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WYSIWYG
WYSIWYG (pronounced “wis-ee-wig) is an 
acronym for “What you see is what you get”. 
Largely what you see on your screen is a 
pretty decent representation of what you will 
get on press – but not always.

As an example, a large area of 100% black 
might appear on your screen as being solid 
black yet when you get the job back from 
your print shop it looks somewhat weak and 
washed out. What gives?

The first thing to understand is that printing 
Inks are not truly opaque and whatever is 
beneath will show through to some degree.

Also understand that the paper that you print 
on is not always pure white, in fact it usually 
isn’t. Paper is expensive. More affordable 
grades of paper are often thinner, less white 
and less opaque.

There are options built into the Adobe 
applications that we will discuss that attempt 
address this visual discrepancy.

The example to the right demonstrates the 
difference between 100% black on-screen and 
100% black on-press.

While you may not have control over the 
quality of paper that you’re printing on, 
getting the black to print the way we want it 
is a pretty easy fix. 

On your screen, you may see this. But on press, you get this.

On-screen, the page is nice and white and the big 
black text frame appears solid and opaque.

The printed sheet is another story...That big black 
text frame is closer to a very dark grey than a 
solid opaque black. Additionally the stock is not a 
beautiful bright white, but rather an off-white.
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CREATE A RICH BLACK
To get 100% black to print as a solid, rich 
black, it simply needs some support colour 
behind it. 

The solution is creating a new black swatch 
that has support colour. I typically use 
30% Cyan, 30% Magenta, 30% Yellow and 
100% Black. In all likelihood, most print shops 
should be fine with this, but it’s never a bad 
idea to talk to your printer.

I name this swatch “Rich Black”.

Tip: Create this Rich Black swatch In 
InDesign when no documents are open. 
(yes Skippy, you can do that) From that 
point forward any new document that you 
create will have a Rich Black swatch all set-
up and ready to go.

RICH BLACK RULES
Never make your Rich Black swatch 100% 
of all 4 colours. That is way too much ink 
coverage for the press and the ink won’t dry.

Only use Rich Black for large areas of black 
and large, bold, black text. Never apply 
the Rich Black swatch (or the Registration 
swatch) to body text or fine strokes as that 
will undoubtedly cause problems on press. 
If you want your body text or fine strokes to 
be black, use the standard black swatch so 
they will be only 100% black with no support 
colour underneath. (they don’t need it)

✔

✘
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PRE-PRESS SYSTEMS
Dedicated computer pre-press systems used 
in print shops are generally set to overprint 
100% black by default. 

This is what we want, right? If we have black 
text in an orange frame, we don’t want the 
text to be knocked out of the orange before 
the black gets printed. We want the black 
text to overprint the orange frame. (Fig 1)

If the text is knocked out of the orange and 
there was a little mis-registration with the 
black on press, it would show up and look 
terrible, the legibility of the text would suffer 
and you’d have an unhappy client. (Figure 2)

Use the regular Black swatch for black text 
and strokes and reserve the Rich Black 
swatch for large areas of solid black.

Figure 1

Figure 2
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TRAP, KNOCK-OUT & OVERPRINT
The first cyan star is shown “trapped” to the 
orange background.

The second cyan star is shown simply 
knocked out of the background.

The Third star is set to overprint. A cyan star 
overprinting on and orange background 
results in a dark green star.

Note: In process printing, there is no white 
ink. The white stars shown here are caused by 
no ink being applied at all. The white that you 
see is the white of the actual paper.

REGISTRATION ON PRESS
Should there be a slight mis-registration on 
press you may see a sliver of white around 
the cyan star when no Trap is applied. 

To prevent the white sliver of the paper from 
showing, a slight overlap called “Trap” is used.

The Trap overlaps shown here are 
exaggerated for demonstration purposes 
to make them more visible. In reality, Trap 
overlaps are barely visible to the naked eye.

The good news is that your printer has a 
dedicated pre-press system that takes care of  
Trap for you. 

While it’s important to understand what Trap 
is, it’s really nothing that you need to be 
concerned with while building your print files.

For multi-colour silk screen jobs, you may be 
required to submit a trapped file. 

(Note: Shown with Overprint 
Preview turned on)

In the Trap and Knock-Out 
examples the stars have 
been reversed out of the 
orange background so that 
the star will appear cyan as 
intended.

(cyan plate turned off)

When one colour traps 
to another colour, there 
is a very slight overlap. 
This overlap or “Trap” 
helps compensate for any 
misregistration that can 
sometimes occur on press.

No TrapTrap
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WHAT CAUSES MISREGISTRATION?
There are a few things that can contribute to 
misregistration on press. The most common 
cause is poor quality paper that stretches 
ever so slightly as it passes through the 
colour units. Uncontrolled humidity in the 
pressroom can also cause sheet stretch. An 
old or poorly maintained printing press can 
also contribute to a poor colour fit.

Looking at the tiny registration marks on the 
printed sheet with a special magnifying glass 
called a “loupe” will reveal any misregistration. 
A tiny bit of misregistration is not uncommon 
and often not even noticeable to the naked 
eye, other times it is more pronounced and 
easy to spot.

ABOUT OVERPRINT PREVIEW
Overprint Preview attempts to simulate on-
screen how the printed results will look.

Overprint preview can be toggled on and off 
at will via the View Menu in Adobe illustrator 
and InDesign. (View > Overprint Preview).

When you have Overprint Preview turned on, 
you will get a better representation of what 
the finished piece will look like when printed.

As good as the Overprint Preview mode is, 
by no means do I find it to be perfect, so 
consider yourself warned.

For example I find that a large area of 100% 
black still appears stronger on screen than 
they will be on press.

A poor fitting CMYK 
registration mark.

A perfect fitting CMYK 
registration mark.
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