
Designers are often concerned with choosing the 
right font, company branding, colours and impression 
in their efforts to create good functional documents. 
The question rarely asked is: are these things actually 
important to the users of those documents? 

This report details our findings from a study asking 
members of the public to keep a diary of their 
thoughts about the documents they used in their 
daily life. It shows that they care a lot about the 
quality of information, and use it to form strong 
opinions about organisations.
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Introduction: Identifying issues with 
documents

Problem focussed research

Research at the Simplification Centre aims to examine real world 
problems – generating design knowledge to improve documents that 
actually cause difficulties and issues for people. 

Plenty of these documents exist, and for many reasons. It seems 
that some organisations either do not place high importance on 
the clarity of their communications, or they do not appreciate 
the effort required to achieve an effective functional document. 
Their designers can be limited by (for example) corporate branding 
restrictions, or pressure to include everything each department has 
submitted rather than be selective. This situation is compounded 
by the poor functional literacy skills of many people in the UK1, and 
the frequent need to use complex documents for everyday life in 
this type of society. The Simplification Centre’s aim is therefore a 
particularly important target.  

While most developed countries claim a literacy level of around 
97%2, levels of functional literacy are worryingly low. Functional 
literacy is the ability to use complex information to solve problems. 
Its measurement is controversial, but the 1999 Moser Report3 
claimed that around 50% of the UK population is below the level 
which the OECD stated is ‘a suitable minimum for coping with 
everyday life and work in a complex, advanced society’. The 
proportion is higher among disadvantaged groups such as the long 
term unemployed. Many people struggle to cope with the documents 
they are faced with. There are also many others who do manage to 
cope, but would no doubt still benefit if their documents were made 
more straightforward.

1  Carey, S., Low, S., Hansbro, J. (1997). Adult literacy in Britain. Office for National Statistics, 
London : Stationery Office.

2  This figure is typical of that reported by developed countries in the Human Development 
Index (http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/hdi/). It is based on a very minimal test in which a short 
sentence must be read and understood.

3  Moser, C. (1999). Improving literacy and numeracy, a fresh start. Department for Education and 
Employment, London (United Kingdom).

Prose literacy is about 
reading plain text - being 
able to decipher words and 
sentences. Can they read?

Functional literacy goes 
beyond the basics of 
prose literacy. It describes 
the deliberate  use of 
information sources to 
solve real world problems. 
This requires strategic 
reading.   
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What people think about documents

Several methods could be used to find out what people think about 
the documents they receive from organisations. Possibilities include: 

•	 Customer error data from companies 

•	 Call centre queries data 

•	 An internet search for complaints about documents

•	 Talking to people about their document related experiences.

The first three of these data sources would only highlight the more 
serious problems that people have. It would also be beneficial to 
learn more about what documents people like and find easy to use. 
That way comparisons could be made and the differences learnt 
from. For this research project we therefore opted to ask people, the 
users of documents, about their experiences. 

A document diary
We asked our panel of volunteers to keep a diary, or log, of the 
documents they used or received over the course of one month. 

Why a diary? There were two main reasons for choosing a diary over 
asking people about documents in other ways. 

Firstly, we wanted to learn about real documents that had actually 
been used, (or at least received) by the person commenting. This 
way we could be sure that their comments would be relevant to that 
document in a real, rather than hypothetical, situation. Most people 
are able to give an opinion on any document, but if they are not the 
person who would (or was intended to) use it then their needs might 
differ from those who would.

Secondly, we wanted comments on specific documents, rather than 
general complaints such as ‘I usually find that things are poorly 
explained, or have too small a font, etc’. This allowed us to record 
links between specific designs (documents) and the user comments 
on them. It also allowed us to start a collection of examples of 
documents in use at the time in the UK.

Diary participation Ten members of our volunteer panel kept a 
diary of all the documents they received or used in their personal 
(non-working) life for one month, in Spring 2010. 

An example diary and the instruction sheets are shown below. We 
asked participants to give each of the documents they included 
two scores out of 5 – one for attractiveness, and one for how easy 
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Page 1 of the instructions to diary participants

it was to understand. We also asked participants to note down any 
comments they may have had about each document, and finally 
to include information on what they would usually do with the 
document.

At the end of the month participants brought their diary and 
documents into the Simplification Centre. Here they talked through 
some, or all, of their documents with us in an interview. This 
interview was audio recorded. Throughout we were careful not to 
ask leading questions like ‘what did you think about the layout?’ but 
just to let the participants tell us about their documents. Therefore, 
other than the attractiveness and understandability questions in the 
diary, all the participant comments reported here are things that 
they themselves noticed or felt, rather than were asked directly 
about.

During the interview the documents that were brought in were 
electronically scanned. This was to keep a visual record of the 
document design that prompted each participant comment. 
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The scans were edited in Photoshop to remove any identifying 
information such as names, addresses, or account numbers, before 
the edited documents were stored as PDF files in our document 
corpus.

What to collect and leave out?

Junkmail We asked participants not to bring in junkmail, but we 
left the precise definition of what this was up to them. One person’s 
junkmail could be another person’s interesting information leaflet.

Documents with sensitive data. We did not want participants to 
include documents that contained sensitive material or very private 
information. This would include bank or credit card statements and 
personal letters from friends or family. We did not want to collect a 
copy of them due to the higher risks of sensitive data.

Online or web based documents. More and more ‘document’ use 
is actually being conducted online. We only requested online 

Page 2 of the instructions to diary participants

A corpus is a collection of 
material along a similar 
theme. Corpora are 
often used to analyse the 
frequency of use of words 
in a language.
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documents if the study participant particularly wanted to include 
them. We felt online documents could best be handled as a separate 
study. Websites are often more complex than paper documents 
and it would be more complicated for participants to replicate and 
show functionality of websites than to provide paper documents for 
scanning. There is also a lot of work currently being completed by 
others on online document use, and less so on paper.

The documents
The ten diary participants logged and brought in a total of 206 
documents over the month. Of these, eleven documents were 
brought in more than once, so this gave 195 unique documents for 
our corpus collection, and eleven with more than one participants’ 
views. 

The charts on the following pages show the genres; producer 
types; and attractiveness and ease of use ratings of the collected 
documents. Along with the illustrations these give some idea of the 
sorts of documents collected during the diary.

Genre

The largest number of documents were letters, with a number of 
leaflets or booklets also collected. Most participants also brought in 
various statements, bills, and forms. 

A lot of the documents brought in could be classified as marketing. 
The main source of documents for most people will typically be 
from the post. Most of us receive a large amount of marketing in the 
post, so a large number of marketing documents is not unexpected. 
The participants had decided that this wasn’t really junkmail (which 
we had asked them not to bring in) because it was either of potential 
interest to them, was from a company they had a relationship with, 
or they had read it and wanted to comment on it. 

Producer type

A substantial proportion (over a quarter) of the participants’ diary 
documents were sent or produced by financial organisations. Other 
significant producer types were retailers, utility companies and 
government departments.

Genre refers to the type 
of document, whether it’s 
a letter, a leaflet, a bill or a 
poster.
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Attractiveness and ease of use

Each of the diary documents in the corpus was given two rating 
scores by the participant who brought it: one for attractiveness 
and one for ease of understanding. The table below shows the 
correlation between a document being easy to understand and 
looking attractive. 
	    

Easy to understand

1 2 3 4 5 Total

1 11 2 5 2 20

2 5 11 7 15 2 40

3 7 5 14 25 10 61

4 2 9 22 17 50

5 8 22 30

25 18 35 72 51 201

The table shows that generally where a document was rated as 
attractive, it was also rated as easy to use, and vice versa. However 
by no means all the documents fell within this correlation. 

It is interesting to examine where documents fell outside this 
correlation, ie what documents were attractive but not easy to 
understand, or easy to understand but not attractive. Some examples 
of these are shown on the following page. We can also look to 
participant comments about those particular documents for an 
explanation as to why this might be.

Documents that were easy to use, but not attractive included a 
despatch note, and various ‘boring’ letters. One of these ‘boring’ 
letters was from an interior design company, and so the participant 
had expected something more attractive as they were a design 
company. Another participant explicitly stated ‘I don’t care what it 
looks like for things like this’. So it seems, for the diary participants, 
‘unattractive’ is not necessarily as much of a problem as ‘not easy to 
understand’.

With the voting pack the participant(s) thought it looked attractive, 
bright and colourful, but wasn’t sure what she was supposed to 
do with it as ‘I just keep my money there’. There was too much 
information provided for her to want read it all to find out, and no 
obvious summary of the reasons for voting.

Lo
ok

s a
tt

ra
ct

iv
e
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The M&S statement was also rated as attractive, but confusing as the second page looked like a 
letter to the recipient personally, but wasn’t. (She’d phoned up to check this - it was just a general 
message to all customers.)

Attractive but not easy to understand:

Easy to understand but not attractive:
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Participants’ comments about their 
documents

Analysis

Participants’ comments about their documents were recorded both 
in the diary form and during the interviews. This provided a large 
amount of qualitative data. In order to analyse and learn from this 
data it was important to provide some structure to it by highlighting 
similarities and relationships between the different comments. 

We started by attempting to use the Simplification Centre’s sixteen 
benchmarking criteria as a priori categories to sort the data into (see 
technical papers 2 and 5). 

For some categories participant comments fitted well, but in others 
they did not. For example, participants made comments about the 
language and tone of their documents, which fitted well with the 
benchmarking criteria, but they also made assumptions about the 
senders’ motives, which did not fit so well.

We concluded that this was because the benchmarking criteria 
are targeted towards concerns that a document producer might 
have, and organised according to the division of labour in an 
organisation. This would not necessarily correspond neatly with 
the user experience as reported by our participants. We therefore 
opted instead to produce the user view of ‘what people notice’ in 
documents by creating separate thematic criteria based on the diary 
data. We also adjusted our benchmarking criteria slightly in the 
light of these new research findings, representing them as a new 12 
cell model with the division of labour on one axis and the readers’ 
response on the other (see technical paper 8).

For the new ‘what people notice’ criteria we needed to take a 
fresh look at the data and start again with thematic analysis of 
the different issues raised by the participants. We took all the 
participant comments about their diary documents, both from the 
diaries and the interviews, and grouped them together according 
to the topic or issue being commented upon. Similar or related 
comments were then grouped together to form a theme. For 
example, comments like ‘Bold type helps a bit to pick out key information’ 
and ‘Easy to find essential information in lined out area’ were identified 
as both talking about highlighting key information, and so a group 
called ‘highlighting key information’ was created with these and 
other similar comments within it. This group was then combined 
with other groups of comments about functional design of the 
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documents, such as ‘action within the document’ (eg Form printed too 
small for use), ‘design for strategic reading’ (eg No order and difficult to 
find messages), and ‘diagrams’ (eg The pictures are not related to the offers), 
to form a theme which was eventually titled ‘Structural functional 
design.’

In this manner seven main themes were identified among 
participants’ comments, each of which has a few sub-themes:  

•	 Language

•	 Legibility

•	 Message and contents

•	 Explanation of content 

•	 Structural functional design

•	 Appearance design

•	 Relationship

Naturally there is a lot of overlap with the benchmarking criteria, 
but these reflect what is important to, or noticed by the users (or 
recipients) of documents. The rest of the paper discusses each of 
these in more detail, with examples of the types of issues the ten 
participants noticed about their documents. The first six themes 
refer to specific elements of a document – how it looks, feels, is 
used, is understood etc. The seventh theme (relationship) covers 
comments about the wider situation or context in which the 
document is seen.

What people notice: Language
Participants made a number of comments about the language used 
in their documents. These focussed on two main aspects of language: 
the use of plain language – terms that could, (or couldn’t), be 
understood; and the tone or style of the language used. Only two out 
of two hundred comments were made about grammar, suggesting 
that grammar is either not important to people, or that companies 
are not generally getting it noticeably wrong. The reality is probably 
a mixture of the two explanations.

Use of plain words

Participants occasionally commented on their documents’ use of 
terms that they did not understand. This could be merely irritating 
– you might have to guess what the word meant. But it also reduced 
confidence in and clarity of the message. 
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There’s a bit of jargon here and there. eg ‘we will always represent the request 
for payment twice’. Represent what do they mean? take notice of ? Remind 
you to pay twice, is that what they mean? Why don’t they say so? (Insurance 
Keyfacts quotation).

Compared to the ‘X’ financial example which was obviously more ‘high 
powered’, this type of financial information is ‘for the peasants’ – it explains 
everything, and is perhaps a bit patronising (eg tax means we don’t deduct x...), 
but I like that because I don’t really know what all of it means. (NS&I letter 
about investments maturing).

Sometimes confusing terms had potentially serious consequences 
for the user. One participant had almost ordered curtains to an 
incorrect measurement because she misunderstood one of the terms 
involved in her documents. Perhaps inclusion of a diagram would 
have avoided this confusion. This mistake had luckily been corrected 
during a face-to-face meeting with the curtain vendors.

What do they mean by drop clearing radiator? (Interior design quotation letter).

Plain language examples also often prompted favourable remarks, 
with no comments such as ‘why are they not using the technical 
term here’, or ‘why are they explaining all these terms’ made for any 
of the documents, (although the participants were Simplification 
volunteers so likely to be interested in simpler language).  

It’s clear, absolutely simple, straightforward English, easy to understand. 
(Vacuum cleaner instructions).

Tone and style

All of the following words were used by diary participants when 
describing the language in their documents: 

caring, positive, patronising, friendly, apologetic, ‘simply do’, polite, dense and 
legalistic, harsh and cold, very serious – do’s and don’ts, authoritative. 

And that was just from ten people. These are comments about the 
tone and style of the language used, which seemed to provoke 
some quite strong feelings. However the tone descriptors above 
were not uniformly viewed as positive or negative. Some found a 
friendly or apologetic tone very annoying while others didn’t mind 
it. Patronising also wasn’t always bad thing (see previous comment 
example under plain words). 

It was very long and annoying the way they try to describe and apologise again. 
(Letter about postponed refurbishment works (for the 3rd time)). 

A bit dense and legalistic, but it needs to be accurate. (Pension letter).

The language is simple and caring and polite. (Campaign flyer).

Awful – letter sounds apologetic ie we don’t really want to send you this, but we 
have to. (Covering letter for bank Notice of Variation).
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Positive message without being too over the top. (NS&I Premium bond 
certificate).

The ‘simply do x’ language is irritating – what if I don’t find doing it simple? 
Then you are saying I’m stupid! (Railcard application and form).

Dislike the style (rather than content) of text eg who is Robert? Ian and Robert 
are not my friends! Q and A style dilutes overall message. (Utilities annual 
report).

The range of comments here seem to suggest that perception of 
tone is personal making it difficult to please all intended users of a 
document.  However, tone and style seemed to generate far more 
negative comments than positive ones, – people might be less likely 
to notice tone if it is good, but it stands out when it is bad. This 
suggests that a distinctive tone might be risky compared to a more 
neutral one.

What people notice: Legibility
Participants also commented on how easy or difficult it was to read 
a document in terms of typeface size, colour and spacing. These 
comments form the ‘legibility’ theme. Comments on legibility 
generally fell into one of three categories: the font size; the colours 
of the font and background contrast; and page layout and spacing.

Font size

The most common complaint was for font size – that it was often 
too small to read easily. This was found particularly annoying 
when there was space in the document to make it bigger, or if the 
document was one sent to older users. One participant included 
a document she received regularly that had recently changed to 
increase its font size and she much preferred this. None of the diary 
participants commented about font size being too big.

Print far too small, unnecessarily so on Page 2 where there’s plenty of room for 
a larger font. (Shares form of acceptance and report).

This was changed recently, and it’s a lot more paper, but I find it easier because 
the print’s bigger. And it’s clearly set out better. (Catalogue shopping statement).

Writing was a bit small, particularly the small additional bits at the bottom of 
the 2nd side, and that is the things you need to read precisely so you don’t get 
caught out. (Phone and broadband marketing letter). 

Very small print, given the target age group. (Senior Railcard application).
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Colour

It wasn’t just size that affected legibility – the colours used also had 
an impact. The difficulty of reading grey text was mentioned a few 
times, as was the difficulty of green text, or white text on a green 
background. A final colour combination that participants found less 
legible was black print on a red background. Items in bold were 
often found to be clearer to read, unless most of the document was 
bold in which case it just became confusing.

Black print on red background is hard to read. (Sale advertisement and 
vouchers).

The white text on green table is difficult to read – it flickers somehow. (Council 
tax leaflet). 

Really didn’t like the grey writing on the back, found it very hard to read. (Loan 
offer).

This is really tiny on the back, ridiculous, and it’s grey again! I mean why do 
they do it grey because it’s small as it is. It’s even worse.  (Statement from utility 
company).

Page layout / spacing

Finally in terms of legibility, the page layout also had an effect. 
Particular issues mentioned were difficulty distinguishing between 
columns that were too close together, and not noticing much of 
the information because it was too crowded and appeared to be all 
blended in. Documents like this would require a lot of concentration 
to read properly and could feel overwhelming.

Dense, close type – needs a lot of concentration to extract information. 
(Insurance Keyfacts quote).

Lots of information provided clearly in easily readable print size. Lots of white 
space. No small print so feels honest. Gives me the info I need. (Rental tenancy 
contract).

Even though it’s all black (not grey), it’s all really too black, I can’t read it.  It’s 
too close to that one (right column) it’s all squished in, so I suppose. That is 
bold, but so it that, so it just looks like it’s blending into that so I’m not noticing 
it. (Phone and broadband bill).

Lots of space around the text so not overwhelming. (Campaign flyer).
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What people notice: Message and contents
This theme covers participant comments about the actual message 
or purpose behind the document. Is the topic useful and does the 
document include all the information they need? It is not just about 
interest in the topic – a document can still be important even if the 
reader may not find it interesting (for example, a tax form). This 
theme is largely about the relevance of the overall message, as well 
as the specific details included with it. Participant comments about 
how well the message is explained are covered in the next theme 
(explanation of content).

Relevance of message: interest and importance

Participants made frequent observations as to whether the 
information in a document was relevant to them. Examples are 
provided below. These comments often included judgements about 
who the information should be useful or interesting for if not for 
themselves (the audience fit).

I just keep my money there, I’m not interested in all this. I suppose they have to 
send it as others might be interested. (Bank AGM voting form pack).

Read in detail because it’s a major factor in deciding whether to go for this 
property. (Rental property details)

This type of information is only useful for people who are interested in it; high-
flyer investment types. (Financial fund short report).

It was not particularly attractive to read, but I think that’s more because of the 
subject really and I get like ‘oh god I don’t know’. (Pension statement).

I only read the first two and last paras as I knew what it said – for the third 
year running they’re not going to improve my kitchen and bathroom. (Letter 
informing of redecoration postponement).

Some diary study participants reported that because they were 
participating in the study, they read things they might normally 
have put straight in the bin. This highlights that many relevance 
judgements are made without much, if any, reading at all, 
sometimes from just the envelope. If organisations send customers 
too much junk they run the risk of people just ignoring all 
communications from them.

Useful inclusions and notable omissions

The second group of comments under the ‘message and contents’ 
theme centred on the detail of the contents: notable omissions in 
the document, useful inclusions, and things that the participant felt 
shouldn’t be there. 
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Noted omissions included forms not having all the answer options 
you might need, the document not being clear about its purpose, 
or not highlighting information that was new or changed from 
previous versions.

Not returning as rather limited questions and not allowing more open response. 
The questions were biased, not allowing you to say what you think, and no 
comments box. (Service feedback request form).

Form doesn’t have all the options you need. (Postal banking form).

I don’t know how significant the changes are because I can’t see them in 
context. (Banking Notice of variation).

General concern with the lack of information regarding the implications of 
doing (or not doing) something. (Tax form foreign pages).

I just thought it would be exactly the same, same company, renewal form 
exactly like this, didn’t go through it all, same company, same price, renewed it, 
didn’t cover it. (Home contents insurance policy).

I didn’t realise I’d given instructions to renew so was surprised by its arrival. 
A bit too much information, member benefits and services, guide to Legal 
Protection Ins, etc etc. (Organisation membership information).

Could have highlighted that it is a new style of card, but otherwise good. 
(Organisation membership information).

Which insurance is it referring to? Was spinning from the start of looking at it, 
wasn’t grounded. (Letter about payment for insurance).

Some noted omissions were actually noted as useful omissions. These 
included ‘no selling’, or ‘no small print’ and were felt to benefit 
the document and how much you could trust it. Senders of such 
documents were referred to as thoughtful and helpful etc.

Gives all needed information without providing too much. (Shredder 
instructions).

Participants also commented on the useful inclusions in their 
documents. These observations generated the most comments 
in this sub-theme, including mention of: contact details; part 
completed forms; precise details or key information you needed 
(as long as there was not too much of it – see next theme); helpful 
pictures; and information correcting possible assumptions you might 
make. The senders of documents with these inclusions were viewed 
favourably as trustworthy, considerate organisations.

There was all the key information, like the fact it was sending me a sample, and 
actually samples sometimes differ in colour. That was a key thing to make sure I 
didn’t just assume it would be exactly that. (Interior design quote).

Generally good, very helpful. Detailed information about cost of calls, line 
rental, numbers called. Full details of who to contact in the event of a question. 

(Phone and Broadband bill).
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Finally within this sub-theme, participants also commented on 
contents that shouldn’t be there. This was most often marketing, 
or selling of additional products to the one being discussed. It was 
felt it clouded the key message, overwhelming with the amount 
of information provided. One participant questioned the ethics of 
this method of selling saying it affected the respect she had for the 
company (the relevant quote is provided under the final relationship 
theme).

Didn’t like the insurance cover info as it felt like they were trying to sell it to 
me. Slightly overwhelmed at getting so much info. (New tenants information).

I found the later pages on a message from the savings team quite annoying and 
too much like advertising products I did not want.  This made the document too 
long and reduced the clarity of the information. (Savings account statement and 
information).

A note on conversation

Many of these observations about document content can be viewed 
using the conventions of ‘having a conversation’. These include 
keeping to topic, anticipating objections, answering questions, and 
giving complete information4. Excessive marketing is not keeping 
to topic. The correct questions (from the other party) have to be 
anticipated and answered, for a satisfactory conversation to take 
place.

Service companies often use transactional documents, such as bills 
or letters, to cross-sell other products – the cross-selling effectively 
pays for the document. The software that produces it includes a 
feature known as ‘white space management’ which actively seeks 
spare space to add marketing messages. Our participants’ comments 
call this into question.

What people notice: Explanation of content
If the message is not clearly explained and understandable, the 
recipient may not recognise that it could be useful or interesting 
to them. There were so many different participant comments 
about the explanation of the message as well as about documents 
contents (discussed in the previous theme) that we created two 
separate themes. Comments under this theme were split into four 

4  For a more detailed discussion of how conversational principles apply to marketing 
communications and different channels, see Waller R. and Delin J. (2003), ‘Cooperative brands: 
the importance of customer information for service brands’, Design Management Journal, vol 14, 
no 4, 63-69.
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sub-themes: the amount of information provided; precision of the 
information provided; readability; and logical structure. 

Amount of information

The amount of information provided provoked by far the largest 
number of comments from participants. This was both in terms 
of complaints at ‘too much information’, but also recognition of 
documents as ‘to the point’ or ‘nice and concise’. Concise documents 
were perceived as much easier to read.

This one is absolutely short, clear and to the point, you can’t possibly get the 
wrong idea. (Vacuum cleaner instructions).

Short, concise, all facts on one page. No selling of other products, easy to store. 
(Bank ISA bond certificate).

Too much information was noticed in a number of different ways. 
The document could go into much more detail than was needed; 
there could be too many different bits provided with a document; or 
it might not be customised to relate to the recipients’ situation. This 
was particularly annoying from organisations which already had 
participants’ personal details. A common observation was ‘why can’t 
they send me just the bits which relate to me?’

There’s so much of it.  And this is just the summary. If I get the whole policy I 
don’t intend to go near it! (Insurance Policy Summary).

Didn’t read this because it was too much. Thought it would be important 
because it told you to read it carefully. You need to know what’s in here as 
otherwise you end up with charges etc, you get caught out. I would keep it until 
I needed to check something. (Notice of variation leaflet).

What I need them to do is cut to the chase a bit quicker. The bottom line, what 
everybody wants to know is, is there a problem paying? Is there going to be any 
difficulty? And is there any action I should take? If there is something like that I 
could do with knowing. (Pension newsletter)

Although the letter was useful, there was so many wodges and bits and bobs in 
as well you actually lost them in a way. There was a tendency just to read the 
covering letter and think err...? (Organisation membership information).

All of these different types of too much information were likely 
to cause annoyance – annoyance at the waste created, annoyance 
at the lack of clarity from too much information, and annoyance 
that the sender organisations were not listening to their customers. 
‘Overwhelmed’ was frequently used to describe the feeling. 

Overkill pack!!! Far to much expense and writing to get across a simple message 
– makes me angry at waste. (Charity newsletter, magazine and other leaflets).

One participant also reported feelings of guilt that she would never 
be able to read all the information given.
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Feel like I should read and absorb section 3 as it’s been given but would I ever 
find the time? Wish they hadn’t given me so much information. (Information 
about tenancy deposit protection).

Personal preferences and interests will affect the amount of 
information an individual prefers to receive. One person’s useful 
additional detail could be someone else’s pointless padding. 
Some topics require lots of detail and length, although from all 
participants’ views the shorter the better – indeed when companies 
produced short documents the response was positive:

Only one page – brilliant! (Instructions for table construction).

Precision of detail and instructions

Participants also commented on the precision of the detail and 
information provided, which naturally affected the quality of the 
explanation. 

I thought this was hilarious actually because it didn’t actually get you to the 
place, the instructions themselves weren’t quite right. On the one hand it’s 
terribly attractive, but what was so ironic was it was actually quite hard to 
follow if you were walking. (Directions to a venue).

Lack of precision typically created confusion. Participants 
commented on meaningless headings; detail clouded with positive 
spin; or not enough detail provided to complete actions (typically in 
forms).

Found some of the codes in it confusing. Eg paid in at 402124 – it doesn’t tell 
you where that is does it? (Bank statement).

It doesn’t tell you whether you should calculate to the nearest (or lowest) pound 
or penny. Given that all the other forms have to be filled to the pound, and I 
think this is meant to be to the penny, this raises a problem. (Tax form).

Conversely, where information was clear and precise this was also 
noticed and appreciated. Precise information could reduce stress by 
increasing certainty in what you were supposed to do. Step by step 
instructions were noted as helpful in a number of documents. 

Tells me exactly what to do and why so I don’t have to think or feel stressed. 
(Campaign flyer).

Quite good instructions making it clear which sections have to be completed.  
(NS&I savings reinvestment form).

Very clear step by step statement of what actions need to be taken. There are 
also notes next to the steps. (Letter about dividend payment changes).

Clear direction on proportions of rice/water. (Rice cooker instructions).
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Readability

While we have already covered readable English under the language 
theme, it is worth noting again as a sub-theme here. Participants 
often commented on the clarity of language as a key aspect of good 
explanation.

It’s clear, absolutely simple, straightforward English, easy to understand. I hope 
all their communications are as easy to follow. If not I’ll just have to go and tell 
them that I thought this was wonderful and couldn’t they just….

Logical structure

The final issue under this theme that a few participants commented 
on was the structure of the argument or order of information 
presentation within the document. 

No order and difficult to find messages. Cheap and tacky, over busy. (Coffee 
marketing leaflet).

It’s quite confusing in a way, what’s not covered, and what is covered, and 
meaning of words, it’s all bitty and mixed up together somehow. (Insurance 
Keyfact quote).

A particular irritation reported was too much cross referencing and 
having to flick between pages. The use of introductory summaries 
was mentioned as being helpful in identifying the structure. As with 
previous themes, clear explanation also created positive responses.

Good summary of information with effective use of summaries on top of page. 
(Credit card statement).

I haven’t yet emptied the dust canister but I’m confident that when the time 
comes with these very clear multi pictured instructions I shall be fine. (Vacuum 

cleaner manual).

What people notice:  
Structural / functional graphic design
So far the participant comments discussed have been largely 
about document contents and the words used. Participants also 
commented on visual design aspects of their documents, but 
possibly not to the extent that designers might imagine.

Participants made comments about various tools that designers use 
to give clear visual structure to information in a document, and 
noticed when things did not look clear. This functional design theme 
is closely linked to the previous ‘explanation of content’ theme, as 
good design can facilitate clear explanation. It is also related to the 
appearance theme (next), which covers the more cosmetic aspects of 
design, such as branding. 
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The elements which make up this theme are strategic reading, 
action in the document, highlighting key information, and the use 
of diagrams.

Strategic reading

Many people would say that a key purpose of document design is to 
encourage strategic reading. Enabling the reader to (correctly) pick 
and choose which bits of the document are important for them to 
read and understand. As might be expected, participants did not 
refer explicitly to ‘strategic reading’, but they did make comments 
about how headings made it easier to find relevant content; useful 
summaries meant you had to read less; or conversely cluttered pages 
making documents difficult to follow. 

You don’t have to read it unless it applies to you’, ‘you know how big the 
section is when you start’. (Bank information booklet).

Effective use of summaries on top of page. I never read the material on the back 
which is very dull looking etc. Not well laid out. (Credit card statement).  

That is really really tiny. They could put that bigger down here. They could 
put fees explained in that bit, move things around. Plenty of space to make it 
bigger. But then they don’t want to help you. (Phone bill).

Larger or coloured headings that stood out were generally liked, as 
well as coloured ones, as long as the hierarchy of headings was made 
clear with size and not just indicated with colour (which could be 
confusing). 

The different colours of heading make it easier to skim through the issues that 
are relevant. (Notice of variation to terms and conditions letter).

The priorities of the paragraph titles are unclear – is black a higher or lower 
level of grouping than green? It appears to be higher but a larger type face 
would have been clearer. (Tax form)

Very clear and easy to read. Large grey text for section headings works well 
and makes it more attractive as do the clear diagrams. (Washing machine 
instructions).

Highlighting key information

The highlighting of key information in a document could be 
considered as a part of strategic reading, but so many comments 
referred explicitly to this it justified a separate sub-theme. Many 
participants discussed how their various documents either nicely 
highlighted or ‘hid’ important information. 

Various design tools were mentioned by participants as helpful for 
finding key information, including bold type, boxes, coloured panels, 
capital letters and bullet points.
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Easy to find essential information in lined out area. (NS&I savings certificate).

Good use of capitals for important info. (Rice cooker instructions).

Bold type helps a bit to pick out key information. (Letter from council in 
response to planning application questions).

However many participants also had documents where important 
information was not highlighted, which they found very frustrating. 

The important information about needing to bring a urine sample is very well 
hidden. (Hospital appointment letter).

I do not like this as hidden in very small print on the back page is a charge, 
unfair trading. (Telephone and broadband marketing offer letter).

It took me a bit of time to find out what to do if I didn’t want to reinvest, 
because they want you to reinvest, everything about reinvesting is ‘what to do 
next’, how to reinvest etc all clear. And then in very small, well ordinary print 
here, if we don’t receive your reinvestment form by the xdate, or you would 
rather not invest, we will automatically pay it out. Thank-you, that’s all I need 
to know.  I read different sections and couldn’t find how not to invest. It could 
have been numbered options or something. I suppose they’re trying to make a 
sale. (Investment account letter).

Typical comments such as ‘they have hidden x’, use language which 
implies the sender has actively hidden something, rather than just 
passively forgotten to highlight it. These observations were often 
supplied with assumptions about the motivations of the document 
producers for doing this. ‘They don’t want to help you’, ‘they don’t 
want you to see this’, or feeling ‘this is unfair trading’.

It is unlikely that the document producers would have intended this 
outcome from their communication, however there are implications 
for the customer’s overall opinion of an organisation if they feel it 
doesn’t care enough to try properly, or that it is actively trying to 
hide important information from them. We discuss this and similar 
issues more under the relationship theme.

Action in the document

Some comments related to using the document, perhaps to look 
something up for reference, or most commonly for completing 
forms. 

Two key issues made using documents difficult. The first was forms 
without enough space left to complete them properly:

Form printed too small for use. (Credit card leaflet).

Not enough space on the form to fill in all the details required. (Tax free lump 
sum questionnaire).
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The second issue covers inconsistencies in a document. These 
inconsistencies could be within a document, for example using a 
single colour to highlight a number of very different points.

A typical case of non-thinking. All other supplementary pages ask for the 
taxpayer reference at the top. This one asks at the bottom. (Tax form).

Or the inconsistencies were with genre conventions and 
expectations:

Miles of lists, too much cross referencing. The numbers are on the righthand 
side of the table! (instead of expected left). (Insurance Keyfacts quote).

As with non-highlighting of important information, these difficulties 
were often felt to demonstrate a lack of caring or consideration for 
the customer on the part of the document producer.

Diagrams

The final area for discussion under the functional design theme is 
where participants commented on the diagrams in their documents. 
Overall these were generally reported to be helpful and good 
additions, showing extra detail and precision of information. One 
exception to this was some marketing where the pictures included 
didn’t relate to the offers. 

This is better than other ones as the pictures highlight offers rather than just 
random pictures. (Retail points offers leaflet).

Diagrams could provoke strong positive emotional responses when 
they were found to be effective. One participant mentioned that she 
often found diagrams confusing. However her document examples 
included one particular document with diagrams that were actually 
very good, and she was in raptures about how good it was and how 
easy the document was to use.

I find usually pictures and instructions of how to put things together very very 
vague and you’re not sure if you’re doing the right thing or not. Pictures don’t 
seem to bear any resemblance to what’s in front of you, but that’s a gem. It has 
a front view and back view, remarkably well labelled and useful arrows. You 
can’t go wrong. (Vacuum cleaner instructions).

Good as it shows lots of pictures of the property and it’s really good to get a 
floor plan to see proportions. No small print or unnecessary info. Map and 
energy rates also informative. (Property information sheet).
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What people notice: Appearance
In addition to issues relating to functional design, the diary 
participants also commented on the overall visual impression 
of the document. These type of comments occurred in three 
areas: descriptors for the document’s overall appearance and 
attractiveness; comments on how easy or complicated it looked to 
use; and comments on the physical properties of the document (eg 
paper size).

Appearance / attractiveness descriptors

A range of terms were used to describe the appearance of the 
diary documents. These included: attractive, amateur, functional, 
professional, dull, complicated, difficult, corporate, scary, and 
legalistic. 

Appearance can be best described as ‘functional’. (Letter from Council in 
response to planning application comments).

I never read the material on the back which is very dull looking etc. Not 
well laid out. The marks I have awarded are for the front pages. (Credit card 
statement).

Very attractive and informative card advising the rights and benefits of my 
membership. (Organisation membership information card).

Do not like the shade of blue which is used too much for my liking. (Savings 
interest rates leaflet).

As with the descriptors for tone, discussed under the language 
theme, the judgement (positive or negative) associated with each of 
these descriptors isn’t always the same. ‘Functional’ could mean it 
works well, but in the first comment above really implied that the 
document was unattractive.

Usability perceptions

Almost more important to participants than whether the document 
appeared attractive or not was whether it appeared easy to use. 
Participants commented on documents looking ‘difficult’ or 
‘complicated’, but with limited detail about what it was that made 
it look that way. Lots of very small print or no highlighting of key 
information were mentioned as affecting how difficult it looked.  

Guidance notes quite hard work and key actions in using the form could have 
been highlighted. Language not user friendly. No encouragement to use form! 
(Corporate voting form).

Summary of requirements is too complicated. Responsibilities of tenants is a bit 
scary. Keep trying to sell insurance. (Tenants guide booklet).
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This is difficult and I must spend more time on it to complete before deadline. 
It’s difficult not to keep putting it off. (Tax credits letter)

I believe it’s so fine and it’s a whole lot of careful reading. It just looks so….. 
You have to be a good reader. If you are not one you’re not going to be able to. 
(Insurance policy document).

If a document looked difficult, people were more likely to put 
off reading it. An interesting research topic might be to look at 
specifying in more detail what makes a document look complicated.

Physical properties

Finally in terms of appearance, some physical properties of the 
documents, attracted comments from the diary participants. These 
included the quality of paper making the document feel professional 
and trust-worthy; the paper size being easy to store or carry around 
(or not); the fold pattern of certain leaflets being confusing and 
annoying; and the absence of punched tear off lines where they 
would have been useful.

Professional, to the point, quality paper, minimal. Easy to store, good. Snobby 
quality of paper makes feel professional and trust it. Nice positive language. 
T&Cs even ok. It has marketing, but not brash. (NS&I savings information).

The unnecessary advertising has made the ticket too big to put in bag without 
folding. Print your own junkmail! (Online concert ticket) 

Straightforward, Certificate and letter combined. Good and simple, one piece of 
paper. (NS&I saving certificate).

What people notice: Relationship 
The final theme from participants comments is about the overall 
customer relationship. This covers both the frame of mind in 
which the participant received the document (based on customer 
preferences for, and previous customer experience of the sender), 
and what the participant felt about the document sender as a result 
of receiving it.

As with all the other themes discussed so far, this information 
was not specifically asked of the participants. While the first six 
themes refer to specific elements of a document – how it looks, 
is used, is understood etc, this seventh theme covers comments 
about the wider situation or context in which the document is seen 
and feeling in response to it. This frequently includes reference to 
issues discussed under earlier themes. We found comments about 
relationship in two sub-themes: expectations and familiarity; and 
judgements of sender.



Simplification Centre 	 Technical paper 7: What do people notice about their documents?	 27

Expectations and familiarity

Participants discussed some of their documents in terms of 
their prior expectations about them. This included discussion 
of personal preferences; their familiarity with the sender; their 
previous experience with the sender; their experience of using that 
document; and also regularity of receiving a similar document.

Too much info, and send too many of them, two a month. Regularity makes 
you not read it. I just see the envelope and it goes in the bin. (Broadband and 
telephone marketing letter).

I hadn’t heard of this company before so I didn’t know what it was or read 
it until they sent me a second letter, when I thought it might be important. 
(Utility bill information for new tenant).

This arrived much earlier than I was expecting – they normally do it in 
November or December, so this confused me a bit. (Gas safety check letter).

Found it very easy to use as so familiar with it. The first time I got one like this 
I had called up to find out about it, but now I know how to use it. (Catalogue 
shopping bill).

The organisation tends to saturate with mailings therefore I never tend to read. 
(Insurance marketing from SAGA).

It is clear from the comments above that expectations greatly 
influenced the frame of mind in which the documents were received 
and how much attention they were given, (or even whether they 
were read at all).

Judgements of sender – blame, motives and consideration

Throughout the discussion of previous themes many of the 
participant comments about their documents have included 
comments about the sender. This sub-theme brings all these separate 
points and adds additional comments that reflect the impact of 
individual documents on the recipients’ view of the sender. 

Participants made many assumptions and judgements about the 
documents’ senders; about their motivation or agenda in producing 
or sending a document; and about apportioning blame where 
information was not clear. Participants made judgements about 
how considerate they thought the sending company were to their 
customers or to wider issues such as the environment.

Excellent document. I was very pleased to receive it. They traced me through 
their points card – another benefit of using it. A nice letter. Clear font. 
Explained itself well. (Product recall letter)

[Charity’s] correspondence is looking increasingly corporate and I am concerned 
at (unnecessary?) expense of full colour image on reverse. Would prefer a less 
costly letter. Eg just black/white so I can feel that my donations are going more 
on helping people than marketing/admin. (Charity appeal pack).
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Just with the way they put the colouring and the way that they’ve worded 
their information and things. I think they are just trying a bit too hard to their 
customers. Where with this some people may think well they can’t afford to 
have it in bright colours but I’d prefer this. They care enough to spend the 
money on other things than spending loads of money on a booklet so just give 
you the information you need and be done with it. (Insurance Policy document).

Interestingly, poor documents did not automatically result in 
negative views of the sender, as it was not always perceived to 
be their fault. Participants had sympathy for information about 
a complex topic or that they perceived to be externally or legally 
imposed.

Probably not all [ ]’s fault – the law is very complex. But even simple things to 
do with carried forward losses are either missing or ambiguous, needing a call 
to the help line (who weren’t sure either!). (Tax form).

They are trying their best, but it’s not good. Not quite sure why I got this – we 
are not sure what to do with it – where is the form to complete? (Tax credit 
booklet).

Participants also discussed their assumptions about the document 
senders’ motivations, honesty, or hidden agendas in sending certain 
information in particular ways. 

It’s all in the small print and that’s how they get you. (Insurance offer).

Has very tiny TCs on the back, but there is lots of space for them to be bigger. 
Don’t like it at all – it is selling. I always looks at the T&Cs first. (Phone and 
Broadband marketing letter).

Claimed to be information but is really advertising. (Update for shareholders 
leaflet).

‘Only takes a couple of minutes to vote’. ‘My needs set your agenda’ – b******! You 
fear you might be buying something!! (Bank AGM voting pack).

Clearly comments such as these can have wider implications and 
are likely to affect the overall customer relationship if particularly 
positive or negative. It is important for businesses to remember 
that negative sentiment can be hard to overcome. Some of these 
document comments suggest that the organisations involved are at 
risk of losing customers because of the documents they send out.

I have a mortgage with (this company) and they continually send me letters 
about loans/insurance etc even though I’ve told them I’m not interested. 
Ethically, I think it’s wrong for them to try to encourage people to take out 
loans in this way (suggesting new car, home improvements etc that people can’t 
pay for up-front). I’ve lost respect for the company. (Loan offer letter).
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An alternative presentation
The previous discussion has detailed what the ten diary participants 
noticed about the documents they used in their daily life, over the 
course of a month. These comments could be further separated by 
time; that is, when during the period that someone is looking at a 
document, the observation would be most likely to occur. Are they 
initial first glance observations, or only likely to be noticed after a 
detailed read? This lends itself to the generation of an alternative 
presentation of the key findings from the research, in diagram form.

The diagram on the following page shows, for the language theme, 
the types of participant comments that were received, and also 
at what point during reading they were likely to be noticed. The 
relationship theme is represented by the ‘before and after’ aspects in 
the diagram. 

Discussion and conclusions
The ten participant diaries have given an interesting insight into 
what a small group of customers notice about the documents they 
use in their day-to-day lives. Naturally this is only a small number 
of participants, so more work would need to be done to examine if 
other people notice similar things. It is also a group of people who 
have volunteered to participate in simplification research, and are 
therefore more likely to favour simpler documents. Nevertheless 
the study has provided a useful start to examine the level of match 
between what document producers and designers generally focus 
their attention on, and what readers might notice. Three key 
areas for document producers to consider in the production and 
distribution of documents have emerged from the study. 

Audience fit

Many participants complained about receiving documents that 
they were not interested in, that were at a level of detail they were 
not interested in, or that were in technical language they didn’t 
understand. They found this particularly annoying where the 
organisations involved should have had enough detail about the 
customer to be able to assess their level of interest. Complaints in 
this area were frequently, but not solely, about receiving too much 
additional marketing material. 
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Participants seemed to use cues, such as level of technical language, 
or whether or not they had previous knowledge of the sender to 
determine if the document was likely to be intended for them. 
If they didn’t know the sender, or thought they were not likely 
to be the intended audience they were unlikely to read much of 
it. Alternatively if they thought it was important for them, but it 
was too technical for them to understand they were likely to feel 
overwhelmed and not be confident that they had understood the 
message.

A key message to document producers from this would therefore 
be a familiar and rather obvious one: to know their audience 
well. If it is an existing customer they should also acknowledge 
the customer’s relationship to the company. There are also more 
specific suggestions. Unless document producers are targeting a 
very well defined group, a very distinctive tone of voice might 
alienate as many customers as it attracts. Document producers 
should limit use of technical or legal terms unless they are certain 
all their audience will be familiar with them. The issue of marketing 
material is complex, but the negative impacts on existing customers 
relationship with the organisation should be considered, as well as 
the potential positives. 

Reducing reader effort and guilt

Any document will require effort to read. Some documents will 
require more effort than others. A reader has to decide how much 
effort they are willing to give each document – most people do 
not have unlimited time to read everything. Where customers are 
particularly interested in the message and contents of a document, 
their motivation is likely to increase the amount of effort they 
are willing to give to a document to try to understand it. If the 
document looks attractive this might also increase reader motivation 
slightly. However it is clearly desirable to have a document that 
minimises the amount of effort required. A number of things (as 
noticed by diary participants) can affect this: 

Legibility: Things that are difficult to see clearly require effort to 
decipher the words. Document producers should think carefully 
about background and type colour. RNIB recommend 2mm x-height 
as a minimum (11 or 12 point for most typefaces), although the 
Simplification Centre has argued for greater flexibility to allow 
tables and diagrams to be more easily displayed (see Technical Paper 
10, Type size: interpreting the Clear Print standard). 
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Amount of information: It is tricky to get the right balance of amount 
of information and precision of detail too. But getting the balance 
right can pay off. The diary participants did notice, and responded 
positively to concise, precise documents. Generally less is more as 
short documents typically received positive user reactions. 

Structure and quality of explanation: Provide a structure and different 
levels of information so people who are interested in the detail 
can read and those who are not interested can skip sections easily. 
Elsewhere, we have referred to this strategy as ‘layering’ (Technical 
paper 1: Simplification – what is gained and what is lost).

Looking complicated: It is all too easy to make a document ‘look’ 
complicated by cramming too much in a page, or using a confusing 
layout. Good use of headings and white space is also likely to reduce 
the appearance of complexity. 

Readability and technical language: If the reader doesn’t understand 
many of the words involved they are likely to give up or may 
misunderstand the message.

Prominence of key information: Consider what is the key information 
people will need to know. Then make it stand out visually so people 
don’t have to look hard for it. Use of good diagrams can also be 
helpful. 

There are several potential outcomes if a document requires a lot 
of effort to read (or looks like it will). Some people may decide it is 
not worth the effort and not read any of it. Some might opt to only 
skim it (which could well be sufficient for their purpose). Some, of 
course, will read it in full. Others might feel overwhelmed, or even 
guilty if they feel they should read and understand it, but know they 
won’t find the time. These negative feelings are unlikely to be a 
desired outcome of document producers. An organisation might be 
well intentioned, providing full details to comply with guidelines, 
but this study highlights the potential negative impacts of it not 
designing a document appropriately. User testing of documents is 
likely to be beneficial in such situations.

A considerate organisation – trust

According to comments by participants, a considerate company 
would only send information that is relevant to customers, 
preferably personalised information. The company would structure 
their information clearly, including all the key points the reader 
needs, accurately, and with no additional information (particularly 
marketing) to create confusion. The company would also clearly 
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highlight all the key information in a document and not hide things 
in small print. Language would be direct and plain, with a tone that 
wasn’t irritating to the particular customer. They would need to 
demonstrate they had made an effort to be clear, even if the topic 
of their documents is not an easy one. The company would also 
not be wasteful by using lots of colour5 and sending unnecessary 
documents. 

Lapses in any of these areas run the risk of affecting the customer 
relationship, and in particular, trust. Two areas specifically stood 
out as provoking strong (potentially negative) views on this issue. 
The first was receiving additional marketing material, which was 
even considered unethical by some. The second area was where 
important information did not stand out. Where an organisation 
might perhaps fail to highlight some key information as an 
oversight. This could have much wider implications than just a few 
minutes extra work by the customer to find the information. The 
customer may assume that the organisation doesn’t care enough 
about them to make things easier, or assume that the organisation 
is deliberately attempting to be deceptive and hide things. These 
additional consequences from a potentially small oversight need to 
be considered by organisations. 

Conclusions

We know that most document producers do generally try to be 
aware of their users, and that user testing is not always affordable 
or practical. But this study emphasises just how important it is, 
and how much effect even small decisions can have on people’s 
perception of organisations and brands6. 

Even on the basis of the small sample of users in this study, it was 
clear that design decisions about everyday functional documents 
can powerfully influence how people view the organisations that 
send them. All too easily, readers can fail to understand, or feel 
disregarded, and lose trust in consequence.

5  Even though modern technology and the economics of mass production mean that colour 
does not actually cost very much more, some customers still see it as a mark of extravagence.

6  Jeremy Bullmore, a leader in the advertising industry, has written a very good essay on this: 
‘Why every brand encounter counts’. It originally appeared in the 1999 WPP Annual Report, 
but it is available online from http://www.wpp.com/wpp/marketing/marketing/essays-assorted-
writings-by-jeremy-bullmore.htm


