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“Grids” discussion — Revised April 21, 2021


Grids

Note that in inDesign, what I would normally call a grid (the system of margins, columns, and 
gutters) is actually called Document Presets and is the first thing that the program asks one to 
do when starting a new document. What inDesign calls “Grids” is a separate setting in 
Preferences: the “Baseline grid” to help you align your text lines across columns; and the 
Document grid of vertical and horizontal guides that you can also opt to include to organize your 
piece. In Illustrator it’s a bit more complicated (see screenshots below).


Of course the grid is just a guide but in general if an element is near a guide, well… it should 
stick to the guide, not be randomly placed on the page. Align the text's left edge to the edge of 
the gutters. Sometimes elements can hang outside of the guide, for example hanging the axis 
labels outside like when hanging quotation marks in text, because the shapes in the graphs are 
more prominent than the labels.


The second part of this PDF shows the mid-point poster designs for Project 2 and the grid 
overlapping them; it gives an idea of missed opportunities for better organization when a grid 
(columns & gutters) is not used.


"Grids” in inDesign

Technically what I call the “grid” are called “Presets” inDesign. For project 2 these were: 1/2 inch 
margins; then 6 columns which can double up as 3-column (2-1) which is same as 4-2 and of 
course 2-column. This is done at the start when creating a new doc, and should be the 
first step always and not skipped: setting format, margins, columns, and gutters. See 
screenshot below where the settings can be entered. Units are in picas but one can type inches 
for columns and margins. Note: save your file as a template if you want to preserve the same 
presets for every new document.
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Incredibly, these inDesign options are still not available when creating a new document in 
Illustrator. So the workaround if you want to use Illustrator for layout is to create all your columns 
and margins in an inDesign doc and then export to PDF, checking “printing” the guides and non-
printing elements when exporting. Then you open that file in Illustrator the “columns” are printing 
elements, rulers, so select all and view—>guides—>make guides to turn them into non-
printing guides.


A bit convoluted but way more precise than having to create the columns in Illustrator one by 
one by hand. So all the above has to do with “Layout” and “presets” even though I call it “grid”. 
In illustrator though you can set up at least the margins and the bleeds in the document 
setup. One should always set the margins. For Project 2 I didn’t do this because I used 
inDesign to build the whole structure and then transferred it to Illustrator as described above.
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For Project 2 I also wanted vertical divisions: I divided 22 inches into 8 equal parts. This was 
based on the fact that in project 1 I had divided the sheet simply into 4 quadrants. Here I added 
a division. I  did the same horizontally which adds a 4-column grid of sorts (no gutters). So this 
is what the program technically calls the “grid”, the lines one chooses to divide up the 
space with — more like graph paper lines. So my settings for “grid” are a single line every 4.25 
inches horizontally and 2.75 inches vertically. This is set in inDesign in Preferences—>Grids 
(see screenshot). In this example I set the divisions starting from the edge of the paper, but one 
might want to start them from the margins, depending on one’s needs.


The specifications for “Baseline grid” in this panel have to do with the main text and whether one 
wants to have a fixed linespacing setting. In theory all your text could “snap” to that baseline so 
that lines of text in different columns would always align (12/15 would be 12pt type plus 3 pts of 
leading (line spacing) so your baseline grid would be every 15 pts (1pica-3pts). My “grid” for 
project 2 divides the space is 4 horiz. x 8 vert. equal rectangles. I attach an inDesign screenshot 
(the light gray lines under the artwork). 
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When you open the PDF (created in inDesign) in illustrator you should always select all —> 
object —> clipping mask —> release to be able to edit and see everything. In Illustrator, elect 
the grid lines (now they actual physical rulers) and View — guides — make guides. That’s what I 
call the “grid”, it includes margins, columns, gutters (these were done in the program “presets"), 
and additional division lines (these were done in the program “grids”). 

Graphics that fall just outside the margins 

Yes, think of it as “hanging quotation marks” or optical alignment (somewhere in inDesign you 
can set that for your text, so that for example all your hyphens on the right side, if your text is 
hyphenated, would stick out a bit off the margin, because if they don’t they create a bit of a right 
indent visually — I am talking about justified text. So in the case of the charts, the main physical 
object is the line and bars (not the labels) and I aligned those, leaving some of the labels into 
the margins. But it’s rough now, the labels should be simplified and maybe not all should be in 
the margin. For example Cases and Deaths in bold should be aligned, not off as they are now, 
but those were just pasted screenshots from NYT. 
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Additional graphic tips


1. Omit legends or keys whenever possible, for example in a line graph, simply label the
line itself at the end or place the label where it can fit directly on the graph.

2. If the graph is too “light”, a very light gray background (10–15%) may be added, with
white thin grid lines on top.

3. If the vertical axes in two separate graphs show similar ranges, then the axes should be
“synchronized”, so that each step in the axis aligns with the same step in the graph next
to it, although there could be exceptions to this.

4. Set document color as CMYK, not RGB.
5. Use only 100% black (K) for your type (labels, titles, etc). Do not add CMY values.
6. Use only only one sans-serif font for all the graphs. For example Helvetica. I happen to

like Helvetica, but other sans-serif fonts would be OK too. It's just that I wanna be able to
open the files in Illustrator without having to go through a lot of hoops. Helvetica light is
best for labels as long as it’s 100% black, not a tint or a screen.

7. Simplify graphs as much as possible: no borders either for the graphs as a whole or for
individual items like single bars. Remove any existing border that is not data and whose
omission does not alter the integrity of the data and the graph.

8. No gradients, drop shadows, 3D effects, or other decorative treatments.
9. De-saturate and lighten colors which are too strong, too dark, etc.
10. Use white horizontal grid lines on top of bars whenever possible, instead of dark gray or

black lines behind them, removing some in-between lines if the design starts turning into
a checker-board pattern. But this was not the case in the covid bar charts, so there are
always variations.

11. Always sort you bar charts if the bars show categories instead of chronological
(calendar) steps.

12. Y-axis label should not be sideways but right side reading (move to top of axis and break
into multiple lines if necessary)

13. X-axis labels should also not be vertical. If they don’t fit, turn them at 45 degrees, flush
right, with diagonal reading direction from bottom left to top right.

14. In scatterplots, you may also add a light gray background with thin white grid lines on top
(but behind dots and names).

15. Labels for each data point should be included unless too unwieldy.
16. Use the six-inch control bar provided with the grids in Project 2 to check the legibility of

your text or other graphic elements by setting the view in your computer program to
“Actual size”, then see if the bar length on the screen matches six inches on a physical
ruler placed in front of the screen. If it does, then you can (roughly) evaluate the legibility
of your final printed piece. For example, in my Illustrator, actual size does in fact match
my metal ruler, but in my Acrobat, actual size view is actually smaller, about 5 inches, so
to match it, I have to set the view at about 125%. Another example: as I type in Illustrator
I can clearly see these words on the screen, but when I set the view to actual size it’s
obvious that I am pushing the limit, since I have this text set at 7.5 point size which is
quite small. Do not make labels smaller than 6 points.
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