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One type line is vertically centered in 
the 48 px container

Two type lines are vertically centered 
in the 48 px container

Three or more type lines span down 
and increase the container size as 
needed, as the first two lines stay fixed

Element name on one line

Longer element names 
on two lines

Very long element names 
on three lines or more, 
because there is a lot of 
information to be shown

Model elements

Definitions

Iconography

Typography

80

The default typeface for diagrams is IBM Plex Sans Regular, 14/18, productive 
token body-short-01 or Semibold, productive-heading-01. Connector labels and 
element codes codes use IBM Plex Sans 12/16, productive token label-01. 

Horizontally, type is almost always left aligned, with the exception of folded 
elements and the target system element. Vertically, alignment depends on the 
amount of text. A single line is vertically centered ; from two lines up, the first 
two lines are centered, and  the following lines flow down as needed, with the 
corresponding container scaling accordingly. In certain software tools, vertical 
alignment may be more difficult to control, but keeping names short, under two 
lines, makes correct alignment easy to achieve.

–
–

All type is left aligned, with a few exceptions:

The type under compressed components is centered on the shape.
The type in the text-only collapsed target system element is centered. This 
element should only be used in system context diagrams alongside actor 
elements.

Usage

64

Don’t change alignment specifications. Don’t change type specfications.

Element name Element name

Grid and spacing

80

Architecture diagrams should use an 8px grid and snap all elements to grid. In 
some instances, a bigger space is needed:

Working with as few artboard sizes as possible will ensure size consistency for 
diagrams across your project. Start work from a standard size artboard of 
1584px width. Add or subtract increments of 288px if you need more or less 
horizontal space. 

All diagram elements are built using the same structure: a 48px basic unit, 24px 
icons, 12px left margin for type, 8px corner radius for logical elements.

16px spacing between connector lines whenever possible 
16px space between parent and child elements in nested situations

–
–

Artboards

Drawing an element
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Additional visual options/elements/techiques

Connectors

Color

Usage

The IT architecture diagrams visualisation standard helps 
visualize IT systems in a standard, clear way (…representing the 
IBM brand across …”technical communications”?).  It is to be 
used for IT architectural diagrams created for or by IBM, but is 
also advocated for use as a standard for the industry as a whole.
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Cognitive Architect

draw.io library Sketch kit

Illustrator kit Powerpoint kit

System Description Standard

All model elements defined in SDS have associated visual representations. They 
can each have a basic fixed shape to allow for easy recognition, but can vary in 
color, border style, and optionally incorporate an icon to convey further 
information. 

This guidance page is developed for architecture diagrams, a type of network 
diagram meant for IT systems. The elements within the diagrams are described 
in the System Description Standard, the standard IBM conceptual model for 
system architecture. They are:

Target IT system: the system being modeled and engineered
Actor: an external IT system or a user interacting with the target system
Component: a modular unit of functionality, which makes this functionality 
available through an interface
Node: a collection of deployment units in a location
Deployment unit: non-functional aspects of a component
Subsystem: any subset of the model elements and element relationships of a 
system.
Location: a group representing a geographical area or position.
Zone: a group aggregating a number of model elements with a common set of
values for a specific non-functional requirement.

–
–
–

–
–
–

–
–

–

–

–

All model elements and model element relationships can be presented in their 
logical form (what they do), as well as in their prescribed form (what they are). 
These elements can be used to create the following types of diagrams:

Systems context diagram: the relationship between the target IT system and 
any actors
Component model: the interaction of components within the target IT 
system, and to external actors
Operational model: the interaction of nodes within the target IT system, and 
with external actors. It can be logical or prescribed.

Most of these elements can be used in three states, as shown in the image 
below:

folded
collapsed
expanded, with nested elements

Connectors represent relationships between model elements and show the 
ability for the exchange of messages between them. Depending on the type of 
diagram, a number of line styles and endings can be used to represent various 
types of relationships. 

Connectors can also use different colors, but to avoid color blindness 
accessibility issues, it is best to use color in combination with connector labels 
or line styles so that any difference can be accessible to all users. Since line 
styles can have different meanings depending on the diagram, include the 
definition in the legend.

The color palette used for architecture diagrams is a subset of the full IBM 
Design Language color palette (ibm.com/design/language/color). It is a light 
theme, meant to be used on a white background. 

In architecture diagrams, color should normally be used to express technical 
domains.  A team can create their own subset to match their needs. A legend is 
always needed, even when a predefined color set is used.

There are some industry-wide accepted color to domain associations; we 
recommend that you comply with these when possible. When using color to 
represent IBM always use Blue 60. 

Because these diagrams are very complex and use icons at small scales, UI 
icons (https://www.ibm.com/design/language/iconography/ui-icons/library) 
should be used for most iconography needs. All the icons used in the diagrams 
are 24px.  Icons that cannot be found in the library should be created using the 
approved contribution process.

When an IBM app icon is needed to represent a specific IBM product, then 
either the colored app icon on a white or black background can be used, or the 
monochrome version on a coloured background, with the same specs as the UI 
icons.

1.
2.
3.

24

Sometimes it is desirable to provide additional information on an archictural 
diagram. These additional techniques are provided to assist with this. 

To express the difference between two versions of a diagram you can use a 
combination of line style and strikethrough. The recommended usage of this is 
shown below.  Alternative usage of this stylistic representation is not 
recommended. The usage of this technique should be described in the legend.
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Folded, 
light fill

Collapsed /
expanded

Added
(double)

Deleted
(strikethrough)

Modified
(dashed)

Solid

Line styles Ending styles

None

ArrowDashed 1

Circle, fillDashed 2

Circle, openDotted

Diamond, fillDouble

Diamond, openTunnel

Text

Text Text
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Group (4)

 

 

 Target system (3)

To add another layer of meaning to a diagram, corner tags can be used. They are 
16px shapes placed on the border of an element, optionally containing an icon 
or one or more characters.  These are flexible in their usage, although a diagram 
should only use modifiers for one reason at a time.  The usage must be 
described in the legend.

To represent multiple instances of the same element, an offset effect can be 
used, as shown here. Always show an additional two offset lines, regardless of 
the actual number of repetitions. Mention the number of instances in 
parentheses at the end of the element name.

Expressing change

Tags

Multiples
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When creating a diagram, always follow the SDS metamodel. This will help 
ensure correct interpretation of your architectural model.  For the same 
reasons, always try to follow these guidelines as closely as possible. Depending 
on the tools used, there may be certain limitations, however color, iconography, 
shape and style conventions should never be ignored.

examples will be refined/ 
replaced. 
maybe a slider can be used 
instead of a gallery

Always add a legend to your diagram, 
showing the color, line, style, and shape 
conventions used.

 

Do keep the elements names short and 
concise. If you need a longer description/
explanations, consider adding it as text 
outside the diagram itself.

 

Don’t use icons by themselves to 
represent essential information—always 
use words as well.

 

The IT architecture diagrams visualisation standard helps 
visualize IT systems in a standard, clear way (…representing the 
IBM brand across …”technical communications”?).  It is to be 
used for IT architectural diagrams created for or by IBM, but is 
also advocated for use as a standard for the industry as a whole.


