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Thank You
Big thanks to Matt Adams from Factor 1 Studios for help
understanding the ins and outs of responsive design.
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Introduction
Once upon a time connecting to the Internet required a physical
connection. The Internet was tethered. An actual cord—way back
when it was a phone cord and eventually it was a regular ethernet
cable—connected your computer to the Internet.
Then came the era of Wi-Fi and sitting on the couch with your laptop
or working at the local coffee shop.
But today even that seems quaint. These days you can carry the
Internet in your pocket. Smartphones have given the Internet the
ultimate in mobility, allowing us to access the World Wide Web on
the go. It means the virtually unlimited power of the web is at our
fingertips, nearly all the time.
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That mobility has created all kinds of change:

In February 2013 at a
NASCAR Nationwide race

•

•

It means we can check our email and respond instantly from

at Daytona, Kyle Larson

anywhere, pushing business even faster that it was already

got caught in a multi-

going.

car wreck, becoming an

It means news hits our pocket as it happens and we can even
broadcast the news and share it faster than the 24/7 news
networks.

•

•

•

Violently struck from the
side, his car launched into
the air and spun into the

traverse the mall and with your fingers as you price shop on

catch fence separating the

your phone.

racing surface from the

It means instantly fact-checking your relatives at the holidays.

fans. The front end of the
car was torn off, throwing
debris into the stands—

It means productivity-draining power of YouTube can be with

including a smoking tire

us everywhere we go. We’ll never be bored—or productive—

that landed a dozen rows

again.

up in the grandstand and

It means new industries, new business models and new ways
of making a living.

•

power of mobile devices.

It means shopping on the go, both with your feet as you

Ah, sweet justice.
•

instant example of the

the engine itself which
ended up on the walkway
next to the fence.

It means never needing a magazine when you go the
bathroom.

While ESPN’s broadcast
coverage showed minimal

The trends are clear: Soon more people will be browsing the web
on mobile devices than desktops.
As a website owner that means you need to adapt.

replays—standard practice
when the extent of injuries
or death is unknown—
social media was full of
fan videos and pictures
capturing the wreck. The
most frightening view
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came from high school

Why Mobile Matters

student Tyler Anderson
who was sitting only a
few seats away from
where the tire landed.

We’ll take a look at how mobile is changing everything and how deep

He captured the entire

this change goes. It’s not just a simple thing like bigger screen sizes

wreck on his phone and

allowing for wider websites.

posted the video online
immediately. Within an

It’s a change that impacts how we live our lives.

hour NASCAR pulled the
video, citing copyright
issues and concern for

Internet Growth
Before we talk mobile, let’s talk about the Internet itself. The growth of
the Internet over the last decade is astounding.
People—and a lot of people—are consuming an incredible amount of
content:
•

There are now over 2.4 billion Internet users in the world, a 566%
increase from 2000 to 2012.

•

There are more than 1 billion active users per month on Facebook.

•

Over 4 billion hours of video are watched each month on YouTube.

•

There are more than 2 million searches per minute on Google.
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overriding NASCAR’s
concerns.
The control, power and
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TV and rule-makers like
NASCAR were up-ended by
a high school sophomore
with a phone.
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But they’re not just passively consuming content. They’re actively
sharing content:
•

250 million photos are uploaded to Facebook per day.

•

72 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube every minute.

•

Nearly 28,000 new blog posts are added to Tumblr every minute.

People are also working online, being entertained online and in some
cases practically living online. The Internet has touched virtually every
corner of life in the past two decades.
Artists like Amanda Palmer use the Internet to connect with fans,
raising nearly $1.2 million from 25,000 fans to create her next album
on Kickstarter.
The Internet has revolutionized politics as well. The Arab Spring of
2011 was heavily influenced by social media. Facebook was used
to organize protests and spread awareness, with social media use
doubling in Arab countries during the protests.
And now with mobile all that incredible change is, well, mobile.

The Mobile Explosion
The iPhone came out in 2007. While it wasn’t the first smartphone,
it ushered in an era of widespread smartphone usage. The first few
years it was the early adapters, but soon even grandmas were using
iPhones or other smartphones.
By late 2012, U.S. smartphone penetration reached 53%, taking
less than a decade. That’s lightning fast for adoption of consumer
technologies. It took much longer for other technologies to spread:
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Hitting the 50% rate took just under 20 years for the refrigerator, over
20 years for electric power and the automobile, over 40 years for the
clothes washer and over 50 years for the telephone.
That’s the world we live in today where technology continues to grow
and spread, faster and faster with each passing year.
In 2010 there were 14 million mobile-only users browsing the web. By
2015 that number will explode to 788 million.
In some countries there are already more people accessing the
Internet on a mobile device than a desktop. It came to India in 2012,
it’s expected in the U.S. by 2015.
Mobile has exploded.
Take the foundational shift of the Internet, unchain it and put it in
someone’s pocket, and you unleash another great wave of change,
the mobile world.

Tablets Too
All this mobile growth isn’t limited to smartphones in our pockets.
Touch screen technology has finally allowed tablets to take off too,
creating the full spectrum of devices from 4-inch smartphones to
8-inch tablets to 15-inch laptops to 24-inch desktops.
Tablets fill a unique portable niche, giving the portability and ease of
use of a smartphone with the usefulness and power of a laptop or
desktop. You can only do so much on a smartphone screen, but the
expanded real estate on a tablet opens up opportunities to do more.
The touch screen possibilities make it easier to use than a desktop or
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laptop, creating new avenues for exploration and growth.
25% of American adults own tablets, according to the Pew Internet &
American Life Project in a 2012 study. That’s huge growth from the
previous study, a 2010 report that showed only 4% tablet adoption.
Tablet use is growing so quickly that web visits from tablets are
expected to surpass smartphones in 2013. Mobile isn’t just phones.

Internet + Mobile = Change
All this means incredible change.
Having an Internet-connected computer in your pocket that can take
photos and video, give GPS coordinates and even record motion—
and, oh yeah, make phone calls—is monumental. And that’s an
understatement.
It means anyone walking down the street is a live reporter, not simply
able to share their own stories on blogs—which sparked a media
revolution a decade ago—but able to share what they see live with
video, photos and commentary.
It changes how we shop. Mobile commerce was a $6 billion business
in 2011. It’s expected to be $31 billion by 2016. It gives consumers the
power to check prices not just across the street but around the world
while they’re standing in a store. It means you can fact check that
pushy salesperson while you stand there.
It means we live differently. 72% will use their smartphones while
waiting, meaning an end to idle time. Mobile users watch 1 billion
videos a day on YouTube. We never have to be bored, but we rarely
take a moment to rest. 80% of people are now multitasking while
watching TV, turning to their smartphones and tablets. Doing one
thing at a time is no longer enough. It even influences our personal
interactions as 13% will go so far as to use their smartphone while
they’re having a meaningful conversation with the person right in
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front of them.
Not all change is good. But it’s happening whether we like it or not.
It’s created new industries: The app market went from an idea to a
billion dollar industry in three years. That’s an entirely new business
model created practically overnight.
Angry Birds launched in 2009 as a mobile game for the iPhone and
quickly ruled the app market on multiple platforms. Today the brand
has been cross-licensed and you can buy plush toys, lunch boxes and
underwear sporting the perturbed birds at your local retailer.
Consider Instragram. The photo-sharing site launched in October
2010 as a mobile-only, iOS app. It didn’t even launch an Android app
until April 2012. Yet Facebook ponied up $1 billion for it in 2012.
It’s seeing 40 million photos uploaded every day and crossed the
100-million user mark in early 2013.
Instagram’s entire existence and dramatic growth is thanks to mobile.
Education is changing drastically thanks to tablets, with iPads
appearing in classrooms around the world due to lower costs and
more intuitive features. Online learning initiatives such as Khan
Academy are taking off and more learning is happening outside of
the classroom. South Korea is even moving to an all-tablet based
curriculum by 2015.
Tablets and smartphones are popping up everywhere. They’re taking
over the age-old cash register, thanks to card-swiping attachments
from Square and others. Scientists are using it to move molecules,
using an iPad instead of a mouse to have more fine-tuned control
over optical tweezers. American Airlines rolled out iPads to
10,000 pilots, replacing their 35-pound flight manual. Artists are
experimenting with the new tools: The New Yorker featured iPad
finger paintings by Jorge Colombo on a recent cover.
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What Does It All Mean?
OK, we get it. Internet-connected mobile devices are changing
everything.
What does this mean for you? You need to adapt. In three ways:
1. Your site needs to adapt.
Your site needs to be ready for multiple devices. People are no longer
sitting at their desk browsing your site on a huge desktop screen.
They’re sitting on the couch dragging a finger across your menu while
wrestling the children. They’re in the car trying to find directions
without getting in an accident. They’re even using more than one
device at the same time.
You need to rethink your site to accommodate all these different uses.
You can’t just assume it’s good enough.
In short: Your site needs to change to work for them.

2. Your strategy needs to adapt.
It’s not enough to simply make your website accessible to mobile
users. You need to rethink your strategy.
The way people use the Internet has changed. News breaks on Twitter
first. Photos go up on Instagram immediately. Toddlers are using
tablets.
All of this requires a shift in perception. The impact on your business
may be subtle or it may be huge, but it’s going to require diving into
the mind of a user and formulating a new strategy.
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What are you offering on your site and how does the mobile web
change things? How are things different with tablet users and finger
swiping? What do different audiences need? How will the experience
be different for a teen using a tablet in front of the TV, a senior trying
to find directions on their phone and a mom sitting down at the
computer to do some shopping?
In some cases becoming mobile friendly may be enough. But in other
cases you’re going to be missing out. Your strategy needs to include
all devices and employ new tactics. Should you be offering text
message engagement instead of email newsletters? eBook downloads
instead of PDFs? Full-blown apps with interactive features instead of
just a product video?
If you really want to succeed at mobile, you’re going to need to rethink
your strategy.

3. Your business needs to adapt.
All this technological change has disrupted entire industries. The
music industry has been trying to adapt to digital music since Napster
and the iPod came on the scene. But 2012 was the first year since
1999 that the music industry saw any growth.
Movies, publishing, education—even churches—they’re all trying to
adapt to a changing world. New industries are emerging and what
worked before isn’t good enough today.
It’s tempting to think your business is safe and that you don’t need
to change. Nice try. No matter what your business is, you’re going
to be impacted by these technological changes. Your customers are
changing, and so you need to change.
Maybe it’s simple. Maybe you just need to tweak your website. But
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it might change your entire business model. The ability to instantly
connect with your customers could create new ideas, new products,
new industries.

Let’s Get Practical
We’re primarily here to talk about #1 and #2. After all, we create
website tools and that’s our primary focus. That’s where we can help
you the most. But we bring up #3 because that’s just as important.
If you ignore the change and fail to adapt, you might end up with a
website that works just fine on mobile devices, but completely fails to
connect.
Your site might work, but your business could fail.
From here on out we’ll start getting practical. But don’t forget to think
about these big picture questions. They may not seem very practical
in the midst of the day-to-day challenges you’re facing, but they’re
crucial.
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Approaches:
Responsive, Mobile
Sites & Apps
So, you’re ready to make your site work on any device—desktop,
laptop, tablet, mobile or whatever else is coming. And let’s be honest:
that’s how fast things are changing. Have you seen Google Glasses?

Currently there are a few different ways to accomplish this with
WordPress:

Responsive
The biggest buzzword in mobile web design in the past year is
responsive. So what is it?
In a nutshell, responsive design is a way to make a website that
responds to whatever device is displaying it. The site stretches or
shrinks to fit, moving or dropping content along the way. It’s the same
site displayed on a giant desktop and a tiny smartphone.
It works by creating a fluid design that expands or contracts to fit
the available space. Additionally, you create specific points where
the design changes—thresholds for width where smaller images are
displayed, sidebars are moved or dropped, and menus get simpler.
It’s a way to present the same content, but respond to the device
being used and deliver an optimal experience.
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Pros:
Simple: You’re not offering multiple experiences for multiple
devices with multiple things to manage. It’s all one site. That’s less
maintenance for you and a simpler experience for your users. One
site, fewer complications.
Consistent: Since you’re only offering one site, you have better brand
consistency than if you’re offering up different sites. The design can
and will change from a desktop to a smartphone, but in general it’s
the same site with the same look and feel.
Future Proof: Rather than designing for specific devices, responsive
design tries to be device-agnostic and simply work for a broad range
of sizes. That makes the approach better able to adapt to future
devices and sizes that we haven’t yet seen. It might not be a perfect fit
for new devices, but it will be able to offer a better solution than other
approaches.
Less Maintenance: While your upfront development is going to cost
more, long term maintenance will be less. You won’t need to tweak
your site as new devices come out. You won’t have multiple sites to
keep current. You won’t be updating multiple themes, always having
to remember to go fix that pesky mobile site.
Single URL: With a responsive site every piece of content has a single
URL. Mobile sites have to serve up a separate URL and that causes
problems when sharing links or trying to direct people. A single URL
makes everything simpler and easier.

© 2013 IThemes Media LLC. All rights reserved in all media. May be shared with copyright and credit left intact.

16

Cons:
Development: You’re going to invest more in development,

If you’re struggling

especially if you already have an existing site that doesn’t lend

to choose between

itself to responsive design. In most cases you want to start from

a mobile site and

the ground up so you can plan for responsiveness. If you’re not

responsive design,

prepared to redesign your entire site, a mobile site might be a lot

here’s a Q&A that

cheaper for now.

explores different
perspectives on the

Not Tailored: While responsive design offers different

issue.

experiences for different devices, critics would say it’s not
different enough. You’re not tailoring the experience to specific
devices. You’re effectively going with a one-size fits all solution,
missing out on the opportunity to cater to specific devices. And
that’s true if you’re using a one-size fits all theme or merely
dropping elements as the site shrinks. But you can just as easily
add elements as the site shrinks, offering content specifically
for mobile devices. Responsive design can be tailored to specific
devices, but for many out-of-the-box solutions, it’s not the default.
Do It Right: While responsive design has a lot of benefits, if you
don’t do it right you can be negating a lot of those benefits. You
can introduce slow load times and other issues if you don’t do it
right. Plus, one of the common downfalls for a responsive site is
content: the site itself is fully responsive, but as you add content
it’s easy to become less and less mobile friendly.
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Mobile Sites
Another approach is to create a separate and specific site for mobile.
This is sometimes called a server side solution. The idea is that the
server first checks to see what device is loading the site and then
serves up the right site for the right device.
With the mobile site approach, you’re literally creating a new site
for a specific device. That kind of customization gives you a certain
freedom.
But it also creates other complications.
You’re now creating multiple sites and multiple experiences for your
users. You need to make sure you have a backend system that can
handle this without too much extra effort (nobody wants to input
content two or even three times). WordPress usually works well
for this, offering up mobile versions using themes so your primary
content is the same across all devices.

Pros:
Device Oriented: The biggest benefit to a server side solution that
delivers specific sites to specific devices is that you can tailor the
experience for the device. If you know mobile users are primarily
looking for address info and directions, you can make that info front
and center.
Quick & Cheap: Depending on what you’re looking for, it can be
pretty cheap, quick and easy to implement a mobile site. There are
a lot of WordPress plugins that will create a mobile site in a few
simple steps. The quick solution may not be a beautifully designed
experience, but it can get you up and running almost instantly.
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Cons:
Not Consistent: But all that customization can also be a negative.
You’re splitting your brand image by delivering different experiences.
That might be worth it, but you still need to be aware of what it’s
costing.
More Work: Plus, by creating an entirely different site for different
devices, you’re creating more work for yourself. Now you have
multiple sites to manage, multiple designs to deal with. Hopefully that
extra work is minimized by using the same content, but you still have
separate designs, separate themes, separate stuff to manage.
Future Headaches: As new devices come out you’re in danger of
being left behind. What if your mobile site doesn’t cater to the new
devices? Since this approach is device specific, your site can’t adapt to
new options. You end up delivering a less than optimal experience,
which defeats the whole purpose of offering a device-specific site.
Best case you’re always scrambling to adjust for new devices, worst
case your site won’t even work on new devices.
Multiple URLs: When you create multiple sites for multiple devices,
you suddenly have multiple URLs for each piece of content. That can
cause problems fast. It can be difficult to share links across devices
and it can also mess with your stats and SEO. This can be remedied,
but you need to be careful if you’re using a separate mobile URL (like
m.yoursite.com).
Users Rebel: About a third of customers would rather view a full site
on their mobile phones than a mobile site. Too often mobile sites
leave off vital information that people are looking for. It seems a
sizable contingent are willing to brave a poor user experience to find
what they want. If you’re going to offer a mobile site, at the very least
make sure mobile users can still access the full site.
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Mobile Apps
A third way to approach mobile design is to forgo the web altogether
and build a mobile app. This approach works especially well if you
have special content needs or want extra functionality a web browser
doesn’t provide.
Many major sites have their own app in addition to a mobile site.
We’re talking Facebook, Amazon, The New York Times, Major League
Baseball, etc. Though notice that some of the most successful apps
offer additional functionality and experiences that you can’t get from
a website.

Pros:
Freedom: The biggest advantage to creating your own app is that it
gives you more control. You’re not bound by the limitations of the
browser and it allows you to tap into the functionality of the device,
taking advantage of things like cameras, microphones, touch-screens,
motion-sensing, GPS, etc.
Better Usability: In general, mobile apps have better usability than
mobile sites. Apps are created for specific devices so they can be
geared to work better on those devices.
Brand Loyalty: Apps have the extra advantage of brand loyalty.
Having someone download your app is like the ultimate bookmark.
They’re more likely to go back when your icon is on their screen, as
opposed to going to the browser and then accessing your site.
Money Maker: Apps can more easily generate income since in-app
purchases are often tied to a credit card while a browser isn’t.
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Cons:
Barrier to Entry: Conversely, requiring someone to download your
app is asking a lot. That’s a sizable barrier to entry that may deter
people from checking out whatever it is you have to offer.
Expensive: Cost is another major downside. Apps are expensive to
develop. You’ll need to develop apps for every device platform you
want to cater to (iOS, Android, Windows, Blackberry, etc.). Differences
between those platforms mean it’s not a simple matter to create a
new app for the next platform. There’s also not immediate or free
access to app stores for any of these platforms. Apple requires
developers pay a $99 fee to submit apps. While that’s not a huge
investment, it is a barrier. The other potential cost downside is that
you might need to create a mobile-friendly version of your site
anyway, even if it’s a scaled down version, at the very least to point
people to your app. This wouldn’t need to be as involved as a fullblown mobile site, but it’s one more thing to consider.
Time: Plus there’s the bigger issue of an approval process and a delay
before apps are posted. If something is wrong with your site, you can
fix it instantly. If your app needs an update, it may not go through
quite so quickly.
Control: Apps are sold through stores, and those stores have rules.
Apple is especially stringent. While this likely won’t impact most
people, it’s something to be concerned about if your business has the
potential to run into their rules. And it’s ultimately their store, so you
have little recourse if you don’t like what they decide.
Not the Web: It’s important to remember that apps are not part of
the web. If you want to share something you find in an app, you can’t
just throw out a link to your friends. Users can’t bookmark it or email
it or tweet it. You can’t reach the entire world with an app, you can
only reach those who download it.
© 2013 IThemes Media LLC. All rights reserved in all media. May be shared with copyright and credit left intact.
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Final Thoughts on Mobile Apps
In general a mobile app only makes sense when you have something
unique to offer and need to take advantage of extra functionality. In
most cases an app is used in addition to a mobile friendly site. Most
organizations offer both.
One way to tell if an app would work for you is to look at where your
mobile traffic is coming from. Are you getting more direct traffic? This
might mean people are bookmarking your site or going directly to
it. An app on their home screen might work well. Or are you getting
more referral links and/or search engine traffic? These folks are
finding you through the web, either from search results or links to
your site. If this is the case, you need a solid website that delivers
content to bring people in. These users won’t find that great content if
it’s hidden away in an app.

Nothing
A final option is to do nothing. While not exactly recommended giving
everything we’ve said about mobile, this is still a viable option. Most
websites will still load on a mobile device, it’s just not always the
optimal experience. But it works.
If you look at your stats and mobile is an infinitesimal proportion of
your traffic, it may not be worth the investment right now. But keep
an eye on it—that will likely change.
At the very least you should see what your site looks like on mobile
devices and decide if that’s something you can live with. Even if you
decide to do nothing, you should at least be aware of the experience.
There might be simple things you can do to improve that experience
without doing anything major like a responsive redesign.
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How well doing nothing is going to work over time will depend on how
your site is designed. In the long run though, something is better than
nothing.

© 2013 IThemes Media LLC. All rights reserved in all media. May be shared with copyright and credit left intact.

23

How to Go Mobile in
WordPress
There are two ways to go mobile in WordPress:
1. Responsive.
2. Mobile site.

Responsive
If you want to go the responsive route for your WordPress site, there
are a few different options. There are some different themes you can
use as well as plugins to add more responsive punch.
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Themes

Builder

Going responsive starts with your theme. More and more

Our own theme

WordPress themes are now responsive, including the standard

framework, iThemes

Twenty Thirteen theme that comes with WordPress.

Builder, is an ideal way
to approach responsive.

Just like any theme, responsive themes come in all stripes.
There are basic themes that simply are responsive and offer no

It offers some powerful

control over the experience. Some more advanced themes give

features, while still

you all kinds of responsive options. Some theme frameworks

allowing you to get

even have responsive grids, allowing you to choose the breaking

started quickly.

points when your site squishes down to smaller screens.

A few additional
You can also use these themes as a starting point, creating your

resources that might

own child theme and customizing to your liking.

help from our own
premium training site,

One of the biggest mistakes with responsive design is forgetting

WebDesign.com:

content. You can have a beautiful responsive site that works
perfectly on all kinds of devices. But then you start adding

•

Convert a

content. Maybe you add a video and it’s not scaling down

WordPress Theme

properly. Or you stick in a huge image that mobile devices are

to Responsive

forced to download. Or it’s an embed that doesn’t work quite
right. Or maybe an iframe that doesn’t auto-resize exactly the

•

Build a Responsive
Builder Theme from

way it should.

Scratch
You need to make sure your site can automate as many of these
issues as possible (if your theme doesn’t handle it, see our list
of plugins below for some image and video re-sizers). Then you

•

Builder Advanced
Responsive

need to make sure your content folks understand what they can
and can’t do.
There are loads of responsive WordPress themes out there.
Just take a quick spin on Google. You can also build your own or
tweak an existing theme.
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However you approach it, we can offer a few tips for choosing a

To learn more about

responsive theme:

the technical aspects of
responsive design, you

•

Break Down: Look at how the site breaks down on smaller

might want to check out

screens. Sometimes items stack up vertically and other times

Justin Kopepasah’s A

they’re hidden. The best scenario is going to vary from site to

Primer on Responsive

site, but pay attention to what happens to each element and

Web Design.

make sure that’s what you want. Do sidebar items disappear
entirely or are they pushed off to the bottom? A sidebar
Google ad that gets pushed to the bottom on smartphones
is going to be pretty useless—maybe that’s something you
drop. Some themes will give you control over what happens
at each point.
•

Menu: What happens to the menu on a responsive site?
The best approach is to shrink the menu down and hide it
in some kind of navigation panel that pops open. You don’t
want to lose tons of real estate on a mobile device to a giant
menu.

•

Look Deeper: Don’t just look at the homepage. What
happens with posts? Or pages? Take a look at which
elements are dropped or rearranged. Make sure it’s a set up
you can live with or have control to change.

•

Extras: Are all the responsive bells and whistles covered?
If you embed a YouTube video, is it going to shrink down
properly? There are plugins that can do this, but a good
responsive theme should do it automatically.
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Plugins
Making WordPress responsive may start with the theme, but you can
do even more with plugins. Here’s a short list of some of the best
plugins that can add responsive features to your site. Some of these
features can also be handled by the theme, so whether or not you
need them depends on your situation.
•

Our DisplayBuddy series offers several responsive plugins
including Billboard, Carousel, Slideshow and Rotating Images.

•

Simple Responsive Images will auto-generate new images in
specific sizes to match your break points.

•

WP Fluid Images will make sure your images scale down
appropriately.

•

PB Responsive Images ensures large images aren’t shown on small
devices.

•

Need an image slider? Try the Responsive Slider or Soliloquy Lite
for a free solution or the premium plugins Soliloquy or RoyalSlider
for even more customizable features.

•

FitVids will make your videos responsive and Responsive Video
Embeds is another option that will make all auto-embeds
responsive.

•

Need to make your menus responsive? Go simple with Responsive
Select Menu or crazy powerful with UberMenu.

•

Create pricing and compare tables that work beautifully on any
size screen with Go Responsive Pricing & Compare Tables.

•

Make your site responsive for older browsers that don’t support
media queries with Respond.js.
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•

Need to make the WordPress admin section more usable on
mobile devices but the official WordPress app doesn’t cut it for
you? Try the Juiz Smart Mobile Admin plugin.

Mobile Site
If you’re going to go the route of creating a separate site (or even
sites) for mobile devices, the quickest option for WordPress is to use a
plugin that detects mobile devices and serves up a different theme.
There are a number of options here from basic mobile themes to
using custom designed themes for each device. Some plugins give you
more specific control while others offer a more basic experience.
Here’s a list of some of the options:
•

WPtouch and the premium version WPtouch Pro serve up custom
mobile themes with all kinds of customizations, especially with the
premium version.

•

WordPress Mobile Edition is an older, basic option created by Alex
King that allows you to select a separate theme to serve to mobile
browsers.

•

WordPress Mobile Pack offers mobile themes, a mobile admin
panel and a way for users to choose if they want the mobile or
desktop version.

•

MobilePress is another option that offers mobile themes.

•

Mobile from iThemes is our own premium plugin that offers a
quick “drop and go” setup allowing you to offer a mobile theme to
mobile users.

While serving up a mobile site may not be the ideal solution, it’s often
better than nothing. If you don’t have the budget for a full-blown
mobile site or a fully responsive site, you can still offer a mobile-
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friendly option using one of these plugins. It might not be your longterm solution, but it does allow you to offer something to mobile
users quickly and easily.
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Mobile Tips
Speed Matters
Mobile users are on the go and in a hurry. Make sure your site is
streamlined to be fast. Despite all the fancy 4G commercials, it’s still
not widespread. Plus, many users have limited data plans—don’t
make them waste their data allotment on your bloated graphics.

Simplify Navigation
Navigation should be simpler on a mobile device. There’s just not
as much real estate to give to the menu. Drop things that aren’t
necessary and hide much of the menu when you can. A simple slider
that makes more of the menu visible can be an easy way to make
navigation work but not take up tons of space.

Thumb Friendly
Thumbs and fingers are a lot less accurate than a mouse. Make sure
your buttons and links are large enough to be clicked on by a big fat
thumb without hitting the wrong link. 44x44 pixels is considered the
ideal size. That doesn’t mean all your designs have to use that size
for buttons—you can always design a smaller button but use enough
padding so the actual linked space is at least 44x44 pixels.

Minimize Data Entry
Typing on a cell phone is harder than a keyboard, so minimize the
need for it. Use radio buttons, drop downs or checkboxes whenever
you can. Access the device’s account info to auto-fill fields if you can.
Make sure any forms ask for the bare minimum of information.
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Focus on Local
A lot of people use mobile phones for local search. They’re out
shopping and need to check store hours or need last minute
directions. Local information is more important to mobile users than
desktop users, so make sure it’s easy to find.

Shorter Copy
Copy for mobile needs to be short and sweet. The same is true online,
so a good exercise is to cut content back for mobile users and see if it
still works for desktop users. You’ll be surprised at how much you can
cut back. But shorter text doesn’t mean no text. Use sub-heads and
bulleted lists to break up text and make it more scannable whenever
you can. Give users the option of more text when it’s appropriate. For
example, put the detailed history of your company one click deeper
and give only a brief summary on your About page.

Experiment
You might have worked really hard to deliver a quality mobile
experience, but that doesn’t mean it’s perfect. You need to test it
out and see what works. Pay attention to your stats, watch how
people on mobile devices are using your site and make incremental
improvements.

Mobile Content
One common mistake is to go to great lengths to make sure your site
is mobile friendly—themes, headers, sidebar images are all optimized
for the mobile experience—but then your content isn’t. You’ve got
blog posts with enormous images that don’t scale. Or embedded
content that will never work on mobile devices. Make sure your
content is responsive as well. We listed some plugins that can help
with this on page 27.
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Testing
You really need to test your designs on multiple devices to make sure
everything is working the way you intended. For responsive designs,
a simple way to test your design is simply to resize your browser
down to a mobile phone size. It’s not exact and it doesn’t perfectly
replicate the experience, but it’s simple and quick. There are some
tools like Screenqueri.es that will give you some standard mobile sizes
automatically. But to really see how things work, nothing beats trying
them out on a device. That real world experience, including crawling
3G speeds (yes, turn off the Wi-Fi and load your site at 3G speeds),
will give you a taste of what your users go through. If you don’t have
devices on hand, reach out to friends or ask for volunteers to check it
out. If you’re really in a bind you could also stop by stores and try out
the demo products.

Landscape or Portrait
Make sure your site works on devices whether they’re in landscape
or portrait mode. This is usually a big fail for apps when developers
fail to offer a landscape version, but it can also be an issue for mobile
sites. If you only design for portrait mode, the landscape version won’t
look so good. If you’re doing responsive design, make sure your break
points take both orientations into account.

Give Users a Choice
Even if you’ve designed a beautiful, simplified and streamlined version
of your site for mobile users, that doesn’t mean they want to use it.
Some users—32% in one study—still want a full website experience
even if they have to stretch and zoom to make it work. Give users the
option to view the full website.
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Make Sure Redirects Work
There’s nothing more frustrating than trying to view the full version
of a site on a mobile device and continually being forced back to the
mobile site where the info you need isn’t available. Not cool. If you’re
giving users a choice, make sure you’re really giving them a choice and
not just forcing them into frustration.

Use Phone Features
•

Take advantage of the features built into smartphones.

•

Make phone numbers clickable with a simple HTML code:
•

<a href=“tel:+1XXXXXXX”>XXX-XXXX</a>

•

(‘1’ is the country code, then the full number with area
code)

•

Enable contact via text messaging.

•

Optimize your forms to use features like field zoom, proper input
formats (when you’re asking for a phone number, make sure the
number keyboard comes up on mobile devices) and more.

•

Use location services to find the nearest location or give turn-byturn directions.
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Be Flexible
For responsive sites, don’t target specific devices. Aim for ranges and
be flexible. New devices are always coming out and you don’t want to
be chasing each new design. That’s the whole idea of responsive—it
should respond to whatever the next device is and work just fine. Add
a little margin and padding so you have some wiggle room. If a device
changes just slightly (like the iPhone 5 being slightly larger than the
iPhone 4) you don’t want to have to go back and fix things.

Retina Graphics
More and more devices are supporting retina graphics, so make sure
you’re keeping up. Retina graphics increase the DPI from 100 to 200
or even 300. It’s moving away from standard web quality and toward
print quality, for sharper, crisper images. It does mean larger files and
longer download times, but most users with retina devices have faster
connections. There are some plugins that will create retina graphics
for you and then automatically switch back and forth depending
on the device. The most important thing is to make sure logos,
backgrounds and user interface elements are sharp. It’s not as crucial
for content photos to be retina quality, but you want your logo and
menu to pop.

Mobile First
Along with responsive design, another big buzz is mobile first. Rather
than starting with a desktop design and slicing your way down to a
smartphone version, start with the minimal smartphone design first.
It’s easier to start simple and avoid unnecessary complication in the
first place. More often than not the simplified smartphone approach
will also work for a desktop and the end result will be a simpler, more
usable site.
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Content Is King
Above all else, consider your content first. That’s what people want to
see, so make sure it’s easy to get to. If viewing your site on a mobile
device requires scrolling through three screens of header, menu and
intro junk before anyone gets to the content, you’re doing it wrong.
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Philosophy
We’ve presented some of the major approaches to mobile web design
and how you can get there with WordPress. While the majority of the
web is moving toward a responsive approach, some holdouts still
encourage separate mobile sites (most notably, usability guru Jakob
Nielsen). Mobile sites have their place (which is why we included
them), but it’s important to realize where the trends are going.
Right now a wider consensus sees the inherent problems in building
multiple sites and is encouraging the new responsive approach. It’s
a more unified approach that puts content first and doesn’t make
decisions for a user. It’s a new way of thinking—but not really. Early
web design philosophy was device agnostic and now we’re simply
getting back to those early roots.
Way back in 2000 John Allsopp wrote:
“The control which designers know in the print medium, and often
desire in the web medium, is simply a function of the limitation of the
printed page. We should embrace the fact that the web doesn’t have
the same constraints, and design for this flexibility. But first, we must
‘accept the ebb and flow of things.’”
The founder of the World Wide Web itself, Tim Berners-Lee, put it like
this:
“The primary design principle underlying the web’s usefulness and
growth is universality. … [The web] should be accessible from any kind
of hardware that can connect to the Internet: stationary or mobile,
small screen or large.”
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While responsive design may be an old idea, it still takes some getting
used to. Here’s a sampling of that kind of thinking:
“In three years time, desktops will be irrelevant.” — John Herlihy in
2010
“The mobile pundits got it right: sites should be minimal, functional,
with everything designed to help the user complete a task, and
then go. But that doesn’t mean that you need to make a separate
mobile site from your normal site. If your normal site isn’t minimal,
functional, with everything designed to help the user complete a task,
it’s time to rethink your whole site. And once you’ve done that, serve it
to everyone, whatever the device.” — Bruce Lawson
“[Think of] content like water: design flexible content to flow
anywhere. ‘Put water in a cup, it becomes the cup.’” — Josh Clark
“There is no mobile Internet.” — Marek Wolski
“Mobile users will do anything and everything desktop users will do,
provided it’s presented in a usable way.” — Brad Frost
“Perhaps we need to start talking about ‘the folds’ instead of ‘the
fold’?” — Chris Wilson
“Responsive design is not about ‘designing for mobile’. But it’s not
about ‘designing for the desktop’, either. Rather, it’s about adopting a
more flexible, device-agnostic approach to designing for the web.”
— Ethan Marcotte
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