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How to Sign Documents Electronically 
Without Ink or Paper
Summary: Learn how to sign and fax PDF or Word documents without using ink. Electronic signature 
have a legal status equivalent to a written signature on paper but they are fast and free as well. By Amit 
Agarwal.

You are working hard to achieve that perfect paperless office 

(http://www.labnol.org/software/organize/ocr-scanning-software-tools-for-paperless-office/3574/) but 
there are some things that still require paperwork. For instance, you just received a contract 
via electronic fax that you are supposed to sign and fax it back. Or there’s a PDF / Word 
document waiting in your email inbox that you need to print on paper, put your handwritten 
signatures, scan the signed copy and send it back to the client again via email.

That process is both time consuming and forces you to do something that you are trying so 
hard to avoid (i.e., use paper). So if you are looking to eliminate paper from the loop, here are 
some software tools, web services and workarounds that will help you capture your signature 
directly on the electronic file without requiring paper or ink.

How to Digitally Sign Documents

The first step is to create a digital image of your signature – there are multiple ways of doing 
that:

Option #1. If you have an iPhone, iPod Touch or any touch sensitive mobile device, use an 
app like “Fountain Pen” or “Sketch Pad” to draw your signature using your fingers and then 
transfer the image to your computer.

Option #2. If you have don’t have access to a touch phone or a scanner, put your signatures on 
a white piece of paper and take a photograph of that paper using your digital camera or even 
the camera of your mobile phone (some tips (http://labnol.blogspot.com/2007/07/photography-tips-

take-better-pictures.html) ).
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Option #3. Alternatively, you can use any graphics software (like MS Paint 
(http://www.labnol.org/software/ms-paint-tips/9305/) ), an online image editor (like Splash Up 

(http://www.splashup.com/splashup/) ) or even Google Docs (see video 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AIHSgu1eq4M&hd=1) ) to draw your signature with the mouse 
pointer. I like the Google Docs options since it creates a transparent stamp of your signature.

Option #4. Go to Live Signature (http://www.mylivesignature.com/mls_sigdraw.php) , draw your 
signature on the screen and click the “Create Signature” button to download your signature as 
an image.

Now that you have the written signature in image form, the next step involves putting that e-
sign image into the document.

If the contract or agreement is in Microsoft Word or any other common editable format, 
things are pretty easy. Open the document in any Word processing software (or Google Docs) 
and insert the signature image inline. Save the document as PDF and email it back to the 
client.

How to Sign a PDF Document

If the initial document is in Adobe PDF format, you need to follow a couple of extra steps 
because, unless you have a PDF editor like Adobe Acrobat, editing PDF files is not always 
straight-forward.

Option #1: Convert the PDF document to Word using this free web service 

(http://www.pdftoword.com/) , add the image to the Word file (as in the previous example) and 
export the document as PDF to prevent editing. The PDF to Word service may not always 
replicate the exact formatting and appearance of the original PDF file but it’s still very close 
especially in the case of text documents.

To password protect your signed-PDF documents, open the document inside PDF Hammer 
(http://www.pdfhammer.com/startproject.php) , add a password restriction and re-export it as PDF.

Option #2: If the PDF document that you have to sign is long or includes complex formatting, 
conversion may not be the right option for you. In that case, you have two choices:

2 a: PDF X-Change (http://download.cnet.com/PDF-XChange-Viewer/3000-10743_4-

10598377.html) – This is awesome PDF Viewer for Windows that also includes some very 
useful editing features.
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Import the signature image into the Stamps Palette, open the PDF file that you want to sign 
and use the stamps tool (under Tools -> Comment & Markup) to sign anywhere in the 
document. You can then export the signed document as PDF and none of the original 
formatting should be lost.

2 b: OpenOffice Draw (http://www.openoffice.org/product/draw.html) – The latest version of 
OpenOffice 3.1 along with this free Sun Extension 

(http://extensions.services.openoffice.org/project/pdfimport) can be used as a PDF editor 
(http://www.labnol.org/software/download/openoffice-free-pdf-editor-without-acrobat/2187/) .

Once installed, click the OpenOffice icon on your desktop and open the PDF document – this 
will auto open in OpenOffice.org Draw. Now choose Insert -> Picture -> From File to insert 
the signature image anywhere in the PDF file.

The good part about OpenOffice is that it is available for Windows, Mac and Linux platform 
but there’s no individual install for the Draw module so you’ll have to download the full 150 
installer of OpenOffice.org but choose to install only Draw at setup.

Web Apps for Electronic Signature

The options discussed above are handy if you have to sign documents but what if you are on 
the other side of the fence and need another party to sign your document electronically.
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In that case, you should consider using web based signatures services from either EchoSign 

(http://www.echosign.com/) or Right Signature (https://rightsignature.com/) – they both work on 
similar lines. You upload a PDF or Word document that needs to signed and also specify the 
email addresses of people who have to sign that file. The recipients can open the document 
inside their web browser, add their signature (with the timestamp) and done.

You can then download the signed document on to your own computer. There’s no software 
to install and no sending fax messages back and forth. Both Echo Sign and Right Signature 
are paid services but trial users can send up to 5 documents for free.

Related: Your Guide to Adobe PDF Tools (http://www.labnol.org/software/adobe-pdf-guide-

tutorial/6296/) 

[*] These electronic signatures should not be confused with Digital Signatures that can only 
be had from certification authorities such as Verisign. Electronic signatures on documents are 
also considered legally binding (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_signature) in most 
countries.

This story was originally published at Digital Inspiration (www.labnol.org) by Amit Agarwal 
(amit@labnol.org). This printer-friendly version is made available for your personal and non-
commercial use only.
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