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Improving your Cochrane Review PDF 

A guide to use alongside the Preview Published PDF service 

Last update: 12 January 2012 

Prepared by: Cochrane Information Management System (IMS) team, Cochrane Editorial Unit, and Wiley 

Introduction 

The Preview Published PDF service, introduced in January 2012, allows Cochrane authors and other Archie users to 

view a proof of the PDF version of a Cochrane Review, as it will appear in the Cochrane Database of Systematic 

Reviews (CDSR). (Please note, however, that there may be some manual layout adjustments during the production 

process before publication.) This document provides tips to improve the appearance of a PDF should it not appear 

satisfactory. These tips refer to making changes to the review in Review Manager (RevMan) that will affect the 

appearance of the PDF.  

Summary of findings tables: Note that issues relating to the spacing or orientation of these tables will be handled by 

Wiley as part of the manual layout adjustments during the production process for new reviews. Please do not try to 

adjust the layout of the tables if you identify problems with these; instead, the Managing Editors should report these 

to David Hives, Production Editor, The Cochrane Library (dhives@wiley.com). 

For questions regarding the Preview Published PDF service, authors can their Cochrane Review Group (CRG) or CRGs 

can contact their IMS Support person. 

The three teams who prepared this document are continuing to work together to improve the visual presentation of 

the PDF versions, and we will update this document in line with the developments. 

Top 5 tips for improving your PDF 

1. Table tips 

1.1. Keep the number of columns and rows low. (pg 2) 

1.2. Do not insert symbols, tabs or spaces in a table, to make it ‘look nice’, as it can be the reason why the final PDF is 

poorly rendered. (pg 4) 

1.3. Do not use hyperlinks as the first ‘word’ in the first column of a table. (pg 4) 

2. Text tips 

2.1. Do not use tabs or multiple spaces within a block of text. (pg 5) 

2.2. Do not use lists with more than three levels. (pg 5) 
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1. Table tips 

1.1. Keep the number of columns and rows low. 

Table column widths are automatically calculated during the production process. The column widths will decrease as 

the number of columns increases. This can mean that columns are narrow and the content may difficult to read (see 

Figure 1). 

Therefore: 

 Try and keep the number of columns to a minimum. (A maximum of 10 columns per table is recommended 

for uncluttered reading. However, a maximum of 25 columns is permitted). 

 Try to avoid including lots of text in tables with many columns (see Figure 2). 

 Longer text may be allocated in the last column as this usually appears the widest. 

 Remove any un-required empty columns or rows (see Figure 3 and Figure 4) because these readers may think 

text is missing and the text alignment in the PDF versions may be detrimentally affected. 

Be aware, the tables will not look the same in RevMan and the published PDF version (see Figure 5). 

Figure 1. Example of table with many columns (narrow, cluttered reading and content leaking out on right side of table 

column) 

 

Figure 2. Truncated text highlighted; due to large volume text content combined with multiple column usage 
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Figure 3. Example of PDF version including empty rows 

 

Figure 4. Example of PDF version including empty columns 

 

Figure 5. Example of layout differences between RevMan and published PDF versions (may occur when tables contain 

cells that are merged across rows or columns)  

RevMan 

 

Published PDF version 
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1.2. Do not insert symbols, tabs or spaces in a table, to make it ‘look nice’, as it can be 

the reason why the final PDF is poorly rendered.  

Avoid inserting symbols (e.g. spaces, dots, dashes) to adjust spacing, column widths, or layout as the effect on the 

published PDF is unpredictable; see Figure 6. 

Figure 6. Symbols inserted into column headings 

 

1.3. Do not use hyperlinks as the first ‘word’ in the first column of a table. 

Do not use a hyperlink as the first word in the first column of a row. There is a risk that the hyperlink text will ‘bleed’ 

into other table rows; see Figure 7.  

Figure 7. Example showing the hyperlink ‘bleeding’ into other table rows 
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2. Text tips 

2.1. Do not use tabs or multiple spaces within a block of text. 

Avoid using tabs or spaces to adjust text layout because this will affect the layout and formatting in the published 

version; see Figure 8 and Figure 9. This could happen unintentionally when you cut and paste text from other sources, 

so check the text carefully if you notice some extra spaces and either delete the spaces or type the information 

manually. 

Figure 8. Example 1 of tabs or spaces used to adjust text layout 

 

Figure 9. Example 2 of tabs or spaces used to adjust text layout 

 

2.2. Do not use lists with more than three levels. 

A maximum of three list nesting levels are published in the PDF review versions. Content in list levels greater than 

three will not reliably display (i.e. they will disappear or only partially appear); see Figure 10. Please note that the html 

version will display all levels.  

Figure 10. Example of list nesting levels 

 

 

 


