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what is this talk about?



About Me
Currently

Practice Director
Principal Consultant

CTO

Previously
Various Enterprise
Various Startups

Lots of freelance things

And for fun…
Adventurer, dancer, photographer

shawinnes.com
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why do we document things?

• Communicate complex systems easier
• Reduce cognitive load
• Streamline new team on-boarding
• Communicate previous decisions
• Architectural Guidelines and Principles
• Disaster recovery
• Future you will forget what the heck you did this week!

• and because… 

should we

Shaw Innes



developers who don’t document

…are being jerks!
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why aren’t we doing this?

• It’s boring
• It gets out of date and must be maintained
• It breaks the flow of software development
• Often requires special tooling, or licenses
• Diagramming tools are often hard to version control
• Perfect is the enemy of done

Shaw Innes



Traditional Approaches

• Word Documents
• Wikis, Confluence
• Other specialised tools

• Visio
• Draw.io
• Paint
• Illustration Tools

Shaw Innes



a better solution?

• Adopt “Documentation as Code”
• Separate structure from presentation
• Minimise requirement for extra tooling
• Version controlled in git
• Be pragmatic, start simple, scale up

Shaw Innes



PROS

• VERSION CONTROLLABLE / DIFFABLE

• SIMPLE TO USE / LEARN

• USING A DSL VS JUST DIAGRAMS MEANS 
THERE IS CONTEXT

• CROSS PLATFORM

• MINIMAL TOOLING

• CAN GENERATE VARIOUS OUTPUTS

• NO LICENSING

• THE LEARNING CURVE

• LESS ACCESSIBLE TO NON-TECH FOLK

• HARDER TO SEARCH & AGGREGATE 
(SOLVABLE)

• CODE SPRAWL (SOLVABLE)

CONS

Shaw Innes



a consulting story

• A new project
• A handful of repositories
• No documentation
• Where do we start?

Shaw Innes



what is this thing?

README.md

• A quick intro for onboarding
• Use a template for consistency
• Customise for your company
• Use readme-md-generator
• Google for examples
• Opensource projects

Shaw Innes

https://github.com/kefranabg/readme-md-generator


okay, cool, how do I get started?

README.md

• Requirements / dependencies
• Step by step instructions for devs
• Development processes
• Where to get more help

Shaw Innes



that's interesting, why does it...?

Capturing Old Decisions

• Markdown Decision Records (MADR)
–Context/Problem
–Considered Options
–Decision
–Consequences

• Use a template
• Create an index for easy reference

Shaw Innes

https://adr.github.io/madr/
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how should I add a new thing...?

Architecture Principles
–Capture expectations/assumptions
–Allow developers and teams to make decisions
–Could this meeting have been a Principle?

Shaw Innes



Architectural Principles
Well-defined principles

Name: Succinct, easy to remember, and carries the 
essence of the rule (few words)
Statement: Unambiguous statement defining the 
rule (1 to 3 sentences)
Rationale: Why is this rule important, particularly in 
terms of business benefits.
Implications: Identifies explicitly how the rule affects 
the business, teams, etc.

Shaw Innes

how should I add a new thing...?



how does this all fit together now?
System, Solution, Software Architecture…

Shaw Innes



a picture is worth a thousand words…

Excalidraw

• Traditional diagramming
• Browser-based
• Open JSON format file
• Supports symbol libraries



some code is also worth a thousand words… 🤪

PlantUML
• Text-based diagramming
• Multiple diagram types

- Sequence, Class, Activity, ERD
• Extensible with Libraries

- Azure, Kubernetes, AWS, C4…
• Tooling

- VS Code, JetBrains, Others…
- Markdown wikis

* Mermaid is another good option
Shaw Innes



C4 Model

• Simple abstractions & Standard diagram types
• Helps avoid overly-complex diagrams

1. Context: system scope, users and other systems
2. Container:  represents an application or a data store
–web application, mobile app, serverless function, embedded device

3. Component: internals of a container
4. Code: class-level decomposition

Deployment: optional, and very useful Shaw Innes



C4 Context Diagram



C4 Container Diagram
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Architecture Diagram
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Sequence Diagram
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Entity Relationship Diagram
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Cloud Deployment Diagram



how can my friends see this?

• Mkdocs & Mkdocs Material 😍
• Docusaurus 🦖



what if I have lots of friends?

• Render to PDF or DOCX - Pandoc
• Developer platform - Backstage
• Build and publish - CI/CD



Documentation for Developers

Shaw Innes

Overview & Getting Started – Markdown READMEs

Old Decisions – Architecture Decision Records

New Decisions – Architectural Principles

System Architecture – Diagrams as Code, PlantUML & C4

Sharing & Scaling – Mkdocs, Docusaurus, Pandoc, CI/CD

Keep it simple with text-based approaches

Focus on content, not presentation

Minimise licensing requirements, reduce friction

Focus on documenting the gaps, and onboarding

Don't be "that developer", help your friends

Key takeaways
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