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A master-detail application has a table, called the master view and rows in 
the table can be selected, showing a detail view. This is a very common 
pattern for iPhone applications and it can be seen in Mail, Contacts, 
Messages, Music, and countless other iPhone apps. In this article, based on 
chapter 6 of Quick & Easy iPhone Programming, author Bintu Harwani 
shows you how to develop a relatively straightforward Master-Detail 
application without a single line of code.  
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Developing Your First Master-Detail Application 
 
A master-detail application has a table, called the master view and rows in the table can be selected, showing a 
detail view. This is a very common pattern for iPhone applications and it can be seen in Mail, Contacts, Messages, 
Music, and countless other iPhone apps. 

We are going to develop a relatively straightforward Master-Detail application for a restaurant. The app will 
display a list of menu items and, when a food item is selected, the user will be shown some more detailed 
information of the selected food item in the form of the average calorie count for that item. 

The steps to create this application are simple enough: 

1. Create a new project using the Master-Detail Application template. 

2. Add some rows to the default table. 

3. Add some detail views and connect them to the table rows. 

4. Customize the detail views. 

5. Run the app. 

Creating a new Master-Detail Application project 
Create a new Master-Detail Application using the Xcode New Project dialog. Name the project MyCalories and make 
sure the Use Storyboard and Use Automatic Reference Counting options are checked, as shown in figure 1. 
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Figure 1 Creating a new Master-Detail Application 

After creating the project, you should be able to identify the various files that have been automatically generated 
by the template. Along with the now familiar AppDelegate and MainStoryboard, you will see two view 
controllers, named MasterViewController and DetailViewController. Looking at the MainStoryboard you 
will notice three objects representing the Navigation Controller, Master View Controller and Detail 
View Controller. 

If you run this app now, you will see a rather bland table with one row containing the text “Detail” as shown in 
figure 2. Tapping on the “Detail” row loads a detail view with some default text. 

 
Figure 2 Default Master-Detail app created by the template 
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Now let’s add some content to the table. 

Adding rows to the default table 
Adding static content, that is content that won’t change, is very easy. Open the MainStoryboard file and locate 
the Master View Controller, which should appear like figure 3. 

TIP You may find it easier to select table elements, such as Table Views, Table View Sections, or Table View Cells 
using the Dock in Interface Builder. This is an especially useful technique for larger tables where not all the rows 
will be visible in the view. 

 
Figure 3 Default Master View Controller 

Select the Table View Cell in the dock and copy it (CMD-C) then paste three copies (CMD-V) so you end up with 
four rows in the table. Double-click the word “Detail” in the first cell and change the text to “Slice of Pizza”. Repeat 
this for the remaining rows, changing them to “Hot Dog”, “Monte Cristo Sandwich”, and “Caesar Salad”. Your 
completed table should look like figure 4. 
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Figure 4 Our table populated with data 

If you run the app now, you might notice that only the first row has a detail page linked to it. We need to add 
detail pages for each of the food items and link them to the appropriate table rows. You should also notice that the 
title of the table is “Master” and, when you do view the Slice of Pizza detail, the button in the Navigation Bar also 
has the label “Master”. By default, the back button that the Navigation Controller automatically provides will display 
the title of the previous view. We should probably change the view title to something more appropriate. 

Back in Interface Builder, double-click on the title of the Master View Controller and change the text from 
“Master” to “Food List”. Now that little detail is taken care of, let’s add some view controllers for the various food 
items. 

Adding views for the food item details 
The Master-Detail Application template creates one Detail View and attaches it to the first row in the Master View 
table. We can modify this view for the first of our food items, but we will need to add three more views for the 
other food items. First we will create the views, and then we will customize them with the details for each food 
item. 

The first step here couldn’t be easier. Simply drag three View Controller objects from the library panel onto the 
Interface Builder canvas. Now that you have your new views, you need to connect each view to a table row. 
Remember the first row is already connected to the default Detail View, so select the second row and, using your 
right mouse button, drag it over to the first new view you added. You should see a Storyboard Segues menu 
appear. Select the Push transition. You should notice that the view now has a grey Navigation Bar at the top that 
wasn’t there previously. Interface Builder is smart enough to automatically add a Navigation Bar for you. Repeat 
this step for the remaining two rows and the new views, connecting each row to a different view. There should now 
be four Segue lines snaking between the Master View and the four detail views, and your Interface Builder canvas 
should look something like figure 5. 
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Figure 5 All the views in place for the MyCalories app 

Now that we have the views connected to the table rows, it is time to customize them with the details of each 
food item. 

Customizing the food item detail views 
We will keep the food item detail views simple, with just a title and a brief calorie summary of the selected item, 
although you may choose to include more detail if you like. Start with the default Detail View that was created by 
the template. Before we do anything else, delete the label on the default Detail View - we’ll replace that shortly. 
Next, double-click on the title in the Navigation Bar (it should say “Detail”) and change the text to “Slice of Pizza”. 
Next, set the title for each of the three views you added. 

When trying to set the title for the three new views, you may encounter some difficulty selecting the title label 
because it will be blank. Instead, simply select the Navigation Bar and change the Title property in the Attributes 
Inspector. Set the titles for the three views to “Hot Dog”, “Monte Cristo Sandwich”, and “Caesar Salad”. If you are 
unsure which view is connected to which table row, simply select the Segue line connecting the view to the table 
and the appropriate row will be highlighted, as shown in figure 6. 
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Figure 6 Determining the row to which a view is connected 

Now for the calorie counts! Drag a Text View control from the library pane onto each of the detail views. As you 
are placing the Text View control on each view, you should notice that it automatically resizes itself to the size of 
the entire view and it “snaps” to the sides and edges of the view. Make sure the Text View control is properly 
located at the top left of the view by checking the Size Inspector. The X and Y settings under the View section 
should both be 0. Using the blue guidelines that appear as you are moving controls and making use of the “snap-
to” feature will enable you to accurately place controls on your views—a little practice makes perfect! 

Select the Text View on the “Slice of Pizza” view and change the text to say “A typical slice of cheese pizza has 
290 calories.” Change the text for the other views to “A typical hot dog has 480 calories,” “A typical Monte Cristo 
sandwich has 900 calories,” and “A typical Caesar Salad with chicken has 750 calories.” 

All that is left to do is run the app! 

Running the MyCalories app 
Run the app in the simulator and you can see what happens when you tap each row. As you view the detail of each 
food item, you will see the Navigation Controller has helpfully provided a button (now labeled “Food List”) for you 
to return to the food list where you can select another food item. Your app should now look like figure 7. 
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Figure 7 The completed MyCalories app with detail views 

You have now created a Master-Detail app for displaying calorie counts of various food items. 

Summary 
You have learned how to create a Master-Detail application without writing a single line of code. The table you 
created in this app was filled with static data. You specified the data in the table. To add or remove data later 
without rewriting the app or give the user the option to modify the data themselves, you will need to roll up your 
sleeves and add some code, injecting a little user-interaction into the tables.   
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W. Frank Ableson, Robi Sen, and Chris King 
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