Understanding mobile and tablet use of your website
(Written in Sept 2013)

Summary
People are increasingly using a growing number of diverse mobile devices to access
and use websites, which are changing their needs and behaviours. To ensure your
web services are increasingly relevant for this growing form of use, it is essential that
you understand these changing audience demands.
This guide details practical tips for finding out how visitors to your website are using
mobile phones and tablets to access and use it. It will provide you with a better
understanding of how to gather evidence about device-specific user behaviour on
your website, when you need to do something about it and what you should be
considering when planning your response to this audience behaviour.

Key learning outcomes:


How to use the basic features of Google Analytics to gather evidence of mobile usage of
your website and to check trends such as greater uptake of mobile access



How you can use web usage data to identify the proportions of people accessing your
content from mobiles and tablets and how this varies across different types of content
and features on your site



An introduction to how external referrals to your site vary depending on the type of
mobile device being used and, in particular, the relatively high importance of social
media referrals as a proportion of mobile traffic, compared to desktop traffic



A greater understanding of how the physical and technical characteristics of mobile
devices affect user-behaviour.

Why is this important?
The range of technology available to access the web is getting increasingly diverse. Visitors’
behaviours are affected by the changing technical characteristics of individual devices; such
as screen size, battery life, cost of their data allowance, weight, and methods of input (e.g.
phones moving from keypads to touch-screens). They will use certain types of web content
and services differently when mobile, whilst other factors such as social activity and division
of leisure time can have profound effects.
This guide is an introduction to understanding how mobile devices affect the way people
access and use your website. It will help you develop your web services to adapt to the
changing needs of the visitor, by considering the content and features that you offer and
how they are delivered to adapt to these changing needs.
People’s behaviour on the web depends on how they access it. You can no longer assume
your website will be accessed from a desktop computer, but from an increasingly large and
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diverse range of mobile devices. This guide looks at the two most important groups of
mobile devices currently in use: web-enabled smart phones and tablets.
Throughout the text, “mobile devices” is used to mean any type of web-enabled portable
consumer device. The term “mobile” is used to mean a touch screen smartphone, typically a
few inches wide. “Tablet” is used to describe a keyboard-less touch-enabled device with a
larger screen, typically between seven and ten inches measured diagonally. See Glossary for
further terms.

Who is this resource for?
Primarily staff working in public services organisations providing cultural and knowledgebased services, such as museums, arts centres, theatres and similar.
It will be most useful for people responsible for developing front-facing web services, such
as website managers, content editors and producers, marketing visitor-services and
customer-relations staff. It may also be useful for staff who manage information resources
such as image and library databases that are published to the web in semi-automated ways.
E.g. for products, events or catalogues.
This guide focusses on Google Analytics and how to use its features to discover mobile
trends. It is recommended that you also identify and explore other sources of web user data.
For example, your ticketing websites may contain data about mobile sales that you could
correlate with your general web traffic data. Similarly qualitative evidence from users about
their mobile usage in respect of your services may be drawn via feedback forms, surveys
comments and emails.

Written by Andrew Lewis in collaboration with Culture24

Identifying user behaviour using data from web analytics tools
Web analytics tools can provide valuable information about the proportions of
users on mobile devices and the type of devices being used (as well as their
screen sizes and operating systems that will allow you to distinguish types of
device). Here we will be considering Google Analytics, but the principles of
enquiry apply to any analytics tool.
Two key areas of consideration are:
1. How can you distinguish which mobile devices your web audiences are
using?
2. What they are doing when accessing your site via this device?
Distinguishing between desktop, tablet and mobile users
In Google Analytics, the ‘Mobile’ reports distinguishes mobile from desktop and
tablet users. This is the simplest starting point when looking at how your
audiences are accessing your website.

This image shows the Mobile Overview Report detailing the breakdown of
desktop v mobile v tablet access. If you re-run the report for a number of months,
you can see what the change in proportional usage is over time.
The Devices Report has a number of ways of breaking down the data, making it
a much more powerful tool for understanding which devices your web audiences
are using. These are called Primary Dimensions in Google Analytics and include
Device Information (e.g. Apple iPad, Apple iPhone, Samsung S3, etc.), Mobile
Device Branding (e.g. Apple, Samsung, HTC, Nokia) and even Mobile Input
Detector (e.g. touchscreen, clickwheel, joystick etc.)
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In this example, the Operating System dimension is selected, showing Apple’s
iOS as the clear leader. The top right box highlights the year-on-year comparison.
This is shown as two pie charts in the bottom right. In this case, it shows that
Android has increased from 15% to 20% of users.
Tip: this sort of trend is something to look out for, as a potential trigger for action.
In this case, knowing that 20% of your audiences use Android would certainly
mean you should be checking your website functions as expected on Android
devices. By using the Device Information dimension, you could even prioritise
which devices to check (in this example mainly Samsung S3 and S4 models).
Another useful dimension is Screen Resolution, which will tell you the screen
width people are using. Screen resolution is an indicator of the actual device
screen size. Screen size is one of the most important factors affecting web page
lay out for a mobile device. Small screens can only fit so much information and so
layout and content design for mobile phones in particular is crucial. This is why
screen width-detection is usually the factor used to trigger varying layouts
within mobile-responsive websites.
Tip: knowing that many people are using a 320pixel wide screen can help you
design the layout of content and navigation of a mobile display that will meet the
needs of most visitors using a phone, regardless of make or model.
Checking which content is used most on mobiles and tablets
Once you know the proportion of access via mobiles or tablets and have checked
for trends, you can then drill down to look at exactly which content and features
are being accessed via these devices. This will help you prioritise any changes
you may need to make to your site.
A key way of exploring this via Google Analytics is to use its Segments facility
(for more detailed information about the value and use of this facility please
refer to the Google Analytics Segments resource of this Audience Finder Guide).
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The Advanced Segments feature of Google Analytics is a powerful way of filtering
data into subsets. There are default segments for ‘Mobile’, ‘Tablet’, ‘Mobile and
Tablet’ and ‘Tablet and Desktop’. These allow you to quickly find out how usage
from mobile devices varies across different parts of your site.
A simple starting point is to check the most visited content from mobiles and
then from tablets. If you wish to review your site for mobile or tablet usability,
this is a quick and easy way to prioritise where to start investigating.
To explore this first in connection to mobiles, go to Advanced Segments, select
the Mobile Traffic advanced segment and apply it.
Once the segment is applied, you can then use the standard All Pages Report
found under Content > Site Content > All Pages.

In this example can see that the top ten pages from a mobile (over a year) are the
home page, the main current exhibitions page, pages associated with two major
exhibitions and various pages about visiting. This is perhaps unsurprising as the
home page is the brand landing page, major exhibitions tend to be well
promoted, and if you want to see them, you need information to visit the
building.
To then explore content usage in respect of tablets, simply change the Advanced
Segment from Mobile Traffic to Tablet Traffic.
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This example show the top ten pages from a tablet. The content pages accessed
are mostly the same, but additionally the ‘What’s On’ page and the ‘Website
Search’ page are now fourth and eighth.
This simple exercise shows there are popular content pages common to both
mobiles and tablets. These include the home page, exhibition pages and visitorinformation pages. This would indicate common motivations from audiences
accessing the website from both types of devices such as finding out about
popular exhibitions and how to visit.
However, although the motivation are similar, the behaviour differs. Tablet
visitors are using the ‘what’s on’ feature and the site-search. These are not
simple page browsing features. They are both predominantly search-based
features.
All we really know from this is that ‘What’s On’ and ‘ Website Search’ are used
proportionately more on a tablet than a mobile phone, but this information is
just a starting point from which more informed investigation can be undertaken.
The data may suggest that a different page layout is affecting the behaviour. This
could be tested by changing menu positions and looking for changes in usage.
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These two images show different page layouts within a responsive display. The
same page is displayed differently depending on screen width. The first image
show the position of navigation features on the mobile layout (with navigation
expanded) and the second image details the tablet layout.
One line of investigation could be to change navigation position or wording and
then observe any change in behaviour.
However it may be something else entirely. For example, it may be that on a
small screen mobile phone it is simply harder to type into search boxes and
people browse more just because it’s easier. This could be tested through user
observation sessions to explore how audiences use these features.
Looking deeper with Custom Advanced Segments
Your site is unique in its content and how that content is displayed. This means
that to get the most useful data, you will need to segment user-activity data in
ways specific to your site. For this you can create Custom Segment’ of your
own. This is a powerful tool within Google Analytics and fairly simple to use with
a little practice
(Again for more detailed information about Custom Segments including how to
set them up please refer to Google Analytics Segments resource of this Audience
Finder Guide).
In this example, a segment to check exhibition pages is being created, using the
option: Include > Page > Begins with > “/content/exhibition/” where
“/content/exhibition/” is the web page path to the exhibition section.
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It is worth noting that Advanced Segments is a way to segment visits and is not a
page-content filter. So in this example, it will show you all the visits where a page
starting with www.vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/ was visited. If you look

under a content report, you will however still see pages that do not start with
/content/exhibitions/ which may have been viewed within the same visit.
If you create more than one segment in this way, you can use standard mobile
traffic reports to compare visits that included key areas of the site. In the

In the following example, segments were created in this way and applied for the
Exhibitions pages and the Visit Us pages. They were then applied to the standard
Mobiles Report discussed previously (see the Google Analytics Segments
resource of this Audience Finder Guide to see how to apply segments). This then
allows us to compare the number of visits to each of these pages between
desktop, mobile and tablet users.
The data from this segment shows that the proportional traffic from tablets is
about the same at 12.2% for Exhibitions and 12.5% for Visit Us. However the
proportion of visits to Visit Us pages from mobiles is markedly higher at 21.8%,
compared to 14.9% going to Exhibitions pages.

Using data to see how much people are actually using mobile devices within very
specific page groupings allows you to discover areas of high traffic from mobiles
and take action knowing it will help a large proportion of visitors.
In this case, an obvious action to take would be to review the content and
wording on the Visit Us pages to see how it reads on a small screen. For example,
it could be checked for excessively lengthy text, too many images or whether
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page navigation forces visitors to go to separate pages (e.g. opening hours and
directions may be on separate pages).
Navigating between pages can be tricky on a smartphone because links can be
difficult to use on a touch screen. For a page about finding directions, it is not
unreasonable to assume that quite a people will want to view it whilst actually
on their way to your venue. They could even be using a phone one-handed,
which will make link navigation very difficult.
Possible actions might include combining several pages to create a single
scrollable page, as scrolling is easier than following links on a smartphone.
Although the most benefit would be to mobile phone users, it would probably
also help tablet users too, as even on a tablet scrolling is generally easier than
link-navigation.
The data shows that mobile and tablet users combined represent 34.3% of
people accessing the visitor information pages and therefore there is a
potentially large benefit to creating a single scrollable Visit Us page. It may also
be that as well as minimising the number of pages, simply making the descriptive
text at the top of the page shorter and more succinct will also help. This is an
example of mobile-first user-focussed design in practice.
How social media referrals vary by device
So far, the use of analytics data has been discussed in terms of how it be used to
change either page content or display and layout, such as navigation. It can also
be used to understand the differences in traffic from social media sites.
A simple test within Google Analytics is to use the Referrals Report under Traffic
Sources, combined with the Advanced Segments for All Traffic, Mobile Traffic
and Tablet Traffic.
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In this example, the proportional significance of various referring sites to the
main website is markedly different on mobiles and tablets compared to overall
traffic.
For example, on mobile phones, Facebook and Twitter alone make up 32.7% of
all traffic referrals to the site. The corresponding proportion of Facebook and
Twitter referrals for the site as a whole is just 13.71%. This reflects the high use
of mobiles to access social media sites.
In this example, tablets have the highest proportion of traffic comparatively from
Pinterest (5.77% compared to 3.04% of all traffic and 2.99% of mobile) and
Wikipedia (4.09%, compared to 3.78% of all traffic and a negligible .05% of
mobile). This data may indicate that tablets are being used more for leisurely
browsing in ways that mobiles are not. Further deeper analysis of userbehaviour in respect of this may be required, possibly following up with user
testing and feedback.
Tip: this analysis is about social media referral traffic to your site, but this may not
necessarily be as significant as direct activity on your offsite social media
destinations (e.g. actually on your Facebook pages).
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Drawing upon broader information to supplement your analytics related findings
The statistical examples outlined here are deliberately simplistic. They are
intended to demonstrate some simple ways to explore your site traffic data for
evidence of mobile device use. This data reflects mobile behaviour on your site. It
can help you understand how you might rethink your web content and layout as
mobile devices change the nature of how people access the web.
The impact of mobile technology on usability and social behaviour
But to make meaningful changes that will help your visitors, you also need to
begin to understand how people are using mobile phones and tablets in their
everyday lives. This involves considering how people communicate and interact
over the mobile web and how physical characteristics of devices affect use. For
example screen size may be a significant factor in determining how much
content people will read, or how long they will bother trying to navigate.
The impact of mobile technology upon usability and social behaviour are big
subjects beyond the scope of this guide, but it is recommended that you consider
drawing upon this knowledge to supplement the detailed and specific insights
derived from your analytical investigations. Some ways to find out more are
suggested in the ‘Further Information’ section of this resource.
Thinking like a visitor
As well as seeking to understand more deeply the broader changing behaviours
of your audiences as a result of mobile devices, it would also be useful to
examine more deeply their motivations for visiting your site. To better do this, it
is useful to try to think like they do.
One simple, but useful way is through ‘user stories’, which are used in agile
development. They are structured sentences that generally follow this pattern:
"As a <role>, I want <goal/desire> so that <benefit>"

The following user story is an example to demonstrate how you can this model
to consider visitor information and its prominence upon your website:
“As a <a busy parent thinking about taking my kids for a cultured day out this
weekend>, I want <to be able to quickly check on my mobile what an organisation
has to offer> so that <I can easily compare several places I am considering, make
my mind up about how good this venue is and how much hassle it might entail, so I
can decide where I might take them.>”
Having this story in mind would help you keep focus when writing page content
on visitor pages. It needs to sell the venue as appealing, give enough details to
assess the practicalities, but do all that briefly enough to be assessed quickly on a
mobile phone, as it is competing for attention with other venues being
considered.
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Key considerations when understanding mobile and tablet use of your website
Outlined below are some simple points to consider when trying to understand
mobile and tablet web activity. Not all of these have been covered in detail within
this resource, but are useful to refer to as some general pointers for further
consideration.


Consider mobile in terms of lifestyle. How do mobile devices get used in real
life and in what scenarios?



Mobile usage is not the same as tablet use



Mobile and tablet use is affected by physical characteristics of the devices
(e.g. screen size), financial factors (e.g. data tariffs), type of web content (e.g.
image browsing may be more likely on a wireless tablet than a phone) and
general behaviour (e.g. phones are typically carried everywhere, but tablets
are not)



Mobile and tablets are the current trend, but keep watching for all emerging
trends (e.g. “phablets”, webTV, or changes in popularity of operating
systems)



Making sensible connections between data is important. If you know from
one source that you make £1000 in a day from tickets sales and you know
from separate statistics that you have 20% mobile visits, it does not mean
you make £200 from mobile sales, unless you can track across the two
resources



Google Analytics changes quite often. Its menus and feature vary over time.
This means some data cannot be compared directly with historic data as the
counting method has changed.



Usage data from statistics will help you to identify behaviour trends and to
prioritise where to review content and features, but sometimes you also need
to do user testing to make useful sense of it



Do not get too fixated on the absolute numbers of visits. Also look at
proportions, spikes and trends



Find out about responsive displays and your options for changing your
website if it is not yet mobile-optimised and responsive



Transactional features on your site are often delivered using website that are
separate systems from your main content management system. You need to
also similarly check how much they get accessed, and how usable they are,
from mobiles and tablets. This is especially important for organisations that
rely heavily on web based income-generating transactions such as product
sales or ticket bookings
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Further information

Social trends in web access via emerging devices
Behaviour evolves. As a service developer, you need to keep up to date on social
trends in how people access the web.
National survey sites are very useful, but beware: web usage is something that is
not always reported consistently. In particular, figures for emerging devices like
smart phones and tablets will not have been recorded historically or may have
been combined with older feature phones. (Google Analytics also historically did
not readily distinguish mobile phones from tablets). Statistics from your own
country are most likely to help you immediately. Global trends can be very
different to local ones.
Here is an example of the sort of useful data you can get. This is from the UK
Office for National Statistics:

UK Office for National Statistics. Statistical bulletin: Internet Access Households and Individuals. 2013
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/rdit2/internet-access---households-andindividuals/2013/stb-ia-2013.html
This is data from the full report here…
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/publications/re-referencetables.html?edition=tcm%3A77-316654
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General technology websites are very useful to keep up to date with trends.
These examples are from Guardian Technology:
Guardian Technology. Trends in use of Android operating system. 2013
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/appsblog/2013/aug/20/samsungandroid-flurry-smartphones-tablets-study
Guardian Technology. Smartphones outselling standard phones. 2013
http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2013/aug/14/smartphonessamsung-apple-iphone-basic-handsets
Market research data is often expensive, but the report summaries used in press
releases to sell the full reports often has useful free information about trends in
it. Here are some examples:
Gartner. Smartphones outsell featurephones thanks to Android. 14 August
2013
http://m.gsmarena.com/gartner_smartphones_outsell_dumbphones_thanks_to_a
ndroid-news-6572.php
Canalys. Half a billion PCs to ship in 2013 as tablet sales rocket. 11 June
2013.
http://www.canalys.com/newsroom/half-billion-pcs-ship-2013-tablet-salesrocket

Professional communities
While published information and research reports are very useful, they tend to
lag behind change, especially academic research and may be too far out of date to
rely upon for service development. It is highly recommended to join up with
professional communities who discuss technology to keep up with the pace of
change.
Community discussion lists are usually the best place for getting group help on a
topic. Ask a question and people will often reply and bounce ideas off other
people’s replies. Seeing several opinions on one subject is extremely useful to get
a broad perspective.
Details of museum and library professional communities are supplied here as
these are the primary networks used by the author. Most of these have tips that
are useful in other cultural organisations. However you should also explore and
tap into your own niche professional communities.
The UK Museums Computer Group has an active discussion list with over 1000
members working in digital.
UK Museums Computer Group (MCG) website.
http://museumscomputergroup.org.uk/
UK Museums Computer Group (MCG) discussion list.
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A0=mcg
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In the US, the Museum Computer Network is a very active community of museum
technical professionals.
Museum Computer Network (MCN) website.
http://www.mcn.edu/
Museum Computer Network (MCN) mailing list.
http://www.mcn.edu/mcn-l
Museums and the Web is a US annual conference and often features papers and
sessions about mobile web. These are available for free online. For example:
Museums and the Web. Mobile Parade. 2011
http://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2011/session/mobile_parade
This SlideShare presentation is from a 2013 Museums and the Web session
about re-designing the Rijksmuseum website for tablet users.
Paul Stork. MW2013 Mobile Parade presentation – Rijksmuseum.nl. 20
April 2013
http://www.slideshare.net/fabriquenl/mw2013-mobile-parade-paul-storkfabrique-20130420
Agencies like Pocket Proof conduct and publish research into mobile:
Loic Tallon. Mobile Strategy in 2013. An analysis of the annual Museums
and Mobile survey.
http://www.museums-mobile.org/survey/

Google Analytics help
Google Analytics is easy to use, but like all stats packages, it is worth taking the
time to understand how it captures data and what it is really telling you. Google
IQ is a set of video tutorials. Note that the layout of Analytics changes frequently,
so sometimes these are slightly out of date, but still very useful.
Google IQ.
http://www.google.co.uk/analytics/iq.html
The Analytics blog is useful for news and developments, but can be a bit
technical
Google Analytics Blog.
http://analytics.blogspot.co.uk/
Google’s Custom URL Builder is a way to create tracking URLs. This is a powerful
and simple tool. It allows you to test the effectiveness of links. It can be used to
test if images or links in the body of in pages are effective.
Google Analytics Support. Custom URL Builder.
https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/1033867?hl=en-GB
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Glossary
(NB – written in 2013 - all descriptions here will seem laughably quaint
within a short period of time…)
Mobile device
Any type of web-enabled portable consumer device. This is not a definition so
much as a convenient way of thinking about the portable electronic equipment
we carry with us. In service-design, it is useful to consider how the ubiquitous
portable computing and digital communication devices we own, are affecting
how we live.
Tablet
A broad term used to mobile devices typically between seven and ten inches
wide (measured diagonally) and typically with a touch screen. Although tablet
PCs have been about for years, the term tablet really means devices like the iPad,
launched in 2010, which made pick up-and-go web access easy and more
importantly, pleasurable. The range of devices has since mutated with a large
number of sizes now available.
Smartphone
This is the pocket equivalent of a tablet. Smartphones are phones, but they are
designed primarily for web access. Globally, smartphones are now the highest
selling phone handset: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-23707341
Phablet
Phone + tablet = Phablet. A slightly facetious term to describe a hybrid device big
enough to use predominantly for web access, but still small enough to be
pocketable like a traditional phone.
Responsive display
A website that can detect the device that it is being accessed upon and react to
present a display optimised for that device. This is commonly used to describe
sites that adapt for small-screen mobile phone access but equally, responsive
could mean being able to adapt to other ways users’ access the web – e.g. a
display may need to expand to a very large screen on a web-enabled TV.
Desktop
A computer unit that sits on the desk is becoming decreasingly meaningful. It is
starting to mean any computer that is not a tablet or phone, but many “desktops”
are actually laptops.
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