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Smart forms are filled
out in RAM, not on
paper. Sometimes they
fill themselves out.
They know when you’ve
entered an invalid
answer, and they can
help you when you get
stuck. By Randy Ross

FORMS PROCESSING CAN be a pretty dumb affair.
Just design a form and print it. Give it to some hap-
less creature who’ll wrestle with your tiny instruc-
tions and fill it out. Then take the whole thing to a
data-entry operator, who’ll decipher the scrawls and
put the information into a database. Put all of this to-
gether and what do you have ? A host of smart people
wasting time on dumb forms.

We looked at three packages that save you much
of that trouble. These programs create smart forms
that can be filled out electronically: Indigo Soft-
ware’s JetForm Design, Delrina Technology’s Per-
Form Designer and Filler, and Xerox’s FormBase.
All have Wysiwyg interfaces. All allow you to design
the blanks with database-like field definitions,
spreadsheet-like calculations, and lookup instruc-
tions that pull information from existing databases.

JetForm and PerForm have superior design tools,
the chief goal of which is to create form templates
that can serve as electronic repositories for data from
other applications (notably dBASE) or information
entered item by item at the keyboard. These two
packages have separate design and fill modules. The
design module creates form template files, and the
£ill module creates data files to fill in the templates.

FormBase, on the other hand, marries the form
and the data. FormBase forms are active database
records that can be linked, searched, and sorted just
as the records in a dBASE database can. Unfortu-
nately, Xerox sacrificed some design tools along the
way. The current version of FormBase won’t let you
zoom in and out of a form, and it has few drawing
tools and no rulers or visible snap-to grids to ease the
pain of duplicating preprinted forms. (Xerox expects
to correct some of these shortcomings in a release
scheduled to ship this quarter.)

Do-It-Yourself Design

For creating forms, these packages include design
tools that allow you to create and modify grids, ta-
bles, check boxes, and other special effects unique to
forms, all with a couple of mouse clicks.

They handle form design in basically the same
way: you create a text box or other graphic and as-
sign it attributes, such as borders, background shad-
ing, and font size and alignment. In addition, you can
make the box perform calculations or call in informa-
tion from another part of the form or, with the ex-
ception of FormBase, from another application, such
as a database or graphics file.

All of the packages include sample forms to help
you get started. Most likely, though, you’ll want to
recreate the forms you already use.

Recreating an existing form is painstaking work,
but you do it only once for each preprinted form. If
the form isn’t too complicated, you can scan it into
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