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Directories listing name, address, phone numbers, and perhaps email info, have 
historically been a pain to format. Not that the actual formatting was complex, but 
just the repetitive formatting of the type styles could take hours, if not days, to 
complete. In the past, specialized plug-ins could be used if one had the budget 
for such things, but since the directory is typically a yearly product, it was 
sometimes hard to justify the cost. Luckily, InDesign can make it much easier… 

 

Part One: Massaging the Data 

The actual directory data can come from virtually any database, such as 
FileMaker Pro, Access, Bento—or even Excel. After all the data is input, it will 
need to be exported (save-as for Excel). The most common format for export is a 
tab-delimited text file. That means that each field (name, address, city, state, 
etc.) will have a tab inserted after each field, and a return will be inserted after 
each new record (listing1, listing2, etc.). For our directory, I want to have the city, 
state, and zip fields on the same line, so I needed to create a conjoined 
calculation field that added in the commas and spaces between the fields. 
Depending on the database used, the process will differ slightly; I used FileMaker 
Pro and created a text-based calculation field. 

 

The result of the calculation is show at the bottom of the separate fields. Data is 
not entered into the calc field—it is created from the data of the separate city, 
state, and zip fields. 



 

When we are ready to export, we need to choose what fields are being exported. 
Note that I am not exporting the separate city, state, and zip fields, but the 
calculation field instead. 

 

After the file is exported, it needs to cleaned up in a word processor—Microsoft 
Word in this example—since we are not using a commercial plug-in or InDesign's 
Data Merge feature. The tabs that are inserted between the fields (Company 
Name, Address, etc.), and a return inserted after each record. It is very important 
not to remove any empty paragraph returns at this time. Each record needs to 
have the same number of returns even if the data is missing (for example, a 
listing might be missing a phone number but the empty return needs to be left in). 
A simple find for the tab characters and a replace with a return does the job. 
(Technically, I could have done this step in InDesign too, but I would have to 
export the text back out to place again.) 



 

When finished, simply do a save-as as either a text file or a Word file. 

 

Part Two: Designing In InDesign 

Before we place the database file into InDesign, we need to work on our 
formatting. We need four paragraph styles—one for the company name, the 
street address, the city/state/zip join field, and the phone number. The actual 
appearance of each style is not critical to this exercise, but some important things 
need to be set up. Create a small text box inside a column and enter in some 
dummy text (it can be a sample of the actual data or the style names). First 
simply create the styles and name them without worrying about the actual format. 
In this example, I created four styles named: CompanyName, Address, 
CityStateZip, and Phone. The styles need to be created first because each style 
needs to have the Next Style set to the paragraph style that follows it; for 
example, the CompanyName style should be set to the Address style—the 
Address style set to the CityStateZip style—and the CityStateZip style set to the 
Phone style. You can't do the next style setting unless the styles already exist. 



 

 

 

The most important setting is the Phone style—it needs the Next Style set to 
loop back to the CompanyName style. The will create a format loop that will end 
up cycling throughout the text file. 



 

Although not critical, another important setting is the Keep Options. The first 
three styles (CompanyName, Address, and CityStateZip) should to have their 
Keep with Next 1 Lines and Keep Lines Together: All Lines in Paragraph 
settings turned on. The Phone style should have the Keep Lines Together on, 
but not the Keep with Next lines setting. This will keep every listing locked 
together and prevent bad breaks; the only breaks allowed will be between the 
Phone style and the next CompanyName style (the following listings).  

 

The other formatting settings are somewhat arbitrary—that is, they are 
dependent on the desired look of the document. The CompanyName style was 
formatted as 14/14 Myriad Pro Bold (14 pt type size on 14 pt leading) with a 
paragraph rule above. I usually turn hyphenation off for all the styles. 



 

In order to have the city, state, and zip content formatted automatically with 
unique formats, we need to set up a Nested Style. Nested Styles are simply a 
way to apply character styles automatically based on certain criteria. To set up a 
nested style, it helps to create the character styles first. The zip code format is 
the actual paragraph style, so we only need character styles for the City and 
State. For this example, I created two character styles—a City style set to bold 
and a State style set to bold italic. (Note: In CS4, the character styles can be 
created directly from the Paragraph style dialog box; in CS3, you must cancel out 
of the Paragraph style dialog box, create the character styles, and then switch 
back to the Paragraph style.)  

In the Nested Styles section of the Paragraph style, click the New Nested Style 
button, select the City character style, select through, enter 1, and then type in a 
comma.  

(The last section contains a pop-up menu, but you can also enter in any actual 
characters to trigger the style change. Tip: if you want more than one trigger, 
type them in all at once. For example, if you want the style to be triggered by a 
comma, period, or colon—type in ",.:" without quotes. That means that any one of 
the glyphs will trigger the style change.)  

Click the New Nested Style button again and set up the State character to go 
through 1 comma too. Then add the last nested style setting to use [None], which 
will default to the paragraph style rather than apply a character style. The [None] 
style should run until the end of the paragraph, but there isn't an exact setting for 
"end of paragraph", so select through 1 End Nested Style settings. As long as 
you don't actually enter in a End Nested Style special character, it will effectively 
do the same thing. 



 

The Address and Phone styles did not have any unique settings other than the 
Keep Options. 

Now, it is finally time for the easy part—it is time to place the text into InDesign. 
Place the text, select exported database file, and check the Show Import 
Options box. Make sure Remove Style and Formatting and Text and Tables 
is selected to make sure any formatting picked up in Word is removed.  

 

When placing the text, hold down the Shift key to auto-flow the text in the 
document. (InDesign CS4 can automatically flow text if the Smart Text Reflow 
preferences are turned on.) 



Select all the text, right-click on the first style (CompanyName) in the Paragraph 
Styles panel, and select the Apply "CompanyName" and then Next Style 
function.  

 

Now you just have to remove the empty paragraph returns. Luckily, there is a 
built-in GREP style for this in the Find/Change dialog box. Open the 
Find/Change dialog box, select the query Multiple Return to Single Return, make 
sure the Search is set to Story, and click Change All.  

 

If you set everything up right and you lived a good live, the entire document will 
be magically formatted. 



 


