How to Find Scripts in a PDF

By Thom Parker, www.pdfscripting.com
For Acrobat/PDF forms, Don’t miss the Live Sample at end of the article.

One of the biggest issues that PDF newcomers face is understanding the relationship between
Acrobat, PDF, and scripts. It’s not just you, this really is a confusing issue. It turns out that scripting
is unbelievably useful for all kinds of stuff. Since its introduction in Acrobat 3, Adobe has
continued to find new ways to use scripts in the Acrobat/PDF environment, stuffing them into the
most unlikely places.

Copying functionality from a sample PDF to your own document almost always means finding
scripts on the sample. But for 99% of PDF functionality you don’t need to be an expert to do this.
Really, there are only a few key ideas that are necessary.

PDF Scripting Locations

First, JavaScript (Acrobat’s scripting language) is event driven. All scripts are run as a direct result
of some action, such as the user clicking on a button or entering data into a field. Second, in the
scripting world, a PDF is viewed as a hierarchy, or tree of objects. There is an object for the whole
document. Inside the document object, there is an object for each form field, each bookmark, each
annotation, each multimedia display, etc. So to put this all together, in a PDF a script is associated
with an action on an object. For example, if you enter data into a form field and then click or tab out
of the field, you might get popup message that says the data is invalid and you need to re-enter it.
This is the result of a “Validation” event script on that field.

So now we know how scripts are associated with things on the PDF, but how do we access those
scripts?
Accessing Scripts

The sample document on the next page is a live PDF form, with lots of scripts. There are Note
annotations explaining how to find those scripts and some alternatives on where a script that
performs a particular action may be located.

To help you find scripts associated with a form field you’ll need to Adobe Acrobat 3D - [DatesExa
use the “Select Object.” This tool is activated from the Advanced | Fie Edt View Document Ca
Editing Toolbar. This is the arrow button at the far left on the toolbar. |== @,‘ B e @
Activating it puts Acrobat into a kind of edit mode. All the form fields |= = BV B
are outlined and the field names are displayed. Right click on any ’T i B gy ¢ @
form field and from the popup menu select “Properties.” B

interactive
The properties dialog has several tabs across the top. Some of these ﬂ%

are for accessing scripts associated with events on the form field. The
“Actions” tab is for mouse and focus events, the validate tab is for the validation script, the calculate
tab is for a calculation script, etc. Not all fields have all of these tabs. It depends on the field type.

You’ll find that the properties dialogs for other scripting locations are similar.
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undefined
Sticky Note
All Scripts can be seen by selecting the "Advanced > Document Processing > Edit All JavaScripts" menu item. 

To see scripts individually,  activate the "Select Object" tool on the "Advanced" toolbar.  Then double click on a form field and choose one of the script tabs.

undefined
Sticky Note
Scripts used in a drop down (or Combo) box are typically found in the Custom Keystroke script.  Find this script on the "Format" tab of the drop down's properties dialog 

undefined
Sticky Note
User entry text fields can have validation, formatting, and keystroke scripts for controlling how data is entered and displayed.  Find these scripts in the "Format" and "Validation" tabs in the field's properties dialog 

undefined
Sticky Note
This field is atomically populated from the "Item" drop down (or Combo) box on the same line.  The script for doing this might be in the "Calculation" event.  But it is more likely you'll find the script in the "Keystroke" event for the drop down.  It is a better design method to not use a calculation if you don't have too.

undefined
Sticky Note
The Total fields for the Order lines and the "Grand Total" are calculated.  The scripts for this can be found on the "Calculate" tab in the field's properties dialog. 

undefined
Sticky Note
These radio buttons are used to pre-populate the shipping cost field.  The most obvious way to do this is to place a MouseUp script on each of the radio buttons.  You'll find this script on the "Actions" tab in the properties dialog for each radio button.

However, a clever programmer might have placed this script in a validate or keystroke event, which is not accessible from the field's properties dialog.  In this case, use the   "Advanced > Document Processing > Edit All JavaScripts" menu item to find the script.

The pre-population script could also be placed in the "Calculation" event for the Shipping cost field. This technique has the advantage of placing the code all in one place, rather than having it spread across 3 buttons, but it is not the best design option for performance.

undefined
Sticky Note
This check box is used to pre-populate the Tax field.  The most obvious way to do this is to use a MouseUp event script.  You'll find this script on the "Actions" tab in the properties dialog for the check box.

However, a clever programmer might have placed this script in a validate or keystroke event, which is not accessible from the field's properties dialog.  In this case, use the   "Advanced > Document Processing > Edit All JavaScripts" menu item to find the script.

The pre-population script could also be placed in the "Calculation" event for the Tax field.  This is not the best design option for performance reasons.

undefined
Sticky Note
The Tax field is given as a percentage to be added into the grand total.  The Percent notation is one of the built-in Text Field Formatting options and can be found on the "Format" tab in the field's properties dialog.  While this is a built-in option, under the covers in the PDF it's really implemented with JavaScript.    There is not way to see the actual code that's being used from Acrobat's UI.

While the Tax field displays the value as a percentage, the real value of the field is number.  For example, 50% is really the value 0.5.  Any fields that set the value of this field, or use it in a calculation, must take this into account.  

undefined
Sticky Note
The easiest way to implement a form reset is to use the canned "Reset" action on a MouseUp event.  You'll find this event on the "Actions" tab in the properties dialog for the button.

However, the form may contain JavaScript, or other special structures that cannot use the standard reset logic.  In this case a custom reset script will be attached to the MouseUp event.

undefined
Sticky Note
The date in this field is set when the document is opened.   This is done with a Document Level Script, which can be accessed from the "Advanced > Document Processing > Document JavaScripts" menu item.

Always be sure to check the Document Scripts to see if there are any document open actions, or globally defined functions are variables that are used in form field scripts.

undefined
Sticky Note
Not all script can be found in the form fields.  Many form designs require global variables and functions, document setup operations, or special document actions like "Page Open", "Will Print", and "Will Save".  

Global functions and variables, and document open scripts can be found in the Document Level scripts.  Use the "Advanced > Document Processing > Document Script" menu item to access the "Document Level Scripts".

Document Actions can be found in the "Advanced > Document Processing > Set Document Action" menu item.

Page Actions can be found from "Action" tab on the Page Properties dialog.  This is only available on the "Pages" navigation panel.  If it is not already visible, use the "View > Navigation Panels > Pages" menu item to display it.

All Scripts can be found from the "Advanced > Document Processing > Edit All JavaScripts" menu item.
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