3.x Service in the Context of the SOA Ecosystem

The OASIS SOA Reference Model defines Service Oriented Architecture as “a paradigm for organizing and utilizing distributed capabilities that may be under the control of different ownership domains” and services as “the mechanism by which needs and capabilities are brought together”.  The context set in the Reference Model is that “the central focus of Service Oriented Architecture is the task or business function – getting something done.”  Together, these ideas describe an environment in which business functions realised in the from of services and the service implementations utilize capabilities to produce the (real world) effects that address business needs.  Both the actors using the services and the capabilities may be distributed across ownership domains which may differ in policies and other conditions of use;  the role of services in the SOA context is to enable effective business solutions in this distributed environment.  SOA is an architectural style that guides the identification, design, and implementation of services.
However, the OASIS SOA Reference Model limited the scope for which it would “completely account” for describing SOA principles by noting:

While service-orientation may be a popular concept found in a broad variety of applications
, this reference model focuses on the field of software architecture. The concepts and relationships described may apply to other "service" environments; however, this specification makes no attempt to completely account for use outside of the software domain.

The intent of this statement was not to declare SOA to be solely in the realm of software – the statement acknowledges the wide applicability of service orientation –  but rather to position the Reference Model as a set of concepts and relationships that would focus those dealing with software development on the SOA principles whose application is critical to realizing SOA benefits.  These principles require attention to items including description, policies, and execution context.
In the SOA Ecosystem architecture view, we expand on this idea, noting the SOA ecosystem occupies the boundary between business and IT... neither wholly IT nor wholly business, but of both worlds.  In this section, we discuss how the SOA-RM idea of service combines with the Stakeholders and Actors doing business in this ecosystem.

3.x.1 Services, Needs, and Capabilities

The SOA-RM states:

services are the mechanism by which needs and capabilities are brought together.

This idea of services as “between” needs and capabilities was introduced because of the all too prevalent situation of someone pointing to an ill-defined business problem and saying an equally undefined service was now the solution.  The SOA-RM emphasized the capability as the notional or existing business functionality that would address well-defined needs and the use of SOA principles could improve efficiency in bringing the capabilities to bear to meet those needs.  
Business functionality

Business functionality is a defined set of business-aligned tasks that is easily understood by and provide recognizable business value to the consuming stakeholder and possibly other stakeholders in the SOA ecosystem.
However, the SOA-RM goes on to note:

In actual use, maintaining this distinction may not be critical (i.e. the service may be talked about in terms of being the capability) but the separation is pertinent in terms of a clear expression of the nature of SOA and the value it provides.

Moreover, in common use, the idea of a service in a SOA ecosystem combines the business functionality and the implementations of services that include artifacts made available as IT resources. From the perspective of those developing software, the SOA service (as described in the SOA-RM) embodies principles to enable use of capabilities in an IT context;  for the consumer of the software, SOA services and capabilities combine to deliver business functionality to produce intended real world effects without distinction among the underlying artifacts which make that delivery possible.

3.x.2 Services Reflecting Business

Most discussions of services as part of a service oriented architecture emphasize the prescribed interface through which service interaction is accomplished.  While this enables predictable integration in the sense of traditional software development, the prescribed interface alone does not guarantee that services will be composable into business
 solutions.  

Business solution
A business solution is a set of defined interactions that combine implemented or notional business functionality in order to address a set of business needs.
Composability
Composability is the ability by which individual services providing defined business functionality can be combined to provide more complex business solutions
The idea of composability is key because many of the benefits of a SOA approach assume multiple uses for services, and multiple use requires the service deliver a business function that is applicable to multiple business solutions.

To realize composability, it is important to identify the capabilities that serve as building blocks for business solutions.  In a SOA ecosystem, these building blocks are captured as services representing well-defined business functions, operating under well-defined policies and other constraints, and generating well-defined real world effects.  These service building blocks should be relatively stable so as not to force repeated changes in the compositions that utilize them, but should also embody SOA attributes that readily support creating compositions that can be varied to reflect changing circumstances.
SOA principles emphasize both composition of services and opacity of how a given service is implemented.  With respect to opacity, the SOA-RM states that

the service could carry out its described functionality through one or more automated and/or manual processes that themselves could invoke other available services.
Any composition can itself be made available as a service and the details of the business functionality, conditions of use, and effects are among the information documented in its service description.  
The critical point is that for services to be useful as composable building blocks in the SOA ecosystem, the services should, whenever possible, deliver capability that is applicable to multiple needs.  Simply providing a Web Service interface for an existing IT artifact does not create opportunities for sharing business functions.  Furthermore, the use of tools to auto-generate service software interfaces will not guarantee services than can effectively be used within compositions if the underlying code represents programming constructs rather than business functions.  In such cases, services that tightly reflect the software details will be as brittle to change as the underlying code and will not exhibit the ill-defined characteristic of loose coupling.

� Applications is used here in the context broad uses of SOA principles, not strictly software implementations.


� In the current discussion, the term business covers anything a stakeholder sees as their business.  Leaf raking is a business.  Rocket design is a business.  A SOA approach may be readily applicable to some businesses and may be less applicable (at the current time) to others.
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