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Portable Document Format (PDF) is a type of file format developed by Adobe Systems. It was first introduced in 1993 and is capable of capturing content and formatting information from any document; irrespective of the hardware and operating system platform. It was initially a proprietary file format; however PDF has been available as an open format from 2008 and adheres to the ISO/IEC 3200-1:2008 standard.

PDF file structure

A PDF document comprises of eight types of objects. They are as follows:

	Numbers
	Strings
	Boolean
	Arrays
	Names
	Streams
	Null
	Dictionaries


The common structure of a PDF file comprises of the following code modules: header, body, xref table and trailer. The header consists of one line of code that categorizes the version of PDF. The body holds all the object data such as fonts, words, images and so on. The xref table has all the indicators to the objects in the file. It specifies the number of objects in the table, object point of origin and its byte length.

Key PDF features

The most important feature of the PDF file format is that it can be viewed and printed on literally any platform inclusive of the most popular ones such as Microsoft Windows and Mac OS, and even Unix and mobile platforms. PDF offers great extensibility as well. There are a large number of software vendors that produce plug-in, creation and support tools. PDF documents protect the original file information inclusive of text, images, drawing, original graphics, 3D and other elements. PDF files can be encrypted or authenticated via digital signature. PDF document creators can set a password for opening the file. Restrictions can also be imposed even after the document is open. PDF is perhaps the most popular document format in use today. There are more than 250 million PDF documents present on the internet, which is a clear indicator of its wide application and use.

Free PDF Editors

Free PDF editors are hard to come by and are mainly limited to free trials of applications being sold. There are a few options that may or may not serve well depending on the user’s needs.

Free Full PDF Editors

To get full PDF editing capabilities as opposed to annotation, the choice of completely free tools is rather limited. However, there are a few options to try that might very well work for some users:

PDFedit

PDFedit is a free open source pdf editor and a library for manipulating PDF documents, released under terms of GNU GPL version 2. It includes PDF manipulating library based on xpdf, GUI, set of command line tools and a PDF editor.

LibreOffice Draw



LibreOffice Draw, which is a part of a Free Open Source LibreOffice suite (a fork of OpenOffice.org), has full PDF editing capability. It supports simply opening a PDF file and editing both the text and graphics and it exports hybrid PDF files that can be edited again in LibreOffice, but should otherwise act as normal PDF files.

It is not perfect though. Some PDF files do not display correctly as images are sometimes out of place and text is displayed incorrectly when the font used is not installed on the system and available to LibreOffice. Regardless of these quirks, this might be the best free and full PDF editing option.

Inkscape

Inkscape, another Open Source tool, is primarily a vector graphics editor, but it can import PDF documents that can then be edited in full as if they were vector graphics, and then exported back into a PDF.  Text elements are converted into vector text elements, but editing them is quirky. To edit the text it is necessary to change its font within Inkscape, and then change it back if you want to keep the original font (if it is available on the system to begin with). This then allows the text to be edited properly.

Another limitation is being able to edit only one PDF page at a time so editing a PDF with multiple pages will yield multiple one-page PDF files. Luckily these PDFs can be easily merged using FoxyUtils PDF Merge online service. Just upload the PDF files in the right order and click “Merge PDF”.

To import a PDF file into Inkscape, simply open it in Inkscape and a PDF Import Settings window will be displayed. This window allows users to select the page to import for editing, precision that should be used for gradient meshes, whether to replace PDF fonts with closest-named installed fonts, and whether to embed images.

It might be possible to use a combination of LibreOffice Draw and Inkscape to get the desired results. One could be used for finer text editing while another could be used for graphics editing. Depending on the your needs and the complexity of the PDF document, you might not need to pay for a commercial PDF editor.

Free PDF Annotation Tools

There are a number of decent options to simply add notes, highlight text, or add text over the PDF file.

Adobe Reader

Clicking on the Comment button on the top right corner allows the user to add notes or highlight text that can be saved to the original (or a separate) PDF document.

Nitro Reader

Nitro Reader gives more editing options, adds notes and highlights text, adds text anywhere in the PDF document, and fills out forms and adds signatures from its tabbed ribbon interface. Users can also extract text and images from the PDF file and create PDF files from other documents (like Office documents, images, and so on).

PDFEscape

PDFEscape is a web based tool that offers even more features. While it still does not truly edit the original content, it allows users to white out certain areas and add text, images, links, form fields, lines, arrows, rectangles, circles, and checkmarks. As such, it can be a very useful tool for some advanced annotations and filling out forms.

Preview (Mac)

Mac users have the benefit of a built in Preview application that simultaneously serves as an image viewer and a PDF reader. The PDF reader comes with a number of annotation features from highlighting, text writing (in different fonts and colors), adding circles, rectangles, and arrows, etc.

Skim (Max)

Skim is able to read PDF documents and allows users to take notes. Skim is able to do everything that Adobe Acrobat can including reading PDF documents, adding and editing notes, highlighting text, making snapshots, and navigating pages using table of contents. The software can also export notes as text, magnify text and images, display PDF documents in full screen, make and display presentations, implement passwords, create bookmarks, and much more. Skim supports Apple Remote Control, automatically downloads remote PDF documents, and can be completely customized by the user.

Free PDF Editor Trials

These are the commercial PDF editors with a free trial. They could be a good solution for a one-time editing job as a free trial typically includes all features, and lasts up to 30 days. If you will need to edit PDFs regularly, and beyond the trial period, it will be necessary to buy the full version.

Adobe Acrobat Pro

Made by Adobe themselves, Acrobat Pro might be the best solution for most needs, and features a simple easy to use user interface. This is a fully functional free trial.

Foxit PhantomPDF Business

Foxit’s latest PDF editor comes in three flavors; Express, Standard, and Business, but only the Business edition features an Advanced Editor that allows complete text editing, image insertion, hyperlinks, and other features expected of a full PDF editor.

The Advanced Editor can be launched and used separately or from within the main Foxit PhantomPDF editor, and the Advanced Editor involves different editing modes for text editing, adding images etc. which can be opened, saved, and closed as needed.

Bluebeam PDF Revu Standard

This is arguably one of the strongest and most powerful PDF editors. Although the retail price is a bit high, a 30 day fully working free trial is available for evaluation. Not only can it edit PDFs with the highest quality and accuracy, but it can also convert .docs or .txts files into .pdfs.

Nitro Pro

This is effectively a more powerful Nitro Reader version that has the ability to properly edit PDF files and has a multitude of additional features not provided in the free Nitro Reader.

Video Overview

We made a video overview of free PDF editors featuring screencasts of basic usage. Please check the YouTube description for links you can use to jump to the section of interest.
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				Henry Peter

				10 March, 2016 at 9:25 pm

			
			
								PDF Pro is another great option. Allows you to edit and export 3 files per month for free so you can test out their services. I’m also a fan of  PDFEscape as well. Lots of options to choose from.

				Reply							


		
	
	
	
		
			
			
				
				jim4491

				16 January, 2014 at 4:37 am

			
			
								I have used Nitro Pro on Windows ,7 64 Bit, and it handles every form the attorneys and banks can throw at us in our office.  It will fully perform what 90% of most users require.

I am considering upgrading for extra features which would help save time in our office.  I just have to wait for a huge discount.

				Reply							


		
	
	
	
		
			
			
				
				Thomas Keim

				19 February, 2013 at 11:24 pm

			
			
								nitro reader 64 bit for windows 7 don’t open another scam on this site

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				WillSpencer

				20 February, 2013 at 12:05 pm

			
			
								Nitro Reader opens fine here.

				Reply							


		
	
	



	
		
			
			
				
				Modom

				8 March, 2012 at 4:42 pm

			
			
								PDFescape is limited to 100 pages.

				Reply							


		
	
	
	
		
			
			
				
				Modifier un PDF

				8 March, 2012 at 3:16 pm

			
			
								Inkscape is free and you can use a free pdf printer like

				Reply							


		
	
	
	
		
			
			
				
				Lisa

				22 February, 2012 at 8:29 am

			
			
								Thanks for listing a collection of PDF editors at one place. I also want to share my experience with you. I have tried different PDF editors like Adobe Acrobat, Nitro, Classic PDF editor and Foxit PDF editor. All of the mentioned software has almost same features but Classic PDF editor is a very light software and run fast. So my recommendation is for Classic PDF editor, you may try it and share your views.

Thanks

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				Richard

				7 October, 2012 at 2:58 am

			
			
								I made the mistake of purchasing Classic PDF Editor.  Editing text with this editor changed the font size and position of any text selected for edit.  The PDF to DOC converter in Classic PDF Editor mangled the text formatting of about half of the text of the document I tried to convert.  This software is not worth downloading, much less purchasing.

				Reply							


		
	
	



	
		
			
			
				
				jogen vishal

				10 February, 2012 at 1:58 pm

			
			
								IT’S A GOOD SOFTWARE, I LIKE IT.

				Reply							


		
	
	
	
		
			
			
				
				Hawk

				4 October, 2011 at 3:12 pm

			
			
								Libre Office Draw was very disappointing. Could not open a single pdf file.

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				Thomas Keim

				19 February, 2013 at 11:25 pm

			
			
								same here don’t work

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				DanielMemetic

				20 February, 2013 at 6:22 pm

			
			
								The video shows a relatively simple PDF file being opened and edited in LibreOffice Draw. It’s not primarily a PDF editor, but it might still work in limited cases. I’m sorry it’s not working for you, best to try other options then.

				Reply							


		
	
	






	
		
			
			
				
				George Articolo

				16 April, 2011 at 3:53 pm

			
			
								I am writing a book on music and math. I want all pages to be in PDF format. My editor has shown me a PDF page that has a link in it whereby when you click on the link, it goes to a sound file — resident on my computer —  and plays the sound file (mp3). The editor tells me all I have to do is get a decent PDF editor to do the job. What kind or brand of PDF editor can I purchase to to be able to do the links for all the sound files in my book?

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				memenode

				17 April, 2011 at 12:23 pm

			
			
								Adobe Acrobat Pro has this feature, and Nitro might as well. Free trial of Acrobat Pro is here.

				Reply							


		
	
	



	
		
			
			
				
				dw

				8 March, 2011 at 9:50 pm

			
			
								Is there no way at all to edit a PDF on a Mac?  OOo elides blanks so sentences become concatenated strings.  Bluebeam, Foxit, Abdio are all Windows only.  And Adobe doesn’t have Acrobat X for Mac, only updates.

So it seems that however much you might be prepared (or not) to pay, you can’t edit an existing pdf on OS X?

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				memenode

				9 March, 2011 at 3:06 pm

			
			
								If you just want to annotate even Preview (built in Mac OS X) can do it, as well as Skim. If you want actual editing there is a few options, like Adobe Acrobat Professional 9 (an old version, but should work), PDFStudio and PDFPen. I tried PDFPen to edit a PDF and it works, but the trial version adds a logo. Full costs $59.95.

				Reply							


		
	
		
		
			
			
				
				Susan Sims

				11 March, 2011 at 8:19 pm

			
			
								 

The most affordable PDF tool with the widest range of features is PDF Studio which, best of all, works on all platforms!!!

 

				Reply							


		
	
	






	
		
			
			
				
				SALEM80

				13 December, 2010 at 1:13 am

			
			
								Ok I was looking for free Pdf Editor without a luck Any way tried Foxit PDF Editor and Acrobat Pro and I found no Software can do As Acrobat Pro do has alot of features .while Foxit PDF Editor can edit the text only no compressing or OCR converting cropping etc .I hob someone can make frre (or open source)Software similar to Acrobat Pro
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