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 } LegUpTools
 } leguptools.com
 } $0.25 per page
 }macOS and Windows,  
CS4 and higher
 } Rating: ★ ★ ★ ★

BY Keith Gilbert

LegUpTools
This low-cost, pay-as-you-go option lets you convert PDFs 
from most any source to InDesign documents.

I’d bet that sometime in the next 
few months you will need to convert a PDF 
to an InDesign file. Perhaps a client has 
requested some edits to a document, but the 
only electronic files that exist are PDFs. Or 
your InDesign files for an important project 
are corrupt and you don’t have a backup, 
but you do have a recent PDF. Maybe you 
need to convert to InDesign a document 
created in Canva or Adobe Express, a layout 
from Illustrator, or a presentation built in 
PowerPoint.

LegUpTools is a low-cost way to convert 
PDF files exported from almost any source to 
editable InDesign files. The barrier to entry 

is very low: There is nothing to purchase 
up front, and the website is extremely 
easy to use.

OmniMarkz by Markzware (macOS 
only, $389/year or $599) and PDF2ID from 
Recosoft (macOS and Windows, $299/year) 
are both robust solutions for converting 
PDFs to InDesign files. Both offer many 
more conversion features and options than 
LegUpTools. But the price point is completely 
different. Unless you need to convert lots of 
PDFs, you might find it difficult to justify the 
price of these tools. This is where LegUpTools 
excels—you pay as you use it, at only $0.25 
per page.

9 MINUTE READ
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How It Works
The process couldn’t be simpler. Just go 
to leguptools.com, create a free account, 
purchase a few page credits, and upload 
your PDF.

In a few minutes, you’ll receive an email 
(FIGURE 1) with a link to download a ZIP file. 

The archive contains an IDML file (which 
can be opened by any version of InDesign 
going back to CS4) and a folder containing 
the images, extracted from the original PDF 
and linked to your new file.

When you first create an account, you get 
two free page credits to try out the system. 

From there, you can purchase additional 
credits for $0.25 per page, in any quantity 
between 2 and 300. If you have unused 
credits that you no longer need, LegUpTools 
will issue you a refund.

Every time you go to upload a new PDF, 
the website displays your number of credits 

WHAT ABOUT THE OTHER 
PRODUCTS?
You can dig into the CreativePro 
archives to learn about the 
pros and cons of the other PDF 
conversion tools mentioned here in 
reviews of OmniMarkz and PDF2ID, 
by Nigel French 
and Steve Caplin, 
respectively.

FIGURE 1. The upload page (left) gives you helpful 
instructions in uploading your file. A few minutes 
after submitting your PDF, you’ll receive an email 
with a download link (right).
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Take paragraph and character styles as 
they are used in InDesign. Any styles used 
in an InDesign layout aren’t preserved when 
you export your file to a PDF, so if you 
convert a PDF back to InDesign, you lose the 
names of the styles as well as which text is 
assigned which style.

LegUpTools creates paragraph and 
character styles named Paragraph_Style_1, 
Paragraph_Style_2, and so on for each 
unique set of formatting that it finds in the 
converted document. More often than not, 
considerable cleanup is necessary to use 
these styles, but for long documents with 
lots of repetitive formatting, it can be a big 
timesaver.

So, what else can you expect in an 
InDesign file converted from PDF with 
LegUpTools?

 }While the typeface and style assigned 
to text is preserved accurately, in most 
cases the font names in the file won’t 
match the actual font names on your 
system. For example, the converted PDF 
may specify text that is formatted with 
Acumin Pro Cond Regular, when the 

Set Your Expectations
Because of the complexities of the PDF file 
format, converting PDFs to other formats is a 
complex undertaking. Extracting formatted 
text in a meaningful way while preserving 
the formatting is particularly challenging for 
a variety of technical reasons.

remaining (FIGURE 2). If you aren’t happy with a 
conversion or find the output unusable, they 
promise to either restore your page credits or, 
if you prefer, refund your money.

FIGURE 2. LegUpTools works on 
a credit system, with each page 
costing $0.25.
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 } Line endings will often vary slightly from 
the original.
 } You may see line breaks inserted in odd 
locations in the text or random spaces 
occasionally removed between words. 
Check Spelling and Find/Change can 
help to quickly identify these cases.
 } Any margin guides, column guides, and 
ruler guides specified in the authoring 
program are not written into the PDF, so 
they will not appear in the InDesign file.
 } You’ll often see cases where text doesn’t 
quite fit in the frame created for it, 
so it becomes overset. This is usually 
easily fixed.
 } Even though the source document 
might have text flowing from frame to 
frame and page to page, much of the 
text in the converted file will appear in 
independent, unthreaded frames. For 
multi-column layouts, sometimes the 
text appears correctly in a multi-column 
text frame and other times in separate, 
unthreaded side-by-side frames (FIGURE 4). 
I never observed text flowing from page 
to page. The free TextStitch tool from 

actual font on your system is Acumin 
Pro Condensed Regular, or Klinic Slab 
BoldItalic instead of Klinic Slab Bold 
Italic. Thankfully, this is pretty easy to fix 
with Type > Find/Replace Font (FIGURE 3). 

FIGURE 3. In many cases, the fonts reported 
as used in the converted PDF won’t exactly 
match the names of the same fonts that you 
may have on your system.

FIGURE 4. Text will often appear in independent, 
unthreaded frames. Also note the overset text 

frames for column 1 and the page number.
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Perhaps I’m being nitpicky, since in most 
cases it is very, very close.
 } Bitmap images will be extracted from the 
PDF and included as linked images in 
the InDesign file, named as image_0_1.
png, image_0_2.jpeg, and so on, with 
the first digit being the page number 
(with the pages starting in sequence 
from 0) and the second digit being 
the image sequence on that page. The 
image quality will be only as good as the 
PDF—if the original file’s images were 
downsampled to 72 ppi when the PDF 
was created, that is how they’ll appear in 
the images supplied with the converted 
IDML file. You’ll want to check image 
resolution in the Window > Links panel 
or via Window > Output > Preflight to 
ensure the image resolution will meet 
your needs.
 } Placed vector graphics will be converted 
to InDesign vector objects.
 } Tables are particularly difficult for 
convertors like LegUpTools, because 
PDFs can’t explicitly identify tables, rows, 
columns, and cells. So LegUpTools looks 

Rorohiko can be a big help in threading 
frames back together. 
 } The PDF format understands nothing 
about Parent pages, so in a PDF produced 
from InDesign any objects that may have 
originated on a Parent page (such as page 
numbering, headers, and footers) will 
simply appear as repeating objects on 
each document page.
 } If LegUpTools sees a hyphen in a 
paragraph, it turns hyphenation on for 
that paragraph; if no hyphens appear, 
hyphenation is turned off for that 
paragraph. If you don’t realize this, 
you could be confused as you edit the 
document and wonder why hyphen-
ation is inconsistent. You may also 
see scattered hyphenation in odd and 
incorrect places in the converted file.
 } If your document contains a mix of left-
aligned, center-aligned, and justified text, 
LegUpTools will often get the paragraph 
alignment wrong.
 } Text and graphic frames will be sized and 
positioned within a couple of points of 
the size and position in the original file. 

SECURITY CONCERNS
As you would do with any cloud or 
web-based service, if you are working 
on proprietary, confidential materials, 
you will need to determine if LegUpTools 
meets your security standards.

According to LegUpTools, “Access to 
your files is strictly limited to automated 
processes necessary for converting your 
uploaded file to InDesign format, with 
no human access to file content unless 
explicitly authorized by you for support 
purposes.”

You can read the company’s full security 
statement in the FAQ.
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through the file, identifies collections of 
lines and other objects as a table, and 
attempts to construct an InDesign table 
that looks like those lines and objects. 
This works well with some tables and 
not as much with others. According to 
the developer, you will have the greatest 
success with tables that contain visible 
gridlines and tables originally created in 
InDesign.
 } Only languages that are read left-to-right 
are supported.
 } Password-protected PDFs can’t be 
converted.

In most of my tests, I was pleased with 
the overall output from LegUpTools. I was 
surprised by the accuracy of tables, complex 
vector objects, and bulleted lists. As you’d 

FIGURE 5. These two pages were created in 
Adobe Express (top), exported as PDF, and 
converted to InDesign (bottom). Frame edges 
and hidden characters are displayed on 
the InDesign pages so you can see how the 
pages are constructed.
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expect, the simpler the layout and format-
ting, the better the conversion (FIGURE 5).

Should You Use It?
The alternative to using LegUpTools, or any 
other conversion tool, is to export or copy 
text and images from the PDF and then 
laboriously rebuild each page in InDesign. 
(See this how-to post from the developer 
of LegUpTools for some useful tips on how 
to do this efficiently.) In most cases, it will 
be much faster to convert a PDF directly to 
InDesign format with LegUpTools, even with 
the document likely needing cleanup after 
the conversion.

To my mind, a “micropayments” model like 
LegUpTools, where you pay for only what 
you use, is very attractive for a tool like this. 
I don’t need PDF conversion very often, but 
when I do, I’ll know that I have an affordable 
tool at my disposal. I’m glad to have this tool 
in my bag of tricks.

Keith Gilbert is a design consultant, developer, 
educator, speaker, and author. His work has taken him 
throughout North America, Africa, Europe, and Asia. 

WHY CAN’T I JUST OPEN A PDF IN INDESIGN?
For years, users have been asking to be able to open a PDF in 
InDesign—the feature has close to 600 votes on the InDesign 
Feature Requests page. And you’d think that Adobe, as the 
inventor of the PDF standard, would have inside knowledge to 
be able to do this better than anyone else, right?

Well, they’re working on it.

A recent public beta of InDesign introduces the ability to simply open 
a PDF. When you open a PDF with File > Open, it uploads the InDesign 
document to the cloud, converts it, and returns that converted file as 
an untitled document in InDesign. 

This is a work in progress. In my opinion, Adobe still has a long way to 
go before this feature should see the light of day in a release version. 
In my limited tests, the beta output was worse than LegUpTools in 
some aspects and better in others, which illustrates the complexity of 
this task.

One big limitation of the beta feature is that it can open only PDFs 
that were created using InDesign, which really limits its usefulness. 
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His clients have included Adobe, Apple, Target, Oracle, 
and the United Nations. He is the author of several 
popular titles for LinkedIn Learning, Adobe Press, and 
CreativePro. Find him at gilbertconsulting.com.
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