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“The take-home value of a pattern is its name” 
& other observations from 30 years of 

patterns use
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The Punchline:

1. Patterns are write-only 😟 

2. The take-home value of a pattern is its name.

3. A pattern captures a property or a strategy.

4. Capture its essence in a thumbnail.

5. Expose its side-effects and overdose effects.

6. Consider the medical/pharmaceutical metaphor. 

7. Look for patterns that contradict each other.
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1995: Prioritizing Forces in Software Design. 
 “Social Issues in Software Architecture”
 Alexander-style pattern language (city-to-baseboards)
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1996: Patterns of Project Management Risk Reduction
 (Medical metaphor & diagnosis catalog)
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1997: Surviving Object-Oriented Projects
 (Patterns are just “strategies”)
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2004: Patterns for Effective Use Cases
 (32-pattern pattern language)

by Steve Adolph, Paul Bramble
with Alistair Cockburn, Andy Pols
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2005: Crystal Clear: 
 (Properties vs Strategies)
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- 1 – Patterns are write-only 😟 

 Why is there not more uptake on patterns?

The are dense: They capture experience in a very dense way 
   add vocabulary to an industry’s language
   take a lot of processing to learn, remember, integrate

Reading / learning is a language-acquisition activity

 A person can learn perhaps THREE patterns in a workshop.
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- 1 - Patterns are write-only (1/5) by Steve Adolph, Paul Bramble
with Alistair Cockburn, Andy Pols
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- 1 - Patterns are write-only (2/5) 
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- 1 - Patterns are write-only (3/5) 
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- 1 - Patterns are write-only (4/5) 



©Alistair Cockburn 2023

13

- 1 - Patterns are write-only (5/5) 
https://hillside.net/index.php/a-
pattern-language-for-pattern-writing
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- 1 - Net: 
 Learning patterns is a language-acquisition activity

  A person can learn perhaps THREE.
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- 2 -The take-home value of a pattern is its name.

It add vocabulary to a professional language.

Choose the name carefully
 
A pattern captures
  common characteristics of good examples of _______

Generally a noun.

 (Occasionally a verb for a process recommendation)
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- 2 -The take-home value of a pattern is its name.

https://hillside.net/index.php/a-
pattern-language-for-pattern-writing
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- 2 -The take-home value of a pattern is its name.

Names that work   Names that don’t work

Light on two sides of a room  

Walking skeleton    Buffalo mountain
Incremental rearchitecture   Inversion of control / Dependency inversion 
Osmotic communication  Anti-corruption layer
Cone of silence    Hexagonal architecture
   



©Alistair Cockburn 2023

18

- 2 - Naming riddle solved:      
 Phrase a process sequence as a single property

What you’re thinking:  The property:

Step 1: Do this
Step 2: Do that  “Three-step sequence”
Step 3: Do the other 
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- 3 - A pattern captures a property or a strategy

A pattern captures
  common characteristics of good examples of _______

Light on two sides of a room    Decorator / Composite
(it has this property)     (we apply this strategy) 
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- 4 - Capture its essence in a thumbnail
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- 4 - Capture its essence in a thumbnail

Hexagonal Architecture / Ports & Adapters 

Create your application to work without either a UI or a database so you 
can run automated regression-tests against the application, work when the 
database becomes unavailable, and link applications together without any 
user involvement. 
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- 5 - Expose its side-effects and overdose effects
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- 5 - Expose its side-effects and overdose effects
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- 6 - Consider the medical/pharmaceutical metaphor

Name
• Thumbnail
• Indications (& Observations)
• Counterindications
• Forces
• Recommended action
• Side effects (Resulting context)
• Overdose effects
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- 6 - The medical metaphor suits large quantities of patterns
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- 6 - The medical metaphor suits large quantities of patterns
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- 7 - Look for patterns that contradict each other
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Why didn’t I write this as patterns?

  Patterns are write-only

 

  These notes are counsel
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End:

1. Patterns are write-only 😟. 

2. The take-home value of a pattern is its name.

3. A pattern captures a property or a strategy

4. Capture its essence in a thumbnail.

5. Expose its side-effects and overdose effects.

6. Consider the medical/pharmaceutical metaphor 

7. Look for patterns that contradict each other.


