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    Introduction

    I published my first eBook back in 2010. It wasn't great and in hindsight it deserved to fail harder than it did. What it did was set me on a path to understanding and designing better eBooks.

    Today I design eBooks for the major platforms (Kindle, Apple, Google Play and others). While it is possible to simply upload a Word document and let Amazon convert it for you, a well designed eBook doesn't just look professional, it helps build trust and brand with your readers.

    This booklet captures some of the common discussions I've had with authors and marketers. It isn't intended as a complete bible but rather a guide to have by your side as you navigate the design process. It suggests points to consider, decisions to make and the consequences of different options.

    If you are interested in exploring the technical side further, feel free to open up the eBook's ePub file and explore the contents. I've made the design simple, so with a little technical knowledge you should understand what's happening "under the hood".

    Ross Hori.



  Terms

  Throughout this eBook I use the following terms:

  eBook: a book in digital form

  Reader: a person who reads an eBook

  eReader: software that a reader uses to read a book (think Kindle or Apple Books apps)

  Device: the machine (tablet, phone etc) that the reader uses to read the book.

  
    So Bob (reader) is reading War and Peace (eBook) on his iPad (device) using the Kindle app (eReader).

  




  ePubs

  Most eBooks use the ePub format. Think of it like a web page: you put your text in a file with tags around it to say whether it's a title, paragraph or image, then add instructions that tell the eBook reader how to present it.

  That's the theory.

  In practice it's more nuanced. To start with, eBook readers like Kindle and Apple Books give readers a lot of control over how books appear. They can change fonts, page colours and page orientation, all of which will throw your carefully designed ebook to the wind. Instead of seeing what you intended, they see what they want.

  The next consideration is compatibility. In theory there are two standards - ePub 2 and ePub 3 - that ebooks are designed for. However, subtle differences in the way they're supported that can have a profound effect on how the book is designed. Fortunately most eReaders now support ePub 3 (even if they complain about it during upload!)

  Amazon, the largest eBook store, requires books to be uploaded in ePub 3 format but what gets delivered to a customer's Kindle could be stripped back and simplified. This is so older and simpler devices can still use books on their stores.

  Across much of the industry, ePub 3 is now the de facto standard.




   Reflowable vs Fixed Format

  The vast majority of eBooks are "reflowable". Continuing our web page analogy, the book becomes a single long flow of text that the reader scrolls through. If they have larger text, they have more pages to scroll. Smaller text means fewer. Images appear wherever they are placed in the text, so a chart might appear at the top of a "page" on a Kindle, but in the middle on a phone.

  All of this might lead you to think about ways to take greater control of what you present. This could lead you to the "Fixed Format" ebook.

  In this approach, every page is laid out exactly as you want it to appear. Fonts, colours, image placement, they are all determined by the design and generally can't be overridden by the reader.

  The quick and dirty way of doing this is to turn each page into an image. A more nuanced approach is to design the pages individually, placing text above the images so screen readers and other assistive technologies work.

  While this might preserve the artistic purity of your intention, it does create a lot of problems for the reader. What might look clear and exciting on a tablet and be small and unreadable on a phone. 

  In general, fixed formats are used for graphic intensive books like children and art books. Other formats where the instinct is to reach for fixed formats (such as cook books) can be designed using the reflowable format.




  Reference Books

  If novels entertain, reference books inform.

  This focus on imparting information in a clear and logical way changes their design and structure. While a novel tends to be fairly flat with text organised in chapters, a reference book might have layers of headings and subheadings, charts, endnotes and tables. All of this has to be designed within the constraints of the ePub format, how different readers interpret them and having something that's as usable on a phone as a tablet.




  Fonts

  Within an ePub there are instructions to tell the eReader to present text in certain ways. These usually include the "font" - Helvetica, Arial, Times New Roman and so on, plus its size, line spacing, colour and a few other odds-and-ends.

  eReaders (the software and devices used to read your book) often allow the reader to override your settings to suit their preference. So you might design a book to use Helvetica 14pt in garish green because you think it looks cool, but the user sets their Kindle to show it in Comic Sans 18pt and black because that's easier to read.

  Even if the reader doesn't change their settings, there's no guarantee their device has the specific typeface that you define and it will fall back to its defaults.

  If you're determined to use the specific font you want, you might "embed" the fonts into the ePub file. When the eReader opens the book it'll see you're using a specific font that's included in it and is more likely to render the text using it. However, distributing eBooks this way means you must have a distribution licence for the font file. These can vary anything in price from free to a few thousand dollars. You might also need a separate licence for each store you distribute through.

  This also applies to any text you might use on charts and diagrams.




  Images

  Whether it's a photo or a bar chart, Images sit within the flow of text. That means how the reader sees them is at the whim of software. Almost.

Because fonts can flex and screen sizes are never the same there is always the probability that a graphic might be preceded by a blank page with a single word, or followed by a broken sentence. 

Fortunately eBook readers are used to seeing graphics set out like this, so it isn't the earth shattering disaster it might be in a print book. That said, there are ways of not disrupting the flow too much, such as grouping photos together in collections or reducing their on-page size (many eReaders will open a small image full screen when tapped on).

[image: A large sculpture of a green apple sitting on a concrete floor overlooking a river in Osaka, Japan]ePubs are also responsive, which means the layout can adjust for the size of the screen. For example, the "apple sculpture" above will site directly above this paragraph if you're reading on a phone, but will usually float to the right if you're on a tablet or iPad.

Informative images often include a caption to give the reader context. Usually these are placed underneath the image, as shown in the example below.



  [image: A large sculpture of a green apple sitting on a concrete floor overlooking a river in Osaka, Japan]
  A green apple sculpture in Osaka, Japan


Within print designs, some images may fill an entire page (for example with a map). There is a temptation to mimic this and cover a device's screen. This is difficult to achieve across devices and in my experience not worth the effort, particularly if the image is within the flow of text.

Instead, you can rely on functionality that exists in many eReaders. Double tapping on an image will often expand it to fill the screen and the reader can pinch and zoom at their leisure.

If you insist on having full-page images, I suggest placing them in a gallery at the end of a chapter, or as a chapter in their own right, such as the one that follows.



  
    [image: A red brick wall with sharp shadows against it. In front is a row of bins for PET bottles with a bright blue vending machine in the middle promoting a charity local to Kobe]
  
   

  Previous image: A vending machine in Kobe, Japan

  Next: Port Tower, Kobe.

  
    [image: A brightly lit tapering tower with a skeletal structure glowing red against a black sky.]
  


  Tables and Charts

  In a physical book, tables and sidebars sit comfortably on the page. But how do you know where to put them if the page could be as small as a phone or as large as a TV? And how do you present them in a way that doesn't have the reader struggling to grasp what you're saying?

  Tables in ebooks can be easier to read than print counterparts if they're well designed. Using alternating background colours is a must, though the reader's ability to scroll through a table makes it easier to locate specific row / column combinations.

  That said, eReaders like Apple and Kindle show the reader a downscaled version, which they can tap on to open in full screen.

  An example chart and table follow. Note that on Kindle, the chart likely presents with a block white background, while other eReaders will swap versions depending on whether your device is set for dark or light mode.

  
    [image: A line chart showing the data in the following table]
    [image: A line chart showing the data in the following table]
  
  
    
      Table 1: The data used by the chart above.
      
        
          	Country
          	2019
          	2020
          	2021
          	2022
          	2023
          	2024 (est.)
        

      
      
        
          	Germany
          	$3,889.00
          	$3,890.00
          	$4,261.00
          	$4,077.00
          	$4,456.00
          	$4,684.00
        

        
          	United Kingdom
          	$2,851.00
          	$2,693.00
          	$3,122.00
          	$3,082.00
          	$3,340.00
          	$3,645.00
        

        
          	France
          	$2,729.00
          	$2,647.00
          	$2,958.00
          	$2,779.00
          	$3,031.00
          	$3,161.00
        

        
          	Italy
          	$2,011.00
          	$1,896.00
          	$2,125.00
          	$2,050.00
          	$2,255.00
          	$2,373.00
        

      
    

  




  Footnotes and Endnotes

  Reference books will often have additional information that's useful but not essential. For example, there may be citations for sources or an expansion on why a word was translated this way and not that. They're marked in the text by a superscript number.[1]

  eReaders handle these in one of two ways. The most common is for the reader to tap the number and it pops the footnote over the main text. Once they're done, they tap on the screen and the footnote vanishes. The other way is for the eReader to "skip ahead" to the footnote, rather like clicking a link on a web page, then tap a link in the footnote to go back to where they were. For wide distributions, eBooks should be designed to accommodate both.

  Whether to use footnotes or endnotes is less of a dilemma for eBooks than print. The in-flow behaviour is the same regardless and so it becomes a matter of personal choice as to where to group the notes.

   
    1. Superscript is a smaller version of the text font placed higher on the line. It's intended not to distract from the main flow so the reader knows it's there, can skip it and come back when they're ready.

    Back

  



  Sidebars

  Sidebars are used for text that's related but not essential. For example, if you mention a historical character who played a minor part in the main event, you might use a sidebar for a deeper biographical sketch. The reader can choose to pause, or skip it and keep reading.

  In print they're usually kept separate by placing them off to one side, bounded with a border and set apart with a different background. A similar approach is used in eBooks, although it usually sits in the main text flow.

  
    Example

    This is a typical sidebar. Note how it sits within the flow of text.

    Colour and borders are used to set it apart, although they might look different depending on the eReader and how the reader set it up.

  

  Because readers can't skip sidebars as easily as in print, they should be kept short and sweet. Two or three paragraphs are plenty. If there are more, consider a call out to an endnote.




  Dark and Light Modes

  Just as you can set your phone to dark or light mode, so you can with many eReaders. For text this is fine as the reader handles the transition relatively easily. However, with graphics, tables and "sidebars" it becomes more challenging. Get it wrong and your bar chart might be unreadable. Or it could appear as a large white block of colour on a reader's otherwise black screen.

  My approach is to design charts for both dark and light modes. It isn't that difficult as once the graphic is created for one mode, to swap it for the next usually just needs a change of colours. Of course, choosing the right colours is where the skill of the designer lies.



    
      Accessibility

      A vital consideration for any eBook design has to be accessibility. I've mentioned how readers can change fonts, sizes and a host of other settings that can change how your book appears on screen. While it's nigh on impossible to cater for all these variations, consideration has to be given to them.

      However, there is another aspect of accessibility to be mindful of: screen readers. This is technology that takes the content in the eBook and speaks it out loud.

      For the most part this is intuitive: body text follow titles. Buried inside the code of the eBook are tags that make a screen reader's life easier and the eBook more enjoyable for the reader.

      Images are an obvious focus point. They should have "alt" tags, which carry a description of the image for the screen reader to speak. If the image is purely decorative (such as a swirl for a paragraph divider) the alt tag can be left empty.

      Tables also have accessibility cues, such as a caption stating the subject (for example, Table: GDP for the G7 in 2025). While a physical book might put this beneath the table, for accessibility reasons it should be coded at the top of the table. In effect this announces what the table is about before the reader is hit with a mass of numbers. If you do want your captions underneath the table this can be changed using styling.

      Often tables appear with charts (see the chapter above). When they work together, I place the chart first, include a simple alt along the lines of "Bar chart showing data from following table" and then the table.

      On the topic of captions, images can have captions too. In physical books they usually appear under the image by convention, but there is no reason why you can't place it above the image if you'd rather announce its presence before diving into a detailed description in an alt tag. Just make sure that whichever choice you make you apply consistently throughout your eBook.

    


  Reports, Magazines and Zines

  What I've outlined here has been about books - but that doesn't have to be the case. I've used ePubs for a wide range of uses. The flexibility of its format, adaptability to mobile devices and the wide support has made it far better than relying on PDFs, the other go-to for marketing and creative publications.

  
    Reports

    Whether it's management reports of white papers, ePubs are great for distributing content that's going to be read on mobiles as much as tablets. 
For internal reports, software like MS Word and Apple Pages will export an ePub format file. While it won't be the prettiest, for an inward facing document to be read on the go it works well.

  

  White Papers and other reports can also work well as a distributed ePub. I've seen a lot of overly designed "reports" condense down to streamline eBooks that had far more impact. Yes, some of the precision in the layout can be lost, but it's more than made up for by being able to read it easily on a phone on the move, or dive deeper on a tablet later.

  
    Magazines

    Periodicals work well in the ePub format. Getting the initial design right takes a little time but once that's sorted out, it's quite easy to output a magazine ready to be read on Kindle or Apple Books.

  

  If you want to go further and publish your magazine through Amazon, Apple or any of the other eBook stores, professional templates can make relatively short work of that final production step.

  
    Zines

    Usually chaotic and often fan based, zines (more accurately eZines) are short publications that focus more on aesthetic than overtly professional content. Careful design can create something that feels edgy on a phone, then explodes into artistic delight when read on an iPad or Tablet.

  

  
    Process Documents

    This is a little adjacent, but one company I worked with put all their process manuals into ePub format. The reasoning was they had a lot of people out in the field who needed fast access but might only have a mobile phone or no internet connection to log into an Intranet.

  

  All the process docs were resaved as ePubs and put into a library that synced to the user's device. Because they were small file sizes, it didn't cause a storage problem.

  It was an unusual approach but it worked well. All of the benefits of reading on software designed for that singular purpose outweighed the additional effort in saving and syncing.

  Would I recommend it for everyone? Probably not, but those with mobile workforces might find it useful.




  PDF vs ePub 
(or why eBooks aren't just for self-published authors)

  The biggest concern I hear is that ePub isn't a "serious" format. PDF is preferred, particularly for brand conscious organisations with entire departments willing to fret over the exact colour definition to be used for a font.

  PDFs are like a digital photocopy of a piece of paper. They're a specific size and style and god help you if you're trying to read it on a phone.

  In our mobile-first world, ePubs are living documents that adapt to devices, software and the preferences of our readers.

  My view is you want to preserve the integrity of your brand and design above all else, stick to the PDF. If you want to open up to a wider audience, use ePub.



    
      Amazon's Kindle

      Kindle is almost certainly the most widely used eReader in circulation today. It first appeared in 2007 and since then has steadily evolved into the app and device that we now use. Along the way a series of different file formats have popped up which have been a blessing and a curse for eBook designers.

      As of the time of writing, Kindle supports ePub 3 standard... sort of.

      We need a quick recap on how eBooks get onto a Kindle. The obvious route is buying or renting on the Kindle Store. The other route is by sending the eBook to the device through email or a web upload.
In both cases the file on the device isn't necessarily the one that was uploaded. Files go through a conversion process. For those downloaded from the store, this isn't a problem - nothing gets on the store unless it's correct. For the rest of us it can cause problems.

      In theory, Kindle supports ePub 3. In practice it's a little - temperamental. Some common solutions to design problems that might work on other eReaders don't with Kindle. Nor is it a case of the design simply not rendering. The file will be rejected, the reader will receive a bland, uninformative email, and your words won't get in front of the people you wanted to read them.

      My approach is to design books to the lowest common denominator. While it might mean some of the rich features ePub 3 promises won't get used in an eBook, it does mean a far wider audience will get to see it.

  


  Last Thoughts

  If I can offer three principles to guide your eBook design, they would be these:

  Degrade gracefully. Accept your beautiful design might not work on all readers and adapt accordingly. The simplest books are long flows of text, and that's your starting point.

  Be consistent. Use the same design cues for footnotes, charts and other elements throughout your book so the reader isn't second guessing what happens next.

    Above all, give up control. Don't expect your eBook to be completely consistent across eReaders all the time. Readers will change fonts, eReaders won't render your designs the way you think they should, and devices have different screen sizes. When you accept this you'll find compromises are easier to make.




  About The Author

  Ross Hori designs eBooks that people actually enjoy reading. Since 2010, he has worked to bridge the gap between "technical mess" and "artistic intention," helping brands and authors turn their manuscripts into fluid, functional ePubs for all major platforms.

  You can find him online at:

  ross-hori.com

  BlueSky

  LinkedIn
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