
Brandon Haugen Presents

IS PDF A VICTIM OF 

ITS OWN SUCCESS?



Why we are here?
PDF

ÅCelebrating its 24th anniversary this year

ÅInitial release June 15, 1993

ÅHas a number of competitors

Datalogics, Inc.

ÅWorking with Adobe and PDF since 1998

ÅActive member of the PDF Association 

ÅOur CTO is the Chairman

ÅTools for developers to integrate PDF into their applications

ÅCelebrating its 50th anniversary this year



Who am I & Why am I here?

ÅBrandon Haugen, Product Manager at Datalogics

ÅEight years working with PDF technologies

ÅSoftware Engineer 

ÅProduct Management

ÅAdobe Acrobat Certified Expert

ÅShare my PDF knowledge with you!



PDF's Original Intent



Project Camelot

é provide a collection of utilities, applications, and system 

software so that a corporation can effectively capture 

documents from any application, send electronic versions of 

these documents anywhere, and view and print these 

documents on any machines.
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PDF grew out of 

ñProject Camelotò.

- John Warnock, Spring,1991

https://blogs.adobe.com/acrobat/files/2013/09/Camelot.pdf

https://blogs.adobe.com/acrobat/files/2013/09/Camelot.pdf


What it becameé

With PDF, you can capture the original look and feel of a document, 

including all the fonts, images, graphics, and formatting of the original 

application file. Yet, unlike the original application file, PDF files are 

compact and platform-independent, and can be shared, viewed and 

printed by anyone with free reading software.



Promises made by PDF
Presenter Notes

Because of these 

promises, PDF has 

been widely adopted.

PDF

Interoperability

PortabilityReliability



PDFs are everywhere!
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It is hard to find other 

examples of an idea 

that have been 

brought to life that 

has been so 

universally accepted 

like the PDF. And 

because of that 

success and 

universal acceptance, 

new problems have 

been created.



Statistics

https://www.pdfa.org/pdf-in-2016-broader-deeper-richer/

Presentation from the PDF Technical Conference in October of 2015 by Phil Ydens

1.6 billion PDF documents on the web

2.5 trillion 
PDF documents created each year

17%
of files in Box are 

PDF documents

18 billion 
PDF documents in Dropbox

50%
files stored in 

the cloud that 

are now PDFs

new PDF documents saved each day in Google Drive and Mail73 million 

https://www.pdfa.org/pdf-in-2016-broader-deeper-richer/


Presenter Notes

The PDF was so 

successful that you 

would be hard-

pressed to find 

software that does 

not create/support a 

PDF today. 

But - a word of 

caution about 

jumping onto the PDF 

bandwagon: many 

people have different 

experiences with 

PDFs. 



Experiences with 
PDF Vary Greatly
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PDFs are everywhere 

and we all interact with 

them in unique ways. 

At Datalogics, we 

create tools for 

developers to work 

with PDFs. However, 

my experience is 

extremely different 

when working with 

PDFs than my sister 

who is an elementary 

school teacher (an end 

user). Your 

experiences are 

different from mine, 

and are probably 

different from the 

person sitting next to 

you.

Many people are under 

the impression that 

PDFs ñjust work.ò
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ñIt just works.ò
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When I started 

working at Datalogics 

I had no idea what I 

was getting into. 

Fresh out of college, I 

hadnôt thought much 

about what it really 

takes to define and 

support a file format 

before. Sure, I was 

majoring in computer 

science, but I had 

never run into any 

issues with PDF 

before. I always 

assumed that PDFs 

would just work.  

Once I got into 

working more closely 

with PDFs, my whole 

perspective changed. 

PDF users all think 

that it should just 

work, but that is not 

always the case. 



Error message received

The ñplease waitò never goes away!
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This is an example of 

the frustration that 

some PDF users 

often encounter.

The PDF reader is 

just simply unable to 

open your PDF 

document.



This isnôt the experience the PDF 
creators promised
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Anytime I see this ñerror 

messageò when I open a PDF 

that a customer has sent us, I 

cringe.

How many of you have seen this 

screen before? This is my 

favorite example of how even

Adobe Reader is not able to 

support all PDF features and 

suggests that you update it, even 

though it is already running the 

latest version.

This specific issue was caused 

by a missing font pack that is not 

included by default with Adobe 

Reader. However, the document 

does open correctly in Adobe 

Acrobat so we will cut Adobe 

some slack for ñpartial supportò.

This is certainly not the 

experience a user should get 

because this ñerrorò screen never 

goes away.



What happened to reliability, 
interoperability, and portability?   
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One would expect 

PDF reliability, 

interoperability and 

portability to simply 

just work all the time, 

but as weôve seen, 

that is often not the 

case.



How has PDF Been 
Victimized by its Success?



Poor creation tools1

Everything has a PDF viewer2

Multiple ways to achieve the same goal3

Standards confusion4
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My manager once told me how she had 

ñcreatedò PDFs in the past. Her end goal 

was to create a document that included 

many pieces, each individually added. 

She took content from WordPress, Excel, 

several existing PDFs, Quark files (among 

other sources), and ended up with a final 

document that looked good to her.

Her goal was simply to create a PDF 

document that ñlooked rightò; she wasnôt 

concerned with the accessibility of the 

information in the document, either to 

humans or computers. She wasnôt 

concerned with how the PDF would be 

indexed by document management 

systems. All she cared about was putting 

various sources of information together in 

one document and to be able to share it 

with her team. She was happy as long as 

it looked acceptable.

For our purposes, we ARE concerned with 

creating, storing, OCRing, searching, 

optimizing, and using the information 

within the PDF. Having to work with such 

files can reek havoc on a PDFôs lifecycle 

and usefulness.

Just because it 
looks right does 

not mean it is right



Emphasis on visual representation

ñAs long as it looks correct, thatôs all that mattersò

Symptoms we see:

ÅInstead of using bold, draw the same text ñnò 

number of times

ÅDraw paths instead of using ñshow textò 

operators

ÅConverting everything to images
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As I illustrated earlier, as long 

as the document looked correct, 

my manager was happy with 

the PDF. This perspective on 

the creation of PDFs and 

focusing solely on the visual 

output negatively impacts those 

who exist further on in the 

lifecycle of that document.

These issues present 

themselves when trying to 

inspect/extract information from 

the PDF, having to resort to 

using OCR or other tools to 

access the content. Even with 

these tools to augment the 

problems, human inspection 

may also be needed as well.

With so many PDF creation 

tools available, just about 

everyone can create a PDF. If 

how the document looks is the 

primary focus for the creation 

tool, then a whole slew of 

issues are potentially created.



POOR CREATION TOOLS

1



Content storage in PDF

ÅReferred to as ñContent Streamsò- PDFs have 
pages, and pages have content. The content is 
stored in a PDF as a stream

ÅThe ordering of content in PDF is not the same 
as what is displayed on screen

ÅNot required to have information about 
structure of content

ÅSo what happens to the actual PDF when itôs 
made with a poor creation utility?
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To understand what a 

ñpoorò creation tool is, 

though, you need to 

understand a little bit 

more about the file 

format itself.



A problem created by a poor creation tool
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Text that was 

extracted from a PDF 

written out as a text 

file incorrectly and 

viewed in Atom on 

macOS.



Another problem created by a poor creation tool

This file is missing highlighting -

Microsoft Edge does not know how to 

generate appearances for annotations
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Some PDF creation 

tools rely on the PDF 

viewing application to 

display annotations if 

no appearance for 

the annotation was 

defined.

On the left, we have 

a PDF opened in 

Adobe Acrobat and 

on the right is the 

same PDF opened in 

Microsoft Edge

You can clearly see 

that the highlighting is 

missing in the PDF 

on the right.


