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LOREM IPSUM STYLE GUIDE

CO N T E X T

Background + Purpose

The goal of this style guide is to provide a detailed overview of the content
and design standards that underpin Michigan’s Assistance Application, the
MDHHS-1171. These standards were informed by thousands of hours of
research and rigorous user-testing with Michigan frontline staff and
residents.

About the MDHHS-1171 Assistance Application
The MDHHS-1171 is the application completed by 2.5 million Michigan residents each
year to access Healthcare, Food Assistance, Cash Assistance, Child Development and
Care, and State Emergency Relief. In January 2018, a new version of the form rolled out
statewide. It was the product of a two-year redesign process conducted by MDHHS in
partnership with Civilla, a Detroit based design studio. Working together, the team
focused on designing for the needs of residents and caseworkers. The process resulted
in a shorter, simpler, faster application that works better for everyone – especially the
millions of Michiganders who use the application each year.

Who is this style guide for?
This style guide is for anyone responsible for making updates or changes to the
Assistance Application moving forward. It is our hope that the MDHHS-1171 sets the bar
for clarity, simplicity, and beautiful design across the country. While we focus on the
anatomy of a speciﬁc application, we suspect anyone designing multi-beneﬁt forms or
government applications will ﬁnd the content in this guide useful and inspiring.
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I feel like I can breathe again. It was so
simple, it made me feel comfortable.
—Michigan Resident

CO N T E X T

Design Tenants

Short

Brevity is the #1 priority for applicants and staff. The form should collect what is
necessary and no more.

Simple

Design and copy should be intuitive and easy to understand.

Relevant

Only ask for information necessary to the programs that residents are applying for.
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I thought I was going to be here all day –
but this one was simple and easy to
understand.
—Michigan Resident

CO N T E X T

Anatomy of the Application

One application, ﬁve programs, three components
This application integrates ﬁve separate beneﬁts programs (Healthcare, Food Assistance,
Cash Assistance, Child Care + State Emergency Relief) into a single application. The
content is separated into three components that give residents the ﬂexibility to complete
only the necessary information for the programs to which they are applying. This strategy
streamlines MDHHS’ processes and anticipates a future when additional programs may
be added to the application.
General Application | Every applicant completes a “core” application with information
that is shared across programs.
Program Supplements | Applicants complete supplements only for the programs that
they are applying for.
Information Booklet | This contains residents’ rights and responsibilities as well as
important program information.
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It feels sharp. I can see what I’m looking for.
It feels easier to navigate.
—MDHHS Caseworker

Voice + Tone
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VO I CE + TO N E

Why It Matters
Applying for public beneﬁts is an inherently vulnerable experience: A person is
asking for help in a time of need. The voice that greets an applicant on the page
can go a long way in providing assurance and peace of mind. Here are some
important guidelines.
Write like a human.
• Government applications are often centered around the needs of policy, legal, audits,
and fraud prevention. The result is that questions end up written in “legal speak” rather
than in normal words that people can understand.
• The application’s content is grounded in policy, but the questions are designed to
channel the voice of real people. In this case, the voice of MDHHS caseworkers. This
ensures that the language is simpler and easier to understand for those reading it.
Trim the excess.
• The voice of the new Assistance Application aims to respect the gravity of the situation
clients are in by stripping out all language that isn’t absolutely necessary.
• Kindness is conveyed through brevity and the design of the page itself, rather than the
voice or words that are used.
Write for a universal audience.
• Using plain language does not mean dumbing the application down. Readability of
government forms is often referenced by grade levels (ex: “This is written at a third
grade reading level”). The intent of this metric is positive, but the result is that clients
can end up feeling treated like children.
• The MDHHS-1171 is written to be universal rather than elementary. This means that the
words have been carefully chosen and tested to ensure that they resonate with a wide
audience – including people with low literacy and language barriers – while respecting
people’s abilities.
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I loved the rights and responsibilities page.
I feel like I understood the questions and
information. It made me feel good.
—Michigan Resident

need quote

VO I CE + TO N E

Tips + Examples

OLD LANGUAGE

NEW LANGUAGE

THE TAKEAWAY

Mailing + Primary Address

Address where you live, or address of
facility (number, street, rural route,
apartment/lot number

Household Street Address – the
place where you currently live.

Ask for what you want. The intention is to know
where the applicant currently lives.

Self Employment

Is anyone in your household
self-employed or will anyone be
self-employed before the end of the
next calendar month?

Is anyone in your household
self-employed?

People rarely read entire questions. Make the
search for keywords easier by keeping it short.

Assets

Does anyone in your household have
any assets(include assets owned with
another person)?

Does anyone in your household
have money or accounts?

The word “assets” was not well understood in
testing, and the vast majority of assets consisted
of money or accounts. This slight wording
change led to higher completion rates.

Household Members

Answer for ALL persons in your
household (everyone living in your
home). Include persons who are not
there all the time, even if you are not
applying for them. LIST YOURSELF
FIRST.

List everyone who lives in your
home, including yourself and
anyone who is not there all the time.

Get to the point and refrain from yelling. You
want them to list everyone in the home.
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Typography
4
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T Y PO GR A PH Y

Primary Typeface
Akkurat

AKKURAT THIN

Pragmatic and contemporary, Akkurat is a sans serif typeface that is
known for its clean and crisp character. With a variety of weights that
read easily at all sizes, it provides clear headers as well as highly
readable body text.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Proin tellus quam, vulputate id
varius convallis, pretium ut erat. Vivamus
elementum urna a libero sagittis tristique.

ABCDEFGHIJKLMN
OPQRSTUVWXYZ

AKKURAT REGULAR

abcdefghijklmnopqrstuv w x yz
0123456789
!”#$&%’()*=+?@
Why It Works
It’s easy to read. Fonts for government applications should be clear.
Sans-serif fonts should always be used, since they provide increased
readability and are ADA compliant.
It feels human. Beyond readability, government applications should
select a typeface with warmth. We chose an engaging font that
ampliﬁes the personalities of the caseworkers we met.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Proin tellus quam, vulpu id
varius convallis, pretium ut erat. Vivamus
elementum urna a libero sagittis tristique.
AKKURAT BOLD

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Proin tellus quam, vulpu id
varius convallis, pretium ut erat. Vivamus
elementum urna a libero sagittis tristique.

Note: Akkurat is licensed by Lineto. For license inquiries visit lineto.com.

11 ASSISTANCE APPLICATION STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES

T Y PO GR A PH Y

Hierarchy + Scale
The Assistance Application is designed with
clear hierarchy in mind, allowing users to read
efﬁciently and take in information in a structured and sensible way.
Many government forms struggle with inconsistent hierarchy. This puts a greater strain on
clients to determine what information is
important and what is not. It also puts a greater
strain on ofﬁce staff, as they end up manually
highlighting the sections clients need to ﬁll out
to ensure critical elements aren’t missed.
Hierarchy and scale are particularly important
for improving accessibility, allowing individuals
who are visually impaired or legally blind, have
a low proﬁciency in English, or are not highly
literate to ﬁll out the application conﬁdently.

H1 TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 16PTS

Additional Details
Help Me Register to Vote
H2 TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 12PTS

Are you currently employed?
I release my information
FORM FIELD TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 10PTS

12345
PAGE TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD 38PTS

Your Rights

Are you currently employed?

SIGNATURE CALLOUTS AKKUR AT BOLD 24PTS

I release my information

Sign Here

TOOL TIPS AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 8PTS

Are you currently employed?
I release my information
OFFICE NOTES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 8PTS

Are you currently employed?
I release my information
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PAGE NUMBERS AKKUR AT BOLD 68PTS

T Y PO GR A PH Y

Sample Page
PAGE NUMBERS AKKUR AT BOLD 68PTS
PAGE TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD 38PTS

OFFICE NOTES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 8PTS

FORM FIELD TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 10PTS
TOOLTIPS AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 8PTS

H2 TITLES AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 12PTS

SIGNATURE CALLOUTS AKKUR AT BOLD 24PTS
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Make sure callouts
are updated

Color Palette
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CO LO R PA L E T T E

The Case for Color

The cost of printing is frequently brought up as a reason for not designing
government forms in color. As a result, most applications are gray-scale. This
leads to boring, bureaucratic forms where information blurs together and
accuracy of client information is low. The MDHHS-1171 Assistance
Application leverages color to demonstrate respect for clients, improve
accessibility, and ultimately decrease administrative costs.
Color demonstrates respect. When clients go into a government ofﬁce to apply for
beneﬁts. They expect the process to be slow, confusing, and disrespectful. Color
immediately signals to clients that thought and care was put into the design of the
application.
Color improves accessibility. Color improves the accessibility of the application,
helping those who are visually impaired to distinguish between different programs
and pages.
Color improves accuracy. Our research shows that color adds value through
increased accuracy of information provided – resulting in fewer errors and more
complete applications. In other words, a higher quality application results in lower
administrative costs for processing.
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The color made it feel easier to
understand. I knew the blue shadow boxes
meant I had to ﬁll something in. It didn’t
feel daunting.
—Michigan Resident

G E N E R A L A P P L I C AT I O N
CO LO R PA L E T T E

Core Color

“Beneﬁts Blue”
The MDHHS-1171’s primary color is Beneﬁts Blue. Blue is commonly
associated with trust, conﬁdence, and sincerity; it also represents
calmness and responsibility.
In the core application, the blue provides a sense of relief in the
midst of a stressful situation. After testing many different colors with
hundreds of clients, we heard time and again this blue was just the
right hue.
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CMYK: C=76 M=23 Y=2 K=0

H E A LT H C A R E
CO LO R PA L E T T E

Program Colors

CMYK: C=86 M=96 Y=1 K=0

C A S H A S S I S TA N C E

CMYK: C=81 M=25 Y=87 K=10

One color per program
This ﬁve-color palette ensures each program is distinct and easily
recognized. We chose colors that could be uniquely identiﬁed as a
common color on the color wheel, with no close matches (e.g. teal
vs. blue). When possibile, program colors draw upon associations
(e.g. green for the Cash Assistance program). All program colors
meet ADA standards for readability and contrast.

F O O D A S S I S TA N C E

CMYK: C=0 M=73 Y=89 K=0

CHILD DE VELOPMENT + C ARE

CMYK: C=3 M=100 Y=92 K=0

S TAT E E M E R G E N C Y R E L I E F
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CMYK: C=40 M=65 Y=90 K=35

CMYK: C=0 M=0 Y=0 K=100

CO LO R PA L E T T E

Secondary Colors
CMYK: C=0 M=0 Y=0 K=80

Designed to guide, then disappear
The secondary colors are lighter versions of the program colors.
These colors serve two purposes.
They act as a guide. Secondary colors are utilized for the
background of input ﬁelds, adding a touch of color to the page
while guiding residents on where to write. This allows clients to scan
the page quickly to see where answers are required and ensure that
they haven’t missed any questions, while remaining light enough to
avoid interference with client handwriting.
They disappear. Secondary colors are designed to disappear like
magic ink when applications are scanned into case management
systems. For staff who are looking through thousands of
applications, this is a tremendous asset that allows them to review
client information with a minimum level of distraction.

CMYK: C=0 M=0 Y=0 K=20

CMYK: C=10 M=0 Y=0 K=0

CMYK: C=5 M=5 Y=1 K=0

CMYK: C=6 M=0 Y=5 K=0

CMYK: C=0 M=4 Y=4 K=0

CMYK: C=0 M=8 Y=2 K=0
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CMYK: C=4 M=4 Y=5 K=0

Form Elements
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Margins designed for uniformity
and breathability

FO R M EL EM EN T S

Overview
Clear headers that are
direct

Page numbers that can be ignored
or easily found if seeking them

Information that provides space for
legal notes and added context if the
form itself is not clear already

Form ﬁelds engineered to meet
client and caseworker needs
Tooltips to address speciﬁc needs

Margins designed for uniformity
and breathability

Signatures that you can’t miss
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Make sure callouts
are updated

FO R M EL EM EN T S

Form Fields
Government forms often utilize boxy, black and white form ﬁelds to
collect client information. In user testing, we heard this sentiment
repeated: “My life just doesn’t ﬁt into these boxes.” Form ﬁelds are
now designed to help users more fully express their story.

Rounded top corners provide a
friendlier structure to a form ﬁeld.
(7.75pt radius)

Simply a backdrop. The form ﬁelds are designed to provide guidance for
clients on where to write without dominating the page. The primary focus
then becomes the client’s handwritten responses. This allows clients to
easily review their application to ensure it is accurate, and allows
caseworkers to process applications more quickly.
Oversized. The form ﬁelds on the new application are designed to be big –
providing ample space for residents to write their information.

Signature: 0.486 in
Form Field: 0.375 in

Check Box: 0.25 in

Soft and hard edges. The boxes are designed to have sharp 90-degree
corners on the bottom. These hard edges lend an appropriate feeling of
formality to a serious government service. The top corners of the boxes are
rounded, subtly softening the interaction so it feels a touch more friendly.
Accessibility-minded. The dark line along the bottom of the form ﬁeld is
essential. Not only does this line help stabilize handwriting for individuals
with disabilities - but it also helps MDHHS workers process applications.
When scanned into case management software, the background of the
boxes disappears leaving the form ﬁeld lines and client handwriting clear
for caseworkers to review.

21 A SS I S TA N C E A PPL I C AT I O N S TA N DA R DS A N D G U I D E L I N E S

90-degree bottom corners ground
the form ﬁeld to bring it the level of
formality it needs.

Blue line to stabilize individuals with
disabilities during the writing
process and assist MDHHS workers
when applications are scanned into
software systems.

FO R M EL EM EN T S

Primary + Secondary Boxes

Old

Two styles of boxes
Check boxes are extremely useful on applications. They enable
clients to respond to questions quickly by marking an option rather
than providing a hand-written response. This is particularly helpful
for applicants with language barriers, low vision, and low literacy.
The Assistance Application separates primary and secondary check
boxes. Primary boxes are utilized to highlight the most common
responses for clients. Secondary responses are utilized to provide
less common options. This hierarchy helps clients navigate choices
quickly and clearly.

vs.

New
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FO R M EL EM EN T S

Tooltips

Tooltip styling. The type should
absorb the main color scheme of
the form. A small arrow should be
placed in front of this information
in the same color.

Tooltips vs. asterisks
Government forms must include language that meets a variety of
policy, legal, and audit needs. Most often, this language is included
either in-line with form text, or as asterisks along the margins of the
page. In-line text creates a lot of noise and makes it hard for clients
to pull out the most important information. Asterisks break up the
reading ﬂow – sending clients all over the page to search for the
relevant information.
Instead, the Assistance Application utilizes color-printed tooltips in
the right margin to provide space for notes. These notes are used
for two purposes: A) to anticipate client questions with clarifying
notes that mitigate confusion and B) to provide space for more
formal text required by policy and legal.
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If yes, list below.

No

If you name an authorized
representative, you will give
permission for a trusted
person to sign your
application, get information,
and act for you on all future
matters with MDHHS. This
information can also be
collected later in the process.

Form Layout
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FO R M L AYO U T

Upper Margin. Must have 0.75
inches of space (from left to right;
for at least 85% of the page)

Margins

AKKUR AT BOLD & REGUL AR 6PTS

Are you currently employed?
I release my information

Designed to breathe
The Assistance Application is designed to provide as much white
space as possible via page margins. The primary margins on the
top and left side of the page are ﬁxed at 0.75 inches.
Margins create a feeling of spaciousness and should never be
utilized for content. At the same time, a smaller margin on the
right hand side provides space and ﬂexibility for content such as
tooltips and legal text, when needed.

Left Margin. Must have 0.75 inches
of space (from top to bottom; for at
least 75% of the page)
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FO R M L AYO U T

The Power of One Page

One page = one topic
The Assistance Application’s layout leverages the constraints of
every 8.5’’ x 11’’ page. Each page is organized around a single topic
(ex: Household Members, Assets, Income, Expenses). This simplicity
allows for residents to focus on one part of their life at a time. Clear
page distinctions also help staff scan through applications quickly
and navigate to the correct section while reviewing PDFs.
Additionally, the focus on a single, uniﬁed topic per page makes it
easy for clients and caseworkers to jump back into the ﬂow of the
application if their attention is pulled away momentarily.
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The big header on each page let’s me
know what’s coming next. As someone
who has low vision these context clues are
extremely helpful.
—Michigan Resident

need quote

FO R M L AYO U T

Grouping Questions

When designing the form’s content, much consideration went into
question grouping to optimize clarity and ﬂow. Three clear
considerations are at the forefront of the content strategy and
reﬂected in the layout.
Thematic relationships. The application groups questions around key
themes. Grouping by topic helps clients quickly orient to each section and
contextualize questions within it.
Online transferability. Grouping also helps in the transference of questions
from the paper application to an online format. Sensible groupings and
smooth transitions between questions become even more important online
to deliver a simple and coherent application experience.
Difﬁcult questions. Rather than sprinkling potentially abrasive questions
throughout the application (such as “Has anyone ever been disqualiﬁed from
public assistance due to welfare fraud or an intentional program violation in
any state, including Michigan?”) the form groups these types of triggering
questions together, into a single moment.
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It’s good to just get all the tough questions
done with at once. It’s like ripping the
bandaid off.
—Michigan Resident

need quote

Additional
Materials
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A DDI T I O N A L M AT ER I A L S

Information Booklet

A resource for clients
The 2018 redesign separated the application and information
booklet. This separation ensures there is dedicated space for
relevant policy and legal information that isn’t needed directly in
the application. The information booklet contains all of the required
program and policy information for clients.
The information booklet is designed to be smaller than the
application. This provides clients with a portable resource to take
home with them when they have ﬁnished completing their
application. It also shifts the sentiment of the booklet – making the
information feel less intimidating and more approachable.
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A DDI T I O N A L M AT ER I A L S

Interview Guide

A tool for caseworkers
The interview guide, utilized in cases requiring an interview, is
designed to pair with the application and ensure that all federal,
state, and departmental policies are covered.
It provides a standard tool for caseworkers and creates a more
consistent experience across the state for clients. It also allows for
the more complicated and confusing questions to be asked during
the interview, rather than loaded into a one-size-ﬁts-all application.
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Important
Requirements
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I M PO R TA N T R EQU I R EM EN T S

Printing, ADA Compliance, Translations
Printing
Assistance Applications should be printed on 8.5” x 11” paper,
double-sided, with only the signature pages needing a full-bleed.
MDHHS is committed to printing in color based on evidence that
color can provide beneﬁts to the service, quality, and organization
of applications.
Program supplements can be ordered separately from the general
application and information booklet.

ADA Compliance
Colors have been set to meet ADA contrast compliance guidelines
(WCAG 2.0 Level AA requires a contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1 for
normal text and 3:1 for large text). The InDesign source ﬁle has
been tagged and a reading order has been set to allow for the tags
to be exported to PDF. From the PDF, a person using a screen
reader will be able to navigate and understand the document.
From user testing, we have learned how good design for sighted
users translates into good design for people with low vision. Clear,
large headers give important context clues to what is coming next.
Plenty of white space ensures that text isn’t bleeding together. The
use of color is helpful in identifying what must be completed.
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Translations
The application is currently available in English, Arabic, and Spanish
versions. When translating this application (or any application), a few
key questions needed to be considered:
Is it understandable?
Does the tone match the English version?
Does the dialect align with the region?
The translation of the application should not be word for word.
Literal translation can misrepresent the form design and tone, lead to
a lack of understanding for applicants, and create confusion.
Symbols should be considered before directly bringing them over to
the translated application. For example, slashes (/) in Spanish do not
have the same “or” connotation that they do in English.
Selecting dialect was also important to consider when designing for
the population in Michigan. For example, the majority of Spanish
speakers in Michigan are from Latin America. Therefore, the form
was translated using Latin American Spanish instead of the Spanish
spoken in Spain.

