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ABSTRACT:

Innovative publishing with PDF tends to go unnoticed because of the overwhelming
number of poorly published PDF documents and the perception that PDF is a difficult
format to use. This paper aims to highlight the notion that PDFs can be many things and,
if published correctly, can be interesting and fun to use as well as solving a number of
content and distribution issues for emerging publishing models.

This paper will bereferring to a PDF as afinal publishing format—not a workflow tool
as used in pre-press, or in an office to share information.

During this session, | want to share with you some of my feelings about PDFs and
explore the reasons why so many people cringe when confronted with PDF files. |
usually hear that PDFs:

e are awaystoo big and long to download
e areawaysthewrong size for ascreen

e aren't aseasy to navigate asHTML

e aretoo hard to read on a screen.

From the sound of it, alot of people who are delivering content in PDF are making alot
of PDFsthat just aren’t satisfying the needs of their audiences. However, given abit of
forethought, PDF can be the optimum medium for content delivery when matched against
theright criteria.

So let’s have alook at where we can value add to a PDF to make it more usable and
useful.

In my experience as a publisher, people require a PDF for these reasons:

e Content aready in print needs to be provided on the internet, either for use onscreen
or for end-user printing.

e New content needs to be developed for onscreen use.
e Print-based content needs to be scanned or otherwise digitised.
e Content needs to be delivered in a medium that supports multiple operating systems.

L eft to their own devices, many individuals, when asked to produced a PDF, will just hit
the ‘PDF maker’ button and out comes a high-fidelity PDF. What could be easier? What
could be friendlier? Hit the button, out comes a PDF!



-

P
netimpack
Publishi

www.netimpact.com.au

PDFs are so easy and simple to make that they can be made by anyone, at any time, for
any reason.

However, what these PDFs lack is usability, functionality, and a relationship to the
audience and the messages they are trying to deliver.

PDF isthedelivery file format only

If the design isinappropriate, if the information architecture is poorly conceived, if the
distilling processis not set for the right outcomes, then it is no wonder that many PDF
documents are sent out into the world with a handicap and are then ‘ picked on’
relentlessly.

The message that needs to get through is that PDF is only a content wrapper, and that it
will only ever represent the design effort put into the original source document. Asa
content wrapper it does awonderful job—it provides for functionality over a number of
varied operating systems; it has great compression; it can wrap around a huge variety of
source document formats; and it can provide alevel of security not otherwise achievable
in those formats. All this, plus alevel of document fidelity between print and screen that
has become one of the main features of the product.

But good PDFs—the ones with usability, functionality and an ability to communicate
clearly—will only ever result when authors think about these things BEFORE they make
the PDF file.

So let’ sjust revisit some publishing principles for a moment to refresh ourselves on the
basics.

Publishing principles

Peopl e s onscreen reading habits are not the same as their paper-based reading habits.
Therefore different principles of design, layout and architecture should be applied to
documents designed for onscreen use from those designed for print.

Thisisan important difference that is often overlooked in PDF publishing. Aswe all
know, the one thing that has made Acrobat indispensable as a publishing tool isits ability
to achieve absolute fidelity between paper products and their digital replicas.

An industry commentator recently wrote:

Acrobat has become the standard way to share and publish documents when complete
fidelity between on-screen viewing and printed hardcopy is desired. Adobe spent years
and millions of dollars establishing Acrobat as the market-leading universal document
viewer, and its persistence has paid off.

So alot of people, naturaly, rely on that fidelity to kill two birds with one stone. But we
often forget that we are looking at two completely different types of birds, and oftentimes
our one stone is not going to achieve the same result with both of them.

It is one thing to digitise print-based documents for transmission over the digital network
for printing at the other end. However, it is acompletely different thing to pretend that
just because these print-designed documents are now digital they can be palmed off as
suitable documents to read onscreen.
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Let’slook at two PDF outcomes—a PDF document designed for reading on paper and a
PDF document designed to be read on the screen.

Example 1. Print me-1’m a PDF!
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Thisis adocument designed for print, but digitised for dissemination. It does not seem to
have any characteristics that tailor it to be read on the screen. We know this because it
retains the hallmarks of atraditional printed document:

e Pagelayout isin the traditional double-column print model in a portrait orientation,
and with adesign that facilitates standard eye movements for reading print.

e Typography uses atraditional serif font at a size most suited for reading on paper.

e Navigation is by page number, which starts at page 8 and thus indicates that thisis an
extract of alarger printed item.

e Architectureisone-dimensional and linear. No obvious interactivity exists.
e Writing and text style are dense (an average of 100 words per paragraph; line spacing
and letters per line are compact), and are not optimal for onscreen consumption.

When printed, this PDF loses none of its functionality. Conversely, as a document meant
to be read onscreen, it uses none of the unique characteristics provided by the digital
medium. This type of PDF should be clearly labelled ‘ Print me!”.
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Example 2: Read me on any screen —I'm a PDF!
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This document is designed to be read on the screen. It opens up in full screen mode
without toolbars, which focuses readers' attention on the content and not on the
application. Navigation is obvious and intuitive, and it delivers its message with clarity
and speed to any computer using any operating system—exactly as the designer intended.
Compressed for web delivery, this document has the hallmarks of a document created for
screen use:

e Pagelayout is screen-sized, which eliminates scrolling, and facilitates whole-of -page
eye scanning. A reader can see al of the page, all of the time.

e Typography uses a strong sans serif font at a size that renders letterforms clearly
through a whole range of screen resolutions.

¢ Navigation isonly by interaction and the reader can choose from a variety of
navigation options (subject icons, named article options, previous and next options).

e Architectureisstill one-dimensional but not linear.

e Writing and text style are designed for onscreen reading habits, featuring short
paragraphs, bulleted lists and other writing techniques that facilitate screen scanning.

So if we want to create good documents for people to read onscreen, we ought to be clear
about why we are making the document in PDF format and how we expect our audience
to useit.
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Screensaren’t A4, B5, broadsheet or any of theregular print-publishing sizes
While the above is obvious to say, document creators who wish to publish in PDF for
screen-based use are often caught up creating content in word processors or other
applications designed for printed paper output. These applications have an interface
design that is centred around making linear strings of paragraphs that only look good on
sequential pieces of paper.

\

Any good print design guidebook will go into detail about print layouts and how they
have developed over the last 600 years to facilitate reading rhythm and the left-to-right
eye movements required to absorb western writing. However, these traditional
conventions do not meet the emerging needs of the onscreen reading audience.

More appropriate onscreen design and layout conventions are being developed from
within the internet design community. Usability of large documentsin particular is
becoming the focus of developments for onscreen materials. These new ideas contain
elements that can be used for documents designed to be delivered in PDF format for
onscreen use.

Document layout and design differ
Readers themselves are developing new habits to help them interpret onscreen design and
layout, such as:

e developing an expectation that interactivity will be an element of onscreen design

e redlising that iconsin adesign indicate interactivity as compared to graphics or
illustrations and other non-textual items

e understanding that scrolling and over-granulation of text affect their ability to
comprehend text.

Reading habits differ

It is now common knowledge that readers do not read |arge amounts of content directly
from a screen. We scan material because we're good at it, we're usually in a hurry to get
somewhere in cyberspace, and we know from experience that we don’t always have to
read every word. Good onscreen documents will assist readers to absorb content by:

e clear, concise writing
e well-structured content
e hbullets, lists and other easily scanned text layouts

e typography that assists the visual recognition of letterforms and word shapes on the
screen.

Document navigation differs

Our understanding of how to ‘get around’ content has been developing since papyrus
went out of fashion and the book took its place. The ‘page’ and related navigation are so
entrenched in our understanding of the written word that these concepts even infiltrate
onscreen documents that have no need of linear paging.

Onscreen document design can assist intuitive navigation by offering consistent
wayfinding tools. These can provide contextual cluesto help position the reader in an
information landscape, satisfying the questions ‘Wheream 1?7, *“Where am | going? and
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“Where should | go next? . Onscreen documents focus their navigation by assisting
readers to progress through the text to places they know they want to reach.

Document usability differs

Print document designers don’t really need to usability test the traditional book model.
They can fairly well guarantee that readers will understand the importance and function
of elements such as atable of contents, index, page numbers, heading hierarchies and
preliminary content. However, onscreen document designers cannot rely on any reader
approaching their document with any form of established onscreen usability knowledge.

Usability testing, in any of itsforms, is often overlooked, particularly when authors are
rushing to have an existing print document converted to PDF. Readers don’t want a
lesson on how to use a document before they can read what'sin it.

Immediacy differs

Readers have devel oped an expectation of immediacy with onscreen documents. They
expect obvious interactivity in navigation and contextual hyperlinks, but they don’t
expect to have to learn an application in order to use the content.

PDFs represent a hybrid conundrum, where publishing conventions are neither well
defined nor easy to identify. We can borrow from web design guidelines. We can borrow
from print conventions. It really just depends on what we are publishing, why we are
publishing it, and how we expect our readers to use the information.

Some PDFsdo get it right
Innovative PDF publishing can be found in single documents, in libraries of documents,
and in documents created solely for onscreen use. Here are some exampl es.

101 Acrobat 5.0 eTips and Techniques

Ted Padova

Author of the Acrobat 5.0 PDF Bible

Single document PDF downloaded from the Internet
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Document Library on CD ROM
Civil Aviation Safety Authority
Virtual Library on CD ROM

CIVIL AVIATION SAFETY ALTHORITY
AUSTRALLA

CASA Document Library
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And one last observation. | recently saw this quote:
If the purpose of technology is to make our lives better, then that purposeis subverted
when designersfail to pay due regard to the user and the context of use.

Until long, textual material on a screen offers greater opportunities than those already
being offered by paper, it will never supersede its paper-based counterpart.



