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START HERE

The short answer
That Wi-Fi sign-in page has a name: a captive portal. It sits between the Wi-Fi and the

internet. Until you finish it, almost nothing else loads.

This guide answers three questions. What is that page? Why does it matter to you? And

what do you do when it won't show up?

A word on the words

People call it a sign-in page, a login page, a splash page or a captive portal. They all

mean the same page. This guide calls it the sign-in page.

Other guides in this series

Plane Wi-Fi has its own guide: Wi-Fi on Planes, Explained. For a TV stick or game

console on the road, see Travel Routers, Explained.
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WHAT IT IS

A gate in front of the internet
Joining the Wi-Fi and reaching the internet are two separate steps. A sign-in page stops

you between them.

Before you sign in

Wi-Fi: joined Internet

Held

Waiting for the page

After you sign in

Wi-Fi: joined Internet

Open

Figure 1. Full bars is only step one. Your phone joins the Wi-Fi first. The road to the internet stays closed

until you finish the page.

That's why your phone can show full bars and still load nothing. The bars only tell you the

Wi-Fi part worked.

KEITH'S NOTE

“If a network ever asked you to sign in on a web page, your Wi-Fi already worked.”

Keith Parsons, Fix Your Own Wi-Fi, chapter 6, 2026
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WHAT IT IS

What the page asks for

Agree to

the rules

Room number

and name

Pay for

a pass

A code or

a login

Never the password to your email

Figure 2. Four common asks. Most pages want one of these. Some only want you to tap Accept.

Why places use one

A place with free or paid Wi-Fi wants a say before you go online. It may check that you're a

guest, show its rules, or charge for time.

Hotel

Guests only

Airport

Agree to the rules

Plane

Pay or log in

Cafe

Time to share

Same idea everywhere: the page comes before the internet

Figure 3. Why places use one. Hotels, airports, cafes and planes each have a reason. The page always

comes first.
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HOW IT WORKS

How your phone notices
Your phone checks every new Wi-Fi network. It asks for a small test page it already knows

by heart.

Normal network

Your phone

Test page?

The internet

The test page

Online

Sign-in network

Your phone

Test page?

The network

Its sign-in page

Welcome

Room

Accept

Pops up

Figure 4. A test with a known answer. A normal network sends the test page back. A sign-in network

answers differently, usually by sending you to its own page. Your phone sees the wrong answer and pops

the page up for you.

You don't have to do anything for this check. It happens by itself, in a moment.
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HOW IT WORKS

What you'll see

iPhone or iPad

Welcome

Room

Accept

Opens by itself

Finish the page

Android

Tap to

sign in

Tap the notice

It opens the page

Laptop

Welcome

Room number

Accept

Browser opens it

Finish the page

Figure 5. Three ways the page shows up. Each kind of device brings the page to you a little differently.

Either way, finish the page.

On an iPhone, tapping Cancel on the sign-in window takes you off the network. Finish the

page first. If you cancel by mistake, just join again.

Email, messages and Wi-Fi Calling over that Wi-Fi wait for the page too. Regular calls over

the cell network may still work.
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WHAT TO DO

When the page doesn't show up
Sometimes the page never pops up. You're on the Wi-Fi, but nothing loads. Try these, in

order.

Do: an http:// address

http://
Welcome

Room

Accept

The sign-in page

shows up

Type it, then press Go

Not this: a warning

https://

Not private

A warning

Don't click past it

Type it, then press Go

Figure 6. Start with http://. A plain http:// address lets the network show its page. A secure https:// site

can't be swapped, so your browser warns you instead.

Give it a moment. The page can take a few seconds to appear.1

Open your web browser and type an address that starts with http://, such as

http://example.com. The network can then show you its page.

2

Forget the network, then join it again. Your phone checks again from the start.3

Turn off your own VPN for a moment. Turn it back on once you're signed in. For a

work or school VPN, ask your IT team.

4

Still stuck? Ask the front desk or the staff.5

Need the internet right now? Turn Wi-Fi off and use cell data, if your plan allows it.6
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WHAT TO DO

1

Hotel

Forget this

network

Forget this network

In Wi-Fi settings

2

Hotel

Other

Join it again

Pick it from the list

3

Welcome

Room

Accept

The page appears

Finish it

Figure 7. Forget, then join again. This makes your phone check the network from the start.

If you use a VPN or private DNS

A VPN (virtual private network) is an app that wraps up everything your phone sends. That

can keep the sign-in page from reaching you. On Android, if Private DNS is set to a provider

hostname, switch it to Automatic while you sign in. On an iPhone, a Private Relay message

means you can turn it off for that one network.

1

Off

Turn it off

Your VPN app

2

Welcome

Room

Accept

Sign in

Finish the page

3

On

Turn it back on

Stay protected

Figure 8. Off for a moment, then back on. Switch the VPN off only long enough to finish the page, then

turn it back on.
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WHY IT MATTERS TO YOU

Why the page comes back
You signed in yesterday, and today the page is back. That's normal.

Your time runs out

Sign in Online Time's up

The page comes back

Your phone looks new

Address A

Later

Address B

"Who's this?

Please sign in."

Figure 9. Two reasons the page returns. Your time or pass ran out. Or your phone now shows the

network a new Wi-Fi address, so it looks like a new guest.

Some phones change their Wi-Fi address from time to time. It makes you harder to follow

from place to place. When the address changes, the network may not know you, so you

sign in again.
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WHY IT MATTERS TO YOU

What the network can see
Any Wi-Fi network can see some of what you do on it. A network with a sign-in page is no

different.

The network can see It can't see

Which sites you visit

When you use it

How much you use

Inside a secure page

What you read

What you type

Your passwords

Figure 10. Outside and inside. Most sites now use secure pages, marked with a padlock. The network

usually sees which site you visit, unless a VPN or a privacy setting hides it. It doesn't see what's on the

page.

A real sign-in page is a gate, not a window into your secure pages. Still, type only what the

place needs.
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WATCH OUT

Stay safe on the sign-in page

Fine to fill in

Welcome

Room number

Accept

Room, code, or a pass

Stop: a trap

Welcome

Your email

Email password

Log in

Email password? Close it

Figure 11. A real page, and a trap. A real page asks for a room number, a code, a login the place gave you,

or a pass. A trap asks for the password to your email.

STOP

Never type your email password into a sign-in page.

A hotel or cafe doesn't need it. Fake networks use fake sign-in pages to catch

passwords.

What your phone lists

Harbor Hotel Guest

Harbor Hotel Guest Free

Harbor Hotel Staff

Only one is the guest network

Ask, or read the sign

Wi-Fi:

Harbor Hotel

Guest

Join the name

they give you

Figure 12. Check the network name. A look-alike name can be a trap. Join the one the staff or the sign

names.
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SPECIAL CASES

Devices with no screen
A TV stick, a game console or a smart speaker can join Wi-Fi. But many can't show you a

sign-in page.

No screen, or no browser

TV stick Game console Smart speaker

Ask the front desk

Some places can add

your device for you

Or use a travel router

Signs in once

Figure 13. No screen, no sign-in. Ask whether the front desk can add your device. Or bring a travel router:

it signs in once, and your devices join it.

Some TV sticks let you finish the page on your phone instead. Check the device's help

pages before you travel.

Travel routers have their own guide: Travel Routers, Explained.
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STRAIGHT FACTS

Five things people get wrong

MYTH Full bars means I'm online.

FACT The bars only show the Wi-Fi part. A sign-in page can still be holding back the

internet.

MYTH The page broke, so the Wi-Fi is broken.

FACT The page reached you over the Wi-Fi, so the Wi-Fi works. Open a browser to bring

the page back.

MYTH The sign-in page can read everything I do.

FACT On secure pages, the network sees the site's name, not what you read or type.

MYTH Once I sign in, I'm set for the whole trip.

FACT Time limits and a new Wi-Fi address can bring the page back. Just sign in again.

MYTH A network with a sign-in page is a safe network.

FACT The page is about who gets in, not about keeping you safe. Check the network

name. A padlock means the link is private, not that the site is honest.

The bars measure this Not this

Figure 14. What the bars measure. Full bars say you hear the Wi-Fi well. They say nothing about the

internet.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO

Tips for your next trip

Arriving: finish the page

Welcome

Room

Accept

Leaving: forget it

Harbor Hotel Guest

Forget this network

Your phone won't join

a copycat by itself later

Figure 15. Arriving and leaving. Finish the page before you count on your apps. Forget the network when

you go.

Get the network name from the staff or a sign. Don't guess from the list.1

Join, and give the page a moment. It usually pops up by itself.2

Finish the page before you count on email, messages or calls.3

No page? Open a browser and type an http:// address.4

Never give your email password to a sign-in page.5

When you leave, forget the network.6
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