2.6 Service discoverability

The essence of a service is that it is usually a task performed by one entity on behalf of another. In order for any interaction to start between a potential service consumer and provider, requires firstly that a service is discoverable: A service provider must be capable of making details of the service (notably service description and policies) available to potential customers; and customers must be capable of finding that information.

This might (and commonly does) involve a service provider entering the service description into a service registry and the service consumer searching for an appropriate match to their needs. In a pure P2P architecture there would be no registry at all. The SOA concept of discoverability is not restricted to any single mechanism.

Service Discoverability requires that the service description and policy – or at least a suitable subset thereof – be available in such a manner and form that, directly or indirectly, an awareness of the existence and capabilities of the service can become known to potential consumers. The extent to which the discovery is “pushed” by the service provider, “pulled” by a potential consumer, subject to a probe or another method, will depend on many factors.

For example: a service provider may advertise and promote their service by either including it in a service directory or broadcasting it to all consumers; potential consumers may broadcast their particular service needs in the hope that a suitable service responds with a proposal or offer or a service consumer might also “probe()” an entire network to determine if suitable services exist. When the demand for a service is higher than the supply, then by advertising their needs, potential consumers are likely to be more effective then service providers advertising offered services.

One way or another, the potential consumer must acquire the full service description as a prelude to evaluating whether the service matches their expectations and, if so, how to proceed to establish a contract and invoke the service.

In some contexts there are advantages to a registry model in which service capabilities are advertised, and then matched against requests of service. Such models should ideally allow for the capture of information both of service offers and service requests, so that it can be used in a reverse registry that records needs and queries on offers as well as, or instead of, records of service offers.

Specific SOA reference architectures and implementations will prescribe the mechanisms for actual service discovery, ensuring a service’s presence and availability, and failure conditions and error handling.

