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Browser Compatibility 

 
Historically, different browser providers have implemented HTML standards 

differently, leading to significant differences between the presentation of websites on 
different browsers. Sometimes this problem was so acute that different versions of the 
same browser displayed a site differently. In particular, Microsoft’s Internet Explorer 6 
was notorious for idiosyncratic implementations of HTML that “broke” perfectly written 
websites. Today, the major browsers generally adhere to a high level of standards-
compliance (for HTML4) and very few users still use the problematic Internet Explorer 6 
browser, so this is somewhat less of a worry than it used to be. 
 

Still more troubling, however, occasionally the same version of a browser can 
display a site differently when run on different Operating Systems or even just different 
computers.  The possible reasons for this are multiple -- and are issues you should be 
aware of as you begin developing your first website.   

The first issue is font availability.  If your site depends on a font that is only 
available on Windows -- or worse, which is only available to users who have installed a 
certain design or font package -- it may not display correctly on other platforms or 
computers.  Generally, it is best to stick to the most basic serif, monospace, and sans-
serif fonts -- Times New Roman, Courier New, and Arial or Helvetica.  If you want to 
specify specialty fonts, avoid doing so as a beginner and once you know how, be sure 
to provide alternatives and font family names in the styles that specify font presentation, 
in case users do not have access to the specialty fonts.   
 The next issue is screen size.  If your site is coded so that it displays perfectly 
on a 1024x768 screen, but isn’t coded so that it can change size according to the 
screen’s limitations, smartphone users might have a hard time reading your site. There 
are a wide variety of screen sizes on the market today, so advanced websites often 
deliver different versions of the site to different platforms. As a beginner, this will be 
beyond your skill level, so the best thing to do is to work with a common screen size. 
Once you have developed the skills to do so, you should get in the habit of using 
relative sizes rather than absolute sizes for as many elements as possible so that they 
resize to fit the device on which they are displayed. 
 The final major issue is what is called a syntax error.  This is an error in the 
HTML or CSS code itself.  Many browsers are able to deal with some minor syntax 
errors, but even so, they can lead to unexpected output that looks like a compatibility 
issue.  This is because different browsers resolve syntax errors in different ways. So, if 
you are encountering display issues on different browsers, browser versions, 
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computers, or platforms, be sure to check your code for errors. Syntax problems are 
extremely common with the code generated by WYSIWYG editors or “design mode” in 
Development Environments. 
 

As you proceed to learn HTML and CSS, you will frequently find yourself using 
Google to troubleshoot problems or look up techniques; in this process, you will often 
encounter sites that deal in detail with compatibility issues and offer work-arounds for 
dealing with them. Generally speaking, this is a more advanced topic with which you 
should not concern yourself as a beginning student.  For the purposes of learning, it will 
be easiest to stick to a single, widely-used browser and to try to incorporate “hacks” to 
improve compatibility only after you have mastered the basics.  Since Chrome and 
Firefox are the most commonly used browsers on the web, using the most recent stable 
version of one of these free browsers is strongly recommended.  
 
 Even so, the wide variety of platforms and browsers on the market today requires 
the webmaster to test code extensively. There are a variety of webtools that you can 
easily discover using a general purpose search engine that automate this testing 
process.  But once you have a complete site, it is generally a good idea to test your 
code on the most common desktop browsers: Chrome, Firefox, Internet Explorer, 
Opera, and Safari.  Since many users are accessing the web using mobile devices, it is 
often also a good idea to look at your finished site using multiple browsers on the 
Android, iOS, Windows Mobile, and RIM/Blackberry platforms.   
 
 As a final note, while most contemporary browsers have implemented HTML4 in 
a way that produces regular and predictable platform-independent output, the emergent 
HTML5 standard is a whole different question.  Again, this is a problem that is beyond 
the scope of the beginning student, but since learning to recognize and use the cutting-
edge HTML5 standard should be a part of the beginning student’s educational 
trajectory, it is something to be aware of.  Should you encounter HTML5 elements that 
are causing your problems, consider looking at “Chapter No. 2: Detecting HTML5 
Features” in Mark Pilgrim’s Dive into HTML5.   

 
 


