
Porting a desktop game UI to mobile is far more complex than just resizing the interface or swapping mouse clicks
for taps. It requires a fundamental rethink of how users interact with the game, especially considering the
drastically different screen sizes, input methods, and device orientations involved. Companies like MrQ and Red
Tiger have successfully transitioned their games to mobile browsers, leveraging HTML5 and modern mobile
browsers. Furthermore, authoritative sources such as Google web.dev emphasize responsive, user-centered
design principles that serve as invaluable guides during this process.

Why Porting UI from Desktop to Mobile Is More Than Just Scaling
Down
Many teams initially treat porting UI as a simple matter of "shrinking" everything to fit a smaller screen. But this
approach often leads to tiny buttons that are hard to tap, crowded interfaces where essential controls compete for
space, and poor ergonomics that fatigue players’ thumbs.

A desktop UI is designed for a mouse pointer—precise and effortless to move—using a large screen with ample
space to display multiple menus and controls simultaneously. Mobile devices, however, rely on touch input with
varying finger sizes and offer limited screen real estate. These fundamental differences require us to rethink how to
prioritize elements and design layouts.

First and Foremost: Prioritize Small-Screen UI Ergonomics and Thumb
Reach
When embarking on porting a desktop game UI to mobile, the most critical change involves touch-first
ergonomics. The primary interaction method shifts from mouse clicks to finger taps, predominantly using one
thumb, especially on phones aspect ratio breakpoints held in one hand.

Here are the key considerations to address right away:
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Button size and spacing: Tap targets must be large enough to hit easily without requiring pinching or
repositioning. The general minimum hit area recommended by Google’s mobile-friendly guidelines is 48x48
CSS pixels.

Primary actions within thumb’s natural range: Through ergonomics studies, it’s known that most users’
thumbs comfortably reach the bottom half and near edges of the screen, with the bottom-right corner often
being prime real estate for right-handed users.

Minimal finger travel: Interfaces should reduce thumb travel distance by grouping common controls
together and avoiding placing important buttons at the screen top or opposite corners.

For instance, MrQ adjusted their in-game betting interface to place “Spin” buttons and key controls near the
thumb-friendly bottom area, improving accessibility and gameplay flow.

Replace Fixed Breakpoints with Fully Responsive, Fluid Layouts
Unlike desktop UIs designed around fixed window sizes or breakpoints, mobile devices come in a dizzying array of
screen sizes and aspect ratios—from small 4-inch phones to large phablets, with varying pixel densities and
orientations.

Game UIs must adopt responsive layout techniques to adapt fluidly rather than snapping between rigid
breakpoints. The modern HTML5 ecosystem with CSS flexbox, grid, and scalable vector graphics (SVG) facilitates
these flexible layouts.

Use relative units: Employ percentages, viewport widths (vw), and rem/em units over fixed pixels so UI
components size and space dynamically.

Orientation-aware layouts: Design for portrait as the default mobile orientation but gracefully reflow UI in
landscape mode, which is common in many mobile gaming scenarios.

Adaptive menus: Menus should collapse, slide in, or reorganize depending on available screen space, rather
than trying to display everything at once.

Red Tiger

Deep Dive: Redesigning Menu Hierarchy for Mobile



Menu hierarchy is another crucial aspect to reconsider. Desktop games often rely on a persistent sidebar
or multiple layers of visible menu options. Mobile players, on the other hand, can’t (and shouldn’t) have
everything visible simultaneously.

Here’s what to focus on:

1. Prioritize essential controls: Only the most critical functions—like Play, Pause, Settings, or Inventory
—should be directly visible.

2. Use progressive disclosure: Secondary options and settings should be nested within slide-out
panels, modal dialogs, or expandable menus that remain hidden by default to save screen space.

3. Reduce navigation depth: Keep tap sequences shallow because too many taps lead to frustration
and disengagement. Aim for two taps maximum to reach most options.

4. Sticky controls: Some key buttons (e.g., mute sound, exit game) may need to remain persistently
visible but positioned favorably near the thumb’s natural resting zone.

Google web.dev’s responsive design guides emphasize maintaining logical, discoverable menu
structures that behave consistently without overwhelming the player.

Consider Input Feedback and Performance in Mobile Browsers
Since many ported games run in mobile browsers using HTML5, it’s important to optimize for the
variable performance and UI expectations of these environments:

Visual tap feedback: Provide immediate highlight or ripple animations on buttons to confirm touch
interaction since finger taps don’t have the hover affordances a mouse provides.

Loading and animation optimization: Ensure menus and UI components load quickly and run
smoothly on less powerful devices to avoid lag or dropped frames that degrade user experience.

Touch event handling: Use touch-specific events (e.g., touchstart) appropriately to reduce latency
compared to click events and prevent ghost clicks.

MrQ’s

Summary: What Changes Should Come First When Porting a Game UI
to Mobile?
Aspect Desktop UI Needed Change for Mobile Input Method Mouse and keyboard with precise cursor
Touch-first design with large tap targets and immediate feedback Screen Size Large, fixed or resizable
windows Flexible, responsive layouts adapting to various devices and orientations Menu Structure
Multiple visible menus, deep hierarchy Prioritized, minimal visible controls with progressive disclosure
Button Placement Anywhere on screen; mouse precision compensates for difficult positions Located
within thumb’s natural reach; minimized thumb travel Performance Considerations Powerful GPU and
CPU, mouse-driven interactions Optimized touch event handling, fast load times, and smooth animations
in browsers

Final Thoughts
When porting UI from desktop games to mobile, the changes aren’t cosmetic: they’re foundational.
Prioritize touch controls and ergonomics, rethink menu hierarchy for limited screen space, and
embrace flexible, responsive layouts built with modern tools like HTML5 to support the diverse



ecosystem of mobile browsers. Companies like MrQ and Red Tiger exemplify these best practices by
delivering enjoyable, intuitive gaming experiences on mobile.

Remember, a user interface designed for a desktop mouse is never truly “mobile friendly” by default
just because it fits on a phone screen. It requires intentional, user-centered redesign starting with what
can fit where your players’ thumbs can reach easily, all while accommodating a landscape of device sizes
and behaviors. Follow this approach, and your ported mobile game will feel not like a cramped
afterthought but a native, polished experience.


