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Perhaps one of the most rewarding experiences in an editor’s 
job is developing a publication that is truly appreciated and 
treasured by its readers. The key to a successful publication 
is ‘opening’ information to its intended audience: making 
that information accessible and not just available.

In fact, providing accurate information is one thing, 
but rendering it understandable and enjoyable to consult 
is another. 

Presenting information in an appealing format is not 
always easy and requires careful planning with involvement 
of both the editorial team and graphics department, 
working towards a common vision. Because readers are 
more engaged when a clearly written text is combined 
with an orderly structure and a pleasant graphical layout, 
it is important that the editor has some basic knowledge of 
design and how it can apply to different kinds of content. 

Generally speaking, we can define a good text (book, 
journal, or other) by its level of readability and legibility. 
While readability mostly concerns the ease of understanding 
the contents of a text and depends on the style and syntax 
used, legibility specifically refers to the ease of reading the 
words and mostly depends on typographical characteristics 
(for example, font, size, colours) and design (for example, 
page layout, letter and line spacing). 

Here, we will focus on those aspects influencing legibility 
and provide general recommendations on publication 
design for both print and web content. Note that the first 
section below refers to printed design, however most of the 
principles apply equally to online design. The particular 
requirements of web design are considered later in the 
chapter. 

Planning layout
When planning a new publication, free from ties to other 
editions or book series, the best approach is to consider 
who will be reading the text, in which setting, and for what 
reason. By considering the project from the reader’s point 
of view you will be able to foresee many of the readers’ 
expectations and plan design accordingly. For example, 
will the reader be using the text as desk reference or as one-
time narrative? Will the reader be doing something else 
simultaneously? How familiar is the reader with the topic? 
How much text will be read during a single reading session? 
See Table 1 for a summary of the questions you need to ask 
for print publications, and suitable design features for the 
responses.

Planning density 
Books, monographs, or journals should be designed to 
fit a number of pages (multiples of 4 – that is, 8, 16, 32, 
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64, etc.) within standard page formats. This reduces paper 
wastage during the printing process as well as production 
costs. You can either start planning the design from a fixed 
number of pages (and use this to decide the space that will 
be dedicated to the contents), or start from the contents 
available and calculate the pages needed to fit them. 

Either way, for budgeting purposes, you or the designer 
will need to do a character count for all components of 
text (main text, appendix, footnotes, references) to start 
drafting the page layout. Typically, the character count is 
calculated by multiplying the average number of characters 
per line times the number of lines on a page. In the count, 
you must also include the space occupied by empty lines, 
page divisions, and larger titles, smaller footnotes, and 
artwork. This is often called ‘casting off ’ and in book 
work, it is common to make a character count and then 
add approximately 20% to cover partial pages at the end 
of chapters and to assume that all figures and tables will be 
half a page in size.

First pages
The front pages in a book, a chapter or a manuscript, 
should be the pages welcoming the reader at the doorstep, 
inviting him/her to enter and read on. First pages should 
be a bit more airy, having a mix of white space and visual 
elements to capture the reader’s attention. In the pages 
following the first, as the reader becomes more engaged 
and concentrated on the contents, blocks of written text can 
become a bit denser.

Page division
The most common practice in publishing is to present 
narrative writing into one full column and specialist 
reference material in two or three justified columns equally 
distanced on the page. In fact, a text read for leisure 
purposes appears more appealing when it is presented as 
a thread of smoothly flowing text, whereas a dry, technical 
text will appear more manageable if broken down into 
narrower columns.

Keep in mind, however, that when text is distributed 
into columns, font size is generally made smaller and 
consequently, more letters can be fitted into the column. 

Line length
The recommended length is 60–80 characters. Setting 
lines about 50 characters wide makes it easier for the 
eyes to distinguish the letters and words, and overall, 
ease the reading process, as it avoids forcing the reader to 
continually move their neck and eyes from the end of one 
line to the beginning of the next. 
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Generally, longer line lengths should be visually 
compensated for by setting extra spacing between lines.

Having lines with less than 50 characters increases 
hyphenation at the end of the lines, but this can, in most 
cases, be accounted for by the graphic designer fixing the 
letter tracking.

Typesetting
Typesetting refers to the arrangement of text into type 
(Table 2), and the choice of type style and size.

Typefaces and font style
The most known and used typefaces are Arial, Garamond, 
Gill Sans, Helevetica, Palatino, and Times New Roman. 
These help you avoid incompatibility errors when your 
document passes from one computer to another (especially 
when it passes to your graphics department). In most areas 
of publishing, typefaces with serifs (curls) are preferred, as 
they are more relaxing for the eye. However sans serif is 
used for more technical documents or smaller sections of 
a text to achieve a more orderly look. Sans serif text is also 
used on publications that strive to look modern and ‘clean’.

Font size
The text should present one font size consistently 
throughout the text; for example 16 points for titles, 12 for 
subheadings, 10 for regular text, and 8 or 9 for footnotes 
and references. This, however, is quite variable and depends 
on the style guide of reference.

Orienting the reader 
In the case of scientific text matter, it is recommended to 
break down the volume of text into smaller sections by 
adding subtitles at various levels, to provide the reader with 
indications on the overall logical organization and help 
him/her locate text easily across the pages and sections.

Headers and titles
Ideally, there are no more than 4 levels of headings within the 
text, and the design must make it easy for readers to identify 
the hierarchy. This is usually achieved by using bold, then 
bold italic, then italic then roman styles for the headings. 
The higher levels of headings are usually in a larger size 
than the text, with additional space around them to clearly 
differentiate them from the body of text. Before a design can 
be established, it is important to know how many levels of 
heading there are in the text. Another important feature is 
that the style used for headers is consistent throughout a 
publication – and in a journal between issues.

Headers that remind the readers of the section and the 
number of the chapter they are in should be in a different 
font and typeface, distinguishing them from other titles or 
the main text.

Aesthetic considerations

Variety and artistic appeal
Despite scientific publications’ need for sobriety, some 
degree of graphic variety is desirable, as it gives visual relief 

to the eye and is a useful tool in strategic communications 
(for example, attracting the reader’s attention to arid lists of 
data in tables or footnotes).

Variety is most easily achieved by introducing figures, 
tables and boxes of text. It can also be achieved, however, 
by using complementary typefaces, framing blocks of text 
with white space, indenting paragraphs, or avoiding long 
blocks of capital letters. Note that words written entirely 
in capitals are more difficult to read than upper and lower 
case, so this generally should be avoided. 

Remember that although variety is aesthetically useful, 
the reader should be presented with a uniform graphic 
style throughout the publication, in line with the aesthetic 
expectations of the intended readership. If too much variety 
is introduced, the publication will simply look untidy, 
unstructured, and difficult to navigate.

Balance and contrast
Overall, the aim of planning layout is to ensure the proper 
balance of all the visual elements on the page. Readers will 
not notice, perhaps, the font you have chosen, nor how 
many indents or lines are used between paragraphs, but they 
will be affected by the overall picture (as for thumbnails).

Although this aspect is usually the responsibility of the 
designer, keep in mind that good readability is achieved 
by first, creating a contrast between blocks of printed text 
and the white page space surrounding them, second, neatly 
organizing blocks of texts, titles, paragraphs or spacing, 
and third, creating identifiable patterns of text that give 
direction and measure to the reading. 

Web publishing
Most of these principles also apply to the web. The main 
issue relating to web publication is the time constraint 
posed by the limited attention span of web surfers. The 
layout must be presented in a predictable pattern for the 
reader, so that the enclosed information can be found 
and accessed rapidly. Navigation bars, titles and subtitles, 
hypertext, and lists are all good navigational tools to focus 
the reader’s attention on the keywords of interest before 
they click on to some other destination.

Websites
Because the average user stays on the same page for only a 
few seconds, it is important that all key messages and images 
are on the upper half of the page, which will appear on the 
screen without the need for the user to scroll further. For 
example you may hear someone say that there is too much 
of the article ‘below the fold’ – this means that the reader 
must scroll down the page to access it. Because people are 
very resistant to scrolling, all important information must 
appear ‘above the fold’.

Navigation bars are conventionally placed at the top or 
the left side of the page, while animated banners are set 
to the right. The company or institution’s logo is set at the 
upper left corner, which is where the eye goes first.

Page space can be divided either into 1, 2 or 3 columns, 
as long as the main text is immediately identifiable from 
other types of text. Separation between modules of text can 

be obtained by framing boxes of text with white space. 
The text layout presented in the home page should be 

maintained throughout all pages of the website to guarantee 
uniformity and consolidate brand/institutional identity.

PDFs, e-books and e-journals
Many publishers provide PDF versions of the full text. 
These mimic the printed design and still remain the most 
popular means of accessing online content for many 
communities. In addition to PDFs, publishers increasingly 
provide full-text HTML files. These may be easier to open 
(smaller file sizes), but the layout is often quite different 
from the printed book. For example it is not acceptable 
to try and present multiple columns of text on a webpage. 
HTML full text also has the additional advantage of being 
easier to manipulate to provide the reader with additional 
functionality, for example, links within the text to other 
websites, multimedia items, and interactive graphics. 
Where these are added, their presentation must also be 
carefully considered, so that they fit with the overall design 
of the website and content.

One problem with HTML, however, is that web pages 
may appear (or render) differently in different browsers. 
Also, if users access the web pages on tablets or smart 
phones they will also have a different visual experience. 
It then becomes important for you to ensure that your 
website displays correctly on all the different browsers that 
your users are likely to use, and now also on tablets and 
mobile phones.

E-books usually use the same design as the printed book 
(with the exception of extremely complex reference books, 
such as travel guides, which are converted into interactive 
multimedia publications for e-book readers). However, 
there may still be rendering problems on different devices, 
and you need to seek expert technical assistance to ensure 
that they remain readable and problem-free in this 
environment. 

Website navigation and presentation
It is important to ensure that your readers can get to the 
content with as few clicks as possible. To achieve this, most 
journal publishers put the most current issue on the home 
page. From the issue’s table of contents, the reader is offered 
the various access options under each article (PDF, abstract, 
HTML, etc.) without having to open each article. Some 
publishers provide a pop-up abstract, so as the reader’s 
cursor hovers over the article title, the abstract will appear, 
saving them the need to click on the title to view it.

Eye movement patterns
Usability test have shown that web users generally scan text 
on the screen according to an ‘F’ shaped reading pattern.1 
In other words, the reader reads the first few lines and then 
scans down the monitor, reading only the first two words 
(or about 15 characters) of the lines below, occasionally 
reading further ahead at the middle of the screen. 

Therefore, suggestions are to locate all your important 
messages in the first lines, and make sure to choose 
keywords that can astutely anticipate the meaning of what 

follows and entice the reader to read more.
In the case of graphic elements, the user’s eyes are 

generally attracted by larger objects first, and then to 
smaller ones.
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Table 1. General considerations to keep in mind when planning the layout for a new print publication

Settings Technical considerations and suggestions
What kind of information will be provided 
in the text?

Narrative or technical content?

Technical: distribute text into two or three columns, from 40–50 
characters of width. Opt for smaller font sizes (for example, 10pt).

Narrative: distribute text into a single column, about 70–80 characters 
wide or less. Allow wider spacing between lines.

How complex is the information in the text? 

Theoretical, highly technical or step-by-step 
instructions?

Average complexity: Divide text into hierarchical order.

High complexity: Divide sections further into manageable pieces of 
information (for example, paragraphs) that are compatible with a 
logical outline of the topic. 

Signal the end of one concept and the introduction of a new one with a 
wider white space between blocks of text.

In what setting will the text be read?

Will it be read by a technician under a fume 
hood?

Make consultation and handling of technical matter easier. Plan 
for large easy-to-flip pages and resistant binding. As to page layout, 
leave wider spacing between lines, choose larger fonts to create good 
contrast on the page, use bulleted listings for explaining steps and titles 
and subtitles to clearly map contents. Distribute content across the 
page's full width.

For narrative texts intended for leisure reading you may reduce space 
between lines.

How often will it be consulted?

One time-only reading, or desk reference?

For reference books that are consulted on a daily basis, choose 
a binding that makes the book durable, yet easy to handle and 
comfortable to read the full line length (or to make photocopies). Also, 
leave page margins and spacing between lines for the reader's notes.

What layout does the target audience expect 
to see?

Would they appreciate a non-conventional 
design?

Keeps standards up to the readers’ expectations and adapt text to fit to 
familiar layouts.

Do not save on white space by squeezing too much text into fewer 
pages, or waste pages on minor content.

Chose sober (sans serif) fonts void of distracting elements for technical 
matter, and more elegant/elaborate ones for narrative or high-end 
books.

How long will the publication be 
circulating?

Will there be a new updated edition next year?

In the case of scientific print matter consider the publication’s shelf life 
and time of validity and accomodate the production costs accordingly. 

To fit as much text as possible on each page, text can be distributed 
into 3 columns, using smaller font sizes (10 pt). Some scholarly 
journals layout the abstract on 2 columns, and the main text below on 
3 columns. 

Consider also separating additional (less frequently read) information 
from the main text into text boxes and using a font one or two sizes 
smaller.

How much are your readers willing to spend 
on this publication and for this topic?

Will the company pay for this or is it out of 
their own pockets?

If the topic is relevant, the reader will be more willing to buy and own 
the book or journal. 

In the case of artistic or narrative content, artwork and appealing 
graphic design will be expected. 

Table 2. Most commonly used typesetting terms that editors must be familiar with to interact with the graphic department. 
For a fuller list see www.proximasoftware.com/fontexpert/terms

Term Definition
Font A complete set of type of one style and size (Arial bold, Arial italic, etc.) 
Font size (also called type size) Size of font, measured in points
Gutter The inner margins of facing pages (between text and binding) or between two 

columns
Header and footer The lines above and below the body of text – often containing the chapter or article 

name and page numbers
Leading The vertical space between lines of type
Letterspacing (also called 
tracking)

Adjusting space between letters to fit into one line or to avoid extremely long empty 
spaces between words

Literal A typographical error
Makeup Arrangement of type and graphic elements for layout
Overmatter Type matter exceeding the space available
Pagination The numbering of pages
Point Fundamental unit of measurement in typography. 1cm= 28.35pt
Typeface A set of alphabetical characters, numbers, and other characters that all have the 

same style (for example, Arial, Garamond, Times New Roman) 


