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App creation is now a huge, global business, with hundreds of thousands of developers, entrepreneurs, and companies attracted by the potential rewards. But games, functional apps, and promotional apps alike depend on attractive, intuitive design for their appeal, and most fail to find a significant audience.


With this book, you’ll be able to turn your great app idea into a functioning design ready for coding, or apply graphic design skills to this exciting new field, and create an app that will stand out in a market that is worth over a billion dollars every year.


• Understand the design process that underlies the best and most successful apps


• Learn how to create a friendly interface and smooth user experience, and avoid the pitfalls that plague first-time designers


• Master the tricks of the trade that make apps stand out: effective visuals, punchy copy, and attractive colors
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INTRODUCTION


When I founded Apposing back in 2009, the app world was a much less congested space. The boom had not yet begun and the way that we interacted with technology was infinitely more stationary.


With a background in web design, I was well-versed in the processes and theories which led to a great website and experience for the user, but the advent of the mobile application posed a new area of interest. I became obsessed with the power that these apps held within their tiny frameworks. Carried in the pocket of the user wherever they went, apps allowed the mobile phone to become whatever it needed to be. You no longer needed to carry multiple digital, and in some cases physical, tools; they could all be neatly housed in one pocket-sized package.
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Apps presented an exciting opportunity to connect with customers for brands and companies across the world, but more importantly, they offered designers a method of changing the digital landscape for the better. Age-old processes could be revisited; app designers had the opportunity to study the way we interact with things to see if they could be improved. Good app design was about more than taking the internet and making it accessible on your phone, it was an art form in its own right.


I founded Apposing with the notion of creating truly useful apps with the user in mind. I wanted to make valuable apps that generated excitement, pushed boundaries, and which solved problems that people might not have known that they had. A fledgling soldier on the digital frontline, Apposing was at that time a one-man band with a vision.


Fastforward to 2014, and I’ve achieved what I set out to do. We get to work with some of the world’s biggest brands, creating apps which have evolved the way that customers shop, work, and play. We’ve managed to amass over one million downloads across Android and iOS. Now a team of thirteen, our ethos remains the same: we spend a lot of time researching who an app’s users will be and the business that we’re creating the app for so that we can create something that people will wonder how they coped without it. Though the app industry is by no means a failsafe way to make money, our company’s approach has allowed us to make a living doing what we love most, and having a lot of fun in the process.


Now people well and truly understand the power of the app, with more making the move into app development than ever before. New and improved processors which arrive with each new model of iPhone give designers and developers new ways of exploiting the technology to create something game-changing. The opportunities are endless.


This book will take you through our method for building an iPhone app. From defining your app’s primary function through to deciding on which screenshots to submit to the App Store, we offer practical and easy-to-follow advice gleaned from our experience in the business. Featuring our top tips for creating an app that’s not only a joy to behold, but also has user-experience at its core, our jargon-free book explains how to make your idea shine.


We’ve also amassed a plethora of useful templates, resources, tutorials, and videos to make the transition to app designer a little easier, available here: www.iphoneappdesignmanual.com


The app world is constantly changing. If you want to keep up to date with what’s new and developments you can take advantage of, then this book alone won’t be enough. While we can show you how to plan and execute your design, keeping up to date with the mobile sphere will serve you well. We’ve never stopped learning.


I hope that you enjoy finding new ways to change the digital landscape as much as we do. When we’re brainstorming, no idea is too crazy; we explore each and every one. Some of our best ideas have been hatched this way.


 


Dave Brown @daveapposing


MD and Founder of Apposing


[image: images]




CHAPTER ONE


WHAT IS UNIQUE ABOUT DESIGNING MOBILE APPS?


The age of the smartphone is upon us, and with it has come a surge of applications, or apps, which have evolved the way that we interact with our surroundings, each other, and brands and businesses forever.


Gone are the days when a mobile phone was used primarily for calls. We use our phones whilst watching a favorite TV show, to check we’ve not missed a recipe’s vital ingredient when out shopping, and to upload pictures to social media on a night out. There are also a wealth of apps that save us time and money, and that have altered the way that we perform tasks indefinitely.


Though they’ve only been with us a relatively short amount of time, it’s difficult to imagine how we’d cope without them. There’s even an official word, “Nomophobia,” for the fear of leaving our phones at home. But how does a mobile app differ from a website? What is it about these tiny pieces of software that has entwined itself with our day to day lives so tightly? This chapter aims to find out.





Designing for Mobile Vs. Web


While app and web design clearly share some traits and principles, approaching an app like a traditional website for a smaller screen would be a rookie mistake. Though successful and profitable websites have long had their roots planted firmly in user-centric design, if you’ve had any experience in designing applications, you’ll know that the mobile user journey is an entirely different ball game.


Equally, if you’re viewing an app as an extension of a website, you’re failing to realize its full potential. Apps offer designers more opportunity to harness their creativity than ever before. If you’re committed to understanding how people will use your app, how it could add benefit to their lives, and to solving problems people never knew they had, then designing a useful and successful app is well within your reach.


While today’s consumers expect a quality and high-end interface as standard for both platforms, ultimately, it’s the usability and function of a website or app that determines its success or failure. To put it simply, if a user cannot figure out a way to complete a task in a relatively short amount of time, then they will probably leave empty-handed and be unlikely to return.


Understanding the way a consumer uses a website has never been more important, but the advent of the mobile age has presented designers with a fresh set of challenges and considerations. Web design has taught us much about the importance of the user journey, but the simple fact that the cell (mobile) phone is handheld and rarely out of eyeshot means much of what we’ve learned needs to be adapted.




Usability is key to determining the success of both a website or a mobile app. The user must be able to grasp and carry out the primary function in a short amount of time.





The rise of the cell phone has taken the principles of web design and turned them on their head.


Sitting Pretty


Though the internet has never slept, using it was generally confined to the home, office, or cafes that offered an internet connection. Usually seated and with both hands free, the web user explored the internet via a screen, a keyboard, and a mouse, discovering information before they left the home, office, or cafe via a wired or wireless connection.


Savvy designers understand the science behind the way consumers view a web page, where they look first, and where to place things to keep tasks simple. As most people would view the design sitting and facing a monitor, web designers could take a lot of things for granted. Menus with mouse-activated drop-downs became commonplace; menu bars were placed at the top of the screen for easy viewing and navigation. Flash was also used extensively throughout. Web controls such as radio buttons and drop-down menus evolved from the inputs used by computers, such as a mouse and keyboard. Cell phones don’t have these inputs, so they need a new set of interface controls. Likewise, Flash isn’t supported by iOS, so web designers need to rethink this practice. While people will browse a full website from the comfort of their desk, mobile access can happen anywhere, at any time. Whether standing or sitting, whether on the couch or walking through a busy airport, the sheer number of ways we use our cell phone introduces the designer to a new set of rules and design consequences.





How We Access the Web Via Mobile


With over 1.8 billion of the world’s four billion cell phones now a smartphone, mobile saturation is at an all-time high. Increasingly, consumers are using their cell phones as their first port of call to access the internet, with mobile access predicted to overtake desktop access by 2015 (Microsoft Tag, 2013).
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As mobile popularity continues on the upward trajectory, the majority of businesses now have a mobile strategy in place. Facebook creator Mark Zuckerburg went as far as to say that as of 2013, his social network is now a “mobile first, mobile best” company. At the very least, web designers are creating mobile or “responsive” websites. A mobile site is generally considered to be the first step in creating a mobile presence, and, with the exception of games and apps such as Instagram, few apps are created without a company or brand having a website in place first.




THIS ACCESS TAKES FOUR MAIN FORMS:


1   Users access the desktop version of a website via the decidedly smaller phone screen: Clunky and with long load times, this type of access eats up a user’s data allowance and can provide an irritating and long-winded experience. Users must pinch to zoom in to the action, and buttons are designed for a mouse click, not a stubby finger.


2   The mobile site/application: The mobile application takes two main forms. The first and more prominent is the responsive website. Designed to make browsing easier and quicker, the mobile site displays the same content as the website with the design automatically modified to suit the device it’s being used on. Updating the desktop site will result in the same changes on a mobile screen. HTML5 responsive sites cannot currently use all of the device’s functions, but can use the camera, accelerometer, and GPS.


The second is the dedicated mobile web application. Optimized for mobile use, a dedicated mobile site is very similar to a desktop website, but generally omits many of the features for a faster experience, almost a “website-lite.” Users can also download a shortcut button for their phone. These exist entirely online. Without an internet connection, it is not possible to interact with the application. Benefits of this type of app for the developer include being able to update the look, feel, and content whenever they feel the need. This type of app cannot use the phone’s native functions, except for those built using HTML5, which can use the camera and GPS.


3   Connecting through a native application: Built specifically for the device, a native application runs physically on the phone it’s installed on. This is the type we’ll be dealing with in this book. Native applications can use the phone’s functions, such as the camera and GPS, and most content and functions can be accessed without an internet connection. Native iOS apps are developed/written using the programming language Objective-C, while Android apps are developed/written in Java. To update a native app, users must download a new version through stores such as iTunes or Google Play. Unless the app has a built-in content management system, iOS developers must submit all changes to their app through the App Store and receive approval from Apple before it gets released.


4   The hybrid application: This type of application blurs the lines between web-based and native applications. Primarily it’s a web-based app that uses programming language HTML5, but is wrapped in an Objective-C, native app shell (see programming languages). This means that it can access the device’s primary functions. This type of app is relatively new to the party and noticeably slower than its native counterpart, though developers aren’t discounting its potential for dominance in the future.
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How App Design Differs From Web Design


What are the key design differentiators between the two? As with web design, good mobile design has user experience at its core, so the consumer journey is just as important as the visual aspect. However, the way we consume mobile content is different. While a responsive web layout or web-based applications can offer users a static navigation, native applications offer a more interactive experience. The ability to pinch, swipe, and tap your way through a site instead of clicking or pushing buttons heavily influences the design and layout.


One Hand Can Be Better Than Two


As its very core, the word mobile suggests its users are just that. Applications that can be used single-handed offer benefits for consumers on the move. Allowing people to access their connecting train time while traversing a busy platform is preferable to a web-based app that requires both hands. The thumb is used almost exclusively during one-handed browsing, and designers must take this into consideration, keeping controls localized to the average thumb’s reach. Placing buttons or menu bars at the top of an application as you would with many websites would mostly be a mistake in the world of app development, creating a jerky and strained journey for the user.


Similarly, functionality found too close to the device’s edge can be difficult to tap precisely and should be avoided. Buttons also need to be of average fingertip or thumb size; Apple recommends a minimum of 88 pixels in height or width for the retina screen. Anything smaller becomes fiddly and can make function accessibility a hassle for the consumer. Controls always need to be kept below where the action is, otherwise the user won’t be able to see what they’re up to onscreen.
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Size Matters


When it comes to app design, size definitely matters. Browsing on the move, users don’t want a hefty chunk of their data allowance eaten up by unnecessary images and functions. It’s also worth noting that iOS apps upwards of 100MB can only be downloaded via a WI-FI connection—even if you’ve downloaded via your computer, the app will only appear on your phone when you’re connected to WI-FI. Apps below the threshold can be downloaded over 3G connections; more desirable for the likes of travel-based apps you might not have known you’d need.


Less is More, but More is More


“Feature creep,” adding new features to software to the detriment of the original concept or ease of use, is another concern for the app designer. An app overloaded with functions can be overwhelming for the user, more so than with website design as the real estate is infinitely smaller. Like websites, apps don’t come with instruction manuals and the consumer must know almost intuitively how to use them. Designers must keep the context in which the app will be used in mind, at all times, ensuring that excess information is trimmed back. However, context is key. Restaurants that host their full menu on their website, but decide to leave it out of their app for a streamlined experience are missing a trick. Through not fully exploring the context in which their users will utilize their app, they miss out a vital component in what their users need.
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An app that sticks to its primary objective gets to the point and the information quickly, with minimum effort on the user’s part, rendering itself the very definition of useful.


It’s important to note that though some features are likely to be omitted from a mobile site, the extra phone functions on offer to the app designer could, and perhaps should, result in an app that does more than the mobile site. From personal scrapbooks in shopping apps to barcode scanners, great app designers integrate the phone’s functionality into their design.





Typing is Tedious


Web designers have the luxury of end users with access to a full keyboard. Typing on a mobile is both time-consuming and trying; designers must ensure that any data collection requires the bare minimum of effort. A considerate designer would also ensure that the relevant keyboard (letters/numbers/symbols) appears for the task in hand. Users with an iPhone 5s or above enjoy the benefits of a fingerprint scanner. Housing up to five fingerprint scans on the phone, users can use their fingerprint to buy content or access functions without the need to type.


Explore the Extra Features


One of the exciting elements of app development is the wealth of features the phone offers. The camera, calendar, GPS tracking, and microphone can all add depth and further functionality to an idea in a way that can’t be achieved with web design. The accelerometer, a sensor which uses tilts, swings, rotation, and motion gestures to control some aspect of the phone, adds an extra dimension to game controls in titles such as Doodle Jump. It can be employed to great effect replacing a button, with a great example of this being the “ignore call” function, in which iPhone users simply put their phone face down to forward the call to voicemail. Good app functionality is designed around these features, rather than using them as add-ons.
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Unlike web designers, app designers have access to extra features that are part of the phone’s hardware, such as the camera. Good apps make use of these effectively.





Art Imitates Life


The use of fingers, hands, and motion to control your app has led many designers to employ skeuomorphism—where a design feature, noise, or texture mimicking a real-world artifact (say the lined pages of a notepad or a camera’s click) is used to make the functionality or look of an application more familiar or visually appealing. The technique can be employed to make the application easier to use: as it becomes more similar to real-world objects, how to use it becomes more obvious.


However, iOS 7 swerved dramatically away from the use of skeuomorphs, with a greater focus on clean and simple, two-dimensional graphics and interfaces. Some skeuomorphism remains, in apps such as iBooks, which still features wooden shelves that books are rested on.
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At Apposing, we favor the native app for the majority of our applications. With constant updates to operating systems and mobile functionality, it’s the native application that remains at the forefront of mobile advancement. Without immediate access to unique features, hybrid applications are always playing catch-up to their native counterparts and currently offer a much slower experience for the user. It’s the creation of the native application that we’ll be exploring in this book.








Characteristics of a Successful App Designer




SUCCESSFUL APP DESIGNERS SHARE A SET OF COMMON TRAITS:


They keep it simple: When it comes to app design, it’s best to let your app’s primary function shine through. If you can get away with removing a stage of a process, do it. Simplicity is key, and your app’s users will thank you for it.


They’re thoughtful: By putting yourself in your app user’s shoes, not only will you get a better understanding of the process and pitfalls associated with it, you might find an opportunity to make your app stand out. The British Gas application solved a problem many users weren’t aware they had. The user journey took into consideration the way that people would use the application. With the majority of gas and electric meters in the UK housed in dark cupboards or basements, the simple addition of a torch to the meter reading screen made a monthly task significantly easier, and ensured that users returned to the app, continually exposing themselves to the app’s other functions and learning more about the brand’s services.


They’re unique: There are around a million apps in the App Store, with more than a billion having been released since the App Store opened. According to analyst house Canalys, just 25 developers took home half of all app revenue from the two dominant U.S. app stores, Apple’s App Store and Google Play, over a 20-day period in November 2012. If you want to stand a chance of your app being discovered, never mind successful, you’ll have to battle against similar apps with almost identical keywords (something we’ll explore in chapter nine). The only way you can ensure that yours stands out (huge marketing budget aside!) is to make it the only one of its kind. Or, if you’re improving on an existing app, make sure you add your own stamp. Find the factor that sets your app apart from the rest and build on it.


They’re approachable: If you’re going to be using an app daily, a condescending tone, boring voice, or sickly color scheme can lead you to press delete before the app has been integrated into your life. A fun, friendly, and efficient app will win over the hearts of users quicker than one that tries to be superior.


They’re interested and interesting: If you don’t take the time to fully understand how people could use your app then you’re missing a trick. Great product design stems from extensive research. The developers watch how people interact with products and their environment, noting the order in which they do things and the problems they come up against. Good app design should do the same. If you can’t be interested in your chosen field then your app will almost certainly not be useful or interesting.
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