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OCR - What does it mean and why is it important?

■Optical Character 
Recognition 

■a/k/a “Text Recognition”
■OCR accuracy affects 

information retrieval
■ Important step in 

Digitization



Purpose of this Presentation

■ Best practices
■ Common 

problems and 
considerations

■ Software 
available for 
your project



Things to consider for your project:

■Quality of 
original

■Volume of 
files

■Preservation 
Intentions



Best Practices for OCR
■ Text:
– High contrast
– Font size over 6 points
– Published after 1950

■ Scanned:
– RGB Mode
– 300 dpi
– Relatively straight!

■ Image format TIFF (Tagged Image File Format)

■ OCR done as part of the image to PDF 
conversion

■ Text-under-image in PDF



Common difficulties

■ Similar symbols (O’s and 
0’s, 1’s and l’s, etc.)

■ Punctuation and special 
symbols 

■ Typography – italics, 
spacing, underlining

■ Complex character scripts 
(non-Latin languages)

■ Proper names
■ Columns 
■ Bleed-through 



Original scanned document:



Image processed document:



OCR in Adobe Acrobat Pro 

Video link



OCR in Adobe Acrobat –

PDF Output Style Options



Searchable Exact

Searchable

Clearscan



Deskews File Size Hidden Text 
Layer

Allows
corrections

PDF/A 
Compliant

Searchable Image 
(Exact) NO Largest YES YES YES

Searchable Image YES Middle YES YES YES

Clearscan YES Smallest NO NO NO

Differences in Acrobat OCR Output Styles



Adobe Acrobat OCR Accuracy



Adobe 
Acrobat 
OCR

Video link



ABBYY FineReader

Abkhaz, Adyghe, Afrikaans, Agul, Albanian, Altaic, Arabic (Saudi Arabia) +,
Armenian (Eastern) +, Armenian (Grabar) +, Armenian (Western) +, Avar,
Aymara, Azeri (Cyrillic), Azeri (Latin) +, Bashkir +, Basic, Basque, Belarusian,
Bemba, Blackfoot, Breton, Bugotu, Bulgarian +, Buryat, C/C++, Catalan +,
Cebuano, Chamorro, Chechen, Chinese Simplified, Chinese Traditional,
Chukchee, Chuvash, COBOL, Corsican, Crimean Tatar, Croatian +, Crow,
Czech +, Dakota, Danish +, Dargwa, Dungan, Dutch (Belgian) +, Dutch +,
English +, Eskimo (Cyrillic), Eskimo (Latin), Esperanto, Estonian +, Even,
Evenki, Faroese, Fijian, Finnish +, Fortran, French +, Frisian, Friulian, Gagauz,
Galician, Ganda, German (Luxembourg), German (new spelling) , German +,
Greek +, Guarani, Hani, Hausa, Hawaiian, Hebrew +, Hungarian +, Icelandic,
Ido, Indonesian +, Ingush, Interlingua, Irish, Italian +, Japanese +, Java, Jingpo,
Kabardian, Kalmyk, Karachay-Balkar, Karakalpak, Kasub, Kawa, Kazakh,
Khakass, Khanty, Kikuyu, Kirghiz, Kongo, Korean (Hangul) +, Korean +,
Koryak, Kpelle, Kumyk, Kurdish, Lak, Latin +, Latvian +, Lezgi, Lithuanian +,
Luba, Macedonian, Malagasy, Malay, Malinke, Maltese, Mansi, Maori, Mari,
Maya, Miao, Minangkabau, Mohawk, Moldavian, Mongol, Mordvin, Nahuatl,
Nenets, Nivkh, Nogay, Norwegian (Bokmal) +, Norwegian (Nynorsk) +, Nyanja,
Occidental, Occitan, Ojibway, Ossetian, Papiamento, Pascal, Polish +,
Portuguese (Brazil) +, Portuguese +, Quechua, Rhaeto-Romance, Romanian +,
Romany, Rundi, Russian (old spelling) +, Russian +, Russian with
accents new +, Rwanda, Sami (Lappish), Samoan, Scottish Gaelic, Selkup,
Serbian (Cyrillic, Latin), Shona, Simple chemical formulas, Slovak +,
Slovenian +, Somali, Sorbian, Sotho, Spanish +, Sunda, Swahili, Swazi,
Swedish +, Tabasaran, Tagalog, Tahitian, Tajik, Tatar +, Thai +, Tok Pisin,
Tongan, Tswana, Tun, Turkish +, Turkmen (Cyrillic), Turkmen (Latin), Tuvinian,
Udmurt, Uighur (Cyrillic, Latin), Ukrainian +, Uzbek (Cyrillic, Latin),
Vietnamese +, Welsh, Wolof, Xhosa, Yakut, Yiddish, Zapotec, Zulu

Recognizes 190 languages, in all combinations:



ABBYY FineReader OCR



ABBYY FineReader OCR
Video link



ABBYY FineReader OCR



Prime OCR

■ 11 languages 

■ Uses up to 6 OCR 
Engines at a time

■ Allows for high 
volume batch 
processing

■ Vastly improved 
accuracy



Prime OCR



Prime OCR



Prime OCR Accuracy



PrimeView PrimeVerify



File size comparison



IRIS



OCR Freebies
■ Tesseract

■ Google Docs

■ Evernote

■ Web based



Accuracy – calculated at character level

• Accuracy varies depending on image and text quality
• 99% accuracy = 1 out of 100 characters are recognized as uncertain
• Industry standard for OCR: 98% post-1950’s, 95% 1900-1950, 85% pre-1900
• Character accuracy does not tell word accuracy or the usefulness of the text 

output 



Accuracy

90% Accuracy
• An average newspaper page has 1,000 

words and 5,000 characters
• 90% accuracy = 500 incorrect characters
• Word accuracy would likely be between 

500 – 900 correct words
• Depending on the number of "significant 

words" rendered correctly, the search 
results could vary widely



Image processing and OCR Accuracy
“No single type of file 
enhancement, applied 
individually, improves 
character recognition 
rates for OCR.“
U.S. Government 
Printing Office, 
Washington, DC



Handwriting recognition
■ Very low accuracy –

especially with 
cursive, foreign 
languages

■ Works best with 
forms or templates

■ Intelligent 
Character 
Recognition



Congratulations!
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