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Microsoft Office InfoPath 2007 is one of the lesser-known tools in the Microsoft Office suite of 
applications. Compared with Word and Excel, it has a much smaller user base and an even smaller 
number of people who actually know what to do with it. In this article I explain what InfoPath can 
offer, focusing on how to use it with Microsoft Office SharePoint Server (MOSS) 2007. I use a 
common real-world expense report example to illustrate InfoPath’s benefits. SharePoint’s recent 
popularity makes InfoPath a useful tool that your organization should investigate and evaluate. 
 
InfoPath Basics 
InfoPath is essentially a tool for designing and creating forms. The application allows nontechnical 
users to build and deliver methods to collect and manage data. Although a common perception is 
that you can accomplish the same tasks with Word or Excel, InfoPath provides greater 
functionality. In addition, you can easily convert Word and Excel files to more robust InfoPath data-
collection forms. 

InfoPath is really just a package of associated files. At its heart is an XML file that represents the 
data source for your collected data inside the forms. This flexible format is extremely useful for 
additional applications to read and process the form data. The designer or front-end view is simply 
XSL, with some additional files to manage rules, data connections, and so forth. If you rename 
your InfoPath template with the .XSN extension to a .CAB file, you can extract and view the 
individual components as text files, and you can easily see how they are connected. 

InfoPath has built-in capabilities to connect with Microsoft SQL Server, Access, SharePoint, and 
Web Services to read and write data to a significant number of additional applications and data 
stores. These features make InfoPath an excellent option for building small applications that 
connect to multiple systems at once to select and update data. In addition, InfoPath can then 
collect and send data in human-readable formats via e-mail or to SharePoint. Most of these tasks 
can be accomplished with no compiled coding. 

Two significant features of standard InfoPath development are the rich rules and validation 
components that users can build without code. The application lets the form designer view and 
manage common interface controls. The underlying data source can be viewed and manipulated 
with intuitive XPath functions abstracted away from the designer. For example, you can have a 
number of rules on a control; these rules check the contents or any other controls, process 
calculations, or immediately let you know which rules passed or failed. Rules can be strung 
together to cover some fairly sophisticated data validation and specific display control 
management. 

You can save sections of forms as templates for reuse across multiple forms. This approach 
eliminates cutting and pasting and gives organizations the option to build components with specific 
functionality or required schema items to share with form designers. 
 
SharePoint Integration 
InfoPath connects natively to SharePoint in multiple ways. It can read data from SharePoint lists 
quickly and easily, query live SharePoint data, and return results to the form to process a variety of 
options for the designer or end user. Connection options include binding data to drop-down lists for 
selection, obtaining user profile information, and querying sources of configuration data for rules, 
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validation, and much more. InfoPath forms can be stored locally in SharePoint document libraries 
in the same way as any other type of document. They can be made the default template for a given 
content type, allowing the New command on a list to automatically create an instance of these 
custom forms to open, fill out, and save locally in the library for business processing. 

Forms Services 
Some of the real power when using InfoPath with SharePoint lies in the use of InfoPath Forms 
Services, which is an enterprise feature of SharePoint that dynamically translates an InfoPath form 
to a web page via specific server technologies. Consider my previous example, in which an 
InfoPath form is used as the template for a content type. Web-enabling the form lets you build and 
publish forms directly to SharePoint and use them to start collecting XML data immediately, without 
requiring any additional client software beyond a web browser. 

Forms Services is context-aware from a SharePoint perspective. It knows who is logged on, giving 
you additional flexibility in managing permissions and security for data access. When querying and 
using SharePoint data, you get the built-in security trimming to ensure that only appropriate access 
is given for each form instance. 

Significant options are available for designing forms and collecting data. InfoPath is designed to 
send chosen fields to SharePoint fields as metadata, using out-of-the-box functionality with very 
little user effort. This data can then be searched with SharePoint’s robust indexing and searching 
components or used to drive workflow, business logic, or custom applications that already exist 
within your environment. 

InfoPath is a significant upgrade over standard SharePoint data collection with built-in lists. 
Typically with SharePoint lists, the designer has limited ability to make changes to the out-of-the-
box new forms or edit forms that are generated on all SharePoint lists. These standard forms lack 
certain flexibility, such as the ability to limit access to specific fields when editing a SharePoint list 
item, or provide dynamic access to controls or additional data sources outside of traditional 
SharePoint lookup columns. SharePoint’s native storage mechanism of list items limits the 
potential for exporting and accessing the list data in the robust way an InfoPath XML form can. All 
of these problems are quick and easy to address if you choose InfoPath as the form to collect data. 
InfoPath is also extremely easy to set up. 
 
Using InfoPath 
Now that I’ve given you a basic overview of InfoPath, let’s look at a common problem that 
organizations are using the application to solve. Perhaps this example will spark some ideas for 
improving efficiency or data management within your own company. 

A common use for InfoPath is converting Excel or paper-based expense report forms to 
consolidate them into a digital environment. InfoPath’s design surface is well-suited to manage the 
repetitive nature of this data and upload it to a SharePoint list where it can be calculated, 
categorized, and sent to managers and accounting for approval using either an out-of-the-box or a 
custom-built workflow. 

I’ll walk through the process at a high level to explain what pieces need to be built and how they 
are assembled. Our expense projects seem to break down roughly into the following steps: 
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rows within a group (XML Nodes). Most of the rules and formatting are automatically applied to 
each new row as it’s created and filled out. 
 
Publish Your Expense Report 
If you would like to examine your XML container file, you can use the File menu in InfoPath and 
choose Publish, Export Source Files. Doing so will export the InfoPath package from an XSN file 
into native components. If you open these files, you can begin to make some sense of how 
InfoPath is packaged and designed. Under the covers, it’s basically an XML schema definition, 
XML template, an XSL stylesheet (used to create your display elements), and an associated XSF 
file, which is a proprietary InfoPath file used to apply the rules, datasource details, and other native 
functionality. 

If you feel particularly daring, you can make modifications to these files manually and repackage 
them into your XSN file. If you ever want to venture into building InfoPath forms in Visual Studio to 
add compiled code, this becomes very easy. Some of the potential benefits include copying and 
pasting rules for faster and less risky reuse, assigning property promotion to SharePoint via 
specific Site Columns in advance, and understanding how rules and data sources are applied. 
Although this is an advanced topic, it’s important to know how the files are put together in case you 
ever need to crack them open. 

With a basic Expense Report form built, we’re now ready to publish and use it inside SharePoint 
2010. The first necessary action is to perform a design check to ensure that the form we’ve built 
can properly function within InfoPath Form Services. These services, native to SharePoint, can 
convert your InfoPath form into a fully functional web page by simply publishing the form to 
SharePoint. Select File, Info, Design Checker. In the Design Checker window, click the Change 
settings link at the bottom. Choose Web Browser Form in the dropdown list, then type in the URL 
to the SharePoint site where you wish to publish the form. Then, click OK. Select the Verify on 
server check box, and click Refresh. A dialog box will inform you that the form is being checked 
against your server. 

The Design Checker will be your friend as you design larger and more complicated forms, up until 
your form gets too big—at which point, it will abruptly cease to be your friend. It will time out when 
trying to convert and evaluate your form to make sure it can be properly converted to a web page. 
This was a major problem in InfoPath 2007, and I’m hopeful that a fix is in sight. Even if the 
checker times out, your form will still work in SharePoint. The best option is to disable the Design 
Checker when it begins to time out. As long as your forms aren’t very large, you’ll be told if you’re 
attempting to use any InfoPath features that aren’t supported with web forms. 

The next step is to select File, Submit Options, and insert the path to your document library where 
you want to store the filled-out forms in SharePoint. In the File Name text box, you need to set 
something that will enforce unique values to ensure that you don’t have duplicate file names. There 
are many ways to do this, but for now I just used the date of the report with some text: 
concat("Expense Report - ", ReportDate). Select Next, and choose a name for this data 
connection. This represents one way to quickly submit data to SharePoint, but you might find that 
you need to add submit buttons with more flexibility. For example, a button can run some rules and 
analysis on the data before allowing a submission. 



Solve

Revised Ap

The next ste
SharePoint 
be filled out
Next. By se
the template
content type
select Next.

On the follo
the new Exp
easily acces
your new fo
sp2010-dev

The followin
columns. C
any fields in
list, select (
column. Thi
to your Sha
submit your
test form.  

e Commo

pril 26, 2

ep is to selec
list and sele

t by using a 
electing this 
e for a new
e and selec
 

owing page, 
pense Repo
ssed. In this
orm library 
v/Expense R

ng screen is 
lick the Add

n your form t
(None: Crea
s screen wil
arePoint site
r first form s

on Busi

(Reprinte

010 

ct File, Publ
ect Next. On
browser che
radio button

w SharePoint
ct Next. Now

you need to
ort content ty
s example, y
but will be 

Reports/Form

where you’ll
 button on t
that you wan
te a new sit
l enable Sha

e columns w
hortly. Cont

iness P
Shar
Ryan

ed from Wi
ish, Publish 
n the next p
eck box. Ch
n, you’re telli
t Content Ty

w, add a na

o decide wh
ype. I usually
you can hide
tough to rea

ms/ExpenseR

l promote loc
the upper lis
nt to promote
te column). B
arePoint to a
with no add
inue to add 

Figure 5: S

Problem
rePoint
n Thomas
indowsITP
form to a Sh

page, ensure
oose the Sit
ing InfoPath
ype. On the
me and des

ere to place
y like to put 
e it in the lis
adily find. (H
Report.xsn.)

cal fields in y
st. In the Se
e to ShareP
Below that, 
automatically
itional effort
as many co

 
ample test 

ms with
t 

Pro Magazi
harePoint Li
e that you se
te Content T

h that you wa
e following s
scription for 

e this templa
the template
st’s Forms f
Here’s wher

your InfoPat
elect a Field
Point. In the S

create a na
y extract dat
t. You will s
olumns as yo

form 

h InfoP

ine) 

Pa

ibrary. Insert
elect the En
Type radio b
ant this form
screen, sele
r your new c

ate so that it
e in a place 
folder so tha
re I placed 

th form to Sh
d or Group d
Site column 

ame for your
ta from your
see this in a
ou want. Fig

Path an

age 10 of 1

t the URL to
nable this fo
button, and s
m to be adde
ect Create a
content type

t can be use
where it can

at it will resi
mine: http:/

harePoint lis
dialog box, s

group dropd
r new Share
r submitted f
action when
gure 5 show

 

nd 

14 

o your 
rm to 
select 
ed as 

a new 
e and 

ed by 
n’t be 
ide in 
//2k8-

sts as 
select 
down 

ePoint 
forms 
n you 
ws my 



Solve

Revised Ap

  

For a more
advance wit
ones when 
essential m
SharePoint 
process you

Now, you c
browse to S
disable the 
so, navigate
Advanced S
selected. Th
select Add f
to your libra
button order
available co

When you’r
selecting Li
document ty
filled out so
submit the f

e Commo

pril 26, 2

e robust and
thin SharePo
publishing y

managed m
to create a

u might need

can continue
SharePoint t
default form

e to Library T
Settings, an
hen, navigat
from existing
ary. Return t
r and defaul

ontent types 

re done wit
brary Tools
ypes. You s
me data to s
form and retu

on Busi

(Reprinte

010 

d reusable 
oint. In that 
your form fro

metadata fro
a legitimate 
d to automat

e through the
to test your

m content typ
Tools, Librar
nd ensure 
te back to y
g site conten
to the previo
lt content typ
for this libra

h that, you 
s, Document
hould see y
show what it
urn to your S

Figure 6

iness P
Shar
Ryan

ed from Wi

solution, yo
case, you c
om within In

om external
application 

te. 

e remaining
r form. Whe
pe and add y
ry, Settings, 
that the Al
your Form L
nt types, loc
ous page an
pe and clear

ary when add

can see yo
ts, New Do

your form in 
t can look lik
SharePoint l

6: Viewing th

Problem
rePoint
n Thomas
indowsITP

ou’ll want to
an tell InfoP

nfoPath. This
 sources a
around exp

g dialog boxe
n you navig
your new Ex
Library Sett

llow manag
Library Setti
cate your new
nd in the Co
r the Form b
ding items. 

our form in 
cument, Ex
your browse

ke.) At the to
ist. 

 
he form in y

ms with
t 

Pro Magazi

o create yo
Path to use t
s becomes 
and using 
pense repo

es and pub
gate to your
xpense Repo
tings from w

gement of c
ngs, and in 
w content ty
ontent Type
box so that i

 action by 
xpense Repo
er window, 
op of your s

your brows

h InfoP

ine) 

Pa

ur required 
them instead
a powerful t
custom se
rting or any

lish your for
r form librar
ort Form con
ithin your Fo

content type
 the Conten
ype in the lis
s section, c
t doesn’t ap

returning to
ort Form fro
as you see 
creen, you s

er 

Path an

age 11 of 1

site colum
d of creating
tool for colle

earch option
y other bus

rm. And you
ry, you mus
ntent type. T
orm Library. 
es? checkbo
nt Types sec
st box, and a
lick Change

ppear in the 

o the library
om the ava
in Figure 6.

should be ab

 

nd 

14 

ns in 
g new 
ecting 
ns in 
iness 

u can 
t first 
To do 
Click 
ox is 
ction, 
add it 
e new 
list of 

y and 
ilable 
. (I’ve 
ble to 



Solve

Revised Ap

  
Workflow 
Now that yo
workflow to 
You’ll use S

Open Share
information 
exist in you
SharePoint 
reports. To 
the ribbon 
templates a
the Create R

  

 Select OK 
the shell for
see your n
Approval—s

e Commo

pril 26, 2

ou have a w
allow subm

SharePoint D

ePoint Desi
page, selec

ur site. Sha
Designer 2
see some n
menu. Shar
nd reused, o
Reusable W

F

after you fil
r your new w
new action 
something to

on Busi

(Reprinte

010 

working expe
missions of e
Designer 201

gner and c
ct Workflows
rePoint 201

2010. In this
new features
rePoint Des
or in this cas

Workflow dialo

igure 7: The

l out the for
workflow. In 
appear in S
o help deno

iness P
Shar
Ryan

ed from Wi

ense report f
expense rep
10 Beta 2 for

hoose to op
s in the left n
0 now supp
s case, you
s in SharePo
signer 2010 
se attached 
og box. 

e Create Re

rm. SharePo
the ribbon, 

Step 1. Clic
ote the inte

Problem
rePoint
n Thomas
indowsITP

form, I’ll wal
ports to be a
r this task. 

pen your si
navigation. Y
ports modify
’ll create a 
oint Designe
can now c

to your expe

 
eusable Wo

oint Designe
select Inser

ck Step 1 
ntion of the

ms with
t 

Pro Magazi

lk you throu
approved by

ite via the U
You’ll see a 
ying the out

brand-new 
er 2010, sel
create workf
ense report c

rkflow dialo

er will conne
rt, Action, St
and rename

e step. Now

h InfoP

ine) 

Pa

gh the proc
y the accoun

URL. After 
list of workf
t-of-the-box 

workflow fo
ect Reusab
flows that c
content type

og box 

ect to your s
tart Approva
e it, for ex

w, click the 

Path an

age 12 of 1

ess of creat
nting departm

seeing you
lows that alr
workflows 

or your exp
le Workflow 

can be save
e. Figure 7 s

server and c
al Process. Y
xample, Exp
underlined t

nd 

14 

ting a 
ment. 

r site 
ready 
using 

pense 
 from 

ed as 
hows 

 

create 
You’ll 

pense 
these 



Solve

Revised Ap

users. In th
task. In the 
example, I a

Now, you c
your Expen
Report Form
the Content
give your wo
what I belie
content type
be different,
you’re finish
expense rep

On the Star
should crea
reject, reass
in the custo
see a scree

  

e Commo

pril 26, 2

e Participan
Title field, y

allowed for a

an save and
nse Report 
m (content ty
t Type, then 
orkflow a un

eve to be a 
e (in order to
, depending 
hed, click O
port and sele

rt a New Wo
te an approv
sign, and so
om workflow
n similar to 

on Busi

(Reprinte

010 

nts field, you
you can click
a duration of

d click Publi
list. In the r
ype), Workfl
select Expe

nique name. 
beta proble
o select my 
on how you

K. Your wor
ect Workflow

orkflow page
val task for y

o on. Assum
w column in y

Figure 8. 

Fi

iness P
Shar
Ryan

ed from Wi
u can put th
k the ellipses
f two days fo

ish in the rib
ribbon, click
low Settings
ense Report
The rest of 
m that requ
custom wor

u name your
rkflow is now
ws in the item

, you can se
your accoun
ing he or sh
your expens

gure 8: App

Problem
rePoint
n Thomas
indowsITP

he user or g
s to build a 

or the task. W

bbon. Navig
k Library To
s, Add a Wo

Approval W
the settings
ired me to c

rkflow). Rem
r workflow a
w ready to r
m’s context m

elect your cu
nting user. T
he approves 
se report lib

 
proving the

ms with
t 

Pro Magazi
group that w
string with s

When you’re

ate back to 
ools, Library
orkflow. Sele
Workflow for 
s can probab
click the Ba

member that 
and what con
run. To test
menu. 

ustom workf
This user will
 your report
rary. If you 

 report 

h InfoP

ine) 

Pa

will be assign
some dynam
e done, click 

your Share
y, Library Se
ect Expense 
your workflo

bly stay as d
ack button a

some of the
ntent type is
t the workflo

flow and clic
l have the o
t, you’ll see 
click on the

Path an

age 13 of 1

ned the app
mic values. In

OK. 

ePoint site a
ettings, Exp
 Report For
ow template

defaults. I ran
fter selectin
ese names m
s selected. W
ow, create a

ck Start. Doin
ption to app
an Approved

e link, you sh

 

nd 

14 

proval 
n this 

nd to 
pense 
rm for 
e, and 
n into 

ng my 
might 
When 
a new 

ng so 
prove, 
d link 
hould 



Solve Common Business Problems with InfoPath and 
SharePoint 
Ryan Thomas 

(Reprinted from WindowsITPro Magazine) 

Revised April 26, 2010  Page 14 of 14 

  

This screen contains a lot of information, including any tasks created during this workflow, plus all 
the history data logged by the workflow process. There are some errors logged in my history 
because I didn’t get email correctly configured in my test environment. You’ll also notice another 
new feature at the top of the image: Visio Services. SharePoint Designer 2010 workflows can be 
exported and imported via Visio to provide a more robust and familiar design surface for workflow 
creation. These services automatically created a flowchart to depict my custom workflow. You’ll 
see the benefits of this feature as your workflows become more complex with additional steps and 
business logic. 

This is an example of the most basic workflow. I don’t have enough space to go into more depth, 
but if you look through the available actions for workflow steps, you’ll get an idea of what’s 
available. You can also custom-build these actions in Visual Studio and use them in SharePoint 
Designer. Workflows can make decisions based on user input, look up data from the current item 
or SharePoint lists, and span multiple users. They are capable of significant complexity. 
  
Extremely Powerful 
Although this is a quick and relatively simple display of the technology, you can see how easy it is 
to build custom forms with workflow, and you can get a sense of the additional power and flexibility 
at your fingertips. Combining workflow, some custom code behind the forms, robust rules, 
datasource connectivity, and the ability to package and deploy forms for re-use across multiple 
locations, InfoPath is an extremely powerful tool in conjunction with SharePoint. I should also point 
out that all the form-development functionality is similar to that of InfoPath 2007 and Microsoft 
Office SharePoint Server 2007. Although some of the screen layouts are different, everything we 
walked through can also be built in the current version of these products. Only the workflow 
components at the end have changed significantly in the 2010 release. 
 


