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Research Problems at the Coal Face
Andrew Boake, ABSA Group IT
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This talk deals with the challenges we face in the Absa Solution
Design Team, and which I think present interesting research problems.

• Industry -> Research: Part of Espresso model
• Area: Software Architecture, Design
• Enabling a particular Software Engineering role
• ABSA Solution Design – two years down the road
• Challenge #1: Efficiency
• Challenge #2: Agility
• Interesting research problems identified
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Context: ABSA is a big bank.

• 36 000 people (80 000 including Barclays)
• 8.8 million customers
• 1500+ people in centralized Group IT, serving 40+ business units in 5 clusters
• 770 branches
• 7500 autobanks
• 33 call centres, 11 million calls a month
• Infrastructure supports several banks



Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007 4

Two years ago, I helped to start a Solution Design team at ABSA,
intended to give Architecture an execution arm into the projects.



Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007 5

Solution Design is now a division of 25 people, in demand, but 
expensive and slow.
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What do we do in Solution Design? We walk along the project 
lifecycle, designing the system at various levels.
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We interact with the important project participants, playing an 
integrating and facilitating role.
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Where are we? In the journey from artist to craftsman to production 
line to engineering, I would venture that we are still artists.

• We are actually an internal consultancy.
• We have to recover our time and effort in real money from our clients.
• We have been successful at a small scale.
• We have added value, and are therefore part of the mandated project process.
• We do not use sophisticated tools, much of what we do is manual.
• We do not see one another a lot – we are often out at clients.
• We do not collaborate nearly enough.



Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007 9

Our first major challenge is efficiency.
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We need to provide services to our clients more quickly, and with less 
effort, yet maintaining quality.

• Being part of Barclays brings added requirements, both legislative & business. 
• Barclays emphasizes return on investment, hence efficiency.
• Demand has increased.
• Expected delivery time is shrinking.
• People with the necessary skills are hard to come by.
• We need to become more efficient:

• Process
• Tools
• Knowledge Management

Process
Tools
Knowledge Management
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We have worked on product consistency: people are now beginning to 
understand the positioning, value and expected contents of the 
different design products.
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We have also worked on process consistency. We are trying to be 
repeatable and predictable in our work.



Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007Espresso Research Group Conference 2007 13

We have a system of peer review that each designer must go through 
before delivering his design to a client.
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Tools are an essential element in working efficiently.
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We engage clients with a formal service agreement.

Type of work

Time/effort/cost

Responsibilities
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We have worked on tools for design documentation.
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Our different products have document templates that explain quite 
clearly what must be included.
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We also have tools to help us estimate the time and effort required to 
do a design.
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These tools help us to understand the kind of project and type of 
resources required.
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And we have tools that help us to understand and document the 
necessary system qualities.
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We still need to standardize on the notation we use for different design 
aspects, and on the traceability between them.

Design notation,
Architecture documentation tools
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One of our biggest challenges is knowledge management. You need 
to be at ABSA for six months before you have accumulated enough 
knowledge to start to do designs on your own.
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To begin to share our knowledge, we have started to document the
current systems, infrastructure, business processes and products. We 
call these landscapes.

Geographical data layers give us a good metaphor. Here, different 
layers provide spatially-related information for different stakeholders.
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Navigating landscapes can tell us a lot 
about system properties, for example 
business-system dependencies.

Representing and 
navigating landscapes
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We are also busy documenting a pattern language. Design is often
about applying well-understood (but not well documented) patterns.

Solution Design 
Pattern Language
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We are starting to use a Solution Design Collaboration portal.
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Our second major challenge is agility.
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Achieving agility however is often directly opposed to ensuring 
stability.

• Return on investment
• Efficiency
• Expand market share

• Innovation 
• New products, processes, markets, channels
• Pilots, expand operations
• Efficiency
• Agility

Business Units

Sector Technology
Offices

• Account management
• Solution delivery
• Agility
• Support

Projects
• Speed of delivery
• Functionality
• Scarce resources
• Compliance through governance

Solution Design
• Quality
• Fit for Purpose
• Compliance

Group ITGroup ITGroup IT ArchitectureArchitecture OperationsOperations

• Reliability
• Control
• Governance
• Stability

Stable Banking 
Systems
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Becoming agile has its challenges.


