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How to preflight PDF files
 

Preflighting is the process of checking if the digital data required to print a job are all present and valid. Nowadays PDF files are sent to printing companies. The PDF file format is a solid standard to exchange pages, ranging from single ads to complete publications. Using PDF is, however, no guarantee that the receiver of a file can actually output it as intended. To make sure that a file matches the requirements to reproduce its correctly, it needs to be checked or ‘preflighted’. This page provides an overview of

	the reasons to preflight files
	the tools that are available to check page content
	who should do the check and when it should be done
	which settings are best used


In case you wonder: the term preflight was derived from the long list of checks that pilots have to complete before taking off with an airplane.

Why preflight PDF files?

Checking files is essentially done to avoid problems in processing or printing content. If you look at the list of the 10 most common problems with PDF files, half of them can easily be avoided by preflighting all files. Enfocus published a nice PDF about the 10 reasons to preflight files.

How to preflight PDF files?

There are a number of preflight solutions on the market.

	From version 6 onwards Adobe Acrobat Professional includes a preflight engine. With each new release, this option has been improved and it is actually pretty powerful in Acrobat Pro CC.
	There are several preflight plug-ins for Acrobat. The best-known ones are Enfocus PitStop and callas pdfToolbox.
	There are also stand-alone preflight applications on the market. Some like Enfocus PitStop Server focus specifically on checking PDF files. Others like Markzware FlightCheck can handle a wider range of file formats.
	Many prepress workflow systems, such as Agfa Apogee Prepress or Kodak Prinergy, include a preflight engine. It is either a module which was licensed elsewhere or the vendor’s own development.


Which engine you choose depends on the level of automation that is needed, the different types of files that the engine needs to be able to handle, the platform on which the application should run (Mac, PC,…) and the available budget. It is a good idea to use a solution that has been certified by GWG and appears in their application list. This way you are certain that the preflight system can correctly handle general market requirements.

Who should preflight when?

The earlier in a process that problems are detected, the easier and cheaper it is to fix them. This implies that designers should preflight their creations before sending them to their agency or printer.

Printers or service bureaus should always preflight incoming data, simply to make sure that the quality of the product that they will deliver meets the customer’s demands.

It is worthwhile to know that there are two technologies available to ensure that files only need to be preflighted once. These are Enfocus ‘Certified PDF’ and the Ghent Workgroup ‘Universal Proof of Preflight’. Essentially both systems allow a preflight application to embed metadata in a checked PDF to document how the file has been checked. The receiver of such a file only needs to verify if this ‘seal’ is present.

What needs to be checked during preflight?

The things that need to be checked in a file depend on its intended usage. This means that it is impossible to provide one single set of rules that apply to every possible type of job or printing. Below is a general description of what should be checked and why it is checked, including the reason why each check is done. The overview is inspired by the GWG 2015 specifications. This is, as far as I know, the only international standard that describes the requirements of print-ready PDF files. I’ve simplified their recommendations here and there to keep the overview from getting too long.

General file settings

	The PDF file must be a certain version. This is done to avoid that someone uses a brand-new application to create a PDF that no-one else’s system can read yet. The GWG-specs recommend that the PDF is PDF/X-4 compatible. This means that the file must be a PDF 1.6 or 1.7 file. These PDF versions have been around for more than 10 years so compatibility should not be a problem. 	Earlier GWG standards did not allow the use of transparency, layers (optional content, often used for multi-language jobs or other types of versioning) or color-managed color spaces. All of these are now allowed.


	There are a number of compression algorithms for PDF files. Some of the newer algorithms may pose problems in older workflows so it is best to check if this is the case. The PDF/X-1a file format that GWG recommends to use already includes a number of restrictions on the types of data compression that can be used.
	PDF 1.6 and later have a page scaling parameter that should not be used. To keep things straightforward, it is best to assume that a file is created 1:1 unless there are clear guidelines that are known by all parties involved.
	A PDF file can contain custom halftone definitions. Since such a definition can lead to output at the wrong screen ruling or with the wrong dot shape, it is better to check that the file has no custom halftone data.
	PDF files can contain annotations. Preflight needs to make sure that there are no annotations in the TrimBox. GWG also recommends to only allow annotations of the following types: Text, Link, FreeText, Line, Square, Circle, Highlight, Underline, Squiggly, Strike-out, Stamp, Ink, Popup, FileAttachment and Widget.


Page specific settings

	Page dimensions are described internally in PDF files using the so-called page boxes. Since it is not always possible to make sure that the PDF TrimBox actually equals the finished trim size of a publication, GWG sets no rules for the correct use of these boxes. They do recommend to check that no CropBox is present and that there are no page elements beyond the MediaBox. The first requirement ensures that users see the full page in Acrobat while the latter makes sure there is no useless ‘crap’ present in the PDF.
	The page size and orientation (as defined by the TrimBox) for all pages of a PDF file should be equal.
	Sloppy designers sometimes leave empty pages in their design. When each section of a book is a separate PDF file and one of these accidentally contains an empty page at the end, this can completely screw up the job. To avoid this, check that there are no empty pages in the file.
	When PDFs are used for advertising, it makes sense to only allow 1 single ad page per PDF. This ensures that agencies do not group multiple ads in a single file, making it too easy to accidentally place an incorrect ad.


Text

	Files should not contain black text that is smaller than 12 points and set to knock-out. This is necessary because it is very difficult to print such text. Even the smallest alignment problem on the press can cause such text to become illegible.
	Check if the PDF contains white text set to overprint. Such text may be visible when the text is watched on-screen but it disappears in print.
	Very small text quickly becomes either illegible or difficult to print when it is colored. GWG recommends to flag any files with text smaller or equal to 5 points (8 points for newsprint). When it is colored with 2 or more colorants, text should not be smaller than 9 points (10 points for newsprint).


Fonts

	All fonts should be included in the PDF file. This is done to avoid that an incorrect font is used, which could lead to text becoming illegible or part of the text disappearing. The inclusion of OpenType fonts is allowed.
	When a certain font is not available during the PDF creation, it typically gets replaced by Courier. To avoid printing a PDF with missing fonts, check that no Courier font is present in the file. Designers who want to use Courier on purpose can use variants like ‘Courier New’, which are not flagged during preflight.


Images

	Images need to have a certain minimum resolution to be printed at a good quality. The required resolution depends on the type of printing. That is why the preflight process should check if all image resolutions exceed a minimum threshold value. GWG recommends rejecting files containing color and grayscale images with a resolution below 100 ppi for newsprint and 150 ppi for commercial offset work. For 1-bit images anything below 550 ppi is considered unacceptable. Many preflight applications can already give a warning when the image resolution gets dangerously close to these minimum values.
	Images that have a resolution that is too high lead to bloated files that take longer to transmit or process. For newsprint GWG sets the maximum resolution to 300 ppi for color or grayscale images and 1905 ppi for 1-bit images. For commercial print using offset presses, the maximum resolution is set to 450 ppi for color or greyscale images and 3600 ppi for 1-bit images. Defining a maximum resolution is somewhat controversial: if this problem gets resolved by downsampling images, this can cause issues with special types of images such as security elements. Some users also argue that large file sizes are no longer the problem that they once were. From their point of view, the risks of downsampling exceed the advantages of limiting the file size.
	By checking if white line-art is set to overprint, you avoid that such images disappear on the final output.
	It is possible to put images that use 16 bits per channel in a PDF file. This leads to larger files but that is no longer seen as an issue so 16-bit images are now allowed.


Artwork

	If a design contains very thin lines, these may disappear on the printed result. Therefore it is best to check the minimum line weight, which depends on the intended printing process. For newsprint and commercial offset printing, a minimum line thickness of 0.125 points is required. For screen printing, 0.15 points is required.


Color

	Check if grayscale objects aren’t set to overprint. Overprinting grayscale objects can lead to excessive ink build-up, not to mention that the graphic sometimes becomes soo dark that it cannot be distinguished from the background anymore.
	Total ink coverage is another important aspect of preflighting. As a general rule, newspaper jobs shouldn’t have any object in them for which the ink coverage exceeds 245%. For commercial printing on offset web presses, the ink coverage of any element should not exceed 305% while for sheetfed presses or screen printing that percentage is 320%. If CMYK text contains over 85% black ink, the total ink coverage of the text should not exceed 220% (newspaper) or  280% (web or sheetfed offset and screen printing).
	Even worse than having to cope with heavy ink coverage is dealing with text or other objects that are 100% of each printing color. Having to print 100% cyan on top of 100% magenta, yellow and black leads to smudging and the need to frequently stop and clean the press. Hence the recommendation that any object inside the TrimBox should not use the separation colorspace ‘All’.
	When a job is meant to be printed with spot colors, it is obvious that spot colors are allowed in a PDF file. Next to the presence of spot colors, it is best to put restrictions on their names (no confusing mix of suffixes, such as a file containing ‘Pantone 638 C’, ‘Pantone 638 CVC’ and ‘Pantone 638 CVU’) and color definitions (A PDF might contain a spot color which is defined as being 43C & 68M on one page and 40C, 63C, 2Y, 4K on another).
	A PDF/X file contains an output intent, which is a description of the intended color space when the file is printed. GWG recommends that this output intent is an embedded ICC profile. The ICC profile v4 format is supported and GWG no longer insists on the use of specific recommended profiles.
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 Dario says: 


January 20, 2022 at 11:21 am 



Is there any manual/guide on how to use the Acrobat built-in preflight tools?

Something that covers the whole thing till setting up the most advanced and hidden feature?



Reply
 

	



 Paul says: 


April 15, 2021 at 12:42 pm 



HELP!

I’m using Swift Publisher 5 on Mac OSX to create a small booklet. When I send it to the printer in pdf format, he cannot convert it to B&W (using Adobe Acrobat Pro) as he has done in the past from a PC designer using Publisher. Anyone come across this problem before?



Reply
 

	



 mini1859 says: 


February 24, 2021 at 6:55 am 



is there any way to check min dot using PDF ?



Reply
 
	



 Laurens says: 


February 28, 2021 at 9:25 pm 



There are PDF preflight applications that can check for a minimum dot percentage. This is a requirement in the current GWG preflight specifications, so any compliant application (such as PitStop) can do this.








	



 Pia says: 


September 25, 2016 at 6:08 pm 



I’m curious about FlightCheck and other such software. I want to know how they work? I’ve tried googling this and I just get articles on why you should use it or promotional type articles. I want to know the mechanics of it, how do you use and how does it work? Is it algorhythmic? Is there a tech wiz in the house?



Reply
 

	



 Tim says: 


September 11, 2015 at 10:40 pm 



I have a pdf. We need to check and see if it is using object level compression of tags only but I cant get it to open in distiller cc and the acrobat I have is Acrobat DC… I cannot find out the compression settings on the pdf. can anyone help me



Reply
 

	



 Sups says: 


June 25, 2015 at 3:54 pm 



Can anyone help me on the below:-

Needed help, for commercial insurance forms, for US clients, any ISO form like CG2130, text forms, we are testing the form text alignment, the font, spacing etc manually, does any one know any automation tool that will compare pdf with a word document or pdf to pdf. We are implementing more than 200 forms in some of our projects and it becomes very difficult to compare them manually.
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 Kyle says: 


October 25, 2012 at 9:16 pm 



Use Markzware’s FlightCheck to preflight your print files, enough said.



Reply
 

	



 neo says: 


October 5, 2012 at 11:25 am 



hey ^_^

i have to ask i hope some one can help me.

i’m doing a research richt now for school about Preflight and PDF and i’m wondering if this still uptodate ? cous i was reading about PDf 1.6 that can used now to, and i don’t know if thats treu or thats about somting els sow i i’m a bit confused now ^//^ 

i hope some one can help me out



Reply
 

	



 Suz says: 


June 27, 2012 at 11:46 pm 



To periodically check Acrobat preflight, i will run an ad that I know is missing fonts (not embedded) to see if everything is working ok.

Today it did not flag the missing fonts. it was an ad I hadn’t used before and I do not have the fonts for.

What could have caused this?

I was using the Newspaper ads preset AND ran it through another that I had set up. Neither flagged the error.

Any ideas why?

Thanks!



Reply
 

	



 hugh derham says: 


May 29, 2012 at 9:50 am 



what should a printing apprentice be taught about pre-flighting?



Reply
 

	



 karey says: 


January 19, 2012 at 4:40 pm 



How do I print a adobe pdf document (adobe version 1.4) inb black ink only. When I go to print it doesnt give me the option to change to black ink only so it prints in colour if there is colour in the document which is wasting my ink. Can anyone help me?



Reply
 
	



 Laurens says: 


January 21, 2012 at 11:44 am 



There are two potential solutions for this problem (which by the way has nothing to do with preflighting):

– You overlooked an option to print B&W in your printer driver. Most printer drivers do have such an option but it may be hidden in some obscure corner of one of the printer setup menus.

– You use a tool to convert the color PDF to grayscale. In Adobe Acrobat 9 Pro for example, go to Advanced > Print Production > Preflight and select the Convert to Grayscale PDF Fixup. Click the Analyze and Fix button and your problem is solved. In Acrobat 10 Professional the procedure is the same but the Print Production panel is now in the Tools panel on the right hand side of the screen and you may have to click the little triangle to make it appear. There are other tools on the market to do this kind of conversion. Enfocus Pitstop and Quite-A-Box-of-Tricks come to mind.








	



 Edgar says: 


January 15, 2011 at 11:33 pm 



Si te refieres a la proporcion de tintas necesarias para lograr un color plano, te puedes guiar de una Guia Pantone de Color.
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 Jeff says: 


September 10, 2010 at 4:56 pm 



Does anyone know of a pdf plugin that will allow me to get the percentage of ink on spot colors. This is not density, but percentage of ink on the sheet used to determine how much ink to mix.



Reply
 

	



 Tessa Warburg says: 


July 21, 2010 at 2:52 pm 



I use InDesign to create the file, print to Postscript file, then convert to PDF using Acrobat 8

I want to preflight the PDF

I cannot find the advanced setting on the menu bar

Please help
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 evans says: 


November 26, 2009 at 7:10 pm 



wow, dis has been more than helpful to me. thnx
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 becky says: 


July 9, 2009 at 4:52 pm 



What can I do to fix a pink tint that sometimes occurs when ripping a pdf. Pink shows in areas of pdf that should be white



Reply
 
	



 Peter says: 


February 23, 2010 at 9:15 am 



My guess is that this file is going through a process that is performing colormangement using rendering intent “absolute colorimetric” or using an outdated CMM.








	



 Laurens says: 


July 8, 2009 at 8:21 pm 



Some interesting statistics about preflighting PDF files and PitStop: http://www.digital-engineer.net/archive/entry/preflighters-around-the-world-this-is-you/
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 Tracy says: 


March 2, 2009 at 6:36 pm 



On the total ink coverage, can acrobat fix this or do you need to go into photoshop to fix? sorry this is not a comment but a question



Reply
 

	



 Robb Lutton says: 


February 27, 2009 at 5:46 pm 



Thanks! This is a very good list. The only quibble I would have is the restriction on KO type less than 12 point. Assuming that the background is more or less black, this is easily handled by a cutback of the other colors. Usually this is an automatic function in prepress trapping systems.

Often, legal and other boilerplate must be handled this way.



Reply
 
	



 Peter says: 


February 23, 2010 at 9:17 am 



This would not be flagged as an error (so to speak as KO), but as a warning. Ether you give your OK to process the file as is (approve the warning) or you fix it by setting the black text to overprint.
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About
Prepressure is a notebook about prepress, printing and publishing. It covers PDF, fonts, file formats, design and anything else that catches my interest. Thanks for visiting!


Polls






How will COVID-19 affect the printing industry in the long run?
	 It will have a positive impact
	 It will make no difference or a negligible one
	 It will have a negative impact
	 Difficult to say / I have no idea


View Results
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