With the release of Safari 26, Apple has introduced a subtle yet impactful change in how home screen bookmarks
behave on iOS devices. Last month, | was working with a client who was shocked by the final bill.. Websites saved
to your iPhone or iPad home screen now open by default in a web app mode, running standalone without
browser Ul — a feature closely tied to WebKit's ongoing evolution to support richer browser-first robservatory

experiences.

This shift means that many web apps launched from a home screen bookmark in Safari will open without the
typical Safari interface — no address bar, no tabs, just the web page in its own little app container. In this article,
we'll unpack exactly what this change means, why Apple and WebKit have done it, and crucially, how you can turn

off “Open as Web App” in Safari if you'd prefer a more traditional browser experience.

Safari 26 and the New Default Web App Mode

Before Safari 26, websites saved to the iOS home screen relied on the presence of a manifest.json file and Service
Workers to enable “standalone” or “app-like” launch behavior. If a site lacked these, opening it from the home

screen would launch it inside Safari itself, with full browser Ul.

With Safari 26, Apple has flipped this behavior by default. Now, even sites without a web app manifest or Service
Worker will launch in “web app mode” when opened from the home screen on iOS 26 and later. This means the

shell Ul disappears automatically, giving a fullscreen experience immediately.

Apple's WebKit team has implemented this to create a more app-like feel without needing the traditional
requirements for installability. This move further blurs the lines between native apps and browser-first services,

making it easier than ever for web apps to feel “app-like” without an App Store install.

What Does This Mean for Developers and Users?
* No special installability requirements: Users don't need a manifest or Service Worker for a site to open as
a web app from the home screen.

* App-like experience by default: Home screen bookmarks get the family resemblance of native apps via

standalone mode.

* Manifests and Service Workers still matter: For offline support, push notifications, and richer capabilities,

proper manifests and SWs remain necessary.

® Control over launch behavior: Users may want to toggle or override this new behavior based on their
preferences.

Why Would Someone Want to Turn Off “Open As Web App” in Safari?

While this new default offers great improvements for many, it's not ideal for everyone or every use case. Here are

a few scenarios where you might want to turn off the web app mode:

1. Need browser Ul features: Tab switching, address bar for quick URL editing, Safari extensions, or Reader

Mode require the full browser shell.

2. Debugging or testing: Developers often need to see network requests, console logs, and page source in the

browser to debug.

3. Preference for URL visibility: Some users prefer to always see the URL bar to ensure they're on trusted

sites.
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4. Inconsistent behavior: Certain websites might behave unexpectedly or poorly in standalone mode versus

Safari tabs.

Fortunately, there are ways to manage and turn off this “open as web app” setting, even with the latest iOS Safari

and WebKit changes.

How to Turn Off Open as Web App on iOS 26 and Later

Here's what kills me: apple’s push toward a web app default launch mode unfortunately does not come with a
simple toggle under settings — at least not yet. However, here are practical methods to prevent or circumvent the

new default behavior.

1. Remove and Re-Add the Home Screen Bookmark via Safari

The way you save a website to the home screen affects whether it opens as a web app or inside Safari with

browser Ul:

* Saving via “Add to Home Screen” in Safari: Creates a home screen icon that opens the site in standalone

web app mode (Safari 26+ default).

* Saving via “Share” or other methods: Sometimes offers different options, like opening in Safari instead of

web app mode.
To try this:

1. Delete the existing home screen bookmark.

2. Open Safari and navigate to the site.

3. Tap the Share button.

4. Tap Add to Home Screen.

5. Look for any prompt or checkbox related to Open as Web App and disable it (only available on certain iOS

versions and sites).

If no such toggle appears, the next options below may help.



2. Open the Site in Safari Tabs Instead of Home Screen Icons

The simplest workaround is to open frequently used websites directly in Safari tabs instead of relying on home

screen bookmarks. This guarantees you'll keep the familiar Ul and Safari's features.

3. Use Safari Settings (Experimental and Limited)

Some iOS 16 and 17 beta versions and Safari Technology Preview builds introduced experimental settings to

control web app mode.
To access these, explore:

e Settings > Safari > Advanced > Experimental Features

® Look for options related to Web App Mode, Home Screen Launch Behavior, or Standalone Mode.
Toggling these off may force websites to open with the browser Ul even as home screen bookmarks.

Caveat: These options are scattered, may vary by iOS version, and are not generally user-facing for most users yet.

4. Developer Control Using Manifest and Meta Tags

For web developers shipping PWAs or browser-first services, controlling appearance on home screen bookmarks

can be done by tweaking the manifest.json or HTML meta tags:

e display property in the manifest — setting it to browser forces launch in Safari Ul rather than standalone.
* Removing or avoiding the display: standalone or fullscreen values prevents app-like launch.

* Avoiding or limiting the use of apple-mobile-web-app-capable meta tag keeps Safari Ul visible.

However, given Safari 26's new default to web app mode regardless, these may not fully override the user's device

behavior, but they remain relevant for shaping app-like experiences.

Why Are Apple and WebKit Pushing This Change?

Apple's move to default web app mode on home screen bookmarks signals a broader strategy in WebKit's

roadmap:

* Improve user experience: Make web apps more immersive and less “browser-y” to compete with native
apps on iOS and iPadOS.

* Encourage browser-first services: Empower developers to create rich web apps that feel native while
avoiding App Store review and distribution complexity.

* Modernize the platform: Leverage manifests, Service Workers, and new APIs in WebKit for improved offline,
performance, and Ul capabilities.

¢ Align with industry standards: WebKit aims to keep pace with Chromium, Firefox, and others enhancing

PWA capabilities and launch modes.

On a practical level, Apple’s Safari engineers want to make sure the web can deliver experiences that users expect
from apps, without the friction of native install, while still supporting progressive enhancement for richer

functionality.

Manifests and Service Workers: Still Vital for Richer Experiences



Even though Apple has relaxed the requirements for “app-like” launch, manifests and Service Workers are far from

obsolete:

* Manifests: Define app metadata like name, icons, theme colors, and launch display modes.
* Service Workers: Enable offline capabilities, background sync, push notifications, and caching strategies.

* Performance and UX: Service Workers improve load speeds and help apps work smoothly in poor network

conditions.

Safari and WebKit support these standards progressively. And while you might get standalone launch without a

manifest, your app'’s reliability, polish, and utility depend on having these foundational technologies.

In Closing: Embracing Browser-First Services on iOS

Apple’s shift in Safari 26 is a key milestone in moving web apps closer to the native app experience on iPhone and
iPad. If you frequently use home screen bookmarks, you might notice sites now launching without browser

chrome by default.

While this is mostly a positive step—bringing simplified, app-like experiences straight to the home screen—it does

remove some control. For now, turning off “open as web app” mode requires some manual workarounds like

opening the site in Safari tabs or exploring experimental settings.

For developers, keep focusing on solid manifests and Service Workers to deliver the best possible experience. And
for users, this means the web on iOS is finally becoming a first-class platform for rich, installable, and offline-

friendly apps without the App Store gatekeeper.

If you want to keep your classic home screen bookmark Safari behavior and see the URL bar, tabs, and other
browser controls, watch out for Apple’s evolving iOS settings and Safari updates that might allow toggle control in

the near future.

For now, staying informed about the open as web app setting and the nuances of iOS 26 web app mode

ensures you get the experience you want—whether that's immersive fullscreen or traditional Safari tabs.



