
 

Styles: Word's Most Powerful Hidden Feature 

Stop Formatting. Start Styling. 

By Curtis Jerry Smothers 

Word Has Been Keeping a Secret 

Ask the average Microsoft Word user how they format a heading, and you'll probably hear 

something like this: 

"I highlight the heading, make it 18-point, boldface it, center it, and maybe change the color." 

There's nothing wrong with that approach—until your document grows from three pages to three 

hundred. Suddenly you're trying to remember exactly which font, size, spacing, and color you 

used for every chapter title and every major heading. One small formatting change can mean 

hours of repetitive editing. 

Microsoft solved that problem years ago with a feature called Styles, yet surprisingly few users 

take advantage of it. 



What Is a Style? 

A Style is simply a collection of formatting instructions stored under a single name. Instead of 

manually changing the font, size, color, spacing, alignment, and other formatting every time you 

create a heading, you simply apply a style with a single click. 

Think of a style as a recipe. Instead of measuring flour, sugar, butter, and eggs every time you 

bake a cake, you simply follow one trusted recipe. Likewise, instead of manually formatting 

every heading, Word applies the entire formatting "recipe" for you. It's faster, more consistent, 

and much easier to change later. 

Why Styles Matter 

Suppose you've written a 150-page report containing fifty chapter headings. If you've formatted 

each one manually and later decide that every chapter title should be blue instead of black, you'll 

need to edit every heading individually. 

If you've used Heading 1, however, changing the style automatically updates every Heading 1 

throughout the entire document. One simple modification instantly updates fifty headings. That's 

the real power of Styles. 

Built-In Styles 

Word includes dozens of ready-made styles, although most users need only a handful. The most 

common are: 

• Normal – Regular body text. 

• Heading 1 – Chapter titles or major sections. 

• Heading 2 – Main subsections. 

• Heading 3 – Smaller subsections. 

• Title – The document title. 

• Subtitle – Secondary title. 

• Quote – Quoted material. 

• Caption – Figure and table captions. 

For most reports, manuals, and books, these built-in styles provide everything you'll need. 

Applying a Style 

Applying a style couldn't be easier. Place the insertion point anywhere within the paragraph you 

want to format, then choose the desired style from the Styles Gallery. Word immediately applies 

all the formatting associated with that style. 

Where to find it: Home → Styles group. 



Modifying a Style 

Here's where Styles become truly powerful. Suppose you decide every Heading 2 should use a 

larger font or additional spacing. Rather than editing dozens of headings one at a time, simply 

modify the Heading 2 style. Every Heading 2 throughout the document changes instantly, 

ensuring complete consistency from beginning to end. 

Where to find it: Right-click the style in the Styles Gallery and choose Modify Style. 

Styles Make Word Smarter 

Styles don't simply make documents look attractive—they tell Word what each paragraph 

represents. When Word sees Heading 1, it recognizes a major heading. When it sees Heading 2, 

it understands that the paragraph is a subsection beneath it. That information allows Word to 

perform tasks that would otherwise be impossible. 

For example, Word can automatically build a Table of Contents, display headings in the 

Navigation Pane, create Outline View, improve document accessibility, and maintain consistent 

formatting throughout lengthy documents. In other words, Styles provide the organizational 

framework that makes large documents manageable. 

Styles vs. Manual Formatting 

One of the most important concepts in Microsoft Word is understanding the difference between 

formatting and styles. Manual formatting changes how something looks. Styles define what 

something is. 

If you simply make a heading larger and bold, Word sees only larger, bold text. If you apply 

Heading 1, Word recognizes that paragraph as a major section heading. That extra information 

unlocks many of Word's most powerful automatic features. 

Creating Your Own Styles 

As your documents become more sophisticated, you may want to create styles of your own. 

Perhaps your company requires a particular heading format, or your club newsletter follows a 

unique design. Rather than recreating those formatting choices every time you begin a new 

document, simply create a custom style and reuse it whenever needed. 

Custom styles save time, eliminate inconsistencies, and help maintain a professional appearance 

throughout your work. 

Where to find it: Home → Styles → Create a Style. 

Curt's Quick Tip 



If you're writing anything longer than a few pages, stop formatting headings manually. Begin 

using Heading 1, Heading 2, and Heading 3 from the very start of your document. You'll thank 

yourself later when it's time to build an automatic Table of Contents, reorganize chapters, or 

navigate quickly through a lengthy report. 

Looking Ahead 

Styles are much more than a convenient formatting tool—they're the foundation upon which 

many of Word's advanced features are built. In the next article we'll put those styles to work by 

creating one of Word's greatest time-saving features: an automatic Table of Contents. 

Once you've experienced a table of contents that updates itself with a single click, you'll never 

want to type one manually again. 

The Hidden Key to Professional Documents 

Most Word users spend years manually changing fonts, sizes, and spacing without realizing 

there's a far better approach. Styles eliminate repetitive formatting, create consistency, and allow 

Word to understand the structure of your document rather than merely its appearance. 

For anyone who writes reports, manuals, books, or research papers, learning Styles is one of the 

most valuable investments of time you can make. It transforms Word from a simple typing 

program into an intelligent publishing partner—and it opens the door to many of the powerful 

features we'll explore throughout the rest of this series. 
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