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distributed my system!
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Designing distributed systems
•What are the “nouns” in my system?


•What are the patterns for reading data?


•What are the patterns for writing data?


•Do different flows have different performance, consistency, 
& availability requirements? 
 

👒
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And this was 
intentional 😂
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An accidental 
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Buy or Build
•Will it improve availability?


•Will it improve recovery?


•Will you have visibility or points of control?


•Will you have customizability?


•Will you know when your changes take effect?


•Can you audit changes?
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IaaS, PaaS,  
BaaS, & FaaS
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IaaS
•Will it improve availability? ✅
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•Will you have visibility or points of control? ✅
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•Will you know when your changes take effect? ✅
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PaaS
•Will it improve availability? ✅

•Will it improve recovery? 🤔

•Will you have visibility or points of control? ✅

•Will you have customizability? ✅

•Will you know when your changes take effect? 🤔

•Can you audit changes? 🤔
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BaaS
•Will it improve availability? ✅🤔

•Will it improve recovery? 🤔

•Will you have visibility or points of control? 🤔

•Will you have customizability? ✅

•Will you know when your changes take effect? 🤔

•Can you audit changes? 🤔
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Functions
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FaaS
•Will it improve availability? 🤔

•Will it improve recovery? 🤔

•Will you have visibility or points of control? 🤔

•Will you have customizability? ✅

•Will you know when your changes take effect? 🤔

•Can you audit changes? 🤔



How to choose?
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Surprise 
Distributed Systems
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Surprise distributed 
system: browsers
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“The browser is part of your 
distributed system, not just a 

client you support” 

-@danielespeset
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The one where we DDOS’d ourselves



@rachelmyers, @eanakashima

What happened? 
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// if the page is long enough to scroll
if (document.body.clientHeight > window.innerHeight) {

    // add a scroll event listener
    document.addEventListener('scroll', function(e) {

        // if within 100px of the bottom of the page
        if (window.innerHeight + window.scrollY + 100 >
            document.body.clientHeight)
            fetchNextPage();
    });

// else fetch another page of results immediately
} else {
    fetchNextPage();
}
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Frontend complexity is only increasing
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Instrumentation Rule 1: 
Start at the edge.  

Corollary: The edge may 
be further than you think.
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Secret distributed 
system: vendors



@rachelmyers, @eanakashima

LaunchDarkly
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Secret distributed system: vendors
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# instantiate the flag with a default value
# falls back to default value if service is offline
show_feature = ld_client.variation(
  "allow_traces",
  { :key => "user@example.com" },
  false
)

if show_feature
    # application code to show the feature
else
    # the code to run if the feature is off
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Secret distributed system: vendors
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Instrumentation Rule 2: 
Wrap 3rd party calls
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Secret distributed 
system: vendors
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Cognitive Load
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Instrumentation 
& Chill ❄
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Fewer Alerts 📟
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Unknown unknown 
unknowns 🔥
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Outsource Your 
Brain 📘
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Use tools that let you…
•Ask, what is happening now to this user? Endpoint? Team?


•Ask, how does this compare to the aggregate case?


•Jump between levels of abstraction 


•See both breadth & depth


•Understand how data flows 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Observability… 
not just for 

ops thought leaders!
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“The ability to ask arbitrary 
questions about your system 

from the outside, and understand 
what is happening on the inside.” 

-@mipsytipsy
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logs
metrics 

traces  / events
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How to pick an 
observability tool?



@rachelmyers, @eanakashima

Crawl the pipes 
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flexfits.com



@rachelmyers, @eanakashima

No really, 
instrumentation
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# monitoring endpoint
Location ~ /ping {
  return 200 '200 ok';
}
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Instrumentation Rule 3: 

Your instrumentation 
should support depth- 

*and* breadth-first 
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Conclusion
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Two Vendors: 
Two Conclusions 😬
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1. We’re all distributed 
systems engineers 

operators. 
☎ 🐢
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2. Trust your tools 
1 🛠
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Thank you


