
Flattening Artwork
How to flatten artwork for printing

Flattening your artwork can help prevent
transparency, layers and complex effects from
causing unexpected results when your file is
processed for print.

The exact process depends on the the software you have used to create your artwork. 
This guide explains how to prepare flattened artwork using Illustrator, InDesign, 
Acrobat, Photoshop and Canva.

What does flattening artwork mean?
Design files can contain layers, transparency, shadows, blending effects, masks and 
other editable elements. While these are useful when creating your design, some 
complex elements can behave differently when the artwork is processed for print.

Flattening processes these elements so that the finished artwork is less dependent on 
live effects and editable features. Your design should still look the same, but the 
structure of the file may change.

Important: Always save an editable copy of your original artwork before flattening. 
Once some flattening processes have been applied and the file has been saved, they 
cannot be reversed.

Flattening can be useful if your artwork 
contains:

- Transparency or opacity effects
- Drop shadows
- Blending modes
- Complex masks
- Multiple overlapping effects
- Elements that appear differently after 

exporting to PDF
- Artwork that has previously caused a 

processed or printing issue

You do not need to flatten every file simply 
because it is being printed. If your PDF has 
exported correctly and all elements display 
as expected, additional flattening may not
be necessary.

When should you flatten artwork?



Before you start
Keep your original design file so you can return to the editable artwork if you need to 
make changes. After flattening, always check your finished PDF carefully. Look at text, 
images, transparency, colours and any fine details to make sure everything still 
appears as intended.

Important: If your artwork contains specialist production elements such as a CUT path 
or spot colours for an additional print finish, follow the relevant artwork guide.

Illustrator allows you to flatten 
transparent artwork while preserving the 
appearance of your design:

1. Save a copy of your Illustrator file.
2. Navigate to the Layers panel and click 

the three lines icon in the right corner.
3. Choose Flatten Artwork to merge all 

visible layers into one single layer.
4. Export your finished artwork as a PDF 

using your usual print settings.

Flattening transparency can divide 
complex artwork into a mixture of vector 
and raster elements while retaining its 
visual appearance, so always inspect the 
exported PDF before uploading it to WTTB. 

Flattening in Adobe Illustrator

InDesign has a longwinded flattening 
process, which doesn’t work like other 
flattening processes. We suggest that 
instead, you merge the layers in InDesign:

1. Open the Layers panel by going to 
Window > Layers.

2. Select the layers you want to combine.
3. Click the icon in the top right corner of 

the Layers panel.
4. Select Merge Layers to combine them.
5. Repeat as needed until your artwork is 

simplified.

Open the PDF afterwards and check that 
shadows, transparency, gradients, 
images and text look as intended.

Flattening in Adobe InDesign

https://wttb.co.uk/support-guides


Check your PDFs
Before uploading, open the PDF and check it at a high zoom. Ensure all text is showing 
correctly, images are clear and sharp, shadows and gradients look correct, nothing is 
missing, the artwork is still the correct size and crop marks & bleed is included.

Flattening can help resolve problems caused by complex artwork, but it will not fix low 
resolution, incorrect dimensions or missing bleed.

If you need help, you can reach out to customer support or even  use our Artwork 
Technical Check service to identify common issues before your file gets sent to print.

Photoshop artwork can be flattened 
directly from the Layers menu.

1. Make sure every layer you want to 
appear is visible.

2. Go to Layer > Merge Layers.
3. Photoshop will combine the visible 

artwork into a single image.

Unlike Illustrator and InDesign, 
Photoshop’s command combines the 
artwork into rasterised content.

Make sure your document has been 
created at the correct dimensions and 
resolution before merging.

Flattening in Adobe Photoshop

Canva includes a flattening option when 
downloading a PDF.

1. Open your finished Canva design.
2. Select Share and then Download.
3. Choose PDF Print as the file type.
4. Open the Advanced Settings and 

select Flatten PDF.
5. Click the Download button.

Flattening converts the multiple layers 
within the Canva design into flattened 
PDF artwork. Open the PDF and make 
sure everything is present before 
uploading it for print.

Flattening in Canva

https://wttb.co.uk/artwork-technical-checks

