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The Web Isn’t Print...

It’s not obvious which traditions of print typography we 
should attempt to bring to the web, and which we should 
leave behind. Some differences the between media:

Static, reflective pages•	

Printed at 300–1200 dpi.•	

Easy to adjust viewing distance and •	
angle with your hands

Typesetting benefits from careful •	
consideration of rags, justification, 
hyphenation, tracking, and kerning

Variety of fonts to choose from•	

Print Web

Scrolling/dynamic and light-emitting screens•	

Displayed at 80-100 dpi, depending on •	
viewer’s screen size and resolution settings

Difficult to adjust viewing distance and •	
angle; adjusting type size with browser leads 
to inconsistent results (if you know how)

No hyphenation (yet). Justification is •	
therefore hard to pull off well.

Limited selection of fonts•	
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... But We Can Learn From It.

Let’s look at principles we can borrow from print design.
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Don’t make lines too long or too short: 45-75 characters is the  •	
optimal length.

Longer lines need more leading (line-height). •	

The Measure Matters

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_design http://seedmagazine.com
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Use a few clear and intentional differences in your typography, •	
especially in type size. Too many size differences makes a page look 
weak and indecisive.

Stylesheets make consistency easy to achieve: set up the rules and •	
let them play out rather than adjusting each block of text to fill 
available space.

Be Decisive

http://37signals.com

http://boston.com http://www.subtraction.com/2011/01/25/this-could-be-googles-design-moment
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White space can be a better method for visually grouping •	
things than borders, color changes, or subheadings.

White Space

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/design-diversity-process.html

http://www.nashvillemta.org http://www.apple.com/ipad/design/
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Don’t center large blocks of body copy.•	

For lists, consider hanging the bullets and numbers in the margin.•	

Consider hanging initial quotation marks (use•	  <span 
class="dquo"> and assign a negative margin).

Alignments Create Order

http://www.irs.gov http://jeffcroft.com/blog/2010/dec/17/almost-certainly-worlds-most-comprehensive-seattle/
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Use correct HTML entities for straight apostrophes and quotation •	
marks, choose the “best available ampersand,” and – where relevant – 
use small caps (and letter-space them).

When indenting paragraphs, don’t indent the first paragraph of a •	
block of type (or a paragraph that follows a left-aligned sub-heading).

Finer Points

http://www.slate.com/id/2249126/ http://ministryoftype.co.uk/words/article/the_anywhere_city/
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There are many reasons for choosing a font. Aping a specific •	
historical use is tricky and not always the most interesting choice.

Choosing a Text Font

http://blog.fawny.org/2011/01/25/technologypodcasts/ http://2x4.org/
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But Wait, There’s More

Let’s look at web-specific typographic lessons, ones that 
designers have developed and refined over the past fifteen 
years of web design.
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Use screen-optimized fonts, especially at small sizes. Verdana, •	
Georgia are two of the best. Try Lucida Grande (no italic though) 
and perhaps Calibri, Candara, and Cambria, which come installed 
with recent versions of Microsoft Office.

Thin serif fonts, like Baskerville and Bodoni, don’t translate to the •	
low resolution of computer screens.

Not All Fonts are Created Equal

http://www.markboultondesign.com/projects/drupalorg http://dowlingduncan.com/about/profile/
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It’s more common to break paragraphs with some vertical space •	
rather than first-line indents on the web, since it helps the reader 
keep track of their location when scrolling. 

A full line-break is often too much. Start by setting a •	 margin-
bottom on your paragraphs equal to half their leading.

Paragraph Distinctions

http://www.themorningnews.org/archives/the_rooster/the_2011_tournament_of_books.php http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2011/jan/26/barack-obama-investment-spending-freeze
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Print historically doesn’t have much use for underlined text — in •	
the typewriter age it was often used as a substitute for italics (or to 
indicate italics to a typesetter). 

On the web, underlines are usually reserved for links — consider •	
using border-bottom instead of text-decoration,  and 
remember that borders can be dotted and dashed in addition to 
solid. 

Watch out for borders cutting through descenders in an ugly way.•	

Underlining Text

http://www.textism.com/2008/06/18/prescience http://kottke.org/11/01/moma-acquires-digital-typefaces-what-does-that-mean


