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Abstract  

The world is moving faster than ever, and our software de-

velopment techniques are struggling to keep up.  On one 

hand, we are under pressure to deliver more features in our 

software products, so we need to have an agile feature set.  

On the other hand, we know that we need to have a well-

defined and understandable architecture to prevent our pro-

ject from being in chaos.  How do we manage the balance 

between architecture and agility? 

Categories and Subject Descriptors: D.2.9 Management 

– programming teams; K.4.3 Organizational Impacts – 

computer-supported collaborative work; K.6.3 Software 

Management – software process 

General Terms: Management 

Keywords:  agile; architecture  

1. Agile and Architecture 

The earliest iterative development methodologies empha-

sized the creation of a solid stable architecture early in the 

product lifecycle.  This seems to be a critical factor in the 

success of building large, long-lived software systems.  But 

since the advent of Extreme Programming (XP), there has 

been more emphasis on rapid evolution – avoiding a “big 

design up front” (BDUF) at all costs.  Is architecture a big 

design? 

There are many agile methodologies to choose from, and 

the experts on each methodology are split on the function of 

architecture. 

The XP process is most insistent on avoiding early design 

work and big design documents.  XP focuses on short itera-

tions:  in this environment, it is most efficient to “grow the 

implementation” – and to delay making any investment in 

complex software infrastructure early in the development 

cycle.  Instead, the development team usually implements 

the customer-requested functionality using very simple 

tools and structures.  More complex frameworks, compo-

nent libraries and databases might be used later, but only 

when the development team has determined that they will 

be needed to meet customer requirements for size, perfor-

mance, and security. 

Scrum is more agnostic about the need for architecture 

planning and documentation.  Scrum doesn’t prescribe the 

details of the technical solution.  Scrum allows the devel-

opment team to include work items in the development plan 

for development of infrastructure to address common issues 

and non-functional requirements.  The only rule that Scrum 

insists on:  Each iteration must produce some real executa-

ble code that the customer could use, so there is no such 

thing as an iteration that is “pure architecture.” 

Both XP and Scrum are methodologies that are centered on 

the activities of developers, and they put little emphasis on 

architecture – at least, as these methodologies are common-

ly practices in the field.  Developers sometimes mistrust a 

big architectural plan for the development of a large system, 

especially since they find that an elaborate architecture 

makes the design too complex and inflexible over time. 



There are some agile methodologies that put a strong em-

phasis on making key architecture decisions early and doc-

umenting them clearly, such as Domain-Driven Design and 

Agile Unified Process.  Domain-Driven Design accepts that 

many systems are easier to develop if there is a definition a 

large-scale structure for the system – and there are many 

choices for the form of that structure (such as system meta-

phor, responsibility layers, or pluggable component frame-

work).  Agile UP is a process that is consistent with the 

architecture-centric approach defined in the Unified Process 

– early iterations are mainly aimed at building a product 

architecture. 

2. Why create architecture artifacts? 

Architecture artifacts might be a useful part of any agile 

development.  What types of architectural artifacts makes 

sense in an agile process? 

A detailed architectural plan may be overkill, but an agile 

architecture model may contain descriptions of the system 

in several forms: 

 architectural layers 

 classes and packages 

 interface agreements between internal system com-

ponents (including internal performance contracts) 

 external interfaces 

 extension points 

 key end-to-end scenarios 

Some of these artifacts are not very valuable in the devel-

opment of a small web-based system, but they might be 

extremely important for the initial planning of a large multi-

vendor communications framework.  Architecture planning 

can help with managing distributed development – making 

it easier to divide work among multiple teams and keeping 

the teams coordinated.  Architecture documentation and 

models may be an important way to reduce discovery costs 

for new team members. 

3. Workshop discussion topics 

The workshop will explore the clash between agile and ar-

chitecture-centric philosophies, and some practical ideas for 

combining the two approaches. 

How can a team decide what is “just enough architecture 

documentation” for their work?  Who is the audience for 

architecture documentation and models?  What kinds of 

architecture documentation might be easier to keep up to 

date? 

Some of the project variables that will be discussed in this 

workshop include: 

 Prototyping:  If a team needs to do exploratory de-

velopment, how much architecture planning is need-

ed?  What if the prototype is scaled up to become a 

production system? 

 Reusability:  What will be the impact of architecture 

documentation on the ability to reuse existing mod-

ules or subsystems? 

 Reliability, Availability, and Performance:  It isn’t 

easy to manage the implementation of some of a sys-

tem’s non-functional requirements – will architecture 

modeling have a role? 

 Contracting and Outsourcing:  Is architecture an 

important part of formal or informal contracts with 

external development organizations? 

 Team organization:  Agile development emphasizes 

interaction and collaboration, which makes commu-

nication an important issue.  How can multiple teams 

project share architecture ideas in an effective way? 

 Understandable architectures:  In some large sys-

tems, there is information overload – too many things 

to new team members to learn.  Is it possible to keep 

the architecture models simple? 

 Long-term evolution:  An architecture-centric pro-

cess can be most useful when a software product will 

have a series of planned changes over the product's 

lifecycle. In mature products, this cycle might even 

include a one-time radical re-architecting of the sys-

tem. How can we define architectural roadmaps that 

will be agile enough and yet support planned evolu-

tion?  

 Architecture evaluation:  In many good software 

organizations, there is a practice of early architecture 

reviews.  This review process looks at the big picture, 

and it ensures that the system will meet the long-term 

needs of the stakeholders.  In agile development, can 

there be an equivalent process to address big picture 

issues?  

For more information on the subject of this workshop 

(some of the workshop materials, position papers, links to 

useful papers and talks on agility and architecture, as well 

as the final report of the workshop), see the workshop web-

site:  http://manclswx.com/workshops/oopsla09. 

 

 


