[bookmark: _GoBack]GRAPHIC FILE FORMATS
As a graphic designer, I often provide the design files for projects that I send to GPO (Government Printing Office) commercial printers, promotional product companies, silk screeners, embroidery companies, banner/sign companies and other contractors for final output. Many times I get a call or an email from someone worried that they can’t open one of the provided files or they don’t know what the file type is for. 
The companies I send these files to cannot easily output the kinds of files that you commonly use and have the software to open (Word, PowerPoint, Publisher, Excel).
Typically the files types the average person will not be able to open are the files with the extensions AI, EPS, INDD and PSD. Each of these file types uses a special software program used by designers, printers, sign manufacturers, and promotional product manufacturers.
What is a file extension?  A file extension is the last three or four characters after the period that make up an entire file name. The file extension helps the operating system determine which program on your computer the file is associated with. Ones you commonly see are Word: docx, PowerPoint: pptx, Publisher: pub, Excel: xlsx. 
When viewing documents on your computer, you can determine the kind of file extension by looking at the file name in your documents folder. If you choose “Details” under “View”, you can see the file name with the extension, the date, file type and size. The file type determines what kind of software needed to open that file.
[image: ]
When you double-click on a file to open it and you do not have the right program to open the file, this message will appear:
[image: ]  
That is your computer’s attempt to open the file with a software program already loaded onto your computer. Chances are, if that message appears, you do not own the program needed to open and/or edit that file. Or sometimes it will open but not appear as expected or you cannot edit the file.
Here’s what some of the image files will appear like in Dropbox. You can download them and you can also insert them into Word, Publisher or PowerPoint files but might not be able to open them for editing.
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So why doesn’t the graphic designer use a software program that anyone can open and edit? 
It depends on how the final product will be output. For internal documents, simple jobs printed in-house on a copier, or one that others might need to edit, PowerPoint, Word or Publisher works fine. If the designer knows that eventually the file will go to GPO, a commercial printer, promotional product company, silk screener, or a sign company, then it will be created in a program that the vendor/contractor uses to get the best output.
Otherwise, the vendor will be happy to charge up to $100 per hour to convert your file. Often the salesperson you talk to will not tell you the file format that their company’s graphic designer needs, because either they do not know or want the extra money charged to convert your file. 
Each company might have a specific preference for a file type depending on the equipment they use. If the project requires bids from several different companies, then I provide several different file types so that the bid process will be fair. So that is why one design might have several files sent as attachments. 
These companies also have very specific requirements regarding bleeds, traps, margins, image resolution, color format (CMYK vs RGB), spot colors, Postscript, OpenType or TrueType fonts, Pantone colors… the list is long. In a common prepress workflow, a collection of computer files provided by clients will be translated from an application-specific format such as Adobe InDesign or Illustrator to a format that the raster image processor (RIP) can interpret. That’s the part that makes the negative /plate for the press. A graphic designer knows how to use the right software to make this process go smoothly. Even though your Word or Publisher file might print great on the office copier, it might not work properly when sent to a commercial printer.
As a government agency, it’s important that the material we produce look professional and legitimate. Using the right software for the job helps.


Here is a quick list of the different file extensions you may come across when working with a graphic designer, what each of them stand for, and how the file format is used.
[image: ]AI: Adobe Illustrator
AI files are vector files used by designers and commercial printers to generate files of different file formats and sizes. AI files can only be opened using Adobe Illustrator and may be created in layers. An AI file is one of the most preferred formats by GPO, commercial printers, promotional product companies, silk screeners, banner and sign companies, and other third party creative. Illustrator also gives the best range of export options and scalability; anything from a small web graphic to a large roadside billboard. 
[image: ]INDD: Adobe InDesign
INDD files are page layout files used by designers and commercial printers. INDD stands for InDesign Document, which contains formatting, content, styles, fonts and linked files. Used for desktop publishing to create books, magazines, newspapers, flyers, etc.  InDesign files can only be opened using Adobe InDesign and may be created in layers. An INDD file is one of the most preferred formats by GPO and other printers. It also offers a variety of export options including pdf and epub.
[image: ]EPS: Encapsulated Postscript
EPS files are most commonly used by designers to transfer an image or artwork, generally a vector file into another application. Vector-based EPS files are scalable to any size. EPS files can be opened using Adobe Illustrator, Freehand, Corel or Adobe Photoshop. A vector EPS file is one of the most preferred formats by GPO, commercial printers, promotional product companies, silk screeners, banner and sign companies, and other third party creatives. Can be inserted into a Powerpoint or Word document (Insert>Picture>From File)
[image: ]PDF: Portable Document Format
A PDF is a universal file format that preserves/embeds the fonts, images, layout and graphics of any source document, regardless of the application used to create it. By using “save as ” or export option, you can convert Word, PowerPoint, Publisher, InDesign, Illustrator and Photoshop documents into a pdf. PDF files can be shared, viewed and printed by anyone with the free Adobe Reader software. Some PDF files can be used for commercial, digital, and/or desktop printing, but only very simple edits can be made. There are some programs that will allow you to convert a pdf into Word, Publisher or PowerPoint for editing, but the images might not appear correctly and some of the layout attributes will be lost.



[image: ]PSD: Photoshop Document
The PSD file format, usually a raster format, contains graphics and photos created in Adobe Photoshop image editing software. Most commonly used by designer and printers. PSD files can only be opened using Photoshop and may be created in layers. PSD files can also be converted to CMYK, the color output space preferred by GPO and commercial offset printers.
[image: ]JPG: Joint Photographic Experts Group
A JPG file is a compressed image file that does not support a transparent background. The level of compression in JPG files can vary in resolution with high quality for desktop printing, medium quality for web viewing and low quality for email. When compressed repeatedly the overall quality of a JPG image is reduced. Can be inserted into a Powerpoint or Word document (Insert>Picture>From File)
[image: ]GIF: Graphics Interchange Format
GIF files are low resolution files most commonly used for web and email purposes. Almost all browsers can support the use of GIF files, which use a compression scheme to keep the file size small. GIF files can be created with a transparent background. Can be inserted into a Powerpoint or Word document (Insert>Picture>From File)
[image: ]TIF: Tagged Image File Format
The TIF/TIFF file format is most commonly used for storing images, photography, or art. TIF files are most commonly used in professional environments and commercial printing. The TIF format is the most widely supported format across all platforms. It is the standard format for high quality images. Though large in size, TIF formats are considered to be the most reliable format for high quality images. Can be inserted into a Powerpoint or Word document (Insert>Picture>From File).
[image: ]PNG: Portable Network Graphics
The PNG file format is most commonly used for use online and on websites due to their low resolution. PNG files are bitmap images that employ lossless data compression, and like GIF files, PNG files can be created with a transparent background. Can be inserted into a Powerpoint, Word document (Insert>Picture>From File).


RASTER VS VECTOR GRAPHICS
(Why you can’t take a logo from a website and turn it into a billboard)
Learn more about image file formats raster vs. vector files at: 
http://vector-conversions.com/vectorizing/raster_vs_vector.html
http://logodesignpro.com/index.php?staticpage=vector_raster
http://www.youthedesigner.com/2012/08/12/how-to-explain-raster-vs-vector-to-your-clients/
http://www.fastprint.co.uk/blog/raster-vs-vector-the-easy-to-understand-guide.html
VECTOR VS. RASTER (or BITMAP): There are two kinds of computer graphics – vector (composed of paths) and raster (composed of pixels).
Vector graphics use mathematical relationships between points and the paths connecting them to describe an image. Vector graphics are composed of paths.
A raster image uses a grid of individual pixels where each pixel can be a different color or shade. Raster images are composed of pixels.
The image to the left below is representative of a vector graphic and the image to the right is representative of a raster image. They are shown at four times actual size to exaggerate the fact that the edges of a raster image become jagged as it is scaled up:
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	[image: ]
Poor quality logo


	
	[image: ]
Better quality logo


It’s very important to know the difference. If the graphic designer requests a logo from an agency or cooperator for use on anything OTHER than a website (Posters, brochure, billboard, sign), it is BEST provided as an Adobe Illustrator .ai or .eps file. You might have to do some digging to find the original file, but it is worth it.
However, most of the time when a designer asks for a logo, the designer will receive a very low-resolution jpg or gif taken from a website. When you use a low-resolution logo to represent your agency, it loses legitimacy and makes your product look as though it was faked. For example, if you get an email from Bank of America and the logo is really fuzzy, it should concern you… you think if it was the really Bank of America, they would have access to a good, crisp, clear copy of the logo.  Same way with information products from government agencies - a good crisp clean logo makes it look legitimate.
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