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Why do people use a mobile site or app? 

Most mobile experiences fall into one of three categories: 
 

• Displays	info	with	
minimal	input	

• Full-screen	
• Brand-intensive	
• Experien>al	

• Organize	and	
manipulate	
data	

Immersive	 Produc-vity	U-lity		



Two Common Mobile Behaviors 

Users casually 
browse sites to kill 
time. 
	

Or users will 
search for specific 
information while 
on the go. 
	

Email is the most 
popular browsing 
activity, followed by 
news or social 
networking.. 
	

Most searches are 
location based. 
	

Browsing Searching 



What is a “successful” mobile site or app? 
	
Novelty	is	not	enough!			
It’s	not	just	the	number	of	
hits/downloads,	but	the	
number	of	uses	per	user.	
	

Therefore,	it	should	
strike	a	good	balance	
between	usable,	
desirable	and	useful.	
	



Most sites and apps are accessed from smartphones and touch 
phones rather than feature phones.  They recommend not designing 
for feature phones.  Research reveals iPads are used more like 
computers rather than mobile. 
 
Device-specific sites have much higher user success rates because 
they are tailored for each device’s screen limitations and hardware. 
 
If budget and time allows, it is recommended to optimize your site for 
each device. 
 
“Lowest common denominator” design can mean that no one will find 
the site usable. 

Mobile Design Principle #1: 
Design for specific device(s). 

 



Mobile Design Principle #2: 
Are you an App or a mobile site? 

 

Mobile sites are generally 
more usable than full sites. 
 

Mobile Apps are generally 
more usable and preferred to 
mobile sites. 
	



•  Integrates with other apps and 
device alerts/notifications. 

•  Faster 
•  Can use offline 
	

+	
-	

•  Platform independent and lower 
development/maintenance costs 

•  Easily discoverable 
•  Instant use 

•  Requires user to install and update 
•  More costly to produce and 

maintain 
•  Users will often download and 

forget 
	

•  Requires browser and connectivity 
•  Does not integrate with or use 

device features 
•  User typically are not as “loyal”	

I	use	this	site	
occasionally	

www	

I	am	a	loyal,	
repeat	user	

Mobile	vs.	App	
Pros	and	Cons	



www	

Mobile	App	 Mobile	Site	

Design	for	just	a	handful	of	common	tasks	--	simplicity	reigns!	

Focus	on	one	func>on	or	
service	

Focus	on	most	frequently	used	
func>ons	rather	than	
transla>ng	en>re	site	

Logo	is	op>onal	 Logo	is	essen>al	and	should	
link	to	homepage	

Search	needed	for	content	
apps,	but	op>onal	otherwise	

Search	func>onality	is	typically	
needed	

Naviga>on	should	follow	
device	conven>ons	

Naviga>on	should	be	
accessible	from	both	top	and	
boRom	

Link	to	full	site		

Mobile	vs.	App	
Recommenda>ons	



No,	let’s	
talk	about	

you.	

www	

Let’s	talk	
about	you.	

Cross-referencing is important: full site, mobile site 
and mobile apps should explicitly mention and link 
to one another. 
	

Mobile	vs.	App	
Cross-linking	



 
Assume your users will be interrupted.  A lot. 
 

•  Automatically save state often. 

•  Allow users to save state. 

•  Allow users to resume their task on device or on desktop. 

Mobile Design Principle #3: 
Design mobile interactions as if your user has ADD. 



•  Self-sufficiency within the site or app:  Don’t force users to go 
elsewhere to find information.   

•  Don’t assume your user is always online! 

•  Likewise, don’t send them from appàwebsite unless absolutely 
necessary (if you do, make it the mobile-friendly site!). 

•  Don’t make them memorize information (like coupon codes, maps/
addresses etc).  Either provide tools (i.e. calendar), automatically 
populate (i.e. UK’s postcode/address finder), use good defaults or 
allow copy/paste. 

Mobile Design Principle #4: 
Design mobile interactions as if your user does not 
have access to other sites or tools.  



(This does not mean that your site/app is the only one, so 
don’t be a space hog and hide the status bar…unless 
necessary). 

a very small caveat to  
Mobile Design Principle #4: 
 



• Minimize or reduce users’ need to manually type                  
(i.e. autocomplete, prepopulate fields, or provide shortcuts 
such as using voice, photos, bar codes). 

• Call up the appropriate keyboard if a user needs to type in 
information. 

 
 

Mobile Design Principle #6: 
Tiny keyboards are not fun to type on.  



Don’t require users to create an account or log in unless absolutely 
necessary. 

If it is necessary: 
•  Only ask for necessary information. 
•  Minimize the number of steps . 
•  Mobile password criteria may need to be tweaked to accommodate soft 

keyboard. 
•  Consider allowing users to see their entered password so they can identify 

mistakes. 
•  Don’t require creating an account before user can even use the app. 
•  Don’t repeatedly ask for login information during a single session. 

Mobile Design Principle #7: 
Registration is not your (or your customer’s) friend.  



Mobile Design Principle #8: 
Just the facts, ma’am.  
On eCommerce sites: 
•  Only show relevant information.  
•  Don’t make users hunt down important info (price, shipping 

costs, availability, etc). 
•  Keep search explicit and visible (locate at the bottom for 

browsing sites; locate at the top for ecommerce sites). 
•  Provide thumbnail images on list of results. 
•  Provide larger/zoomable images on product page. 
•  Including a customer service phone number available will buy 

user forgiveness. 
•  Carousels and animation are generally superfluous. 

 



Mobile Design Principle #9: 
Make purchasing painless.  
•  Keep the “Buy” button above the fold. 
•  Buttons should have accurate names (ex: “Add” vs “Done”). 
•  Provide feedback after actions (adding item to cart) or 

transactions (submitting order). 
•  Provide a one screen summary of transaction. 
•  Email confirmations and make it clear that this will happen. 
•  Offer tools for user to save, share or email products. 
 



Mobile Design Principle #10: 
Offer Friends with benefits. 
•  Consider offering some special benefits to your customers 

for using the app or mobile site (i.e. coupons, promotions, 
etc). 

 



Mobile Design Principle #11: 
Don’t play hide and seek.  
•  Provide a way for users to search, especially for content or 

product-rich sites. 
•  Always provide recommendations if there are no search 

results. 
•  Explicitly display the total number of results. 
•  Allow users to sort and filter so they are a manageable size. 
•  Ensure that Search behaviors/parameters should be 

consistent throughout the site/app. 
 



Mobile Design Principle #12: 
Don’t makes users slog through search results.  
•  If there are many results/options, a list is usually preferable 

to many pages. Provide categories, then allow users to 
choose a category and scroll through a list of results.  

•  Provide shortcuts for users to jump to a certain section, 
result or product. 

•  Don’t show individual results using the tedious “deck of 
cards” model. 

•  Provide “related to”  or “recommended” links at bottom. 
 



Mobile Design Principle #13: 
Keep forms short and sweet.  
•  Input is expensive – minimize/consolidate/ruthlessly edit the 

number of steps!   
•  Tell user upfront about the total number of steps.   
•  Keep workflow straightforward and don’t allow users to jump 

around. 
•  Provide feedback (progress indicators, successful 

submission) when appropriate. 
•  Preserve data so user does not have to enter it again.  
 



Mobile Design Principle #14: 
Forms that convey, “You complete me”.  
•  Align your fields for easy reading and entry. 
•  Display only what the user needs for the current task. 
•  Text boxes should be long enough for all of the text. 
•  All entered text should be visible to user. 
•  Make editing easy, and if possible, keep editing separate 

from the rest of the form. 
•  Make it easy and obvious how a user navigates between 

form fields. 
•  Error messaging should be in context/adjacent to error. 
•  Make it clear how to submit the form or entry.  
 



Mobile Design Principle #15: 
Words, Words, Words = Blah blah blah 
•  Respect all the usual web-friendly text rules, i.e.: 

•  Users don’t like to read large chunks of text. 
•  Make it easy for users to scan with headlines/bullets/headings. 
•  Include short summaries. 
•  Create meaningful labels, including links. 
•  Use appropriate fonts (usually sans serif) and font sizes. 
•  Don’t center your text. 

•  Format for small screen real estate. 

•  Mobile version of “above the fold” -- The most essential/relevant 
content should be at the top (upper 1/3 of the screen). 

•  Look out for weird truncation on headlines, navigation, buttons, 
summaries. 



Mobile Design Principle #16: 
Inconsistency is the hobgoblin of mobile apps.  
•  Layout consistency:  Keep navigation and buttons in the same 

area 
•  Label consistency: Titles and labels should not change 
•  Functionality consistency: Don’t change function behaviors 

throughout the site/app 
•  Icon consistency: Icons be used in a similar fashion/size 

throughout the site/app 
•  Top navigation bar consistency: Don’t mix navigation buttons 

with action buttons 



Mobile Design Principle #17: 
Respect navigation conventions.  
•  Group related controls/functions and keep them in close 

proximity. 
•  Don’t hide your navigation and make it easily discoverable. 
•  However, if you need the screen real estate—consider “floating” 

navigation bars (display controls and then fade, allow user to 
tap to reinvoke them). 

•  Don’t bury information under lots of navigation. 
•  Label well. 
•  For mobile sites, use “home” for main navigation menus and 

provide a “home” button, or provide consistent top navigation 
bars across site. 

•  Support Undo and Back functionality. 
•  Don’t mix different types of navigation on the same page (ex: 

flipping at top, and scrolling at bottom). 



Mobile Design Principle #18: 
Respect real-world conventions too. 
•  Use icons wisely and ensure they are in line with users’ 

expectations. 

•  Use digital metaphors wisely: don’t break with user’s mental 
models. 

 
Example 1:  
App “iHandy” is virtual level for hanging pictures etc.  Unlike a real, physical level, 
however, it does not work accurately until you first calibrate it.  Users did not expect this 
and used as is “out of the box”. 
 
Example 2: 
Pizza Hut iPhone app requires user to tilt icon toppings onto pizza but users expected 
that you should just place toppings onto the virtual pizza.   



Mobile Design Principle #19: 
Help is unloved. 
•  Apps should not require instructions and manuals – most 

users will just skip over them anyway. 

•  Meaningful tips are okay, but should be presented intelligently 
and displayed  when appropriate (i.e. not in the middle of 
user’s task). 

•  However, if there is an error, be specific and concise about 
how a user can fix it. 



Mobile Design Principle #20: 
Sounds are sometimes unloved. 
•  Don’t overwhelm users with too many sounds. 

•  Don’t use annoying sounds. 

•  Give user easy access and control over sounds. 

•  Sound should not be the only cue. 



Mobile Design Principle #21: 
Don’t go overboard with gestures. 
•  Avoid less familiar or complicated gestures.  Most users only 

know a few gestures: tap, scroll and drag! 

•  Surprisingly enough, the majority of users are not familiar with 
pinching, double tapping, flicking, swiping, etc. 

•  If possible, build in redundancy if gestures are used (i.e. 
gestures + button) 

•  Users expect some kind of response when they touch or 
interact with the screen. 



Mobile Design Principle #22: 
Garbage in(put) = Garbage out(put). 

Use the appropriate input method: 
• Use spinwheels appropriately (i.e. for short lists with a 

clear beginning/end) 
• Pick lists should fit on the screen 
• Don’t use a slider if the user needs to input something 

specific 
 



Mobile Design Principle #23: 
Keep UI far from the madding crowd.  
•  Don’t crowd “touchable” UI!  Mind fat fingers and leave enough 

space (about 1cm x 1cm) around buttons and links. 

•  Design big widgets – In general, research indicates 1cm x 1cm 
as a good size for widgets and buttons as well.  Apple 
recommends 44 x 44 points hit region. 

•  Five horizontal icons max for the iPhone and other similar 
screen sizes. 

 



Mobile Design Principle #24: 
Consider the humble thumb. 
•  Put key controls within a thumb’s range: Place most 

important soft keys and controls at the bottom of the screen 
(near where most users hold device). 

•  However, be smart about the order of the buttons -- keep 
“destructive” buttons (like “Delete”) away from the home 
button.  



Mobile Design Principle #25: 
To touch or not to touch? 
•  Provide affordances for touchscreens:  Make it obvious 

where users can (and should) touch. 

•  However, it doesn’t always have to be about the touch 
screen -- make use of hardware (keys, buttons, etc) too.  



•  Always start in portrait, unless your app only works in 
landscape. 

•  If certain functions depend on orientation, let users know so 
it’s not hidden. 

•  Ensure buttons and nav work in all orientations. 

•  Don’t force users to frequently change orientation or ways of 
rotating. 

 

Mobile Design Principle #26: 
Default to Portrait. 



Mobile Design Principle #27: 
Not everybody notices (or likes) your notifications.  
•  Don’t depend on users noticing your notifications. 

•  Allow easy disabling of notifications within the app. 

•  Badge notifications are the least intrusive. 
 
 



Mobile Design Principle #28: 
Not everything needs your location.  
•  Don’t ask for location if it’s not needed. 

•  Don’t repeatedly ask for location during one session, or after 
user has selected “yes” or “no.” 

•  If user does opt for location, allow them to modify it and easily 
override current location. 



Mobile Design Principle #29: 
Splash screens are so 1997. 
•  Just like the web, there is no need for a splash or launch 

screen. 

•  If your app needs time to load, then the launch screen 
should be very similar to the home screen and if possible, 
provide a progress bar. 



Mobile Design Principle #30: 
Frames are also so 1997. 
•  Guess what?  Users still don’t like to scroll within small 

frames, and they especially don’t like it on a very small 
screen. 


