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01 — INTRODUCTION

"Yes" is the right answer — and an incomplete one

Ask a beginner whether YouTube, Gmail, Amazon, or Wikipedia are websites, and the

answer is usually "Yes." Technically correct. Practically incomplete.

One of the biggest misconceptions in web development is believing every online platform works

the same way. In reality, some platforms are simple websites built to share information, while

others are powerful web applications built to help users perform tasks.

Understanding this difference matters because it changes how developers plan, design, and

build. Before touching HTML, CSS, JavaScript, or backend technologies, you should already

know what type of product you're trying to create.

// THE MINDSET SHIFT

"What am I building — something to read, or something to use?" That one question shapes

almost every architecture decision that follows.
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02 — WHAT IS A WEBSITE?

A collection of pages built primarily to present

information

Its main purpose is to let users read, explore, or discover content. Most websites focus on

content rather than interaction.

TYPICAL EXAMPLES CHARACTERISTICS

On these websites, users usually consume information instead of creating or managing it.

Company websites—

Personal portfolios—

Blogs—

Documentation websites—

News websites—

Educational resource websites—

Mainly displays information—

Navigation is usually page based—

Limited user interaction—

Often accessible without logging in—

Easier to build than complex

applications

—
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03 — WHAT IS A WEB APPLICATION?

Software that runs inside a browser and lets users get

things done

Instead of simply reading information, users actively use the platform to perform actions —

manage data, complete tasks, interact with a live system.

TYPICAL EXAMPLES CHARACTERISTICS

These platforms behave more like desktop or mobile software than traditional web pages.

Gmail—

Google Docs—

Trello—

Canva—

Notion—

ChatGPT—

Requires user interaction—

Processes user input—

Stores and manages data—

Usually includes authentication—

Performs business logic—

Updates data without a full page refresh—

website vs web application haas.dev



haas.dev / web-fundamentals 04

04 — WHY BEGINNERS GET CONFUSED

Every web application is technically delivered through a

website

When you open Gmail, you visit a website address. When you use Google Docs, you also open a

website address. But after the page loads, these platforms behave like software rather than

static web pages.

// THE BROWSER AS A PLATFORM

The browser stops being a page-viewer and becomes a runtime for running applications.

This is exactly why developers draw a line between informational websites and interactive

web applications — the delivery mechanism looks the same, but what happens after load

is completely different.
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05 — WEBSITE VS WEB APPLICATION

The comparison, side by side

FEATURE WEBSITE WEB APPLICATION

Primary Goal Share information Help users perform tasks

User Interaction Low High

Login Required Usually no Usually yes

Database Usage Sometimes Almost always

Business Logic Minimal Extensive

User Data Limited Core part of the system

Complexity Lower Higher

Examples Blog, Portfolio Gmail, Trello
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06 — HOW THEY WORK

Same browser, very different internal behavior

WEBSITE WORKFLOW

1 Visitor opens page

2 Server sends page

3 Browser displays content

4 Visitor reads information

The interaction is mostly one way.

WEB APPLICATION WORKFLOW

1 User opens application

2 Logs into account

3 Browser sends requests

continuously

4 Backend processes requests

5 Database stores or retrieves

information

6 Application updates instantly

This communication continues throughout the

user's session.
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07 — WHEN SHOULD YOU BUILD A WEBSITE?

Choose a website when your primary goal is to inform

BUILD A WEBSITE WHEN...

Right choice when visitors mainly need to read

or explore content.

BUILD A WEB APP WHEN...

Whenever users create, edit, delete, or organize

data, you're usually building a web application.

Personal portfolio—

Business landing page—

Blog—

Online documentation—

School website—

Product showcase—

Banking platform—

Food delivery system—

Online classroom—

Project management software—

Social media platform—

Hospital management system—

Inventory management system—
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09 — CAN ONE PROJECT BE BOTH?

Yes — and it's more common than you'd think

Consider Amazon. The homepage is largely informational — visitors browse products,

categories, and offers without needing an account.

After signing in, users can:

// THE HYBRID PATTERN

The informational pages behave like a website. The customer dashboard functions as a

web application. This hybrid approach — browse as a website, act as an app — is the

norm in modern software, not the exception.

Add products to the cart•

Manage addresses•

Place orders•

Track deliveries•

Write reviews•
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10 — REAL-WORLD EXAMPLES

Classifying five platforms you already use

WIKIPEDIA

Main purpose: Sharing knowledge.

Classification: Website.

GMAIL

Main purpose: Managing emails.

Classification: Web application.

YOUTUBE

Public videos: Website.

Creator Studio: Web application.

LINKEDIN

Public profiles: Website.

Messaging, applications, profile mgmt: Web

application.

HAAS.DEV

Educational resources and guides: Website.

Future features such as user accounts, saved progress, quizzes, or downloadable resource

management would introduce web application functionality.

// GO DEEPER

Read "What Is a Website?" for the full foundation, and "How the Internet Works" to see

how browsers and servers communicate behind every example above.
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11 — COMMON BEGINNER MISTAKES

Where most beginners get stuck

✕ Thinking every online platform is simply a website.

✕ Believing web applications only exist as mobile apps.

✕ Assuming login functionality automatically makes something a web application.

✕ Learning frameworks before understanding the type of product being built.

✕ Confusing user interface design with application functionality.

12 — PRACTICAL ACTION PLAN

Train your eye to classify

Choose ten popular online platforms. For each one, answer:

Then explain why. This exercise builds the ability to classify digital products correctly — a skill

you'll use in every project scoping conversation going forward.

Is it primarily a website?•

Is it primarily a web application?•

Does it combine both?•
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13 — KEY TAKEAWAYS

What to carry forward

// THE TAKEAWAY

Before you scope any project — client work, a side project, or your own product — ask: is

this primarily informational, or primarily interactive? The answer decides your entire tech

stack.

Websites primarily share information.•

Web applications allow users to complete tasks.•

Web applications usually require databases and backend systems.•

Many modern products combine website and web application features.•

Understanding this difference helps you choose the right architecture before starting a

project.

•

website vs web application haas.dev



// 14 — SUMMARY PAGE

Cheat sheet
The whole guide, compressed to seven lines.

website

Information focused

web application

Task focused

websites

Require less interaction

web applications

Process user input

most products

Combine both

applications

Rely heavily on backend + databases

why it matters

Understanding the difference improves project planning



// 15 — COMPARISON FRAMEWORK

Decide in seconds

website

Best for content

✔ Best for content  ·  ✔ Easier to build  ·  ✔ Lower maintenance  ·  ✔

Limited interaction

web application

Best for solving user problems

✔ Best for solving user problems  ·  ✔ Handles user data  ·  ✔ Requires

backend development  ·  ✔ More scalable but more complex



// 16 — RELATED RESOURCES

Keep going

why read it

What Is a Website?

Build the foundation for understanding everything else in web

development.

why read it

How the Internet Works

Learn how data travels between users, browsers, and servers.

why read it

What Happens When You Type a URL?

Understand every step from entering a web address to seeing a

webpage.

why read it

Frontend vs Backend

Learn how the visible and invisible parts of websites and web

applications work together.



// 17 — RECOMMENDED NEXT LEARNING PATH

Where to go from here

1 What Is a Website?

↓

2 Website vs Web Application — you are here

↓

3 How the Internet Works

↓

4 What Happens When You Type a URL?

↓

5 Frontend vs Backend
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