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WordPress has played a significant role in helping PHP conquer the web over the last 12
years. While WordPress has whizzed through successive versions at an ever-increasing rate
during that time, the language that still powers the majority of the platform has remained
incredibly stable behind the scenes.
However, big changes are finally in the offing with the arrival of PHP 7, and major WordPress
hosts such as WP Engine are already kicking the tires of the latest release and getting ready to
fully support it for their users.
In this chapter, we’ll take a look at the development of PHP 7 to date, what the major changes
are, what they mean for WordPress users, and consider whether you should be thinking of
making the switch to the new version straight out of the gate.
Let’s tee things up with a brief trip down memory lane.

HOW PHP TOOK OVER THE WEB
PHP’s current omnipresence is almost taken for granted these days, but there was very little to
suggest that it would go on to dominate the web when it was first cobbled together by Rasmus
Lerdorf back in 1994.
In many ways, PHP’s rise to the top has been a triumph of good, old-fashioned elbow grease
over abstract programmatic concerns. In contrast to competing solutions such as Java
and Perl, the language was straightforward enough to attract an audience new to the web,
and simple enough on the server side to quickly become a standard install option at hosts
worldwide. Put simply, PHP enabled a generation of coders to just get it done.
Its early adoption by a host of popular CMS offerings sealed the deal, with WordPress being
by far the most significant of them. The PHP 5.x series sprang into life in 2004, and if you’re
running WordPress today, you’re almost certainly running a minor version of this under the
hood as we speak.
The 5.x series has served PHP well over time, but 12 years is a long time between major
versions. Sooner or later, a change was bound to come.

PHP 7 FINALLY HEAVES INTO VIEW
Before we get into the nitty-gritty of PHP 7, let’s get some potential naming confusion out of
the way. The last stable release of PHP was PHP 5.6 in 2014, so at this stage, you might well be
wondering what happened to PHP 6.
To cut a long story short, there was a previous attempt at a new major version using the name
PHP 6 from 2005 to 2010 that never fully got off the ground, and to avoid muddying the
waters, the decision was eventually made to go straight from the 5.x series to PHP 7.
PHP 7 has been under active development since 2014, and was officially released in December
2015. Its development arrived at an interesting time in the wider PHP world, as new
initiatives such as Facebook’s HipHop Virtual Machine were simultaneously expanding what
was previously thought possible with the language.
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PHP 7 ships with a host of developer-friendly features.
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Add in the fact that it’s been over a decade since the last major release, and there was
understandably a lot of excitement and anticipation leading up to PHP 7 actually landing –
and land it duly did!
Let’s step through the main points that have been setting developers’ pulses racing since then:
• It’s a true major release. A major release is effectively a clean slate, and clears the decks for
major (potentially breaking) changes. With the amount of cruft that PHP has gathered
over the years, this is excellent news for all concerned.
• There’s a brand new engine under the hood. The Zend Engine II has been doing sterling
work on the PHP 5.x series over the years, but PHP 7 will be firing on all cylinders
thanks to the spanking new PHPNG (Next Generation) engine that powers it.
• A host of powerful new language features are available. The latest version of PHP 7 ships
with plenty of new options for developers to explore, including type declarations,
space ship operators, and significantly improved error handling. Check out
Treehouse’s excellent run-down of the main items for an in-depth overview of the
main significant points.
The main appeal of the new version (and the thing that will be of most interest to the average
WordPress user) can be summed in one word – speed. Let’s look at it in a bit more depth.

WORDPRESS IS ABOUT TO GET WINGS

Compared
to its
predecessors,
PHP 7 is
blazingly fast.

Compared to its predecessors, PHP 7 is blazingly fast. The common consensus seems to be
that it’s at least twice as fast across the board, and requires substantially fewer resources to
actually execute code – two factors that are excellent news for WordPress users as shown in
the early test results below:

Tests from Zend and WP Engine (among many others) have confirmed the significant
improvements we can expect in both speed and performance, and the WordPress Core team
has been beavering away at getting the platform ready for the new version since mid-2015.
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WordPress performance is significantly improved.

THERE ARE TWO KEY POINTS TO EMPHASIZE HERE:
1. There are backward incompatible changes that plugin and theme developers will have to
take into account going forward.
2. WordPress’ own commitment to backward compatibility is as strong as ever – both PHP
7 and previous versions will continue to be supported.

From the average end user point of view, it’s fair
to say PHP 7 will be a slow burn in terms of when
they really see the advantages.
Anecdotal evidence from around the web suggests there is still a lot of work to be done on
popular themes and plugins before many are ready for the new hotness. WP Engine has
officially rolled out support of PHP 7 to all its customers. According to their CTO, Jason
Cohen, “We’ve made it not only easy to test site readiness for PHP 7 but incredibly easy for
anyone on our platform to migrate to PHP 7.”
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“As of November 2016, only 3.5 percent of the WordPress community had upgraded to
PHP 7,” said Cohen.

Taking a broad view, we can expect end user
switchover to PHP 7 to be slow and steady as
the core team, hosting partners, and
developers continue to work towards offering
bulletproof solutions.
Speaking of which, let’s examine whether developers themselves are ready to pull the
trigger yet.

WHY DEVELOPERS ARE HOLDING FIRE ON SWITCHING
(FOR NOW)

Developers
are (rightly)
a cautious
bunch at the
best of times.

Developers are (rightly) a cautious bunch at the best of times, and it seems likely the majority
will ease into PHP 7 slowly, rather than charging in all guns blazing. Organic factors – such as
PHP 7 gradually becoming the default PHP package shipped with various Linux distributions
– will help, but don’t expect a stampede any time soon.
A developer survey by PHP Classes in the run-up to the official release offers a decent
snapshot of sentiment across the community. Respondents were asked three
straightforward questions:
1. Are you going to use PHP 7 in production?
2. Are you going to use PHP 7 in your development environment?
3. What is the latest PHP version you are using in production?
You can see the full results over on the survey page, but the range of answers broadly shows
around half of the respondents actively considering using it in production in the short- to
medium-term future, and roughly the same amount are either already or about to start using
it in their development environments:

ARE YOU GOING TO USE PHP 7 IN PRODUCTION?

12%

4%

4%
4%

11%
20%
8%

37%

5

Yes, I am using already since versions before the first stable 7.0.0 release

21

4%

Yes, I want to start using only since the official 7.0.0 version is released

104

19.8%

Yes, I will wait a few weeks or months after the 7.0.0 version is released

196

37.3%

It depends on the customers that I work for

44

8.4%

No, not anytime soon, I need to migrate a lot of my code and that will
take me a long time

58

11%

No, not now, I only plan to use it for future new projects

64

12.2%

No, only if my hosting company forces me to use it and does not provide
an older version

20

3.8%

Other

19

3.6%
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When you consider the sheer range and variety of things that can go wrong in any
development setup, this softly-softly approach makes a lot of sense. That said, a number of
larger outfits with the resources to really dive in and explore have already successfully made
the switch, with Badoo being the main one to spill the beans so far.

WHAT’S NEXT?
In contrast to previous PHP releases (both major and minor), this one looks to be
proceeding smoothly straight out of the gate, and there’s been a refreshing lack of drama
associated with it so far.
The WordPress benchmarks that have been run against the latest releases show that genuinely
transformative speed and performance increases are very much there to be had. That’s
great news for both developers and users as the REST API simultaneously starts to make its
presence felt.
All that said, the road to full adoption will be a slow and cautious one, and there’s plenty of
work remaining for hosting companies and developers to make sure there are no nasty bumps
along the way.
To determine if your site is ready to make the switch to PHP 7, check out the PHP
Compatibility Checker Plugin by WP Engine.
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About Torque
Torque is a news site featuring all things WordPress. We are dedicated to
informing new and advanced WordPress professionals, users, and
enthusiasts about the industry. Torque focuses primarily on WordPress
News, Business, and Development, but also covers topics relating to open
source and breakthrough technology. Torque made its debut in July 2013,
at WordCamp San Francisco, and has since produced valuable content that
reflects the evolution of WordPress, both as a platform and a community.
Torque is a WP Engine publication, though maintains complete editorial
independence. torquemag.io

About WP Engine
WP Engine powers amazing digital experiences for websites and
applications built on WordPress. The company’s premium managed hosting
platform provides the performance, reliability and security required by the
biggest brands in the world, while remaining affordable and intuitive
enough for smaller businesses and individuals. Companies of all sizes rely
on WP Engine’s award-winning customer service team to quickly solve
technical problems and create a world-class customer experience. Founded
in 2010, WP Engine is headquartered in Austin, Texas and has offices
in San Francisco, California, San Antonio, Texas, Limerick, Ireland and
London, England.
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