Introduction to the OASIS SOA Work:

The Reference Model and SOA Blueprints Technical Committees
Version .04
Note:  This is an informal document, NOT APPROVED by either TC and subject to change.  

Q: What works are OASIS TC’s doing with respect to SOA?

A: There are two higher level Technical Committees working within OASIS right now.  One, the OASIS SOA Reference Model TC is developing an abstract reference model for SOA while the other, the SOA Blueprints TC, is developing a set of SOA patterns and blueprints.

Q: What is the OASIS Service Oriented Architecture Reference Model?
A: Under the auspices of the Standards Development Organization (SDO) OASIS (Organization for the Advancement of Structured Information Systems), a group of end users, software vendors and other interested parties came together to help define a reference model for Service Oriented Architecture (SOA).   SOA itself is used in multiple contexts within the software industry with confusing, differing and even conflicting definitions.  The Technical Committee (TC) decided to start the work to answer two fundamental questions about SOA:

1. If SOA is architecture, as the name implies, how can it be defined and what makes it different to other architectures?

2. How can it be described in an architectural manner that is abstract of all implementations?

The group seeks to answer these two questions. In doing so, it might define SOA in terms of its’ components (abstract) and the nature of the relationships between them (see also “What is software architecture?” below).

Q:  What is a Reference Model?

A: A reference model is an abstract framework for understanding significant relationships among the entities of some environment, and for the development of consistent standards or specifications supporting that environment. A reference model is based on a small number of unifying concepts and may be used as a basis for education and explaining standards to a non-specialist. [1] A reference model is not directly tied to any standards, technologies or other concrete implementation details, but it does seek to provide a common semantics that can be used unambiguously across and between different implementations.

Q: What are SOA Blueprints?

A:  SOA designers, vendors and users  have access to a wealth of abstract guidelines, reference models,  descriptions of functional layers and sets of specific standards or software that fulfill SOA requirements. However, often there is a shortage of clear, demonstrable examples of working implementations based on real needs and requirements that can be used as best practices reference, to kickstart implementation projects and to compare implementations. One way to encourage these examples is to supply an architectural “blueprint" - a set of business and functional requirements can be fulfilled by widely acceptable SOA technologies. These blueprints will most likely conform to the SOA reference model but is most tightly constrained by the functional requirements specified by the business problem statement.
The purpose of the SOA Adoption Blueprints TC is to develop, circulate, maintain and update a set of example business profiles or "adoption blueprints" to illustrate the practical deployment of services using SOA methods

SOA Adoption blueprints serve as functional descriptions and working examples that form the basis for a community of best practice-so implementers can gain insight into the best (and worst) practices associated with specific solutions to well-defined SOA problems. An adoption blueprint provides: 

1) A business problem statement

2) A set of business requirements

3) A normative set of functions to be fulfilled, all on a vendor-neutral basis.
Q: How are business problem statements and business requirements formalized?

A: Business problem statements and business requirements are the first steps in developing SOA Adoption Blueprints. These problem statements are described in a Business Architecture document. This type of document aims to define the services, interactions and actors that are required to meet specific goals of an organization or group of organizations.  It aims to clearly identify the interaction points between organizations and the reasons behind those interactions.  Services at this level may or may not be delivered by IT, and represent clear domains of controls within an organization based on the business functions being delivered.

Q: What is the purpose of a Business Architecture document?

A: A Business Architecture document aims to provide a clear and unambiguous statement on the business services that are required in either an enterprise or solution and to provide a single reference point for discussions between the business and technology organizations or between different business seeking to collaborate.  Its intention therefore is to create a “big picture” that will ensure that any SOA implementation always starts with a clear understanding of why it is being done. It also establishes goals and constraints for the design and behavior of the SOA implementation.

Q: Why bother having a Business Architecture document?

A: A common challenge on starting down the “SOA” path is the question of “what services should I have” this is most often driven from a technical level and results in the identification of mainly low-level services.  The challenges of most programs in businesses however tend to come at the start with the lack of a clearly defined scope or reason for the project, and a difficulty in breaking down the problem in to different and discreet elements that can be tracked and managed separately.  It is this problem that Business Architecture documentation aims to address by breaking down challenging business problems into the services required to deliver them, thus providing a common way for package vendors to meet business objectives, and providing a simple way for organizations to agree on how to collaborate.

Q: Can a Business Architecture document be directly implemented?

A: Business Architecture documents are intended as an agreement on the contextual and conceptual services being delivered; as such they are not directly implementable and require further refinement, using a more technical SOA Blueprint, before they can be delivered using technology.  This is different to the reference model that aims to provide an abstract basis for software architecture, the business blueprints aim to provide a concrete definition of the business problem

Q: What is a Blueprint for software architecture?

A:  Blueprint for a Software architecture provides an overview of the composition and functionality of the given software system. Software architecture describes a structure of the components of a software system, their relationships, principles and guidelines governing their design and evolution over time. Architecture blueprints provide analysis of the business requirements, determine components that should be used to build the system, and support implementation by guiding and solving recurring type of problems all along the execution. 
Q: What is software architecture?

A: Software architecture for a system is the structure or structures of the system, which consist of elements and their externally visible properties, and the relationships among them.

Q: Are both works implementable?
A: No. The SOA Reference model is abstract in nature and not implementable. The SOA Blueprints are implementable although they may also be specialized further for particular requirements.
Q: What is the purpose of a reference model?

A: A Reference Model is used by architects as a template for composing architectures.  Much the same way as the auto industry agrees on the logical divisions in components of a car, software architecture use it to make logical divisions and groupings within their architectures.  It makes sense if an industry does this since it helps alignment of vendor products to meet the requirements of the architecture and allows customers of those companies to understand where their products fit into their corporate architecture, much the same way as a tire manufacturer knows that an auto manufacturer knows implicitly that a “wheel” is a round component that bolts to a “hub” and accepts a “tire” into its’ rim.  Unlike specific architectures however, the reference model does not specify what size the wheel is or what bolt pattern it must use; only that it has those attributes.
Q: What is the purpose of the SOA Blueprints?

A: The intention of the OASIS SOA Adoption Blueprints Technical Committee is to develop blueprints which are functional specifications for the recurring set of business problems faced by typical enterprise implementation of SOA. The blueprints indented to provide functional best practices (what to do) as well as implementation best practices (how to do it). 
Q: What is out of the scope of SOA Blueprints?

A: It is explicitly out of scope for the Technical Committee itself to develop software implementations of the blueprints. It is intended for external organizations to develop implementations which meet the blueprints requirements, as a way of demonstrating capability to meet those business needs. The Committee will not develop any new Web services standards, although it may provide input to other standards Committees as well as recommend certain standards as suitable for specific functional requirements.
.
Q: How are the two works related to each other?
A: Both the SOA Reference Model and the SOA Blueprints are part of a larger SOA Framework for developing service oriented architecture.
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In this figure, the reference model “guides” those who do architecture work, however not in a constrictive manner.  Architects are free to use the base model alone or combine it with other models and even add other components to it.  The SOA Blueprints are concrete patterns and architecture which may be used as the basis to further develop service oriented architecture, or implemented themselves.
The requirements and goals of the stakeholders of the specific SOA implementation is critical input during the architectural cycle.   There are several well defined processes within the software industry defined to control the software architecture development process.  Some of the most common are IBM’s Rose Unified Process (RUP), OMG’s Model Driven Architecture (MDA) and the Zachman Framework.   Many others exist.
The architects use artifacts similar to a reference model in each of these processes, whether explicit or implicit to determine the components that will be part of the solution.  At the right hand side of the figure above, there are some referenced protocols, specifications and other standards.  These are used to help compose the implementation and often vary depending on the requirements of the stakeholders.  Some examples specific to an SOA implementation might be XML, SOAP, WS-Security, XML Schema or WS-Reliable Messaging.

If an industry is well aligned around a common reference model, it benefits all within the industry.  Suppliers of specific components can easily describe what their companies deliver in terms of the reference model (much the same way that the OSI Seven Layer reference model helped align the network industry).   Vendors were able to clearly explain what layer they offered product in, network engineers were able to determine the responsibilities of each layer and avoid architecting networks with functionality duplicated amongst multiple components. 
Architects may work with the reference model and the blueprints during the architecture development process.  Other models for items like managing multiple service calls in terms of a Process Oriented Architecture model might be used as well as network models like the OSI seven layer reference model (as examples).

Q: How do they relate to Web services and other SOAs?

A: The Reference Model is abstracted from specific SOAs. For example, one could state "Web services can be used to implement SOA, but service orientation does not necessitate the use of web service protocols, nor does the use of web service protocols ensure that the overall system is service oriented architecture."  The SOA Blueprints may be implemented using web service standards, protocols and specifications. The SOA Adoption Blueprints will explicitly name sets of standards in business cases that require them, including requirements such as vendor neutrality and interoperability. These standards may or may not include sets of Web services or other standards. These choices will be driven by the business and functional requirements of the blueprint scenario.
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