
You’re just not that special 
Why you don’t want a Fabergé Egg 

Easter, is a time of new beginnings, consider the iconography of this 
time of year,  Eggs, Bunnies, Chicks, Lambs etc. Chief among these sym-
bols is the Easter Egg. In the 1800’s the jeweller Peter Carl Fabergé was 
commissioned to develop a beautiful easter gift for Empress Maria Feodo-
rovna by Tsar Alexander III. Peter created the famous Imperial Hen Egg. 
Which, when opened revealed an ornate gold hen set with ruby eyes.  

This stunning piece became the first of 52 “Imperial Eggs” to be commis-
sioned by the Russian Royal Family. Each one created as a unique easter 
gift for someone special within the household. Solidifying the House of Fa-
bergé as one of the greatest jewellery firms in history and establishing Pe-
ter Carl Fabergé as one of the finest craftsmen in the world. 

 

Of Jewellers and IT Professionals  

IT Professionals share a lot of characteristics with Jewellery makers; a love of subject, deep 
seated desire to please our customers, a need to try new materials, approaches, and a 
strong urge to create something fascinating and genuinely unique. Thereby showcasing our 
skill and, as with Peter, securing our future. 

Having spent decades in the IT Industry, designing Data and Analytics solutions for a multi-
tude of diverse clients, I often find myself thinking: “I’ve seen this pattern of requirements 
before!”. Try as I might, I can’t recall a single occasion where a client’s needs were so 
unique as to merit discarding all best practice approaches.  

There are always wrinkles, like unusual legacy data sources, fiendishly clever business logic 
or regulatory restrictions; and that doesn't mean I’m not acutely aware of the risk of forcing 
a pattern onto something that just isn’t there. The adage "To a man who only has a hammer, 
every problem looks like a nail" follows hot on the heels of any dogmatic thoughts. 

Frankly, the main reason for the diversity in approach within the IT industry is less to do with the variety of requirements/
technologies and more to do with the preferences of those charged with addressing them. IT people’s skillsets are born out of  
two things; experience and an urge to learn the latest shiny thing. How many times have you heard, “we need to do it this way 
because it’s the only way we know how” try asking an old style DBA to implement a Data Lake. Go on... 

This seems to indicate something of a paradox, a simultaneous urge to repeat old approaches coupled with a need to try the 
latest thing. Here’s the rub, the latest toy doesn’t challenge the status of an expert. It’s too new, there’s no canon of knowledge 
to be caught out on. There is nothing to lose, with the status as expert being protected. So it’s either bleeding edge or trailing 
edge. Which is a shame really, what’s wrong with just learning current best practise? 

All of which is fine except when it’s time to do something new. We’ve all got horror stories of weirdly designed systems with 
unique approaches. I’ve seen a Data Warehouse developed using Micro-Services, individually written complex transformations 
created with Mapping Data Flows, entire ETL’s written with PowerBI Dataflows, laissez faire approaches to BI platform manage-
ment, C-beams glittering in the dark near the Tannhäuser Gate. Sorry, getting a bit carried away there. (Bladerunner Movie Ref-
erence if you’re interested.) 

An interesting pattern within these exciting approaches is that they have all generally been implemented by extraordinarily 
smart and talented people. Who, if they had been given an architecture rather than a blank sheet of paper would, in all likeli-
hood, have developed an excellent solution. 

Sadly, the parting gift of these savants is generally to leave the organisation, and the remaining lesser mortals, with a solution so 
complex as to defy understanding or maintenance. Generally needing the recruitment of two or three experts in order to eșect 
some sort of repair. Imagine having to repair or enhance a Fabergé Egg. 

What is he getting at you might ask. My goal with this blog is make a case for standard patterns and why we should need a very 
good reason to diverge from them. From my point of view, while the Faberge Egg is a wonderful creation, we should not seek to 
create such unique things for our clients. Unless, of course, they are a “Dowager Empress”…  
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Reliability 

Standard Patterns, Architectures and Methodologies have been tried and tested. Any shortcomings 
are known and there should be no surprises. 

Accessibility 

Lesser mortals can understand and implement these architectures, if they were too complicated, 
no-one would use them. 

Supportability 

The pool of skilled practitioners and available resources are typically larger than with a home-
made approach. 

Speed of Adoption 

For most standard patterns, a lot of the hard work has been done for you. Your job is to understand 
it and leverage the assets. 

Key Benefits of adopting standard patterns, architectures and methodologies: 

Subject Best Practise Anti-Pattern 

Platform Layout Adopt Azure Landing Zones (ALZ) pattern 
using Management Groups and multiple 
subscriptions. 

One subscription using resource groups to seg-
regate workloads and services.  

 

Networking Leverage published standard pattern from 
Microsoft, Hub and Spoke with Private End-
points.  

“Azure is secure”. Leave the services open to the 
public internet with IP addresses whitelisted and 
maybe “Allow Azure Services”.  

Data Design  
Pattern   

Medallion Architecture, passing data 
through various maturity stages. 

Load data into SQL Server, then just build from 
there, maybe use some views and stored procs. 

ETL Design Pattern  Metadata Driven ETL approach, taking 
each data point through to service layer 
with governance and quality checks built-in.  

Hand code each extract, transform and load as 
a single task, leveraging numerous embedded 
views/queries/functions/stored procs.  

CI/CD and SCC Leverage Azure DevOps to handle SCC and 
pipelines to implement CI/CD.  

Build with local copies of code and push directly 
to production after unit testing. 

DevOps and IAC Use an Infrastructure as Code approach. 
E.g. Terraform, BICEP, ARM. Include within 
Azure DevOps. 

Use the Azure Portal for everything. 

Data Modelling Adopt a standard approach like Kimbal, 
Inmon or Data Vault.  

Treat everything as 3NF and create some Views, 
PowerBI Datasets.  

Authorisation  Always use AD Groups. Never allocate re-
source permissions to individuals.  

Allocate access privileges to individuals on re-
quest. 

Example 

All this is a bit abstract, so let’s work through an example and see where this takes us. 
Imagine a client with a need for a Modern Data Warehouse (MDW), they’ve decided that Azure is the platform of 
choice, want to use first party services with Entra (AD) as the Authentication platform. So, where to start… 
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Scenario Best Practise Anti-Pattern 

Significant increase 
in scale 

By adopting a medallion architecture built 
around a data lake, you are able to scale 
up the platform and just add the new ex-
tract sources to your metadata ingestion.  

The developers spend 2 weeks developing a new 
Extract Routine that takes 2 hours to load into 
the SQL Database causing the platform to now 
only be available from 10:00 in the morning.  

Lead engineer re-
signs 

Once a replacement has been found, create 
the new AD/Entra user and place them in 
the appropriate AD Groups.  

The new engineer is granted owner permissions 
on your one subscription. Your new engineer can 
now look at and change production data.  

Security Audit re-
quired by Insurers 

Some warnings and  recommendations, but 
nothing major.  

You fail the Audit. Mitigations will block your 
team for at least the next 2-3 months.  

Serious Data Quali-
ty Issue  

Your ETL process has already quarantined 
the oșending rows.  

This causes misreporting to your board and 
shareholders. 

Data Platform has 
inconsistent results 

You can track where all your data came 
from and its previous values. Allowing you 
to identify the source of the problem. 

You have limited means to track the source of 
the problem, in addition to having a nagging 
concern that your data model may allow incor-
rect calculations to propagate. 

Hack attempts from 
an Azure VM 

Use of VNets and Private Endpoints means 
that the IP traȚc is blocked. 

Azure VMs in dișerent subscriptions can route IP 
traȚc to your server. Now we just have to hope 
the credentials are strong enough. 

Developer makes a 
code mistake 

CICD pipelines have testing baked in, if this 
doesn’t catch it, the results in the test envi-
ronment will ensure the problem doesn’t 
propagate. 

Code goes straight into production. If the data is 
damaged you’re now relying on backups and 
rollbacks. Your MDW will be oȜine until it’s fixed. 

SQL Server is now 
costing a fortune 

By separating Data and Compute, the pro-
cessing tiers reflect only the workload 
placed on them. Data Lakes are cheap. 

As you ingest more data, you will need a higher 
service tier to support it. CPU and Memory are 
expensive. 

Possible Impacts 

So now we’ve created our two approaches to developing this new Modern Data Warehouse, let’s have some fun and 
throw some scenarios at them. 

You are special. 

Each business has it’s own unique character and challenges. Whether 
it is how your business processes work or your culture more generally.  

This doesn’t mean that you have to create something so wildly cus-
tom that only a small group of people can understand it. 

Being encouraged to think of everything as needing to be bespoke to 
you and only you will lead to some very serious issues. 

Instead, why not adopt standard approaches where they exist and let 
your talented team express themselves without the risks. 

So, with the best of intentions, be thankful, that while you are special,  

                                                   “you’re just not that special”. 


