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To PDF or not to PDF?
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Many government agencies ask the 
same questions:

■ Should we keep PDFs?

■ Are they useful?

■ How should we publish them?

■ Are they accessible?
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What’s the problem



PDFs can be made accessible with some concerted effort to utilise the right 
tools and use markup to specify identifying elements such as:

■ document structure
■ text descriptions for images
■ logical reading order of column text
■ form labels
■ headings, lists and tables.

However, not all PDFs are created this way. 

They could be created through various publishing pipelines using various 
exporting tools. 
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Are PDFs accessible?



Under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, Australian 
Government agencies are required to ensure information 
and services are provided in a non-discriminatory accessible 
manner.
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Legal obligations

https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2004A04426/latest/text


The Manual is very definite:

“Create content in HTML pages instead of PDFs.”

Usability problems with PDFs

■ Scalability: the layout is static, doesn’t reflow
■ Speed: size can affect speed of delivery
■ Navigation
■ Search engine optimisation
■ Maintenance
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Style manual

https://www.stylemanual.gov.au/content-types/pdf-portable-document-format#create_webpages_by_default


Content should be published in an 

open and accessible format.

So HTML wins, right?

Wait! No. 

There are some nuances to consider.
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The answer is clear Or is it?



■ Do your website users need PDFs?

■ How many of your users need them?

■ Why do they need them?

■ For which content types?

■ How do they use them?

■ Do the website analytics tell a different story?

Your research could show that an HTML page won’t meet certain user needs. 

People might need to share documents with specific functionality or layout such as a 
pamphlet or form.

User research needed
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Common scenarios for pdf use



Those that need desktop publishing tools.

■ Annual reports

■ Royal Commission reports

■ Manuals

So high maintenance!

■ Mind-bending charts and graphs

■ Tables only the author can 

understand

■ Diagrams with annotation
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Fancy documents



■ Revisioned and secured documents

■ Considered as the canonical reference

■ Exported out of the DMS

Examples

■ Legal documents

■ Technical documents

■ Regulatory documents

■ Point-in-time references
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Document 
management system



■ Content can be stored and 

managed in external systems

■ Owned by a different 

department

■ Use technologies that 

determine the export format
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Storage and publishing 
pipeline
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For all else there are solutions
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I can hear a ‘but’ coming:
some pain points



■ Content is authored by subject 

matter experts (SMEs)

■ The web team manually converts 

the content into HTML

■ Effort, cost, and potential mistakes

■ Sometimes it’s cost-effective to just 

publish the PDF

■ Web team has no more capacity
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The transformers 
(the web team)



■ Need training in how to use the 

CMS toolset 

■ High risk of inconsistent output

■ More training required

■ SMEs may not be interested in 

doing this type of work

■ Editing goes back to the web team
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The SMEs can do it



■ Canonical source remains the 

document management system 

■ Users rely on downloading PDFs

■ CMS becomes only a ‘wrapper’ as: 

● Media

● Resources
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DMS is the source
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Here are some pain killers



■ Craft suitable content types to take the guesswork out of how to structure and 

transform content

■ Review the structural aspects to map content to HTML elements: 

● Headings, paragraphs, lists, links, tables, embedded media 

■ Some difficulties arise with demanding content:

● Fancy layouts 

● Large tables

● Complex tables

● Footnotes and references
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Semantic HTML



■ Make the most of your toolset:
● WYSIWYG styles, templates

● Components/paragraphs

● Layout options 

● Interactive elements

● Embedded audiovisuals

● Not happy with what you’ve got… demand more

■ Produce impactful experiences 
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Content design

https://www.drupal.org/project/ckeditor_templates
https://www.drupal.org/project/paragraphs
https://www.morpht.com/services/convivial-cxp/example


■ If it’s not data, does it have to be in 

a table?

■ Save some time and bust the 

content out of this table

■ Prepare for some push back from 

SMEs
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Re-interpret tables



■ Don’t just drop a link to the file

■ Introduce the document

■ Make it a good summary of the 

contents of the document

■ Make it make sense for SEO

■ This will help users find it
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Make wrappers useful



■ The Book module is a much-loved 

solution for complex documents

■ Carries its own navigation

■ Can generate the full contents of 

the book into one export

■ Users can then print or save as PDF
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Deep documents

https://www.acecqa.gov.au/national-quality-framework/guide-nqf
https://www.acecqa.gov.au/national-quality-framework/guide-nqf
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On page navigation

■ Deep content compressed into one 

page

■ On page navigation to the rescue

■ Relying on JS library Anchorific

https://www.tga.gov.au/resources/guidance/complying-quality-requirements-mdma-and-psilocybine
https://www.tga.gov.au/resources/guidance/complying-quality-requirements-mdma-and-psilocybine
https://github.com/renettarenula/anchorific.js/


■ Get creative with your content 
design

■ ‘Transformers’ are artists
■ Can’t reproduce DTP documents 

exactly

■ An interpretation for a different 

medium
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Not quite the same but 
still beautiful

Brandon Lillibridge



■ Should this be a PDF?

■ What’s missing?

■ How would you make it better?
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Quiz time

https://www.tga.gov.au/resources/publication/publications/tga-business-plan-2024-25
https://www.tga.gov.au/resources/publication/publications/tga-business-plan-2024-25


Discuss!
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Thank you

Morpht.com

linkedin.com/in/andrekakos/
Get the latest news 
from Morpht
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