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IT landscape photography vital for decision making 

 

 
n overview of the IT landscape is 
crucial for organisations. Deter-
mining a corporate vision, per-
forming an impact analysis, 
planning a consolidation program 
after mergers and acquisitions: 
examples of situations where 
existing IT systems play an 

important role and gaining overview and insight is 
paramount. Surprisingly enough this overview often 
is lacking – especially on the level of decision 
makers. Where does this lack of attention for 
presenting information on existing IT landscapes – in 
a form accessible to decision makers – come from? 
 
On the one hand this is caused by a lack of 
enthusiasm for considering existing IT landscapes. 
IT architects prefer creating frameworks and archi-
tectures aimed towards the future. Designers and 
developers love developing new systems, using new 
technology and tools. And decision makers regard 
existing IT systems – to them just a means to an end 
– as uninteresting almost by default. System 
management departments often do have insight in 
the existing situation, however usually only on 
specific areas. A complete overview, if there is any, 
is usually implicit and scattered. 
 
On the other hand existing modeling languages and 
architectural frameworks fail in effectively capturing 
and communicating IT landscapes, especially in the 
way they are commonly used. Languages like UML 
and ArchiMate are able to capture landscapes, but 
are incomprehensible for most decision makers. On 
top of that, these languages tempt users to depict a 
higher level of detail than necessary, making them 
counterproductive. Architectural frameworks like 
Zachman or IAF use concepts more meaningful to 
decision makers. However, the large number of 
views and layers in these frameworks often create 
“architects-only” documentation: thick, lacking 
cohesion, and aimed at future development in stead 
of focusing on the present and on providing 
overview (see the article ‘IT architects excel in being 
unclear’, Automatisering Gids, September 19th, 
2003). IT documentation often is hard to read due to 
the use of acronyms, technical terms and complex 
diagrams. The set of documents as a whole usually 
consists of uncountable informal notes, guide lines, 
designs and overviews. As a consequence,  in the 
end only few people have a complete overview of 
the IT landscape – certainly not including the 
decision makers. 
 
Landscape photographs 
The solution cannot be found in more or other 
frameworks and models that prescribe what should 
be documented. People who make decisions – and 
the decisions they make – vary, just like the aspects 
of IT landscapes that influence these decisions. The 
chain of thought should therefore be reversed: 
decisions to be made determine what information 
should be brought to the surface. And the target 
audience determines what constitutes a suitable 
representation. 
 

The concept of a photograph therefore is more suited 
to this problem than the concept of  model. The main 
idea is create a fast to produce, visual, compre-
hensive and – important! – attractive snapshot. An IT 
photograph instead of a thick stack of documents. 
 
IT landscape photography is a way to capture the 
essence of an IT landscape, supporting the process of 
decision making. An IT landscape photograph is a 
snapshot of certain aspects of the IT landscape, 
created with a certain goal and audience in mind. 
The maintainability of this snapshot is less 
important; in case of changes to the IT landscape a 
new photo can be created with relative ease. The 
focus of an IT landscape photograph is on providing 
overview instead of details, on offering insights on 
essential aspects instead of showing all possible 
aspects, and on depicting the cohesion between those 
essential aspects. 
 
Even though there is no recipe for a good photo-
graph, one can identify a number of recurring 
elements. To provide overview, IT landscape photo-
graphs usually depict applications, connections and 
underlying technologies. Also, the internal and 
external use of the IT landscape is important. 
Besides these aspects, IT landscape photographs 
sometimes show specific subjects like the use of 
applications by business processes (or lack thereof) 

or the layout of the infrastructure supporting the 
application landscape. 
 
Success 
To support gaining insight it is not only important to 
show what an IT landscape looks like, but also to 
indicate how the landscape came to be. Furthermore, 
an explanation of why the IT landscape operates the 
way it does is important. This usually concerns 
visualising dynamic aspects like information flows, 
time (like batch windows or availability), the nature 
and direction of interfaces, and volumes and 
numbers. Cohesion can be visualized in many 
different ways. One way is to show multiple aspects 
within one visualisation, e.g. systems, users and 
business processes. Another way is to create 
consistency within visualisations using the same 
colours and symbols, or the same IT map as a 
background. 
 
These properties do not necessarily disqualify 
existing architectural descriptions. So what makes an 
architectural description a good landscape photo-
graph?  
 
Success is determined by the use of visualisations 
and descriptions that match the mindset of the target 
audience. The use of well-known, visually appealing 
and clear representations, like maps – including 

structures like undergrounds, roads and detours –, 
scale models, or timelines can help. Using these 
visualisations, certain aspects can be magnified or 
left out, as long as truth is not violated. The 
visualisation should invite people to discuss the IT 
landscape, for example during meetings about 
projects that implement changes to that landscape. 
 
Mere visualisation however is not enough: an 
explanation on the landscape photograph using a 
short descriptive text is required. Clear and simple 
language is necessary; jargon should be avoided. 
 
Method of operation 
What is the significance of IT landscape photo-
graphy for organisations? What should change du-
ring decision making? 
 
To support strategic decision making, IT landscape 
photographs should be created for the benefit of that 
decision. Organisations should learn to create a 
realistic vision of their IT landscape, and use this 
vision within their actual decision making. So don’t 
just pull the typical architecture documentation or 
system map out of the archives. And avoid the 
common mistake of taking a decision without any 
overview or insight at all. 
 
Creating an IT landscape photograph is expressly not 
an activity specifically targeted at – and executed by 
– IT departments or architects. An IT landscape 
photograph is a commonly shared image; this 
implies this image should be the result of a 
community effort. A good and clear view of the IT 
landscape is more and more a corporate concern, not 
just an IT concern. 
 
During the creation of an IT landscape photograph, 
often all kinds of ‘new’ information is brought to the 
surface, surprising both creators of the photograph 
and the owners of the IT landscape. Information that 
was previously non-existent, not evident, or contrary 
to expectations. Examples are essential information 
flows that are routed via (temporary) emergency 
systems instead of via primary systems, process 
steps that are executed manually instead of 
automatically, and systems that offer much less (or 
much more) functionality than intended or perceived. 
 
These kinds of surprises provide food for thought: if 
there is no correct view on fundamental charac-
teristics of the IT landscape, what are the odds for 
sensible decision making? 
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Photograph IT landscape ONVZ 
A fine example of IT landscape photography is provided by the 
visualisations created by the Dutch health insurance company 
ONVZ. These visualisations give an up-to-date insight into the IT 
landscape, among others supporting general management in defining 
a strategy for the years to come. Among the visualisation are 
·  A visualisation of users, systems, and interfaces; 
·  Visualisations showing the use of the application landscape. In 

the illustration, the process flows of the ONVZ information 
centre are represented as lines of an underground system in the 
application landscape; 

·  Visualisations of the physical computer systems and 
middleware shown as a scale model with the application 
landscape as a background; 

·  Associated text describing the origin, design principles, and 
dynamics of the application landscape. 

 
Within ONVZ, the landscape photographs are used to transfer 
knowledge and as a starting point for strategic discussions between 
IT management and general management. ONVZ also uses the 
photographs in its communication with outside parties, like De 
Nederlandsche Bank – the organisation that supervises all financial 
institutions in The Netherlands. 

Creating a landscape photograph in four steps 
Creating an IT landscape photograph is a matter of weeks. The aim is to 
quickly provide insight into the current situation. An inspired and directed 
effort benefits from a short time span and quick results. 
 
The four steps to create an IT landscape photograph are: 
1. Determine the goal and subject. This involves analysing stakeholders 

and their concerns regarding both the photograph and the decision-
making process. Results are well-defined viewpoints. See the article 
‘From the point of view of stakeholders’, Informatie, November 2003 

2. Determine the level of detail and focal points. Decide – taking the 
stakeholders into account – which areas and aspects the photograph 
should emphasize. 

3. Create the photograph, using information from interviews, workshops 
and desk research. The shape and content of the photograph converge 
during successive iterations with stakeholders. 

4. Shape the result, validate content and lay out of the photograph created. 
Aspects like layout and style play an important role in creating a 
visually attractive and appealing end result. Overviews of metaphors for 
visualising information – like the periodic table of visualisation methods 
(www.visual-literacy.org/periodic_table/periodic_table.html) – can 
provide inspiration. 

 
A team of experts from both within and outside the organisation is needed as 
photographers. An outsider is able to ask naïve questions, has no notion of 
history, politics, or backgrounds, and searches for cohesion and the big 
picture – an outside view can help make implicit knowledge explicit. Of 
course, the organisation itself must be involved in providing the contents of 
the photograph and in validating the results. Cooperatively creating the 
photograph ensures a recognisable and acceptable end result, making better 
use of the potential of IT landscape photography. 

Animations 
However pretty and useful, 
landscape photographs are 
static pictures. In reality, IT 
landscapes have dynamic 
characteristic and are in a 
constant state of evolution.  
 
This suggests the use of other 
metaphors: animations or 
even simulation environments 
like games. Animation 
techniques, three-dimensional 
representations of 
applications, and tools like 
PhotoSynth – a technique to 
relate various pictures of the 
same object – hopefully will 
contribute to an improved 
grip on IT landscapes. 
Initiatives like the yearly 
Dutch IT Architecture 
Championship can support 
the exchange of knowledge 
and experience in this field. 
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