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Better looking 
Word documents

If you want your reports and documents to be effective and actually 
read, make them look good. Professional-looking documents provide a 
better reader experience and increase reader retention.

Clients, disenchanted with Microsoft Word, often ask our designers 
for hints and tips that will make their Word document look better and 
be more impressive. Our suggestions surprise them, and reveal that 
Word can do more than simple letters and bland looking documents. 
If you dig into Word’s design and layout capabilities, you’ll find that 
even novices can build engaging layouts for documents, reports  
and newsletters. 

For more complex layout and content, you will need a design 
professional’s help, but in this tip sheet, we’re going to keep it simple. 
We’ll share how we use some of Word’s built-in tools to make attractive 
documents.
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There are lots of choices when it comes to fonts. One of the most 
important is whether to use a serif or sans serif font. A serif is a 
decorative line or taper added to the beginning and sometimes end 
of a letter’s stem. The serif pulls text together within a word making 
it easier to transition from letter to letter. Serif fonts have these small 
decorative lines, often referred to as “feet”, at the end of characters. 
These “feet” make them easier to read in large blocks of text. Sans serif 
fonts don’t have the “feet”, consequently the “sans” in the name. Sans 
serif fonts also don’t have as much stroke width variation and are made 
up of clean lines that are the same width throughout. They are better 
on the eyes when read on a digital screen.

If you’re going for a traditional look and feel in your document, you’re 
definitely going to want to go with a serif font.

Serif fonts are a great choice for brands that want to be seen as 
trustworthy, official, and reliable. Companies that use serif fonts are 
perceived to be traditional and established. Many government agencies 
request the use of Times New Roman in documents, but if possible, 
some better examples of serif fonts include Garamond, Georgia, and 
Palatino.

San Serif fonts are a great choice for brands that want to appear 
modern, forward-thinking and clean. Though Calibri is the default san 
serif in Word, Arial and Helvetica are good examples of san serif fonts 
that are more modern and authoritative. 

Whatever you choose, stick to the same typeface throughout the 
document. For emphasis, use a different bold typeface for headings. 

Your first big design 
decision — font choice. 
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We like to use a bold san-serif for headings if the body text is a 
serif font and a large serif font for headings if the body text is a 
san serif font.

In order to give a Word document a more professional look, 
it’s important to pay attention to the size of the text. Most 
business, academic and government agency papers are typed 
in a 12-point font size, because it makes the most readable 
paragraphs. Information-dense reports may sometimes go 
down to a 10-point font size, but never use less than that. A 
one-inch margin on all sides is standard for most business 
and government documents, but if you have the leeway, 
adding more space on the left side looks good. If you can, 
add enough space to insert 10-point text on the left margin 
for secondary information. These “sidebars” are helpful if 
you want to add additional information like listing board 
members, adding supplemental data or highlighting important 
or related information. To do that, in the Word toolbar menu, 
under insert, add a text box to the left-hand margin to create 
a sidebar. Make the type in the sidebar 2 points smaller than 
the text in the document. In Figure 1 we made the text in the 
sidebar 10-point and colored the box with a light gray using 
Shape Fill under the tool bar menu, Home< Shape Format < 
Shape Fill; light gray, shape outline; no outline.

(Figure 1)

The shape/fill tab
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The spacing of individual letters in Word can look better than it does if 
you rely on the application’s automatic spacing settings. You can adjust 
(or improve) the spacing in the Advanced section of Font formatting. 

In the menu under Format, drag to Font. When the Font window 
opens click on Advanced. Under character spacing, make the spacing 
expanded by .02 pts. Make sure kerning for fonts is checked and 
change the number to 8. This makes the letters move together more 
naturally, especially if your text falls flush with both margins known as 
fully justified.

Once you have adjusted individual letter spacing, you can add some 
space between the lines. In design, the space between lines is called 
the “leading.” Increased leading is more appealing and increases 
readability. In this document we use 12-point Georgia, type with the 
line spacing at 1.5.

Letter and line spacing

(Figure 3)

(Figure 2)
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A header is a good place to display your organization’s logo or  
some other branding graphic. Below is a simple and stylish way to 
handle headers.

1.  Open the header and footer by double-clicking the header or footer 
area. Or choose Header and Footer from the View menu.

2.  While in the header, click the Insert tab. Insert a rectangle the same 
width and height of the header. In the Shape Format section of the 
menu, go to shape fill and choose Gradient. Pick the gradient that 
will give you white on the left of the gradient box. You can toggle the 
markers on the gradient slider to position the gradient so that your 
logo will fit in the white space on the left. You can change the color 
using the color box below the gradient bar.

Headers and Footers

(Figure 4)

(Figure 5)

(Figure 6)
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3.   With the Header and Footer box still open, go to insert picture 
and add your logo (a png file with a transparent background 
works best) or drag your logo to the upper left side.  (Figure 7)

4.   Moving down to the footer, insert your type tool to begin typing 
the name of your document. Center the text and add a color 
from your logo to it. Make sure the color is dark so there will be 
enough contrast with the white paper for readability. 

5.  Next, add page numbers. If your document has only a few 
pages, you can manually design page numbers. If your document 
has more than 10 pages you will be better off using the page 
numbering Word provides in the Word Insert Menu.

To make manual page numbers, use the toolbar Insert tab, 
choose Shape, and in the footer, drag to create the shape. We 
used a diamond. With the shape inserted, use the toolbar format 
tab to format the shape. We used the Shape > Fill options to 
change the color to light blue; We used the Shape > Outline 
drop-down to change the outline to no outline; We chose not to 
use the Shape > Effects > Reflection option to add a reflection 
because it might not be possible to print, but it will work fine for 
electronic viewing.

With the shape selected, type in a page number. Change the font 
and color of the text to a simple san serif 9-point font size. Select 
the number and format it. We applied a dark blue font color.

It’s that easy. But, when putting graphics in the header or footer, be 
sure to use them sparingly.

(Figure 7)

(Figure 8)

(Figure 9)
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Our clients often ask us to make things “pop”. We’ve gotten very used 
to the term and know exactly what it means. Yes, you can design a stellar 
cover using Word in just a few steps.

1.  Insert your logo at the top left of the cover page you created in your 
document, the first page or a separate page you created for printing. 
Increase the size of the logo by dragging it on the bottom right corner.

2.  Insert an image that represents  what your document contains. With 
the image selected, go to the Layout tab, under Picture Format < 
Wrap Text < Behind Text. Now you can move your image around the 
page and resize it, by dragging the bottom right or left corner so as 
not to distort the image.

3.  Under insert in the menu, go to shape, and scroll to the flowchart 
shapes and choose “Punched Tape.” It looks like a flag. Drag that 
shape to the bottom of the page until it hangs off the bottom of the 
report page.

4.  On top of the punched tape shape, insert a type box. In that box, 
type the title of the document. Make the text white, for more 
contrast, if you have colored the “punched tape” shape dark. Or 
choose one of your brand colors if the “punched tape” shape is light.

Word’s capabilities don’t come close to everything a high-end desktop 
publishing program can do. But if you simply want to enhance the 
appearance of commonplace documents, Word has enough to offer. We 
hope this tip sheet is helpful. Send us your feedback. We’d like to hear 
from you!

Covers that “pop”

Seaberry Design
seaberrydesign.com


