
Personal background 
 
My name is Thomas Ritter. I am a senior software developer working for SAP AG. For the last two years I 
have been working on a new IDE for SAP's own programming language ABAP. The project consists of an 
Eclipse-based thin client and a backend repository written in ABAP. Right from the start the project has 
been run using a Scrum-based development process. We are currently delivering new features every 4 
weeks. 
 
Problems 
 
Before I started this project I did not have much experience building a product of such scale without any 
serious up front architectural work. During the last years three important questions regarding architecture 
in combination with agile processes emerged that are of particular interest to me. These questions are 
described in the following paragraphs and an overview is given on how my team is currently answering 
them. 
 
1) Team structure 
 
Should we have a team member who fulfills the classic role of an architect or is it possible that the 
architecture is designed by the whole team? Taking team size into consideration, how far can you push 
such an approach? 
 
As of today, the whole team (over 20 developers) is responsible for maintaining and evolving the 
architecture. We do not have dedicated architects because we want to make sure that every team 
member can contribute to architecture discussions and decisions. Our process uses a mixture of personal 
leadership and collaborative web based tools such as wikis and voting systems to drive the architecture 
forward. 
 
2) Continuous improvement process 
 
At the heart of every agile development process is the idea of continuous improvement. How does this 
relate to architecture work? How can a team continuously improve its ability to execute the necessary 
architectural changes at the right time? What kind of tool infrastructure do we need to document 
architectural decisions? How can and should we measure their impact and learn from them? 
 
At the moment we rely heavily on personal experience. Colleagues make decisions and learn from them 
and we are currently thinking about ways to distribute this knowledge across the team. This is especially 
important if the team continues to grow. 
 
3) Architectural topics for agile teams 
 
Are there architectural topics which have to be addressed by every agile development team in order to be 
able to deliver new product versions after each sprint? 
 
In my opinion there are. The most prominent topic is testability. Without a strong automated regression 
test suite the development effort for non-trivial architectural changes becomes too high. Another 
interesting challenge we are facing is compatibility. Compatibility problems between old and new versions 
can occur in multiple architecture domains such as the persistence layer (as pointed out by Scott Ambler 
in his book "Refactoring Databases") or, as in our case, client server communication (client has to be 
backwards compatible with old backend versions). When you are releasing new software after each 
iteration, compatibility with older/previous versions becomes a much more prominent issue to deal with. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Software architecture is a challenging topic and in an agile environment it becomes even more 
challenging. This concerns not only the technical side of building software which continuously evolves 
over time but the human side as well. 


