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Working software
over

comprehensive 
documentation

This doesn’t mean
“don’t do any 

documentation”!

Manifesto for Agile Software Development, 2001

Some projects have a

duty
to deliver documentation
alongside the software



There are many libraries in the middle-tier; are they components?

It looks like there are multiple architectural layers.

There’s a web application.

There are some WCF service references.

Lots of C# code!

Chaos!
Does the team understand what they are building and how they are building it?

Chaos!
Does the team understand what they are building and how they are building it?

No defined structure, 

inconsistent approaches,

big ball of mud,

spaghetti code, ...

STOP
Slow, insecure, unstable, unmaintainable, 

hard to deploy, hard to change, 

over time, over budget, ...

Shared vision of

TL; DR
Software

Architecture
Document

Working software
over

comprehensive 
documentation

This doesn’t mean
“don’t do any 

documentation”!

Manifesto for Agile Software Development, 2001

Shared vision of

WTF?!



Tribal 
knowledge

“just talk!”
“diagrams and documents

are just props
for conversations”

The bus factor
(it’s not just about buses though!)

Any idea how X 
works?

No idea what
you’re on about...

#fail

Let’s go

travelling



Back to

software

We can visualise our process...

...but not our 
software!



Moving fast requires

good 
communication

Software System
Containers

Components
Classes

Agree on a simple abstraction that the 
whole team can use to communicate

1. Context 2. Containers 3. Components

Thinking inside the box

... and, optionally,
4. ClassesC4

Context
Containers
Components
Classes

This only covers
the static structure
(runtime, infrastructure, 

deployment, etc are also important)

Context
• What are we building?
• Who is using it? (users, actors, roles, personas, etc)
• How does it fit into the existing IT environment?

Containers
• What are the high-level technology decisions?
• How do containers communicate with one another?
• As a developer, where do I need to write code? Components

• What components/services is the system made up of?
• Is it clear how the system works at a high-level?
• Do all components have a home (a container)?



This isn’t about
creating a standard

It’s about providing you 

some organisational ideas

Some tips for

effective sketches

Titles
Short and meaningful, numbered if 

diagram order is important

Lines
Make line style and arrows explicit, 
add annotations to lines to provide 

additional information

Layout
Sticky notes and index cards make a 

great substitute for drawn boxes, 
especially early on

Labels
Be wary of using acronyms

Colour
Ensure that colour coding

is made explicit

Orientation
Users at the top and database at the 
bottom? Or perhaps “upside-down”?

Shapes
Don’t assume that people will 

understand what different shapes
are being used for

Borders
Use borders to provide emphasis

or group related items,
but ensure people know why

Keys
Explain shapes, lines, colours, 

borders, acronyms, etc

Responsibilities
Adding responsibilities to boxes can 
provide a nice “at a glance” view

Start from the top and work downinto the detail

Make some technology decisions

Vision
I understand the major technology decisions
I understand the implementation strategy (frameworks, libraries, APIs, etc)
I can visualise the code structure

Start from the top 
and work down
into the detail

Make some 
technology 
decisions

Structure
I can see the solution from 

multiple levels of abst
raction

I understand the big picture 

(context)

I understand the logical 

containers

I understand the major 

components used to satisfy the 

important user stories/features

I understand the notation, colour 

coding, etc used on the diagrams

I can see the traceability between 

diagrams

Start from the top and 

work down into the detail

Diagrams
are maps

to navigate
the code /// <summary>

/// Represents the behaviour behind the .../// </summary>
public class SomeWizard : AbstractWizard{
    private DomainObject _object;    private WizardPage _page;    private WizardController _controller;
    public SomeWizard()    {
    }

    ...

}

Let’s go

travelling
again

A very detailed 

sketch
A good abstraction for

a general audience



A very accurate 

model
Very detailed for a

specific target audience

Points of

interest
(e.g. districts and areas rather than every building on every street)

Back to

software
again

Software architectures don’t live in 

isolation



Your system

Current Development Team

Database Administrators

Business Sponsors

Operations/Support Staff

Compliance and AuditSecurity TeamOther Teams

Future Development Team

Keep the

audience
in mind

Some more

travelling
That looks nice

...
but what is it?

Elizabeth Castle
Jersey

Granite and 

concrete?



History

Maps

Sights and

itineraries

History and

culture

Practical 
Information

Selected 
highlights

And finally back to

software

How much of the document is

up to date and relevant?



Software
Architecture
Document

1. A summary of the context
and architectural drivers

(requirements, constraints and principles)

2. A high-level description of the
software architecture and the rationale

(containers, components, etc)

3. A high-level description
of the deployment and
operational concerns

Software
Architecture
Document

Guidebook

Maps

Sights and

itineraries

History and

culture

Practical 
Information

Documentation should

describe what
the code doesn’t

Reduce waste,

add value
Use it to explain intent and 
act as a guide to navigate

the source code

Do you like

exploring?

It’s usually technical people that 

want more detail, so help them

to go and find it
 themselves

Context

Who is using it?

What are we building?

How does it fit in with the 

existing IT ecosystem?

Functional View What does the system do?

Business Process View

What are the processes, 
their steps and flow of 

information?



Non-functional 
View

Performance

The search user story must return a response in les
s than 

5 seconds.

Scalability

The system must support 50 concurrent users.

Availability

Security

Disaster Recovery

Accessibility

Monitoring

Management

Audit

Flexibility, Extensib
ility, Maintainability

Interoperability

Legal, Regulatory, Compliance

Internationalization

The UI will be delivered in En
glish only.

Localisation

What are the non-

functional requirements?

Which ones are significant 
to the architecture?

Architectural 

Constraints

System must be deployed on J
ava 5.

Must use existing Oracle 10g database licenses
.

When communicating with system X, must use the 

internal Bank System Exchange XML schema (available 

at http://intranet/bsexml/v1.0/schema.xsd).

What are the constraints?

How are they significant to 
the architecture?

Architectural 
Principles

No data access logic
 in view components.

All business logic should be placed in the

middle-tier, with unit test coverage of
 core parts.

Architectural layers should only depend

on lower layers.

What are the principles 
adopted to aid

consistency?

Are they clear and 
understood by

the whole team?

Logical View
What does the big 

picture look like?

Is there a clear structure 
(containers, components 
and their interactions)?

Is it clear how the system works at a high 
level?

Interface View Have the key internal and 

external interfaces 
been 

thought about?

Are they clearly understood 

from a technical 

perspective?

And from a non-technical 

perspective?
From: LCM

To: External System 1
Technology, format & protocol

Service-level agreements
Ownership
Release cycle & versioning
etc...

From: LCM

To: External System 2

Technology, format & protocol

Service-level ag
reements

Ownership

Release cycle &
 versioning

etc...

Design View
How will components be 

implemented?

Are common patterns and 
approaches documented?



Infrastructure 
View What is the physical 

infrastructure 

architecture?

Does it support your 

software and the 

architectural drivers?

Deployment View
How do the software 

components map onto the 

infrastructure?

How and where are 

components

installed/configured?

Operational View
How does the system 

support monitoring and 

management?

How do people diagnose
 

problems?

Security View

How are security 

requirements handled 

across the architecture?

Authentication, 

authorisation, 

confidentiality, etc.

Separation of conce
rns, 

credential storage, 

sandboxes, etc.

Data View

How is data stored, archived, backed-up, etc?

How much data(including logs) does the 
system have?

Technology 
Selection

Why was technology X 

chosen?

Why was technolo
gy Y not 

chosen?

Architecture 
Justification

Does the architecture 
satisfy the drivers?

Does the architecture “work”?

Functional View
What does the system do?

Non-functional View
Are there any significant non-functional 

requirements influencing the architecture?

Architectural Constraints
Are there any constraints influencing

the architecture?

Architectural Principles
Are there any principles influencing

the architecture?

Logical View
What does the big picture look like
and how is the system structured?

Infrastructure View
What does the target deployment

environment look like?

Deployment View
How will the system components be

deployed onto the target infrastructure?

Operational View
How will people operate and

support the system?

Context
What is this all about?



The software architecture document is

living and 

evolving

guidebook

Storage

My preference

Store documentation
in source code control, 

next to the code

If you’re regularly

branching your code base, use

a separate location/repository Microsoft Word, HTML, 
Markdown, etc

Their preference

Store documentation
on a network share, 

SharePoint, etc

This is better when
non-developers
will need access

My alternative preference

Use a wiki

Keep an eye on it and
think about introducing

some structure

And finally, to violate the

DRY principle



The code doesn’t tell 
the *whole* story,

but it does *a* story

Software teams should deliver

+

Let documentation

describe what you can’t 

get from the code

/// <summary>
/// Represents the behaviour behind the .../// </summary>
public class SomeWizard : AbstractWizard{
    private DomainObject _object;    private WizardPage _page;    private WizardController _controller;
    public SomeWizard()    {
    }

    ...

}

Use diagrams as maps
to navigate the code

Software
Guidebook
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simon.brown@codingthearchitecture.com

@simonbrown on Twitter

codingthearchitecture.com

On-site training and consulting


