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Abstract

MetApp: an Efficient and Cost Saving Method for Small 
Businesses to Create iOS Applications.

by

Simon Vincent McCann, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013

SUPERVISOR: Gary Wilcox

Interactions between small businesses and their customers often involve 

some form of electronic transaction. With the growing proliferation of portable 

computing, many of these transactions are taking place on a “smart device,” 

such as an iPhone or iPad. Many businesses will want to create their own 

custom apps to better serve their customers. Currently this process can be 

difficult and expensive to do well. This report proposes a method to make app 

production a little easier and cheaper.
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Chapter One: Background
The retail experience is changing swiftly. Coupons and loyalty cards used to 

be a straightforward way of attracting and keeping customers. Group coupon 

companies, such as Groupon put a new wrinkle on that and now 50 million 

people are a members of one or more couponing programs. Nearly 75% 

of Americans own at least one loyalty card.(1) Disadvantages are that group 

couponing can be costly to business owners and don’t guarantee customer 

loyalty. Loyalty cards tend to be physical or require some effort to use. The result 

is that consumers will only deal with a limited number and won’t tolerate extra 

complications. 

Another trend is for customers to treat a bricks-and-mortar store as a try-

out space for items they want to buy. They check out the merchandise, whether 

it’s clothing, books, electronics, etc. to see what they like best and then buy it 

cheaper online. This means that the role of the retailer needs to change. They 

need to find new ways of attracting and keeping customers. They need to 

engender trust, become customer advocates and create a brand experience that 

will create loyalty.(2)

It is a daunting prospect for a small business to compete in markets domi-

nated by giant corporations. Small businesses don’t have the infrastructure to 

reduce prices drastically, they don’t have the marketing budgets to out-advertise 

the competition and they are often geographically limited. 

There are some key areas where small businesses can compete effectively 

and may even have the advantage. Customer engagement is key. “Customer 

1.  Saylor, The Mobile Wave, 115.
2.  Shelton, Business Models for the Social Mobile Cloud, 81.
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service is the new marketing.”(3) The company that can tailor the customer expe-

rience closest to that customer’s individual needs and expectations is going to 

have a better chance at success. Customers will judge a business by its commit-

ment to customer service, rather than its traditional marketing efforts. 

To keep up with customer needs the small business owner needs to be a 

part of their daily lives and the local community, whether it’s through blogging, 

social media or local events. Agility and responsiveness are vital.(4)

Why an app?
Tablets and smartphones have freed computers from our desks and woven 

digital information into every aspect of our lives. About 61% of the U.S. popula-

tion owns a smartphone, compared to 65% who own computers.(5) The differ-

ence between smartphones and computers is that 97% of the population own 

some kind of cell phone and smartphones are gaining in popularity with incred-

ible alacrity. This is the era of “BYOD,” or Bring Your Own Device.(6) This means 

that we are bringing our own “computers” to work. In fact we bring them every-

where.  And all the while we want content whenever and wherever we choose. 

Consumers are choosing which marketing to interact with and are no longer 

passive receivers of information.(7) Companies like Square are ushering us into 

the cardless and cashless era of MONEY 2.0, where customers can engage with 

a business carrying just their smart device, complete a transaction and leave 

with as little friction as possible.(8) And where smartphones are rapidly closing in 

3.  Ibid.
4.  MIKAL E. BELICOVE, “How to Compete with the Big Chains? Think Locally.”
5.  Mobility.
6. Shelton, Business Models for the Social Mobile Cloud, 43
7.  “The Future of Digital Marketing.”
8.  Shelton, Business Models for the Social Mobile Cloud, 82.
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on ubiquity, tablets are not far behind.  

There are several advantages to having an app on a customer’s smart device. 

The ability to send “push notifications” allows the small business to commu-

nicate directly with the customer (within reason, as this is also an easy way to 

irritate the customer) notifying them of special events, sales etc. An app allows 

the customer to view up-to-date inventory, prices and other news. Just having 

an icon on the customer’s screen helps keep a business in their mind. 

The Problem
Designing and programming can be a daunting prospect for any business 

with limited resources. To have an outside agency build it can be prohibitively 

expensive and most people don’t know where to start building one. The average 

time for a professional to build an app is about 18 weeks, ten of which are dedi-

cated to coding.(9)

Fortunately there are many programs and services available to help inexpe-

rienced people design their own app, and with the increasing number of hungry 

young programmers out there it’s not unreasonable to think that a small busi-

ness could get a basic app on the market for about $1000. 

However, with 750,000 apps in the AppStore and with 40 billion downloads 

and counting, how can a small business possibly compete?(10)

According to a Nielsen study in May 2012 the average smartphone owner has 

41 apps on their device.(11) Of new apps, 76% are deleted with three months.(12) It 

is vital to provide real value to avoid becoming part of that number.

9.  Joe Chernov, “Kinvey.com.”
10. “Apple Press Info.”
11.  “Nielsen.”
12.  Jennifer Wang, “6 Lessons in How to Build a Successful App,” 82.
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The advantage that a local business has is regular close contact with their 

customers. Due to the sheer volume of apps available, trying to reach customers 

just bt having an app is a mistake. However, using an app in concert with local-

ized social to engage and facilitate current customers can be a golden opportu-

nity to build loyalty. 

The real problem isn’t getting the app to the customers, it’s what happens 

when that app is so bad that it makes them angry. Where most fail is not in the 

“nuts and bolts” of creating an app, it’s in the lack of usability testing.

Usability testing is where a company builds something, and then invites 

random strangers to use it. They observe the test subjects’ experiences and 

improve their product. Ideally this should be done regularly (Steve Krug, a popu-

lar usability expert suggests monthly) but is often seen as something done 

towards the end of the creation process, if at all. 

While hiring a usabiity firm is likely too expensive for the average small busi-

ness, there is always the DIY approach. After all, who knows a small business’s 

customers better than the customers themselves? What a business owner 

shouldn’t have to do, though, is test every icon placement and mechanic that 

goes into an app. It would be helpful if much of that could come pre-tested.



Chapter Two: Heuristic Evaluation
In 1995, Jakob Nielsen (another noteworthy advocate of DIY testing), created 

the ten general principles for user interface design, called “heuristics.” While they 

are not concrete guidelines, they can be used to assess the usability of an app 

or website (see Appendix 1). It is no coincidence that Apple’s own best practices 

tend to follow these rules of thumb fairly closely, as seen in Appendix 2.

In the Fall of 2012, I was on a team tasked with creating a marketing plan for 

an app that was already in the App Store. As part of our study of the client and 

its app we performed a heuristic evaluation to better anticipate consumer issues.

The study is presented in brief here to illustrate some of the issues that can 

occur when a small business try to produce their own app. 

ScanSee is a shopping app that is meant to guide users to local vendors by 

alerting them to coupons and enticing prices based on the user’s location. This 

application had been in development for over two years with a crew of more than 

20 people. Yet there had been little or no usability testing performed throughout 

development. 

ScanSee Evaluation
The interface feels crowded. The list seen here (Fig. 2.1) is not the entire first 

screen. It scrolls down for more options, though there are no visual hints that 

suggest this. This is a common first mistake when a developer wants to cram in 

too many options on the main screen. 

This is the same screen as on the previous page but scrolled down (fig. 2.2). 

It reveals no clear sense of order. Two identical icons on the same screen have 

different names. It is unclear whether “Preferences” is the same as “Settings” or 

whether they are two different things with the same icon. There is no perceivable 

5



order to the buttons on this first screen. For instance “My Coupons” needs to be 

accessed more often than either preferences or settings and should probably go 

towards the top. For that matter “Preferences” is not usually even found on the 

main screen and should be hidden under “More.”

Delving a little further into the app, starting with “This Location” we are 

brought to screen listing a random set of businesses sorted only by distance 

(Fig. 2.3). Clicking on individual businesses shows that there are “No Current 

Sales,” which is an exercise that can be repeated all away down the screen. It 

would be better to only show businesses that have deals as this sifting would 

quickly frustrate most users.

A “Find” button usually brings the user to a search bar. But in this case it 

Figure 2.1: The First Screen Figure 2.2: Same Icon Different Names
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Figure 2.3: Deals in the Area

Figure 2.4: The Confusing “Find” Option
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unexpectedly brings us to what appears to be a “Categories” section (Fig 2.4). 

There is a search bar towards the end of the page but that does not appear to 

be the focus. This mislabeling what appeared to be the results of a change in 

plans for this particular page.

The first major issue with the “Scan” (Fig. 2.5) feature is that is not connected 

to much in the way of a database. When it does pull up some small amount of 

information, there is no option to purchase or compare prices. That is an infra-

structure issue. What concerns us here is that the option to scan is represented 

by different icons in different parts of the app. “Shopping List” uses the bar code 

symbol, but in the “Wish List,” the scanner is summoned using a magnifying 

Figure 2.5: The Scanner to Nowhere

Figure 2.6: Different Scan Icons
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glass symbol (Fig 2.6).

While the “Shopping List” and “Wish List” (Fig 2.7) are very closely related 

conceptually, they are not physically close to each other in the app. Also, there is 

no direct way to add a product from the wish list to the shopping list, which, one 

would imagine, is the whole point of a wish list in the first place. There is no way 

to add items to the shopping list other than scanning a barcode or performing a 

search. Then there is no way to categorize the search, so if a user is shopping 

for groceries and wants to add a bar of soap, and types in “bar” they have to 

Figure 2.7: Shopping List Vs. Wish List

9



Figure 2.8: Not So Hot Deals

10

wade through hundreds of entries for “Bartók,” “Bartoli” etc.

The section “Hot Deals” (fig 2.8) leads to a random list of deals most of which 

are the same deal repeated over and over again. In our case it was a deal for a 

chimney cleaning. Searching by category leads to a scroll wheel that only shows 

a couple of categories. The user can go into the preferences and choose specif-

ic categories (2.9) to shop for, but this does not directly effect the scroll wheel. 

There are just too many options here for a user to deal with and the fact that 

they don’t work together exacerbates the situation.



Figure 2.9: No Deals or Categories
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Figure 2.10: Coupon Frustration
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One last conceptual failure is in the coupon section. Users are invited to 

“clip” coupons (Fig. 2.10), presumably to use on their next shopping trip. When 

the try to redeem the coupon, however, they are instructed to go to the ScanSee 

website on a “non-mobile device”and print it out on paper. This is true for all 

coupons we tried. This feature should be removed until a better implementation 

can be worked out.
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This evaluation was delivered eight months prior to this writing and few of 

these issues have been addressed. This does not point to a lack of initiative or 

willingness to succeed. It merely illustrates the difficulty of changing an app after 

is has been built and is on the market. Thousands of hours have been logged 

in putting the app together, not to mention tens of thousands of dollars, so to 

suggest that some elements go back to the drawing board is difficult to accept. 

This is why is is essential to user test early and often.(1)

1.  Jakob Nielsen, “Www.nngroup.com.”
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Chapter Three: MetApp

The Solution
MetApp is not meant to be a “design” tool, nor is it a programming tool. At its 

core, MetApp is a guided thinking tool. It helps the business owner build an app 

around a structure that has already been usability tested and has built in safe-

guards against things like feature creep and inconsistency. 

The process starts before the business owner has even bought MetApp. 

The MetApp website poses a series of questions to determine whether they 

even need an app. It may seem counterintuitive, but one of the first things that 

MetApp tries to establish is whether or not the small business owner is headed 

in the right direction. Sometimes all that is really needed is a mobile website 

which is a much cheaper and easier proposition. From a marketing perspec-

tive this increases the end user’s trust in MetApp, while also reducing negative 

feedback from those who may have paid for the app and found that they did not 

need it later. 

Once it has been decided that the business owner does in fact need an app  

MetApp tries to establish approximately what kind they’re going to need. In this 

manner MetApp can tailor the version of the application that is downloaded, thus 

making it faster and lighter. For instance a shop owner might need an inventory 

system that customers can access, and perhaps an integrated social media 

client. This establishes a starting point that makes it easier for the business 

owner to start building their app quickly.

The business owner purchases MetApp, and then they are taken through 

storyboarding and up to a solid mockup. At this point all the major decisions 

have been made, the basic code is in place and all the designer has to do is 
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make it look good and all the programmer has to do is make it work. MetApp 

does not remove the need for professional services, but it does reduce the time 

spent bringing the app to the marketplace and eliminates the need to fix expen-

sive mistakes. See Appendix 3 for a better idea of how much app development 

generally costs. 

The transition from the website to the iPad app is much more important than 

it may at first seem. The desktop computer might seem like an ideal place to 

design anything given its extra screen real estate, computing power and periph-

erals such as Wacom tablets etc. It is because of these and other differences, 

however, that we must design on the iPad itself.(1) For instance very few comput-

ers have “retina” displays and so what may seem perfectly acceptable on your 

iMac will look fuzzy and pixelated on an iPad 3. Designing on a larger screen 

does not give you a good sense of how much space a user’s hand takes up as 

they try to touch a button on the iPad. At any given time up to half of the screen 

is hidden. Also, the size of buttons and the distance between them is vitally 

important to the usability of an app. Given the different processing power of the 

iPad when compared to most computers even with simulators your app will run 

at different speeds depending on the machine. There are other less technical 

reasons that are no less important. It is a lot easier to take your iPad to the work-

place customer testing and employee feedback.

MetApp is an iPad-only app, due to the size limitations of the iPhone screen.

The modular nature of the download means that the final price varies, depending 

on the complexity of the business’s needs. The most basic version would cost 

$50, and range up to $200.

1. Stevens, Designing for the iPad.
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Figure 3.1: Where MetApp fits into the Development process.

MetApp Website
This is the actual beginning of the creation process. Through a series of 

questions (Figure 3.3) MetApp establishes several key things:

1. Who is this app aimed at?

2. What do they need from an app?

3. What is the primary function of the app (shopping, news, coupons etc.)?

4. What are the three most important secondary functions (social media func-

tions, perhaps)?(1)

5. What kind of business is this for?

6. What are the key back-end functions (inventory, cloud Point of Sale, or POS)?

There are two important things to establish from the beginning. First, does 

this business need an app or a mobile site? These are very different things, and 

figuring this out now will save the business owner a lot of pain later on.(2) Second, 

if an app is the right way to go, what is its focus? It is vital that the business 

1.  Shelton, Business Models for the Social Mobile Cloud, 16.
2.  Nielsen and Budiu, Mobile Usability.
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Figure 3.2: MetApp Site Homepage
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owner keep in mind at all times who their customers are and what they expect 

from that particular business. This should all be reflected in the app.

Other key elements are put into place at this point. By establishing the 

type of business and its back-end needs (inventory access, POS etc.) MetApp 

assembles a framework of pre-programmed elements on which to hang the rest 

of the app. This helps to keep the app as lean as possible and eliminate unnec-

essary programming costs.

Once all these key elements have been established, then the business owner 

is ready to actually purchase MetApp and begin the process of putting their app 

together.
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Figure 3.3: MetApp Site Questionnaire
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Gesture Action
Tap To press or select a control or item (analogous to a single   

mouse click).
Drag To scroll or pan (that is, move side to side).

To drag an element.
Flick To scroll or pan quickly.
Swipe With one finger, to reveal the Delete button in a

 table-view row, the hidden view in a split view (iPad only), 
or the Notification Center (from the top edge of the 
screen).
With four fingers, to switch between apps on iPad.

Double tap To zoom in and center a block of content or an image.
To zoom out (if already zoomed in).

Pinch Pinch open to zoom in.
Pinch close to zoom out.

Touch & hold In editable or selectable text, to display a magnified view 
for cursor positioning.

Shake To initiate an undo or redo action.

MetApp Application
Figure 3.4 shows the first major page in the app. This is where the user 

establishes the structure of their app. A furniture store, for example, might need 

various sections to show inventory, so they could create a “Chairs” page and 

so on. These pages will be linked to the back-end inventory functionality later. 

This is also where the main navigation is established. The title for each page is 

entered into the actual pop-out menu that will be used to navigate to them when 

the app is in use. This is an example of how the iPad’s directness facilitates 

easier design.

Figure 3.4: Gestures (source: Apple)
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Figure 3.5: MetApp Screen Creation
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“When people directly manipulate onscreen objects instead of using 
separate controls to manipulate them, they’re more engaged with the task 
and they more readily understand the resultts of their actions. iOS users 
enjoy a heightened sense of direct manipulation because of the Multi-
Touch interface. Using gestures gives people a greater affinity for, and 
sense of control over, the objects they see onscreen, because they’re able 
to touch them without using an intermediary, such as a mouse.

For example, instead of tapping zoom controls, people can use the 
pinch gestures to directly expand or contract an area of content. And in 
a game, players move and interact directly with onscreen objects. For 
example, a game might display a combination lock that users can spin to 
open.

In an iOS app, people can experience direct manipulation when they:
Rotate or otherwise move the device to affect onscreen objects 

Use gestures to manipulate onscreen objects 
Can see that their actions have immediate, visible results.”(1)

1. Apple iOS Developer library 

This is the main “Projects” screen (Figure 3.6). Each screen in the app is a 

project and they can easily be accessed from this point. This screen provides 

a useful overview of the entire app and is used to maintain the integrity of the 

app later on. It is easy to see from here if the number of screens is getting a little 

out of control, perhaps, and whether each screen is absolutely necessary. Each 

screen can be individually accessed from this area during the creation process, 

which makes it a good navigation point. At any time the user can come back to 

this point with a three-finger pinch. One of the great advantages of working on 

the iPad is the ease of movement throughout the app.
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Figure 3.6 MetApp Project Screen
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The three-finger swipe the left brings us to the “Storyboard” screen (Figure 

3.7). Here the user establishes the relationships between the screens. They 

merely hold down the screen icon and drag it on top of another screen to estab-

lish a relationship. These are signified by the arrows so it is easy to keep track of 

which screens relate to which.

Storyboards originate in the film industry where they are used to plan 

extremely complicated operations with a few simple pictures. Some form of 

storyboard is recommended for almost any creative, sequential endeavor; 

whether it is made of stick figures, brief descriptions etc. The advantage to a 

storyboard is that it shows if the sequence makes sense, and if not, what to 

move around or take out to fix it.

“The best way to plan your app is to use a storyboard. Storyboard-
ing is an ancient practice, but is still the best way to communicate the 
functionality of an app. A storyboard is a series of static drawings that 
show the progression of events through time—or, put even more simply, 
a kind of comic strip showing how your iPad app should look and behave 
as a user interacts with it. A solid storyboard will provide an invaluable 
reference point for the programmer(s) and designer(s) to check progress 
against.”(1) 

1. Stevens, Designing for the iPad.
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Figure 3.7 MetApp Storyboard Screen
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A three-finger swipe upwards brings us to our icon layout screens (Figure 

3.9). Here the user is presented with an array of placeholder icons. Behind each 

icon is the appropriate functional code, which will cut down on coding later. 

The icons presented are based on the questions answered on the website and 

according to needs already established. Once an icon is placed in a common 

area (e.g. a menu bar) then it is placed in the same position throughout. This 

Figure 3.8 Apple Gestures
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Figure 3.9 MetApp Icon Screen
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Figure 3.10 MetApp Icon Screen Guides
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minimizes the risk of icons moving or changing as happened in our heuristic 

example. The icons are generic, which minimizes distraction.

As the user starts to drag an icon, pop-ups (Figure 3.10) will direct them 

to optimal positions on the screen. As more icons are placed the directions 

become more specific, to keep the relationships between the various functions 

optimal. These placements are based on numerous usability tests and reports 

and are proven to cause the least stress and distraction to the end user.

Final Product
When all of the elements are in place, MetApp exports the code necessary 

to polish and build the app. Anyone with access to Photoshop, or some similar 

graphics program, and a little design experience can build the various icons and 

visual elements. There are also many online resources where these elements can 

be purchased for a license fee.

These files can then be sent to a programmer who can assemble them in 

Xcode, Apple’s proprietary app building program.



Summary
The pace of technological advancement is not slowing down. For small busi-

nesses to continue to thrive and compete in the market of the very near future, 

they are going to have to keep up with customer expectations. This means 

customization of the customer experience, adaptability and being unobtrusively 

plugged into the customers’ lives.

For many businesses this is going to necessitate a custom app, which can be 

a daunting and expensive prospect. Usually, to build an app properly requires a 

tightly integrated team working on planning, programming and designing. Every 

stage requires usability testing and then more testing. At the end of the process, 

there is still no guarantee of success.

MetApp removes some of the most painful parts of this process. Using 

MetApp’s user tested built-in components,a  business person can plan and 

build most of their app on their own devices, without training, and testing on the 

people that matter most, their customers.
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Appendix 1: Heuristics
1. Visibility of system status: The system should always keep users informed 

about what is going on, through appropriate feedback within reasonable 

time.

2. Match between system and the real world: The system should speak the 

users’ language, with words, phrases and concepts familiar to the user, 

rather than system-oriented terms. Follow real-world conventions, making 

information appear in a natural and logical order. 

3. User control and freedom: Users often choose system functions by mistake 

and will need a clearly marked “emergency exit” to leave the unwanted state 

without having to go through an extended dialogue. Support undo and redo. 

4. Consistency and standards: Users should not have to wonder whether 

different words, situations, or actions mean the same thing. Follow platform 

conventions. 

5. Error prevention: Even better than good error messages is a careful design 

which prevents a problem from occurring in the first place. Either eliminate 

error-prone conditions or check for them and present users with a confirma-

tion option before they commit to the action. 

6. Recognition rather than recall: Minimize the user’s memory load by making 

objects, actions, and options visible. The user should not have to remember 

information from one part of the dialogue to another. Instructions for use of 

the system should be visible or easily retrievable whenever appropriate.

7. Flexibility and efficiency of use: Accelerators – unseen by the novice user – 

may often speed up the interaction for the expert user such that the system 

can cater to both inexperienced and experienced users. Allow users to tailor 
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frequent actions. 

8. Aesthetic and minimalist design: Dialogues should not contain informa-

tion which is irrelevant or rarely needed. Every extra unit of information in a 

dialogue competes with the relevant units of information and diminishes their 

relative visibility. 

9. Help users recognize, diagnose, and recover from errors: Error messages 

should be expressed in plain language (no codes), precisely indicate the 

problem, and constructively suggest a solution.

10.  Help and documentation: Even though it is better if the system can be 

used without documentation, it may be necessary to provide help and docu-

mentation. Any such information should be easy to search, focused on the 

user’s task, list concrete steps to be carried out, and not be too large.

This list was compiled by Jakob Nielsen in 1995 and it would appear that 

Apple have taken it very much to heart, as there is a lot of overlap between this 

and their own list of iOS best practices.
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Appendix 2: Apple iOS Best Practices
This is not an exhaustive list of all that goes into making an app. There is 

an entire library at developer.apple.com that deals with that. This is just a brief 

rundown of some of the basics, to give the reader a better sense of what is 

expected from an iOS app.

Embrace the Platform and HI Design Principles
Although people might not be aware of human interface design principles, 

such as direct manipulation or consistency, they can tell when apps follow them 

and when they don’t

Great App Design Begins with Some Clear Definitions
When you’re starting with an idea for an app, it’s crucial to decide precisely 

which features you intend to deliver, and to whom. 

Toolbar
• A toolbar contains controls that perform actions related to objects in the 

screen or view.

• A toolbar is typically contained in a navigation controller, which is an object 

that manages the display of a hierarchy of custom views. 

Appearance and Behavior
• On iPhone, a toolbar always appears at the bottom edge of a screen or 

view, but on iPad it can instead appear at the top edge.

• Toolbar items are displayed equally spaced across the width of the toolbar. 

The precise set of toolbar items can change from view to view, because 

the items are always specific to the context of the current view.
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• On iPhone, changing the device orientation from portrait to landscape can 

change the height of the toolbar automatically. On iPad, the height and 

translucency of a toolbar don’t change with rotation.

• 

• Use a toolbar to give people a selection of frequently used commands that 

make sense in the current context.

• Maintain a hit target area of at least 44 x 44 points for each toolbar item.

iOS Human Interface Guidelines
• Aesthetic Integrity: how well the appearance of the app integrates with its 

function.

• Consistency: A consistent app is not a slavish copy of other apps. Rather, 

it is an app that takes advantage of the standards and paradigms people 

are comfortable with.

• Direct Manipulation: When people directly manipulate onscreen objects in-

stead of using separate controls to manipulate them, they’re more engaged 

with the task and they more readily understand the results of their actions.

• Feedback: Feedback acknowledges people’s actions and assures them 

that processing is occurring.

• Metaphors: When virtual objects and actions in an app are metaphors for 

objects and actions in the real world, users quickly grasp how to use the 

app.

• User Control: People, not apps, should initiate and control actions.

App Design Strategies
• List All the Features You Think Users Might Like
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• Determine Who Your Users Are

• Filter the Feature List Through the Audience Definition

• Design the App for the Device

• Embrace iOS UI Paradigms

• Controls should look tappable.

• App structure should be clean and easy to navigate.

• User feedback should be subtle, but clear.

Prototype and Iterate
Before you invest significant engineering resources into the implementa-

tion of your design, it’s a really good idea to create prototypes for user testing. 

The easiest way to create a credible prototype is to use a storyboard-based 

template to build a basic app, and populate it with some appropriate placeholder 

content.(1) 

1. www.developer.apple.com
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Appendix 3: Estimated Cost of Producing an App
These numbers are from bluecloudsolutions.com and echo closely number 

on other sites.

Simple, table based app - $1,000-4,000 - you provide all the 

content, clear direction, and example apps of what you want it to do. 

If you know your way around Photoshop, you can probably supply the 

graphics which will cap this project at $1,500. The additional costs are 

when you want to GPS locators, Social media integration or bells and 

whistles like that.

Database App (native) – $8,000-$50,000 – Again, you provide every 

piece of content, image, writing, sound, etc. The cost is going to come 

from creating the logic within the app and architecting all the usabil-

ity and/or game play. The content will usually be dropped in and then 

parsed accordingly. These projects tend to be front heavy since the 

data is what’s driving the entire game and the framework is so impor-

tant.

Games – $10,000-$250,000 – The hardest to ballpark. As a bench-

mark – I’ve heard Angry Birds cost anywhere from $125K-$180K to 

develop (although they were pioneers). Talking to some developers who 

are into the hardcore game source code (render, sound, maths, phys-

ics, etc), many of the racing games will that use the gyroscope will be 

$125,000 without even blinking – and that’s just for the code. Even if 

you try to keep it hyper simple, games get complicated quickly. Hook-

ing into game center, having top scores, and integrating with an online 
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community can be tricky. The benefit of a game is that they download 

in much greater number. As a marketer, there is nothing more viral than 

a fun game, which is something to keep in mind for your ROI. Ask your-

self: how much do I need to spend to make a “fun” game? That’s only 

something you can answer.

Additional Includes:

In-App Purchasing – $1,000-$3,000 – this allows for users to buy 

new content or full versions of the apps. The cost spread comes from 

the amount of in-app purchasing, the complexity, and whether or not 

you build it all into the first app or if you are doing it from a server.

Web Services – $1,000-$5,000 – This is taking the content to a 

remote access point so that you can update your app with an XML files 

instead of raw code changes. The degree to what you need varies but I 

would recommend having this conversation with your developer before 

getting too deep – it can save you HUGE headaches down the road.

Game Center – $1,000 – Apple’s done a good job at making this 

integration easy with the SDK. As long as you keep the numbers clean, 

you should be able to integrate easily.

Share Capabilities – $500-$1,500 – This is mostly for social media 

(twitter, facebook) and emailing, but there can be other integrations. 

WordPress websites, for example, may be one. Lots of options and 

most of these platforms have robust APIs to make it work well.(1)

1.  Carter Thomas, “Blueskysolutions.com.”
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