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Formatting PDFs  
PDFs are commonly used for documents intended to be printed and read offline. To 
ensure consistency and accessibility for all users, follow these guidelines.  

Required Elements for PDFs 
Compatibility 
Create PDFs to be compatible with Acrobat Reader 5. Compatibility is already set if 
using approved Distiller Job Settings files. (See Creating PDF’s below for further 
details.) 
• Fonts 

Always embed all fonts into the PDF. 
• Thumbnails or Bookmarks 

Required for all documents of 2 or more pages. Always embed thumbnails for 
smaller documents such as newsletters and fact sheets, and create bookmarks for 
larger documents that exceed 16 pages or that contain a Table of Contents, such 
as technical papers and research reports. 

• Accessibility 
PDFs must be created with tags to allow for logical read order, alternate text 
descriptions for images, and standard font encoding. (See Creating PDFs below.)  

• Open View 
For smaller documents, open view should be set to Thumbnails and Page, and for 
larger documents set to Bookmarks and Page.  

1. Page Number - typically set to open on Page 1. 
2. Magnification - select Fit Width if the document starts with a text page. Select 

Fit in Window if the document's first page is a cover or the document is a 
screen-sized presentation. 

3. Page Action - If the document's first page is a cover, set a Page Open action to 
Fit In Window, and a Page Close action to Fit Width. 

4. Page Layout - Single Page in all instances.  
• Meta Fields 

Be sure to use these fields correctly; incorrect use of meta fields adversely affects 
searches in our search engine.  
 

Required Meta Fields  
• Title field - for every PDF, be sure the title field is filled in accurately. Titles 

appear as the caption for documents in search results and give users an idea what 
the document is about. Titles are searchable and contribute greatly to search 
engine rankings. Be sure the most important words are in the first 70 characters.  

• Subject field - for every PDF, be sure the subject field is filled in accurately. Enter 
a summarized description of the document contents of at least 71 characters 
(including spaces), not to exceed 200 characters. The most important words 
should be in the first 150 characters. 

Optional Meta Fields 
If you use these optional fields, be sure they are filled in accurately.  
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• Author field - do not use these fields unless there is a designated author on the 
original document. Do not use organization name, creator name, or other names in 
this field. Check to be sure that the PDF creator's name did not enter as default, 
and if it did, remove it.  

• Keyword field - if used, the keyword field must be filled in accurately. In general, 
fewer keywords are better, except in the case of scanned documents. 

 
* See Techniques for Optimizing PDFs for Search Engines below for more information. 
 
File Names  
• Use a short, descriptive, and unique file name. The name must be in lowercase 

with the extension ".pdf." (See the File Naming Conventions & Directory 
Structure guidelines for more information.)  

• Store and reference all PDFs from a subdirectory called "pdf." NOTE: for the 
ATTRA Web site, the pdf directory is located in the attra-pubs directory. 

 
Li nking to PDFs 
Use the following formats and link schemes:  
 
• Title of Document (PDF / 54 kb) - or - Title of Document (PDF / 1.3 mb). 

o Notes: Do not use decimals with KB (as in 54.3 kb). Decimals in MB are 
required.  

o You may add the number of pages in the PDF such as (PDF / 54 kb, 64 
pp). 

o To ensure consistency, obtain PDF file sizes via Dreamweaver. 
 
A link must be provided to Adobe's accessible download page 
(http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/alternate.html) on any page using PDFs (see 
style below).  
• If your HTML page contains several PDFs, include a statement in a visible 

location on the page that says:  
 

Some of the following documents are available as Adobe Acrobat PDFs. 
Download Acrobat Reader.  

 
• If all links on the page are PDFs, your statement should read:  

 
The following documents are available as Adobe Acrobat PDFs. Download 
Acrobat Reader.  

 
• If your HTML page contains only one or two PDFs, you may add a link to Adobe 

following each link directly.  
 

Beef Marketing 
(PDF / 33 kb) Download Acrobat Reader. 
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• For one or more PDFs listed in a title or subtitle, add a link to Adobe on the 
following line using a <br /> tag.  

 
Beef Marketing 
(PDF / 33 kb) Download Acrobat Reader. 
This publication blah, blah, blah, blah... 

 
Testing - Be sure each PDF downloads and displays correctly using MS Internet 
Explorer and Mozilla Firefox on both a PC and a Mac. 

Creating PDFs 
PDFs should be created with Adobe Acrobat 6.0 or higher.  
 
To comply with Section 508 Accessibility Standards, clean documents (proper 
formatting, use of headings/styles, true columns and tables cells instead of tabs, etc.) are 
critical for accurate conversion of Document Structuring Conventions comments into the 
PDF. The Make Accessible Plug-In is then used to tag the PDF to enhance use with a 
screen reader.  

Methods for Creating PDFs 
• Use PDFMaker macro (PC) or Create Adobe PDF printer (Mac) to create PDFs 

from Microsoft Office applications.  
• Use the Save As or Export to PDF functions to create PDFs from the latest 

versions of other Adobe products (Photoshop 7, Illustrator 10, InDesign 2, 
GoLive 2, Framemaker 7, and Pagemaker 7).  

• Use Distiller printer (PC) or Create Adobe PDF printer (Mac) to create PDFs 
from all other applications.  

Recommended Practices for PDFs 
Source Documents 
Quality Control Steps 
View and check over entire original document after selecting the PDF print driver (and 
before creating the PDF) to see if changes need to be made to source document. You 
should check for:  
• Any gray shading or patterns that need to be changed to color before conversion  
• Correct pagination  
• Widows and orphans in the text  
• Any landscape pages that need to be rotated  
• Printer spreads vs. reader spreads (reorganize pages if necessary)  
• Large source pages that you may want to crop to 8 1/2 x 11. (If you do crop, make 

sure pages are legible for viewing and printing.)  
• Bleeds. They can be viewed on screen, but on many printers cannot be printed 

accurately.  
After the PDF is created, open document in Exchange or Reader and check document top 
to bottom. Things to check for:  
• Legibility of all text elements  
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• Graphic quality. Check for quality of graphic reproductions. Complex graphics, 
vector graphics or graphics that have been embedded in source documents from 
other software are prime candidates for problems  

• The correct integration of landscape pages and portrait pages.  

File Size and Sectioning the PDF 
Some search engines will not read PDFs larger than 1 MB. In addition, large PDF files 
may pose a problem for those using slow Internet connections. Documents larger than 1 
MB should be reduced in size (see link below) and/or logically divided (by chapters, 
sections, appendices, etc.) into multiple PDF documents. If the document can't be 
logically divided and is larger than 1 MB, consider using HTML.  
 
For detailed instructions on how to reduce PDF file size see 
http://www.adobe.com/epaper/tips/acr6optimize/main.html.  

Techniques for Optimizing PDFs for Search Engines 
Part 1: Optimizing PDFs for internal search engine 
Title field 

• Tips:  
o Use the title as it appears in the document.  
o If you have to cut the title short, end the title with complete words, not in 

the middle of words.  
• Purpose/notes:  

o Titles appear as the caption for PDFs in search results.  
o Titles are searchable in the search engine.  
o Words in titles contribute greatly to ranking in the search engine.  
o Titles and summaries are the most important fields in document 

information and in the search engine.  

Subject field (document summary) 

• Size:  
o Summaries must be at least 71 characters and should not exceed 200 

characters.  
o Summaries with less than 71 characters will not display.  

• If there is no summary to display, the search engine will use the 
first 200 characters of text it finds on the page.  

• Fonts, text columns, and other factors frequently cause the search 
engine's summary to be scrambled, so always create a summary.  

• Tips:  
o Always provide a summary (see previous sentence for more information).  
o Use the summary to describe the content of the document and to give 

users an idea of what the document is about.  
• Include terms used in the document — this enhances the ranking 

in search results.  
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• Put the most important information in the first 150 characters.  
• This is the field limit for some Web-wide search engines.  

• Keep it simple.  
• Make each description unique.  
• To save space, you do not have to use complete sentences:  

• For example,  
o Provides information on...  
o Includes...  
o Information on...  

• Save time by using a template for fact sheets, series, or other 
documents that are similar in nature:  
• This factsheet provides information on ...  

• If you don't have the money or time to prepare descriptions:  
o Use the first couple of complete sentences from the first page of the 

document,  
o Use the first couple of descriptive sentences if the first few sentences don't 

describe the content, or  
o Use the heading if it is more descriptive than anything else.  

• Purpose/notes:  
o This field is misnamed; it is actually the summary field.  
o Information in this field appears as the PDF summary in search results.  
o Words in summaries contribute to ranking in the search engine.  
o Titles and summaries are the most important fields in document 

information and in the search engine.  

Author field 

• Tips:  
o Use only personal names.  
o Do not include the author's affiliation.  
o Do not include any organization names.  
o List only the authors whose names appear in the document.  
o Use names as they appear in the document.  
o List elements in this order: first name, middle initial (if provided), last 

name:  
o Larry Kazmerski (not Kazmerski, Larry)  
o Use semicolons to separate names:  
o Robert Smith ; Tom Jones  
o When in doubt, leave this field blank.   

Keyword field 

• Tips:  
o Use single terms or phrases  

• metalcasting  
• horizontal axis wind turbines.  
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o Use only terms and phrases that appear in the document.  
o Use lower case:  

• wind turbines (not Wind Turbines)  
o Use plural forms of words:  

• wind turbines (not wind turbine)  
o Separate terms with commas:  

• transpired solar walls, commercial buildings  
o Keep it simple:  

• Use only four or five keywords or phrases to describe the main 
subjects of the document.  

• Exceptions are scanned documents, which don't have text that can 
be indexed by the search engine.  

• Incorrect or bad keywords are worse than no keywords, and will 
skew search results.  

• If you do not have the time or money to supply meaningful, 
concise keywords, leave this field blank.  

• Purpose/notes:  
o This field lists the main subjects covered in the document.  
o Keywords are searchable in the search engine.  
o Keywords do not display in search results.  

Part 2: Optimizing PDFs for Web-wide search engines 
• All the major Web-wide search engines - AltaVista, Fast (AlltheWeb), Google, 

HotBot, and MSN Search - are indexing PDFs.  
o All of them display PDF titles in search results.  
o None of them display PDF summaries in search results.  

• The optimizing techniques listed for the internal search engine are valid for Web-
wide search engines because:  

o Web-wide search engines display PDF titles.  
o Web-wide search engines may display PDF summaries in the future.  

 
Adapted from U.S. Department of Energy - Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy 
Communication Standards & Guidelines. 


