
Hey there, ever wonder why that gorgeous photo on your screen sometimes looks a 

little... different when it comes out of the printer? Or why your meticulously designed 

flyer ends up with a tiny white border you didn't expect? The secret often lies in how you 

prepare your files! Getting your digital creations ready for the physical world doesn't 

have to be a mystery. Let's tackle some common questions to make your next print job 

a breeze! 

Preparing Your Files for Printing: Your Friendly Q&A Guide! 

Q1: My image looks great on screen, but will it print clearly? What's "resolution" 

all about? 

A: This is perhaps the most crucial question! Screen resolution (measured in pixels per 

inch, or PPI) is different from print resolution (dots per inch, or DPI). Screens typically 

display well at 72 PPI, but for a crisp, high-quality print, you usually need much higher 

resolution – often 300 DPI for standard photo prints and documents. If your image's 

resolution is too low for the size you want to print, it will look "pixelated" or blurry, like it's 

made of tiny squares that aren't quite coming together. 

• Tip: Before sending, check your image's properties. Most image editing software 

will show you its dimensions in pixels and often its current DPI. If you want to 

print a 4x6 photo, ensure its pixel dimensions are at least 1200 (300 DPI x 4 

inches) x 1800 pixels (300 DPI x 6 inches). 

 

Q2: I've heard about "RGB" and "CMYK" colors. Which one should I use? 

A: Great question! Digital screens (like your phone or computer monitor) display colors 

using a combination of Red, Green, and Blue light – that's RGB. Printers, on the other 

hand, create colors by mixing tiny dots of Cyan, Magenta, Yellow, and Key (Black) inks 

– that's CMYK. Because these are two different color models, colors can sometimes 

shift slightly when converting from RGB to CMYK. Vibrant blues or greens might appear 

a little less intense in print. 

• Tip: For most home printing or casual print jobs, don't stress too much; your 

printer or print shop will typically handle the conversion. However, if you're 

working on a professional project (like a magazine ad or a large-scale poster), 

your print shop might specifically request files in CMYK to ensure the most 

accurate color reproduction. When in doubt, ask your printer! 

 

 



Q3: What's the best file format for printing – JPEG, PDF, or something else? 

A: Each format has its strengths! 

• JPEG (.jpg): This is excellent for photographs. It's a "lossy" format, meaning it 

compresses files to save space, but it can slightly reduce image quality if 

compressed too much. Always save your JPEGs at the highest quality setting for 

printing. 

• PDF (.pdf): The gold standard for documents, flyers, brochures, and anything 

with a mix of text and graphics. PDFs ensure that your fonts, images, and layout 

remain exactly as you designed them, regardless of who opens or prints them. 

It's usually the best choice for print shops. 

• PNG (.png): Great for web graphics and images with transparency, but generally 

not the top choice for print photos as it often results in larger files without the 

print-specific advantages of TIFF or PDF. 

Tip: For most general printing, a high-quality JPEG for photos or a PDF for documents 

will serve you well. If you’re still not sure- a good quality PDF is a universal format and 

one almost any print shop can work with. Just remember to be careful- not all PDF’s are 

created equally (see our Article on Canva for more)! 

Q4: What are "bleed" and "margins," and why do they matter? 

A: These terms are crucial for a professional look, especially if your design goes right to 

the edge of the paper! 

• Bleed: Imagine your design has a colorful background that you want to extend all 

the way to the very edge of the final trimmed print. Because printing and cutting 

machines aren't perfectly precise, there's a tiny margin of error. "Bleed" means 

extending your background image or color beyond the final cut line by a small 

amount (e.g., 1/8 inch). This ensures that when the paper is trimmed, you don't 

end up with an unwanted thin white sliver along the edges. When in doubt, 1/4" is 

always a safe standard! Your printer can always trim it down more and there is 0 

risk to your design! 

• Margins: This is your "safe zone" inside the trim line. You want to keep all 

important text and design elements (like logos) within these margins. This 

prevents them from being accidentally cut off during trimming and gives your 

design a clean, aesthetically pleasing border. Again, a universal standard is ¼"- 

which when added to the Bleed ¼" = a perfect turn out every time! 



Tip: If your design software has options for bleed, use them! If you're using a 

professional print service, they'll usually specify their preferred bleed and margin 

requirements when asked. 

Q: Why can’t the Printer open my files? 

A: Not all programs play nice in the same sandbox, and there is no standard Program 

used universally by all Shops. If you’re not sure- whip off a quick message/email/call to 

the Shop you want to use. Or go with a PDF. Most Print Shops don’t have suites which 

require subscriptions (*cough* Microsoft Office *ahem*), and most will have updated 

programs so the old goodies- Publisher, for example- won't work either.  

Q: My file won’t attach to my email!  

A: For 2025- Google Drive still reigns supreme in free file sharing. While there are still 

limits, naturally, it’s an easy thing to do if you have a GMAIL. Open a new tab in your 

browser which should bring up the Google Search Bar if you’re using Chrome (if you’re 

using Edge/Safari/etc you may need to sign directly into your Gmail first). See that 

square with a bunch of dots in the top right-hand corner? Click on it. Select Drive. Select 

New. Upload. Once you’ve saved it, click on it (just once) to select it. Now look up at 

your tool bar under My Drive header. See a little bust with a + sign? Hover over it with 

your mouse and it says ‘Share’. Click, and follow directions from there. Select “anyone 

with a link” and off it goes! And if it doesn’t- call your Printer. They will walk you through 

it in most cases. At least, the ones who actually want your business will. 

Q: Should I just talk to my Printer? (Obviously, we mean your Print Shop- but 

giving a sound talking to your Canon/HP/Lexmark helps achieve better results at 

home- true story!) 

A: Absolutely, YES! This is perhaps the best advice you can get. Every printer and print 

shop might have slightly different machine capabilities and preferred file specifications. 

A quick call or email to your chosen print service can save you a lot of headaches and 

ensure your final product looks exactly how you envisioned it. They are the experts, and 

they're there to help you achieve the best possible result! Any Printer worth their salt 

would prefer to hear from the customer over playing a guessing game! It saves you and 

them a ton of time 😊  

 

Preparing your files for printing might seem like a lot to consider at first, but with these 

friendly tips, you're well on your way to consistently getting fantastic, printed results. 

Happy printing! 


