
	
Skip to content
					
						
	
		[image: PDF Association logo]
	


Featured articles



	
	
	
				
  
    [image: ]
  

  
    PDF versions
  



	
	
	
	






	
	
	
			ISO 14289-2 (PDF/UA-2), the “gold standard” for accessibility in PDF 2.0, has arrived
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How do you find the right PDF technology vendor? 
Use the Solution Agent to ask the entire PDF communuity!

The PDF Association celebrates its members’ public statements 
of support for ISO-standardized PDF technology.
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		Document management and the state of PDF support


      When I’m not working for the PDF Association I still do some consulting in the document management space. Some recent conversations prompted me to revisit an assessment I wrote four years ago exploring a typical conversation between PDF technology providers and PDF technology users. Has anything changed? As will be discussed at the upcoming Electronic Document Conference in Seattle this June, PDF technology is on every desktop and phone, even more places than before. Every bank, insurance compan … Read more
		

            
    




	
	
	
		
		
			
About the author: As CEO of the PDF Association and as an ISO Project Leader, Duff coordinates industry activities, represents industry stakeholders in a variety of settings and promotes the advancement and adoption of … Read more
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When I'm not working for the PDF Association I still do some consulting in the document management space. Some recent conversations prompted me to revisit an assessment I wrote four years ago exploring a typical conversation between PDF technology providers and PDF technology users.

Has anything changed?

As will be discussed at the upcoming Electronic Document Conference in Seattle this June, PDF technology is on every desktop and phone, even more places than before. Every bank, insurance company, government agency, and business of any scale relies on PDF for the documents they need to retain and share.

But the executives in charge of these organizations rarely ask whether or not they are using PDF efficiently, or getting the most from their investment in the format.

Here’s a typical conversation I've had several times with CFOs, CIOs and IT managers, among others. It usually starts like this:

DUFF: Does your organization's document management / enterprise content management (ECM) system support PDF technology?

EXECUTIVE: Did you think we still use fax machines or something? Of course our systems support PDF! I probably open PDF documents 10 or 20 times a day! Just about everything we keep, apart from email, is a PDF!


This part of the conversation always goes the same way. These days, PDF is so fundamental that many people are offended by the suggestion that they might not use it, or are somehow using it "wrong".

They are often thinking of the various attorneys, clerks and other unfortunates who periodically make the news for releasing confidential information inadvertently because they didn't know how to properly redact a PDF.

So then I ask…

DUFF: Do you ever add notes or annotations to PDF pages?

EXECUTIVE: Of course. I do that a few times a day when exchanging contracts or reviewing designs.

DUFF: So how does your document management application cope with that?


At this point the conversation tends to branch based on particulars. Let's take two typical responses:

EXECUTIVE #1: It doesn't. I copy the file out to my desktop, add my notes, then email the file (or whatever else I need to do with it). None of this is recorded in the ECM unless I check the file back in.

EXECUTIVE #2: It doesn't. Our vendor told us to use the ECM system's note-taking ability rather than adding PDF annotations. They said this would allow the notes to be searchable.


What's going on here? In both cases:

	The customer is using PDF technology all the time
	The customer's workflow involves annotations to PDF files


What are their document management systems doing about it?

	Executive #1's system forces her to ditch the system in order to get the job done.
	Executive #2's system simply ignores his preferred workflow entirely, forcing him into a narrow set of options that may not meet business needs


When either executive says that their application "supports PDF", what they mean is that it can retain and display PDF files, period.

I'd say these applications are failing their users.

Is that what "support" means?

Executive #1's company enjoys these "features" from their system's "lose it to use it" approach:

	Loss of control over documents that get annotations
	No integrated record of the annotations or of communications including annotated documents
	Inefficiencies due to file-handling overhead
	Unnecessary duplication of managed content on local systems, creating versioning and security risks


Executive #2's company can boast about its investment in these "features" in their system's proprietary silo:

	The user can't add new or interact with existing annotations at all
	The user can't collaborate with external users
	PDF annotations aren't supported by the viewer, and thus seem to disappear from PDFs added to the system
	PDF annotations aren't searchable at all (see if the lawyers think that's OK)


For both executives, their current-generation software has conditioned them to expect no more from PDF than they'd get from a fax.

There's a lot of room to demand better, because not only is PDF feature-rich, it's an ISO standard, so there's no vendor lock-in.

It's not rocket science; it's PDF

Even though PDF files comprise the most common single file type in millions of document management / ECM systems, my unscientific survey of current-generation enterprise-class applications found that useful support for PDF's features beyond mere rendering is not widespread, to the frustration of many users. Firms such as Dropbox promote their tight integration of PDF features, but even their offerings are limited, and they remain the exception.

Given the format's ubiquity and longevity, there's a major opportunity for document management technology that fully leverages PDF as a toolbox for solving enterprise content challenges rather than as a model for page-rendering. There's a whole world of usage beyond rendering; users want to work with their documents, not merely read them!
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