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Introduction 
• PhD research 2010–2014 

oVictoria University of Wellington 

• “How much architecture?” 

oWhat impacts how much effort agile 

teams put into up-front architecture 

design? 
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Contents 
• Background and aim of research 

• How I did the research 

• A quick tour of the findings 

• Startling implications 

o Busting some of the “how much 

architecture?” myths 

 

 



– 4 – 

Background 
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Agility means: 
• Respond to change 

• Reduce the feedback cycle 

• Deliver value 
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What impact does 
architecture have on agility? 
• Architecture is about planning ahead 

• “The best architectures, requirements, 

and designs emerge from self-

organizing teams.” (Agile Manifesto) 

• Can we refactor all architecture 

decisions? 
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What impact does agility 
have on architecture? 

• Architecturally-significant requirements 

may evolve 

oChange 

o Become known 

• Architecture is not a static 

design/artefact 

oArchitecture evolves through life of 

system, just as the code does 
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Too much up-front 
architecture? 

• At best, delays delivering value to 

customer 

• At worst, decisions proven to be wrong 

– need rework 

• Too much time spent architecting and 

not delivering functionality/value 

• Not agile! 
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Too little up-front 
architecture? 

• Numerous compounding ad-hoc 

decisions may mean ASRs cannot be 

met 

• Spend all your time refactoring to 

meet ASRs, and not delivering 

functionality/value 

• Not agile! 
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What is the balance? 

• How do teams strike a balance 

between architecture and being 

agile? 
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About the research 
• What is going on in industry? 

oQualitative, inductive 

• Interviewed 44 agile architects, senior 

developers,  team managers (etc) 

o 45 hours of interviews 

• Turns experience into “knowledge” 

o “Grounded Theory” methodology  

oMethodical, rigorous 
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Findings 
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Main findings 
• Five tactics for designing an agile 

architecture 

• “A theory of agile architecture” 

o Six forces that affect up-front effort 

o Five strategies that determine which 

decisions are made up-front, to address 

the forces 
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What is an agile 
architecture? 

An agile architecture is both: 

• an architecture that supports a team’s 

agility by being easily modifiable and 

tolerant of change, and  

• the outcome of an agile process that 

has a more emergent design with a 

shorter planning period. 
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Agile architecture tactics 
Tactic  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Keep designs simple 
 

Prove the architecture with code 
iteratively 
 

Use good design practices 
 

Delay decision making 
 

Plan for options 
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Agile architecture tactics 
Tactic Impact on 

responsiveness to 
change 

Affects 
architecture or 
architecting? 

Reduces up-
front effort? 

Keep designs 
simple 

Increases 
modifiability 

Architecture Yes 

Prove the 
architecture with 
code iteratively 

Use good design 
practices 

Delay decision 
making 

Plan for options 
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Agile architecture tactics 
Tactic Impact on 

responsiveness to 
change 

Affects 
architecture or 
architecting? 

Reduces up-
front effort? 

Keep designs 
simple 

Increases 
modifiability 

Architecture Yes 

Prove the 
architecture with 
code iteratively 
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Architecting 
process 

Yes 

Use good design 
practices 

Increases 
modifiability 

Architecture No 

Delay decision 
making 

Increases tolerance  
to change 

Architecting 
process 

Yes 

Plan for options Increases tolerance  
to change 

Architecture No 
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A theory of agile 
architecture 

• Six forces that affect how much 

architecture up-front 

• Five strategies that determine 

which decisions are made up-

front, and that address the forces 
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Six agile architecture 
forces 

• F1: Requirements instability 

• F2: Technical risk 

• F3: Early value 

• F4: Team culture 

• F5: Customer agility 

• F6: Experience (technical and 

architectural) 
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Five agile architecture 
strategies 

• S1: Respond to change 

• S2: Address risk 

• S3: Emergent architecture 

• S4: Big design up-front 

• S5: Use frameworks and template 

architectures 
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A theory of agile 
architecture 



– 26 – 



– 27 – 



– 28 – 



– 29 – 



– 30 – 



– 31 – 

Implications 
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The “agile sweet spot” 
• A totally emergent design only works if 

there is no technical risk 

o Business website 

• But it is not the only time agile 

development works 

o Higher complexity 

oMitigate risk until comfortable 
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Impact of instability on 
up-front effort 
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Complexity and size 
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Value may be more 
important than cost 
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Summary 
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“How much 
architecture?” 

• …a balance between ability to 

respond to change and risk mitigation 
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How can we determine 
how much up-front? 

• How much risk? (can we reduce it?) 

• How agile is the team? (can we 

increase it?) 

• How agile is the customer? 

• How experienced is the team? 

• Do we need early value? 
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