaningful, understandable topics.
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In certain situations, several sections with lots
of questions may need to be asked in sequence
because they don’t make sense out of context.
People need to see all the questions together
in order to answer each. In this case, one long
Web page may very well be the best answer.
In other situations, some sections will perform
best after a form is completed. For instance,
optional marketing questions such as “How
did you first hear about us?” or “Would
you like additional information about our
services?” may actually get higher response
rates when asked after someone has competed
a form. In one redesign I’ve seen, asking these
questions after a registration form was filled
out increased answers by almost 40 percent!
The reason behind this may be that optional
questions feel less invasive when presented as
follow-up topics instead of requirements for
form completion.
Because your forms aren’t alone on the Web,
another way to decide how to structure your
conversations with customers is to conduct a
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Web conventions survey to see if any patterns
emerge. A Web conventions survey is simply
a comparison of design solutions across a
number of similar Web sites. It usually helps
to look at the top performing sites in a specific
category (like ecommerce) to ensure that the
sites being compared share common measures
of success.
A Web conventions survey may lead you to
uncover common form organization structures
that have emerged on the Web. For instance,
mapping out what information is asked in
ecommerce shopping cart forms (see Figure
2.4) reveals some interesting insights. The first
page tends to be Sign In; the second, personal
information. After that it’s usually shipping
preferences. And so on.

46
Chapter 2
Form Organization

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Figure 2.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367260748
In this Web conventions survey, the questions asked by 15
ecommerce checkout forms are organized by the Web page on
which they appear: page 1, page 2, and so on.
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These conventions can provide a great starting
point for thinking about how to organize the
conversation on your shopping cart form.
Since people are likely to be familiar with
these patterns, chances are they could work
well in your ecommerce site. However, it’s
important to work from the patterns a Web
conventions survey uncovers and not simply
copy what the competition is doing on their
site. Usually a direct replica of someone else’s
form organization won’t be the right fit for your
specific situation.
Group Distinctions
In both the Yahoo! and Redfin examples we
saw earlier, each content group was visually
differentiated from the rest of the form: a bold
purple font on Yahoo! and a bold font and
subtle background color on Redfin. As these
examples illustrate, communicating meaningful
distinctions between content groups doesn’t
require a lot of visual difference. In fact, too
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much contrast between content groupings
often creates excessive visual noise that gets in
the way of people’s ability to scan a form.
Consider the differences between the following
two forms in Figures 2.5 and 2.6. One relies
on yellow borders, a yellow background
color, red section headers, and merged table
cells to group related content. The other
simply relies on a subtle background color
change to separate meaningful sections of
the form. Using a minimum amount of visual
information helps keep the focus on a form’s
content and not its presentation.
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Figure 2.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367260810
Many distinct visual elements on this form get in the way of
seeing the questions the form is asking.

Figure 2.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425019
A subtle background color change or thin rule is often all you
need to effectively group related content in a form.
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But even subtle distinctions between content
groups can be overused. To account for what
they consider to be shortcomings of leftaligned form labels, some designers opt to use
alternating background colors to group leftaligned labels with their right-aligned inputs,
as seen in Figure 2.7. However, eye-tracking
studies done on label placement reveal
that people generally don’t have problems
correlating inputs to labels in a left-aligned
layout (as we’ll see in Chapter 4). It just takes
them longer to do so. As a result, this approach
doesn’t really solve the problem. In fact, it can
actually create a different issue.

1 Matteo Penzo’s Label Placement in Forms study from UXmatters July 2006: http://tinyurl.
com/fefbx
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Figure 2.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366424971
Although it may be tempting to use alternating background
colors to group left-aligned labels and their corresponding
inputs, these elements can add a lot of visual noise to a form.

Consider the example in Figure 2.8 where
two different background colors are used to
distinguish labels and inputs and a horizontal
rule is used to separate each label and input
field pair. This approach ultimately adds an
additional 15 visual elements to the layout:
the centerline, each background box, and
each horizontal line. These elements begin to
distract our eye and make it more difficult to
focus on the most important elements in the
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layout: the labels and inputs. As information
design expert Edward Tufte points out:
“Information consists of differences that make
a difference.” In other words, any visual
element that is not helping your layout ends
up hurting it. This can be seen when you try
to scan the left column of labels. Your eye
repeatedly pauses (see the bottom of Figure
2.8) to consider each horizontal line and the
2 Edward Tufte, Envisioning Information, 1990 Graphics Press

Figure 2.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425057
The addition of excessive visual elements can distract from a
form’s primary content: and interrupt the scan line of a form.
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box created by each combination of line and
background color.
Of course, this doesn’t mean that background
colors and rules should never be used within
form layouts. They certainly have their place.
But when thinking about how to distinguish
between content groups, consider what the
minimum amount of visual information needed
is (see Figure 2.9). Chances are much more
likely that it will become a distraction instead
of an aid.
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Figure 2.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367260984
The eBay Express checkout form uses a thin rule to separate
meaningful content sections. Just the minimum amount is
needed to make a clear distinction.
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Best Practices
• Take the time to evaluate every question you are
adding to your forms. Be vigilant about removing
everything that isn’t necessary.
• Strive for succinctness in all the questions
(labels) you ask in your forms.
• When succinct labels may be misinterpreted,
look for opportunities to use natural language
to clarify the questions your forms ask people to
answer.
• Ensure that your forms speak with one voice,
despite questions from several different people or
departments.
• Organize the content on your forms into logical
groups to aid scanning and completion.
• When possible, structure your forms as a
conversation. Natural breaks between topics will
emerge that can help you organize your form.
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Best Practices (continued)
• If a form naturally breaks down into a few short
topics, a single Web page is likely to be a good
way to organize the form.
• When a form contains a large number of
questions that are only related by a few topics,
multiple Web pages are probably a good way to
organize the form.
• When a form contains a large number of
questions related to a single topic, one long Web
page is generally a good way to organize the
form.
• Consider asking optional questions only after a
form is completed. Chances are you’ll get more
answers than if these questions were part of the
initial form.
• Consider using Web convention surveys to
discover patterns in how forms are organized on
specific kinds of sites.
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Best Practices (continued)
• Use the minimal amount of visual information
necessary to distinguish content groups.
• Use initial capital letters to make the titles of
content groups easier to scan.
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I

think it’s safe to say that people should
never be presented with Web forms they
don’t need to fill out. This, of course, means
that the primary goal of anyone encountering a
form is to complete it. The hope is that they want
what’s on the other side: to make a purchase,
to start using a service, to manage information,
etc. Because—I’ll reiterate from Chapter 1—no
one likes filling in forms. Trust me, I’ve asked
thousands of people while talking about form
design. Only one has said she enjoys it!
This means that illuminating a path to
completion by showing people how they can
complete a form is crucial.
Name That Form
Part of providing a clear path to completion is
telling people what form they are on and what
they can accomplish by filling it out. As people
are unlikely to read a detailed description
of what each form they encounter does, this
burden mostly falls on the form’s title. As a
result, it’s crucial that form titles match the calls
to action that people use to access them.
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In the Fairmont Hotels in Figure 3.1, one of the
calls to action on the page is a link that allows
people to “Activate Account.” The form they
land on after following this link, however, is

Figure 3.1
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425337
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425317

Clicking on the Activate Account link from the Fairmont Hotels
front page leads to a form titled “Manage Your Fairmont
President’s Club Profile.” Are you in the right place?
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titled “Manage Your Fairmont President’s
Club Profile.” Are they in the right place? Can
this form be used to activate their account?
If they take the time to read the instructional
text, it turns out that, in fact, they can activate
their account, but these uncertainties could
have been avoided altogether if the form were
simply titled “Activate Your Account.”
Start Pages
While the right title for a form can ensure that
people start in the right place, we often have to
provide some additional information on how to
start. In cases where forms require a significant
amount of information that people are unlikely
to have readily available or a substantial
amount of time to complete, start pages can
provide valuable context.
When you’re applying for a Fidelity account
online, the start page in Figure 3.2 lets you
know that account statements, a driver’s
license, bank account information, and more
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are required to successfully complete the form.
You’re also told the process should take around
10-15 minutes.

Figure 3.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425401
A start page on Fidelity lets you know what it takes to complete
this form.

These types of start pages don’t belong before
every form—especially not on forms that ask
questions you are likely to have an answer
to right away. Only when forms require

63
Chapter 3
Path to Completion

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

a significant time investment, like online
surveys, or when people might get frustrated
when getting halfway through a form only to
discover some obscure piece of information is
preventing them from finishing, should you
consider using start pages to help illuminate a
clear path to completion.
Clear Scan Lines
While your first inclination when thinking
about illuminating a path to completion in a
Web form may be to tell people where they
are within a multiple Web page form, I’d like
to focus first on an even more basic, but often
forgotten consideration: providing a clear scan
line from start to finish.
Figure 3.3 shows eye-tracking data for a simple
form that highlights the importance of a clear
scan line. In this example, the strong vertical
axis of labels, input fields, and a primary action
button provides a single path through the
form. This allows people to respond quickly
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to questions and complete their task with a
minimum number of diversions.
To illustrate this point further, consider the
difference between the two PayPal checkout

Figure 3.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367261378
A composite eye-tracking image (heat map) from Etre (www.
etre.com) showing what people look at when filling in a simple
Web form.
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forms in Figure 3.4. One has a clear scan line
that starts at the first information point, ends

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367261472

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367261684

Figure 3.4
Although the top form design includes some meaningful
distinctions between content, the bottom PayPal form
provides a clear path to completion because people can
simply follow a straight line down.
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at the primary action, and allows people to
take in all the information they need to review
quickly. The other has a number of different
visual treatments that break up the path to
completion into a series of zigzagging eye
movements. A single path makes it easier to
process the questions a form is asking through
a consistent layout. This, in turn, can increase
completion rates by keeping people on task
and ensuring that they see and respond to all
the questions a form asks them.
A well-designed scan line has just the right
amount of visual spacing between questions to
enable an even pace between each label/input
pair (see Figure 3.5). In other words, it allows
people to move comfortably through the form
without missing any important information.
The right amount of spacing depends a lot on

Figure 3.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425847
A well-paced flow between questions requires adequate
spacing between questions.
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the style of your form, but generally about 50
to 75 percent of the height of an input field
between each question works best.
Minimal Distractions
To keep people focused on completing a
form, you also should consider which Web
site elements help illuminate a clear path to
completion and which elements distract from it.
Even though the consistent navigation, header,
or promotions that make your Web site great are
appropriate on most of your site’s pages, they
may not be appropriate on your forms. These
additional elements can be a distraction at best
and a detour at worst, particularly for critical
forms like checkout in ecommerce sites or
registration in social applications.
Removing interface elements not directly
related to completing a form helps keep people
on task and removes paths to abandonment.
The difference between checkout and
shopping on Amazon.com shown in Figure
3.6 is stark. Even the site’s logo, which usually
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Figure 3.6
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367262208
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425901

While Amazon.com may merchandise its categories and
specials through its Web site, once you are in checkout, there
are no frills.
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allows people to return to the Amazon home
page, is deactivated to minimize ways off this
crucial form.
Progress Indicators
When the questions that need to be answered
before a Web form is complete are spread
across multiple Web pages, it may be useful to
communicate the status of people’s progress
through the form.
To illustrate this, let’s return to the example
of buying a house online. Years of realtors,
lenders, buyers, sellers, and lawyers have
added numerous clauses, considerations, and
decisions to the proceedings. As a result, any
form trying to enable home purchases online
is going to have to account for a large quantity
of required answers. The obvious first step is
to organize the form into meaningful content
groups. The next step is to illuminate a path to
completion through these groups.
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In addition to clearly labeled section headers,
the Redfin form for buying a house in Figure
3.7 includes an overview of the number of Web
pages involved (scope), an indication of what
page you are on (position), and a way to save
and return to your progress (status).

Figure 3.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367262288
Redfin provides multiple progress indicators that indicate
scope, position, and status information.

Though closely integrated, these three progress
indicators perform different functions. The
listing of the total number of pages gives
people a sense of the scope of this form: How
long will it take to complete and what are
the different sections/steps? The indicator of
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current position lets people know where they
are relative to the entire form. The form status
indicates whether the offer was submitted
or not and when it was last saved. For long
forms, providing the option to save or doing so
automatically is a great way to keep people on
a path to completion.
While it’s certainly a good idea to let people
know how far along in a process they are, you
need to be wary of progress indicators that
incorrectly represent the number of Web pages
or steps required to complete a form. An all too
common practice for forms spanning multiple
Web pages is the inclusion of a progress
indicator that does not accurately mirror the
number of pages a form requires.
In this Fidelity Investments example in Figure
3.8, the number of pages of inputs required
to apply for an account online is outlined in a
detailed progress indicator. However, as soon
as someone selects “Next,” a page not included
in the process (Log In) appears.
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Figure 3.8
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366426465
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366426505

Fidelity.com features a two-level progress bar letting you know
where you are in the process of filling in a long form. However,
it disappears on step one (login), which is not included in the
list of steps required.

This illustrates an all too common problem
with progress indicators. They promise a series
of well-defined, linear steps but rarely deliver.
Consider a typical ecommerce checkout form
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like the one in Figure 3.9 on Half.com. The
progress indicator states that there are three
pages of inputs you can expect: shipping,
billing, and place order. When it comes time to
select a shipping address, however, page one
is selecting from an existing list of shipping
addresses. If the address you want to ship to
is not listed, an additional page is required,
and you need to add a new address. All of a
sudden, step one becomes two steps. When
selecting billing in step two, you may need
to verify an online payment service provider,
log in to its site, select a source of funding, or
provide a new billing address. Now step two is
four steps.

Figure 3.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366426533
The three steps promised by Half.com can easily become many
more.
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So we’ve taken six steps to accomplish what
we told our customers was going to take two
steps. It’s not that giving people a sense of how
many steps are required is a bad thing; but we
are rarely telling them the truth. One solution
is to avoid the progress indicator altogether
and just get people through the form as fast
as possible. The other is to provide a more
high-level progress indicator that does not set
expectations explicitly.
The Amazon.com checkout process in
Figure 3.10 makes no explicit promises about
the number of steps. Instead, the progress
indicator outlines the types of information
you’ll need to provide. Although some people
could interpret these categories as separate
pages, no specific expectations are set. People
get a general sense of the kinds of information
they’ll need to provide and where they are in
that process.

Figure 3.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367261014
Amazon does not promise any number of pages, just a high-level
set of tasks.
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Perspective: Peter Wallack

Accessibility Program Director, Oracle

Designing Accessible Forms
For many disabled users, the virtual world of the computer
eliminates most of the barriers of the physical world, but it’s up
to you, the Web page designer, to enable it. An accessible form
takes into account the unique needs of users who have limited or
no vision, limited or no hearing, limited physical movement, or
cognitive impairments. Statistically speaking, there’s a 25 percent
chance that could be any one of us at some point in our lives!
Many disabled users will operate Web pages with additional
hardware or software called “assistive technology” (AT), such as
a screen reader or a Braille printer. It’s important that you design
with the proper content and structure in the first place, and then
let the AT communicate with the user. Here are some areas where
your design solutions that you make for accessibility purposes will
benefit other users as well:
• Closed captioning of multimedia helps when you are watching
TV in a noisy environment such as a restaurant, gym, or
airport.
• Keyboard-only access is great for “power users,” who find
reaching for the mouse slows them down.
• When running over slow networks, some people disable the
rendering of images, relying on the alternate text associated
with those images instead.
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Perspective: Peter Wallack (Continued)
One more reason to care—if you post your Web site in a public
place, or if it is used by an employee of some company, or if it is
sold to a government, there are probably laws that demand it be
accessible.
At the heart of accessibility is usability. For example, a page that
isn’t usable to begin with won’t stand a chance of being accessible.
Think of accessibility as first requiring “uber-design”:
• Uber-minimize the pain: The process of completing forms
should be ridiculously easy and simple, so that someone with
memory issues or attention span problems can get through it.
• Uber-illuminate a path to completion: Make it abundantly
clear how people can accomplish the goal, so that a person
listening to the screen can “get it” quickly without needing to
hear every last character on it.
• Uber-consider the context: Some disabled users may be using
sip-and-puff devices to type characters, so don’t require them
to type in novels!
• Uber-ensure consistent communication: A consistent
presentation across all the pages makes life easier for those
using a keyboard only, those using a screen reader, those with
low vision, those with cognitive disabilities…everyone!
Once you adhere to these principles, the best guidelines for
accessibility come from the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines
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Perspective: Peter Wallack (Continued)
(WCAG) produced by the W3C (www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/)
and the U.S. Section 508 Federal Procurement laws (www.
section508.gov). Here is a brief summary of the most important
accessibility requirements to consider in your forms:
• Specify text for everything that is not just fluff. This includes
❖ Alternative text for images (like Tooltips).
❖	Summary tags for tables (a brief summary of the contents
of a table).
❖		Labels that are “implied” by their physical relationship
to other objects. For example, address fields are often
unlabeled because the relationship of address, city, state,
and zip code is implied. To be accessible, each needs its
own label, although that label can be hidden.
❖	Titles for frames and pages. Make them meaningful and
unique.
• Make all links on a page unique, unless they really do the
same thing. And give them meaningful labels that make sense
out of context, as opposed to the dreaded “Click here.”
• Do not use color as the only way to convey information. For
example, if you color a row in a table red to indicate that something is in
error, also provide a column that shows the word “Error.”

• Ensure good color contrast, especially between text and
backgrounds. And be aware that color-blind users cannot
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Perspective: Peter Wallack (Continued)
distinguish between certain colors. The best solution is to
allow users to select colors themselves. (By the way, it’s not
that things are “invisible” to color-blind users; they just cannot
distinguish the difference between certain colors, like redgreen and blue-yellow.)
• Make font sizes large enough to read. Again, the best solution
is to allow users to select their own fonts and sizes, which also
means that your page has to be designed so that it scales well
with large fonts, up to at least 14-point.
• Do not use gratuitous animation, as it can distract people with
ADD.
• Avoid anything that flashes more than three times per second.
If a user has epilepsy, this can cause an attack.
• There must be a way to accomplish all functionality on the
page with the keyboard only. So if you have designed some
fancy drag-and-drop interface, you must also provide a way
to perform the same task without the mouse. Don’t let this
prevent you from doing the fancy stuff, though, since that’s so
much fun.
• Use clear and precise language. Also, choose your words
carefully—don’t refer to “the button on the right” or the
“button with the green arrow.” Only refer to objects by their
name or function, not their physical characteristics.
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Perspective: Peter Wallack (Continued)
• If there are timing aspects of the product, allow the user to
turn them off, adjust them, or extend them. For example, if
the product imposes a timeout for security or performance
reasons, allow the end-user to extend it without losing any
work.
• Consistency matters! Use images and text consistently across
all pages of your site.
• If you convey information visually on the page by means of
layout, it must also be coded that way. For example, if you
show a hierarchy of data by using indentation, the same
information must be available in semantic markup so that AT
can interpret it. If that doesn’t make any sense to you, just tell
the person actually coding the page that it’s his responsibility.
• Provide a way for a keyboard-only user to skip repetitive
content at the top of each page. No matter how elegant you’ve
made your navigation scheme, if you have to use the Tab key
to wade through it on every page, your users will really hate
you.
• Ultimately, though, there is one recommendation that
dwarfs all of these: Test your page with your intended users,
including those who have disabilities.
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Tabbing
Every time I talk about Web form design, I
always ask the audience how many of them
use the Tab key on their keyboard to move
between the input fields of a form they are
filling out. Every time, more than half the
audience raise their hands. Based on this
information alone, it’s a good idea to consider
how people will tab between inputs to
complete your form.
Consider the registration form from Office
Depot in Figure 3.11. When someone is
moving between input fields using the Tab key,
he is likely to have a pretty jarring experience
as he moves from the bottom of one column
to the top of the next column. This experience
would be even more disorientating in a small
browser window when your last input field
now sits offscreen. It also doesn’t help that the
first input field at the top of the second column
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Figure 3.11
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366425259
Tabbing through inputs on the Office Depot registration form
could result in a lot of page jumping when changing columns.
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is a single checkbox surrounded by text. This
rather small input field is not that noticeable
when highlighted, so a person might be a bit
confused about his current position when
he tabs to it. Even within the Payment Info
section, the tabbing order could be unclear as
he jumps between multiple rows and columns.
After he specifies Payment Type, is he going to
Credit Card Number next or going to Credit
Card Type?
By highlighting this example, I’m not saying
that all two-column forms are poorly designed.
However, I am pointing out that Web form
designers should consider what the experience
will be like for the large numbers of people
who move between input fields using the Tab
key, and they should design accordingly.
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When I described the experience of filling out
the Office Depot form previously, I assumed
that the developers had specified an explicit
order for the form using the “tabindex”
HTML attribute. While the nuances of form
development are beyond the scope of this
book, it is useful for designers to know that
forms that don’t provide an explicit order to
their inputs using tabindex will simply be
tabbed through in the order they appear in the
HTML markup. What that means is to avoid
any existential jumps between input fields,
it’s a good idea to talk to a developer about
specifying the order in which inputs should be
accessed.
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Best Practices
• Ensure that the titles of your forms match people’s expectations
and succinctly explain what each form is for.
• For forms requiring substantial time or information requiring
look-up, use a start page to set people’s expectations.
• Make sure that you illuminate a clear path to completion through
a form by using clear scan lines and effective visual pacing that
comfortably takes people from start to finish.
• For mission-critical forms like checkout or registration, remove
distractions and any links or content that may lead to form
abandonment.
• For forms with a known sequence of multiple Web pages, include
progress indicators that communicate scope, status, and position.
• For forms without a clear sequence of pages, do not include
progress indicators or use more general progress indicators
instead of those that set incorrect expectations.
• Consider the experience of “tabbing” through a form when
making form layout decisions.
• Use the “tabindex” HTML attribute to control tabbing order
through a form.
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E

very Web form has at least three basic
elements: labels, input fields, and
actions. Labels are responsible for
asking questions. Input fields provide a way
for people to answer those questions. Actions
allow people to submit the answers they have
provided. While astute readers might argue
that a label-less form could exist, most people
would be hard-pressed to figure out how to
use it.
As we saw in Chapter 2, labels need to ask
people questions succinctly in a language they
understand so that answering is easy. But how
people answer the questions labels pose to
them is also dependent on how the elements of
a form are laid out.
Label Alignment
One of the most common questions asked
about form design is “Should I top-, right, or left-align the labels for input fields?”
(See Figure 4.1.) So let’s answer it up front.
Everyone together now… “it depends.” Like
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Figure 4.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264644
Left-, right-, or top-aligned labels?

any design problem, the right solution depends
on your specific goals and constraints.
You may want people to complete a form as
quickly as possible and most often that’s the
case. Sometimes, though, you might want to
slow people down so they don’t make choices
that aren’t well thought out. Or perhaps you
have screen real estate constraints that require
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you to minimize the amount of vertical or
horizontal space your form requires. Or you
may need to localize your form into multiple
languages of varying lengths. The right answer
between top-, left-, or right-aligned labels
depends on these considerations and more.
Top-Aligned Labels
Of the three label alignment options, topaligned labels tend to reduce form completion
times the most (see Figure 4.2). Because
labels and input fields are in close proximity,
processing them requires little effort. Getting
through the entire form is also quick and easy
because people generally only need to move
in one direction: down. That makes for a very
clear path to completion.

Figure 4.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428797
Some of the pros and cons of top-aligned labels.
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Top-aligned labels also have plenty of horizontal
real estate to expand or contract label text
without negatively impacting overall page
layout. This is especially useful for forms with
long labels or those being localized across many
cultures. Languages like French, German, or
Dutch can run twice as long as English and as a
result may quickly throw off a form layout.
Another advantage of top-aligned labels is
that they provide a lot of horizontal space
for grouping related input fields in a variety
of ways, as shown in Figure 4.3. Both leftand right-aligned input labels have a lot less
flexibility for these kinds of layouts, due to
reduced horizontal space.

Figure 4.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264712
Top-aligned labels on Apple.com provide ample room to group
related input fields horizontally.
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Top-aligned labels, however, do take up
additional vertical real estate. So if you’re
working with a small amount of vertical screen
space, you might want to think twice before
using top-aligned labels. It’s also important
to use the right amount of vertical spacing in
your top-aligned layouts. Too little or too much
vertical space between inputs can impede
people’s movement through a form. In general,
it’s a good idea to use 50 to 75 percent of the
height of a single input field between adjacent
inputs.
One of the reasons top-aligned forms are
completed quickly may be because they only
require a single eye fixation to take in both
input label and input field. In fact, an eyetracking study by Matteo Penzo from July
2006 found that moving from label to input
required just 50 milliseconds (see Figure 4.4).
That’s 10 times faster than left-aligned labels,
which required a medium duration of 500ms
1

Label Placement in Forms published in UXmatters July, 2006: http://tinyurl.com/fefbx
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Figure 4.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264762
Eye-tracking data for top-aligned labels by Matteo Penzo.

and twice as fast as right-aligned labels, which
required up to 240ms.
The results of live site testing across several
different geographies have also supported topaligned labels as the quickest way to get people
through forms. These studies also had higher
completion rates (over 10 percent higher)
than the left-aligned versions of forms they
were tested against. Because of these quick
completion times and high completion rates,
some designers always recommend using topaligned labels. After all, the primary goal of any
form is to get it completed with a minimum
amount of pain, and the speed of top-aligned
labels certainly helps.
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It should be noted, however, that both the eye
tracking and live-to-site testing referenced here
were done with forms containing familiar data
(see Figure 4.5). That means information that
people generally know or can readily find such
as name, address, credit card number, or email
address. Whether or not these results hold up
for unfamiliar data—information people have to
look about or learn about—remains to be seen.

Figure 4.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428949
The eBay Express checkout form is an example of a top-aligned
layout.
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Right-Aligned Labels
Right-aligned labels also have the advantage of
close proximity between input field and label
and, as a result, are quick to complete (see
Figure 4.6). The resulting left rag of the labels
in a right-aligned layout, however, reduces
the effectiveness of a quick scan to see what
information the form requires. In the Western
world, people read from left to right, so their
eyes prefer a hard edge along the left side.

Figure 4.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428975
Some of the pros and cons of right-aligned labels.

Right-aligned labels also have flexibility issues
when the label text changes widths. It’s quite
common to see labels wrapping to two lines of
text, making scanning the form more difficult.
That said, in cases where you want to minimize
the amount of vertical screen space your form
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uses, right-aligned labels can provide fast
completion times. Matteo Penzo’s eye-tracking
study (shown in Figure 4.7) found that rightaligned labels required an average saccade
(movement of the eyes) between input label
and field of 170 milliseconds for expert users
and 240ms for novices and completion times
that were twice as fast as left-aligned labels. See
Figure 4.8 for an example of a right-aligned
layout.

Figure 4.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264946
Eye-tracking data for right-aligned labels by Matteo Penzo.
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Figure 4.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429101
LinkedIn’s registration form is an example of a right-aligned
layout.

Left-Aligned Labels
When the data being collected by a form
is unfamiliar or does not fall into easy-toprocess groups (such as the various parts of an
address), left-aligning input field labels makes
scanning the information required by a form
easier (see Figure 4.9). People can simply
inspect the left column of labels up and down
without being interrupted by input fields.
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Figure 4.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429129
Some of the pros and cons of left-aligned labels.

Unfortunately, a few long labels often extend
the distance between labels and inputs and, as
a result, completion times may suffer. People
have to “jump” from column to column in
order to find the right association of input field
and input label before entering data.
Left-aligned labels also have the advantage of
requiring less vertical screen space than topaligned forms. However, they still carry the
same disadvantages as right-aligned labels, one
of which is less flexibility for label lengths and
input field groupings.
The reason left-aligned forms are the slowest of
the three options to complete may be because
of the number of eye fixations they require
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to parse. People generally have no problem
associating the labels in a left-aligned layout
with their corresponding input fields; it just
takes them a while to do so. According to
Matteo’s study “a medium saccade duration
of 500ms (milliseconds) was typical, which
is quite long, showing that users were
experiencing heavy cognitive load” (see
Figure 4.10).

Figure 4.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264266
Eye-tracking data for left-aligned labels by Matteo Penzo.

That said, slower completion times might not
always be a bad thing. In fact, if you want
people to slow down and consider each input
in a form more carefully, left-aligned labels
may be a good way to go, especially for forms
with lots of optional fields or unfamiliar data
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like “Preferences” dialogs or advanced settings
(see Figure 4.11).
Labels Within Inputs
In cases where screen real estate is at a
premium, combining labels and input fields
into a single user interface element may be
appropriate. Most commonly, this requires
placing input labels inside their corresponding
input fields (see Figure 4.12). Though it may
be tempting to always halve the amount of
screen space a form requires by using this
method, there are a number of considerations
worth calling out.

Figure 4.11
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366428457
This advanced settings dialog from AdConnections is an
example of where left-aligned labels might make sense.
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Figure 4.12
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264348
In this simple form, labels within input fields are displayed as
gray text and include an ellipsis to distinguish them from data.

A reliable interaction for labels within forms
requires the label to disappear quickly when
users place their cursor into the input field so
they can easily provide their answer. Early
attempts at this interaction suffered from poor
implementation. Sometimes, the label would
disappear quickly. Other times, it would stay
and become part of someone’s answer. Even
though we’ve made a lot of progress with
dynamic Web technologies, making very sure
your labels aren’t sticking around in input
fields when they shouldn’t be is critical to
making labels within input fields work.
Because labels within fields need to go away
when people are entering their answer into an
input field, the context for the answer is gone.
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So if you suddenly forget what question you’re
answering, tough luck—the label is nowhere to
be found. As such, labels within inputs aren’t a
good solution for long or even medium-length
forms. When you’re done filling in the form,
all the labels are gone! That makes it a bit hard
to go back and check your answers. Singlequestion forms (like a search box), forms with
just a couple inputs, or forms asking for very
familiar data (like an address book) are much
better candidates.
It’s also generally a good rule not to use labels
within inputs for non-obvious questions.
That is, questions that may require people to
reference the label while answering.
Lastly, labels within input fields should be
presented in a way that makes it obvious at
first glance that they are labels and not data.
Perhaps the most common example seen in
Figure 4.13 is the use of selection labels in
drop-down menus. Here, a dash before and
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Figure 4.13
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367264474
Always ensure there is an obvious difference between labels and
data. In this example, a set of dashes around a drop-down menu
label distinguishes it from an actual answer.

after the words “Select Month” is used to
distinguish this label from an actual answer
like “April” or “March.”
Mixed Alignments
I’ve often been asked if mixing label placement
within a form or an application is problematic.
After all, there may be cases within a form or
an application where you want people to slow
down and consider their options, in which
case, left-aligned form fields might work best.
In other cases, getting people through familiar
inputs might steer you toward using rightaligned labels.
I actually haven’t seen any conclusive data
that mixing label placements within an
application doesn’t cause problems; rather, in
my experience, context often wins out over
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consistency. But be sure to tread carefully
when using different form layouts in the same
application. While people might not be able to
remember the differences between forms, they
may subconsciously consider applications with
many different kinds of forms “hard to use.”
Unless you have a very good reason to change
alignments between different forms in the same
application, a single layout will mitigate any
consistency issues.
Changing label alignments within the same
form, however, should really be avoided since
it can cloud the clear path to completion people
seek.
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Best Practices
• Web form labels should use succinct, natural
language and consistent capitalization to make
answering the questions they pose as easy as
possible.
• When you are trying to reduce completion
times or if you need flexible label lengths for
localization, consider top-aligned labels.
• When you have similar goals but vertical screen
real estate constraints, consider right-aligned
labels.
• When your form requires people to scan labels to
learn what’s required or to answer a few specific
questions out of many, consider left-aligned
labels.
• When you are under extreme space constraints
for very short forms, labels within inputs may be
a good solution. Just ensure that you have the
right interactions and context in place.
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Best Practices (continued)
• Make sure that you distinguish clearly between
labels and data, especially when using labels
within input fields.
• When considering different label alignments
for different forms in a single application, think
through the context versus consistency trade-off.
• Different label alignments in a single form will
disrupt a clear path to completion and may
confuse people.
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O

nce it’s clear what questions should
be on a form and how they should be
presented, we need to provide people
with a way to answer them. For this, we turn to
input fields: checkboxes, radio buttons, dropdown menus, and text boxes of varying size.
Types of Input Fields
Because selecting which input field is right
for a specific interaction is a fundamental
interaction design problem, it’s a bit outside
the scope of this book. However, a quick
overview of when to use checkboxes, radio
buttons, drop-down menus, and text boxes
within Web forms is probably in order (see
Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1).



For an in-depth discussion of when to use input fields, check out Bob Baxley’s book:
Making the Web Work, 2002, New Riders.
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Figure 5.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367265752
The various types of input fields found in Web forms.

Table 5.1: Types of Input Fields
Input
Field

Description

Text boxes

Allow people to enter any number of
characters (letters, numerals, or symbols) of
their choosing. Text boxes can be single or
multiple lines.
Allow people to select exactly one choice
from two or more always visible and mutually
exclusive options. Because radio buttons are
mutually exclusive, they should have a default
value selected (more on this later). It’s also a
good idea to make sure both the radio button
and its label can be selected to activate a radio
button selection.

Radio
buttons
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Checkboxes Allow people to select any number of choices
from a list of one or more options. Selecting
one choice from one option is usually a yes
or no question. As with radio buttons, it is a
good idea for both the label and input field of
checkboxes to be active.
Drop-down Allow people to select exactly one choice from
menus
two or more mutually exclusive options. When
not in use, drop-down menus only display the
currently selected choice. As a result, they are
better candidates than radio buttons for long
lists of mutually exclusive choices since they use
a minimum of screen real estate. Despite this
advantage, it’s generally a good idea to avoid
really long lists in drop-down menus, especially
when people are likely to be familiar with the
options (like selecting the state they live in).
List boxes
List boxes can act as a set of radio buttons
(allowing people to select exactly one choice
from a set of mutually exclusive options) or as
a set of checkboxes (allowing people to select
any number of choices from a list of options).
List boxes can be configured to show more
options, like a drop-down menu, while still
taking up less screen real estate than a list of
radio buttons or checkboxes. Despite these
advantages, the dual nature of list boxes
(mutually exclusive single selection or multiple
selection) tends to cause problems for many
people. As a result, list boxes are rarely used in
Web forms.
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Note that I haven’t included buttons in this
list. There’s a whole chapter devoted to them
coming up!
Perspective: Bob Baxley

Author: Making the Web Work: Designing Effective Web Applications

Selecting Form Elements

One of the most challenging aspects of
designing great forms is determining the most
appropriate input controls. Because there is
always more than one way to express a particular
interaction or request a particular type of data,
the form designer is invariably presented with a
multiplicity of options that dramatically affect the
user’s experience.
In order to evaluate the range of design solutions,
the design team needs to fully grasp the relative
advantages and unique characteristics of each
possibility. It is typical for the design team to
struggle with trade-offs that pit click-efficiency
against error prevention, learn-ability against
efficiency, majority case against corner case, and
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Perspective: Bob Baxley (Continued)

flexibility against clarity. How these trade-offs
are balanced ultimately depends on the judgment
of the design team, optimizing for the specific
audience and usage models involved.
The specification of quantity and type is a
common issue for sites that sell tickets, and
it provides a useful example of this design
challenge. To begin, we should establish a few
parameters about the audience and usage: (1)
there are only three different types of tickets—
General, Child, and Senior; (2) the vast majority
of transactions involve small groups, typically
fewer than six individuals; and (3) with few
exceptions, visitors will buy tickets from the site
less than once a month.
These parameters can be neatly summarized with
this problem statement: a form that allows novice
users to select up to six total tickets from any of
three different classes. Because of the infrequency
of use, the overall audience should be considered
recurring novices, meaning that the design should
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Perspective: Bob Baxley (Continued)

optimize for learn-ability, obviousness, and error
prevention.
There are three basic solutions to this problem,
each relying on a different type of input control:
text boxes, pull-down menus, and radio buttons.
The designers of Fandango.com opted for a
solution that uses basic text boxes, an approach
that is obvious and intuitive but that also presents
some unexpected issues.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405434961

One issue with this solution, since many users
don’t realize they can use the Tab key to advance
from one field to another, is how it leads users
to skip back and forth between their mouse
and keyboard. As a result, a significant number
of visitors will have to bounce back and forth
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Perspective: Bob Baxley (Continued)

between their mouse and keyboard in order to
complete the interaction.
A less obvious but more onerous issue is the
solution’s failure to prevent input errors. If
the user types in a letter or noninteger value,
the site pops open a JavaScript error alert—an
unfortunate and unnecessary intrusion of the
operating system.
Although the text box solution has some clear
advantages in terms of obviousness and clarity, it
has some equally clear disadvantages in terms of
efficiency and error prevention.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2406266586

An alternative solution seen at MovieTickets.
com relies on drop-down menus. Again, it’s an
obvious solution but not without issues.
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Perspective: Bob Baxley (Continued)

Although this solution provides a more aggressive
stance against errors, preventing them before
they can even occur, it does so by invoking a
drop-down menu, the most complex and difficult
input control available. While it’s clearly a useful
mechanism for controlling layout and visual
presentation, unfortunately drop-down menus
are hard to use, commonly overlooked, and often
ignored.
As with the text box approach, the advantage of
this solution at preventing errors comes at the cost
of usability and obviousness.

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405434787

A third solution utilizes radio buttons to collect
the user’s desired ticket quantity. Possessing
the obviousness of the text box solution, it also
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Perspective: Bob Baxley (Continued)

has the error prevention advantages of the menu
solution.
Unfortunately, it also requires considerably more
input controls, 12 if the quantity is limited to
four tickets from each class. Although the radio
buttons can be presented in a simple graphic
style, the sheer weight of 12 discreet interface
elements is a bit overwhelming.
This basic analysis demonstrates that even
seemingly simple data collection problems can
be solved in multiple ways, with each solution
presenting a unique combination of advantages
and disadvantages. The job of the designer is to
fully explore and analyze these possibilities in
order to arrive at a solution that best satisfies the
unique needs of the audience and application.
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Field Lengths
Because input fields provide people with a
way to answer the questions we ask, they
also provide us with an opportunity to help
people with their answers. The way we display
input fields can produce valuable clues on
how they should be filled in. Human Factors
professionals call these clues affordances.
For example, a handle on a door that looks like it
should be pulled provides a valuable affordance.
By virtue of its appearance, it lets people know
how they can open the door: by pulling instead of
pushing. Input fields can work in a similar way.
In the eBay Express example shown in Figure
5.2, the size of the zip code input matches the
size of an actual zip code in the United States:
5 digits. The size of the phone number text
boxes match the number of digits in a standard
phone number in the United States. The rest
2

For further information about affordances, check out Donald Norman’s book, The Design
of Everyday Things, 2002 Basic Books
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Figure 5.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367265712
The different text box lengths on this eBay Express form
provide an affordance that helps people understand how to
answer questions.

of the text boxes are a consistent length that
provides enough room for a complete answer.
Contrast eBay’s approach with the Billing
Information form from Macy’s in Figure 5.3.
In this example, all the text boxes are displayed
with a uniform length, regardless of the type of
answer people should provide. In other words,
there are no affordances provided to help people
give good answers. Instead, Macy’s had to
resort to help text that stipulated the number of
digits their zip code input field required (xxxxx
5 digits only). This text could have been avoided
by simply making the input field the right size.
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Figure 5.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367265798
Macy’s opted for a consistent input length for primarily
aesthetic reasons. However, this approach doesn’t capitalize on
natural affordances that can help people provide answers.

Because affordances provide valuable clues
about how to structure answers, people will
naturally consider those clues when they are
thinking about how to fill in an input field.
If that input field is arbitrarily sized, you
may leave people thinking about what that
means for no reason. For example, on the
form from Tick in Figure 5.4, almost every
input is a different size. That may leave people
wondering “Should my Web address be much
shorter than my company name?” or “Why
such a long input for my email—am I missing
something?”
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Figure 5.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429989
Varying input sizes abound on this form from Tick.

Said another way, if this input field is long
but my answer is short, have I misunderstood
the question? Best not to make people think
too much and instead use a consistent length
for all the fields that don’t benefit from clear
affordances.
Required Fields
I’m going to interrupt this chapter for a quick
pop quiz: What does an asterisk next to an
input field mean?
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Many people will answer “It means this input
is required so I have to provide an answer.”
Many—but not all. As is common with all
Web conventions (de facto standards that
have organically emerged online), there are
exceptions to this rule. In fact, some Web sites
use an asterisk to indicate optional input fields
(Figure 5.5) instead of required ones.

Figure 5.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266030
Asterisks on the Hogan sign-up form indicate optional fields! Not
what most people would expect.
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In both cases, the more important question is
when to indicate required or optional input
fields at all (see Figure 5.6). When discussing
content organization earlier, I made the point
that any question that doesn’t need an answer
should get dropped to make it easier for people
to complete the
form. So you might
argue that there
should never be a
situation where we
need to distinguish
between required
and optional
inputs, right?

Figure 5.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367266066

Indicating optional or
required fields next to input
field labels.
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Well, unfortunately the complexity of
information many forms need to collect doesn’t
make it that easy on us. Many times there
actually are good reasons for indicating what
is required when updating or creating a record
online. In particular, when a Web form has
lots of input fields but only a few of them are
required, indicating what has to be answered
can be quite useful. It helps to think of
required input fields as decisions people have
to make. If they don’t and try to complete the
form, they’ll get an error!
Conversely, indicating which input fields are
optional is useful when most questions require
an answer but a few do not. Neither indicator
is particularly useful when the input fields
are either all required or all optional. In these
circumstances, indicating required or optional
fields adds unnecessary information to the form
that people then have to pause and consider.
Similarly, indicating the majority case (most
input fields are required or optional) versus
the minority case (just a few input fields are
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required or optional) increases the amount
of information that overlies a form. This
difference can be seen by comparing the
Macy’s and Wal-Mart examples in this section
(Figures 5.7 and 5.8). Macy’s uses a lot of
visual information to tell you the two fields are
optional. Wal-Mart uses one word to tell you a
single field is optional.
The Wal-Mart example also highlights why
it’s better to be explicit when indicating what
is optional or required. Literally including the
phrase “optional” after a label is much clearer
than any visual symbol you could use to mean
the same thing. Someone may always wonder
“what does this asterisk mean?” and have to
go hunting for a legend that explains things
(see Figure 5.9). Of course, there needs to be
a legend to find! On Barnes & Noble’s site
shown in Figure 5.10, no legend exists that
explains the use of an asterisk.
Some people will argue that a site’s Web
forms should be consistent throughout, and
therefore every required input field should be
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Figure 5.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266224
On Macy’s every input is required and marked as such except for
Middle Name and Attention. It may be clearer to simply mark
these two fields as optional instead.

Figure 5.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430295
On Wal-Mart, every input is required but one (Address Line 2).
Instead of marking everything required, the one optional field
has been clearly marked optional, thereby reducing the amount
of information on the form.
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Figure 5.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430463
On Barnes & Noble’s Web site, all the input fields are required
and marked as such —why?

Figure 5.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367265092
When Barnes & Noble redesigned its site, the company kept
the asterisks that indicated every input field was required but
removed the text that explained what the asterisk indicated.
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indicated as such, regardless of whether or not
there are any optional input fields on the form.
While this may be useful in forms that require
several pages to complete, the variety of Web
forms people encounter online makes it hard
to imagine that they will remember a specific
site’s system of indicating required input fields
across the one to two forms they encounter.
If you do opt for a visual system to indicate
required input fields, carefully consider where
you place the indicators on the form. Indicators
next to labels give people a way to scan a
form quickly and determine what questions
require an answer (Figure 5.11). Indicators
aligned with input fields can make this difficult
because of the variety of shapes and sizes that
input fields can have (Figure 5.12).
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Figures 5.11 & 5.12
Figure 5.11:
Figure 5.12:

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429475
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429295

Try to scan each of these forms to see what input fields are
required. When indicators are aligned with input fields instead
of labels, it’s much harder to get a sense of which questions
must be answered.
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Perspective: Micah Alpern

Director of Social Search, Yahoo! Inc.

The Structural Design of Forms
Powerful design comes from the reuse of a small number of simple
patterns. This is the essence of the power that a grid provides for
visual designers. For example, grids with sweeping horizontal and
vertical lines help designers place new elements on the page, while
considering their relationship to the whole. Similarly, interaction
designers have begun using consistent interaction patterns to
simplify design
decisions and provide
global consistency.3
So what patterns of
structure underlie
a form?
The Core of
a Form Is an
Input

Inputs are atomic UI
components designed
to receive user
feedback upon which
all forms are built.
Here you see multiple
inputs of different
types, but with the
same underlying
structure.
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2406455722
3

Designing interfaces: Patterns for effective interaction. Design by Jenifer Tidwell
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Perspective: Micah Alpern (Continued)
Inputs can take many shapes, but the basic pattern is the same:
title, data, actions. This basic pattern repeats again and again
across multiple types of inputs and at multiple levels within a form
(for example, at an input, a section, a dialog, or a page).

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2406455536

This structure helps define the visual design as expressed through
style (fonts, weights, color, icons) and layout (alignment, margins,
and padding,).
Grouping Inputs

A Group is two or more inputs with some kind of relationship.
Three of the most frequent types of Group inputs are Compound
inputs, Related inputs, and Parent/Child inputs. These input
types are important because they are each suited to different types
of problems, and they handle errors and dependencies differently.

129
Chapter 5
Input Fields

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Perspective: Micah Alpern (Continued)
Three different types of groups include the following:
Structural Design

The form examples here
are taken from the pattern
language we developed
when redesigning the
selling processes at eBay. By
thinking about the design
structurally, we forced
ourselves to consider the
following questions, for each
new UI element:
• What kind of thing is
this?
• How are other things of
this kind treated?
• What is the relationship
of this element to all other
elements?

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2405624141

• Can we simplify the design
by consolidating this kind of element with others or by
extending the relationship between this element and others?
By consistently and repeatedly asking these questions, we created
a coherent design whose underlying structural patterns made the
interface simple and concise.
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Input Groups
For many of the questions we ask within Web
forms, there’s a common way to respond.
Mailing addresses, for example, have a widely
known structure that can be leveraged to help
people understand how to answer questions
about shipping or billing locations. Other
examples include first name and last name,
date and time, or the parts of a phone number.
Input field groups can be used to reflect
meaningful relationships between the different
parts of an input. Consider the eBay shipping
selection inputs shown in Figure 5.13.
Multiple shipping services are available each
with a structure of Ship to, using a Service,

Figure 5.13
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429509
The grouping of inputs on eBay’s Sell Your Item format
represents a meaningful structure.
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at a specific Cost. Similarly, the grouping of
additional locations is governed by a global
control: will ship worldwide or only to specific
locations, which are listed below.
These input groups can be utilized within
forms to provide additional clues on how
questions should be answered.
Flexible Inputs
Though there’s more than one right way to
answer a question, many Web forms aren’t that
flexible. Because of technical, legal, or business
constraints, there’s often a specific way people
need to answer a question for their response to
be considered valid.
Take the seemingly simple question of “What’s
your phone number?” We can provide some
simple help text next to the input (as you’ll
see in Chapter 7) to let people know how they
should answer the question: “Use xxx-xxxxxxx as the format for your answer.” We can
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structure the input fields and their affordances
to accept only a specific format: three text
boxes of the appropriate length separated by
the appropriate punctuation.
Or we can provide a flexible input field that
allows people to answer the question the way
they wish (see Figure 5.14). In our phone
number example, there are basically five
different ways a valid phone number could
be specified. A simple script can check to
see if one of these has been used and submit
the information in whatever format the backend system requires. The chore of adhering
to a specific format is taken off the person
providing an answer and instead given to a
small bit of code.

Figure 5.14
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367265570
Input fields can be made flexible enough to accept multiple
formats of a valid answer.
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Another example of flexible input fields comes
from the invitation form on Renkoo, shown in
Figure 5.15. When specifying a place to meet,
this input field allows three kinds of answers. If
people just want to type in a location, they can
do so. If they’d also like to include an address
or a map, a single click exposes the appropriate
suboptions. If someone would like to include
a map but doesn’t know the address, he can
search for a place and have the address filled
in automatically for them. All three of these
options result in valid answers. How much or

Figure 5.15
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366429699
A flexible input on the Renkoo invitation form.
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how little information is provided is up to the
person filling in the form.
In the interests of full disclosure, this example
doesn’t let people know they can search for a
place up front. It’s an option hidden behind a
click. Nonetheless, I think it demonstrates how
input fields could be considered complete and
valid with varying amounts of information or
different formats from people.
It’s also important to note that despite allowing
answers of varying detail, this interaction
makes it easy to provide the simplest answer. If
you just want to type in a place, nothing stands
in your way. Flexibility at the expense of how
easily people can provide the most common
answer is likely to do more harm than good.
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Best Practices
• Use the right input field for the type of question you are asking:
Does it require a yes or no answer; a selection from mutually
exclusive options; etc.?
• Where possible, ensure that field lengths provide meaningful
affordances that help people answer questions effectively.
• Otherwise, utilize a consistent length that provides enough room
for correct answers.
• Try to avoid optional input fields in forms.
• If most of the inputs on a form are required, indicate the few that
are optional.
• If most of the inputs on a form are optional, indicate the few that
are required.
• When indicating what form fields are either required or optional,
text is the most clear. However, the * symbol is relatively well
understood to mean required.
• If you do use * to indicate required fields, don’t forget a legend
that explains what it indicates.
• Associate required or optional indicators with input labels to give
people an easy way to see which questions need to be answered.
• If there’s a natural structure among input fields that provides a
valuable clue on how to answer a question, look for ways to group
these inputs visually to clearly communicate that structure.
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Best Practices (continued)
• When there’s clearly more than one way to format an answer
correctly, consider using a flexible input field.
• Ensure that flexible inputs don’t make providing easy answers
more difficult.
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L

abels provide the questions that forms
ask people. Input fields give people a
way to answer those questions. Neither
of these items, however, actually lets people
complete a form. That singular responsibility
rests with actions.
Primary and Secondary Actions
A typical Web form usually enables several
final actions (see Figure 6.1). Actions such
as Submit, Save, or Continue are intended to
enable completion, which is the primary goal
of just about anyone who has started filling in a
form. Because they enable the most important
action on the form (completion), they can be
referred to as primary actions.

Figure 6.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266922
Primary and secondary actions on a Web form can be
represented in ways that illuminate their importance.
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Secondary actions, on the other hand, tend to
be less utilized and most often allow people to
retract the data they’ve entered. Options like
Cancel, Reset, or Go Back represent secondary
actions that are counter to most people’s primary
goal of completing the form they began.
Because secondary actions can have negative
consequences (see Figure 6.2), especially when

Figure 6.2
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430857
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266990

Even on very short forms like this one from eBay, secondary
actions can be problematic. Which button would you have
pressed? The redesign makes it much clearer.
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used unintentionally, I’ve often argued they
should be absent from forms. Imagine filling in
a long form online only to hit the Reset button
and have all your data erased.
That said, there are situations where secondary
actions make sense (such as Save for Later,
Preview, Export, etc.). Perhaps the most
common example involves multiple page
form wizards where people can move forward
and backward through Web pages. Though
it may be tempting to treat Previous and
Next as equal actions in these circumstances,
keeping people moving forward with a primary
Continue action and a secondary Back action
is likely to be more productive. After all, we
want people to complete these forms, right?
When you reduce the visual prominence of
secondary actions, it minimizes the risk for
potential errors and further directs people
toward a successful outcome. But what’s the
best way to accomplish this distinction (see
Figure 6.3)? How different should primary and
secondary actions be and where should they be
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Figure 6.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367267022
Various ways to distinguish primary and secondary actions
include different button styles, combinations of buttons and
links, and different links styles.

placed? To answer these questions, I ran a few
tests with London-based usability firm Etre.
In order to assess which presentation of
primary and secondary actions might work
best, we tested six variations on 23 people
using eye-tracking and usability metrics.
Participants were presented each of six designs
in random order (to minimize familiarity biases)
1

The full results of the Etre study can be found at: http://www.lukew.com/resources/articles/
PSactions.asp
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and asked to “Please complete the form fully
and accurately.” Though other options could
have been tested, we selected these (Figure 6.4)
based on a survey of the most commonly used
solutions at the time we ran our test.

Figure 6.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430953
The set of primary and secondary action designs tested for this
book.
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People accomplished their task perfectly when
using five of the six designs. Options A, B, C,
D, and F achieved success rates of 100 percent,
without causing people to make a single error.
They also saw comparable task completion
times and received high satisfaction ratings.
Option E, as we’ll see later, didn’t fare as well.
Of the options we tested, option B performed
best of all. Fixations were shorter and fewer
in number when using this design (see Figure
6.5). And people were also able to complete

Figure 6.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431053
Eye fixations from a single participant when both primary and
secondary actions were visually identical. Image provided by
Etre.
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the task more quickly and efficiently than
they did when using the others. In fact,
option B required an average of 2.1 seconds
less to complete than the options that visually
distinguished primary and secondary actions.
But when using option B, a number of people
expressed concern that they “could quite easily
click the wrong button.” Several people also
spoke positively about the designs that made
“Cancel” stand out in some way (options A
and C in Figure 6.4), mentioning that the
visual distinction helped them avoid taking the
wrong action (see Figure 6.6). Both options A
and C also had a higher satisfaction rating than
option B.
This combination of positive qualitative
data and small quantitative differences in
performance is the reason I continue to
recommend visually distinguishing secondary
actions when they can’t be removed from
a form.
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Figure 6.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431173
Eye fixations from a single participant when primary and
secondary differed in color. Image provided by Etre.

Several people have suggested to me that a
proven way to clearly distinguish between
primary and secondary actions is through
the use of green for the primary action and
red for the secondary action (see Figure
6.7). Displaying either the button itself or an
icon within it in these colors makes a clear
Figure 6.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431201
Color and shape distinctions like those on Wufoo.com can be
used to distinguish primary and secondary actions, but red text
should be reserved for errors.
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distinction between successful (green) actions
and unsuccessful (red) actions. Personally, I’m
always hesitant to use red to label any action,
due to that color’s close association with errors.
Red is used so often to indicate something bad
has happened on a form—as we’ll see later in
the book—that I’m quite wary of using it to
represent either secondary or primary actions.
One way to ensure that secondary actions do
not result in catastrophic losses of data is to
provide an automatic Undo behavior. Rather
than asking people to confirm that they’d like
to reset a form when they click Reset, simply
replace the Reset button with an Undo button
after they select it. Of course, this requires
your form to store people’s data as they enter
it, but that’s a small price to pay for preventing
catastrophic data loss.
Placement
In the tests I ran with Etre, only Option E
performed quite poorly. We found that 26
percent of the people tested mistakenly clicked
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the Cancel button when attempting the task
with this design, while many more lingered
over it before realizing that they were about to
make a mistake (see Figure 6.8).

Figure 6.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367267446
Eye fixations from a single participant when primary and
secondary were separated. Image provided by Etre.

People’s fixations were longest when using
Option F. And, as a whole, they were around
six seconds slower when using Option F than
they were when using Option B, which is a
considerable gap when you consider that the
placement of the buttons was the only thing
that differed between the two.
We believe that this was because they expected
the two buttons to be left-aligned (i.e., to
appear directly below the last input field on
the page) and upon finding that this wasn’t the
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case, they had to search around to find them
(see Figure 6.9).

Figure 6.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2406455214
Eye fixations from a single participant when primary and
secondary actions were centered on the bottom of a form. Image
provided by Etre.

According to the data we collected, the most
effective designs of the six we tested all shared
a common characteristic: they presented their
Submit and Cancel options left-aligned with
the input fields and labels above them.
These findings map well to our first form
design principle: illuminate a clear path to
completion. You should be conscious of where
you place form actions, since primary actions
directly aligned with input fields tend to
decrease completion times and, as we know,
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the less time people have to spend on your
forms, the happier they will be.
Actions in Progress
Let’s assume that you’ve answered all the
questions on a form correctly and selected the
primary action to signify you’re done. Then
what? If nothing changes, perhaps the site
didn’t register your click. Is your information
being processed? When in doubt, most
people will try again. Depending on how a
form is developed, this may lead to a duplicate
submission. Now you’ve done what you were
trying to accomplish twice!
One potential solution is to include a warning
that asks people not to click on a primary
action twice, as seen in Figure 6.10. But this
unfairly places the burden on the person who is
filling in the form. It’s an “inside out” solution.

Figure 6.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266540
Avoid excessive instructions that tell people not to press Submit
more than once.
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A better answer is to replace the active primary
action with an animation or text message
that lets people know their submission was
accepted and is in progress (see Figure 6.11).
Any additional process that will need some
time to complete can be communicated in the
same way. In the form from the Basecamp
project management application shown in
Figure 6.11, not only is the primary action
button replaced with a progress indicator
animation, but an animated image and text
indicates that a file is being uploaded as well.
In all likelihood, that’s what is causing the
delay in submitting the form. The combination
of both progress indicators makes it clear.
Forms with clearly defined answers could even
elect to disable the primary action until all the
questions within the form have been answered
with valid information. This approach
requires a dynamic system that “knows” what
constitutes a valid reply for every question on
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Figure 6.11
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266580
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266640

Basecamp provides progress indicators for form submission
and file uploads using animated images.
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the form and when all the questions have been
answered (see Figure 6.12). Only then is the
primary action made active.

Figure 6.12
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430625
Basecamp’s sign-up form disables the Submit button until all
inputs have valid answers.

Unless every question on a form must be
answered, determining when people are
done—and thereby activating the primary
action—can be problematic. Therefore, this
method should be avoided on forms that
include any optional questions.
It’s also worth noting that despite being
disabled, the primary action in Figure 6.12 is
always visible. This provides a clear path to
completion because people can always see the
action that will allow them to complete the
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form. Contrast this approach with the example
in Figure 6.13, which only shows the primary
action when the form is completed. This may
leave people scratching their heads as they try to
determine how to complete the form.

Figure 6.13
left image:
right image:

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430675
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266804

The ibahn activation form doesn’t display a primary action
until someone selects the radio button. Not only does this
form obscure a path to completion by hiding the primary
action, but it also incorrectly uses radio buttons, which
should never appear alone (see Chapter 5).
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Agree and Submit
Many registration forms require people not
only to answer a series of questions about
themselves (name, email, password, etc.), but
also to agree to a set of conditions governing
their pending membership. Most of these
forms have a legal requirement to ensure that
new members explicitly agree to these “terms
of service.”
A common approach to solving this issue is
separating the agreement and the primary
action of submitting the form into two separate
elements: a checkbox for agreement and a
button for completion. One potential problem
with this technique is that people may skip
over the terms of service checkbox, assuming
it is an opt-in for marketing materials,
newsletters, or spam. Then when they try to
complete the form, they will receive an error
telling them they must agree to the site’s terms
of service. This process may cause frustration
or, even worse, abandonment.
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It doesn’t help that in many situations, the
marketing opt-ins are listed right next to the
terms of service agreement (see Figure 6.14).
“Send me marketing materials” is often default
checked, and most people want to uncheck it.
Terms of Service, directly below, is the exact
opposite. It is default unchecked, and most
people want to check it so they can complete
the form.

Figure 6.14
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266830
Common options for marketing materials and terms of service
agreements.
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Luckily, there are opportunities to provide
a cleaner path to completion. Instead of a
separate question to address the terms of
service, the primary action can cover both
the terms of service agreement and form
completion (see Figures 6.15 and 6.16).

Figures 6.15 & 6.16
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366430793
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367266892

Two approaches for combining terms of service agreement and
form completion into a single action.

Depending on the legal requirements of a
site, the terms of service can be governed by a
primary call to action that explicitly includes a
legal agreement, for example, a button labeled
“I agree and move forward” or one that infers it
through text preceding the primary action “by
clicking register below, I agree.”
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The advantage of both these options is that they
require one less explicit question for people
to answer. However, the second option has
the added advantage of not complicating the
primary call to action. Consider the difference
between “Buy Now” and “Agree & Buy Now.”
One is clearly more directly aligned with
people’s goals of buying a product than the
other.
Best Practices
• Avoid secondary actions on forms whenever
possible. Provide people with a single path to
completion.
• If secondary actions are required, ensure that there
is a clear visual distinction between the primary
and secondary actions.
• When you are distributing the questions in a form
across multiple Web pages, primary actions move
people closer to completion and secondary actions
allow them to go back.
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Best Practices (continued)
• Align primary actions with input fields to create a
clear path to completion.
• If you do choose to include potentially destructive
secondary actions like Reset or Clear in your form,
provide people with an easy way to undo them.
• Clearly communicate when a form is being
processed to avoid duplicate submissions.
• Don’t rely on help text urging people not to hit a
primary action twice; instead, disable the primary
action button and prevent them from doing so.
• Consider opportunities to streamline legal
requirements by combining terms of service
agreements with primary actions.
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A

lthough the way we phrase labels and
display input fields can provide useful
clues on how to provide answers, these
elements alone are sometimes not enough.
In these cases, it’s common practice to resort
to “telling” people how they should answer a
question by including help text next to a form’s
labels or input fields.
Help text is basically just a set of messages
that help people complete forms successfully.
This means that help messages are structurally
similar to the error and success messages we’ll
look at in Chapter 8 and, as a result, share
many best practices.
When to Help
Tempting as it may be simply to spell out how
people should fill in an input field, help text
isn’t the holy grail of Web form completion.
For starters, if excessive instructions are
required to explain how to complete your form,
then chances are the questions you are asking
are either phrased poorly, too complex, or just
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plain unnecessary. Excessive help text may
be an indicator that it’s time to go back to the
drawing board and make sure the questions
you are asking people are the right ones (see
Figure 7.1).

Figure 7.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431987
On this eBay form, excessive help text makes a single choice
seem overly complex. There are over 10 different ways to get
help picking one of three radio buttons.

Help text can also be problematic because
people tend not to read instructions presented
onscreen. Relying on a set of instructions to
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explain your form will lead to trouble when
those instructions are bypassed by most people
(see Figure 7.2). In fact, eye-tracking research
shows that many people jump directly to the
first input field when presented with a form. It
seems to be a natural tendency to want to start
filling things in. We just want to get this form
done and move on!

Figure 7.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366432069
The three paragraphs of instructional text on this Fairmont
Hotels page are likely to get passed over by most people.
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Yet there are cases when instructional text
is appropriate. In particular, concise bits of
help text are most useful in the following
circumstances:
• When forms ask for unfamiliar data: What’s
a PAC code?
• When people question why they are being
asked for specific data: Why do you need to
know my date of birth?
• When people may be concerned about the
security or privacy of their data: Is my credit
card number safe here?
• When there are recommended ways of
providing data: Separate your tags with
commas, please.
• When certain data fields are optional or
required when the bulk of the form is not.
In these cases, a clear and concise bit of help
text adjacent to an input field tends to do the
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trick. In the videoegg sign-up form in Figure
7.3, the site recommends that your password
be four characters or more and tells you that if
you are concerned about providing your email
address, don’t worry —it doesn’t spam. Period.
In both cases, the minimum amount of help
text needed to get the message across was used.
If only all our forms were so simple.

Figure 7.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268274
On videoegg’s sign-up form, the minimum amount of help text
required is used to help people answer questions.

In reality, there are many forms that require
people to provide lots of obscure data in
obscure formats, as well as forms where people
are likely to question what they are being asked
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and why. In some of these cases, the amount
of help text necessary for each input field could
quickly overwhelm a form, making it appear
intimidating or complex. For these forms, it
may make sense to consider using a dynamic
help system.
Dynamic help systems can be automatically
triggered or accessed through explicit user
action. Automatic triggered systems reveal
applicable help text when people naturally
engage with a form. Actions like moving
between input fields or groups of input fields
result in the display of useful help text. Useractivated help systems, on the other hand,
require people to take action in order to reveal
relevant help text when they feel they need it.
Automatic Inline Help
Automatic inline help systems reveal
themselves when and where the information
they contain is most applicable. For example,
when a person clicks or tabs to an input field,
the relevant help text appears beside or below
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the input. The Wufoo example in Figure 7.4
shows this behavior in action.

Figure 7.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268378
On Wufoo, help text is automatically shown as people engage
with input fields.

In order for help text to appear in a predictable
location, this approach requires an area of the
Web page be dedicated to dynamic help text.
In the Wufoo example, the right-hand side of
the form serves this need. The advantage of
this method is that help text always appears to
the right of input fields. The disadvantage is
that it may be disassociated from input fields
all the way on the left side of the form.
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The automatic inline help system used by
Form Assembly in Figure 7.5 does not require
a dedicated portion of the screen for displaying
help text. Instead, it displays help text directly
below the input field to which it applies. The
advantage here is that help text is right next to
the question being answered, so there’s little
chance of disassociation. The disadvantage,
however, is that additional input fields may
be covered up by help text dialogs, as seen in
Figure 7.5.

Figure 7.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366432243
Here is an alternate presentation style for inline help text on
Form Assembly.

It’s important to be as specific as possible with
help text, which usually means unique help
text for each individual input field. However,
sometimes the most specific we can get is a set
of related input fields.
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When help text is more applicable to a set of
related input fields than an individual input,
automatic inline help can also be useful. For
example, the SnapTax Web application in
Figure 7.6 automatically highlights relevant
information for each set of information: identity,
spouse, address, and so on.

Figure 7.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268468
SnapTax automatically reveals help text for related groups of
input fields.

It is worthwhile to note that all of these
examples make use of a strong visual element
to communicate the relationship between
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input fields and their associated help text. In
the Wufoo example in Figure 7.4, you’ll see
two aligned rectangles. In the Form Assembly
example in Figure 7.5, you’ll notice a bold
yellow color and arrow. In the SnapTax
example in Figure 7.6, there is a common
background color.
One potential drawback of this type of
automated help system is that people are
unlikely to know any help text is available
until they begin to fill out the form. As a
result, people who feel they may need help to
complete the form might get discouraged and
not even try.
A possible way to address this shortcoming
is with help text within an input field. This
method is essentially the opposite of automatic
inline exposure because the help text is visible
before someone accesses an input field but no
longer visible after. Because help text is visible
right away, people know help is available when
they first encounter the form.
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However, the only type of help text really
suited for display inside an input field is help
that outlines recommended ways of providing
answers. Help text that explains what is
being asked, why people are being asked, and
whether or not questions are optional does
not belong inside an input field. Figure 7.7
illustrates this principle. How the Postal Code
on this form should be provided is included
within the input field. Why it should be
provided is explained with help text adjacent to
the input field.

Figure 7.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268488
Help text within an input field on LinkedIn.

Also, the same caveats that apply to labels
within input fields (discussed in Chapter 4)
also apply to help text within input fields:
• Make sure the help text goes away when
people are providing answers so it does not
become part of their answers.
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• Be aware that the help text is gone as soon
as people start providing an answer so they
immediately lose any assistance the help
text provided.
• Be wary of using this method for complex
inputs that benefit from always visible help.
• Make sure that people can tell the difference
between answers in input fields and help
text within input fields. In the LinkedIn
example in Figure 7.7, help text is gray and
includes the prefix “eg:”
Because they show no help text up front,
automatic inline help systems tend to work
best for forms that ask questions people
are likely to have answers for but may be
apprehensive or unsure about how to provide
them. When specific help text needs to be
provided for each input field, consider using
a method that displays help adjacent to the
field to which it applies. When help text is
specific to a group of inputs, consider using a
method that consistently displays help text in a
predictable location.
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User-Activated Inline Help
Another way to let people know help is
available up front is with a user-activated inline
help system. User-activated inline help lets
people explicitly access help text when they
need it. This method usually makes consistent
use of an icon, button, image, or text link to let
people know help is available. A person can
either click or point to these triggers to reveal
relevant help text as needed.
Figure 7.8 shows an example of user-activated
inline help from Juicy Studios. When a
person clicks on the question mark icon, an
explanation of the question being asked (in
this case, the IMEI Code) is revealed directly
below the input field. Adding help text to
a form in this manner, however, can cause
content below the inserted help text to jump
further down the Web page. Too much shifting
of content can leave people disoriented as the
form they are filling out continues to move up
and down.
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Figure 7.8
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268550
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268502

Juicy Studios’ user-activated in-line help system inserts
help text within a form pushing everything down the page.
This type of page “jumping” may disorient people as they
complete a form.

Another drawback to the Juicy Studios
implementation is the placement of the help
icon next to the input field, rather than next
to the label. As we saw in Chapter 5 when
discussing required input field indicators,
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associating symbols with labels allows people
to scan forms more easily for information they
need.
The Wells Fargo example in Figure 7.9
addresses these two issues by making the labels
themselves the triggers for help text (indicated
by blue color and underlines) and surfacing
help text in a small window adjacent to the link
that triggered it. When the help text is placed
on top of, instead of inside the form, the effects
of page jumping are avoided.

Figure 7.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268622
Wells Fargo uses a small window to reveal help text when
people click on each input label.
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However, the same caveats for automatic inline
help dialogs (seen in Figure 7.5) apply here as
the help text can cover up other labels or input
fields when revealed, as shown in Figure 7.9.
Utilizing a rollover trigger to expose help text
(Figure 7.10) allows us to surface help content
temporarily. Because rollover interactions
require people to keep their pointers
continually positioned on a trigger’s hot spot to
keep content visible, there are no page jumping
effects, and when people move their pointer off
the hot spot, the help text disappears.

Figure 7.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431361
Help text accessed with a mouse rollover can obscure input
fields as seen in this sample form QLC.

The disadvantage of this method is that help
content can only be seen when the pointer is
deliberately positioned on a trigger’s hot spot.
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Extending the size of the rollover’s activation
area is recommended to make it easier for
people to trigger the help text display. Any
time you’re showing additional information
when people roll over a hot spot, you may
want to consider adding a delay of about 500
milliseconds to make sure people really wanted
the help and didn’t accidentally mouse over the
trigger.
A question mark is the most common symbol
for an icon that displays help content, but
there are other symbols you could use (see
Figure 7.11). Regardless of whether you use an
icon, button, text, or a combination thereof to
indicate points at which people can access help
text, it’s generally a good idea to include some
kind of visual cue that indicates such elements
are actionable—for example, a 3D bevel or
underlining beneath text. It’s also a good idea
to place these access points next to labels rather
than input fields for reasons mentioned earlier.
Forms that ask complex questions and tend
to get reused by the same people are good
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Figure 7.11
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431391
Though many symbols have been used to represent help, the
question mark icon continues to be the most recognizable.

candidates for user-activated inline help.
These systems allow first-time users to
access all the help they need, and advanced
users to only trigger the few bits of help they
require to jog their memory or answer a quick
question. Because of page jumping and
rollover interaction issues, I tend to favor useractivated inline help systems that surface help
text on top of the form and adjacent to the label
and input field to which they apply.
User-Activated Section Help
User-activated help text can also be displayed
in a consistent location on a form, instead
of being shown adjacent to the input fields
where it applies. Making use of a consistent
area where help text is displayed can provide
a larger display surface for extensive help text
and content such as graphics or charts and
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provide people with a permanent location
where help text can be found.
While many sites use a new Web browser
window to display large amounts of useractivated help text (Figure 7.12), pop-up
blockers and poor windowing controls
sometimes make this method less than ideal.
An alternative I’ve seen work well in testing
is to utilize a consistent area adjacent to the

Figure 7.12
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431549
Charles Schwab uses a new Web browser window to show large
amounts of help text, including this chart.
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form for contextual Help. Vizu’s help section
shown in Figure 7.13 does just that. A consistent
column to the right of the form displays relevant
help text as the form is filled in. Considering
this is Vizu’s registration form, though, this
approach might be overkill, and Vizu may have
been better off using an automatic inline help
system for this form instead.

Figure 7.13
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431643
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367267888

Vizu’s help section displays help text relevant to the active
input fields within a consistent location on the form.
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Like user-activated inline help, user-activated
section help is a better fit for forms used more
than once, particularly ones that ask potentially
complex questions. As such, a better candidate
for this type of system is eBay’s Sell Your Item
form (Figure 7.14). This form makes use of a
Help panel that people can display or hide by
clicking a global Help icon at the top of the
form. The content in the Help panel updates

Figure 7.14
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367267948
eBay’s Sell Your Item Help panel can be turned on and off at any
time.
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with contextually relevant help text when a
person clicks one of the Help icons next to
each input field. When open, the Help panel
also automatically updates with relevant
content as people move from field to field while
completing the form.
So first-time sellers on eBay can simply leave
the Help panel open and get detailed help as
they move through the form. Advanced users
can choose to close the panel and only open
it when needed. The size of the panel allows
eBay to include graphics, charts, and extensive
help text that wouldn’t fit in an inline help
system.
Secure Transactions
When you’re dealing with sensitive
information, like credit card numbers or bank
accounts, an additional bit of help text that
reassures people their information is safe may
be appropriate. It’s important that this help text
has some “meat” behind it. In other words, it
should be actionable, allowing people to verify
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the security you promise. Many online services
such as Versign or Trust-e will allow people to
confirm the authenticity of a secure transaction
by accessing their service from your form (see
Figure 7.15).

Figure 7.15
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366431843
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268014

Various ways of verifying a secure transaction.

If you are asking people to provide sensitive
information, you may want to engage the
services of one of these trusted third parties to
reassure people that their data will be safe.
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Best Practices
• Don’t use help text to compensate for the
shortcomings of your forms. Striving to minimize
the amount of help text on your forms will push
you toward better design solutions.
• Help text is best for explaining unfamiliar data
requests, such as why certain questions are
being asked, security and privacy concerns,
recommended ways of providing answers, and
indicating optional answers.
• Concise help text visible and adjacent to the question
being asked provides the most clarity for people.
• Help text within input fields should only be used to
provide recommended ways of answering questions.
• If your form is asking questions people have
answers for but may be unsure how or why they
should answer, consider using an automatic inline
help system.
• If your form is asking unfamiliar or complex
questions, and is likely to be reused by the same
people multiple times, consider using a useractivated help system.
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Best Practices (continued)
• Unless you have a lot of help text or content
(graphics, charts), for each question being asked,
use an inline system that avoids page-jumping and
rollover problems.
• If you do have a lot of help content, use a consistent
help section instead of an in-line solution.
• Be as specific as you can with help text. If help text
applies to a group of related input fields instead of
individual inputs, consider devoting a portion of
the page to displaying help to communicate a clear
association between the group of fields and the
help text.
• Triggers for user-activated help text, such as icons,
links, or buttons, should be placed next to labels
and not input fields.
• When asking for sensitive information, consider
including actionable help text that allows people to
confirm that their information is safe.
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W

hile help text can be used to
tell people how to successfully
complete a form, it isn’t the most
important thing we have to tell them. That
honor falls to error and success messages. Error
messages let people know when they cannot
continue completing a form and how they
can remedy the situation. Success messages
tell people what they wanted to hear from the
moment they starting filling in a form—they’re
done!
Like help text, errors and success are messages
for people. As a result, a lot of the best
practices and dynamic systems we looked at in
Chapter 7 for help text also apply to the error
and success messages discussed here.
Errors
Despite our best efforts to structure questions
and input fields in meaningful ways, sometimes
people will misunderstand or rush through our
forms and mistakes may happen. Of course, we
want to minimize the potential for these types
of errors as much as we can—that’s what most
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of this book is about! But when mistakes do
happen, we should be prepared to deal with
them quickly and gracefully.
Step one for dealing with errors is letting
people know they happened. Though this
may seem like a trivial point, all too often error
messages don’t get the attention they deserve.
When present, an error message is arguably
the most important element on the page. It
prevents people from achieving their primary
goal of completing a form. As a result, the
visual presentation of an error needs to match
its importance.
Consider the example from Fairmont Hotels
in Figure 8.1. Believe it or not, there’s an error
preventing someone from completing this
form. Let me know when you find it. And
while you’re at it, let me know when you find
the form that led to the error!
Not only is the error message comingled with
three paragraphs of instructions, it is also
displayed in the same font face and color as the
rest of the text on the page. The only difference
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Figure 8.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269100
Where’s the error on this Fairmont Hotels form?

is that the error text is bold. No wonder you
didn’t notice it.
Perhaps more concerning than the visual
presentation of this error message is the lack
of a clear way to resolve the error itself. The
message tells us to “Please verify the number
and try again.” But where is the number? How
do I try again? Surfacing the error message
next to the responsible elements would have
made a solution much more understandable
and actionable.
Let’s consider how Fairmont Hotels could
provide clear feedback that people could use to
resolve this error. In the redesigned Fairmont
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Hotels form page in Figure 8.2, you’ll notice a
few things. First, there’s a prominent message
indicating that an error has occurred. There are
several ways to distinguish important messages
from the rest of a form; in this example, we’ve
chosen a contrasting color (red), a distinct

Figure 8.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269324
A redesigned version of the Fairmont Hotels error page makes
it much clearer that there is an error preventing people from
continuing.
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visual element (warning icon), and a prominent
placement (top of the page).
Of course, you aren’t limited to this exact visual
presentation. Anything that has a very strong
contrast with the rest of the page and looks
like an error (typically red text and a warning
icon) could be appropriate. Differences in size,
shape, position, texture, or color can be used
alone or together to create additional emphasis.
The key requirement is that the error be
immediately noticeable because it is blocking
someone’s progress.
The redesigned form also contains two clear
ways to resolve the existing error. The input
field that is responsible for the problem is not
only visible on the page but also prominently
marked. Both the top-level message and
this input field have clear instructions that
encourage people to either try another answer
or seek help if they can’t.
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The inclusion of instructions next to the input
field responsible for the error provides people
with a remedy where they need it most: where
the error can be fixed. Consider an alternative
where the fact that an error occurred is shown
in a modal dialog window (Figure 8.3) that has
to be dismissed before someone can proceed.
Once that dialog is gone, so is the indication of
which input needs to be corrected and how.

Figure 8.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269388
This error message lacks a title that associates it with an input
field, is difficult to read because of the centered, bold font, and
has to be remembered when dismissed. Not a very effective
way to remedy errors.

In the redesigned Fairmont Hotels form
(Figure 8.2), the input field responsible for
the error uses a “double visual emphasis” to
stand out from the rest of the form elements.
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In this case, the label is red, and we’ve added
red instructions just below the input field. This
doubled-up approach is important because
simply changing the text color of the label
might not be enough to be noticed by colorblind people. So to ensure that everyone knows
where an error happened, we double the visual
emphasis. We could have opted for an icon and
red text or a background color and instructions
to highlight the inputs responsible for the error
as well. Any form of double emphasis could
work, as the examples in Figure 8.4 show.
However, when you do decide on a visual
treatment for the inputs responsible for an
error, make sure that the style you select
matches the style of any primary error
messages on the form. Clear visual similarities
between errors and error messages help people
connect the dots.
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Figure 8.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269446
Several options for indicating errors with “double visual
emphasis.”

Perspective: James Reffell

Director, Search User Experience, Yahoo! Inc.

Fun with Messages
Error messages aren’t big-time fun for designers or customers.
But dealing with them—and other forms of messaging within a
form—is a critical part of the user experience, and handling them
well or badly may make a huge difference in the overall success of
a form.
How Many Types of Messages?

When planning your messaging system, you have to figure
out how many types of messages you’ll need for your entire
application—and fewer is almost always better. If you’ve designed
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Perspective: James Reffell (Continued)
a form that’s so simple it doesn’t have any messages, then you’re a
rock star! For most folks, you’ll need one or two types. If you think
you need three, you’re edging into complexity that hurts the user
(and likely the system). If you hit four or more, you’ve probably
done something horribly wrong and should start over.
Error Messages

Error messages are the most common, the most overused, and the
most likely to annoy your customers. Avoid them where possible
by using input types with no error states (such as drop-down
menus), inputs that have undo options, and inputs with good
default values. Where you can’t avoid error messages, use them
sparingly.
There are only two reasons to show an error message:
1. The customer has entered something that the system can’t
accept, so the customer can’t continue (for example, a
mismatching username and password). This kind of message
should clearly and succinctly tell the customer what happened,
how to fix it, and then move on.
2. Something very, very bad has happened to the system, so the
customer can’t continue (e.g., an essential server just got smote by
lightning). This kind of message should be very apologetic and
should give the customer some alternate way of contacting you.
There are no other reasons to show an error message. If you show
something that looks like an error message in order to market
something to the customer, you are a bad person.
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Perspective: James Reffell (Continued)
Success Messages

Success messages are a nice way of thanking your customer for
putting up with your tedious form and its error messages. They
should be short and sweet, the visual equivalent of hearing “Have
a nice day!” on your way out of the grocery store.
Any Other Kind of Messages

For various reasons you may be tempted to add additional kinds of
messages, like the following:
• Educational messages
• Marketing messages thinly disguised as educational messages
• The “something bad has happened, and while theoretically the
user could continue, it might be a bad idea” message
• Site-specific messages (e.g., “You’re outbid!” on eBay)
• A clip-art picture of a mouse with a pencil (don’t ask!)
Basically, you should try to avoid all of these. They introduce
additional complexity, and inevitably any message that’s in the
squishy area of “not bad or good but somewhere in between” has
a high likelihood of being misunderstood. If you must add an
additional type, be very specific about when it should or should
not be used, make it visually distinct from the other message types,
and test the heck out of it with real users.
How to Build Great Messages

Once you’ve figured out how many types of message you have,
you need to build a visual and textual framework for them. The
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Perspective: James Reffell (Continued)
way that messages look and sound should match your overall look
and feel, have the right tone, and feel like a family of messages
while being clearly distinct from each other. Messages often
include icons, text, a surrounding structure, and in some cases,
dynamic behavior (such as fading in). The placement and visual
structure of the message should both be prominent enough to
be noticed and lead the user to the part of the form that needs
attention.
Good messaging icons differ from each other in multiple ways:
symbol, color, and shape:

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405623933

This redundancy helps people cognitively process them faster, as
well as covering for things like color-blindness.

left image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405623883
center image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405623863
right image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2405623849

The symbols used should work well globally, as the ones here do,
despite originating in Western alphabets. Other commonly used
symbols can be misinterpreted in some contexts: for example, the
flag icon often used as a warning icon actually connotes success in
some countries. When in doubt, test—and test globally.
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Perspective: James Reffell (Continued)
When to Break the Rules

Of course, at the end of the day, your messages should fit your
application and your
customers. For business or
ecommerce applications,
you want clear, consistent,
and friendly messages. But if
you’re building a crazy Web
2.0 application that’s used
mostly by geeks in the Bay
Area to tell their friends what
kind of sandwich they had for
lunch and is having scaling
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
problems, you might just do
rosenfeldmedia/2405623841
this instead:

Now, what happens when there is more than
one error on a form? Or when no particular
input fields are responsible for the problem,
such as when a server goes down or a payment
cannot be authorized? In most cases, the same
structure still works well.
1. A prominent message indicating an error
has happened
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2. Double visual emphasis for any input fields
responsible for the error (if they exist)
3. Clear explanations and actions that allow
people to quickly resolve the error present
in both places
The eBay Want It Now form in Figure 8.5
shows how a prominent message, double visual
emphasis, and clear resolution instructions in

Figure 8.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433263
A clear message and ways to resolve multiple input errors on
eBay.
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both places could be presented when a form
contains many errors.
I’ve heard some designers argue that this
approach creates too much clutter on a form
and in cases where every input field has an
active error, this can certainly be the case.
However, situations like this are quite rare
because most people don’t provide invalid
answers to every question when trying to
complete a form.
Instead, the more common case is when one or
two input fields are preventing someone from
completing a form. In these instances, it is
quite useful to be able to locate the responsible
input field(s) quickly and easily—especially
on long forms, as the example from QLC in
Figure 8.6 indicates. Notice that the visual
similarity (color, border, font) between the
error message and responsible input fields
creates a clear connection between the two.
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Figure 8.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269674
On long forms, such as this one from QLC, a prominent error
message and double visual emphasis on invalid input fields
helps people quickly notice and remedy errors.

However, there may be situations where “less
is more” and a single prominent error message
can do the trick. On short forms, like Figure
8.7 from Jotspot Live, a prominent message
explains which input field is responsible
for the error and provides a hint on how to
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Figure 8.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269736
A single prominent message lets people know an error happened
on Jotspot Live. Though how to resolve it isn’t as clear.

resolve it. Personally, I feel the form could be
improved with a double visual emphasis on
the responsible input field so that people could
find it quickly, and it could also include some
additional instructions on how to remedy the
error, such as “What do I do if this is my email
address and it is already registered?”
If you do choose only to utilize a prominent
message and not highlight the responsible
input fields, be certain that you clearly
distinguish the error message from the rest
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of the form. This sign-up form from Boingo
in Figure 8.8 does not use enough contrast,
opting instead to use the same font face and
color as the form title and input labels. This
makes the fact that an error happened much
less obvious.

Figure 8.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433543
Boingo’s error message blends in with its surroundings and, as a
result, can be hard to notice.

It doesn’t help that Boingo has used red text
for all the labels on this form, which makes it
much harder to distinguish an error that is also
rendered in red text. Because red text has the
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clearest association with errors for most people,
I always recommend not using it for labels or
help text to avoid any potential confusion.
Another potential solution for short forms is to
rely on double visual emphasis for each invalid
input and not utilize a top-level error message
at all (see Figure 8.9). Though this may work
with shorter forms, it could create issues on

Figure 8.9
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433591
On this short form, Wufoo does not utilize a top-level message
and instead embeds instructions on how to remedy each error
with each input field. Distinguishing the label from remedy
instructions (right now both are bold) could help make these
errors easier to scan.
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longer forms when the responsible input fields
appear offscreen because they are “below the
fold” of a monitor’s viewable area. In such
cases, people might have a hard time knowing
an error is blocking their progress.
One potential way to address this is to jump
to the point of the first error on a form. That
way, the first thing someone sees is an input
field that needs to be corrected. When multiple
input fields are invalid, however, this method
doesn’t give people an overview of all the errors
present on the form. They are simply taken to
the first and may or may not know others exist.
A top-level error message, on the other hand,
could clearly list all the errors that need to be
addressed before someone can proceed.
Success
Finally, the moment we’ve all been waiting for.
Someone completes our form with no errors.
Success!
But now what?
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Before we get ahead of ourselves, let’s make
sure people know they’ve hit this milestone.
They answered all our carefully selected
questions using the input fields we provided.
So how about a pat on the back? Think of
success messages as just that—a way to let
people know they accomplished their goal.
They became a customer, they added or edited
their data, they bought the item they wanted.
Congrats.
Although not as important as an error message,
a success message should be noticeable enough
to give people the quick praise they deserve. As
a result, many of the distinctions that applied
to error messages can also work for success
messages: different colors, shapes, fonts, sizes,
and more. The key difference between error
and success messages, however, is that error
messages cannot be ignored or dismissed—
they must be addressed. Success messages, on
the other hand, should never block people’s
progress—they should encourage more of it.
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The success message on Pownce’s Invite
Your Friends form in Figure 8.10 provides
a noticeable confirmation that a form was
completed successfully. The message is
shown in context on the same form that was
just completed. This context is probably
appropriate because someone who just invited
a friend is likely to want to invite additional
friends. The success message doesn’t
get in the way. In fact, it even provides a

Figure 8.10
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268672
Pownce uses a short success message that does not get in the
way of further action and clearly explains the result of people’s
actions.
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way to get out of the way by including a link to
close the message and remove it from the page.
Pownce’s success message contains
information that people can use to confirm
their intended actions took place. It not only
tells you that an invite was set, it specifies
to whom, and it provides a way to access
that information again (with an invite
code). That’s valuable information to keep
visible on the screen. In other cases, the
only confirmation needed is that a form was
completed successfully or that an action took
place. In these situations, it may be appropriate
to automatically remove success messages,
preferably with animation.
Because human beings are instinctively drawn
to motion—we had to avoid saber-toothed
tigers somehow—animated messages that
transition off a page can let people know
their actions have been successful. The most
common transitions utilized for this are fades,
dissolves, or roll-ups.
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In 37signal’s project management application,
Basecamp (Figure 8.11), when a new message
is created—by filling in a form, of course,
people are taken to a list of existing messages
where an animation indicates where the
message they created appears. This context is
appropriate for this action because people just
added a message to this list. That’s where they
can read it, edit it, delete, and comment on it.
In other situations, the most appropriate
context may actually be the form someone just
filled in. For a records database of customer
information, providing a success message on
the form that your customer just updated gives
that person an opportunity to review changes,
make other changes, or locate other records to
update.
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Figure 8.11
top left:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366432541
bottom left:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367268816
top right:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366432665
bottom right:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366432725

When you are adding a new message to Basecamp, a fading
background color around your addition lets you know you
have been successful.
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No Dead Ends
Success messages can also include useful
follow-up actions related to the task someone
just completed (see Figure 8.12). Booked a
flight online? Perhaps you want to forward
your itinerary to family? Making these actions
part of a success message on the page gives
people clear and actionable next steps. Never
leave ‘em hanging!

Figure 8.12
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269044
After you have connected with someone on the professional
networking site LinkedIn, the success page provides several
relevant next steps.
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Best Practices
• Clearly communicate when an error is blocking
someone from completing a form. Error messages
are arguably the most important element on a
form when present. Make sure they appear that
way!
• Display error messages in context so they can be
resolved quickly.
• Provide actionable remedies that enable people
to resolve errors easily.
• Top-level error messages should indicate an
error has occurred and how it can be resolved. If
multiple errors exist, they should be listed in the
top-level message.
• If any input fields are responsible for an error,
clearly mark them with a double visual emphasis
to ensure they are noticeable.
• Visually associate any responsible form elements
with a top-level error message to clearly
communicate they need to be resolved in order to
continue.
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Best Practices (continued)
• Reserve red text and warning icons for error
messages.
• On short forms, it may be possible to omit either
a top-level message or indicators for responsible
input fields. If you choose this approach—do so
thoughtfully.
• Clearly communicate when a form has been
completed successfully and what happened as a
result using success messages.
• Provide success messages in context so as not to
block any further progress.
• Consider dynamic success messages to highlight
the results of a successful form submission.
• Avoid success message page dead ends.
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D

espite our best efforts to format
questions clearly and provide
meaningful affordances for our
inputs, some of our questions will always have
more than one possible answer. In these cases,
direct feedback can help reassure people that
their answers are valid. This type of real-time
communication is often implemented as inline
validation.
Inline validation can provide several types of
feedback: confirmation that an appropriate
answer was given, suggestions for valid
answers, and real-time updates designed to
help people stay within necessary limits. These
bits of feedback usually happen when people
begin, continue, or stop entering answers
within input fields.
Confirmation
Confirming appropriate answers is most useful
when there is a high likelihood that people
won’t get the answer “right.” A common
example is the selection of a unique username.
Chances are good that the first username to
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pop into people’s heads is one that someone
else already claimed. Providing that specific
answer would yield an error because the Web
site understands that it is not “valid.” Someone
else already has that username. Of course, it’s
impossible for people to know what usernames
are available to them when they are filling in a
registration form so they continue to guess and
guess again until they stumble upon something
obscure enough not to be taken.
This situation becomes worse when the form
does nothing to help. In the Boingo example
in Figure 9.1, not only is there no feedback
that helps people pick a valid answer, but the
feedback that tells them an error occurred is
hard to even notice as it uses the same font face
and color as the form’s labels (see Chapter 8 for
more on error messages).
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Figure 9.1
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367269906
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433731

In the Boingo sign-up form, people bounce back and forth trying
to guess a valid username.
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An alternate approach can be seen on the
Newsvine site in Figure 9.2. Here, a simple
snippet of inline validation provides valuable
feedback that tells people if they’ve entered
a valid answer. Start typing and a message
appears telling you if the username you
selected is taken or not. When you provide a
valid answer, the message updates to reflect
that. In this approach, people are not left
cycling between errors—they know right away
if their answer is valid or not.

Figure 9.2
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433755
middle image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433789
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270044

The Newsvine sign-up form uses inline validation to get people to
an appropriate display name quickly and without pogo-sticking
between error states.
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Another question commonly fraught with
errors is the password. I won’t dwell on the
fact that asking people to generate complex
combinations of uppercase and lowercase
letters, numerals, and symbols is another
example of how our “inside out” systems create
confusion for people. Instead, I’ll provide
a way we can help people overcome those
obstacles through the use of inline validation.
When we talked about usernames, a valid
answer was pretty black and white. It’s either
a unique username or it’s not. Passwords, and
other questions like them, can have varying
degrees of “right.” A password that meets
the minimum requirements for security—say
one uppercase letter and one numeral—is a
valid answer. However, it is not as secure as
a password with one uppercase letter, two
symbols, and three numerals. The latter answer
is more “right.” So how can you steer people
toward the more secure—and therefore right
answers?
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As the eBay Express example in Figure 9.3
shows, you can utilize inline validation not
only to confirm an appropriate password
has been provided but also to indicate how
appropriate that password is. The password
meter to the right of this input field gives

Figure 9.3
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270092
middle image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433889
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433919

On eBay Express, a progress bar indicates how secure your
password is in real time.
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people a highly visual way to gauge the quality
of their answer. Perhaps more importantly, it
also helps ensure that people pay attention to
how they are answering this question. When
presented with a meter of this type, people are
strangely compelled to complete it. As a result,
they put more thought into their answers. In
this specific example, they may end up with a
password so secure they can’t remember it, but
that’s a different problem!
Given the benefits of confirming appropriate
answers in real time, you might be tempted
to consider using inline validation for all the
questions you pose in your forms. After all,
why not let people know every question they’ve
answered is right as they answer it? By the time
they complete the form, there’s no chance of
an error!
I’ve heard arguments for and against this
approach illustrated in Figure 9.4. On the one
hand, validating all input fields in real time
ensures that a form is completed correctly
the first time through. On the other hand,
221
Chapter 9
Inline Validation

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Figure 9.4
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433981
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366433951

Lastfm.com uses inline validation on almost every input field in
its sign-up form.

validating everything could not only become a
distraction, it could also raise some eyebrows.
Does validating an email address mean that
it is, in fact, an email address (based on its
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formatting), or that it is my email address
(and this site knows that somehow), or that
this email address is already known to the
site (especially important if I am registering
or updating a customer record)? Though not
everyone will think this way, why make people
think at all? Use inline validation to help
people with answers they aren’t guaranteed to
know. I know my name, so there’s no need to
validate it for me!
If you do choose to provide inline validation
for many of the questions you ask, timing is
everything. The Mint sign-up form in Figure
9.5 brings up an error state immediately when
someone begins providing an answer. In the
example illustrated, I’ve only managed to enter
the first letter of my email address, and I’m
already faced with an error. A much better
approach is to only provide feedback when it’s
clear someone is done providing an answer.
Figure 9.6 illustrates this sequence when
someone completes his or her answer on the
Yahoo! registration form.
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Figure 9.5
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270240
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434047

Mint’s registration form interrupts people when they are
answering questions with immediate error messages.

Figure 9.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434095
Yahoo!’s registration form only validates an answer once
someone has indicated he or she is done by moving to the next
input field.
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Suggestions
Direct feedback isn’t just limited to confirming
the answers I provide, but it can also be used
to suggest valid answers. In situations where
there’s a specific set of answers that are valid
but that set is too broad to fit into a single user
interface element like a drop-down menu or
series of radio buttons, inline suggestions can
help get people to the right answer.
Quick, what’s the airport code for Chicago,
IL? Perhaps you knew the answer was ORD,
perhaps you didn’t. In either case, the inline
suggestions on Kayak help ensure you provide
the right answer when you are trying to travel
to the Windy City. Simply start typing “chi”
or “ord,” and a list of valid answers you can
choose from appears in Figure 9.7.
Compared to inline confirmation, this is a
different way to ensure that people provide
valid answers. Instead of real-time answers
that say “yes, this is valid” or “no, it is not,”
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Figure 9.7
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270442
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434187

Kayak.com uses inline suggestions to help people provide
valid answers for travel destinations.

inline suggestions state “here are some valid
answers to pick from.” To further illustrate
this difference, let’s look again at selecting a
username.
In contrast to Newsvine’s approach to
confirming the username people select inline
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(Figure 9.2), Yahoo! provides a list of valid
username suggestions based on the full name
that people provided earlier in the form (Figure
9.8). I entered my name as “Luke Wroblewski”
at the start of the form and received several
relevant, valid answers to choose from.

Figure 9.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434297
Yahoo!’s registration form provides a series of valid usernames
based on your name.

Another alternative to suggesting valid inputs
is simply making people’s inputs valid whether
they like it or not. Consider an input field that
requires people to provide their phone number
in a specific format like (XXX)-XXX-XXXX.
As I mentioned in Chapter 5, we should simply
accept multiple formats for this basic input, but
for now let’s assume we need this specific type
of format.
227
Chapter 9
Inline Validation

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

If people enter a valid phone number in a
different format, we can simply change their
answer to the correct one. It’s crucial that
this change does not happen while people
are actually entering their answers. Instead it
should happen after they are done.
Limits
For questions without clearly defined answers
but clearly defined limits, inline validation also
comes in handy. The Yahoo! Local form in
Figure 9.9 allows people to send an email to

Figure 9.9
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270528
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270552

Inline validation can be used to communicate limits, such as
the number of characters that can be included in this message
on Yahoo! Local.
228
Chapter 9
Inline Validation

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

friends or family. To avoid spam or excessively
long content, Yahoo! limits the message input
to 1,000 characters. As people enter their
answers, the counter below the input field
provides real-time updates on how much more
they can type.
This type of inline validation helps avoid
potential errors if people were to exceed the
limits of the input field. It’s important to
note that the Yahoo! character count updates
immediately as you type. Any significant delay
would limit the usefulness of this feature.
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Best Practices
• Consider using inline validation to confirm or
suggest valid answers and to help people stay
within limits.
• Inline confirmation works best for questions with
potentially high error rates or specific formatting
requirements.
• Inline suggestions work best when there is a
large set of valid answers people can pick from.
• Inline quality indicators can guide people to
better answers to complex questions.
• When validating people’s answers inline, do so
after they have finished providing an answer, not
during the process.
• If you need to change people’s responses into a
specific format, make sure you do so after they
have finished providing an answer, not during
the process.
• When input limits exist, communicate their
boundaries using real-time, dynamic updates.
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A

ny question you ask people requires
them to parse it, formulate a response,
and then input their answer in the
affordance you have provided on the form.
Being vigilant about every question you ask
allows you to remove questions that are not
absolutely necessary, or can be asked at a better
time or place, or can be inferred automatically.
And the fewer questions you ask, the better
the odds are of people completing your forms
quickly and easily.
Removing Questions
When eBay Inc. redesigned its registration
form in 2002, the company carefully considered
each question and decided which ones were
not absolutely necessary. It’s probably not
a coincidence that some of these were also
the same questions that tripped up potential
customers: annual household income, gender,
promotional codes, and date of birth
(Figure 10.1).
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Figure 10.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270680
eBay’s old registration form asked a number of questions that
tripped up potential customers.

Moving several optional questions out of the
registration form probably required some
negotiation with the people vested in their
answers—marketing and trust and safety
teams at the company. The impact, however,
was tremendous because a lot more people
registered successfully and began to use eBay.
And perhaps ironically, significantly more
people answered the optional questions when
they were asked after they registered!
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Of course, not all questions on a form are
unnecessary. But even when you’ve put in the
effort to make sure that everything you are
asking people is, in fact, required to meet user
needs or business goals, there may still be an
opportunity to trim unnecessary input fields.
PayPal’s payment form looks like a typical
set of questions that require an answer when
someone is trying to make a purchase online
(Figure 10.2). People are asked to select the
type of credit card they are using to pay and
then provide the number for that card.

Figure 10.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270722
This PayPal form asks people to select the type of credit card
they are using to make a purchase. Is that necessary?
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However, it turns out one of these questions
is unnecessary. Credit card numbers follow a
consistent structure. American Express cards
start with either 34 or 37. Mastercard numbers
begin with 51–55. Visa cards start with 4. And
so on. This information can be used to infer
what type of credit card someone is using
simply by looking at his credit card number.
In the redesigned form in Figure 10.3, PayPal
does exactly that. When someone enters a
credit card number, the appropriate card type

Figure 10.3
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270740
The redesigned PayPal form eliminates an unnecessary question
by highlighting the type of credit card being used.
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is highlighted directly below. This eliminates
the need to ask people what type of credit card
they have—one less question to parse, think
through, and respond to.
When you are looking for ways to reduce
unnecessary inputs, it’s important to think
through a number of considerations. In the
PayPal example, the four kinds of credit
cards PayPal accepts all follow a consistent
numbering system, so the interaction works.
On the Weber checkout form in Figure 10.4,
people are asked for their zip code first and then
given a set of choices for their city and state. On
the plus side, this interaction design removes
some awkward ways of answering questions—
specifically, drop-down menus for states that
run 50 entries high.
On the negative side, the way a simple
question is asked has been made more
complicated. When faced with a set of input
fields that match the structure of a mailing
address, people often skip over labels as they
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Figure 10.4
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434677
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270962
bottom image:

Weber’s checkout form tries to eliminate questions, but
potentially ends up complicating the form more.
237
Chapter 10
Unnecessary Inputs

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

fill in the pieces. The components and layout of
a U.S. mailing address are familiar to just about
everyone in the United States. The Weber site
breaks this structure by asking for the zip code
out of order.
It also removes the redundancy inherent in
asking people for a zip code and city/state. The
United States Postal Services has deliberately
not removed these fields from mailing labels
precisely because people often mistype one or
the other.
Another indicator that the question being
asked has gotten more complicated is the
extensive help text (rendered in red text)
near the city and state selection. Odds are
that Weber had to add this to help people
understand what to expect from the form. The
company also probably made the help text red
so people would notice it since most people
pass over instructional text when filling in
forms unless they feel they need it. Trying to
draw attention to help text in this way is not
advised, as red text for anything but errors
should be avoided.
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International customers are also out of luck
because Weber does not ship overseas. If it
did, clearly this interaction would not work
when specifying international addresses that
do not utilize the United States zip code
system.
So although the Weber example removes some
unnecessary inputs, I think the jury is still out
on whether this simplified the form or not.
Smart Defaults
In The Paradox of Choice, author Barry
Schwartz discusses the impact of having
too many choices in our lives and suggests
some strategies for coping with the excessive
options we encounter just about everywhere.
In particular, he outlines the power of smart
defaults—selections put in place that serve
the interests of most people—as a way to help
people make good choices.
Schwartz references organ donor programs as
an example. In the United States, 90 percent
	

Barry Schwartz, Paradox of Choice, 2004. Harper Perennial
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of Americans approve of organ donation but
only 25 percent are organ donors. In several
European countries, over 80 percent of people
are donors. The difference comes down
to a default choice. In the U.S., the organ
donor option is defaulted off. Elsewhere, it is
defaulted on.
There are many opportunities within Web
forms to utilize the power of smart defaults to
reduce the number of choices people have to
make and thereby expedite form completion.
In the shipping costs portion of eBay’s “sell
your item” form (see Figure 10.5), three default
choices are made for sellers: standard delivery,
insurance not offered, and sales tax not charged.
Because these choices result in the least amount
of overhead for most sellers on eBay, they are
smart defaults that simplify the decision-making
process. Not sure what shipping service to use?
Standard delivery is the most common. Don’t
know if you need to charge sales tax? Looks
like you don’t have to. Smart defaults provide
answers to questions for you.
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Figure 10.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434777
Smart defaults on the eBay “sell your item” form include answers
for shipping service, insurance, and sales tax.

Because of the power of smart defaults, it
is tempting to opt people into situations
advantageous for business but potentially less
so for customers. For example, it’s common
to encounter forms that opt customers into
mailing lists or extra features by default (see
Figure 10.6).

Figure 10.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271034
This form defaults people into showing their real name and
getting marketing materials from the site and third parties.
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If possible, try to ensure that the defaults you
include in forms align with your customers’
interests. When people are defaulted into
services or options they don’t like, it casts
doubt and suspicion on your service. I’ve seen
several instances where a default choice made
potential customers wary enough to pack up
their bags and not complete a form.
Perhaps the simplest form of a default
selection is a preselected option within a set
of radio buttons. Where appropriate, give
some thought to what that initial selection
is and whether or not it is the right choice
for the majority of people encountering your
form. Because of the power of smart defaults,
chances are that many people will stick with
that option.
To address this behavior, a lot of radio button
inputs don’t include an initial selection (see
Figure 10.7). Either the form designers aren’t
sure what the right default should be, or they
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Figure 10.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434835
A set of radio buttons without an initially selected option on Redfin.

want people to explicitly make a selection.
Interaction designers would argue that this
breaks the model of a mutually exclusive
interaction element. After all, a set of radio
buttons without an explicit selection will result
in an error when a form is submitted. While
this is true, people successfully make selections
from sets of radio buttons without a default
choice all the time. And mutually exclusive
choices exist where no default option makes
sense.
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Consider the question of gender: male or
female (see Figure 10.8)? A radio button input
is hard-pressed to select a default value without
sounding presumptuous. A drop-down menu
with a third “Please select” option increases the
number of steps needed to answer this simple
question: click on the menu, drag the mouse
to select a choice, let go of the mouse. Simply
clicking a radio button is much easier. Perhaps
the way to get the best of both worlds is by
using a drop-down menu with a third option:
“rather not say.” This way you’re not being
overly pushy!

Figure 10.8
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434865
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271104

What’s the right default state for gender?
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Smart defaults don’t work very well when there
isn’t a clear option that applies to most people.
The Vox registration form in Figure 10.9
defaults the birth date to Jan 1, 1975—probably
not the birthday of everyone who tries to
register for the site. A better solution simply
would be to ask people to explicitly select the
month, day, and year they were born. And
while you’re at it, let them know why you are
asking. eBay in Figure 10.9 tells you that it isn’t
being nosey; you just can’t sell on eBay unless
you are 18.

Figure 10.9
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434913
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434933

Let’s not assume we can guess everyone’s birth date.

Smart defaults can also come from people’s
implicit behaviors. For instance, if you know
someone is accessing your form from the United
States, you might consider defaulting the
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“Country” input field to “United States.” If you
know that 90 percent of your customers live in
the U.S., you might do the same.
Personalized Defaults
Smart defaults can also be personally relevant
to individuals. For instance, if I always use
Federal Express as my Shipping Service when
I sell items on eBay, the Shipping Service
selection we saw earlier could be defaulted to
my personal choice. Keeping selections active
for returning customers is often referred to as
making them “sticky,” which basically means
sticking with the choice a customer made
before.
Though some forms set a high bar for how
many times a choice must be made in order to
become “sticky,” many only require a single
time through to set a personalized default.
Expedia, for example, sets my default travel
options to the last set of tickets I looked for (see
Figure 10.10). The form could be even smarter
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if it defaulted to my last set of travel options
only until it knew I bought a ticket for that trip.
In all other cases, it could simply default to my
most frequently used departure airport.

Figure 10.10
left image:
right image:

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367270636
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366434375

Smart defaults for travel options on the Expedia site, based on
previous usage.
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Best Practices
• Carefully examine all the questions being asked
in your form for opportunities to eliminate
unnecessary inputs.
• Look for patterns in how people answer questions
that allow you to infer answers accurately.
• Be mindful not to complicate questions for the
sake of removing inputs.
• Smart defaults can help people answer questions
by putting default selections in place that serve
the interests of most people.
• Because people are likely to leave default selections
in place, ensure they align with most people’s goals.
• Whenever possible, include a default selection
in a set of radio buttons. If no clear default exists,
chances are that people will still understand they
need to make a choice. But if they don’t, they’ll
get an error.
• Personally relevant default selections enable
return customers to complete forms faster
because their answers are “sticky.”
• Think through where personalized defaults make
sense. It won’t be every input on every form.
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N

ot all people require all the input
fields within a form at all times.
There are many cases where a few
simple options cover the majority of people’s
needs. For the remaining cases, we can turn to
additional inputs: inline additions, overlays, and
progressive engagement.
Inline Additions
Inline additions provide additional input fields
to the people that need them without getting
in the way of people that don’t. These input
fields are often thought of as advanced or
additional options, but they don’t have to be any
more complicated than a normal set of choices
presented in the form by default.
Let’s look at a simple example. Most of the
people filling out the team building form in
Figure 11.1 will have only one manager. In that
case, they simply enter their manager’s first
and last name and move on. A small number of
people, most likely fewer than 10 percent, will
have more than one manager. These folks can
select “Add another manager” to expose input
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fields for multiple managers. Once they do so,
they have the option to remove these additional
input fields easily. The original input field,
however, cannot be removed. Everyone filling
in the form has at least one manager, and the
inline additions don’t get in the way of that
primary task.

Figure 11.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435241
Adding a varying number of managers to a form doesn’t have
to trip up people with only one manager.
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Another example can be found in the project
management application, Basecamp (Figures
11.2 and 11.3). In this application, the form for
creating a new message features two examples
of inline additions. If people need to attach
a file or a milestone to the message they are
authoring, they can expose additional input
fields that enable them to do so with a single
click. People that don’t need these features can
simply ignore the links that expose them and
continue on with the form.
It’s probably worth noting that in both of
the examples we have seen so far, the links
to expose inline additions have been clearly
worded so their functionality is clear: Attach
files to this message, add another manager.
In the Basecamp example, inline additions
are exposed below the action that triggers
them, and a clear way to remove the options
is provided: a visible link labeled “Cancel.”
Other forms of inline additions may expose
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Figures 11.2 & 11.3
Figure 11.2
Figure 11.3

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271520
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435381

Exposing additional inline options in Basecamp is triggered
by well-labeled links.
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input fields to the right or above the actions
that triggered them to avoid too much page
“jumping” when new content is added to the
form.
Page jumping pushes existing content down
the form and can sometimes disrupt people’s
awareness of their position on the page. As
a result, it’s always a good idea to try and
minimize the amount of page jumping within
a form. When using inline additions that
expose additional input fields below an action,
try to avoid very large sets of input fields
that will push the content on a Web page
down substantially. When you have a lot of
additional options, exposing them to the side
or in an overlay might be a better option.
Overlays
Another way to display additional options is to
use an overlay: a set of additional input fields
that sits on top of a form like a dialog window
on your computer’s desktop. Perhaps the most
common example of these is the calendar
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widget that allows people to select specific
dates as answers to questions posed by a form.
The sample form Kayak in Figure 11.4 shows
up automatically when the date field is active
and provides two months’ worth of dates to
choose from. Clearly including all these dates
on the form would have added a lot of noise—
it’s much better to surface these options only
when they are needed.

Figure 11.4
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435399
The date picker on Kayak is an example of an overlay that
provides quick access to a lot of options.
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Because many trips are likely to span a week
or more, Kayak’s overlay intentionally surfaces
two months’ worth of dates. This makes it
easier for people to access the options they
need. Orbitz (Figure 11.5), on the other hand,
only brings up one month of options at a time,
causing people to scroll month by month to
find the date they need. Since Orbitz has gone
through the trouble of coding and surfacing this
overlay, why not take advantage of the added
space and give people more useful options to
pick from?

Figure 11.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435435
Only one month’s worth of dates shows up in the Orbitz date
selector.
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In both the Orbitz and Kayak examples,
the date selection options are surfaced
automatically when someone places his cursor
in the appropriate input field. However, only
Kayak provides an indicator that this will
happen by including a small calendar icon
within the input field (Figure 11.4). This visual
cue helps to set expectations that a calendar
will be made available. And while both the
Orbitz and Kayak input fields still allow people
to enter a date without using the calendar
overlay, the Kayak overlay does not cover the
input field and thereby gets in people’s way
when they do so.
Where additional options are clearly useful—
like the travel dates example we just looked
at—automatically displaying the additional
options in an overlay may be beneficial. In
many other situations, a form designer’s
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attempt to cleverly surface additional options
might be met with confusion or annoyance.
Most additional options are best left “useractivated,” meaning they give people filling in
the form the option of whether or not they see
and utilize additional input fields.
Incidentally, calendar overlays on travel Web
sites did not always open automatically like
they do today. Each site used to have an
explicit control (usually a calendar icon) for
hiding and showing these elements (see Figure
11.6). Only as people’s needs and behaviors
came to be better understood and technology
became more dependable did these options
begin to surface automatically.
The calendar overlays we’ve seen so far don’t
require people’s undivided attention. But
when additional inputs need to be considered

Figure 11.6
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435537
Older iterations of the Expedia date picker featured an explicit action
to bring up a calendar overlay.
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in isolation, a modal overlay window might be
required. In this solution, the rest of the form
can, in essence, be disabled so that only the
additional input fields can be changed.
Naturally, let’s illustrate this with an example.
On the Renkoo profile form in Figure 11.7,
advanced notification options are available
to the frequent users who require them. The
majority of people who don’t need this level of
control are able to simply select a single way
to receive notifications. In other words, the
additional inputs don’t interfere with the most
common ones.
When additional inputs are activated, a modal
dialog window appears that allows people
to specify detailed notification settings. It’s
important that the selections made within an
overlay are visible on the original form once the
overlay is closed. In the case of the calendar
widget, we placed a date into the appropriate
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input field. In the Renkoo example in Figure
11.7, the notification settings people select are
listed on the form when the modal overlay is
closed.

Figure 11.7
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271814
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271858
bottom image:

The advanced notification preferences on the Renkoo profile
form are displayed in a modal dialog window.
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If, upon seeing the additional input fields in a
modal overlay, people don’t want to make any
additional choices, they can simply close the
window using the icon in the upper-right of
the dialog, cancel their selections
using the Cancel link, or click anywhere off the
modal overlay to return to the form.
eBay’s selling form in Figure 11.8 uses a similar
interaction. More savvy sellers can choose to
customize the form to include options they
frequently use and remove the options they
don’t. A modal dialog window provides these
sellers with a way to pick the options they want
to see on the form.

Figure 11.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435721
A modal overlay in eBay’s “Sell your Item” form lets people add
or remove questions on the form.
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Perspective: Jack Moffett

Interaction Designer, Inmedius Inc.
Adjunct Professor, West Virginia University

A Case Study of Explosive Ordnance Disposal
It’s not every day that you design a form used as the precursor to
a life-and-death situation. When “Number of Deaths” is one of
the field labels, you can be certain that every design decision is an
important one.
Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) units of the U.S. military
spend a lot of effort collecting and analyzing incident data. By
analyzing bomb components, incident locations, enemy tactics,
and mission performance, they can improve their own tactics and
procedures and better train the warfighters. Such data is collected
using the EOD Incident Report, which is a massive collection of
forms covering all stages of a mission.
A threat is phoned into an EOD unit, usually by local law
enforcement. The warfighter taking the call must question the
caller to acquire the necessary information. The interview must be
thorough, but must also be completed quickly so that the mission
can be planned and the team can get underway. The Initial
Incident Questionnaire (IIQ) has sections for contact information,
threat classification, and information about the explosive device.
One particularly complex piece of information is the threat
location. There are four different formats by which the location
could be reported or entered. For missions within the United
States, a street address is the most likely. Tasking in combat
situations will include the location in Military Grid Reference
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Perspective: Jack Moffett (Continued)
System (MGRS) format. Warfighters are accustomed to working
with latitude and longitude coordinates in both decimal degrees
and degrees/minutes/seconds. Regardless of the format in which
it is reported and entered, the final report must use MGRS. To
include all of these methods directly in the form would add a lot
of complexity, presenting more opportunity for confusion and
making the form too long to fit on the screen without scrolling. To
keep the form as clear as possible, the location entry options were
moved into a dialog accessed from a button in the IIQ.
The Location
dialog provides
a tab for each of
the location entry
methods. Any data
entered in one tab
will be converted
or copied to
the others. For
example, if the
warfighter were to
enter a location in
lat/lon coordinates
and then switch to
http://www.flickr.com/photos/
the MGRS tab, the rosenfeldmedia/2405623743
coordinates would be
converted to an MGRS value. The Address tab provides lookup
capabilities similar to mapping applications like Google Maps,
from which coordinates can be derived using a geocoder. Address
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Perspective: Jack Moffett (Continued)
information may be entered in any tab, as it may be desirable
alongside MGRS coordinates. When the entered location data
is saved, the dialog closes. The MGRS value and any entered
address information or remarks are displayed in the IIQ as an
uneditable readout.
Coordinate entry is itself a significant issue. The Location dialog
is used throughout the EOD Incident Report—anywhere that a
location needs to be recorded. The warfighter entering the location
will not always be sitting at a desk, and will therefore be using a
tablet with a touch-screen. To facilitate easy entry using a finger
or stylus, fields are accompanied by icons that pop up specific
keypads. For example, on the Lat/Lon tab, the icon beside the
Latitude and Longitude fields opens the Lat/Lon Keypad. Radio
buttons allow selection of East or West (or North and South). The
field in the keypad, as in the dialog, is formatted for either decimal
degrees, or degrees, minutes, and seconds, depending on the
selected format. It will only accept valid values. Buttons are large
enough to be targeted easily by a finger. Keyboard input is also
accepted, but observations of warfighters indicate that they prefer
to use the keypads for numerical entry even while seated and
utilizing the physical keyboard.
The design of the IIQ decreases the amount of time it takes for
a team to receive tasking, while at the same time improving the
validity of entered data. Keypads make it easy to enter data with
a finger and validate the data as it is entered. The use of dialogs
with simplified readouts saves space and keeps the form readable
while retaining the flexibility afforded by providing multiple entry
options. In the case of this form, eliminating errors and saving
time can save lives.
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Progressive Engagement
Occasionally, additional inputs can be utilized
to expose a set of options in a more engaging
way than a typical set of input fields might. For
instance, if you need your customers to select
a category for their event from a list of a dozen
or more potential options, a common solution
would be to place the options into a single
drop-down menu or perhaps several columns
of radio buttons. In fact, the popular video site
YouTube has used both solutions (Figure 11.9)
when asking people to select a category for
their videos.

Figure 11.9
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435751
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271976

Two ways of selecting a category for your video on YouTube.
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Contrast both of these solutions to the process
of picking a category for an event on Renkoo
in Figure 11.10. The initial state of this input
is very approachable: a single call to action
labeled “select a category.” Clicking on this
link exposes a colorful set of options. Selecting
one of these top-level categories exposes the
next level of options. Through a few seemingly
innocuous clicks, people have navigated
through over 30 category options, yet the
process seemed kind of fun.
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Figure 11.10
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271246
middle image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366435115
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367271374

A fun category selector on Renkoo.
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One of the drawbacks of this solution,
however, is that all 30 options are never shown
at once so people don’t have the ability to see
all possible choices without clicking through
each of the top-level categories—perhaps
an efficiency versus engagement trade-off.
Another efficiency stumbling point is that the
number of clicks required to pick a category
is higher than the single click you’d need to
pick from a set of radio buttons. Still, when a
unique engagement style is more important
than pure efficiency, a solution like Renkoo’s
might be a good fit.
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Best Practices
• Additional inputs can be used to provide added
or advanced options to the people who need
them without getting in the way of people who
don’t.
• You should map additional inputs to prioritized
customer needs. Primary use cases should be up
front and visible; secondary use cases may be a
click away.
• Additional inputs are usually more welcome
when invoked by people (user-activated) than
when automatically surfaced.
• Ensure that the actions that trigger additional
options are clearly worded. If additional options
are triggered automatically, try to provide a clue
(icon, text) that sets expectations.
• Within a single form, try to maintain a consistent
approach to additional inputs.

269
Chapter 11
Additional Inputs

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Best Practices (continued)
• If you need to expose a large number of
additional inputs, consider using an overlay
instead of exposing them inline to avoid page
jumping and disorientation.
• Ensure that overlays don’t cover the input fields
they are helping people fill in so people can still
enter an answer on their own.
• When additional options need to be considered
in isolation, consider using a modal overlay.
• Make sure that there are clear ways to close or
cancel a modal overlay and return to the form.
• Show the choices made in additional input
overlays to people when they return to the form.
• When your primary goal is to engage customers,
additional inputs can be a captivating way to step
people through choices.
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W

hereas flexible inputs allow people
to answer questions how they
want, and additional inputs allow
people to include supplementary questions
they want to answer, selection-dependent
inputs require people to answer follow-up
questions based on their answer to an initial
question—usually without having to go to
another Web page.
If that sounds like a mouthful, consider the
following example in Figure 12.1, on the
Found Bin. People have two initial options:
either they are a new user or a returning user.
Depending on how they answer the question,
a series of follow-up questions needs to be
answered. Which input fields are shown
depends on the initial selection they make—
hence the name, selection dependent inputs.
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Figure 12.1
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366436465
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272584

A simple selection-dependent input on Found Bin displays
follow-up questions based on someone’s initial selection.

The number of inputs that are required after an
initial selection depends on the question asked.
On Found Bin only a few input fields change.
On the eBay download request form in Figure
12.2, lots of questions are dependent on a
person’s initial choice.
After an eBay seller selects the Sold option
in the Listings and Records drop-down list,
the form presents additional input fields for
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Figure 12.2
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272730
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272832

Selection-dependent inputs on eBay’s download request page
bring up a series of follow-up questions based on an initial
response.
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selecting a date range. Were the seller to select
a different option in the Listings and Records
list, completing the form would require a
different set of additional options.
It’s worth pointing out that, in most cases,
people cannot submit a form with selectiondependent inputs until they fill in the
additional fields. In other words, selectiondependent inputs introduce additional
requirements to forms.
Though both the eBay and Found Bin forms
make use of selection-dependent inputs, they
do so in different ways. Found Bin uses a set
of vertical tabs enforced by radio buttons to
present its initial options and then highlights
the dependent inputs to the right of these
choices. On its Create Download Request
Form, eBay uses a single drop-down menu for
the initial choice and then appends dependent
inputs directly below this initial selection.
While selection-dependent inputs may seem
like a basic user interface design problem, there
are myriad solutions to be found addressing
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this problem online, indicating there’s more
complexity to this interaction than one might
initially assume. In fact, each solution for
selection-dependent inputs tends to have both
clear advantages and disadvantages. But rather
than sending you off into form land to fend for
yourself, London-based usability firm Etre and
I ran a series of studies testing a series of eight
different selection-dependent input solutions.
As in our primary and secondary actions
study outlined earlier in the book, we tested
these variations on 23 people using eyetracking and usability metrics. Participants
were presented each of the eight designs in
random order (to minimize familiarity biases)
and asked to “Please complete the form fully
and accurately.” The solutions we tested were
based on a list I had published online, so not
every possible solution was tested. Sorry if I
missed your favorite!
Page-Level Selection
Perhaps the simplest way to address selectiondependent inputs within a form is to divide
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the process into two clearly defined steps.
On the Web, this most often translates to two
separate Web pages (see Figure 12.3). The
first page—or step in the process—presents
people with an initial set of options. After they
select one of the options, the appropriate set

Figure 12.3
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366436649
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272932

Page level selection-dependent inputs place follow-up
questions on a separate Web page from the initial choice.
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of selection-dependent inputs replaces their
initial selection.
While the relationship between their initial
selection and the dependent inputs is clear
to most people, the two-step model removes
valuable context (you can no longer see and
easily access the options you did not choose)
once users make an initial selection. This
solution is also likely to be slower to complete
than inline solutions that don’t move between
Web pages.
In our testing, page-level selection performed
averagely. It achieved average satisfaction
scores, a relatively low number of errors,
and faired well on eye-tracking measures
like number of eye fixations, total length
of fixations, and average fixation length.
However, this solution had the second longest
completion time of all the options we tested.
So if you are looking for a safe solution with
average performance, and quick completion
times are not a concern, page-level selectiondependent inputs might be a good match.
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Horizontal Tabs
To avoid additional Web pages within
forms, designers have explored several inline
approaches to exposing selection-dependent
inputs. In one approach, horizontal tabs
arranged across the top of a panel, as shown
in Figure 12.4, allow people to navigate to a

Figure 12.4
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366436711
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272994

Horizontal tab selection-dependent inputs reveal follow-up
questions when people click on each tab.
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section of the form that contains appropriate
selection-dependent inputs. The tabs present
not only the initial set of options, but also
provide a strong indicator of the current
selection.
While most people are familiar with the
concept of navigation tabs on the Web, the
way in which they fill in Web forms may
impair the effectiveness of this approach.
When completing a form, many people move
from top to bottom and, as a result, may
ignore horizontal options. There may also
be a lack of clarity about whether horizontal
tabs are mutually exclusive. Will I submit my
selections on all three tabs with the form or
only the selections I made on the active tab?
If we take only standard usability metrics
into account, horizontal tabs performed best
overall in our testing. None of our participants
made any errors, they were able to complete
the task quite quickly, and they provided high
satisfaction scores for this design.
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However, our eye-tracking data indicated that
other designs were easier to process. This may
have been due to the extra effort involved in
scanning across the page to read the tabs. In
most of the other designs, our participants’ eyes
were rarely required to deviate from the left of
the screen to the right. Horizontal tabs clearly
deviated from a clear scan line to completion
(see Figure 12.5).

Figure 12.5
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367274164
A heat map of people’s eye fixations on horizontal tab selectiondependent inputs reveals how this form is parsed visually. Image
provided by Etre.
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One issue that did not come up in our testing
of horizontal tabs but that I have seen in other
usability studies was confusion over whether
or not people’s inputs in each of the tabs were
mutually exclusive. Perhaps the strong visual
indicator of which tab was active helped
alleviate these anxieties and make it clearer
that only the active tab’s contents would be
submitted.
Vertical Tabs
To compensate for the potential lack of
visibility of horizontal tabs when people
move from top to bottom through a form,
vertically stacked tabs, as seen in Figure 12.6,
are intended to be positioned directly within
people’s scan line.
In terms of ease on the eye, vertical tabs
performed best in our testing. This solution
had the lowest total length of eye fixations, the
lowest average fixation length, and one of the
lowest average number of fixations.
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Figure 12.6
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438013
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438077

Vertical tab selection-dependent inputs reveal follow-up
questions to the right of an initial selection.

Like two other solutions we tested, vertical
tabs hid irrelevant form controls from people
until they needed them. This factor seems to
have been critical for ease on the eye and for
the speed with which our participants were
able to complete the forms. (The same three
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solutions also had the three lowest average
completion times.)
Along with two other solutions we tested,
vertical tabs also achieved near-perfect
satisfaction ratings. These scores may result
from the fact that the three solutions all display
radio buttons and their selection-dependent
inputs in close proximity to one another. This
ensures that someone’s eye doesn’t have to travel
too far (Figure 12.7) once a radio button has
been selected, making the design more efficient.

Figure 12.7
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438237
People’s eyes don’t have to travel far between initial options
and additional inputs in vertical tab selection-dependent inputs.
Image provided by Etre.
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Despite all this good news, a couple people
made mistakes using this design and were a
little confused as to whether the vertical tabs
were mutually exclusive or not. Interestingly,
people seemed less confused by the horizontal
tabs, which theoretically should have bred
more confusion because they break with
desktop application conventions where most
horizontal tabs are not mutually exclusive. The
vertical tabs design also included radio buttons
on each tab to help to communicate that they
were mutually exclusive options.
In other usability testing I have seen, vertical
tabs have out performed horizontal tabs for
these very reasons. And since vertical tabs
score better on satisfaction, eye-tracking
metrics, and time to completion, my inclination
is to prefer them to horizontal tabs.
Drop-Down List
Both the horizontal and vertical tab solutions
maintain a unique interface element—in this
case, a tab—for each initial option. This keeps
all the initial options visible, but also requires
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considerable screen real estate to do so. When
the number of initial options grows, these
methods tend not to scale very well.
The drop-down list solution shown in Figure
12.8 utilizes a menu and grouping box to
confine all selection-dependent inputs to a
specific area of the form. Though this method
obscures most of the initial options—as only
one option is visible in the drop-down list
at a time—using a single control may better
communicate the scope and impact of the
initial selection.

Figure 12.8
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367274446
Drop-down list selection-dependent inputs allow people to select
follow-up questions from a potentially long list of initial options
without requiring a lot of screen real estate.
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Like vertical tabs, the drop-down list solution
hid irrelevant form inputs from people until
they needed them. This meant drop-down
list selection-dependent inputs were easy on
the eyes and completed quite quickly. On the
other data points we measured, the drop-down
list solution performed average with relatively
high satisfaction scores and only a single error
made by 23 participants.
As a result, drop-down list selectiondependent inputs are likely a safe way to go
when your list of initial options scales past a
number that either horizontal or vertical tabs
can support.
Expose Below Radio Buttons
Another inline solution for selectiondependent inputs involves vertically separating
the initial options from their respective
additional inputs. This approach, shown
in Figure 12.9, has the advantage of always
keeping all the initial options—and a person’s
selection among those options—visible.
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Figure 12.9
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438293
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438361

Exposed below selection-dependent inputs surface followup questions in a consistent location below an initial set of
questions.

A strong visual indication of the dependency
between the initial selection and its additional
inputs can help communicate their relationship
more clearly.
However, the jumping effect that occurs when
people change their selections and the screen
updates to show a revised set of additional
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inputs can potentially disorientate people
especially when the set of additional inputs is
long.
Like vertical tabs, this solution also achieved
near-perfect satisfaction ratings likely
stemming from the fact that it displays radio
buttons and their selection-dependent inputs
in close proximity to one another.
However, in hindsight, this solution wasn’t
tested as well as it might have been. As part of
their task, we asked participants to select Postal
Service: the last radio button in the group. As a
result, the additional inputs appeared directly
below the active radio button. This solution
is likely to have performed worse if we had
asked for a different option because the visual
separation of the selected radio button and its
related form options would likely have caused
more visual discomfort for people.
In other testing I’ve observed, this has been
the case. After trying a few different options in
the initial set of radio buttons, people lose sight
of which option is active and its relationship
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to the selection-dependent inputs. This
phenomenon becomes even more problematic
when the quantity of selection-dependent
options is large because the association
between the initial selection and additional
options becomes less clear.
Expose Within Radio Buttons
Similar to the expose below solution, the
expose within solution reveals additional
inputs within a set of initial options, as shown
in Figure 12.10. When the set of additional
inputs is quite small—one to two additional
inputs—this method can maintain the context
of a person’s initial selection while introducing
the required selection-dependent inputs where
they are most relevant.
Because this solution displayed radio buttons
and their selection-dependent inputs in
very close proximity to one another, it also
achieved near-perfect satisfaction ratings. The
“expose within radio buttons” method also hid
irrelevant form inputs from people until they
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Figure 12.10
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272016
bottom image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272050

Exposed within selection-dependent inputs surface follow-up
questions directly below each initial choice.

needed them. This meant it was easy on the
eyes and completed quite quickly. In fact, this
was the fastest solution we tested and had the
lowest number of average fixations.
However, a couple of people made errors while
completing the task, and similar concerns apply
here as with the exposed below radio button
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solution. If the number of selection-dependent
inputs is substantial, this method breaks down
quickly. The combination of page jumping and
the movement of the initial set of options—as
the elements between them are revealed and
hidden—makes for a disorientating interaction
that frequently has people questioning which
user interface element triggers which set of
options.
As a result, a clear visual association between
initial selection and additional options is even
more important, since we don’t want people
losing sight of their top-level selection. A small
number of selection-dependent inputs and
animated transitions when people change their
initial selections also help make this method
work.
Exposed Inactive
To address the disorientation caused by the
movement of initial selection options when a
person jumps between them, the exposed, but
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inactive solution shown in Figure 12.11 keeps
all additional inputs visible, but makes only
one set of options available at a time. The other
selection-dependent inputs are unavailable
and thus most commonly appear dimmed, or
grayed out.
While this method does keep all additional
inputs visible and within the context of an

Figure 12.11
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272100
Exposed inactive selection-dependent inputs show all follow-up
questions in an inactive state when not selected.
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initial selection, the sheer volume of inputs
that are visible quickly overwhelms people.
Also, when there are many additional inputs
for each initial option, the association between
the person’s selection and the other initial
options gets lost. Adding to this effect is the
fact that the visible difference between inactive
and active elements is frequently too subtle for
people to notice.
This solution was one of the least-liked and
worst performing we tested. In fact, it had
the longest completion times of any option
tested. Participants were displeased with the
sheer length of these pages (to put it mildly)
and were annoyed at having to attend to (and
subsequently dismiss) sections of the form that
they didn’t need to fill in.
Although this design performed quite poorly,
it was superior in every metric we measured to
the exposed groups solution outlined next. The
only difference between these two solutions
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was the graying out of unused inputs, so we
can pretty confidently conclude the graying
out of irrelevant options improved the design.
Of course, since the two exposed options were
our worst performing, we can also conclude
that hiding form options when they are not
required is an even better solution.
Exposed Groups
To compensate for the disassociation between
the set of initial options in the exposed inactive
method, the example in Figure 12.12 uses
visual groupings to bind each set of selectiondependent inputs beneath an initial selection.
In this method, however, the visual weight of
the many additional inputs quickly reduces the
visibility of the initial set of options.
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Figure 12.12
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272206
Exposed groups of selection-dependent inputs show all follow-up
questions in addition to an initial set of choices.
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This option had the lowest success rate,
highest number of errors made, and lowest
satisfaction of all the solutions we tested. Our
eye-tracking data revealed that participants
made a whopping 18 more fixations when
using the exposed groups solution than they
did using the inline exposure solution (see
Figure 12.13).
Due to the excessive problems found with this
solution, I think it is a safe bet to avoid it.
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Figure 12.13
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367272560
Exposed groups of selection-dependent inputs resulted in a lot of
eye fixations. Image provided by Etre.
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Best Practices
Well, I warned you that selection-dependent inputs
have lots of considerations, didn’t I? Now that we’re
through that deluge of data, what have we learned?
• Page-level selection-dependent inputs are
probably your best bet when the number of
additional options for each initial choice is large.
Though you need two Web pages to break up
the form, the dynamic hiding and showing of
additional inputs won’t confuse people, and
they won’t need to question whether or not their
choices are mutually exclusive.
• Vertical and horizontal tabs actually perform
quite well in all-around usability, satisfaction,
and eye-tracking metrics but come with the
gnarly problem of mutual exclusivity. I’ve gotten
conflicting data on which of these options
resolves this issue so they both seem to be stuck
with it. If you can get around mutual exclusivity
through clever interaction or visual design,
good performance is yours to be had with these
solutions.
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Best Practices (Continued)
• When you have a long list of initial options
(more than 4 or 5) each with its unique set of
selection-dependent inputs, using a drop-down
list and visual grouping for the additional options
is likely a good way to go.
• If you only have a few additional inputs for each
initial option, exposed below radio buttons or
exposed within radio buttons might be your best
option. I’ve seen both of these options cause
confusion with excessive page jumping and
disassociation between initial choices, so tread
carefully. But if you really only have 1–3 additional
fields per initial choice, I’d go with exposed inline
radio buttons. Just make sure you use clear visual
associations and transitions, if possible.
• All options exposed as inactive or all options
exposed are basically nonstarters because people
are quickly overwhelmed by too many options
that don’t map to their goals.
• Overall, hiding irrelevant form controls from
people until they need them results in forms that
are easy on the eyes and completed quite quickly.
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Best Practices (Continued)
• Overall, displaying initial options and their
selection-dependent inputs in close proximity
to one another seems to lead to high satisfaction
ratings.
• In all cases, maintain a clear association between
the initial selection options. Don’t let people lose
sight of their initial top-level choice.
• In all cases, clearly associate selection-dependent
inputs with their trigger. All the examples
outlined in this section do so with either yellow
backgrounds or gray outlines.
• In all cases, avoid excessive page jumping that
disassociates selection-dependent inputs from
the initial set of options.
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I

’ll just come out and say this: sign-up
forms must die. In the introduction to this
book I described the process of stumbling
upon or being recommended a Web service.
You arrive eager to dive in and start engaging
and what’s the first thing that greets you?
A form.
We can do better. In fact, I believe we can get
people engaged with digital services in a way
that tells them how they work and why they
should care enough to use them. I also believe
we can do this without explicitly making them
fill out a sign-up form as a first step.
Signing Up
But before we get into the potential of
gradual engagement (your path out of signin “dullery”), let’s look at how the process
of engaging with an online service typically
works. Since 2007 was a breakout year for
1

For more about encouraging people to try Web applications through the sign-up process,
check out Joshua Porter’s book: Designing for the Social Web, New Riders, 2008.
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online video, it’s safe to assume a lot of people
went on the Web to post one of their videos.
Perhaps they heard Google Video was a good
place to do so. Upon arriving at the site, they
found a link to share their video and what
happened next? They got the form in Figure
13.1.
You are required to give us your email address,
select a password, tell us your name, your
location, verify this strange word, agree to our
terms of service, and finally, you will get what’s
behind the form.
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Figure 13.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438491
A sign-up form greets new customers at Google Video.
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Getting Engaged
Now contrast this approach with that of
another online video service: Jumpcut. The
primary calls to action on the Jumpcut front
page, as seen in Figure 13.2, are Make a
Movie and Try a Demo. Right out of the gates,
Jumpcut is interested in telling you how its
service works and why it’s great for you. So
let’s dive in.
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Figure 13.2
top left image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366438917
bottom left image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367275200
top right image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366439049
bottom right image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367275452

The process of adding a video to Jumpcut introduces you to the
services the site provides, namely online video editing.

307
Chapter 13
Gradual Engagement

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Selecting Make a Movie brings up a single
input field for the title of your movie and a
few options you can use to upload media
files for your movie. Selecting Upload from
this list allows you to add images, audio, and
video from your desktop computer. Once
you do, you are put in Jumpcut’s Web-based
video editor. Here you can edit your movie;
add styles; coordinate your audio, video, and
images, and more.
So far, no sign-up form. It’s only when you
want to publish or share your movie that
Jumpcut asks for your name and email so
you and others can access the movie you just
made. Through this process, you learned what
Jumpcut does, and you did it without having
to jump through a sign-up form. That’s gradual
engagement.
Let’s look at another example. Geni is a Web
service that allows anyone to set up a family tree
and share it with family and friends. What’s the
first thing potential customers need to do when
they arrive at Geni? Fill out a registration form?
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Nope, they make a family tree. After all, that’s
what’s Geni is for.
The front page of Geni (Figure 13.3) makes it
clear what the site is for. So get started creating
a family tree by entering your name and email
address. Next, you can add your parents, their
siblings, or your siblings—in no time, you
have a pretty good family tree going. While
you were at it, Geni sent you an email with
your username and password so you can get
back to your family tree anytime you want.
Once again through the process of gradual
engagement, you learned what a Web service
does, and you did it without an explicit
registration form requiring you to fork over a
lot of information. In Geni’s case, the approach
to gradual engagement has given the service
five million profiles in five months. Not too
shabby.
It’s worth noting that any Web service that
automatically sets up an account for its
customers may leave some people confused
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Figure 13.3
top image:
http://www.flickr.com/
photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367275524
middle image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366439355
bottom image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366439381

Geni’s process of creating a
family tree contains no explicit
registration forms and gets
people acquainted with Geni’s
service right away.
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about whether they actually have an account
or not. After all, they did not explicitly create
one. As a result, these services need to ensure
they have an easy way for people to access
their account information if they did not see
or chose to ignore the email they were sent
outlining their account information.
Another example of gradual engagement comes
from TripIt: a Web service that allows people to
assemble a trip itinerary, complete with weather
and driving directions, using only their flight,
hotel, and rental car confirmation emails. The
first step to getting started is emailing TripIt a
confirmation email from upcoming or past travel.
TripIt will send you back a note that provides
access to an automatically created personal travel
itinerary (see Figure 13.4).
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Figure 13.4
top left image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2366439499
bottom left image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367275802
top right image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367275864
bottom right image:
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367276000

Using TripIt starts by forwarding a travel confirmation email—not
with a sign-up form.
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Once again, your first step in using TripIt is
not a sign-up form. Instead, you learn how
the service works by actually using it. TripIt
gets your name and email address from the
confirmation emails you send the service. From
there, if you want to edit your name, email, or
create a password to access the site, you can
do so. Chances are you will do so now that
you know how the service works and how it
benefits you.
When you’re exploring if gradual engagement
might be right for your Web service, it’s
important to consider how a series of
interactions can explain how potential
customers can use your service and why they
should care. Gradual engagement isn’t well
served by simply distributing each of your
sign-up form input fields onto separate Web
pages.
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While I applaud Fidelity’s myplan form
(Figure 13.5) for its attempt at making financial
planning more enjoyable, I’m not sure
distributing each of its input fields to separate
Web pages and presenting them as slider
inputs is the best way to achieve the goal of
getting people to understand what Fidelity can
do for them.
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Figure 13.5
top image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2366439793
middle image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367276076
bottom image:
http://
www.flickr.com/photos/
rosenfeldmedia/2367276188

Fidelity’s myplan form
divides a series of input
into stand-alone slider
interactions.
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Best Practices
• When planning a customer’s initial experience
for your Web service, think about how you
can avoid sign-up forms in favor of gradual
engagement.
• If you do opt for a gradual engagement solution,
ensure that it gives potential customers an
understanding of how they can use your service
and why they should care.
• If you choose to auto-generate accounts for
potential customers, ensure there is a clear way
for them to access their account. Chances are
that people will either ignore or not see account
creation emails, and may be uncertain if they
have an account or not.
• Avoid gradual engagement solutions that simply
distribute the various input fields in a sign-up
form across multiple pages. It’s a good possibility
that this will reduce efficiency and not delight
anyone.
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A

s crucial components of ecommerce,
online communication, and Web
applications, Web forms aren’t going
anywhere just yet. Though as I hope you’ve
seen in this book, there’s lots of room for
improvement in how we design and manage
forms online. As we move forward, there are
even more ways we could do better still.
The Disappearing Form
In Chapter 13, I walked through a number of
examples of forms with gradual engagement.
As people interacted with sites that followed
these principles, chances are they didn’t even
realize they were filling in a form. Instead, they
felt they were making a movie or setting up a
family tree. Gradual engagements like these
have the potential to make forms essentially
disappear by focusing on the things people
want to achieve instead of the data fields
required by a back-end database. That’s our
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friend the “outside in” instead of “inside out”
way of thinking.
Another way for forms to fade toward
invisibility is through dynamic or game-like
interactions. As an example, Uzanto’s Mind
Canvas software (Figure 14.1) uses game-like
elicitation methods (GEMs) to make the data


http://www.themindcanvas.com/

Figure 14.1
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367276242
Game-like elicitation methods in the Mind Canvas research tool.
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collection process a more fun and engaging
experience. People who used Mind Canvas to
participate in market research have raved about
the level of enjoyment they had when “filling
out a survey.”
In addition to interactions like these,
technology solutions may also help to push
some forms behind the scenes. Systems
like Microsoft’s Live ID (formerly know as
Microsoft Passport) and the open source project
OpenID are single sign-in solutions that allow
people to use multiple Web sites with only
one account. Although these approaches have
the potential to eliminate a lot of duplicative
sign-up and checkout forms online, neither has
become a clear standard just yet.
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windows_Live_ID
	 http://www.openid.net
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The Changing Form
In situations where forms aren’t likely to
disappear anytime soon, they may want to
start changing. The principles I described
for personalized defaults in Chapter 10 could
ultimately be used to determine how forms
should be different for specific individuals.
Know someone is likely to type in a long
comment? Provide a large text area to do so. Is
a different person likely to be extremely terse
with his comments? Perhaps, he only requires
two lines of input to respond.
Before anyone starts coding forms that change
based on who’s using them, it’s important to
note that adaptive interfaces like these are
prone to cause confusion when not designed
well. If you’ve ever used a Microsoft Office
menu (Figure 14.2) and wondered where
an option you saw before has gone, you’ve
encountered the negative side of “adaptive
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interfaces.” In a nutshell, when adaptive
interfaces work well, they provide a slightly
better experience for a few people. When
they don’t work well, they can provide a lot of
confusion for many people.

Figure 14.2
http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/2367276428
Microsoft’s Office menu hides options when you don’t use them
frequently.

	

For more on adaptive interfaces, see Stephen Anderson’s talk from IA Summit 2007: http://
tinyurl.com/25akke
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Perspective: Aaron Gustafson

Principal, Easy! Designs, LLC
Contributing Author: Accelerated DOM Scripting with Ajax, APIs, and Libraries
Member, Web Standards Project (WaSP)

Zen and the Art of HTML Forms

The only thing that could possibly be more
painful than filling out a form is making one,
especially in HTML. But it doesn’t have to be
that way. Following these three simple steps will
have you loving (well, maybe that’s a bit strong)
your forms in no time.
Step 1: Let the freak flags fly!

HTML forms are long, tedious, and repetitive
to code, but even that would be bearable if their
controls rendered consistently across the different
browsers and operating systems—which they
don’t. Form controls are the denizens of HTML’s
Island of Misfit Toys: a strange mix of lonely,
misunderstood, and oddly put-together elements.
To truly master form construction on the Web,
you’ll need to get past all of that. You’ll need to
embrace the eccentricities of form controls, and
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Perspective: Aaron Gustafson (Continued)

maybe even be a little Zen-like about the strange
characteristics they exhibit. After all, it’s not their
fault—they’re just rendered that way.
Step 2: Find the inner meaning.

At their core, form controls are just like other
HTML elements and should be treated as such.
Each means something different, and when
combined correctly, they work together to give
context and meaning to your forms. In the hands
of experts, they can even tell a story.
Step 3: Break down the markup.

So how do you harness the untapped potential in
form controls? Well, the first step is to understand
what they do and don’t do. Once you’ve got that
down, it’s all about figuring out how to combine
them with other form controls and other bits of
HTML to provide the greatest amount of meaning
and context to users. And the key to success in
HTML form alchemy is breaking down complex
tasks and structures into simpler ones.
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Perspective: Aaron Gustafson (Continued)
Putting It All Together

Consider a long form composed of multiplechoice questions. If you begin breaking that
down, you might recognize the form as a list of
questions. Hmm…a list:
<form ...>
<ol>
<li>What is your favorite fruit?</li>
...
</ol>
</form>

At the next level down, you have an individual
multiple-choice question. A multiple-choice
question is really composed of two things: a
question and a list of possible responses. You
might think the question is a perfect use for the
LABEL element, but that element should really
be used to provide context for an individual
form control. In this case, a LEGEND is more
appropriate (with the entire component becoming
a FIELDSET), as it is used to provide context for
a group of fields:
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Perspective: Aaron Gustafson (Continued)
...
<li>
<fieldset>
<legend>What is your favorite fruit?</legend>
<ul>
<li>strawberries</li>
...
</ul>
</fieldset>
</li>
...

Down another level, you’ll find the possible
responses. You already know that each is
contained in a list item, but you also know
that each is composed of two elements: a radio
INPUT and some text to describe what that form
control stands for, a LABEL. Marking it up is
easy enough:
...
<li><label><input type=“radio” name=“fruit”
value=“strawberries” /> strawberries</label></li>
...

326
Chapter 14
What’s Next?

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Perspective: Aaron Gustafson (Continued)
But What About Design?

Equally as important as solid markup in building
successful forms is designing them. This is the
bit that most Web developers hate because
of the myriad of inconsistent form control
implementations to deal with.
A foundation of rich, semantic markup makes
form design quite easy, though. For instance, one
of the most basic layouts for a form is a stacked
series of labels and form controls. This is easily
achieved by setting the LABEL elements to
display block and creating a little extra space
between the list items in your form:
label {
display: block;
}
form li {
margin-bottom: .5em;
}

But let’s say you want to change the form to
display labels and form controls side-by-side.
327
Chapter 14
What’s Next?

Web Form Design: Filling in the Blanks by Luke Wroblewski
Rosenfeld Media, 2008; version 1.0

Perspective: Aaron Gustafson (Continued)

That’s equally easy:
label {
display: block;
float: left;
width: 40%;
}
form li {
clear: both;
margin-bottom: .5em;
}

It’s all about working with the markup you have
and then applying your knowledge of CSS layout
to the form elements. Just be sure to keep in mind
that form controls render quite differently across
different browsers and operating systems, so don’t
spend too much time trying to achieve pixelperfection.
Using simple techniques like these help you
develop consistent, repeatable markup and design
patterns that will make working with forms much
more satisfying and pleasant.
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Getting It Built
After you’ve internalized some of the best
practices in this book, I hope you’ll want to
bring them to life on your forms. Though
the code behind these solutions is beyond
the scope of this book, Aaron Gustafson’s
perspective in this chapter should give you
a nice outline for how you can approach the
development of Web forms on your site.
If you’d like to get a Web form up and running
quickly, several online services have great tools
to help you design, build, and host many kinds
of forms. Although I haven’t evaluated them
all, Wufoo and Form Assembly have stood out
from the pack for me.
When you are ready to dive even deeper, the
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C)’s Forms
Working Group is a place to learn about
the next generation of forms technology for
	 http://wufoo.com/
 http://www.formassembly.com/
	 http://www.w3.org/MarkUp/Forms/
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the Web. In particular, the W3C’s XForms
standard separates what a form does and how a
form looks into distinct markup.
However you decide to develop your forms,
just remember to think from the viewpoint of
the people who will be using them (the outside
in perspective). After all, we don’t want forms
to suck forever, do we?
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