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Download 
the fi les! >
All the fi les you 

need for this tutorial 

can be found at  http://

netm.ag.com/WP-240

  Knowledge needed  Intermediate PHP, CSS and HTML

  Requires  WordPress, text editor, capable browser

 Project time  1-2 hours

For many designers and developers, WordPress has become an 
invaluable asset for prototyping and creating products for clients. At 
the same time, most use-cases have been attempted and 

documented before. When we think about customising WordPress, we almost 
always think of themes. Through this powerful theming layer, we are able to 
create any type of website imaginable. This is also what the end user is 
exposed to. But what happens when users need to interact with the backend 
of WordPress.

In this tutorial, I’ll get you thinking about how you can customise the admin 
area of WordPress to help users become more productive. We’re not talking 
about adding your logo to the login screen, but about consolidating and 
optimising the user experience so we can make the end user genuinely enjoy 
the experience. That said, customising the admin area of WordPress can easily 
drain resources and distract you from your real goals. Therefore, it’s important 
to start with the easy wins and grow with the needs of your users. Let’s start!

Destroy
The admin area is littered with features and options, making it intimidating for 
anyone that is using it for the first time. Remember, first impressions matter. 
Your initial goal should always be to lean out the interface to the point that end 
users are comfortable with the navigation and don’t have to deal with any more 
screens then they are required to. 

For example, take your typical small business client. Do they need anything 
beyond managing its pages? Probably not. In order to funnel the experience 
towards the functionality it requires, let’s remove everything else.

A simple method of achieving this is by modifying the User Role. WordPress 
has a number of default role types ranging from Subscriber to Super Admin. 
For our small business owner, the best starting position would probably be the 
Author role. We’ll add a function that will retrieve the role and then modify 
it by adding and removing certain privileges. In the tutorial files (http://netm.
ag.com/WP-240), I’ve put all the code in a single plug-in. Even if you’re just 
starting out with PHP, the function is quite obvious as to what it’s doing:

WP customise customise 
the admin area
Customising the backend of WordPress can improve user experience and productivity. 
Noel Tock explains how to destroy, rebuild and conquer WP-Admin to meet user needs

 function change_author_capabilities() { 
     $role = get_role('author'); 
     $role->remove_cap('edit_published_posts'); 
     $role->remove_cap('publish_posts'); 
     $role->remove_cap('delete_published_posts'); 
     $role->remove_cap('edit_posts'); 
     $role->remove_cap('delete_posts'); 
     $role->add_cap('upload_files'); 
     $role->add_cap('edit_pages'); 
     $role->add_cap('edit_others_pages'); 
     $role->add_cap('edit_published_pages'); 
 } 
 add_action('admin_init', 'change_author_capabilities'); 

That’s already a great start on our mission towards a lean admin. While 
you’re coding, you may notice that the Dashboard and Media section are still 
visible. Let’s hide those too:

 function remove_menu_items() { 
    remove_menu_page('index.php'); 
    remove_menu_page('separator1');  
    remove_menu_page('upload.php'); 
 } 
 add_action('admin_menu', 'remove_menu_items'); 

Because we simply hid the Dashboard, users logging in will still get 
redirected to it. Let’s bring them straight to the Pages overview instead:

 function change_landing_page() { 
    return admin_url('edit.php?post_type=page'); 
 } 
 add_filter('login_redirect', 'change_landing_page'); 

Congratulations, you’ve just reduced client training from one hour to 15 
minutes. And because you’ve also made your client’s life easier, feel free to 
increase your rates too. 

To make a long story short, just because something comes packaged with 

Night and day A few lines of code can change the way your clients perceive and use 
WordPress to improve productivity and user experience

Frontend customiser Before WordPress had built this into its core, we brought 
design options to the front to provide a more fluid user experience

NET240.dev_word.indd   110 3/4/13   2:45 PM



            .net may 2013     111     next>

.net technique  backend

WordPress, doesn’t mean it will help you or your client. Get rid of the fluff and 
focus on client needs. 

Rebuild
There will come a point when your users will be managing more than just 

posts and pages. They’ll need to administer different types of content. Custom 
Post Types have allowed us to extend WordPress in ways that we hadn’t thought 
of before. I’ve dealt with creating UIs for everything, from transactions, food 
menus and even shelter animals up for adoption. While they’re all easy to 
spawn using Custom Post Types, the UI that’s displayed by default is not able 
to handle or understand the data hierarchy. If you respect your users, provide 
them with a relevant UI and not just metabox spaghetti.

For these custom post types, we don’t need to manipulate the post view 
CSS or the HTML through jQuery either. We’re far better off creating new pages 
within the admin area. It sounds a bit daunting, but it’s actually quite simple 
once your break down the pieces. Let’s assume our small business owner now 
wants to have a products section on his website where products can be easily 
managed from a single view. We start off by creating a new page where this 
custom UI will reside:
 
 function add_products_page() {  
     add_menu_page('Products', 'Products', 'edit_pages', 'cpt-products', 'create_  
     products_page' ,", 21);  
 }  
 add_action('admin_menu', 'add_products_page'); 

We’ll now want to fill this blank canvas with your new interface HTML. In this 
case, we’re going to let our user manage everything from a single page (you 
heard right, your user won’t have to click to open each product or post). This 
means the page will have a simple input form for new products while providing 

a few buttons to administer existing ones. Download the files (http://netm.
ag.com/WP-240) to see the full function. But the scaffolding will look like this:

 function create_products_page() { 
  ?> 
  <h2>Insert New Product</h2> 
  // Form (see files) 
  <h2>Administer Existing Products</h2> 
  // Post Query & Form (see files) 
  <?php 
 } 

You’re probably now wondering how you save any input made to these forms. 
This also isn’t too hard. Simply create a function that listens for POST data every 
time an admin page is initialised, like so:

 function catch_new_products() { 
     if ( isset($_POST['new_product'] ) == 'true') { 
         $new_post = array( 
             // Grab Data from POST (see files) 
         ); 
         wp_insert_post( $new_post ); 
         wp_redirect( wp_get_referer() ); 
         exit; 
     } 
 add_action('admin_init', 'catch_new_products'); 

So the function above checks if there’s POST data that matches the custom form 
we built before. If so, it then grabs the data and sticks it into a new post. 
It then redirects us to where we came from.  

 If you respect your users,  
 provide a relevant UI and  
 not just metabox spaghetti 

Case study: happytables
Happytables (www.happytables.com) is a SaaS I co-founded. It provides 
restaurants with the opportunity to create and manage websites. It’s all 
built on top of WordPress, but in our early releases it also still looked 
too much like WordPress. This set false expectations as users were often 
thinking of us as a ‘hosted WordPress’ solution. This meant they thought 
they could do things such as upload their own plug-ins or modify the 
theme files. In reality, we were moving towards trying to feel like a web 
application.

We removed lots of functionality, added in new features, heavily 
customised the look and feel, only to come full circle and realise that, if 
we want to create something that reflects our goals, we would need to 
detach ourselves from the default admin functionality. At this point we 
decided to create something entirely new.

We were able to put together a new admin layer that hooked into 
WordPress via a REST API, but only displayed exactly what we wanted 
it to. The entire sprint felt liberating and gave us a chance to exercise 
a ‘less is more’ approach, resulting in our ability to then highlight 
value over features. This is an important point as a traditional content 
management system will often pride itself in providing freedom and 
flexibility to the end user. With a solution such as happytables, we 
wanted to take out a lot of the guesswork to provide an experience 
requiring minimal input.

From a technical point of view, we implemented a new Dashboard 
theme into the main website, using a theme switcher programmatically 
as soon as a user landed on any slug that matches /dashboard/*. In 
addition, we also incorporated KnockoutJS to provide views on more 
complex UI features (such as Food Menus and Events). This new setup 
also allowed us to go responsive, paving the way for mobile input 
and basic site management (instrumental for the on-the-go restaurant 
owner). Feel free to create a dummy site and have a play around with it!

Happytables dashboard The default WordPress admin area is too clunky and 
hard to customise, so we created our own administration layer

DOM visualisation There’s no perfect or clean way to hack around this complex 
structure, or the 14,000 lines of CSS that style it
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We can do the same thing for updating and deleting posts.
For the sake of getting comfortable with the process, I’ve left out a couple of 

things you should research and implement down the road. The most important 
item you’ll want to do immediately is add a Nonce to each database-related 
action (inserting, updating and deleting posts for instance). These stand for 
‘Number used once’ and are easy to implement. With the attached files, I’ve 
already done that for you. 

What you’ll also absolutely want to do is extend the power of your custom 
post type with Post Meta – the custom fields that go beyond the basic title, 
content, featured thumbnail, etc. Taking our products as an example, the post 
meta could capture stock keeping units (SKUs), prices, quantity and so forth. 
Further on, you may also want to add Admin Notices to give users confirmation 
of their actions being carried out. If you want to go the extra mile, save your 
data using AJAX. This way the page doesn’t even need to refresh.

Your options are limitless – especially once you start utilising some of the 
better jQuery plug-ins that are out there for managing and displaying large sets 
of data.

Conquer
I’ve shown you how to make the user experience more pleasant as well as 
creating your own UI for specific post types. These two items will already take 
you a long way. But what happens when your requirements go beyond that?

There is an opportunity to also customise the overall visual feel and style 
of the backend for the benefit of corporate branding, perception or even 
functionality. You can make changes to go that extra step. This is typically done 
once you start having hundreds of users logging into the backend. Having gone 
through this process more than once, let me provide you with some tips from 
my personal experience.

WordPress has frequent updates, which means you don’t want to create an 
entirely new stylesheet simply to have the default HTML change on you and not 
know which CSS has subsequently also been altered. This means you should 
leave the core wp-admin.css as it is and override elements through specificity. 

To achieve that, we’re going to cut the head of the snake off by attaching an 
id onto the body.

 function add_custom_id() { 
  ?> 
  <script> 
   jQuery(document).ready(function() 
              jQuery('body').attr('id', 'custom-admin'); 
   }); 
  </script> 
  <?php 
 } 
 add_action( 'admin_footer', 'add_custom_id' ); 

From there on out, always tag any styling with #custom-admin. If you’re using a 
CSS preprocessor (such as LESS or Sass), then that’s even easier as you’ll simply 
create an additional top-level node to nest your entire CSS within. 

For example:

 body#custom-admin { 
  #wpwrap { 
         input {padding:5px} 
  } 
 } 

Adding the CSS to the backend is similar to regular themes with just a slightly 
different action:

 function add_custom_style() { 
        wp_enqueue_style( 'custom-admin', get_stylesheet_directory() . '/custom-                     
 admin.css', false, '1.0' ); 
 } 
 add_action( 'admin_enqueue_scripts', 'add_custom_style' ); 

This will give you a great deal of control over how the styling works. When 
WordPress does happen to update, you’ll simply need to spend a few hours or 
so tweaking whatever has changed in the meantime.

The WordPress backend is already very JavaScript dependent, so using jQuery 
to create, edit or destroy various HTML files is a simple and non-intrusive way of 
moving forward quickly.

Way forward
Hopefully this article has given you plenty of ideas and methods for varying 
degrees of customisation. Customising the backend of WP-Admin really boils 
down to two factors: firstly, what benefits do your clients or users get from 
each change you perform? And, secondly, with each change that you perform, 
are you still working on a code-base that remains manageable in terms of easy 
maintenance? Above all, experiment and never feel restricted by community 
trends or opinions. Tear the WordPress admin apart and make it your own. l

 About the author 
 Name  Noel Tock
 URL  http://noeltock.com
 Twitter  @noeltock
 Areas of expertise  SaaS, WordPress, crushing it
 What was the first thing you said this morning?   
Assgang, how is that not a word? (Facing imminent defeat 
playing SpellTower at 6.13am on the way to the gym.)

Further reading
You’ll easily find plenty of resources on the technical aspects of 
customising the WordPress admin. Instead, think outside the box and 
be inspired by solutions and case studies beyond WordPress. Here are 
some great reads to help you break out of the WordPress mindset (OK, 
there’s one WordPress book mentioned, but it’s excellent).

l  Designing Web Applications by Nathan Barry 
http://netm.ag/barry-240

l  Design for Hackers: Reverse Engineering Beauty by David Kadavy 
http://netm.ag/kadavy-240 

l  Step by Step UI Design by Sacha Greif 
http://netm.ag/greif-240

l  Seductive Interaction Design: Creating Playful, Fun, and Effective User 
Experiences by Stephen Anderson 
http://netm.ag/anderson-240

l  Professional WordPress: Design and Development by Brad Williams, 
David Damstra and Hal Stern  
http://netm.ag/damstra-240 

Zen mode The full-screen writing mode of WordPress is a lesser known feature, but 
paves the way for a lighter and more productive interface

Clickbank powered An example of a custom WP-Admin created with Human Made, 
a VIP WordPress agency in the UK. The existing admin was restyled
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