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Are you receiving printing orders from clients in
foreigncountries?Areyouhopingthatyourforeignsales
will pick up now that the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) hasbeen passed? Have you ever
wonderedwhymanyword-processingordesk-toppub-
lishingprogramsallowyoutochooseapapersizecalled
A4 or B5? Or why the paper cassette on some laser
printers can be adjusted to fit sizes other than letter or
legal? If your answer to any of these questions is “yes,”
thenyouneedtorealizethatmostoftherestoftheworld
uses the “metric” measurementsystem while we in the
United States cling to the “US Customary” system of
measurement. Theyalso use the metricsystem to mea-
suretheirprintingpapers.

Itislikely thatprinters, especiallyintheSouthwest,
will be producing an increasing amount of work for
Mexicanclients,especiallysinceNAFT Ahasbeenpassed.
Mexicousesthemetricsystem,asdoCanadaandSouth
Americancountries. Therefore,idsimportantforAmeri-
canprinterstobecomefamiliarizedwiththemetricpaper
system so that they can produce work that satisfies the
needsofinternationalclients.

THEISOSYSTEM

The metric paper system, often called the ISO
(InternationalStandardsOrganization)system,isboth
simpleand,insomeways,superiortothesystemwenow
use. Itissimplebecausethepapersizesareallbasedupon
onlythree“basic”sizes. Itissuperiorbecausetheprinter
or paper merchant need not maintain a vast array of
“standard”sizestofitthespecificationsofvariousjobs.

The ISO paper system is based upon sheets with a
proportion of 1:V2 (one to the square-root of 2) or
1:1.414. This proportion is magical! Any time a sheet
withtheseproportionsiscutinhalfwidth-wise, thenew
smallersheetretainsthesameproportions!Asaresult,any
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Figure 1: Avisual representation of the relationship between the “A”series sizes
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timevarious-sized[SOsheetsareusedtogether,harmony
willautomaticallyexistbetweenthesizes.

THE “A”SHEETSIZES

The most common ISO paper sizes are called “A”
sheets. The “basic” sheetof the “A” serieshasan area of
exactly one meter. [t measures 841 X 1189 mm (841 x
1189mm = 1 square meter) and is called size “A0” (A-
zero).Usingthe“USCustomary”measuringsystem,the
“A0”sheetmeasuresabout331/8X363/4”.LikeallISO
sheets, its proportions are 1:1.414 (841 X 1.414 =
1189Y).1fan “A0” sheetiscutinhalfwidth-wise,thenew
smallersheetmeasures594X84 1 mmandiscalled “A1”
(A-one). The designation “A1” means the “basic” “A”
sheethasbeen cutin halfonce. Its proportionsarealso
1:1.414(594X1.414=841).Ifthe “A1” sheetiscutin
half, the new sheet will measure 420 X 594mm and is
knownas “A2,” because the “A0” sheet hasbeen cutin
halftwice.Itsproportion,liketheothers,is1:1.414.1fan
“A2” is cut in half, it becomes an “A3”, and so on. See
chart1foralistingofthe“A”seriespaperdimensionsand
figure 1 foravisual representation of thessizes.

Iftheprinterneedsextra-largesheetsinthe“A”series,
size 2A0 (twice theareaas A0) and 4A0 (four times the
areaofAQ)areavailable. Thesizesofthesesheetsarealso
listedinchart1.

[tis easy to see that the ISO system allows printers
and papermerchantstostockfewersizesofpaper.Ifsize
“A4” of a particular stock is needed, size “A0” of the

Size Millimeters Approx Inches
RAO 860 X 1220 337/8X481/8
RA1 610 X 860 24 1/8 X 337/8
RA2 430 X 610 17X 24 1/8
SRAO 900X 1280 35 1/2 X 50 3/8
SRA1 640 X 900 251/4X351/2
SRA2 450 X 640 177/8 X 25 1/4

Chart 2: “A’series “trim” (R) and “bleed” (SR) sizes with metric
andcustomarydimensions

proper paper is cutitin half4 times!

Internationalletterheadsaresize “A4.” Whenyou
choose “A4” onyour computer, the page will be set up
withthedimensionsof210X297mm(81/4X113/4”).

Allthesizespreviouslyidentifiedaretrimmed-sizes.
Whenproducingprintedproductsrequiringtrims, the
printershouldselecttheappropriatesheetwiththeprefix
“R.”Thus,an “RA0” sheetisan “A0” sheetwithallow-
ances for trim. If extra trim or bleed allowances are
required,asheetwith theprefix“SR”shouldbechosen.
“SRA1”isan “A1” sheet with an extraamount of trim
allowance. Theseoversizedstocksareusuallyonlyavail-
able in a few of the larger sizes. Examples are shown in
chart2.

Size Millimeters Approx Inches

4A0 1682 X 2378 66 1/4X 93 3/8 Size Millimeters Approx Inches
2A0 1189 X 1682 46 3/4X 66 1/4

A0 841X 1189 331/8 X 46 3/4 BO 1000 X 1414 39 3/8 X 55 5/8
Al 594 X 841 23 3/8 X331/8 Bl 707 X 1000 27 7/18 X 39 3/8
A2 420 X 594 16 1/2X 23 3/8 B2 500 X 707 195/8 X 27718
A3 297 X 420 113/4X161/2 B3 353 X 500 127/8X195/8
A4 210 X 297 81/4X 11 3/4 B4 250 X 353 97/8X127/8
A5 148 X 210 57/8X 8 1/4 B5 176 X 250 7X97/8
A6 105 X 148 41/8X57/8 B6 125X 176 5X7

A7 74 X 105 27/8X41/8 B7 88 X 125 31/2X5
A8 52 X 74 2X27/8 B8 62X 88 21/2X3/12
A9 37 X 52 11/2X2 B9 44X 62 13/4X21/2
A10 26 X 37 1X11/2 B10 31 X 44 11/4X13/4

Chart 1: “A”series sizes with metric and customary dimensions
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Chart 3: “B’series sizes with metric and customary dimensions
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THE “B”SHEET SIZES

Ifclientsand designersonlyhad “A” seriessheetsto
choose from, jobs of printing would become too stan-
dardizedand predictable. Sometimesaclientrequiresa
sheetsizethatisspecialinordertoattractattention. For
thisreason,asupplementalseriesofsheetsizes,knownas
the “B”series, isavailable. Like the “A” seriessheets, the
dimensionsofthe “B”sheetsareintheratioof 1:1.414.
Cutsizesaredescribed thesameway, too. Forexample,
size“B3”issize “B0”cutinhalfthreetimes. However,the
dimensions of the “B” sheet sizes fall about half-way
betweenthe“A”seriessizes. Toillustrate,thedimensions
of sheet “B1” are half-way between those of “A0” and
“A1.”Seefigure2. The“B”seriessheetsareusedwhenthe
changeinsize between two “A” seriessheetsistoo great
and for other jobs that need to attract attention. The
dimensionsofthe“B”sheetscanbeseeninchart3.Paper
size “B5,” available as a choice on many computer
programs, is 176 X250mm (7X97/8”)

Ifan “A” or “B” sheetisfolded in halfwidth-wise, it

automatically becomes the next smaller size. For ex-
ample, an “A4” sheet folded in halfbecomes an “A5.”
Similarly,a“B5”foldedinhalfthasthesamedimensions
asa “B6” sheet.

METRICENVELOPESIZES
Flatorfoldedsheetsareoftenplacedinenvelopesfor
mailing purposes. Itwould notbe practical to placean
“A4” sheet into an envelope made to the same size.
Additional clearance is necessary so that the pages can
easily be “stuffed” into the envelope. A third series of
sheets, knownas“C,” isavailableforenvelopes. Itssizes
correspond to the “A” sizes allowing for additional
clearance.Forexample,aflat“A4”wouldbeplacedinto
a“C4” envelope. The229X324mmdimensionsofthe
“C4”envelopeallowappropriateclearanceforthe“A4’s”
210X297mmsize. Similarly, aflac “A5” fitsnicelyina
“C5”envelope.Ifyouwanttofoldan“A4” inhalfbefore
placingitintoanenvelope,a“C5”envelopeisused(recall
thatan “A4” folded in halfhas the measurementsasan
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Figure 2: The relationship between the “A” and “Bseries sheets
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“A5”).Letterheadsareoftenplacedintoanenvelopeafter
being parallel-folded twice (the “letterfold”). Thisisa
specialcase,becausethedimensionsofsuchafoldedsheet
do notmatchany “A” or “C” size. In this case a special
“DL” (for DIN LONG) envelope is used. The ISO

envelopesizesareshownin chart4.

METRICSTANDARDSFORPOSTCARDSAND
FOLDERS

Therearealimited numberofadditional ISOstan-
dardsthat printers may find useful. Forexample, post-
cardstobesentthroughthemailshouldbesize“A6”(105
X148mm).

Foldersusedtofile“A4”sheetscanfoldedtodifferent
sizes depending upon the width of the back or spine.
Simplefolderswithoutabackorspineshouldbefolded
t0220X315mmwhilethosewithasmallback(of25mm
orless)shouldbe240X320mm.Ifalargebackisneeded
(more than 25mm), folders should be 250 X 320mm.
Noneofthesesizesincludetabs,whichneedtobeadded
tothedimensionsofthefolder.

DRAWBACKSOFTHEISOSYSTEM

AlthoughthelSOpapersystemisawell-plannedand
useful method ofdealingwith papersizes, itlacksmany
necessary standards for printed items that are not as
commonasletterheadsandbooks.Forexample,onemay
ask how farapartholes should be drilled in paper to be
placed in binders. Or, what size should the following
productsbe?

* businesscards

* pockedolders

* ringbinders

Unfortunately,standardsfortheseitemsdon’texist
orarenotreadilyavailablein the United States. In fact,
appropriatespecificationscouldnotbeprovidedbythe

Size Millimeters Approx Inches
C4 229 X 324 9X 12 3/4
C5 162X 229 63/8X9
Cé6 114X 162 41/2X63/8
DL 110 X 220 41/8X85/8

Chart 4: Common “C’ series envelopes with metric and customary
dimensions

Graphic Arts Technical Foundation, the Institute of
PaperScienceandTechnologyortheAmericanNational
StandardsInstitute(theU.S representativeforthelnter-
nationalStandardsOrganization) Iftheseorganizations
don’tknow,thestandardsprobablydon’texist!Anoteof
caution:untildefinitivestandardsarepromulgatedfor
theseorotherunspecifieditems,printersareadvisedto
obtain,inwriting sizespecificationsdirectlyfromtheir
clients.

BUSINESSCARDS

Personal experience hasreinforced the notion that
nostandardexistsforbusinesscards. Arandomgroupof
business cards from countries ranging from Austria to
Sloveniameasuredvarioussizesfrom 50X95mmto56
X100mm.Interestinglyenough,boththelargestandthe
smallest cards came from Austria! If the objective of a
businesscardsizeistocloselyresemblethecurrentU.S.
businesscardsize (51 X90mm) orcreditcardsize (55X
86mm) so that the cards will fitin popular wallets and
card cases, one could choose size “A8” (52X 74mm).

POCKETFOLDERS
Althoughnospecificstandardforpocketfolderscan
befound,sizesusedforenvelopesorfilefolderscouldbe
adapted to this product. Ifa pocketfolderis needed for
an “A4” sheet, thedimensionsofa “C4” envelope (229
X324mm)orasimplefolder (220X 315mm) could be
chosen.Ofcourse,thesesizesarefinishedfoldedsizesand
donotincludethepocketitself.

RINGBINDERS

Eventhoughnospecificstandardsizefor“A4”sheet
ringbindersisapparent, thereisanISOstandardforfile
foldersthathave “wide backs” and “mechanisms.” Itis
290X320mm.Ifan“A4”sheetwereplacedintoabinder
ofsuchasize, therewould beapproximately 12mm (1/
27)clearanceforthepagestopandbottomand80mm(3
1/8”)toaccommodatetheright-sidemarginandthering
mechanism. Thissizewouldprobablybeappropriatefor
mostringbinders.

FILEHOLESFORRINGBINDERS

There is an ISO standard which specifies hole size
andplacementforgeneralfilingpurposes.However,the
standardspecificallystatesthatthesespecificationsarefor
general office punching and that they do notapply to
loose-leatbinders.Itcallsfortheholetobeplaced80mm
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(31/8”)center-to-center.Holesshouldbe6mm(3/16”)
indiameterandbe positioned so that the centerofeach
hole is 12mm (7/16”) from the edge of the paper.
Practicallyspeakingthe80mm center-to-centerplace-
mentoftheholeswouldbetooclosetogetherfor3-ring

binders.

CONCLUSION
In many ways the ISO paper system is simple and
superiortothecumbersomesystemusedbyU.S.printers
tospecifysheetsizes. However,somequestionshavenot
yetbeendefinitivelyanswered.Ifanyonehasanswersfor
thequestionsraisedinthisarticle, pleasesharethemwith
theU.S.printingcommunity!
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