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A one-page decision tool for architectural choices above the complexity threshold
	How to use this template
Complete Sections 1 and 2 before any architecture review. The act of writing forces clarity. If you cannot fill out Section 4 with a specific business justification, the simpler alternative is the right choice.
The goal is not to prevent complexity. The goal is to price it honestly.



Section 1   Decision Overview
Proposed architecture (what are you planning to build?)
	Describe the architecture and its key components




Simplest viable alternative (what would the straightforward version look like?)
	Describe the simpler approach that could deliver the same business outcome




Business outcome being delivered
	What user or business problem does this solve?




	Decision owner
	Name and role




	
	Date
	







	System or product
	




	
	Team size affected
	







Section 2   Total Cost of Architecture (TCA)
Estimate annual costs for both architectures across all five categories. Imprecise estimates are infinitely better than no estimates. A range is acceptable.

	Category
	What to include
	Current
	Current
	Annual Delta

	1. Infrastructure
	Compute, storage, networking, managed services
	
	
	

	2. Operations
	Monitoring, deployment tooling, incident response, on-call burden
	
	
	

	3. Coordination
	Cross-team sync, API versioning, integration testing, the meetings distributed systems generate
	
	
	

	4. Cognitive load
	Onboarding time, extended MTTR, change velocity reduction as complexity grows
	
	
	

	5. Opportunity cost
	Features not shipped, markets not entered, engineering time spent on maintenance instead of value creation
	
	
	

	TOTAL ANNUAL TCA
	
	$
	$
	$



	The delta is your Architecture Tax.
If you cannot explain why the complex option generates enough additional business value to justify this annual cost, the simpler alternative is the right choice. The delta is not the cost of the decision. The delta is what you pay every year for as long as the architecture exists.



Section 3   The Three Filters
These filters function as economic instruments. A failure on any filter is a cost signal, not just a design signal.

	Filter
	The question
	Result

	The 2 AM Test
	Can a tired, stressed engineer with no prior context debug this system at 2 AM without calling anyone?
	☐  Pass    ☐  Fail    ☐  Unknown

	The Half-Rule
	Have you built only what you know you need today, treating additional capacity as a hypothesis to be validated?
	☐  Pass    ☐  Fail    ☐  Unknown

	Primary Path First
	Does the design invest the most in the path that serves 95% of users, with edge cases on a budget?
	☐  Pass    ☐  Fail    ☐  Unknown



Notes on filter failures:
	Document any filter failures and their estimated cost impact




Section 4   Business Justification
The complex architecture is justified because... (be specific. Vague justifications are a signal that the decision should not proceed.)

	The additional complexity generates the following specific, measurable business value:



Expected payback period (the year the cumulative business value exceeds the cumulative Architecture Tax delta):
	e.g., Year 2, based on [specific revenue or cost assumption]




What happens if the business value assumption is wrong?
	What is the exit plan if you need to simplify later?




Section 5   Decision
	☐  Proceed with complex architecture
Justification recorded in Section 4
	☐  Proceed with simpler alternative
Section 4 could not be completed
	☐  Escalate for further review
TCA delta exceeds approval threshold



	Decision maker signature
	 



	
	Date
	 






	Need help with the calculation?
The Architecture Business Case template gives you the structure. The Complexity Audit does the analysis with you.
A Complexity Audit is 2 to 4 weeks working directly with your team. I map your architecture against the TCA model, calculate the actual cost across all five categories, and produce a document your CFO can read and your board can act on. Fixed scope. Fixed price.
Two Q2 slots available.    simplicity-first.dev/audit
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