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Editorial type design 
Whether it’s an annual report or a simple newsletter, attention 
to detail when it comes to your type usage will result in a much 
more pleasing and readable design…

A
s little as 40 years ago, metal type was still 
commonplace in the design and printing industries 
around the world, and typography was still hand-
rendered by designers and layout artists, 

painstakingly marked up and handed over to a typesetter to be 
made up from wood and metal. This is a far cry from the rather 
clinical environments most of us work in today: typographic 
decisions can be made at the click of a mouse, with type being 
positioned to the hundredth of a millimetre in the very ‘virtual’ 
world of InDesign or QuarkXpress.

Although the technology has changed beyond recognition, 
the principle of typography remains the same: using a 
combination of factors such as type size, leading and kerning to 

achieve legibility. Granted, typography can transcend pure 
legibility, with modern type blurring the lines between 
communication and art, but, for the most part, type should be 
used to deliver content in the most effi cient way possible.

In this tutorial, we take a look at a few typographic 
considerations that will improve your overall designs.

Expertise provided by Dylan Channon, 
Senior Art Editor at Future, dylan.
channon@futurenet.co.uk.
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As with many art forms, typography has a long 
history and also a language all of its own. Often 
the terminology we associate with type refers 
back to older hot metal or paste-up methods of 
creating typography, and have little similarity 
to the way we create design today. Did you 
know, for example, that kerning is a cognate of 
‘corner’, referring to the way corners of metal 
type were removed to allow the letters to sit 
closer and more comfortably? Find out more 
about typographic terminology at www.adobe.
com/uk/type/topics/glossary.html.

Speak the lingo
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1
Over the following pages, we use an example magazine spread to show what 
design considerations need to be made when fi rst creating a set of typographic 

‘rules’. Establishing these from the outset gives your publication a consistent look 
and feel throughout, and eliminates any design ‘drift’ that can occur over time.

2
The fi rst decision with any design is the choice of font, 
as this will infl uence the entire feel and character of your 

publication. Here we’ve gone for a classic serif typeface to 
enforce the upmarket feel of our spread. However, designs 
aimed at different markets or readers may require a different 
treatment. Experimentation is key at this stage.

3
Aside from the aesthetic reasons for choosing a typeface, 
there is also a more practical consideration. The font you 

choose should have a good range of weights and italics and 
also a good glyph set. Glyphs are the individual characters that 
make up the entire font – for example, an older typeface may 
not contain a Euro symbol, so it’s worth checking.

1
Let’s look in detail now at some more technical considerations, starting with 
leading. Leading is an old typographic term from way back in the days of hot 

metal typesetting, when strips of lead that were inserted to separate the lines of 
type. Today, the principle is exactly the same – leading refers to the distance 
between the x-heights of the two lines of text, as shown above.

2
The leading you choose will have a great effect on the 
legibility of your text: too little ‘lead’, as in the example 

here, and the lines will crash into each other resulting in poor 
legibility. The actual amount you choose will depend on the 
typeface and its size, but a good starting value is 120 per cent 
of the type size, so 10pt body copy would require at least 12pt 
leading, 12pt approximately 14.5pt, and so on.

Part 1: Initial considerations
First, you need to choose the right typeface for your needs…

Part 2: Leading – the way
Stick to some simple rules to create maximum legibility with leading…
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Each typeface has 
built-in kerning 
values to determine 
the amount of space 
that appears 
between different 
characters, and a 
typeface can have 
thousands of 
combinations of 
values for different 
letters. These are 
often called kerning 
pairs, and the 
quality and 
accuracy of these 
values can differ 
dramatically 
from typeface to 
typeface, and 
subsequently affect 
the visual results.

Kerning pairs

Typography, and 
desktop publishing 
in general, is a 
technical thing. 
Numbers and 
measurements 
govern the entire 
process whether it’s 
millimetres, points 
or picas, but it’s 
important not to get 
too caught up in the 
maths and ignore 
what’s important: 
how things actually 
look. It may sound 
obvious, but it’s 
often overlooked – 
just because the 
sums make sense, 
doesn’t mean it 
looks the best it can.

Do your sums
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4
If you fi nd that Optical kerning doesn’t fi x the problem 
entirely, you can easily kern characters manually. Simply 

insert the text cursor between any two characters and adjust 
the kerning value either up or down in the main type 
formatting bar, depending on whether you need to increase 
or decrease the kerning.

5
Always 
combine 

optical kerning 
with a few manual 
tweaks for 
ultimate control 
over your type. 
Remember that if 
you place your 
type cursor 
between two 
characters, you 
can use the Alt or 
Option key and 
the right and left 
arrows on your 
keyboard to 
increase or 
decrease tracking. 
At the stage of the 
process, forget the 
maths and 
numbers – the 
correct visual 
result is what 
you’re looking for.

1
Another major factor for legibility 
is kerning and tracking. The two 

terms are similar, but often confused. 
Tracking refers to the overall spacing 
of characters, whereas kerning is 
specifi cally the spacing between two 
individual characters.

2
With small 
copy, kerning 

isn’t often an issue 
because the 
letterforms are 
so small that 
any kerning 
inaccuracies are 
unnoticeable. 
Where kerning 
problems do occur 
is mainly on larger 
type such as 
headlines. In this 
example, the 
default setting for 
the kerning is 
pushing the ‘o’ 
too far away from 
the ‘W’, a 
common kerning 
issue, and one that 
needs fi xing.

3
There are two ways of fi xing kerning problems in 
InDesign. First, you can select some type and turn on 

InDesign’s Optical kerning in the main type-formatting bar. 
When this is switched on, InDesign ignores the built-in kerning 
pairs’ value and kerns each letterform based on the character 
either side of it. This in most cases will create a much more 
visually pleasing result.

3
Once you’ve decided on the size of 
your leading, you need some way 

of keeping it consistent across your 
design. This is where the baseline grid 
comes in. The baseline grid is an invisible 
set of non-printing horizontal page 
guides that you can not only lock text 
to, but also align other page furniture. 
Choose View>Grids and Guide>Show 
Baseline grid to turn it on. Then select In
Design>Preferences>Grids from the 
main menu bar to edit the settings of 
the baseline grid. 

4
Here you can 
set the colour 

and increments of 
the grid lines. The 
default setting is 
in millimetres, but 
key in your leading 
value followed by 
pt (for points) and 
InDesign will 
convert it 
automatically. 
For example, 
12pt converts 
to 4.2mm.

Part 3: Kerning and tracking
Understand the difference between kerning and tracking and fi nd out when to use them…
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Once you have 
established a set of 
‘rules’ for the 
typography in your 
publication, you 
have to apply them 
throughout your 
design. The best way 
of doing this is by 
creating an InDesign 
style sheet. If you 
subsequently make 
any amendments to 
your type (however 
subtle), you must 
remember to update 
the style sheet.

Stylish type
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Part 4: Margin alignment
In InDesign there are different margin alignment styles to suit different tastes…

1
Let’s take a 
look at a few 

other tricks to get 
your typography 
looking spot on. 
Optical Margin 
Alignment is a 
new and 
welcome addition 
to desktop 
publishing, and 
in InDesign it can 
be found tucked 
away under 
Window>Type and 
Tables>Story. This 
feature changes 
the way that the 
edge of columns 
of text line up.

2
With Optical Margin Alignment turned off, the edge of 
our column of text lines up in a straight and regimented 

manner based on the position of the text box containing it. 
Just what you would expect, and certainly good enough for 
most designs, but InDesign can take it one stage further.

3
With margin alignment turned on, similar to Optical 
kerning, InDesign lines up each margin based on the 

character above and below it. Most noticeably, characters 
like hyphens and pull quotes will be pushed into the margin 
or gutter, creating what typographic purists would claim to 
be a much more comfortable visual result, but in reality it’s a 
question of taste.

1
Drop caps are a mainstay of 
editorial design, and for good 

reason. They create an excellent entry 
point into body copy, and they are a 
device that people are familiar with. 
Nothing says “Start reading here!” 
better. We’ve created a simple drop cap 
over fi ve lines, and there are a couple of 
simple ways of doing this in InDesign…

2
Simple drop 
caps can be 

created by placing 
a text box 
containing a large 
character and just 
using Text Wrap to 
run the body copy 
around it. This is 
fi ne, but means 
that when the 
opening letter 
changes through 
the publication, 
the box size and 
position needs 
to be altered. 
InDesign has a 
better way of 
handling drop caps.

3
You can create a drop cap by inserting your text cursor 
anywhere in the opening paragraph of your copy, and 

opening the paragraph-formatting palette (Window>Type and 
Tables>Paragraph). There are basically two options: the number 
of lines you would like the character to ‘drop’ and the amount 
of characters long you would like the drop cap to be. Simple.

4
You can further refi ne the drop cap by adjusting the 
space between it and the body copy. Do this in exactly 

the same way you would adjust kerning, but place the text 
cursor between the drop cap and body copy and increase or 
decrease the kerning values, either through the text formatting 
palette or manually with the keyboard shortcuts.

5
The fi nished 
spread 

incorporates all 
our typographic 
techniques. Some 
are more subtle 
than others, but 
as a whole they 
contribute to a 
much more 
pleasing overall 
effect. Attention 
to detail not only 
makes your 
designs look 
better – it’ll 
make them read 
better too.  ca p

Part 5: Drop caps
Create an obvious and eye-pleasing entry point on your opening spread…
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