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Ramsey County 
reduced the average 
# of days to receive 
completed forms 
from clients by 
redesigning forms 
using behavioral 
economics 
principles and 
changing processes
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Total days 
to receive 
completed 
forms for 
70 cases 
without 
court orders
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Agenda
• Who We Are and How We Got Here
• Forms and Behavioral Economics (for Newbies and Pros Alike)
• Our Approach
• The Form Development Process
• Before and After
• Implementation and Outcomes
• Questions, Answers, and New Ideas
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Ramsey County, 
Minnesota

• Smallest county in land size
• Most densely populated county in 

Minnesota (and in U.S.) with 10% of 
the state’s residents.  

• Most racially diverse county in 
Minnesota, expected to increase

• Lowest household income in the 
seven-county metro area

• Greatest income disparities, especially 
within communities of color 

• 2nd largest, and most racially diverse, 
child support caseload in Minnesota

https://www.ramseycounty.us/your-government/about-ramsey-county

https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Departments/Public%20Health/CH
A/County%20Overview3_final.pdf

https://www.ramseycounty.us/your-government/about-ramsey-county
https://www.ramseycounty.us/sites/default/files/Departments/Public%20Health/CHA/County%20Overview3_final.pdf


Racial Diversity – Minnesota and Child Support Caseload
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* English and unknown were removed from the chart to make it possible to see the details of the other languages.
https://data.ramseycounty.us/stories/s/Who-Receives-Child-Support-Services-/3dvj-h76w



How did we get here talking about forms?
• State Supervised and County Administered program
• Legacy computer system 25+ years old
• State provides letters and forms for many processes
• Most letters and forms have had few or no updates over the years

• Workers started writing their own letters to clients  >  Inconsistent messaging to clients
• Workers and attorneys complained that clients don't fill out forms completely so they can’t work the case
• Clients complain that they receive thick packets of paper to complete

• “I don't even know where to begin”
• “I don't have time for this”
• “You're asking the same questions over and over”

• Created our own letters and form templates
• Continued to receive incomplete forms and low response rate from clients
• Learned about Behavioral Economics and Procedural Justice Principles at conferences.
• Believed our forms and letters could be better!
• Didn’t want to reinvent the wheel, so we sought out a consultant.



Consultant Requirements
We needed a consultant to provide technical expertise in the redesign of our 
letters and forms. 
Requirements:
ü Contractor must have successfully completed similar work for government 

entities and provide references for those organizations. 
ü Contractor must have obtained formal education in one or more of the 

following areas: creative writing, behavioral economics, graphic design, 
technical writing. 

ü Contractors that have performed this work specifically in child support 
programs will score higher.
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Request for 
Quote (RFQ) 
process

1. Publish RFQ in legal notices paper and also in online 
procurement portal
• We informed Grays Peak Strategies Form 

Factory
2. Potential vendors submit bids/quotes through website

• Must include tax information, proof of business 
insurance and other required business info

3. Professional services contracts awarded based on 
scoring of the vendors’ areas of expertise, experience 
and likely ability to deliver the services requested

4. Established contract with Grays Peak Strategies Form 
Factory!
• Issued as a "not-to-exceed certain dollar 

amount" contract
• Allowed flexibility for the number and types of 

documents to be redesigned
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Forms Are Fundamental

Chart Source: Harms, Johannes. “Past, Present, and Future of Form-Based User Interfaces: Innovative Design for Evolving the ‘Form’ User Interface Metaphor.” 
Dissertation, 2015. https://johannesharms.com/publications/harms2016forms.pdf.

Image Source: Twyman, Michael. “Forms Design and the History of Forms.” vimeo.com, February 17, 2017. 
https://vimeo.com/245363946?embedded=true&source=vimeo_logo&owner=16687675.

https://johannesharms.com/publications/harms2016forms.pdf


The Question Behavioral Economics Poses 
for People Who Make Forms

What really determines individual decisions? 
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Makes Optimal Choice

Analyzes the Costs and Benefits

Fully Grasps That Information

Receives Information

The Rational Agent Model The Behavioral Model

Receives Information

Social 

constraints
Stress Decision 

fatigue
Time constraints

Desire for quick resolution

Makes a 
Decision

Does Not Make 
a Decision

Source: Michael Hayes, Senior Programs Manager for the federal OCSE, “Spock or Simpson?  Using 
Behavioral Science to Improve Child Support Performance,” August 22, 2019



Behavioral Economics: A Working Definition

An approach to 
communications, 
policies, and procedures 
that analyzes and 
reshapes information 
and structural factors 
guiding engagement with 
program participants to 
make programs work 
better for them.*

* And not worse for anyone else!
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Examples of Behavioral Economics in Child 
Support 
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Behavioral Insights to Advance 
Self-sufficiency (BIAS)

Behavioral Interventions for 
Child Support Services (BICS)



Behavioral Techniques You Encounter Every 
Day
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1. Personalization
Shaping a response or tool around 
someone’s personal identity (“you” or “I”)

2. Social Proof
Drawing attention to the opinions or 
actions of others to guide decision-making

3. Channel and Hassle Factors
Elements that make it either easier 
(channel) or harder (hassle) for people to 
take some action

Example
Beginning a letter with “Hello, Wilma” rather 
than “To Debit Card Users”

“Billions and Billions Served”

Channel: Moving a case over directly from 
assisted to non-assisted

Hassle: The referral process for assistance cases 
when that person only wants TANF or medical 
assistance, not child support

�

�

�
versus

�



Examples of Behavioral Economics in Child 
Support 
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vs

Before Behavioral Intervention After Behavioral Intervention



Making Behavioral Economics an Everyday 
Practice
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The Business-as-Usual Process
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“We Need to 
Update This 

Form”

Person or Team 
Makes Updates

People Required 
to Review It Offer 

Ideas

“People Don’t 
Want to Engage/
Can’t Read Well”



The Process for Developing Behaviorally 
Informed Forms
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• Articulate a Concrete 
Problem

• Identify Stakeholders 
and Constraints

• Analyze Data

Gather

• Think Holistically 
• Propose a Potential 

Solution or Solutions
• Discuss Solutions with 

Stakeholders

Identify
• Work as a Team
• Include Different 

Perspectives
• Sweat the Small Stuff!

Develop

• Review with 
Stakeholders before 
Launch

• Revise as Needed
• Analyze Usage Data

Assess
• What Can You Do 

Differently?
• Change Diagnosis?
• Revise Solutions?

Refine and 
Relaunch



Getting Started
1. Established Our Team 

• Planning Specialist – Team Lead with 25+ years of 
child support experience as worker, trainer, 
supervisor, support strategic initiatives

• Administrative Assistant with many years of 
writing experience

• Management Analyst to help with technical 
possibilities

• Attorney with many years of child support 
experience to ensure messages were legally 
correct

2. Scheduled remote bi-weekly one-hour meetings
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Decide which forms to redesign
We wanted our project to have an impact on work spanning 
multiple units of the office to ensure all workers and clients 
could benefit.
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• Surveyed workers 
• Which forms had questions 

that clients often answer 
differently than we expect?

• Which forms do clients not 
"seem" to respond to?

• Which forms are "not pretty" 
or cause distress to look at?

• Narrowed down the list

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://boagworld.com/boagworks/governance/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Some items worked on:
ü Initial cover letter for cases without orders

• Also created new information page
ü Financial information form for setting or modifying support
ü Paternity affidavits for bio-mom and alleged father to identify child’s possible 

father
ü Parenting decisions affidavit
ü Genetic testing appointment notice
ü Description of support received or paid
ü Series of nonpayment letters
ü Welcome letters for cases with orders

• Also created a new child support summary page
ü Agreement to forgive past-due support
ü Cover letter for intergovernmental cases without orders
ü Locate form
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Design constraints 
• Follow County and Attorney’s Office Brand Standards

• Black and white

• Header and footer
• Developed new header and footer with more ways to contact
• Solidifying call-to-action focus 

• Word documents
• Fillable Form Fields and drop-down menu options to try to keep 

workers using the created forms
• Protected document 
• Good for workers across the program, varied technical and 

writing skills
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The Form Development Process: Gather
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• Articulate a Concrete 
Problem

• Identify Stakeholders 
and Constraints

• Analyze Data

Gather

• Gather
•Identify Stakeholders and Constraints
• Stakeholders
• Parents and guardians applying for or in possession of a child 
support order
• Parents who are required to pay support
• People who have been identified as potential fathers
• Child Support staff

• Constraints
• Specifics noted earlier



The Form Development Process: Gather
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• Articulate a Concrete 
Problem

• Identify Stakeholders 
and Constraints

• Analyze Data

Gather

• Gather
•Analyze Data



The Form Development Process: Identify 
and Develop
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• Identify and Develop
• Much of this already discussed
• Only want to add one point: everyone 
on this project—including the staff we 
consulted who work with staff—worked 
hard to get the details right
• One example: how do we refer to the 
various people on the case?

• Think Holistically 
• Propose a Potential 

Solution or Solutions
• Discuss Solutions with 

Stakeholders

Identify
• Work as a Team
• Include Different 

Perspectives
• Sweat the Small Stuff!

Develop



The Form Development Process: Identify 
and Develop: Details Matter
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Original: In 
the middle 
of the last 
page

Early 
Version: At 
the bottom 
of the first 
page

Final 
Version: At 
the bottom 
of the first 
page



Principles for Developing Behaviorally 
Informed Forms and Processes
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• Simplify policies and reduce choices
Try to reduce the problems clouding decision-making or at 
least don’t make things worse (“First, do no harm”)

• Use better tools
Write notices using simple language, design them 
thoughtfully, and use delivery mechanisms likely to increase 
engagement

• Communicate expectations
Always provide an explicit statement (or call to action) telling 
people exactly how to respond to any given communication 
and tell them by when their response needs to be made

�

�

�



Develop Your Forms to Be Skimmed 
(Because Everyone Skims)
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“[T]he ‘new norm’ in reading is skimming, with word-spotting and browsing through the text. Many 
readers now use an F or Z pattern when reading in which they sample the first line and then word-spot 
through the rest of the text. When the reading brain skims like this, it reduces time allocated to deep 
reading processes.

Maryanne Wolf
“Skim Reading Is the New Normal. 
The Effect on Society Is Profound”

� �

� �

� �

� �

�

� �

� �

� �

� �

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/aug/25/skim-reading-new-normal-maryanne-wolf


Practical Tips for Language and Design
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Language
ü Start with the takeaway

ü Use common words and 
short sentences (under 30 
syllables per sentence)

ü Use personal pronouns 
(“we,” “you,” etc.)

Design
ü Structure the design to 

highlight levels of importance
ü Emphasize white space and a 

ragged right margin
ü Use icons and other graphics 

to reinforce meaning 



The Form Development Process
• Review with Stakeholders before 

Launch
• Formal review process
• Pre-launch focus group

• Revise as Needed
• Quasi-formal test period of 3 

months 
• Post-launch focus group
• Both led to revisions
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• Review with 
Stakeholders before 
Launch

• Revise as Needed
• Analyze Usage Data

Assess



Financial Statement
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Before After



The Form Development Process: Identify 
and Develop: Details Matter
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Before

After



Financial Statement Results
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A 30 percentage point (48%) increase in completion rate.
Increased even when asking more questions about ability to pay.
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Mother’s Paternity Affidavit
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Before After



The Form Development Process: Identify 
and Develop: Details Matter

September 15th - 17th

Before

After



Mother’s Paternity Affidavit Results
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A 21 percentage point (29%) increase in completion rate.
Reduced the number of questions by 32%.
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3rd Nonpayment Letter (Noncustodial 
Parent, Contempt)
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Before After
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The Form Development Process: Identify 
and Develop: Details Matter
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Before

After



The Big Picture: How Accessible Are the 
Behaviorally Informed Forms?
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28%

48%

24%

Reading Levels of Revised Forms

4th-grade Reading Level

5th-grade Reading Level

6th-grade Reading Level

The average reading level for the 25 forms completed so far on this project is 5.3.
The highest reading level of any of the forms was 6.5. 



The Big Picture: What Qualities Help Make 
them Accessible?
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Implementation
•Word documents with form fields for personalization

• Templates protected so worker can tab through each Form Field
• Documents are housed in SharePoint for access by all workers
•Workers can fill in each field manually or use a script (macro) to auto-fill 

the fields
• The auto-fill script pulls information (i.e. client name, address, and case 

number) from child support system and enters it into the document 
template.  

• If needed, the worker can edit items as needed before they are 
sent off to the client.
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Options for clients to receive 
and complete forms

Print and send to 
client by U.S. mail to 
fill out by hand

1

Send PDF in email to 
client to print and 
fill out by hand

2

Send PDF by email 
through Adobe Sign 
for client to fill out 
and sign 
electronically

3



Electronic 
Fill and Sign 

Options

Our county was already using Adobe Sign in 
other departments, so when we asked for 
electronic document fill + sign options, 
Information Services Dept. allowed only Adobe 
Sign.  
• Similar software programs:

DocuSign
HelloSign
Preview 

• Adobe Sign has batch pricing – the more 
documents completed, the lower the price.  
Some programs charge per completed 
document.
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Adobe Sign - June 2021 to September 2022

• Started slow with only couple 
workers sending out items for all 
others

• Takes some time to create each 
form in document library

• Now, 27 workers use Adobe Sign
• Quickest response 1 minute!
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Total Sent: 1345

Canceled or Rejected: 169

In Process:
302

Completed: 722

Expired: 152

Unique Senders: 27



Ramsey County 
reduced the average 
# of days to receive 
completed forms 
from clients by 
reworking forms 
using behavioral 
economics 
principles and 
changing processes
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Worker response to new documents?
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More friendly than 
prior versions!

Easy to follow and 
understand!

Conversational.  
Great new image!

Better understood 
and quicker 
responses!

Now getting the 
information we 

need to proceed!

I love our new forms 
and letters!  They 
make me happy to 

look at them!



Questions, Answers, New Ideas
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trish.skophammer@co.ramsey.mn.us
Presenter Jodi Abel (she, her, hers)

jodi.abel@co.ramsey.mn.us
Presenter David Ramm (he, him, his)

david@grayspeakstrategies.com
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