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SPAD 
Specification, Planning, Architecture & Design 

By Randy Charles Morin 
There is no line in the sand that tells us if an individual is a software developer, a 
programmer or a hacker. I’ve known many individuals who were and are simply 
programmers and hackers who were and are Directors, VPs and CTOs. It’s not like 
someone is handing out software developer professional designations that allow hiring 
managers to determine if they are truly hiring a software developer or just another hacker. 

But what is the difference between a software developer and a programmer and even a 
hacker. The difference is SPAD, specification, planning, architecture and design. Both 
software developers and programmers can write code, but only a true software developer 
writes code by first specifying, then planning, then architecting, then designing and 
finally coding. I’ll leave out testing for the meanwhile, but that too is an important part of 
the software development process. 

The lack of SPAD in almost every software development project is a real indication of 
the lack of maturity that exists in the software development profession. I’ve read 
countless books and been instructed countless times to write software development plans, 
architecture documents and design documents. I’ve done so myself, countless times. But 
I’ve yet never read a software development plan for any project that I worked on, that 
wasn’t written by myself. Neither have I ever read an architecture document not written 
by myself.  
I’ve read a few design documents that were not written by myself and most of them were 
written by developers who report to me and who were instructed by me to write them. 
I’ve also read a few specification documents, but most of them again were completed 
well after the design and even after the coding and testing were complete. 
Don’t think that I’ve advocating the waterfall methodology. Not at all. The waterfall 
methodology of software development is not efficient in today’s RAD (rapid application 
development) business models. Rigidly following such a methodology often will lead to 
50% to 100% overruns on estimated costs and lengthy development cycles that cause the 
business to miss the boat. 

Specification 
A common joke in software development is when the product manager tells 
the programmer that it’s a bug because the feature isn’t implemented as per 
his specification. The programmer responds, “What specification?” Quite 
often, the specification doesn’t exist, other times it’s an email that the product 
manager sent and even other times it’s the specification that was completed 
after coding and testing. 

Think of the specification as the customer’s order form. In fact, the specification is an 
order form that is given from the product management team to the development team. If 
you fail to correctly specify the product, then it will cost you more. Get the order right 
and you will make everybody happy. 
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Lack of a timely specification often leads to inconsistencies in the design, feature creep, 
wasted debate over how a feature should be implemented and a whole lot of bugs.  

So, how do you rate as a product manager? Well, the truth is that most product managers 
have never written a specification. So, if you are handing in those specifications late, then 
you are likely in the top tier of the profession. Unfortunately! 

Planning  
 The tasks of specification, planning, architecture and design need not be 
synchronous. You can begin one task once you’ve received enough info 
from the previous task. Don’t stick to a regiment, but rather use it as a 
guide. 

Planning is likely the most important task in software development. Communicating that 
plan is likely the second most important task. I’ve known a few development managers 
who took the time to plan well, but didn’t communicate the plan to their troops. The 
planning only half helped. 

Communicating that plan involves writing a software development plan. The software 
development plan is the most important document in software development. It 
communicates to the developers what needs to be done, the priority of tasks and the 
expectations of the development team. 

Architecture 
 Specification and planning are likely the two most important parts 
of software development. I suggest you put your effort into 
managing those two activities before you attempt to perform 
architecture and design. But having mastered the first two steps, 
the next step on your way to development nirvana is architecture. 
Again, having an architecture can minimize a lot of friction 
between your developers. Where do the components in your application interface? And 
which component is responsible for which features? These questions are often debated at 
length during the development phase. If they are addressed early in the process, during 
the architecture, then you’ll save a lot of time that would normally have been spent 
debating. 

Communication of the architecture is also very important. Unless the programmers know 
the architecture, then you’ll likely face almost as many problems, as you would have 
without any architecture at all. This brings us to the second most important document in 
software development, the system architecture document.  

Design 
 The final part of our SPAD acronym is design.  Design is 
the easiest of the four software development tasks. Most 
developers do try to design their components. The designs 
are sometimes flawed and sometimes good.  
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I won’t address what a good design is and how to minimize flaws in your design, but I 
will point out that documented and reviewed designs have fewer flaws than 
undocumented and unreviewed designed. What this means, is that developers should 
make an effort to write down their designs and have them critique by their peers. 

There are countless tools on the market that help you design components. The two most 
popular are Visio and Rational Rose. Both use a popular technique called UML that 
rigidly structures the design process. I’m not a fan of rigid techniques, but UML is quite 
useful. In particular, Use Cases, Class, Statechart and Sequence diagrams I have found 
very useful in documented the design of a component. But don’t lose yourself in the 
rigidity of UML and feel free to write your own ad-hoc diagrams, if they better describe 
your design. 

Conclusion 
I’m not saying anything new in this document. What I’ve said has been said several times 
before. And yet, software developers around the world continue to ignore SPAD. Or 
should I say programmers ignore SPAD. True software developers don’t ignore SPAD. 
Are you a software developer? Or a programmer? 

 


