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The Tale Of The Online PDF Brochure

Many years ago, a salesperson was talking to a client and glanced 
over the desk at the client’s project folder. In this folder were 
several pages printed directly from the salesperson’s own 

company website. They looked awful, because compared to print, all web 
pages looked awful back then.

The salesman went back to the office and told the website manager that 
every product page on the website should be designed to look great when 
printed out.

“What we could do”, suggested the website manager, “is to make an 
image of the data sheet available for customers. We could offer them the 
file we create for the printers to use. It’s called a PDF file, and if they’ve 
got something called Adobe Acrobat Reader, they’ll be able to download the 
document and print it out beautifully. It’ll be worth their effort”. 

And so the “Download PDF” link was born, and alongside it the 
“Download Adobe Acrobat Reader” button. Pretty soon, it could safely be 
assumed that every website visitor would be prepared to download PDF 
documents, and putting every brochure and data sheet on the website 
became standard practice for most companies.

But over time, most companies began to forget why they’d started to offer 
customers the PDF documents in the first place. A document, remember, 
that had been designed originally just for them and their printers. They’d 
done it so that the customers could print out the document instead of having 
to be sent it in the post. They hadn’t done it as an alternative to viewing the 
information on a screen in the first place.

The consequence is that 20 years later, thousands of sales documents get 
shoved on to websites as a “PDF” without any thought. All the content is 
considered as being available to customers, even though it’s considerably 
less accessible.

And that’s a big opportunity missed.



Page 2 Page 3

PDFs: an alternative, not a substitute

Do your website’s product pages describe the product, but leave the detail to a 
separate document hidden away behind a link? If so, you’re not alone. But it’s a mistake, 
for at least three reasons.

Firstly, well-designed web pages are much easier to read on screen than an image of a 
printed document designed to be read on paper. The information reflows to fit the window, 
and the user can change the size and shape of the content at will. I doubt that any of your 
customers are using upright A4 screens. A portrait-shaped A4 document just doesn’t work 
on a landscape format screen.

Secondly, an increasing number of customers will be using mobile devices, and a facsimile 
of an A4 printed document is a hopeless way to present information on these. We’ve all 
tried (and given up on) the zooming and panning around which is required.

Finally, although the search engines have made great strides in analysing and indexing PDF 
documents in recent years, very few companies are making any effort to ‘search engine 
optimise’ such documents. The information contained in them might appear in search 
engine results, but it usually looks terrible. So you’re throwing away most of your content’s 
ability to generate interest in the best free publicity source the world has ever known.

A PDF document is not a substitute for a web page. It’s an alternative, for readers who want 
to print out a facsimile of a printed document. Do not make the mistake of thinking: “it’s in 
a PDF document, so I don’t need the information on a web page”.

So why do we put PDF documents on our websites?

We all know the answer to that. Time taken to ‘upload’ a PDF document to our websites, and 
add a link on the product page? 2 minutes. Time taken to recreate the PDF document as a 
web page? More like 2 hours. And we end up putting the PDF document on the site and 
linking to it anyway.

So the benefits of putting the information on a web page had better be good.
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An anachronism or a good idea?

Many years ago, when websites were of somewhat more quaint design than they are today, 
linking to a PDF document could take visitors into a whole new world. Back then, ‘PDFs’ 
were separate files which had to be read in a separate, proprietary application (Adobe 
Acrobat Reader) which you just had to hope that visitors were able to install on their PC. 
Some would have had their PCs set up to automatically open the PDF file in Acrobat Reader, 
or they might have needed to “download” the file and then open it.

Nowadays most visitors just click on a PDF document and it opens in the browser or in 
an application of their choice without any thinking on their part. There’s not necessarily 
any downloading of the document involved. PDF became an open standard in 2008, and 
many applications now read the files. Oddly, however, many websites still talk about ‘PDF 
downloads’ as if the website was written 10 or 15 years ago. Maybe it was.

Most marketing managers claim to like PDF brochures on their site because they can be sure 
every visitor can see a reliable, more visually impressive presentation. But we all know that 
few PDF documents read well on screen, as they’re usually formatted for A4 and require all 
sorts of zooming and scrolling. Sadly, the real reason for using them on business websites is 
more often that it enables the marketing manager to just upload a print brochure and not 
bother to make up a proper web page giving the information in a more screen-friendly way.

“They’re designed to be printed out”, claim some people. But few visitors want to do that 
with PDF brochures because so many are just unaltered copies of the mass-produced 
printed publications, with huge blocks of colour. How often do you print out PDF brochures, 
with the cost of printer ink being more than the cost of champagne?

It doesn’t work on screen; and nobody wants to print it out. All things considered therefore, 
we might conclude that the PDF brochure is an anachronism which needs to die out. 
However, the idea remains a good one, as long as it’s not just an excuse for laziness.
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Making an inventory of your PDFs

Before we start to do something a bit better with them, let’s take a look at what PDF 
documents we’ve got on our websites. Because we do know, don’t we?

Probably not.

If you don’t keep meticulous records, then you need to deconstruct the website and get 
a list of every PDF document which is linked-to on the site. You might have the facility to 
“grab” the whole website via file-copy and filter out the PDF files, or your website host may 
be able to do it for you. Otherwise you’ll need some sort of web crawling application like 
Screaming Frog (below) which can analyse the site and list the PDF files. 

The last-ditch method which anyone can use, is to query Google, because Google does index 
your PDF files. The results may not be comprehensive, as there’s no way of guaranteeing that 
Google has discovered every PDF file on your website, but it might go a long way towards 
doing so, and it will almost certainly return the most prominent ones. All you need to do 
is to use the Google site: and filetype: commands, like this (obviously insert your own 
site):

One thing which will come out of this exercise is a good idea of what your PDF documents 
look like in the Google results. It’s often a bit ugly, but we’ll get on to improving the search 
engine presentation and performance later.
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Sort out those bloated documents

Having found out what PDF files you actually have on your website, it’s time to see if they’re 
any good. The first thing I like to tackle is size. In the past, websites often used to show the 
size of a PDF “download” next to the link, because they knew many people were on slow 
dial-up internet connections and were scared of how big this unknown file might be. Now 
we’re all on high-speed broadband, so it doesn’t matter, right?

Wrong again. Plenty of visits to your website will be on smartphones using 3G (or worse), 
and some of these visits will be really important ones (after all, anyone wanting your PDF 
documents on a mobile data connection must really want that information). Some of these 
visitors won’t have the time or the data allowance to access a huge PDF document, and 
they’ll be quite aware of that. If it doesn’t appear in a few seconds, they’ll hit the “cancel” 
button, for sure.

Any really big, multi-megabyte PDF files on your website need to be replaced with more 
sensible versions of a few hundred kB (orless). It’s quite likely they’re just lazily-created ones, 
which include completely unnecessary high-resolution photographs. All you need to shrink 
these in size dramatically is a copy of Adobe Acrobat or some other PDF file manipulation 
software; Mac users can even do this with the built-in “Preview” application.

Beware the multi-megabyte PDF files which are that size because they aren’t proper PDF 
documents – they’re just image scans sitting in a PDF container. These need to be replaced 
at all costs, because they’re way over size, probably look embarrassingly poor, and cannot 
be recognised at all by Google. Some forensic examination may be required.

Do your PDFs work in isolation?

The next thing to consider is how well these documents work in isolation, because it’s quite 
possible they’ll be separated from your website. You wouldn’t allow a web page on your 
website to have no links anywhere else, so why would you allow a PDF document to offer 
no links or calls to action? Yet millions of PDF documents do just that.

The first thing to check is that there’s actually a reference to your company. That might 
sound obvious, but I’ve seen many, many manufacturers’ data sheets on resellers’ sites 
with no mention of the reseller whatsoever. Remember the old dealers’ stamp on the 
back of printed literature? That’s what I’m talking about. Getting someone as far as seeing 
a document on your website, then allowing them to store it with no way of finding your 
website again, would be a disaster.
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The easiest way to add your information to a PDF document which was produced by 
someone else is simply to create a PDF cover page and add this to the document. Printed 
documents might need to be 4, 8, 16 or 32 pages, but PDF versions don’t, and there’s no 
reason at all why you can’t add a page on to the end giving important information such 
as contact details, offers and your company profile. This is a really straightforward job and 
doesn’t even need a professional designer.

The second thing to look at is to see if the links in your PDF document (including on your 
newly-minted cover pages) are actually ‘live’ ones, which people can click on. There’s no 
reason why they shouldn’t be, and again, it’s quite easy to do. Just think of the PDF document 
as a web page, and add in links wherever you would on a web page.

Will they work in Google?

Ensuring the summary of a PDF document looks good in Google is really important, because 
the search engine is quite happy indexing PDF documents, and will give them just as much 
prominence as web pages if they’re formatted correctly. Few are, but all you need to do is 
to make sure the content is machine-readable and that the documents have a proper title 
and a good abstract.

Just like a web page, a PDF file has a “title” tag which can be added in most PDF manipulation 
applications such as Adobe Acrobat. This is the first thing you should ensure is in place on 
any important PDF document; you just need to type it in. Here’s how the “Properties” form 
looks in Acrobat, but there will be equivalents in other PDF editing apps.
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You can also add other helpful behind-the-scenes information in this way, but the best 
way to ensure Google understands your document is to have a good abstract within the 
document, at the start. If this isn’t already in place, why not make it part of your cover page, 
which we discussed yesterday?

Does the filename matter? Well, it will surely help Google if the file is something explanatory, 
rather than “XCG6-86f.qxd.pdf” or something awful like that. But more importantly, it will 
help your customer. A filename can easily include the company name, product name and 
date, so why not be helpful? It’s your document, you can call it (or rename it) whatever you 
wish.

The other thing to check is that all your PDF documents are machine-readable. As mentioned 
earlier, there are still a lot of PDF files out there which are no more than image scans, and 
don’t contain real text. Normally, if you can copy and paste the text from a PDF document, 
it’s fine. Click on the open document, “select all”, and paste whatever’s copied into a text 
editor like Notepad. That’s what Google will see. Is it what you want?

Checklist

So, here are the points to check with your PDF documents online:
– Are your PDF documents presented on your website just like any other web page, and not 

as “downloads”? Are there conventional web page (‘HTML’) equivalents?
– Are your PDF documents pleasant to read on screen, or do they need extensive zooming 

and scrolling to read?
– If your PDF documents aren’t designed to be read on screen, but to be printed out as a hard-

copy record, are they designed for office printers (i.e without huge blocks of colour)?
– Have you got an inventory list of all the PDF documents on your website?
– Have all your PDF documents been made a manageable file size, of no more than a few 

hundred kB, and perhaps substantially less?
– Do your PDF documents all have file titles and other “meta data”?
– Do your PDF documents have references and links to your company and its website? 

(Consider adding a cover page for this information if appropriate)
– Are there proper clickable links within your PDF documents?
– Are your PDF documents formatted nicely for Google, including titles, abstracts and fully 

machine-readable text?
– Have you given the PDF document a descriptive filename?

All of these are things which can be retro-fitted to existing PDF documents and made 
standard for any new ones being added to your website – it may even be time to write a 
company procedure for them (including standard filename criteria).


