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We all know the basic functionality of the 

browser — it’s what connects you with 

everything on the web. Your browser 

allows you to shop online, watch videos, 

upload pictures, play games, and billions 

more. More technically though, the 

browser is a software application that 

retrieves and displays information from a 

server including web pages, text, images, 

videos, and other content. But that’s just 

the beginning.  

The difference between a web browser 

& search engine  

A web browser is an application/

program on your computer or your de-

vice that allows you to view/browse 

websites on the internet – examples Mi-

crosoft Edge, Internet Explorer, Google 

Chrome, Firefox, Safari.  

A search engine is a website that allows 

you to search for content on the inter-

net. You give the search engine a query/

search phrase/keyword and it returns a 

list of web pages it feels best answer 

your query. It puts the most relevant 

ones at the top of the search results. Ex-

 

amples: Google, Bing, Yahoo, Ask.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Why do different browsers respond differently to websites, and why is 
there more than one to begin with? How do browsers work and where 
did the need for cross-browser testing come from? By understanding 
the history and backend of some major browsers including Chrome, 
Safari, Internet Explorer (IE), Firefox, and Opera, it’ll be easier to under-
stand what goes into developing and testing a cross-compatible web-
site.  
1990– The WorldWideWeb (not to be confused with the World Wide 
Web (aka The Internet) was the first browser ever created by W3C Di-
rector Tim Berners-Lee, then renamed Nexus to differentiate from the 
actual World Wide Web. Unlike today, this was the only browser and 
the only way to access the web.  
 

Internet vs. World Wide Web 
The Internet is a comprehensive network of computers and was con-
ceptualized during 1969 by the ARPA or Advanced Research Projects 
Agency. The World Wide Web is much newer compared to the Internet 
and was initialized during the 1990s. The World Wide Web is a collec-
tion of web pages following the http protocol that can be accessed via 
the Internet from any part of the world. The http protocol is a kind of 
language that is used on the Internet in order to transfer data and com-
municate. This is an application used on the Internet and all pages that 
are part of the World Wide Web begin with http://www with www be-
ing an abbreviation for World Wide Web. The World Wide Web is a 
model for sharing information. It represents a method of accessing con-
tent through the Internet. In order to understand the true working of 
search engines, it is crucial to know the differences between the Inter-
net and the World Wide Web. Search engines search websites available 
within the World Wide Web and not other sites located across the In-
ternet.  
1992– Lynx was a texted-based browser that couldn’t display any 
graphic content.  

 
 

http://crossbrowsertesting.com/
http://crossbrowsertesting.com/internet-explorer
https://www.theedigital.com/web-design


 

 

   Experience great customer service!       Call 1300 136679     

 
 

• 1993 – Mosaic was the first browser to allow images 
embedded in text making it “the world’s first most popu-
lar browser”. 

• 1994– A noticeable improvement to Mosaic came 
Netscape Navigator. 

• 1995– Internet Explorer made its debut as Microsoft’s 
first web browser. 

• 1996– Opera started as a research project in 1994 
that finally went public two years later. This was also ar-
guably the beginning of the browser wars, mainly be-
tween IE 3 and Navigator 3 as Internet Explorer inched 
ahead with new capabilities. 

• 2003– Apple’s Safari browser was released specifically 
for Macintosh computers instead of Navigator. 

• 2004– Mozilla launched Firefox as Netscape Navigator 
faded out. 

• 2007– Mobile Safari was introduced as Apple’s mobile 
web browser and continues to dominate the iOS market. 

• 2008– Google Chrome appeared to soon take over the 
browser market. 

• 2011– Opera Mini was released to focus on the fast-
growing mobile browser market. 

*    2015– Microsoft Edge was born to combat Google. 
 

• What’s Behind a Browser? 

There are a few main components that make up the brows-
er. For more of a deep dive to understand what happens 
between A (you clicking a link or typing in a URL) and B 
(you seeing a fully rendered web page), we can look 
closer at these elements to understand how browsers 
work. 

• The UI, or user interface, is basically the browser wrap-
per. It includes the address bar, back and forward 
buttons, minimize/maximize/exit buttons, tabs, and the 
reload page button. These are standards in all browsers. 
Although they aren’t technically required, all these ele-
ments are usually found on every browser page to en-
sure usability. 

• The browser acts as a client to contact the web server 
and request information. When you search something on 
Google and click on a link or enter a URL in the address 
bar, the web server locates and sends the information 
you just requested to the web browser. 

• It does this by first performing a Domain Name System 
(DNS) look to find the correct IP address. This basically 
means that every URL has an equivalent set of numbers – 
the IP address – and the DNS translates it into language 
so we can type “Google.com” instead of 
“74.125.134.102”. After that, it sends a Hypertext Trans-
fer Protocol (HTTP) request to the web server, which 
sends a response with HTML, CSS, and other content files 
to the browser.  

The browser engine bridges the UI and the rendering 

engine. This is where the rendering engine reads the 

HTML and XML documents and interprets it to make 

a Document Object Model (DOM) tree and display 

the content. The rendering engine of every browser is 

different, which means a web page will likely look 

different depending on the browser.  

• So why do browsers act differently? Why can you 
write a web application that works properly on 
Firefox, but when you pull it up on Safari, certain 
elements are hidden or unusable? 

• The World Wide Web Consortium is the stand-
ards organization for the web, which has a set of 
guidelines for browsers to adhere certain to HTML 
and DOM specifications. 

• Because it’s not a strict set of rules, they can be 
interpreted differently by different rendering en-
gines. This is largely why you see discrepancies in 
browser experiences. Browsers can conform the 
specification while still abiding by their own rules, 
which can cause compatibility issues. 

• As browser versions update, many will add in 
other areas or features not specified in the W3C. 
Whether this be for competitive advantage or just 
because of a grey area in the guidelines, it can 
create cross-browser issues for software teams. 

As we already know, the rendering engine is respon-
sible for interpreting and displaying content. 
Since the rendering engines of browsers are 
different, the content behaves different ways. 
Sometimes these differences are slight, while 
sometimes they’re major and can even make a 
web page unusable. 

For example, Safari uses WebKit. Meanwhile, Chrome 

and Opera are both using Blink. Firefox uses Gecko 

and IE are using Trident. This means that each of 

these browsers abide by their own rules when it 

comes to rendering and displaying a web page, which 

can be a huge pain for developers trying to create a 

consistent experience. 

 Browser Wars 

Browser wars have been happening since the 1990’s. 

The same situation happened when Safari came to be 

in 2003. Whereas Macintosh users were previously 

on IE or Navigator, Safari being preinstalled in Apple’s 

OS mean that it gained control of that desktop mar-

ket.  There is a constant battle between Microsoft 

owned “Edge”, Google Chrome & Mozilla Firefox. 

“Edge” has an unfair advantage as it is bundled with 

Windows 10. 

https://www.html5rocks.com/en/tutorials/internals/howbrowserswork/#The_rendering_engine
https://www.html5rocks.com/en/tutorials/internals/howbrowserswork/#The_rendering_engine
https://medium.com/@acparas/browsers-rendering-engines-js-engines-bea42b77a182
https://medium.com/@acparas/browsers-rendering-engines-js-engines-bea42b77a182

