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Foreword

 

As Jerry Weinberg says in his classic text 

 

The Psychology of Computer
Programming

 

:

 

Documentation is the castor oil of programming. Managers think it is good 
for programmers, and programmers hate it! The value of documentation is 
only to be realized if the documentation is well done. If it is poorly done, it 
will be worse than no documentation at all.

 

Nothing in the Agile Manifesto (

 

http://agilemanifesto.org/

 

) states ‘Thou shalt
not do any documentation’, but since many developers have a genetic reluc-
tance to any form of writing that isn’t expressed in a programming language,
they have clasped the following principle to their collective bosoms:

 

…we have come to value: Working software over comprehensive document-
ation

 

and proclaimed to the world that documentation is out.

My software development career has been mostly on large projects, like the
one that developed the software for the Boeing 777. There is no way that
projects like that can dispense with documentation. I would be the first to
admit that the 777 project and all the others I have seen close up could have
been done better. They could have been completed just as well in a less
ponderous fashion. Not only do I believe that there’s always room for
improvement, but I also believe that we should strive continually to improve
– especially on safety-critical projects. So either we admit that projects of this
magnitude are hopelessly ‘non-agile’, or we agree that, when it’s appropriate
– that is, when it adds value – there is a need for documentation. I vote for
the latter.
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x Foreword

 

Now, however, we’re faced with the dilemma – what does that mean on an
agile project? Can a project really follow agile principles and still produce
documentation? This is the question Andreas Rüping addresses in this book.
Andreas has documented his experiences of successful and unsuccessful
project adventures with documentation. He shares an array of encounters
with diverse projects: small to large, old technology to new, spanning the
past 12 years. I’ve become a believer in the power of stories – nothing is
better than hearing what others have done. When we share our successes
and failures, we all learn. There are lots of good stories here, real projects all,
with some instructive lessons learned and some pitfalls to be avoided.

Andreas does a good job of explaining the trade-offs: when documentation is
better than face-to-face, when on-line is better than hard copy, when
diagrams are more useful than text. In a discussion near and dear to my heart,
he also shows how documentation impacts the customer. 

All this information is captured as a set of related patterns. Just like stories,
I’m a believer in the power of patterns. I’ve written many myself and I can
attest that they provide guidance in a useful form. Andreas provides sufficient
information for us to apply this guidance and benefit from his experience.
This is useful, practical stuff. 

The book follows its own principles. It is lightweight and presents the useful
ideas without burdening the user. It is easy to read and understand and
presents solutions that are clearly based on real project experience. I found
myself nodding in agreement or tilting my head in consternation as I read
something surprising. I learned a lot by reading this little book, and I’m sure
you will, too.

 

Linda Rising
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Preface

 

If you work in the software industry, you will know that documentation plays
an important role in many projects. Among other things, documents describe
user requirements, software architectures, design decisions, source code and
management issues.

There can be a lot of value in such documents. Documentation can
contribute to the success of a project by making necessary information avail-
able to the team members. Documents can preserve knowledge within a
team, and prevent the team from re-inventing things when team members
leave and new people join. Documents can capture expertise gained in one
project and make it available to future projects. When knowledge has been
committed to paper, it cannot be lost.

However, we are living in the information age. We are surrounded by much
information, often too much. It can become difficult to filter what we really
need. Projects sometimes suffer from too many documents and too long
documents. If this is the case, team members looking for specific information
can easily get lost. Some things are also much better communicated face-to-
face than via written documents. Too much documentation is as bad as no
documentation at all.

It is also hard to keep documents up to date when their subjects undergo
change. Keeping documents up to date is especially hard when a project is
busy and many other things require attention. But outdated documents can
easily lead readers onto the wrong track – outdated documents often do
more harm than good.

This book takes an 

 

agile

 

 approach to documentation – an approach that is
both lightweight and sufficient, in the same vein as the agile approaches to
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xii Preface

 

software development that recently have become popular (Cockburn 2001,
Highsmith 2002, Ambler 2002).

This book presents a collection of patterns – guidelines that offer solutions to
the recurring yet multi-faced problems of documentation. These patterns are
governed by the following overall principles:

• Project documentation is most effective when it is lightweight, without
any unnecessary documents, yet providing all the information relevant to
readers.

• Documents that are considered necessary can only prove useful if they
are of high quality: accurate, up-to-date, highly readable and legible,
concise and well structured.

• Tools and techniques are useful only if they facilitate the production of
high-quality documents and make their organisation and maintenance
easier.

• The documentation process must be efficient and straightforward, must
adapt to the requirements of the individual project and must be able to
respond to change.

It is important to emphasise that this book does not prescribe a standard
method that claims to solve all the problems associated with software project
documentation. First, such a method is virtually impossible, as no two
projects have the same documentation requirements. Second, a heavyweight
method is the last thing I would want to propose – a fully-fledged ‘standard’
documentation method would be too inflexible and would involve too much
bureaucracy to be useful. It would certainly not be agile.

This book focuses rather on the elements and processes that can repeatedly
be found in good project documentation, and that express an agile attitude.
Such elements and processes have been shaped into patterns that you can
use to design the documentation that fits your individual project best, and
that contributes to the expertise held in your organisation.

 

Scope

 

This book is meant for people who work in the software industry and whose
job includes writing software documentation at some point. This is true for
most software engineers, designers, consultants and managers. If you belong
to any of these groups, then this book is for you.

 

1
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Preface xiii

 

Perhaps you enjoy documentation, or perhaps you see it as a burden. In
either case, this book will give you hints on how to focus on what is impor-
tant in documentation, it should make your documentation process more
efficient, and it should lead you to better results.

You can use agile documentation in different kinds of projects. First, agile
documentation is targeted at software development projects. Development
projects have an overall goal of delivering working software that satisfies the
customer’s requirements. In a development project, documentation is a
means, not an end: documentation is supposed to help the team accomplish
their tasks. This book recommends documentation that is as lightweight as
possible, but no lighter.

Consultancy projects are also within the scope of this book. Consultancy
projects place slightly different requirements on documentation than develop-
ment projects, since consultancy projects sometimes have documentation,
rather than software, as the desired project output. Consultancy projects can
profit from an agile approach, as such an approach makes the documentation
process more efficient and the resulting documents more compact and
straightforward.

 

Organisation

 

Before presenting the actual patterns for agile documentation, this book
begins with some introductory remarks on agile development and on
patterns. If you would like to read about the 

 

Agile Manifesto

 

 and how it
relates to documentation, this introduction will be useful to you. If you would
like to learn what patterns are and how they can be used, you will also find
answers in the introduction. A section follows that briefly describes the
projects in which the patterns in this book were observed.

The actual collection of patterns is found in the five main chapters of the
book, each of which deals with a particular topic of software project docu-
mentation. Specifically, the main chapters address the following areas:

1.

 

Finding the Right Topics

 

Documentation is important: some aspects of a project require document-
ation desperately, while others do not. So which documents are necessary
in your project, and what topics should they cover? What level of detail is

 

1. The book, however, is not about the sort of user manuals that come, for example, with standard soft-
ware packages, software installation guides or the like, nor is the book targeted at documentation
that is produced by professional technical writers.
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xiv Preface

 

necessary? What documents are perhaps unnecessary? This chapter
presents some guidelines on how to find out what documentation your
project requires.

2.

 

Structuring Individual Documents

 

Well-structured documents give readers better and quicker access to infor-
mation than poorly-structured documents. But what does a document
structure look like? How can you make sure your readers easily find the
information they’re looking for? This chapter offers suggestions about how
to increase the readability of project documents.

3.

 

Layout and Typography

 

Readability is one thing, legibility is another. How can document layout
support the readers’ ability to grasp a document’s contents quickly and reli-
ably? How can such a layout be achieved with standard word processors?
This chapter tells you how to improve the appearance of your documents
easily.

4.

 

Infrastructure and Technical Organisation

 

This chapter talks about how you can manage your project documents.
The chapter begins with organisational issues: how can you obtain an
overview of the project documentation? Are the documents supposed to be
printed on paper? What about on-line documentation, which is becoming
more and more popular? Solving such issues quickly leads us into more
technical topics: how can documents be processed and stored? How can
you make sure that individual documents can be found easily? What steps
need to be taken to make project documentation easily maintainable? What
tools are necessary for this?

5.

 

Management and Quality Assurance

 

The final chapter addresses management issues such as budget, responsi-
bilities and priorities, as far as project documentation is concerned. The
questions to ask here are: what does an efficient documentation process
look like, or, how can bureaucracy be avoided? Being agile means putting
people in the foreground, so this chapter emphasises the roles people play
in the documentation process and stresses the importance of feedback and
reflection.
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Preface xv

 

How to read 
this book

 

There are different ways to read this book. You don’t necessarily have to read
the book in sequential order:

• If you are interested in a quick overview, just go through each pattern
quickly and read the boldface sections. These form thumbnail sketches
that give you an overall impression of the actual pattern. In addition, a
summary of all such thumbnails is given at the end of the book.

• Read the complete patterns if you want to gain deeper insight, and partic-
ularly if you’re interested in the rationale behind the individual patterns.

• Begin with the experience reports, if you’d like to take a journey through
several real-world projects. The reports explain how the patterns were
used in those projects.

It’s a good idea to combine these approaches. You can start with the thumb-
nails, so you get an overview of what the book has in store, and read the
complete patterns when you become interested in the details or the back-
ground of a pattern. You can then use the thumbnails as a checklist when
you work on the documentation of your project, using the complete patterns
when dealing with more detailed issues. Alternatively, you can begin with the
experience reports, and follow the references to the individual patterns
whenever you feel a pattern is of particular interest to you.

If you are interested in some topics more than others, you can concentrate on
the chapters that are of particular interest to you. Pointers will occasionally
refer you to related material in other chapters.

This is a relatively short book: it is intentionally lightweight and aims to
follow the approach it proposes – you don’t have to read many hundreds of
pages. Many of the patterns fit on two or three pages, and you can use the
thumbnails if all you need is a short overview. It won’t take you too long to
make yourself familiar with an agile approach towards the documentation of
software projects. I’d like to invite you to take this approach with the goal of
making documentation more effective for authors and readers alike.

I am interested in receiving your feedback on this book. If you have any
comments, feel free to contact me at 

 

rueping@acm.org

 

.

 

Andreas Rüping
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Introduction

 

Agile 
development

 

Agile documentation has borrowed its name from the ideas of 

 

Agile Software
Development

 

. Agile software development was originally proposed by the

 

Agile Alliance

 

 – a group of 17 software practitioners who first met in February
2001 to collect ideas for better ways of software development.

These ideas are described in the 

 

Agile Manifesto

 

, which can be found on the
Web (

 

www.AgileAlliance.org

 

) and which is also cited in a number of books
(Cockburn 2001, Ambler 2002, Highsmith 2002).

Here is the central part of what the Agile Manifesto says:

The manifesto continues with a number of more detailed statements and
concrete recommendations.

Agile development is not one specific method of developing software. Agile
development comprises several methods proposed by different people,
which apply in different contexts and have different characteristics. All these

We are uncovering better ways of developing software by doing it and
helping others do it. Through this work we have come to value:

 

Individuals and interactions

 

 over processes and tools

 

Working software

 

 over comprehensive documentation

 

Customer collaboration

 

 over contract negotiation

 

Responding to change

 

 over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items
on the left more.
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2 Introduction

 

methods have in common, however, the fact that they are centred on the core
values expressed in the manifesto.

Some of the best-known agile methods have been described in books:

• In his book on 

 

Agile Software Development

 

 (Cockburn 2001), Alistair
Cockburn speaks about the central role that teamwork plays in software
development projects, and about the communication issues that arise in
development projects of different sizes and at different levels of rigour.

• Jim Highsmith’s book on 

 

Adaptive Software Development (

 

Highsmith
2000) views software development issues from the perspective of
complex adaptive systems. His new book on 

 

Agile Software Development
Ecosystems

 

 (Highsmith 2002) gives an overview of the principles of agile
development, and includes interviews with several noteworthy figures
from the agile community.

• Scott Ambler’s book on 

 

Agile Modeling

 

 (Ambler 2002) addresses the
modelling part of the software development process. It details practices
that lead to effective and lightweight modelling, placing special emphasis
on the human aspects of software development.

•

 

eXtreme Programming

 

 (Beck 2000) was proposed by Kent Beck. XP, as it
is usually known, is an agile method centred on programming in its social
context. XP welcomes changing requirements and places much emphasis
on teamwork.

• Another agile method is 

 

Scrum

 

 (Schwaber Beedle 2001), put forward by
Ken Schwaber, Michael Beedle and Jeff Sutherland, who draw on the
importance of self-organisation and reflection.

• Mary Poppendieck’s forthcoming book on 

 

Lean Development

 

(Poppendieck 2003) describes a number of principles of lean thinking,
targeted at software development leaders.

As the Agile Manifesto is still rather new, we can expect more agile methods
for software development to arise in the near future.

What role does documentation play in an agile project?

The first thing to understand is that documentation appears on the right-hand
side of the value statements in the Agile Manifesto. This means, in short, that
the best documentation in the world is no excuse if the project is supposed to
deliver software, but fails to do so.

The role of 
documentation
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Introduction 3

 

This does not mean, however, that documentation is generally unimportant
or that documentation need not be provided.

Let’s take a look at what the authors of some of the agile methods have to say
about documentation:

• Alistair Cockburn recommends that documentation be ‘light but sufficient’
(Cockburn 2001). He introduces the 

 

Crystal

 

 family of methodologies,
which is targeted at projects of different size and criticality. The 

 

Crystal

 

methodologies require documentation to be created, but let the individual
project decide what that documentation should consist of.

• Scott Ambler’s book on 

 

Agile Modeling

 

 (Ambler 2002) includes a chapter
entirely devoted to documentation. This chapter is named 

 

Agile Devel-
opment

 

, just like this book. Scott Ambler’s chapter and Chapter 1 of this
book were parallel efforts. They follow different presentation styles, but
they come to similar conclusions. Scott Ambler compares the agile
approach to documentation with ‘travelling light’: to ‘create just enough
models and just enough documentation to get by’.

• Jim Highsmith, in 

 

Agile Software Development Ecosystems

 

 (Highsmith
2002), warns us not to produce documentation for documentation’s sake,
but calls for a balance: ‘Documentation, in moderation, aids communi-
cation, enhances knowledge transfer, preserves historical information,
and fulfils governmental and legal requirements’.

My view is that a light-but-sufficient approach is favourable for two reasons.
First, such an approach prevents the project team from expending unneces-
sarily large effort on documentation. Second, light-but-sufficient document-
ation is more accessible, and therefore more useful, for a team than
voluminous documentation. I think Scott Ambler asks the right question:
‘What would you rather have, a 2000-page system document that is likely to
have a significant number of errors in it, or a 20-page, high-level overview?’
(Ambler 2002)

Certainly, detailed documentation is sometimes necessary, but usually the
more concise and accessible documents resonate most among readers.
Details often change more quickly than documentation can be updated, and
are better communicated face-to-face. (There is more on written, as opposed
to face-to-face, communication at the beginning of Chapter 1.)
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4 Introduction

 

Figure 1 demonstrates the relationship between the amount of documentation
and its usefulness. Beyond a certain point, the usefulness of documentation
decreases when more information is added, because finding relevant infor-
mation becomes more and more difficult as the overall amount of
documentation increases.

I think I can summarise this by saying that quality is more important than
quantity in project documentation. A certain level of detail and comprehen-
siveness is necessary – and depends greatly on the individual project – but it
is the concise documents that contribute most to communication in a project
team. The effort that you can save by producing 

 

light

 

 documentation is better
spent on the 

 

quality

 

 of the documents that you do create, making those
documents accurate, up-to-date and well organised.

People sometimes get the impression that, in an agile context, not only is
lightweight documentation given preference over comprehensive document-
ation, but also that quality isn’t so important. I think this is a misconception,
and clearly I disagree. If you decide that a document is necessary, then it
must have a purpose, otherwise you wouldn’t make the decision to create it.
But to fulfil that purpose, a certain quality is essential.

As with so many other things, you can choose to do something or you can
choose not to, but if you choose to do it, then it’s best to do it ‘right’.

Figure 1. The usefulness of documentation

usefulness of 
documentation

amount of documentation
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