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PREFACE TO PART IV 

Cloud-Native Systems, AI, Trade-Offs, 
Failure, and Design Review 

The fourth and final volume by Sharath and Tharun B S 

 

Part IV closes the four-volume curriculum by moving from individual design patterns to 
architectural judgment. The focus is no longer only on how to build a component, but on how 
to choose an operating model, introduce AI responsibly, expose trade-offs, anticipate failure, 
and review a design before those decisions become expensive. 

The five chapters are deliberately connected. Cloud-Native Systems examines elasticity, 
containers, orchestration, managed services, infrastructure as code, delivery automation, 
resilience, observability, security, cost, and operational maturity. AI and Agent-Based 
Systems then adds intelligent assistance without giving models uncontrolled business 
authority. 

System Design Trade-Offs turns architecture into an explicit decision process: what is gained, 
what is given up, what risk is accepted, and when the decision should be revisited. Common 
Failure Patterns then studies how weak assumptions become real outages. Design Review 
Methodology closes the book by turning all earlier topics into a practical review discipline for 
business fit, scale, reliability, security, data, operations, cost, risk, and governance. 

The recurring lesson is simple: mature architecture is not measured by the number of cloud 
services, agents, microservices, or review documents in the system. It is measured by 
whether decisions are justified, risks are visible, failures are containable, AI is controlled, 
costs are understood, and the design can be challenged with evidence. 

Part IV principle: A mature architecture is not defined by cloud services, AI 
agents, redundancy, or review documents. It is mature when choices are 
justified, authority is controlled, failure is recoverable, evidence is available, and 
the team can explain why the design is appropriate. 

 

Welcome to Part IV. Build with ambition, but review with discipline. The strongest 
architecture is not the most advanced one; it is the one the team can explain, operate, secure, 

recover, and evolve deliberately. 

  



 

 

Chapter Roadmap 
Part IV is a five-chapter progression from modern operating platforms to architectural 
decision quality. It moves from cloud-native execution, through AI-enabled systems and 
explicit trade-offs, into failure awareness and finally a repeatable design review method. 

Chapter 16: Cloud-Native Systems 
Explains what cloud-native really means through automation, elasticity, containers, 
orchestration, microservices, serverless computing, managed services, infrastructure as 
code, CI/CD, resilience, networking, data management, observability, security, FinOps, 
governance, maturity, and practical platform choice. 

Chapter 17: AI and Agent-Based Systems 
Introduces models, prompts, retrieval, tools, agents, memory, knowledge graphs, planning, 
workflows, human-in-the-loop control, multi-agent systems, evaluation, security, privacy, 
cost, and observability. The chapter repeatedly separates model assistance from business 
authority and controlled execution. 

Chapter 18: System Design Trade-Offs 
Treats architecture as a structured choice under constraints. It compares performance and 
cost, availability and consistency, scalability and simplicity, security and usability, flexibility 
and governance, latency and reliability, build versus buy, synchronous versus asynchronous 
communication, database choices, infrastructure options, and operational complexity. 

Chapter 19: Common Failure Patterns 
Examines recurring failure modes including single points of failure, cascading failures, retry 
storms, thundering herds, resource exhaustion, database bottlenecks, queue backlogs, 
dependency and network failures, deployment mistakes, data corruption, observability gaps, 
security failures, human-process failures, recovery controls, and operational readiness. 

Chapter 20: Design Review Methodology 
Turns the entire curriculum into a review method. It covers scope, participants, preparation, 
review agenda, context, requirements, scalability, reliability, security, data, integration, 
operations, performance, cost, trade-offs, risks, ADRs, governance, continuous feedback, 
practical review questions, and clear review outputs. 

 

Reading path: cloud operating model → AI capability and control → explicit 
trade-offs → failure awareness → design review. The order matters because the 
final chapter depends on judgment built across the earlier chapters. 

 

  



 

 

How to Read This Book 
Part IV is most useful when you read it as a sequence of architectural decisions. Do not collect 
cloud products, AI patterns, or failure controls as isolated techniques. For each choice, ask 
what problem it solves, what responsibility it creates, what risk it introduces, and how the 
team will know whether it worked. 

• Read Chapters 16 through 20 in order if cloud-native architecture, enterprise AI, or 
formal design reviews are new to you. The sequence deliberately moves from 
building and operating systems to judging and reviewing them. 

• In cloud-native design, start with workload, traffic, data, deployment, team capability, 
security, recovery, and cost. Choose Kubernetes, serverless, managed services, or 
microservices only when those needs justify them. 

• In AI and agent-based systems, separate natural-language flexibility from business 
authority. Models may interpret, retrieve, explain, or suggest; controlled backend 
services, policies, validation, and human approval should govern consequential 
actions. 

• For every major architecture choice, write down the realistic alternatives, what the 
chosen option improves, what it makes worse, which assumptions are being accepted, 
and when the choice should be reviewed again. 

• Study failure patterns as design signals, not post-production trivia. Ask what fails 
first, how damage spreads, what signal exposes the problem, what recovery path 
exists, and which control prevents recurrence. 

• Use Chapter 20 as the final discipline: review the business goal, assumptions, 
constraints, scale, failure behavior, security, data ownership, integrations, operations, 
cost, risks, decisions, and unresolved questions before implementation locks them in. 

How This Book Benefits You 
By the end of Part IV, you should be better able to: 

 choose cloud-native patterns according to real workload, team maturity, security, 
reliability, operational, and cost requirements rather than fashion; 

 design AI and agent-based systems in which models are grounded, tool access is 
controlled, important actions are validated, sensitive data is governed, and high-risk 
decisions remain auditable; 

 compare architecture options through explicit trade-offs and document what the team 
gains, gives up, assumes, accepts, and intends to revisit; 

 recognize common failure patterns before they become outages and connect each 
pattern to detection signals, containment, recovery, and prevention controls; 

 conduct a practical design review that connects business fit, requirements, scale, 
reliability, security, data, integration, operations, performance, cost, risks, ADRs, and 
governance; 



 

 

 explain why a design is appropriate for its context instead of claiming that one 
technology, cloud pattern, or AI architecture is universally correct. 

 

How This Book Works 
Part IV uses one consistent reasoning path: connect modern technology to business purpose, 
constraints, failure behavior, evidence, and review. 

1. Start with the business outcome: What must the system achieve, and which 
requirements are non-negotiable? 

2. Choose the operating model: Which parts belong on managed platforms, containers, 
serverless, queues, databases, or simpler hosting? 

3. Define AI control: What may AI interpret or suggest, and which actions must remain 
deterministic, validated, permissioned, or human-approved? 

4. Make the trade-off explicit: What improves, what gets worse, what assumptions are 
accepted, and which alternative was rejected? 

5. Design for failure: What fails first, how far can damage spread, how is it detected, and 
how does recovery work? 

6. Define evidence and risk: Which tests, telemetry, audit records, cost signals, security 
controls, and recovery drills challenge the assumptions? 

7. Review and record: What remains open, who owns follow-up, which ADRs or risks 
are recorded, and when is the decision revisited? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Part IV Design Thinking Framework 
Business Goal 

↓ 

Platform & Operating Model 

↓ 

AI Capability & Control 

↓ 

Trade-Off Decision 

↓ 

Failure & Recovery 

↓ 

Evidence & Risk 

↓ 

Design Review & Decision 

 

A weak Part IV design begins with products. A stronger design begins with 
purpose: what must the business achieve, what should AI be allowed to do, what 
can fail, what trade-offs are acceptable, and what evidence justifies the choice. 

 

  



 

 

Architecture Review Checklist 
Use this checklist when reviewing the chapters in Part IV. A modern-looking system is not 
automatically cloud-native, an AI-enabled system is not automatically intelligent, and a 
detailed architecture is not automatically ready for production. 

1. What business outcome, users, constraints, expected scale, security level, recovery 
need, and cost boundary justify the proposed architecture? 

2. Is the cloud-native approach the simplest platform that satisfies the need, or are 
containers, Kubernetes, serverless, managed services, microservices, and multi-
region features being adopted without enough operational justification? 

3. For every AI capability, what is the trusted source of context, what may the model 
decide, which tools may it call, what permissions apply, what validation exists, and 
when is human approval required? 

4. Are retrieval, memory, prompts, tools, generated outputs, sensitive data, model 
versions, evaluation results, and audit evidence governed rather than treated as 
hidden implementation details? 

5. For each major design decision, are the options, benefits, costs, limitations, security 
implications, operational burden, assumptions, accepted risks, and review point 
explicit? 

6. Which common failure patterns can affect the design: single points of failure, 
cascading failures, retry storms, thundering herds, resource exhaustion, bottlenecks, 
queue backlog, dependency failure, network failure, bad deployment, data 
inconsistency, or observability gaps? 

7. For critical failures, are blast radius, detection signals, timeouts, retries, idempotency, 
fallback, failover, rollback, backup restore, reconciliation, runbooks, and ownership 
defined and testable? 

8. Can operators see user impact and system behavior through meaningful metrics, logs, 
traces, audit records, cost signals, health checks, dashboards, alerts, and deployment 
history? 

9. Has the design review validated business fit, requirements, constraints, scalability, 
reliability, security, data ownership, integration contracts, operational readiness, 
performance, and cost? 

10. Does the review end with a clear status, required changes, open questions, risks, 
ADRs, owners, and follow-up dates rather than an ambiguous “looks good”? 

Final architecture test: Can the team explain why the design was chosen, what it 
costs, how it fails, what AI may and may not do, what evidence proves its 
behavior, what risks remain, and what a design review decided? If not, the 
architecture is incomplete. 
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Before You Begin Part IV 
Keep these six rules in mind as you move into Chapter 16: 

 Cloud-native does not mean “hosted in the cloud.” Use cloud-native patterns only when 
they improve deployment, elasticity, resilience, operations, or business change in a way 
the team can actually support. 

 AI is not the source of truth. Ground models in trusted context, keep permissions and 
business rules outside the model, validate consequential actions, and preserve human 
oversight where risk demands it. 

 Every major architecture choice has a cost. Write down what you gain, what you give 
up, which assumptions are being made, and when the decision should be reviewed. 

 Assume failure will happen. Design for limited blast radius, useful detection, safe 
degradation, recovery, and learning instead of relying on perfect infrastructure or 
perfect users. 

 Review architecture before implementation makes change expensive. A design review 
should challenge assumptions, not merely approve diagrams. 

 Prefer evidence, simplicity, and clear ownership over fashionable platforms, excessive 
autonomy, speculative scale, or architecture that the team cannot operate. 

 

Next: Chapter 16 — Cloud-Native Systems 



 

 

Chapter 16: Cloud-Native Systems 

Cloud-native systems are applications designed to run smoothly in the cloud, instead of being 
built only for one fixed server or one company data center. 

To enable the application to scale up or down in response to fluctuations in demand, they 
typically employ containers, microservices, APIs, automation, and cloud services.  
Because teams may release minor changes rather than suspending the entire application, a 
cloud-native system is simpler to deploy, update, monitor, and recover.  

For instance, the cloud-native system can instantly add more resources to meet the traffic if 
more people visit a mobile app during peak hours. Speed, flexibility, and dependability are 
the primary advantages, but it also requires strong security, monitoring, cost control, and 
DevOps discipline. 

16.1 Introduction to Cloud-Native Systems 

Software programs made to function well in contemporary cloud environments are known 
as cloud-native solutions. To enable the system to handle real business change, they use  

 elastic infrastructure 
 automation 
 managed services 
 containers 
 orchestration 
 observability 
 resilient design principles  

in place of permanent servers and manual processes.  

A common fallacy is that being cloud-native just means running your application on AWS, 
Azure, Google Cloud, or another cloud provider. That is incredibly shallow. Moving an 
obsolete software to a cloud virtual machine does not automatically make it cloud-native. 
Nevertheless, the software may be expensive to run, hard to expand, hard to implement, hard 
to keep an eye on, and brittle when it fails. 

Cloud-native design refers to the architecture and functionality of the system. A successful 
cloud-native system can deploy updates safely, preserve data, scale when traffic increases, 
recover when components fail, and provide teams with sufficient visibility to comprehend 
what is going on in production. It's more than just a deployment decision. It is an operational 
and architectural discipline.  

The true test is straightforward: does the system react safely when demand rises, when a 
service malfunctions, when a release goes awry, or when business requirements change? If 
the response is negative, the system is not really cloud-native even though it may be hosted 
on the cloud. 



 

 

16.2 Why Cloud-Native Systems Matter 

Seldom do modern apps operate in an environment of peace and predictability. Users may 
originate from many geographical areas. There could be an unexpected surge in traffic. It 
could be necessary to regularly deploy new features.  

Applications may rely on 

 third-party APIs,  
 internal services,  
 messaging platforms,  
 analytics tools,  
 payment gateways and  
 identity providers.  

Some of this can be handled by a traditional architecture, but it frequently becomes sluggish, 
inflexible, and challenging to use at scale.  

Businesses can respond faster thanks to cloud-native platforms. Teams can create 
environments more easily, deploy changes more frequently, boost capacity when needed, and 
recover from problems with less human labor. This is crucial since software is now more than 
just a back-office support tool. In many businesses, the software system is directly related to 
operations, sales, customer service, reporting, and decision-making.  

But cloud-native isn't always easier or less expensive. Adoption of the cloud might quickly 
become costly. Teams may make careless security judgments, abuse managed services, build 
an excessive number of small services, disregard monitoring, or leave resources running. 
Although the cloud offers flexibility, it also reveals poor engineering practices. The cloud can 
increase the size and cost of the problem if the team lacks discipline. 

16.3 Core Cloud-Native Principles 

Cloud-native systems are usually built around a few practical principles. They help teams 
make better design decisions and serve as good guiding principles 

 Automation reduces manual work and makes environments, deployments, and recovery 
steps repeatable. 

 Elasticity allows the system to increase or reduce resources based on actual demand. 
 Resilience accepts that failures will happen and designs the system to limit damage. 
 Observability helps teams understand what the system is doing in real use. 
 Loose coupling allows parts of the system to change without breaking everything else. 
 Infrastructure as code keeps infrastructure changes versioned, reviewable, and 

repeatable. 
 Continuous delivery allows teams to release changes safely and frequently. 
 
The important point is that these principles work together.  



 

 

 Autoscaling without monitoring is dangerous.  
 Microservices without clear boundaries create confusion.  
 Managed services without cost governance can become expensive.  
 Automation without security review can spread mistakes quickly. 

Cloud-native maturity comes from balancing these ideas, not from adopting every tool 
available. 

16.4 Containers and Containerization 

Containers package an application with its runtime dependencies so it can run consistently 
across environments. This helps reduce the classic problem where something works on a 
developer machine but fails in testing or production. A container gives the application a 
predictable runtime boundary. 

Some examples of containerization technologies are Docker and Podman. While they share 
similar command-line workflows, their underlying software architectures differ significantly.  

Compared with virtual machines, containers are lighter and may be quickly started, stopped, 
replaced, and scaled. Teams that need clearer separation between application code and host 
infrastructure and repeatable deployments can benefit from them.  

However, poor architecture cannot be fixed by containers. Even within a container, an untidy 
application remains untidy. Containerization won't fix issues with  

 inadequate error handling 
 weak configuration, hardcoded secrets 
 poor database design 
 lack of monitoring.  

It might just make navigating the application simpler.  

 Secure base images 
 image scanning 
 version tags 
 resource limitations 
 health checks 
 logs published to standard output 
 transparent image update procedures  

are all components of good container adoption. Instead of hiding technical issues, the 
container should increase deployment reliability. 

16.5 Container Orchestration 

When there are many containers, teams need a way to deploy, scale, route traffic, restart 
failed instances, and manage configuration.  



 

 

This is when container orchestration comes in handy. Kubernetes is the most widely used 
orchestration platform, and cloud service providers like AWS's EKS and Azure's AKS offer 
managed Kubernetes services.  

Orchestration enables  

 service discovery 
 rolling updates 
 health checks 
 load balancing 
 autoscaling 
 configuration management 
 self-healing behavior. 

 

Larger systems benefit greatly from these characteristics since they reduce human processes 
and boost availability. It is incorrect to treat Kubernetes as a need for all cloud-native 
solutions. Kubernetes is more complex despite its strength. Teams need to understand  

 clusters 
 nodes 
 pods 
 networking 
 ingress 
 storage 
 security policies 
 updates 
 monitoring 
 cost. 

For a small application, a managed app service, serverless container platform, or platform-
as-a-service model would make more sense. 

"Should we use Kubernetes because it is modern?" is not a question posed by an experienced 
architect. The more appropriate question is, "Do our scale, deployment needs, team skills, and 
operational requirements justify Kubernetes?" Selecting a more straightforward platform is 
not a sign of weakness if the response is negative. The architecture is good. 

16.6 Microservices in Cloud-Native Architecture 

Because microservices enable teams to autonomously deploy, scale, and own various 
components of a system, they are frequently linked to cloud-native design. Payment, 
notification, identity, order, and reporting services can all develop at varying rates. 
Microservices can facilitate autonomous scaling and quicker delivery when the teams are 
prepared and the boundaries are clear.  



 

 

Microservices, however, do not constitute a maturity certificate. When a system is divided 
into numerous services too soon, it frequently causes more issues than it fixes. It gets more 
difficult to communicate with services. It gets more difficult to maintain data consistency. 
Testing gets more difficult. Debugging gets more difficult. Monitoring becomes increasingly 
crucial. Coordination across several services may be necessary for a straightforward 
modification. 

A modular monolith is a better place to start for many systems. Without imposing distributed 
complexity too soon, it provides the team with distinct internal limits. Within a single 
deployable system, the business domain can become more transparent. Later on, it will be 
easier to detach a module if it really needs independent scalability or ownership.  

This is a real rule: don't use microservices to get around bad design. A poorly designed 
monolith typically develops into a poorly designed microservice system. Instead of coming 
from fashion, boundaries must emerge from the business domain, data ownership, team 
ownership, and actual scaling demands. 

16.7 Serverless Computing 

Serverless computing allows teams to run code without directly managing servers. When an 
event occurs, an API is called, a file is uploaded, a message is added to a queue, or a scheduled 
operation begins, a function may execute. A large portion of the underlying infrastructure is 
managed by the cloud provider. 

Event-driven tasks, background jobs, lightweight APIs, automation, file processing, 
notifications, and workloads that don't run continuously can all benefit from serverless 
computing. It is appealing for changeable workloads since it can lower operational work and 
charge based on usage. 

The trade-offs are important. Cold starts, execution time constraints, debugging difficulties, 
vendor dependence, and unforeseen expenses at high volume are all possible issues with 
serverless platforms. Additionally, integration testing and local development may be more 
challenging. Serverless is not a way to get around architecture. It functions best when the 
workload is naturally event-driven and well-understood. 

16.8 Managed Cloud Services 

Managed cloud services are one of the most significant practical benefits of cloud platforms. 
You can employ cloud-managed services, where the provider takes care of much of the 
operational burden, rather than managing every database, queue, cache, identity service, 
object store, or monitoring tool yourself.  
Teams may be able to work more quickly and dependably as a result. For instance, a managed 
database might have capabilities like monitoring, failover, replication, patching, and backups 
that would be very difficult to use by hand.  

However, blind adoption of managed services is not advised. Vendor lock-in, pricing 
surprises, data portability problems, configuration risk, and service-specific limitations are 



 

 

all possible outcomes. When a managed service lowers actual operational burden without 
posing unacceptable technical or business risk, it is a smart option. 

16.9 Infrastructure as Code 

Defining cloud infrastructure with files that can be versioned, reviewed, tested, and reused is 
known as infrastructure as code. Teams use code-like configuration to configure networks, 
databases, storage accounts, queues, computing resources, permissions, and rules rather 
than manually clicking through a cloud console.  

Repeatability is enhanced by this. The same regulated method can be used to build a 
production environment, test environment, and development environment. Because teams 
can see who modified what and why, it also enhances auditability.  

Infrastructure code, however, requires discipline. A negligent infrastructure modification 
may expose a database, erode permissions, disrupt networking, or raise expenses. 
Infrastructure code needs to be examined with the same rigor as application code. 
Additionally, it should be tested whenever feasible and inspected for security flaws. 

16.10 Continuous Integration and Continuous Delivery 

Strong CI/CD pipelines are typically necessary for cloud-native solutions. The program is 
built, tested, scanned for artifacts, packaged, and deployed through controlled phases by a 
pipeline. Teams may ship updates more safely as a result of the decreased manual release 
faults.  
Unit tests, integration tests, dependency checks, container image scanning, infrastructure 
validation, deployment approvals, and rollback options are all examples of good pipelines. 
Confidence comes from a robust pipeline. Instead of waiting for big, hazardous releases, it 
enables teams release incremental changes more frequently.  

The opposite is true for weak pipes. They expedite the generation of breaking changes. 
Automation isn't always beneficial. It needs to be dependable, visible, safeguarded, and in line 
with release risk. A CI/CD pipeline is not merely a developer convenience; it is an integral 
part of the production system. 

16.11 Elasticity and Autoscaling 

Elasticity is the ability to adjust resources when demand changes. When traffic increases, the 
system can add capacity. It can lower capacity and prevent needless expenses as traffic 
declines.  

One of cloud-native architecture's most beneficial promises is this. 

Virtual machines, containers, serverless operations, databases, queues, caches, and storage 
services can all benefit from autoscaling. However, scalability needs to be predicated on 
appropriate signals. CPU consumption might not be sufficient on its own. Memory, request 
rate, queue depth, latency, error rate, or business transaction volume may all influence a 
better scaling choice. 



 

 

Instability may result from poor autoscaling. Users may see delays if scaling proceeds too 
slowly. Costs can increase rapidly if scaling is too aggressive. Adding more application 
instances might just put greater strain on the bottleneck if the database is unable to grow 
with the application. Scaling cannot be inferred from theory; it must be tested under practical 
stress. 

16.12 Resilience and Fault Tolerance 

Systems that are cloud-native consider failure to be commonplace. Servers restart. Networks 
break down. APIs become slower. Databases reach their limits. Deployments fail. The goal of 
a resilient system is to prevent a single malfunction from ruining the user experience.  

 Retries 
 Timeouts 
 circuit breakers 
 bulkheads 
 redundancy 
 failover 
 graceful degradation 
 queue-based buffering  
 
are examples of common resilience patterns.  

These patterns aid in the isolation of failures and allow the system to recuperate.  
Resilience, however, is more than just technical. Runbooks, alerting, incident response, 
backup testing, disaster recovery planning, and post-event reviews are also necessary for 
teams. The mere fact that a system has several servers does not make it robust. When faults 
are anticipated, identified, contained, and recovered from in a controlled manner, it is robust. 

16.13 Cloud-Native Networking 

Networking is one of the most crucial but least glamorous aspects of cloud-native 
architecture.  

 Virtual networks,  
 subnets,  
 firewalls,  
 load balancers, 
 ingress gateways,  
 DNS,  
 private endpoints,  
 service discovery,  
 network policies and service-to-service communication  

are all included in networking.  



 

 

Security, dependability, performance, and cost control are all supported by well-designed 
networks. Public exposure of internal services should not occur without a valid justification. 
Private connectivity should be used wherever possible for sensitive databases. There should 
be predictable traffic routing. Diagnosing network problems should be made simpler via logs 
and traces.  

What are the consequences of poor networking? 

Some of the consequences of poor networking are  

 Slow queries,  
 exposed services,  
 unclear routing, 
 needless data transfer expenses  
 and challenging debugging  

are all consequences of poor networking. Background plumbing is not networking. It is a 
component of architecture. 

16.14 Data Management in Cloud-Native Systems 

Data is often the hardest part of cloud-native architecture. Applications may use  

 relational databases 
 NoSQL stores 
 object storage 
 caches 
 event streams 
 search engines 
 data warehouses 
 analytics services 

Each technology has its own advantages, disadvantages, and cost structure.  

Selecting a database because it sounds cloud-native rather than because it fits the data access 
pattern is the biggest error. Strong consistency and transactions are required for some data. 
Certain data must be read quickly. Documents are a superior way to store some types of data. 
Certain data should be kept in object storage. It is necessary to transmit some data as events.  

Important considerations for architects are  

 Ownership,  
 consistency,  
 backup,  
 retention,  
 recovery, 
 encryption,  
 compliance and 



 

 

 data mobility  

Data decisions are frequently more difficult to modify than application code decisions in 
distributed systems. 

A bad service boundary can be painful, but a bad data boundary can become a long-term trap. 

16.15 Observability and Operations 

Cloud-native systems are dynamic and distributed, so basic server monitoring is not enough. 
Teams need to understand what users are experiencing, what services are doing, where 
requests are slowing down, and which dependencies are failing. 

Observability usually includes metrics, logs, traces, events, dashboards, alerts, health checks, 
and service-level objectives. Metrics show trends and signals. Logs explain events. Traces 
show how a request moves through multiple services. Dashboards make system behavior 
visible. Alerts tell teams when action is needed. 

The goal is not to collect endless data. The goal is to collect useful signals. A dashboard with 
hundreds of charts is not automatically helpful. A few meaningful indicators may be far more 
valuable: request latency, error rate, saturation, queue depth, failed deployments, 
authentication failures, and user-impacting incidents. 

Operations should also include incident response, runbooks, deployment monitoring, 
capacity planning, and post-incident reviews. Observability should be designed from the 
beginning. If it is added only after production failures, the team will spend incidents guessing 
instead of diagnosing. 

16.16 Security in Cloud-Native Systems 

Cloud-native security must cover identity, network, infrastructure, runtime, application code, 
data, and software supply chain. Security cannot be reduced to one firewall or one tool. The 
attack surface is larger because cloud systems often include many services, permissions, 
identities, images, APIs, and integrations. 

Identity and access management should follow least privilege. Services should receive only 
the permissions they actually need. Secrets should be stored in secret managers, not 
hardcoded in code or configuration files. Container images should be scanned, patched, and 
signed where appropriate. Data should be encrypted in transit and at rest. Audit logs should 
be enabled for critical actions. 

Teams must also understand the shared responsibility model. The cloud provider secures 
parts of the underlying platform, but the customer is still responsible for application security, 
access control, configuration, data protection, and safe usage of cloud services. Cloud-native 
security is continuous. It should be built into pipelines, reviews, monitoring, and operational 
routines. 



 

 

16.17 Cost Management and FinOps 

Cloud-native systems can reduce waste, but only when teams manage cost actively. Elasticity 
can save money by reducing unused capacity. At the same time, cloud spending can grow 
quietly through idle resources, excessive logging, overprovisioned clusters, data transfer, 
managed service usage, storage growth, and forgotten test environments. 

FinOps brings financial awareness into engineering decisions. Teams should use tags, 
budgets, alerts, rightsizing, usage reviews, and cost dashboards. Engineers should 
understand how their design choices affect cost. Business teams should understand what 
reliability, scalability, and performance cost to achieve. 

Cost optimization should not weaken reliability or security. The goal is not to make 
everything cheap. The goal is to spend intentionally. A mature cloud-native system is not just 
technically strong; it is financially responsible. 

16.18 Cloud-Native Architectural Trade-Offs 

Every cloud-native choice has trade-offs. Managed services reduce operational work but may 
increase vendor dependency. Microservices improve independent deployment but increase 
distributed complexity. Serverless reduces server management but can make debugging and 
portability harder. Multi-region deployment improves resilience but increases cost and data 
consistency challenges. 

Strong architecture is not about using every advanced option. It is about choosing the 
simplest approach that satisfies real requirements. If a monolith is enough, keep it modular 
and operate it well. If a managed service solves a real problem, use it deliberately. If 
Kubernetes is needed, adopt it with proper operational discipline. If it is not needed, avoid it. 

A useful architecture decision should explain the reason, the accepted risk, and the future 
review point. Without that, decisions become opinions. 

16.19 Common Cloud-Native Anti-Patterns 

Some cloud-native mistakes appear again and again. The first is lift-and-shift without 
redesign. Moving a fragile application to the cloud may improve hosting flexibility, but it will 
not fix poor architecture. The second is creating too many microservices too early. This often 
spreads confusion across the network. 

Other anti-patterns include ignoring observability, hardcoding secrets, relying on manual 
console changes, overusing managed services without governance, leaving resources 
untagged, exposing internal services publicly, and treating Kubernetes as required for every 
system. 

Another serious anti-pattern is assuming the cloud provider will handle everything. The 
provider gives tools and platform capabilities. The team still owns architecture, security 
configuration, data protection, cost control, monitoring, and safe releases. Cloud-native 
systems fail when ownership is vague. 



 

 

16.20 Governance and Compliance 

Cloud governance helps teams move quickly without creating uncontrolled risk. It covers 
accounts, subscriptions, environments, naming standards, permissions, network boundaries, 
data storage, logging, deployment rules, and approved services. 

Good governance does not mean slowing every team with manual approvals. The better 
approach is to make safe choices easy through templates, policy-as-code, automated checks, 
standard environments, approved service catalogs, and clear ownership. Risky actions 
should be visible and difficult to perform accidentally. 

Compliance requirements may affect region selection, data retention, encryption, access 
control, audit trails, and vendor choices. These requirements should be considered early. 
Adding compliance after the system is already built is usually expensive and painful. 

16.21 Practical Cloud-Native Scenario 

Consider an HRMS platform that starts with a small number of users but is expected to grow 
across locations. In the early stage, the product may not need microservices. A well-
structured modular monolith deployed on a managed application platform may be enough. 
The team can use a managed database, object storage for documents, a managed email 
service, and a basic CI/CD pipeline. 

As the platform grows, some parts may need special treatment. Payroll may require stronger 
security and audit. Attendance may receive high daily traffic. Document processing may need 
background queues. Reporting may need a separate analytics store. At this point, the 
architecture can evolve. The team might introduce queues, caching, read replicas, separate 
worker services, or selected microservices. 

This is a healthier path than starting with a complex architecture on day one. Cloud-native 
maturity should follow real pressure. When the system shows clear scaling, reliability, 
security, or team ownership needs, the architecture can expand. The danger is building an 
advanced platform before the product has earned that complexity. 

16.22 How to Choose the Right Cloud-Native Approach 

A good cloud-native decision starts with questions, not tools. Before choosing Kubernetes, 
serverless, microservices, managed databases, event streaming, or multi-region deployment, 
the team should understand the business need and operational reality. 

1. What traffic pattern do we expect today, and what growth is realistic in the next 12 to 
18 months? 

2. Which parts of the system need independent scaling? 
3. Which data requires strong consistency, audit, retention, or compliance control? 
4. How often do we need to deploy, and how risky are deployments? 
5. What failures are most likely, and how should the system behave when they happen? 
6. Does the team have the skills to operate the selected platform safely? 
7. What will this architecture cost when usage grows? 



 

 

8. What are we deliberately not building yet? 
These questions prevent tool-driven architecture. They also expose uncomfortable truths. If 
the team cannot monitor a simple system properly, it is not ready to operate a complex 
distributed system. If ownership is unclear, microservices will not fix it. If cost visibility is 
weak, elasticity may become waste. Architecture should match capability. 

Quick cloud-native decision table 

Workload or need Suitable cloud-native option 
Small web application Managed application platform 
Event-based task Serverless function 
Repeatable deployment Container 
Complex multi-service platform Kubernetes, only when justified 
Document or file storage Object storage 
High-volume background work Queue with worker service 

16.23 Implementation Roadmap 

A practical cloud-native journey can be introduced in stages. The first stage should focus on 
a clean application structure, secure configuration, managed hosting, a managed database, 
basic CI/CD, logging, and environment separation. This gives the team a stable foundation 
without unnecessary complexity. 

The second stage can add infrastructure as code, stronger automated tests, containerization 
where useful, secrets management, better dashboards, alerts, backups, and rollback 
practices. This is where the system becomes easier to operate reliably. 

The third stage can introduce autoscaling, queues, caching, read replicas, advanced 
observability, policy-as-code, cost governance, and selected service separation. These 
additions should be driven by actual bottlenecks, risk, or team ownership needs. 

The final stage may involve multi-region resilience, platform engineering, mature incident 
response, service-level objectives, chaos testing, and advanced compliance automation. Not 
every organization needs this level. Maturity should be measured by outcomes, not by the 
number of cloud features used. 

16.24 Future Expansion Planning 

Future expansion planning is about preparing for reasonable change without 
overengineering. A cloud-native system may later need more users, new modules, additional 
regions, larger data volumes, new integrations, stronger audit requirements, or better 
disaster recovery. 

The key is to keep options open where change is likely. Configuration should not be 
hardcoded everywhere. Infrastructure should be repeatable. Data ownership should be clear. 
Services should have understandable boundaries. Logs and metrics should support 
troubleshooting. Security controls should scale with the system. 

At the same time, architects must avoid building for imaginary futures. Overengineering 
wastes time and money. The right question is not, "Can we support every possible future?" 



 

 

The better question is, "Which changes are likely enough that we should prepare for them 
now?" 

16.25 Cloud-Native Maturity 

Cloud-native maturity develops over time. A beginner team may start with managed hosting, 
one database, basic logging, and manual reviews. A growing team may add CI/CD, 
infrastructure as code, containerization, monitoring, automated testing, and secrets 
management. A mature team may operate autoscaling systems, incident response, cost 
governance, policy-as-code, service-level objectives, and multi-region reliability. 

Maturity should not be judged by the number of tools adopted. A team using Kubernetes 
badly is less mature than a team using a simpler platform responsibly. The real measures are 
reliability, recovery speed, deployment confidence, security posture, cost control, and the 
ability to change the system without fear. 

16.26 Chapter Recap 

Cloud-native systems help organizations build software that can scale, recover, change, and 
operate more effectively in modern cloud environments. They use automation, elasticity, 
managed services, containers, orchestration, observability, security controls, and disciplined 
operations. 

But cloud-native architecture is not a magic upgrade. It can introduce complexity, cost, 
vendor dependency, networking challenges, data management problems, and operational 
burden. The strongest teams do not blindly copy cloud-native patterns. They choose them 
based on real business needs and engineering readiness. 

The practical lesson is simple: start with a clean, observable, secure, and deployable system. 
Add cloud-native complexity only when the system genuinely needs it. Sustainable cloud-
native design balances ambition with discipline. 

  



 

 

Chapter 17: AI and Agent-Based Systems 

This chapter covers the ideas, trends, trade-offs, architectural choices, and implementation 
difficulties associated with AI and agent-based systems.  

These systems help users, automate processes, analyze data, and support decision-making 
through the use of artificial intelligence models, tools, memory, orchestration logic, and 
business rules. Although AI systems can increase production and decision quality, they also 
include concerns related to  

 Cost 
 Governance 
 operational control 
 explainability 
 data privacy 
 security 
 dependability.  

 
A distinct separation between model reasoning, predictable business logic, reliable data 
sources, and auditable behaviors is necessary for successful AI architecture.  
AI should not be viewed as a magic layer added at the end of a project, but rather as an 
architectural capacity. 

17.1 Introduction to AI and Agent-Based Systems 

By adding features like  

 language comprehension 
 summarization, classification 
 prediction, suggestion 
 planning 
 tool-assisted execution 
 artificial intelligence (AI) 
 agent-based systems  

enhance conventional software.  

A simple AI function could provide answers to queries or extract data from documents. A 
more sophisticated agent-based system can summon tools, retrieve context, evaluate inputs, 
break down a goal into steps, and walk the user through a workflow.  

An agent, however, is still software that is subject to limitations. Without policies, 
permissions, validation, logging, and human oversight when necessary, it shouldn't be 
permitted to act. Combining predictable system behavior with flexible intelligence is an 
architectural problem. 



 

 

17.2 Why AI and Agents Matter 

Modern corporate systems contain a lot of data, documents, workflows, policies, and 
operational events. Users often struggle to grasp which rule applies, where information is 
located, what to do next, and why a decision was made.  

AI and agent-based systems can reduce this friction by converting human intent into guided 
actions.  
What can they do? 

They can  

 summarize complex records 
 automate repetitive tasks 
 find missing information, 
 explain policies and 
 recommend next steps.  

In corporate environments, this can improve efficiency, uniformity, and user experience.  
The biggest value occurs when AI is not used as an unmanaged chatbot but is connected to 
trustworthy systems of record and subject to corporate regulations. 

17.3 Core Concepts 

Important concepts include models, prompts, context windows, embeddings, retrieval, tools, 
agents, memory, policies, guardrails, workflows, evaluation, and observability. A model 
produces outputs based on instructions and context. 

 Prompts guide model behavior. Retrieval supplies relevant information from databases, 
documents, or knowledge graphs. Tools allow the system to perform controlled actions such 
as searching records, calling APIs, validating data, or creating transactions.  

Memory stores useful past context. Guardrails limit unsafe or incorrect behavior. Evaluation 
measures quality and reliability. These concepts must be understood clearly because weak 
definitions lead to systems that appear impressive but fail under real operating conditions. 

17.4 Types of AI Capabilities 

AI capabilities can be grouped into several categories. Conversational capabilities allow users 
to ask questions in natural language.  

Classification capabilities identify  

 Intent 
 Category 
 risk level 
 urgency 
 document type.  



 

 

Extraction capabilities pull structured fields from unstructured text.  

Recommendation capabilities suggest  

 Actions 
 Options 
 priorities.  
 
Generation capabilities draft text, reports, emails, code, or explanations. Prediction 
capabilities estimate outcomes based on patterns. Automation capabilities execute tasks 
through controlled tools. Each capability has different accuracy, governance, and risk 
requirements.  

Architects should avoid treating all AI use cases as the same because a low-risk summary and 
a high-risk approval decision require very different controls. 

17.5 Agent Architecture 

An agent-based architecture usually includes  

 an input interface 
 intent understanding layer 
 planner or controller 
 tool registry 
 retrieval layer 
 policy layer 
 execution services 
 memory store 
 audit trail 

Simple AI control flow 

Step Control point 
User request Capture goal, role, and context 
Intent and policy check Confirm the request is allowed 
Retrieval or graph context Bring in trusted, permitted sources 
Model and tool selection Use the model for assistance, not authority 
Approved backend tool Execute only controlled functions 
Validation and audit Check result and record evidence 
Response or human approval Return answer or ask for approval on high-risk 

action 
 

1. The user provides a goal or question.  
2. The controller determines what the system needs to do.  
3. Retrieval gathers relevant context.  
4. Tools perform approved actions.  
5. Policies decide whether the action is allowed. 
6. The system returns a result, explanation, or next step.  



 

 

In serious systems, the agent should not directly write to databases or generate unrestricted 
queries. It should call approved backend functions with validated parameters.  

This separation keeps the system safer, easier to test, and easier to audit. 

17.6 Large Language Models 

Large language models are frequently used for natural language creation, summarization, 
language comprehension, and reasoning support. Their ability to decipher human language 
and generate comprehensible explanations makes them valuable. Nevertheless, they are not 
trustworthy transaction systems, rule engines, or databases.  

If they are not based on reliable sources, they could generate believable but inaccurate 
information. LLMs ought to be applied with controlled execution, validation, and retrieval.  

The backend should validate and enforce, while the model should clarify and help. It is a grave 
architectural error to treat the model as the source of truth, particularly in systems connected 
to commerce, law, finance, medicine, education, or human resources. 

17.7 Prompting and Instruction Design 

Prompting specifies the model's behavior, the context it should take into account, the 
expected output format, and the boundaries it must adhere to. Good prompts are task-
specific, well-organized, and structured.  

Prompts by themselves, however, are insufficient for accuracy or security.  
Input from users may be antagonistic, unclear, or lacking. Developers shouldn't rely solely on 
a lengthy prompt that they hope the model will follow to determine how the system behaves.  

Code, policies, schemas, role permissions, and validation should all be used to enforce 
significant limits. While prompt design has its uses, it cannot take the role of architecture. 

17.8 Tool Use and Function Calling 

An AI system can communicate with external capabilities like databases, APIs, search 
services, calculators, workflow engines, email systems, or document repositories by using 
tools.  

Clear input formats, authorization checks, error handling, and audit logging are all important 
aspects of well-defined tools. The backend should determine whether the call is legitimate 
and secure, but the model may choose which tool is suitable. For the agent to accurately 
describe tool outputs, they must be returned in an organized format.  

Because it can reveal private information, carry out illegal activities, or produce inconsistent 
corporate records, uncontrolled tool use is risky. Tools need to be handled like privileged 
interfaces. 



 

 

17.9 Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) 

By basing answers on retrieved data, retrieval-augmented generation increases AI reliability. 
RAG improves grounding, but it does not guarantee truth; retrieved context can still be 
outdated, irrelevant, unauthorized, or incomplete. 

The system retrieves pertinent documents, database records, policies, tickets, knowledge 
base entries, or graph context and delivers them to the model rather than relying solely on 
its internal training.  

Because internal information is constantly changing and may not be present in the model's 
training data, this method is helpful for enterprise systems. But retrieval quality is important.  
Bad answers can be caused by obsolete documents, missing permissions, irrelevant portions, 
poor indexing, and inadequate metadata. Source filtering, access control, freshness checks, 
and evaluation should all be part of RAG. 

17.10 Memory and Context Management 

Memory allows AI systems to retain useful context across a conversation or across longer 
periods. Short-term memory may include recent messages, selected records, and current 
workflow state. Long-term memory may include user preferences, project facts, recurring 
decisions, or entity relationships.  

Memory can improve continuity, but it also creates privacy, accuracy, and governance 
challenges. Not everything should be remembered. Sensitive, outdated, or unverified 
information can cause harm if reused incorrectly. Memory should not become a hidden 
second database of unverified facts. 

Memory should have 

 ownership,  
 retention rules,  
 correction mechanisms 
 and deletion controls. 

 Context management is especially important because models have limited context windows 
and may lose important details if the system does not manage context deliberately. 

17.11 Knowledge Graphs and Context Graphs 

Knowledge graphs and context graphs help represent entities, relationships, policies, 
workflows, decisions, and evidence in a structured way.  

They are useful when relationships matter, such as  

 employee-to-manager 
 policy-to-task 
 task-to-required-field 
 decision-to-evidence 



 

 

 system-to-integration.  

Graphs can support explainable retrieval because the system can show how a 
recommendation is connected to rules, records, and prior decisions. In agent-based systems, 
a graph can provide context that is more structured than plain documents. However, graphs 
must be curated and governed. A messy graph creates false confidence and confusing outputs. 
The graph should model real business relationships clearly. 

17.12 Planning and Workflow Automation 

Agents often need to plan a sequence of steps. For example, a user may ask to create a request, 
check eligibility, compare options, generate a document, or prepare a report. The system may 
need to identify the intent, collect missing inputs, retrieve records, validate rules, ask for 
confirmation, execute a transaction, and record an audit log.  

Approved workflows should serve as the boundaries for planning. In production, where 
business regulations, permissions, and exceptions are important, open-ended autonomous 
planning may not work as well as it does in demonstrations.  

Workflow automation should incorporate job descriptions, approval controls, deterministic 
state machines, and AI flexibility. 

17.13 Human-in-the-Loop Design 

Human oversight is required when outputs are ambiguous, judgments have a big impact, or 
actions affect finances, employment, safety, compliance, or consumer commitments. Thanks 
to a human-in-the-loop design, the AI system can create, suggest, validate, or prepare actions 
while a responsible user assesses and validates them.  

The system should clearly display the conclusions, hypotheses, missing data, and 
recommended course of action. Human approval should be more than just a checkbox after 
the machine has completed its task. Effective supervision improves trust, safety, and 
accountability. It also helps businesses identify sectors that are ready for automation and 
those that are still too risky. 

17.14 Multi-Agent Systems 

Several specialized agents work together on a task in multi-agent systems. Documents may 
be retrieved by one agent, data may be validated by another, findings may be summarized by 
another, and an action may be prepared by a third. This can enhance the division of duties, 
but it also makes things more complicated.  

Agents may convey poor information to one another, disagree, duplicate work, or loop 
unnecessarily. Role boundaries, observability, coordination, and termination conditions 
become crucial.  

Just because multi-agent architecture sounds sophisticated doesn't mean it should be used. 
Several poorly regulated agents are frequently inferior to one well-controlled agent with 



 

 

powerful tools. Only when the task truly calls for specialized collaboration should multi-agent 
systems be implemented. 

17.15 Integration with Existing Systems 

Enterprise AI systems must integrate with existing applications, databases, identity 
providers, workflow engines, document stores, reporting systems, and audit systems. 
Integration should happen through controlled APIs and service layers rather than direct 
uncontrolled access.  

The AI layer should not bypass existing business rules or permissions. When an agent 
retrieves employee data, creates a ticket, checks inventory, or updates a workflow, it should 
follow the same governance standards as any other enterprise application. Good integration 
design makes the AI system a responsible participant in the architecture. Poor integration 
turns it into a risky shortcut around established controls. 

17.16 Data Quality and Governance 

AI output quality depends heavily on data quality. Inaccurate records, duplicate entities, 
outdated policies, inconsistent naming, missing metadata, and unclear ownership reduce 
reliability. Governance defines who owns the data, how it is maintained, how changes are 
approved, and how conflicts are resolved.  

AI systems also need data classification so sensitive information is handled appropriately. 
Training data, retrieval sources, user inputs, generated outputs, logs, and memory stores may 
all contain sensitive content. Data governance should be built into AI architecture from the 
beginning. Without it, the system may produce confident answers from weak or unauthorized 
information. 

17.17 Evaluation and Testing 

Evaluation of AI systems goes beyond standard unit testing.  

 Correctness 
 relevance 
 completeness 
 hallucination rate 
 refusal behavior 
 tool-call accuracy 
 retrieval quality 
 latency, 
 cost  
 and user satisfaction  

should all be tested by teams.  



 

 

Normal questions, unclear inquiries, missing information, contradicting sources, permission 
boundaries, malicious prompts, and edge scenarios should all be included in test cases. 
Because modifications to prompts, models, indexes, tools, or data can modify behavior, 
regression testing is crucial. Instead of being a one-time event, evaluation ought to be 
ongoing. A system's quality will be determined by perceptions rather than proof if it cannot 
be measured. Teams should also keep a small golden test set of fixed questions and expected 
outcomes so prompt, model, retrieval, or tool changes can be checked repeatedly. 

17.18 Security and Safety Considerations 

Prompt injection, data leakage, unsafe tool execution, excessive permissions, model misuse, 
insecure plugins, and hidden dependency on untrusted sources are just a few of the security 
threats that AI and agent-based systems provide. Inaccurate counsel, biased suggestions, 
overconfident explanations, and uncontrolled automation are examples of safety issues.  

Some important security controls are  

 Authentication 
 authorization 
 input validation 
 output filtering 
 tool permissioning 
 rate limiting 
 logging 
 incident response 

 User-supplied text should never be permitted to be used by the agent as unchecked system 
behavior instructions. Since the model cannot be relied upon as the sole protection layer, 
security must be implemented outside the model. The safer pattern is simple: AI can suggest, 
backend policy decides, validation enforces, audit records, and humans approve high-risk 
actions. 

17.19 Privacy and Compliance 

AI systems are capable of processing personal data, confidential documents, contracts, 
financial data, health data, customer data, HR data, and proprietary corporate data.  
Privacy design should specify what data is collected, where it is stored, who can access it, how 
long it is stored, and whether it is sent to third-party model providers.  

Sensitive data should be minimized, masked, encrypted, and meticulously logged. Compliance 
requirements may affect model selection, deployment model, retention policy, consent, 
auditability, and human review. Privacy should not be disregarded. Once sensitive data is 
copied into logs, memory, prompts, or external services, control becomes more challenging. 



 

 

17.20 Scalability and Cost Considerations 

AI systems can become expensive and slow if every user request sends large prompts, 
retrieves excessive context, or calls powerful models unnecessarily. Scalability depends on 
model selection, caching, batching, retrieval efficiency, context size, tool latency, rate limits, 
and infrastructure design.  

Some tasks can use small local models or deterministic rules, while others require stronger 
models. Cost controls should include token budgeting, prompt optimization, caching of 
reusable results, tiered model routing, and monitoring. Scaling an AI system is not only about 
server capacity. It is also about controlling unnecessary reasoning, repeated retrieval, and 
expensive tool chains. 

17.21 Operational Concerns 

Operational readiness includes deployment, model versioning, prompt versioning, tool 
versioning, fallback behavior, incident management, monitoring, access reviews, and support 
procedures. AI systems change behavior when the model, prompt, retrieval index, or business 
data changes.  

Teams need rollback plans and clear ownership. Operators should know how to disable 
unsafe tools, block harmful prompts, update retrieval sources, correct bad memory, and 
investigate incorrect responses. Production AI systems require the same discipline as other 
critical systems, plus additional controls for model behavior and data grounding. A demo 
without operations planning is not production architecture. 

17.22 Monitoring and Observability 

AI observability should capture  

 user intent 
 retrieved sources 
 tool calls 
 model outputs 
 latency 
 errors 
 costs 
 decision traces 
 policy checks 
 user feedback 

This does not mean exposing hidden internal reasoning to end users.  

Instead, systems should provide audit-friendly summaries of what data was used, which tools 
were called, and what decision path was followed. Observability helps teams debug failures, 
detect drift, identify bad retrieval, control costs, and improve quality. Without observability, 



 

 

AI systems become black boxes that are difficult to trust or improve. Strong observability is 
essential for enterprise adoption. 

17.23 Architectural Trade-Offs 

AI architecture involves trade-offs between flexibility and control, accuracy and cost, 
automation and oversight, speed and explainability, privacy and personalization, and 
centralization and domain specialization.  

A highly flexible agent may handle many requests but may be harder to govern. A tightly 
constrained system may be safer but less useful for natural language variation. Larger models 
may produce better answers but increase cost and latency. More context may improve 
grounding but may also introduce noise.  

Architects must make these trade-offs explicit. The goal is not maximum autonomy. The goal 
is useful, safe, explainable, and controlled assistance. 

17.24 Common Anti-Patterns 

Common anti-patterns include using AI without a clear business problem, allowing models to 
generate unrestricted SQL or Cypher, treating model output as truth, ignoring access control, 
storing sensitive prompts carelessly, overusing multi-agent patterns, building demos without 
audit trails, and relying on prompt instructions instead of backend enforcement.  

Another frequent mistake is replacing simple deterministic logic with AI when rules would 
be more reliable. AI should be used where ambiguity, language, summarization, or complex 
context make it valuable. It should not be used to hide weak architecture, poor data quality, 
or unclear business processes. 

17.25 Future Expansion Planning 

Future AI systems may include stronger domain-specific copilots, deeper workflow 
automation, multimodal inputs, richer memory, knowledge graph reasoning, adaptive user 
interfaces, autonomous monitoring, and AI-assisted governance.  

Organizations should design for  

 model replacement 
 new data sources 
 evolving regulations 
 changing business processes 

They should avoid locking critical workflows to a single provider or prompt structure without 
fallback options. Future expansion should also consider evaluation frameworks, policy 
engines, privacy controls, and human oversight models. Good AI architecture allows 
capability growth without losing control of security, auditability, and business correctness. 



 

 

17.26 Conclusion 

AI and agent-based systems can improve how users interact with complex software, 
documents, workflows, and business data. They can understand user intent, retrieve context, 
recommend next steps, automate controlled actions, and explain decisions.  

However, their value depends on architecture. Reliable systems separate model assistance 
from business authority, ground outputs in trusted data, enforce permissions in backend 
services, log important actions, support human review, and continuously evaluate quality. AI 
is most useful when it strengthens existing systems instead of bypassing them. Strong AI 
architecture is not about giving the model unlimited freedom. It is about combining 
intelligent assistance with deterministic controls, governance, and operational discipline. 

 

 

  



 

 

Chapter 18: System Design Trade-Offs 

This chapter explains how system design is really about making smart trade-offs, not finding 
perfect answers. It shows how architects balance  

 Performance 
 Cost 
 Scalability 
 Availability 
 Consistency 
 Security 
 Usability 
 operational complexity.  

It also covers practical decisions such as build vs buy, synchronous vs asynchronous 
communication, database choice, cloud infrastructure, and future expansion. By the end, 
readers will know how to compare options, document decisions, avoid overengineering, and 
choose designs that fit real business needs. 

18.1 Introduction to System Design Trade-Offs 
Making organized architectural decisions under restrictions is the practice of system design. 
Teams rarely have limitless resources, including time, money, infrastructure, talent, and 
operational capability, thus every significant system decision requires compromise.  
Performance-enhancing designs could be more expensive. Complexity may be introduced 
by a design that increases flexibility. Convenience may be diminished by a design that 
increases security. Comprehending trade-offs enables architects to make intentional rather 
than inadvertent judgments.  
Selecting the most cutting-edge technology is not the key to a strong system design. It 
involves choosing the best design for the operational environment, workload, risk level, and 
business objective. 

18.2 Why Trade-Offs Matter 
Because decisions about software design have long-term effects, trade-offs are important. 
Bottlenecks, outages, high operational costs, security flaws, and challenging maintenance 
issues can all result from poor judgments. Many technological failures are caused by 
misinterpreted trade-offs rather than flaws in the technology itself.  

For instance, selecting microservices could enhance autonomous deployment but raise issues 
with networking, monitoring, and data consistency.  

Selecting a managed cloud service could lessen operational strain but increase reliance on 
vendors. Transparency is increased and irrational expectations are avoided with clear trade-
off analysis. Additionally, it aids commercial and technical stakeholders in comprehending 
the benefits and drawbacks. 



 

 

18.3 Common Trade-Off Dimensions 
Trade-offs in system design typically include repeating dimensions.  

 Performance 
 Scalability 
 Availability 
 Consistency 
 Security 
 Cost 
 Simplicity 
 Maintainability 
 Adaptability 
 operational effort 

are examples of common aspects.  

These dimensions frequently clash with each other. Enhancing one aspect could make 
another weaker. For instance, in distributed contexts, strong consistency may decrease 
availability. 

CPU usage may increase with heavy encryption. High availability could necessitate more 
expensive and redundant infrastructure. Before choosing design patterns, architects should 
determine which dimensions are most crucial for each system. The same priorities won't 
apply to an analytics platform, internal reporting tool, or payment system. 

18.4 Performance vs Cost 
Increased resources, improved infrastructure, caching, indexing, optimized algorithms, or 
specialized services are frequently needed to improve performance.  

These enhancements can boost throughput and lower latency, but they may also raise 
complexity and cost. Maximum performance is not necessary for every system. If the cost 
savings is significant, some business operations can accept shorter response times.  

Instead of presuming that speed is always preferable, architects should set quantifiable 
performance goals. Actual usage patterns, service-level goals, and business value should all 
be taken into consideration when making performance decisions. Over-optimizing 
performance too soon can result in needless complexity and financial waste. 

18.5 Availability vs Consistency 
Architects of distributed systems frequently have to strike a balance between consistency 
and availability. Availability refers to the system's capacity to function even in the face of 
malfunctions or network problems. Users see accurate and current data across all 
components when there is consistency. 



 

 

Certain systems, like banking transactions or inventory reservations, require instantaneous 
consistency. Eventual consistency is acceptable in other systems, such analytics dashboards 
or activity streams.  

Business risk determines which option is best. Where rigorous consistency is necessary and 
where eventual consistency can lower latency and increase resilience must be clearly defined 
by architects. Costly and inflexible architectures result from seeing every piece of data as 
equally important. 

18.6 Scalability vs Simplicity 
Additional moving components like load balancers, queues, caches, shards, replicas, service 
discovery, and orchestration platforms are frequently added to scalable designs.  

These components enhance the effort required for configuration, monitoring, testing, and 
debugging while also assisting systems in managing expansion. For an early-stage product, a 
straightforward monolith could be simpler to construct and run. When traffic, team size, or 
business complexity increase, a distributed architecture might be suitable.  

Before there is proof of a necessity, architects should refrain from planning for hypothetical 
scale. There is true value in simplicity. The simplest design that can satisfy both present and 
practical future needs is frequently the best one. 

18.7 Security vs Usability 
Systems, people, and data are protected by security rules, but too much friction can lower 
productivity and usability. Strong password policies, multi-factor authentication, session 
timeouts, device checks, and approval workflows all increase security, but if they are badly 
implemented, they may irritate users.  

Applying security controls appropriately rather than eliminating them is the aim. Stronger 
verification should be required for high-risk acts. Low-risk activities should continue to go 
smoothly. 

User experience, role sensitivity, data classification, and threat level should all be taken into 
consideration while designing security. A secure system isn't really safe if people keep getting 
around it. Protection and practical adoption are balanced in effective security. 

18.8 Flexibility vs Governance 
Teams can quickly adjust, incorporate new services, and accommodate evolving business 
needs thanks to flexible systems. On the other hand, excessive flexibility without governance 
can result in inconsistent patterns, redundant reasoning, lax standards, and challenging 
upkeep.  
Rules, approval procedures, architecture reviews, and common practices are all introduced 
by governance. While inadequate governance can result in technical debt, excessive 
governance can impede delivery. The appropriate degree of control must be selected by 
architects. Rather than imposing severe limitations, mature companies frequently establish 



 

 

guardrails. Teams may develop while maintaining security, dependability, interoperability, 
and maintainability thanks to this. 

18.9 Latency vs Reliability 
Rapid response is the goal of low-latency systems, although dependability methods may add 
additional stages like  

 circuit breakers 
 durable writes 
 replication 
 validation 
 retries.  
While enhancing accuracy and robustness, these mechanisms can somewhat lengthen 
reaction times.  
Latency is frequently very noticeable in user-facing interactions. Reliability might be more 
important than speed in key transactions. Architects should make a distinction between 
tasks that can be finished asynchronously and interactions that need to happen instantly. 
System resilience and user experience can both be enhanced by combining synchronous 
user feedback with asynchronous back-end processing. 

18.10 Build vs Buy Decisions 
Choosing whether to develop a capacity internally or purchase or utilize an already-existing 
product or managed service is one of the most significant trade-offs in system architecture. 
Building offers ownership, control, and customization, but it also necessitates  

 long-term support 
 operations 
 security patching 
 maintenance 
 development 
Although purchasing or utilizing a managed service shortens delivery times and eases 
operational burdens, it may come with additional expenses for licensing, vendor lock-in, 
integration restrictions, and dependence risk. Before making a decision, architects should 
assess strategic importance.  
Custom development may be justified by competitive advantage-creating capabilities. 
Proven services are frequently a superior way to handle commodity capabilities. 

18.11 Synchronous vs Asynchronous Communication 
Because one service calls another and waits for a response, synchronous communication is 
easy to comprehend. For quick user interactions and straightforward request-response 
processes, it performs admirably. However, when numerous services rely on one another, 
synchronous chains may become brittle.  



 

 

Decoupling and resilience are enhanced by asynchronous communication via queues, events, 
or streams, although ordering, retries, idempotency, observability, and eventual consistency 
present difficulties. When quick responses are needed, architects should utilize synchronous 
communication; when workloads can be detached or processed in the background, they 
should use asynchronous communication. The decision should adhere to the needs of the 
company workflow. 

18.12 Database Trade-Offs 
Consistency, query flexibility, scalability, performance, and operational complexity are all 
important trade-offs in database architecture. Relational databases offer sophisticated 
transaction support, organized schemas, and robust consistency. NoSQL databases may offer 
horizontal scalability and flexible data models, but they may also call for distinct query design  

and consistency strategies.  
Graph databases are useful for situations with a lot of relationships, but they shouldn't be 
used for all transactional workloads. Although they enhance text retrieval, search engines 
shouldn't often be regarded as the system of record. Databases should be selected by 
architects based on data relationships, access patterns, transaction requirements, and 
reporting specifications. 

18.13 Cloud and Infrastructure Trade-Offs 
Elasticity, managed services, worldwide reach, and quicker provisioning are all offered by 
cloud-native systems. Cost control, governance, configuration complexity, reliance on 
provider services, and operational skill needs are among the trade-offs associated with these 
advantages.  
Infrastructure administration is lessened by serverless systems, although vendor-specific 
patterns, execution limitations, and cold starts may be introduced. Although they increase 
portability, containers necessitate operational discipline and orchestration. Although 
managed databases simplify management, they could restrict extensive customization.  
Workload requirements, team capability, compliance requirements, and long-term operating 
model should all be taken into consideration when making infrastructure decisions. Adoption 
of cloud computing does not eliminate architectural responsibility; rather, it shifts its 
location. 

18.14 Operational Complexity 
Many architectural choices appear appealing on diagrams but become challenging in practice. 
Monitoring, logging, tracing, incident response, deployment automation, access control, 
backup plans, and failure testing are all necessary for distributed systems.  
A weak design is one that the team is unable to use securely. One should consider operational 
complexity to be a first-class trade-off. The deployment, monitoring, upgrading, debugging, 
and recovery of systems should all be taken into account by architects.  
Although it involves investment and upkeep, automation can lessen operational load. Both 
disciplined operations and sound architecture contribute to the creation of reliable systems. 



 

 

18.15 Trade-Off Analysis Process 
Analysis of trade-offs should be clear and repeatable. Determining the business goal and non-
negotiable requirements is the first step in a realistic approach. Constraints including budget, 
schedule, compliance, team capacity, traffic expectations, and integration requirements are 
then identified by architects.  

Decision criteria including performance, cost, security, scalability, and maintainability should 
then be used to compare design possibilities. Risks should be made clear, and assumptions 
should be recorded.  

The rationale for the choice and the concessions made should be included in the final 
decision. This keeps architecture from turning into a collection of unrecorded viewpoints. 

Simple trade-off decision template 

Field What to record 
Decision The architectural choice being made 
Options considered The realistic alternatives 
Chosen option The selected approach 
What we gain The benefits expected 
What we give up The accepted limitation or cost 
Risks accepted Known risks and assumptions 
Review point When the decision should be revisited 

18.16 Architectural Decision Records 
System design trade-offs can be documented with the use of Architectural Decision Records, 
or ADRs. An ADR documents the background, choice, options taken into account, outcomes, 
and current state of a major architectural decision.  
This aids future teams in comprehending the rationale behind decisions rather than just the 
actions taken. ADRs stop teams from rehashing the same discussion and lessen 
misunderstanding during maintenance. They are particularly helpful in long-term systems 
where team members evolve over time.  
Effective trade-off documentation enhances responsibility and promotes ongoing 
development. Instead of being concealed in discussions, design choices ought to be 
traceable. 

18.17 System Design Anti-Patterns 
Common anti-patterns include  

 choosing technology for fashion, 
 overengineering early-stage systems, 
 ignoring operational cost,  
 copying architectures from unrelated companies, 
 optimizing without measurements 
 and treating one design style as universally correct.  

Another common mistake is assuming that microservices, cloud, event streaming, or AI 
automatically improves architecture.  



 

 

These tools solve specific problems and create new ones. Architects should challenge 
assumptions before committing to major design choices.  

A mature design culture values evidence, simplicity, and fit-for-purpose decisions. Avoiding 
anti-patterns reduces waste and prevents avoidable complexity. 

18.18 Security Considerations 
Every system design decision must take security trade-offs into account. Identity 
management, data exposure, network boundaries, auditability, encryption, secrets 
management, and incident response are all impacted by architectural decisions.  
It is unacceptable to use a quicker or less expensive design that exposes private information. 
Security measures should be in line with business risk and data classification.  
Least privilege, secure defaults, defense in depth, logging, and compliance needs should all be 
taken into account by architects. Security shouldn't be added as a stand-alone layer at the 
end. It needs to be incorporated from the start into the trade-off analysis. 

18.19 Business and Stakeholder Alignment 
Technical trade-offs must be connected to business priorities. A design that is technically 
elegant but too expensive, too slow to deliver, or too difficult for the organization to maintain 
may not be the right design.  

Stakeholders should understand the consequences of architectural choices in business terms. 
For example, choosing higher availability may require higher infrastructure cost, while 
accepting eventual consistency may reduce cost and improve responsiveness.  

Clear communication prevents misunderstandings and helps decision-makers accept the 
consequences of their priorities. Architecture is both a technical and business discipline. 

18.20 Future Expansion Planning 
Future expansion planning requires architects to design systems that can evolve without 
unnecessary overengineering. Systems should support reasonable growth, new integrations, 
changing compliance requirements, and evolving user needs.  

However, building for every possible future scenario creates complexity and slows delivery. 
A better approach is to create flexible boundaries, clear interfaces, modular components, and 
documented assumptions. Expansion planning should be grounded in realistic forecasts and 
business strategy. Good trade-off management keeps systems adaptable while avoiding 
speculative complexity. 

18.21 Conclusion 
Trade-offs in system design are inevitable. Competing priorities including speed, 
dependability, cost, security, scalability, and maintainability must all be balanced while 
making architectural decisions.  
Instead than aiming for flawless designs, strong architects make well-informed decisions 
and properly record the results. Good trade-off analysis lowers hidden risk, enhances 
decision quality, and synchronizes technical design with business goals.  



 

 

The most sophisticated or advanced systems are not always the best. These are the systems 
whose design decisions align with their operational environment, users, restrictions, and 
purpose. 

 

 

  



 

 

Chapter 19: Common Failure Patterns 

This chapter describes common real-world software system failures and how architects 
might identify them early.  

Single points of failure, cascading failures, retry storms, thundering herd problems, resource 
depletion, database bottlenecks, queue backlogs, dependency failures, network problems, 
deployment errors, data corruption, observability gaps, security flaws, and human process 
failures are all covered.  

The intention is to assist readers in creating systems that can fail safely, bounce back fast, and 
prevent recurring operational issues. 

19.1 Introduction to Common Failure Patterns 
Recurring ways that teams, operating procedures, infrastructure, and software systems 
malfunction are known as common failure patterns. They are not sporadic mishaps. The 
majority of security issues, data incidents, outages, and performance collapses follow 
identifiable patterns that may have been predicted during operations, testing, or design. 
Diagrams may show that a system is flawless, but actual production traffic reveals hidden 
flaws in  

 Dependencies 
 queues, databases 
 networks 
 personnel 
 deployment procedures. 

Understanding failure patterns helps architects think beyond the happy path. A happy path 
describes how the system works when everything is available, fast, and correct. That is not 
how production acts on a daily basis. Network calls time out, users submit repeated requests, 
services slow down, configuration changes go awry, and numerous business processes might 
be impacted by a single weak reliance. A well-designed system anticipates failure and gets  

ready to minimize the harm. 

Design with failure awareness is not gloomy. It is useful. Strong systems are ones that fail in 
regulated ways rather than ones that never fail. They offer helpful error messages, safeguard 
important information, separate malfunctioning parts, recover from recognized issues, and 
enable engineers with sufficient observability to comprehend what went wrong. The 
recurrent failure patterns and the design practices that lessen their impact are the main 
topics of this chapter. 

19.2 Why Failure Patterns Matter 

Failure patterns matter because modern systems are interconnected API delays may result 
from a little database slowness. Users and services may retry due to API latency. When the 
system is already unhealthy, retries can increase traffic. This additional traffic may 



 

 

overwhelm downstream services, causing a minor problem to escalate into a complete 
platform outage. For this reason, architects need to research not just how components work 
when they are in good condition but also how failures spread.  

Identifying failure patterns enhances incident response as well. Teams don't have time to 
discuss every potential cause of an incident. Recent deployments, dependency health, 
database locks, retry volume, queue depth, error rates, expired certificates, misconfigured 
feature flags, and capacity restrictions are all potential areas that engineers can swiftly 
evaluate when they are aware of frequent trends. This expedites recuperation and lessens 
speculation. 

Effective engineering teams translate their understanding of failure into useful controls. They 
produce architecture standards, deployment gates, resilience tests, design checklists, 
runbooks, and monitoring rules. Eliminating every failure is not the goal. That isn't feasible. 
Reducing avoidable failure, identifying issues early, and recovering before the business 
damage worsens are the goals. 

Basic failure review terms 

Term Meaning 
Failure mode How something fails 
Blast radius How far the damage spreads 
Detection signal How the team notices the problem 
Recovery path How the team restores service 
Prevention control How recurrence is reduced 

19.3 Single Points of Failure 
A single point of failure is any component whose failure can stop a larger system from 
working. One database node, one authentication service, one load balancer, one network link, 
one payment gateway, one deployment pipeline, one message broker, or even one engineer 
who is the sole expert in system recovery are some examples. When traffic is light or there 
hasn't been an incident yet, these vulnerabilities frequently go unnoticed. 

The typical symptom is straightforward: everything that depends on it stops when one thing 
breaks. For instance, users might not be able to access the entire platform if all services rely 
on a single identity provider and there is no fallback or cached session handling. 

Redundancy, failover, replication, backup pathways, and operational testing are necessary to 
lessen this pattern. But redundancy is insufficient on its own. When a standby database is 
truly needed, it might not function if it has never been promoted during an exercise. A backup 
that has never been restored is not a recovery strategy; it is merely a wish. Architects should 
consider what would happen if this component vanished and how to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of the replacement path. 

19.4 Cascading Failures 
Cascading failure occurs when one failure triggers additional failures across connected 
components. Because services rely on one another, this is typical in distributed systems. 
Callers may have to wait longer, thread pools may fill, queues may expand, retries may 



 

 

increase, and databases may get overloaded as a result of a slow service. A small issue then 
spreads to the entire platform. 

A suggestion service slowing down is a common example. Before returning the home screen, 
the mobile API waits for the suggestion answer. The slow screen causes users to constantly 
refresh. The recommendation service is overloaded, the API generates additional requests, 
and other services that use the same database are also impacted. One delayed dependence 
may have been the initial issue, but the application's whole user experience suffers as a result 
of the obvious failure. 

Prevention requires isolation. Architects use timeouts, circuit breakers, bulkheads, rate 
limits, backpressure, graceful degradation, and dependency separation. The caller should not 
wait forever. Non-critical features should be allowed to disappear temporarily while core 
business flows continue. For example, the home screen can load without recommendations, 
but payment confirmation should not be guessed or skipped. 

19.5 Retry Storms 
While unmanaged retries might exacerbate an outage, they are helpful when failures are 
transient. When numerous clients repeatedly attempt unsuccessful requests at the same 
time, it's known as a retry storm. When the target system is already ill, this increases traffic. 
Databases, message brokers, APIs, and third-party services may get overloaded due to 
inadequate retry rules. 
Four issues are typically associated with unsafe retry design: an excessive number of retry 
attempts, no interval between attempts, simultaneous retrying by all clients, and no 
safeguards against duplicate processing. Duplicate attempts may primarily raise load for read 
requests. Duplicate attempts at write requests can result in major business mistakes like 
repeated emails, repetitive inventory updates, duplicate payments, or multiple leave 
requests. 

Bounded retry numbers, exponential backoff, jitter, clear failure categorization, idempotency 
keys, and dead-letter handling where necessary are all used in safe retry design. Not all errors 
need to be tried again. It can be possible to recover from a timeout or brief network outage. 
Retrying a validation error due to incorrect input is not advised. Instead than viewing retry 
logic as a minor client-side convenience, architects should consider it as a component of 
system design. 

19.6 Thundering Herd Problems 
When numerous users, processes, or services make simultaneous requests for the same 
resource, it's known as a thundering herd. It frequently occurs following a notification 
campaign, scheduled jobs, deployment recovery, cache expiration, service restart, or the 
release of popular content. When synchronized demand suddenly appears, the system may  

fail even though it is operating normally.  
A cache key that expires for every user at the same moment is a typical example. The 
database is hit collectively by thousands of requests that fail to reach the cache. A scheduled 
job that is set up to execute on each server precisely at midnight is another example. When 



 

 

each instance awakens, it overloads the database by querying the same tables. The problem 
is synchronized volume rather than just volume. 

Staggered scheduling, cache expiry jitter, request coalescing, queueing, rate limitation, pre-
warming, and separating costly background activity from user-facing requests are some 
prevention techniques. Designs where numerous clients wake up, update, or rebuild the same 
data simultaneously should be avoided by architects. Smoothing and randomization are 
frequently straightforward but effective controls. 

19.7 Resource Exhaustion 
When CPU, memory, disk, network bandwidth, file handles, database connections, thread 
pools, worker capacity, or queue capacity are used up more quickly than they can be restored, 
resource exhaustion occurs. Latency, errors, crashes, deadlocks, unsuccessful deployments,  

or blocked background jobs are some of the symptoms.  
Traffic spikes, memory leaks, inefficient searches, uncontrolled queues, missing connection 
limitations, big file uploads, inadequate cleanup procedures, and background jobs that 
utilize more resources than anticipated are common reasons. Without a maximum size, a 
queue may conceal an issue for a while before becoming unmanageable. Without 
appropriate limits, a connection pool might overload the database and impact all services 
that use it. 

Connection pooling, resource quotas, autoscaling, admission control, queue limits, load 
shedding, backpressure, cleanup tasks, and capacity planning are all examples of defensive 
design. Consuming resources indefinitely is an outage waiting to happen, not flexibility. In 
addition to current usage, teams should keep an eye on growth trends, saturation signals, and 
resource consumption rates. 

19.8 Database Bottlenecks 
Because so many services rely on databases, they are a common cause of system failure. Slow 
queries, missing indexes, lock contention, connection exhaustion, replication lag, long-
running transactions, hot partitions, schema updates during peak hours, and ineffective 
reporting workloads on transactional databases are typical database failure patterns.  
When traffic increases, the database frequently becomes the limiting factor. While database 
scalability requires more careful planning, application servers can typically be scaled 
horizontally. The database becomes the shared pressure point if each request calls the 
database more than once. User-facing transactions may be slowed down if reports scan big 
tables during business hours. Partitions may become unequal if a single hot client, tenant, 
product, or area generates the majority of traffic. 

Good schema design, query review, indexing strategy, read replicas, connection limitations, 
caching, partitioning, pagination, archive strategy, and the division of analytical and 
transactional workloads are all necessary for prevention. Database performance should be a 
top priority for architects when it comes to reliability. It is typically too late to adjust the 
database after people have complained. 



 

 

19.9 Queue Backlogs and Event Delays 
Because they separate producers from consumers, message queues and event systems 
increase resilience. They do, however, present their own failure patterns. When producers 
send messages more quickly than consumers can process them, backlogs increase. If dead-
letter handling is inadequate, failed messages may prevent processing.  

If consumers are not idempotent, duplicate events may result in conflicting business records.  
Confusion might also result from event delays. When a user submits a request, they might 
expect an instant response, yet the system might take some time to process the event. Even 
if the queue is just delayed, consumers may believe the system is flawed if the UI, API, and 
event processing paradigm are not in sync.  

Architects should determine which operations may be completed asynchronously and which 
ones must be completed immediately. It is crucial to keep an eye on queue depth, consumer 
lag, processing time, retry counts, dead-letter messages, and oldest-message age.  

The mere fact that a queue is taking messages does not make it healthy. When messages are 
handled within the anticipated business time, it is beneficial. Clear ownership of message 
contracts, delivery guarantees, ordering expectations, replay restrictions, and recovery 
protocols are essential for event-driven systems. 

19.10 Dependency Failures 
The majority of systems rely on both internal and external services, including third-party 
APIs, identity providers, payment processors, email providers, maps, analytics, storage, 
search engines, HR systems, and ERP systems. When the system thinks that every reliance is 
always available, quick, and accurate, dependency failure becomes risky.  
For every significant reliance, a smart design specifies fallback behavior. Certain functions 
may gradually deteriorate. Some might put the request on hold and handle it at a later time. 
Because the commercial risk is too great, some may safely obstruct. For instance, a payment 
authorization failure might need to halt order completion, while an email provider outage 
shouldn't always preclude the creation of a leave request. 

Maintaining dependency maps and categorizing dependencies according to their criticality 
are important tasks for architects. Teams should be aware of the timeout, retry policy, 
fallback action, owner, SLA expectation, monitoring signal, and business impact for every 
dependency. Failure drills should be used to test, isolate, and document dependency risk. 
During occurrences, hidden dependencies cause surprise. 

19.11 Network and Latency Failures 
Networks are inherently unreliable. Packets may be dropped, connections may reset, DNS 
may malfunction, latency may rise, certificates may expire, and service partitions may take 
place. Partial failure, in which one component can reach some dependencies but not others, 
is a requirement for distributed systems. 
Network failures sometimes manifest as sporadic, hard-to-replicate faults. A service might 
function properly in one area but not in another. A request could be successful once and 



 

 

unsuccessful the next. When connection, DNS, routing, or overloaded network pathways are 
the true issues, engineers may waste time blaming application code in the absence of 
appropriate logs, traces, and timeout settings. 

Timeouts, connection pooling, health checks, service discovery, backoff retries, regional 
failover, DNS monitoring, and distinct network borders are all helpful controls. Designs that 
rely on flawless network behavior should be avoided by architects. There should be a timeout 
for each remote call, along with a predetermined business response. 

 

19.12 Configuration and Deployment Failures 
Many outages are caused by configuration issues, environment discrepancies, secret errors, 
routing changes, feature flags, database migrations, or improper deployment procedures 
rather than code flaws. Because configuration frequently regulates connection, permissions, 
scaling, and runtime behavior, even a minor modification can have an impact on a big system. 
One frequent cause of surprise is configuration drift. Because of differences in values, 
permissions, environment variables, or service versions, a feature functions well in 
development but fails in staging and acts differently in production. Slow rollbacks, 
irrevocable database migrations, and tightly integrated application and schema changes all 
exacerbate deployment difficulties. 

Version-controlled configuration, automated validation, environment parity, canary releases, 
blue-green deployment, feature flag governance, rollback plans, database migration 
discipline, and release checklists are examples of safe deployment techniques. It is not 
appropriate to view change management as bureaucratic. It serves as a control mechanism 
to stop preventable failures. 

19.13 Data Consistency and Corruption Failures 
Frequently, data failures cause more harm than brief service interruptions. Business choices, 
financial records, consumer trust, audit trails, and compliance requirements can all be 
impacted by inconsistent, duplicate, missing, or damaged data. Corrupted data can result in 
weeks of cleanup labor, yet a service outage might resolve in an hour. 
Partial writes, non-idempotent retries, race situations, schema drift, unsuccessful migrations, 
poor validation, manual database modifications, broken integration mappings, and jobs that 
update records without the necessary checks are common causes. One phase may be 
successful while another fails in distributed workflows. The system can remain unfinished in 
the absence of reconciliation. 

Transactions when necessary, idempotency keys, constraints, validation rules, audit trails, 
reconciliation jobs, backups, restore testing, and explicit data ownership are examples of 
preventive measures. Backups are insufficient on their own. Teams must demonstrate that 
data can be restored precisely, in a reasonable amount of time, and without causing new 
inconsistencies. 



 

 

19.14 Observability Gaps 
It is more difficult to fix a system that fails silently than one that malfunctions noisily. When 
teams don't have the logs, metrics, traces, alerts, dashboards, or business context necessary 
to comprehend an occurrence, observability gaps arise.  

In the absence of observability, teams make snap decisions and examine irrelevant 
elements while users are still impacted.  
Four questions should be promptly addressed by good observability: what went wrong, 
where it went wrong, how many users or processes were impacted, and what recently 
changed. Important technical parameters include CPU, memory, latency, error rate, queue 
depth, and database performance. Important business KPIs include denied login attempts, 
delayed orders, unsuccessful payments, stalled approvals, and the number of waiting 
workflows. 

Alerts should be actionable, not noisy. A noisy alert culture trains people to ignore warnings. 
Effective alerts include severity, likely owner, impact, dashboard link, and runbook guidance. 
Observability is not optional decoration; it is the diagnostic system of modern architecture. 
It must be designed before production, not added after the first serious incident. 

19.15 Security Failure Patterns 
Weak authentication, excessive permissions, exposed secrets, unsecured APIs, missing input 
validation, inadequate patching, sensitive data in logs, weak audit trails, and over-trusted 
internal networks are all common patterns of security failures.  

Operational shortcuts during events or hurried deployments can potentially lead to security 
breaches. Errors and attacks should be taken into account in the architecture. Risk is 
decreased via least privilege, robust identity controls, secret management, encryption, 
secure defaults, dependency scanning, input validation, threat modeling, and audit logging. 
Logs, events, URLs, error messages, and analytics tools shouldn't be used carelessly to 
transfer sensitive data. 

Design and operations must incorporate security. Attackers can take advantage of blind 
spots created by treating security as a last review step. Architects should consider the 
following for each significant workflow: who can carry out the action, what data is 
accessible, how the activity is audited, what happens if credentials are compromised, and 
how soon access may be denied. 

19.16 Human and Process Failures 
People are part of the system. By creating safer procedures, human error is decreased rather 
than completely eliminated by placing the blame on specific people. Uncertain ownership, 
missing runbooks, undocumented tribal knowledge, poor handoffs, sluggish escalation, 
inadequate testing, dangerous manual procedures, and judgments made under duress 
without sufficient context are all common patterns of process failure.  
Failures are studied in a healthy engineering culture without being concealed. Reviews 
conducted after an incident should determine what went wrong, why it happened, why the 
controls in place failed to detect it, and what adjustments will lessen the likelihood that it will 



 

 

happen again. The goal is not to demonstrate who was incorrect. The goal is to make the 
system better so that a similar failure is less likely to occur in the future. 

Automation, peer review, checklists, training, change approval for dangerous actions, 
runbooks, shared ownership, and clear escalation channels are all helpful controls. One 
person becomes a human single point of failure if they are the only ones who know how to 
restore a system. It is important to record and apply operational knowledge. 

19.17 Failure Prevention and Recovery Patterns 
Common prevention patterns include redundancy, health checks, circuit breakers, bulkheads, 
graceful degradation, load shedding, rate limiting, backpressure, idempotency, immutable 
infrastructure, feature flags, automated rollback, and controlled deployments. These patterns 
reduce the chance that one fault becomes a large incident. 

Recovery patterns include  

 backup restore 
 event replay 
 dead-letter processing 
 reconciliation 
 failover 
 incident response 
 rollback 
 manual override procedures 
 post-incident review.  

Prevention and recovery should be designed together. A system that prevents many failures 
but has no recovery process is still fragile when an unexpected failure occurs. 

The strongest systems combine prevention, detection, response, and learning. They reduce 
failure probability, limit blast radius, recover quickly, and improve after incidents. This is the 
mindset of resilience engineering: assume failure will happen, make it visible, keep it 
contained, and learn from every event. 

19.18 Architectural Trade-Offs 
Preventing failure patterns requires trade-offs. Redundancy improves availability but 
increases cost and operational complexity. Strong consistency reduces data anomalies but 
may reduce availability or increase latency. Aggressive caching improves performance but 
can produce stale data. Strict controls improve security but may reduce usability and delivery 
speed. 

Architects must decide which risks matter most for the business context. A payment platform, 
hospital system, HR approval system, social app, and internal reporting tool should not use 
identical resilience strategies. Some systems require strict correctness. Some require low 
latency. Some require low cost. Some require high auditability. The design must match the 
real business risk. 



 

 

Trade-offs should be explicit and documented. When a team accepts eventual consistency, 
they should also document where reconciliation happens. When a team depends on a third-
party service, they should document the fallback. When a team chooses a simple monolith, 
they should document when that decision should be reviewed. Hidden trade-offs become 
future surprises. 

19.19 Operational Readiness 
Operational readiness determines whether a system can survive real incidents. Teams need 
monitoring, alerting, on-call processes, incident severity definitions, rollback procedures, 
backup verification, capacity plans, access controls, and communication channels. These 
concerns should be designed before launch, not after the first outage. 

Runbooks are especially important. A good runbook tells engineers what signal triggered the 
incident, what dashboard to open, what checks to perform, what actions are safe, what 
actions are dangerous, and when to escalate. Under pressure, clear instructions reduce 
mistakes. Runbooks should be tested and updated after real incidents. 

Failure drills, game days, disaster recovery exercises, and controlled chaos testing help reveal 
weaknesses before customers do. Operations is not separate from architecture. It is where 
architectural decisions prove whether they work. A design that the team cannot operate 
safely is not a strong design, even if the diagram looks impressive. 

19.20 Practical Failure Review Checklist 
A practical failure review should begin by identifying the affected business capability. Instead 
of saying only that the database was slow, the team should describe what users or processes 
could not complete. For example: employees could not submit leave requests, managers 
could not approve pending requests, or customers could not complete checkout. This keeps 
engineering work connected to business impact. 

Next, the team should identify the failure pattern. Was it a single point of failure, cascading 
failure, retry storm, resource exhaustion, deployment mistake, dependency outage, data 
inconsistency, or observability gap? Naming the pattern helps the team choose the right 
prevention control. Without naming the pattern, teams often fix only the symptom. 

Finally, the team should convert the lesson into a durable improvement. That improvement 
may be a code change, alert, dashboard, runbook, test, deployment rule, capacity limit, 
architecture review item, or training update. A post-incident review is only valuable when it 
changes future behavior. 

19.21 Future Expansion Planning 
As systems grow, new failure patterns appear. More users create scale failures. More services 
create dependency failures. More teams create coordination failures. More data creates 
migration and consistency failures. More integrations create governance failures. 
Architecture assumptions must be revisited as the business grows. 



 

 

Future planning should include capacity forecasts, dependency maps, architecture reviews, 
resilience targets, security reviews, operational maturity assessments, and cost monitoring. 
Teams should identify which components are likely to become bottlenecks before they fail 
under pressure. Growth should be planned through evidence, not fear. 

Overengineering should still be avoided. The right approach is to prepare for realistic growth 
while keeping designs understandable, testable, and operable. A simple system with clear 
limits is better than a complex system no one can operate. Future readiness means creating 
room to evolve, not building every possible future feature today. 

19.22 Chapter Summary 
Common failure patterns are predictable signals of architectural and operational weakness. 
Systems fail through overloaded resources, fragile dependencies, poor retry behavior, weak 
observability, data inconsistency, configuration mistakes, security gaps, and human process 
failures. Effective architecture does not pretend failure will not happen. 

The goal is to anticipate failure, limit impact, support recovery, and improve after incidents. 
Understanding failure patterns helps teams move from reactive firefighting to deliberate 
resilience engineering. Strong systems are not those that never fail. They are systems that fail 
safely, recover quickly, protect data, and continuously learn. 

19.23 Quick Reference: Failure Pattern, Signal, and Control 
Failure pattern Common signal Useful control 
Single point of failure One component outage stops 

many features 
Redundancy, failover, restore 
testing 

Cascading failure One slow service causes wider 
outage 

Timeouts, circuit breakers, 
bulkheads 

Retry storm Traffic increases during failure Backoff, jitter, retry limits, 
idempotency 

Thundering herd Many requests hit same resource 
together 

Staggering, cache jitter, request 
coalescing 

Resource exhaustion CPU, memory, connections, or 
queues saturate 

Limits, load shedding, autoscaling 

Database bottleneck Slow queries, locks, connection 
exhaustion 

Indexing, replicas, query review, 
pooling 

Queue backlog Messages wait longer than 
business expectation 

Consumer scaling, DLQ, lag 
monitoring 

Observability gap Team cannot quickly explain 
incident 

Logs, metrics, traces, business 
alerts 

19.24 Mini Case Study: Small Failure Becoming a Large Outage 
Imagine an HR application where employees submit leave requests through a mobile app. 
The leave service depends on an employee profile service, a leave balance database, an email 
provider, and a manager approval workflow. During normal traffic, the system looks healthy. 
Requests are completed quickly, emails are sent, and managers receive approval links. The 
architecture diagram appears simple and clean. 

One day, the employee profile service becomes slow because a new reporting query is using 
the same database. The leave service waits longer for profile details. Mobile users see a 
spinner and press submit again. The API receives duplicate requests. The retry logic inside 



 

 

the client and server both start sending more calls. The database connection pool fills up, and 
the leave balance check also becomes slow. The original issue was one inefficient report, but 
the visible problem becomes a failed leave request workflow. 

A stronger design would limit the blast radius. The reporting workload would not run directly 
against the transactional database during peak time. The leave API would use timeouts and 
idempotency keys so repeated submissions do not create duplicate requests. The profile 
service call would have a clear timeout and fallback behavior for non-critical display data. 
The system would alert on database saturation, API latency, duplicate request rate, and failed 
workflow count before users start reporting the issue. 

This case study shows why failure patterns should be studied together. The incident is not 
only a database issue, not only a retry issue, and not only a mobile app issue. It is a 
combination of dependency slowness, retry amplification, resource exhaustion, weak 
isolation, and missing business-level observability. Real incidents often combine multiple 
patterns, so architecture reviews should examine how failures interact. 

19.25 Design Review Questions for Failure Patterns 
1. What component can stop the whole workflow if it fails, and is there a tested fallback? 
2. Which calls are synchronous, and what happens when those calls become slow? 
3. Do retries have limits, backoff, jitter, and idempotency protection? 
4. Can a cache expiry, scheduled job, or deployment restart create a thundering herd? 
5. Which resource will saturate first: database connections, CPU, memory, queue depth, or 

external API limits? 
6. Can the team see business impact quickly, or only low-level technical metrics? 
7. Are backup and restore procedures tested, or only documented? 
8. Does every critical workflow have a runbook, owner, alert, and recovery path? 

19.26 Final Takeaway 
Common failure patterns are not only production problems; they are design signals. Every 
repeated failure pattern points to a missing boundary, missing control, weak assumption, 
poor feedback loop, or unclear ownership model. Architects should use these patterns as 
practical review tools before systems go live and as learning tools after incidents happen. 

A reliable system is built through many small design choices: controlled retries, clear 
timeouts, safe deployments, visible metrics, tested recovery, documented ownership, secure 
defaults, and honest trade-off decisions. When these choices are made deliberately, systems 
become easier to operate, safer to change, and stronger under pressure. 

  



 

 

Chapter 20: Design Review Methodology 

20.1 What This Chapter Covers 

This chapter describes how to examine a system design prior to the team beginning 
construction or the release of a significant change.  
It demonstrates how to verify business objectives, specifications, limitations, scalability, 
dependability, security, data flow, operations, and expenses.  
It describes what documentation should be prepared, who should be present at a design 
review, and what questions reviewers should pose.  
Trade-off analysis, risk monitoring, architectural decision records, review checklists, 
governance, and typical review errors are all covered.  
By the end, the reader ought to understand how to conduct a review that is useful for actual 
engineering teams, realistic, human, and grounded in evidence. 

20.2 Introduction to Design Review Methodology 

Design review methodology is the systematic process used to determine whether a proposed 
system design is safe, scalable, operationally practical, technically sound, and consistent with  

the business goal.  
A design review is more than just an formal meeting to approve earlier decisions.  
In this working session, the team looks at risks, considers solutions, reveals assumptions, 
and improves the design before it becomes expensive to change. 

Many architectural issues arise early in real projects. A team can select the incorrect database, 
neglect failure management, overlook a security border, make irrational traffic assumptions, 
or develop an integration without clear ownership. These choices may appear minor at the 
time of creation, but they may subsequently cause significant production issues. 

A well-conducted design review provides a secure space for the team to take their time, pose  

challenging questions, and explain their decisions. 

The goal is not to establish a culture of gatekeeping or to humiliate the designer. Protecting 
the product, users, company, and engineering team is the goal. Effective design reviews 
transform architecture from a subjective viewpoint into a common understanding. They 
assist teams in understanding not just what they are constructing but also the rationale 
behind it. 

20.3 Why Design Reviews Matter 

Because it is typically less expensive to prevent system faults than to correct them after 
launch, design reviews are important. Even if a weak design passes unit tests, it may break 
under load, during integration, after deployment, or when a dependency goes down. Review 
sessions assist in identifying these flaws while the design is still adaptable. 



 

 

Additionally, a design review enhances communication. Product teams are aware of the 
technical expenses associated with certain requirements. Security personnel are aware of the  

movements of sensitive data.  
Operations staff are aware of the monitoring and recovery procedures for the system. 
Developers are aware of the selected limits, data ownership regulations, and APIs. This 
mutual knowledge minimizes rework and keeps one team from making choices that 
subsequently surprise another team. 

Another important value is decision traceability. Six months after a release, someone will ask 
why a service was split, why a queue was added, why a database was chosen, or why eventual 
consistency was accepted. If the review captured the reasoning, the team does not need to 
repeat old debates. They can improve from a known decision record instead of guessing from 
memory. 

20.4 Objectives of a Design Review 

Determining whether a design is appropriate for its intended use is the aim of a design 
review. This means that rather than comparing the design to idealized perfection, the 
evaluation must compare it to the real business challenge.  

Different design decisions are required for a payroll system, a social feed, an internal 
reporting screen, and a medical record system. The risk level, cost tolerance, security 
requirements, and availability expectations of each system vary.  
Clear results should be obtained from a relevant review.  

It should list authorized choices, necessary modifications, unanswered questions, risk 
owners, and next steps. A review is poor if everyone says it "looks good" but there is no formal 
determination. After the evaluation, the team should know what has been approved, what 
needs to be changed, and what requires further research. 

Additionally, the evaluation should determine whether the design is comprehensible. The 
design may be too ambiguous to construct safely if the designer is unable to articulate the 
system flow, data ownership, failure behavior, and operational model in plain words. In 
architecture, simplicity in explanation is frequently an indication of maturity. 

20.5 Review Scope 

The scope of the review must be established before it starts. A system is covered in certain 
reviews. One module, one API, one database schema, one integration, one mobile workflow, 
one security flow, or one deployment strategy are covered by others. Reviewers might 
discuss everything without coming to a decision if the scope is unclear.  
The business capability under evaluation, the impacted systems, the user journeys, the data 
flows, the external dependencies, the anticipated size, and the known restrictions should all 
be included in the scope description. What is not included in the review should also be 
included. Having well-defined non-goals helps keep the group from veering into irrelevant 
discussions. 



 

 

For example, if the review is for a leave approval workflow, the scope may include employee 
request submission, balance validation, manager routing, notification, approval status, audit 
history, and database updates. It may exclude payroll integration if that belongs to a later 
phase. This makes the review focused and fair. 

20.6 Review Participants and Roles 

The proper people, not the biggest audience, are necessary for a successful review. The 
proposal and its justification are explained by the design owner. Engineers assess the viability 
of implementation. System boundaries, trade-offs, and long-term fit are all assessed by 
architects.  
Security reviewers examine compliance, privacy, permissions, and threats. Deployment, 
observability, rollback, and supportability are all examined by operations or platform teams. 
Stakeholders in the product or business attest to the design's continued support for the actual 
business need. 

Before participating, each person should be aware of their role. The meeting shouldn't turn 
into a status report for everyone. Reviewers ought to pose queries that are supported by 
evidence rather than ones that are political or personal. Feedback should not be interpreted 
as an assault by the designer. It is important for everyone to keep in mind that the design, not 
the individual, is being evaluated. 

The best design reviews are collaborative. A senior architect may identify a hidden scaling 
problem. A junior developer may notice an unclear API contract. A support engineer may 
know that users often behave differently from the expected journey. Useful feedback can 
come from anyone who understands a part of the system. 

20.7 Preparation Before the Review 

The quality of the review is determined by preparation. Instead of opening the design paper 
for the first time during the debate, it should be provided prior to the meeting. Reviewers 
require time to read, reflect, and formulate their inquiries. Due to inadequate planning, the 
meeting turns into a presentation rather than a review.  
Context, goals, non-goals, requirements, restrictions, diagrams, user flows, data flows, APIs, 
significant decisions, alternatives taken into consideration, hazards, and unanswered 
questions should all be included in the design document. It doesn't have to be a lengthy 
scholarly paper, but it must give reviewers enough details to evaluate the design. 

One useful preparation technique is to keep assumptions and facts separate. Facts are things 
that are already known, such platform constraints, traffic statistics from logs, and legal 
requirements. Assumptions include the team's views on things like expected growth, user 
behavior, and third-party dependability. Reviews are strengthened when assumptions are 
clarified. 



 

 

20.8 Recommended Design Review Agenda 

The success of the meeting is guaranteed by a well-structured agenda. The design owner's 
top priority should be the business problem and the design's goal.  
The high-level architecture, main flows, dependencies, data ownership, and important trade-
offs should then be discussed by the group. After that, reviewers should move on to specific 
evaluation aspects like operations, cost, hazards, security, scalability, and dependability. 

The meeting should end with conclusions and actions rather than a free-flowing discussion. 
Each major issue should be classified as either blocked, assigned for follow-up, rejected with 
explanation, or accepted. This avoids miscommunications after the meeting. 
For complex systems, a single examination might not be enough. One overworked session is 
not as good as several focused reviews. For example, a team may do one assessment for the 
domain model and APIs, another for security and compliance, and a third for operational 
readiness. 

20.9 Architecture Context Review 

When connected to the rest of the system, a component that appears good on its own could 
cause issues. The proposal's compatibility with current platforms, services, data ownership 
regulations, integration standards, deployment models, observability patterns, and security 
boundaries is examined through an architecture context study. 
Reviewers should consider whether the design imposes a reliance that other teams are not 
prepared to support, replicates an existing feature, establishes a new source of truth, or 
violates a platform requirement. Additionally, they ought to see if the design leads to future 
fragmentation. Many businesses suffer not because a single service is poorly planned, but 
rather because numerous services exhibit disparate patterns for no apparent reason. 

The team avoids local optimization with the use of context assessment. It's possible for one 
team to create the quickest solution for a feature while adding complexity for five other 
teams. Effective architecture strikes a balance between system health and local delivery. 

20.10 Requirements and Constraints Validation 

Non-functional requirements frequently determine whether the system will succeed, 
whereas functional requirements specify what the system must accomplish. Both should be 
validated by design review. Scalability, availability, latency, security, compliance, 
maintainability, usability, auditability, and cost expectations are examples of non-functional 
requirements. 
Whenever feasible, reviewers should transform ambiguous requirements into quantifiable 
goals. "Fast response" is ambiguous. It is more helpful to say, "Most requests should complete 
within two seconds under normal load." It's unclear what "highly available" means.  
It is more apparent that "the system should tolerate one application node failure without 
user-visible outage." Measurable claims facilitate the justification of design choices. 



 

 

Additionally, restrictions ought to be clear. Budget, time, available skills, legacy systems, 
vendor policies, data residency, cloud policy, and regulatory approval are some of the 
constraints that may apply to a team. Constraint-ignoring designs may appear beautiful on 
paper but perform poorly in practice. 

20.11 Scalability Review 

A scalability evaluation determines whether the design can accommodate anticipated 
increases in users, transactions, data volume, integrations, and location.  
In databases, APIs, queues, file storage, external dependencies, and stateful components, 
reviewers should search for bottlenecks. When traffic doubles, a batch expands, a queue 
backs up, or a dependency slows down, they ought to inquire about what happens. 
The review ought to be practical rather than dramatic. If the product has a tiny internal 
audience, it is inefficient to design for millions of users. Ignoring clear growth, however, can 
result in costly redesign work down the road. The group should leave clear expansion points 
for future scale and design for believable growth. 

Data growth should be considered in a scalability analysis, not only request traffic. With a 
small database, some systems work fine, but with months of records, they become slow. 
When it matters, early discussions should be held on archiving, indexing, partitioning, 
retention policy, and reporting burden separation. 

20.12 Reliability and Availability Review 

Reliability review focuses on how the system behaves when things fail. Reviewers should 
check single points of failure, timeout policies, retry behavior, circuit breakers, fallback 
responses, backup strategy, failover, disaster recovery, and graceful degradation. The 
question is not “Will this fail?” The better question is “When it fails, what will happen next?” 

Availability expectations should be connected to business impact. A public payment service 
may need stronger availability than an internal monthly report. Higher availability usually 
requires redundancy, monitoring, recovery automation, operational maturity, and higher 
cost. The review should make this trade-off visible. 

A reliable design must also be testable. It is not enough to claim that failover exists. The team 
should know how to test failover, how to restore backups, how to replay events, and how to 
verify that recovery worked. Untested recovery plans create false confidence. 

20.13 Security and Compliance Review 

Security evaluation should be part of the initial design review rather than being a separate 
late-stage approval. Reviewers should look at authentication, authorization, role 
permissions, input validation, encryption, secrets management, data classification, audit 
logging, privacy needs, and regulatory constraints.  
Threat modeling is useful in this situation. Reviewers should ask how the system would 
detect suspicious activity, how a malicious user may misuse the system, how an inside user 



 

 

could abuse their rights, and how sensitive data might leak. Security should be designed with 
potential misuse situations in mind rather than just regular user experiences. 

Examining the least privilege is also necessary. Services, users, jobs, and agents should only 
be given access that is required. In HR, banking, healthcare, identity, and compliance systems, 
poor permission design can result in serious legal and commercial problems. 

20.14 Data and Integration Review 

Data review checks how information moves through the system and who owns each record. 
Reviewers should identify the source of truth, key identifiers, schema design, validation rules, 
consistency needs, data retention, migration plan, audit trail, and reconciliation approach. If 
nobody owns the data clearly, the system will eventually produce confusion. 

Integration review checks API contracts, event contracts, file formats, timing expectations, 
error handling, versioning, and backward compatibility. Many integrations fail because two 
systems interpret the same field differently or assume different timing. A strong review 
makes these assumptions explicit before implementation. 

The team should also decide whether communication should be synchronous or 
asynchronous. Synchronous calls are simple for immediate responses but can create fragile 
chains. Events and queues improve decoupling but introduce ordering, retries, duplicates, 
and eventual consistency. The right choice depends on the business workflow. 

20.15 Operational Readiness Review 

A design is incomplete if it cannot be operated safely in production. Operational readiness 
review checks logging, metrics, tracing, alerts, dashboards, deployment strategy, rollback 
procedures, runbooks, backup verification, support ownership, and incident response. 

Reviewers should ask how engineers will know the system is healthy, how they will detect 
customer impact, and how they will debug a failure at 2 a.m. Good observability is not just 
CPU and memory graphs. It should include business signals such as failed approvals, delayed 
notifications, rejected payments, queue lag, and unusual error patterns. 

Operational review also checks ownership. After launch, who responds to incidents? Who 
approves changes? Who monitors cost? Who updates runbooks? Many systems fail 
operationally because ownership is assumed but never assigned. 

20.16 Performance and Cost Review 

Performance review checks latency-sensitive paths, database queries, caching strategy, 
network calls, resource sizing, background jobs, and user experience under load. Reviewers 
should distinguish between actions that must be immediate and actions that can run 
asynchronously. This helps avoid unnecessary pressure on the user-facing path. 

Cost review is equally important. Cloud services, data storage, messaging, monitoring, API 
calls, licensing, and high availability all have cost impact. A design may be technically 



 

 

impressive but financially inefficient. Reviewers should ask what happens to cost as traffic, 
data volume, and retention grow. 

The goal is not always to choose the cheapest design. The goal is to understand the cost of 
reliability, speed, security, and flexibility. Business stakeholders should be able to see what 
they are paying for and what risk is reduced by that spending. 

20.17 Trade-Off Analysis 

There is a trade-off in every significant architectural choice. Performance may be enhanced 
by a design, but expenses may rise. Although it adds complexity, it might increase flexibility. 
Although it decreases availability, it might increase consistency. Although it might increase 
security, it might cause difficulty for users. Instead than concealing these trade-offs behind 
technological decisions, design assessments ought to highlight them.  
For every significant decision, a helpful review poses three questions: What do we stand to 
gain? What are we giving up? Why does this system allow that? The choice might not be 
mature enough if the team is unable to respond to these queries. 

Even if an alternative is rejected, it should still be recorded. This keeps future teams from 
questioning why a different database, architecture, or integration strategy wasn't used. The 
decision record turns into a recall of the logic behind the choice, not just the outcome. 

20.18 Risk Identification and Mitigation 

One of the most important results of a design review is the identification of risks. Uncertain 
requirements, new technology, third-party dependencies, security exposure, migration 
difficulty, data quality, operational burden, cost uncertainty, or team capability are some 
examples of risks. These hazards should not be concealed by the review in order to 
strengthen the design.  
Every significant risk should have a follow-up date, mitigation strategy, probability, severity, 
and owner. You can tolerate some risks. Proof of concept is necessary for some. Some need 
to be watched. Some ought to prevent approval until they are decreased. An experienced 
team recognizes the distinction. 

Risk review also protects delivery. When risks are documented early, stakeholders are less 
surprised later. The team can plan time for validation, testing, vendor review, or staged 
rollout instead of discovering the issue under deadline pressure. 

20.19 Architecture Decision Records 

Important choices taken during or after design review are documented in Architecture 
Decision Records, or ADRs. An effective ADR documents the circumstances, the choice 
made, the alternatives taken into account, the outcomes, and the present situation. It 
doesn't have to be lengthy. It must be unambiguous.  

Because architectural knowledge is quickly lost, ADRs are helpful. Meetings are forgotten, 
people switch teams, and chat conversations become difficult to locate. Future engineers 



 

 

can better grasp why the system appears the way it does with the aid of a brief decision 
record.  

ADRs enhance accountability as well. When a team documents that it opted for eventual 
consistency in order to increase availability and decrease latency, subsequent teams can 
evaluate the system based on that choice rather than presuming the behavior was 
unintentional. 

20.20 Design Review Checklist 

A checklist makes reviews consistent, especially when teams are under pressure. It should 
not replace engineering judgment, but it helps prevent common omissions.  

The checklist should  

 cover business goals 
 scope, requirements 
 constraints 
 data flows 
 security controls 
 integration contracts 
 scalability assumptions 
 reliability mechanisms 
 monitoring 
 deployment 
 rollback 
 cost 
 risks 
 open decisions 

Review Area Questions to Ask 
Business Fit What problem are we solving? What is in scope and 

out of scope? What business risk is reduced? 
Scalability What grows over time: users, records, events, files, 

reports, integrations, or regions? Where are the 
bottlenecks? 

Reliability What fails first? What is the fallback? Are timeouts, 
retries, and failover tested? 

Security Who can access what? Where is sensitive data stored, 
transmitted, logged, and audited? 

Data Ownership What is the source of truth? How are identifiers, 
validation, retention, and reconciliation handled? 

Operations How will the team deploy, monitor, alert, debug, roll 
back, and recover the system? 

Cost What cost increases with traffic, storage, 
integrations, monitoring, and high availability? 

Decisions What decisions are approved, deferred, rejected, or 
blocked? Who owns the next action? 



 

 

20.21 Common Design Review Anti-Patterns 

Reviewing too late is one prevalent anti-pattern. The review becomes political if the team has 
already produced the majority of the code because it is costly to change course. Reviews 
ought to take place early enough to have an impact on the design.  
Talking just about diagrams is another anti-pattern. Diagrams are helpful, but they don't 
depict everything. Even with a stunning diagram, a design may overlook data migration, 
permission boundaries, failure management, cost implications, or rollback method.  

Reviewers ought to look past arrows and boxes. Allowing seniority to take precedence over 
evidence is a third anti-pattern. Experienced reviewers are important, but reviews shouldn't 
become authorities based solely on their opinions. Data, limitations, examples, and risk 
analysis are all used in better evaluations. The strongest argument, not the highest position, 
should prevail. 

Inviting the wrong individuals, ignoring operations, skipping security, approving ambiguous 
assumptions, using the meeting as a status update, and neglecting to record decisions are 
some other anti-patterns. Reviews feel bureaucratic rather than helpful as a result of these 
errors. 

20.22 Governance and Approval 

How designs are accepted, rejected, conditionally authorized, or escalated is determined by 
governance. Not every modification requires the same degree of scrutiny. Lightweight peer 
review can be required for a minor UI modification. A formal assessment involving security 
and operations may be required for a new payment integration, identity flow, database 
migration, or cross-system architecture. 

Clear criteria should be used for approval. Because actions are documented and risks are 
acceptable, a design may be accepted. If certain modifications are needed prior to 
implementation, it might be conditionally approved. If there are unresolved obstacles in the 
design, it can be rejected. The outcome should never be ambiguous. 

Good governance supports delivery. It does not exist to slow teams down. The best model 
uses guardrails: clear standards, reusable templates, documented decision paths, and 
escalation only when risk is high. 

20.23 Continuous Review and Feedback 

Design review should not be treated as a one-time event. Systems evolve after launch. Traffic 
changes, user behavior changes, costs grow, security findings appear, integrations fail, and 
operational incidents reveal weaknesses. The design should be reviewed again when reality 
changes. 

Post-implementation review is especially useful. The team can compare the original 
assumptions with production evidence. Did the expected traffic arrive? Did the queue backlog 



 

 

behave as planned? Were alerts useful? Was rollback possible? Did the cost match 
expectations? This feedback improves future design reviews. 

Incident reviews also feed design methodology. If an outage exposes a weak dependency, 
missing timeout, poor dashboard, or unclear ownership, the design checklist should be 
updated. A mature review process learns from production, not only from theory. 

20.24 Practical Design Review Questions 

Reviewers can use simple questions to make the discussion practical. What is the most 
important user journey? What must never fail silently? What data must be accurate 
immediately? What can be eventually consistent? What happens if the main dependency is 
down? What happens if the same request is submitted twice? What happens if a deployment 
fails halfway? 

For security, reviewers can ask: Who is allowed to perform this action? How is permission 
checked? Can a user access another user’s data? Are secrets stored safely? Is sensitive data 
logged? Is there an audit trail? For operations, reviewers can ask: What alerts fire first? Who 
receives them? What is the rollback plan? How do we prove backup restore works? 

For cost and scale, reviewers can ask: What grows every month? What is the most expensive 
resource? Which query becomes slow first? Can the design handle expected growth without 
a full rewrite? These questions keep the review grounded in real behavior. 

20.25 Sample Review Output 

A design review should produce a small but clear output. The output may include an approval 
status, a list of required changes, open questions, decisions recorded as ADRs, risks with 
owners, and a follow-up date. This is more useful than a long meeting note with no action. 

For example, a review result may say: approved with conditions. Conditions: add 
idempotency key for request submission, define queue retry policy, add audit log for approval 
changes, confirm data retention with compliance, and complete load test before release. Each 
item should have an owner and target date. 

This type of output protects the team. Everyone knows what was agreed. The designer knows 
what to change. Reviewers know their concerns were captured. Stakeholders know what risk 
remains. The review becomes a decision tool, not just a discussion. 

Design review output template 

Item Details 
Status Approved / Approved with conditions / Blocked / 

Rejected 
Required changes Numbered actions that must be completed 
Open questions Questions that still need an answer 
Risks accepted Known risks the team agrees to carry 
ADR required Yes / No 
Owner Person or team responsible 
Follow-up date When the decision or risk will be reviewed 



 

 

20.26 Future Expansion Planning 

Future expansion planning checks whether the design can adapt to realistic future needs 
without unnecessary overengineering. Reviewers should consider additional user groups, 
higher traffic, new integrations, regional expansion, data growth, regulatory changes, 
reporting needs, and product evolution. 

At the same time, the review should challenge speculative complexity. Building for every 
possible future creates slow delivery and confusing systems. A better approach is to create 
stable boundaries, clear contracts, modular components, and documented assumptions. This 
allows the system to evolve without pretending that every future requirement is already 
known. 

Good expansion planning balances preparedness with simplicity. The design should not be 
fragile, but it also should not become a platform before the business needs one. 

20.27 Practical Application Notes 

In an actual project, the easiest way to apply this methodology is to make the design review 
part of the normal delivery flow. The team should not wait until the final week before release. 
A lightweight review can happen when the idea is still being shaped, and a deeper review can 
happen before implementation starts. This reduces rework because major risks are 
discovered before code, database schemas, integrations, and deployment pipelines become 
difficult to change. 

A practical review can begin with a simple one-page summary. The summary should state the 
problem, the proposed solution, the systems affected, the data involved, the users affected, 
the main risks, and the decisions needed from reviewers. This short summary helps busy 
reviewers understand the design quickly. The detailed diagrams, API contracts, data models, 
and operational notes can then support the discussion. 

The review owner should also prepare a list of assumptions. For example, the team may 
assume that daily traffic will stay below a certain limit, that a third-party service will respond 
within a certain time, that a manager approval will happen within two days, or that a database 
table will grow slowly. These assumptions should not remain hidden. When assumptions are 
visible, the team can decide what needs measurement, testing, monitoring, or fallback 
planning. 

After the review, the owner should update the design document immediately. This is 
important because decisions are often lost when they remain only in meeting conversation. 
The updated document should show what changed because of the review, what risks remain, 
and what actions must be completed before release. This final step turns the review from a 
discussion into a controlled engineering artifact. 

20.28 Conclusion 

A useful discipline for creating better systems is design review methodology. Before change 
becomes costly due to production pressure, it assists teams in challenging assumptions, 



 

 

validating requirements, comparing alternatives, identifying risks, and documenting 
decisions. Although a thorough examination increases the likelihood of making wise 
decisions, it does not ensure a faultless system.  

The best reviews are specific, evidence-based, and led by people who understand the system 
context. They don't penalize designers. They facilitate clear thinking for the entire team. They 
relate architecture to future expansion, cost, operational reality, security requirements, and 
business objectives. Design review is not bureaucratic in well-established engineering teams. 
It is one of the key instruments for avoiding preventable failure and creating systems that can 
endure actual use. 

When applied correctly, a good design review approach does not cause teams to work more 
slowly. It keeps reckless speed from turning into costly delays in the future. The top teams 
employ reviews to improve the safety, clarity, and usability of architecture. They evaluate 
designs to lower risk and increase mutual understanding rather than to demonstrate their 
authority. 

 

 


