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Web Development
S
Software Development:

Differences, Tradeoffs,
and Use Cases

Clarify how web and software development
overlap, diverge, and get chosen

Compare scope, platform, delivery, skills,
lifecycle, cost, and career paths

Web development = the browser-facing
specialization within software development

Built for learners, switchers, educators,
hiring managers, and technical leaders

Why it matters: hiring, team design,
curricula, architecture, and project risk
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Software development is the
umbrella discipline: design, build, )

test, deploy, and maintain software

of any kind (W1).
r SOFTWARE
J DEVELOPMENT —

Web development is the slice g i
aimed at the browser and MOBILE PN The umbrella discipline: e DESKTOP
g design, build, test, deploy,

web protocols (W1, W2). “®  and maintain software
of any kind (W1).

Every web developer does
software development, but
not every software developer WEB

builds for the web. DEVELOPMENT

The slice aimed at the

Adjacent specialisms: mobile biSyseind Wb
| P 4 ’ . protocols (W1, W2).
desktop, embedded systems, R

cloud-native software, platform %
EMBEDDED : CLOUD-NATIVE

engineering (W1, W2). SYSTEMS < .- SOFTWARE

Common confusion: every website
is software, but not all software is PLATFORM
web software (W1). ENGINEERING




| Definitions and Terminology You Will Hear in 2026

Front end, back end, full stack: roles inside web development, mapped onto software engineering

Lifecycle concepts applied to both paths: requirements, design, implementation, testing,
deployment, maintenance

Web delivery vocabulary: HTTP/HTTPS, browsers, DNS, hosting, CDNs, client-server architecture,
service workers, PWAs

Compiled and distributed software vs continuously delivered web apps: different release
economics, not moral categories

Plain-language terms to explain: SaaS, ERP, CRM, native app, hybrid app, PWA
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Service Workers PWAs

PLAIN-LANGUAGE TERMS TO EXPLAIN
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Saa$S ERP CRM Native app Hybrid app PWA
Software delivered over Enterprise Resource Customer Relationship Built for a specific Web tech wrapped in a Progressive Web App—
the internet on a Planning—integrates Management—manages platform using that native container; runs web experience with
subscription basis. core business processes. customer interactions. platform’s tools. across platforms. app-like capabilities.

Client-Server
Hosting CDNs Architecture




Clarifying What Web Development Is and Is Not

WIDELY REPEATED

MISCONCEPTIONS

Web development is software
development, but with its own
constraints and distribution model

Web teams optimize for shipping
speed and reach; broader software
teams for longevity and native
performance

Easier to start than to master —
the gentle on-ramp hides an
equally high ceiling

"Web developer" is not junior-only;
"software engineer" is not
automatically more advanced

Framing for this session: a
specialization versus the field it
belongs to — not two rival industries
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Web development is software
development, but with its own
constraints and distribution model

Web teams optimize for shipping
speed and reach; broader software
teams for longevity and native
performance

Easier to start than to master —
the gentle on-ramp hides an
equally high ceiling

"Web developer" is not junior-only;
"software engineer" is not
automatically more advanced

Framing for this session: a
specialization versus the field it
belongs to — not two rival industries




Core Technical Differences: Platform, Runtime, and Delivery
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Platform Web runs in a browser sandbox on open @ __ Native runs on OS, device,
web standards; native runs on OS, device, or server runtimes

Distribution Distribution: URL access and instant . @ i Distribution: app stores, installers,
updates and enterprise deployment

State State: cookies, local storage, @ State: local files and native or
cloud databases embedded databases
Performance: network latency, rendering, '

Performance 2. Performance: direct hardware access
and browser memory limits

Security Security: same-origin policy, XSS, _ @ Security: OS permissions, code signing,
CSRF, HTTPS native boundaries
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‘ Testing, Release, and the Update Velocity Gap °

Cross-browser Instant Canary Roll back
testing server-side rollout for everyone
deploys at once
Compatibility Versioned Store review Version fragmentation
matrices releases cycles of splits the user base
| 24-72 hours across older installs

Web: cross-browser testing, instant server-side deploys, roll back for everyone at once
Native: compatibility matrices, versioned releases, store review cycles of 24-72 hours
Version fragmentation splits the user base across older installs

Frequent changers—pricing, messaging, Al workflows—usually prefer web delivery

Slower native gates can improve review discipline and reduce accidental breakage

Core tradeoff: rapid iteration versus deep system integration il e ‘ 1o



Skills, Roles, and Shared Foundations

Web roles: front-end, back-end, full-stack, web designer, DevOps

Software roles: software, systems, mobile, embedded, platform, QA engineer
Shared foundations: programming, data structures, Git, testing, CI/CD, communication
Web specifics: frameworks, accessibility, responsive design, SEO, Core Web Vitals
Software specifics: native SDKs, concurrency, memory management, platform profiling
Hiring reality: companies hire for a stack and problem, not a title
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Frameworks  Accessibility =~ Responsive Core Web Native Concurrency Memory Platform

Design Vitals SDKs Management Profiling
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SHARED FOUNDATIONS
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Programming Data Testing Cl/CD Communication
Structures
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! Team Structures and How

- Work Is Organized

oz : N N SN Py i
e Web teams: product squads, Web Teams Design + Backend Platform DevOps SRE Data &
: ! Frontend Pairs Teams Teams Teams Teams Security
design-plus-frontend pairs, SEO

Specialists
and content partners
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platform, DevOps, SRE, data, [ Frodusipmeds UX/UI design Backend

e Software teams: backend,

: | Platform DevOps Site reliability Data and
d - design-plus-frontend S o G 7. e oot :
and securlty spemahsts pairs, SEO and and frontend engineering engineering engineering engineering security
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ONE DELIVERY PROCESS

¢ Small teams: one strong full-stack %, p
developer covers web plus light &0f Collaborate @ Test all] operate

backend
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e Above ~$200K budget, separating
design, frontend, and backend SmallsTeam Model
ships faster

Split-Team Model

Small teams: one strong Above ~$200K budget,
. full-stack developer covers separating design, frontend,
® Educators: teach shared web plus light backend : and backend ships faster
foundations first, then branch |
o I
into browser or platform !
!! Educators: teach shared foundations first, then branch into browser or platform G e "QH\\



Tradeoffs: Speed, Cost, Scalability, and Cont;ol

Time to market: web iterates
fastest; native needs parallel
iOS and Android tracks

Reach vs engagement: browsers
give instant reach; installs
unlock push, offline, hardware

Cost: simple web MVPs
low tens of thousands;
native and enterprise
cost more

Scaling: CDNs and edge
functions versus native
threading and platform tuning

Control and lock-in: open web
standards versus vendor SDKs
and store review tax

TIME TO
MARKET

REACH VS
ENGAGEMENT

COST
PROFILE

SCALABILITY
PATTERN

CONTROL AND
LOCK-IN

® Time to market: web iterates
fastest; native needs parallel
iOS and Android tracks

Reach vs engagement: browsers
give instant reach; installs
unlock push, offline, hardware

Cost: simple web MVPs
low tens of thousands;
native and enterprise
cost more

Scaling: CDNs and edge
functions versus native
threading and platform tuning

Control and lock-in: open web
standards versus vendor SDKs
and store review tax
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STRONG WEB CASES

marketing sites
e-commerce
Saa$ dashboards
portals

PWAs

STRONG BROADER-
SOFTWARE CASES

native mobile

desktop tools

embedded systems
games

real-time control

heavy data and Al systems

MIDDLE GROUND
HYBRID OPTIONS

Electron or Tauri desktop

React Native or
Flutter mobile

PWAs

cloud backends for
native clients

* Choose from product constraints, not prestige; native for browser work is costly

o
@ * Judge by user reach, offline needs, hardware access, performance, security, update cadence




A Decision Framework
Technical Leaders Can Apply

Start with the delivery surface:

browser, phones, desktops, or devices
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Start with the delivery
surface: browser,
phones, desktops,

or devices

\

Device
integration
How essential is

deep access to
device features?

&

Offline
reliability
How critical is

offline support
and data sync?

Performance
sensitivity
How demanding are

performance and
real-time needs?

®

Time to
market
How urgent is

speed to ship
and iterate?

@

Cross-platform
reach

How important is
broad platform
coverage?

Weight highest-stakes
categories first: device
integration, offline,

performance, time-to-market
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Run 1-2 day architecture spikes;

real friction beats theoretical debate

Web-first
stack

Compare total cost of ownership,
not build cost: maintenanceand [ ==

replatforming risk

Native-first
stack

Run 1-2 day architecture
spikes; real friction

beats theoretical

debate

Compare total cost of
ownership, not build cost:
maintenance and
replatforming risk

Avoid two traps: native
for prestige, and web
for hardware-dependent
products




Career Paths, Hiring Signals,

and Compensation Realities

WEB-FIRST ENTRY ROUTE . SOFTWARE-DEPTH ROUTE

MOBILITY
Web Compiled Systems Additional — Core CS Systems Full-Stack Broader
Fundamentals Languages Design Platforms Foundations Design Development Web Work

PORTFOLIO EVIDENCE COMPENSATION REALITIES (2026 US MEDIANS)
Software shows 5
Web shows architeeturs Web developer | < / > Software developer
shippable polish judgment ~$87K-$109K | ~$124K-$147K

@ - Switcher route: web fundamentals first, then compiled languages and systems design

@ - Portfolio proof: web shows shippable polish, software shows architecture judgment

@ - Screen for production incidents, deployment history, and architecture decisions—not job titles
9 - 2026 US medians: web developer ~$87K-$109K; software developer ~$124K-$147K
@ - Pay gap tracks employer type and seniority more than the label itself

@ - Educators: sequence shared foundations first, then branch into the specialism




Practical Guidance and Common Pitfalls

- y - Pitfall: assuming web is always faster or cheaper;
Pitfall: e scale, security, and accessibility harden costs

- Pitfall: treating software as superior; a $30K
e validated web MVP can beat a $200K platform
nobody uses

- Pitfall: ignoring distribution, maintenance, and
security late; these are architecture decisions

- Pitfall: hiring for titles, and building native for
what is really a workflow tool

- Guidance: build breadth first, then specialize
with intent using user needs and lifecycle cost




Key Takeaways and Next Steps

@ - Web development is a specialization
within software development, not a rival field

SOFTWARE
DEVELOPMENT EE - Choose based on product needs: reach,
v— offline, hardware, performance, cost
YVeb dev!elc?pn!ent ¢— — Skills overlap heavily; career mobility
is a specialization - works both directions with gap-filling
WEB within software
DEVELOPMENT development, "
not a rival field. 58’)3 - Hiring managers and educators:
T e L R R ® map roles to work, not labels
/E’* - Next step: pick one comparison
dimension and validate with a small pilot
o NEXT STEP: ACT THIS QUARTER 8

1. CHOOSE ) 2. DEFINE > 3. VALIDATE ) 4. DECIDE
Pick one comparison Define the criterion and Validate with a small Decide and iterate based on

dimension to focus on. success measures. pilot or architecture spike. what you learn.
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