
Sarah James | @apollo_ux #WCPHX 

The Art of the Custom Admin Interface

Sarah James   |   Senior UX Designer



#WCPHX Sarah James | @apollo_ux

WordPress core is great, but…

Why should you care?



#WCPHX Sarah James | @apollo_ux

WordPress core is great, but…

Why should you care?

Every project has unique business and content 
needs. Pairing these with user needs creates 

delightful experiences.



#WCPHX Sarah James | @apollo_ux

WordPress core is great, but…

Why should you care?

Every project has unique business and content 
needs. Pairing these with user needs creates 

delightful experiences.

In other words, don’t just slap some shit together 
and call it good. You’re better than that. 
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The Process, Broken Down

Step 1:  Identify Requirements 
Step 2: Create Rapid Mockups 
Step 3: Review & Weigh Ideas 
Step 4: Research LOE & Existing Solutions 
Step 5: Decide and Implement
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A well-meaning client needs a website for their food 
blog. The site will need sections for items such as 

recipes or menu options. According to them, this is a 
pretty simple, straight-forward build.

An Everyday Scenario
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Plugins are great, but have limitations. Before 
choosing a solution, let’s start by fully 

understanding the problem space.
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Step 1: Identify Requirements
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Define the problem to move beyond the 
superficial and get to the heart of the issue we 

are trying to solve.

Begin by Understand the Problem Space
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How to Define a Problem

• The 5 Whys 

• Defining who, what, where, when, & why 

• User stories 

• Mad-lib style problem statements
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Fully understanding content elements and what 
authors need will assist in finding a solution. 

Gather Requirements
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Defining Requirements

• Content  Modeling 

• Foundational Architecture 

• Task Model 

• Content Auditing (current site & future state)  

• Define Key User Tasks & Goals



Before the build, your client 
has provided you with either 
designed comps or high 
fidelity wireframes. This is the 
blueprint you have to begin 
creating the WP-Admin.

Back to Our Well-
Meaning Client

RECIPE OVERVIEW 
• Prep Time 
• Cook Time 
• Serving # 
• Ready Time

FEATURED IMAGE



CATEGORY

PAGE TITLE

SUBHEAD

RELATED CONTENT

BODY COPY



INGREDIENTS

DIRECTIONS



NEWSLETTER

COMMENTS

DYNAMICALLY 
GENERATED RELATED 
CONTENT
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Ideas for Defining Requirements

a.k.a: The UX Deliverables
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Content Models 
This exercise audits and documents 
content types and requirements, creates 
taxonomy categories, and maps how 
content is organized. 

Tools

Google Sheets

Excel Spreadsheets

LucidChart
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Tools

Draw.io

LucidChart

Foundational Architecture 
Foundational architecture is a visual 
diagram that maps and defines content 
types and their relationships within the 
WordPress site. This is more foundational 
and usually less detailed than a content 
model diagram.

Axure

http://draw.io
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Task Model 
This exercise is a visual representation of 
each task a user can accomplish on a 
webpage or admin interface. The purpose 
is to map out both typical use cases and 
edge cases and note their 
interrelationships with each other.

Tools

Draw.io

Sketch

Adobe Illustrator

http://draw.io
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Almost no content model survives its first touch.  
Revisions will happen…  

…but now that we understand the content, let’s 
see how to best organize it in the WP-Admin.
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Step 2: Create Rapid Mockups



#WCPHX Sarah James | @apollo_ux

tBut, Sarah, I don’t have time for this!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VPbjSnZnWP0 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VPbjSnZnWP0
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Creating rapid prototypes allows you to fail 
early fast — which is much cheaper than failing 

late and over budget. 
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Pen & Paper
Use a napkin, burrito wrapper, coaster...anything to start drawing. Create 

multiple iterations with very little level of effort.

#WCPHX Sarah James | @apollo_ux
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But, Sarah, I’m not a designer!

If you can draw this:
Then you can draw 

wireframes!And this:
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Start with the Basics
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Use WordPress Core Elements as a Foundation
This includes (but is not limited to)…

Meta Boxes

Text Areas

Drag & Drop

Buttons

Helper Text

Dropdown Menus

Publish Meta Box Layout Customizer

Modals

Tables
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Digital Tools
Wireframe tools provide higher fidelity mockups and interaction 

states. They can better illustrate intention to your teams.
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But, Sarah, I don’t even know 
where to begin and it will take 
too long to start from scratch!
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But, Sarah, I don’t even know 
where to begin and it will take 
too long to start from scratch!

Don’t worry, I have you covered!
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10up has created a Sketch template for 
rapid prototypes of WordPress admin 
interfaces and includes 32+ wireframes of 
WP core screens. 

This free resource is available on GitHub 
here:  

https://github.com/10up/SketchPress 

(SVG files of individual components are 
also here)

WP-Admin Wireframes 
for Sketch!

https://youtu.be/Z11-Vdh08cg

https://github.com/10up/SketchPress
https://youtu.be/Z11-Vdh08cg
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Back to Our Well-Meaning Client

After creating a requirements document, and fully 
understanding the design problem, we decide 
creating a custom post type for food is needed.



https://youtu.be/jKnsynUW5mo

Video can be found here:

https://youtu.be/jKnsynUW5mo
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Step 3: Review & Weigh Ideas
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What if there isn’t a clear direction?

• Review the problem statement again: how well 

does XX solution work to solve this problem?

• Is it feasible? If not, can you make it feasible?

• Is it exciting, interesting, daring?

• Can you contribute it to the community? 
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Step 4: Research LOE & Existing Solutions
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Okay…now can I research existing solutions, right?
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Resources for Implementation

• Is there a preexisting solution?

• Examples include plugins, advanced custom 

fields, and page builders / shortcode. 

• Make it custom.

• Collaborate with others — can you partner with 

other engineers to create a mutual solution?
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Step 5: Decide and Implement
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A Few Examples for Inspiration
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Go Beyond Core
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The Process, Broken Down

Step 1:  Identify Requirements 
Step 2: Create Rapid Mockups 
Step 3: Review & Weigh Ideas 
Step 4: Research LOE & Existing Solutions 
Step 5: Decide and Implement

RECAP



Thanks!

Sarah James   |   Senior UX Designer  |  10up

@apollo_ux




