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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Every developer has felt the same friction at some point: an idea that should take a day takes 
two weeks, not because the code is hard to write, but because of everything around the code: 
provisioning an environment, wiring up a pipeline, figuring out which secrets manager the team 
is supposed to use this quarter, waiting on a security review, and guessing at an observability 
setup that will actually be useful in production. Platform engineering is the discipline that exists 
to remove that friction, permanently and for everyone, rather than one workaround at a time. 
Most developers have used the output of platform engineering (a golden pipeline, an internal 
developer portal, a paved-road Terraform module) without ever having the underlying model 
explained to them. 

This whitepaper is written directly for developers: people who write code for a living, people who 
lead the people who write code, and everyone in between: senior engineers, staff engineers, 
tech leads, engineering managers. It assumes your organization does, or wants to do again, a 
meaningful amount of custom software development, whether that has always been true or is 
becoming true again now that AI has made building custom software dramatically faster than it 
used to be. It does not assume you have ever heard the phrase “platform engineering” before, 
and it does not assume you already agree it matters. 

This is Part 1 of a two-part series. Part 1 stays close to the core subject: what platform 
engineering is, why it has become urgent rather than optional, how the model is actually 
structured (including a capability, the AI Plane, that most organizations are only just beginning 
to build out) and where you personally fit into it, whatever your role. It deliberately does not go 
deep on artificial intelligence: AI is introduced here only far enough to place it correctly in the 
model, as one of the forces making this discipline more urgent and, increasingly, as a capability 
domain in its own right. Part 2, a separate document, is entirely dedicated to what AI-
augmented engineering looks like in practice once the foundation described here is in place, 
and why that is a fundamentally different, far more powerful thing than what has come to be 
called “vibe coding.” 

The short version of what follows: platform engineering is not the DevOps team with a new 
name, it is not just your cloud landing zone, and it is not a constraint invented to slow you down. 
It is the reason the fastest teams you have ever worked with felt fast, and it is a model precise 
enough that you can apply it deliberately, rather than hoping to get lucky with team culture. 
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WHY THIS PAPER EXISTS: THE DEVELOPER'S BLIND SPOT 
Platform engineering has an unusual property: developers experience it constantly and 
understand it rarely. You interact with the platform every time you open a repository created 
from a template, every time a pipeline runs automatically on your pull request, every time you 
look something up in an internal developer portal instead of asking a colleague, every time a 
policy check blocks a deployment before it becomes an incident. All of that is platform 
engineering in action. Almost none of it comes with an explanation of the model producing it. 

This creates two very different, equally common blind spots. Individual contributors frequently 
experience the platform as a set of disconnected conveniences or annoyances (“the pipeline is 
slow,” “I don't know where to find the logging setup,” “why do I need approval for this”) without a 
mental model that connects them into a single, deliberately designed system. Team leads and 
engineering managers experience the opposite blind spot: they are handed responsibility for 
outcomes (delivery speed, reliability, security posture) that depend heavily on the platform, 
without necessarily having the vocabulary to distinguish what their team should own from what 
the platform should own, or to make the case for investment in the parts that are missing. 

This paper closes both gaps at once, because the model is the same regardless of which side of 
it you are standing on. Once you can see the platform as a set of planes and components with 
clear boundaries, interfaces, and owners, both the daily friction and the leadership questions 
become much easier to reason about, and, importantly, much easier to fix, because you can 
point at the specific, named thing that is missing or broken instead of describing a vague feeling 
that “delivery is slow.” 
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WHAT PLATFORM ENGINEERING ACTUALLY IS 
Platform engineering is the discipline of designing, building, and operating the shared technical 
capabilities that development teams rely on to build, test, deploy, secure, integrate, and operate 
software, and of delivering those capabilities as a self-service product that developers actually 
want to use, rather than as a set of tickets, a wiki page nobody keeps updated, or knowledge 
that only lives in one senior engineer's head. 

Three properties define it, and all three are things you can check for directly in your own 
organization. 

First, the platform is a product, not a project. It has an owner, a roadmap, and a backlog, 
exactly like the products your organization sells externally. If the thing your organization calls 
“the platform” was delivered once, two years ago, and has not meaningfully changed since, it is 
not being run as a platform. It is a one-time delivery that happens to still be running. 

Second, you consume it yourself, but you are never stuck. You provision what you need (a 
repository, an environment, a queue) without opening a ticket and waiting in someone else's 
queue. But self-service does not mean you are on your own: a real platform still gives you a fast, 
reliable way to reach an expert when you hit an unusual case, need an architectural exception, 
or want to adopt something new before it is part of the standard offering. 

Third, the fastest way to do something is also the correct way to do it. This is the property 
that matters most day to day, and it is called a golden path: a pre-assembled, opinionated route 
from an idea to a running service in production, with testing, security scanning, deployment, 
and observability already wired in. A golden path is faster than doing it yourself specifically 
because someone already made the decisions you would otherwise have to make from scratch, 
and encoded them into a template, a pipeline, and a set of defaults you can start from 
immediately. 

A simple way to test whether your organization actually has a platform, versus shared 
infrastructure that merely happens to be reused, is to ask what happens when something about 
consuming it is confusing or slow. If the answer is “nothing, that is just how it is,” you have 
infrastructure. If the answer is “that is a bug, and there is a backlog it will land in,” you have a 
platform. 

PLATFORM ENGINEERING IS NOT JUST “THE DEVOPS TEAM” 
A common misconception, especially from developers who joined after a platform team was 
already established, is that platform engineering is simply what used to be called the operations 
or DevOps team, given a new title. The distinction matters and is easy to lose day to day. A 
DevOps team, in the traditional sense, is organized around a practice, close collaboration 
between development and operations, usually applied within or alongside a single product 
team. Platform engineering is organized around a product, the platform itself, whose customers 
are every one of those product teams at once. 

The practical difference shows up the moment something is missing. If you ask an operations-
flavored DevOps team for something outside their current scope, you typically get a ticket, a 
conversation about priority, and possibly a “not right now.” If you ask a mature platform team for 
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the same thing, you are asking a product team to consider adding a capability to their roadmap, 
based on the same kind of evidence (demand, cost of the current workaround, strategic fit) a 
product manager would use for any other feature request. That is a different conversation, with 
a different set of levers available to you as a developer trying to get something built. 

PLATFORM ENGINEERING IS NOT CLOUD-ONLY 
A second misconception is worth heading off before it takes root, because it is easy to pick up 
by accident from how the discipline is usually marketed: platform engineering does not assume 
a cloud-only estate, and it is not a cloud-native concept in disguise. Much of the tooling most 
associated with it (Kubernetes, cloud-native CI/CD, managed cloud services) grew up alongside 
the broader shift to cloud, which makes the association understandable. But nothing about 
golden paths, component boundaries, or self-service provisioning requires the underlying 
workload to run in the cloud at all. 

If your organization runs a mix of cloud and on-premises systems, or leans heavily on packaged 
applications such as SAP with comparatively little custom development, you still have every one 
of the twelve planes this paper describes: code and configuration to automate, infrastructure to 
provision, identities to manage, systems to integrate, and behavior to observe, regardless of 
where any given workload physically runs. A golden path for provisioning compute works exactly 
the same way whether it points at an on-premises virtualization template or a public cloud auto-
scaling group, and a CI/CD pipeline enforces the same quality bar whether it deploys to a data 
center or a cloud region. If anything, hybrid estates tend to need this discipline more than cloud-
only ones, precisely because there is more inconsistency across environments for a golden 
path to paper over. 
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WHY PLATFORM ENGINEERING, AND WHY NOW 
None of the ideas in this paper are brand new. Shared tooling, paved roads, and self-service 
infrastructure have existed in various forms for a long time. What has changed is the cost of not 
having them, and that cost has risen sharply for reasons every developer will recognize from 
lived experience. 

“YOU BUILD IT, YOU RUN IT” QUIETLY BECAME “YOU DO EVERYTHING” 
The DevOps era asked development teams to own their systems end to end, and for good 
reason. It closed the feedback loop between writing code and living with its consequences in 
production. But it also quietly redistributed an enormous amount of work onto individual 
developers and small teams: provisioning infrastructure, configuring security controls, 
maintaining CI/CD pipelines, instrumenting observability, keeping up with compliance 
requirements, on top of the actual feature work you were hired to do. Ask any developer what 
fraction of a typical sprint goes to something other than business logic, and the honest answer 
is usually uncomfortably high. Platform engineering exists specifically to take back the parts of 
that burden that are genuinely reusable across teams, so that owning a service end to end does 
not mean re-deriving its entire operational scaffolding from scratch. 

TOOL SPRAWL IS A TAX ON EVERY NEW HIRE AND EVERY CONTEXT SWITCH 
In an organization without a platform, every team tends to accumulate its own answer to the 
same questions: which testing framework, which secrets manager, which logging format, which 
deployment pattern. None of these choices are individually unreasonable, but collectively they 
mean that moving between teams (as a new hire, or as an existing engineer picking up an 
unfamiliar service during an incident) means relearning basic mechanics that should not need 
relearning. A platform's golden paths convert this from a tax paid repeatedly by every person 
who moves between teams, into a one-time investment paid once by the platform team. 

GOVERNANCE HAS TO HAPPEN SOMEWHERE: THE QUESTION IS WHETHER IT SLOWS 

YOU DOWN 
Security, compliance, and architectural standards are not optional, and no reasonable 
developer argues they should be. The problem in most organizations is not that these standards 
exist, it is how they are enforced: through manual review, late in the process, by people who are 
not on your team and do not share your deadline. Platform engineering moves that enforcement 
earlier and automates it (policy checks in the pipeline, security scanning on every commit, 
admission control at deploy time) so that compliance becomes something the golden path 
gives you for free, rather than a gate that appears, unannounced, the week you are trying to ship. 

AI HAS RAISED THE STAKES, IN TWO DIFFERENT WAYS 
It would be incomplete to talk about why this matters now without naming the most immediate 
force, and it is worth being precise that AI is doing two different things to that force at once, not 
one. First, AI-assisted and increasingly AI-driven development has made it dramatically faster to 
produce code, infrastructure definitions, and configuration, a genuine and welcome 
acceleration that, without the foundation this paper describes, is also a very fast way to 
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produce a great deal of inconsistent, ungoverned, hard-to-operate software, because AI 
amplifies whatever structure, or absence of structure, it is given, at a speed no individual 
reviewer can keep up with unaided. Second, and separately, AI has become something 
enterprises build and ship as a capability in its own right (chatbots, copilots, agents, 
recommendation engines), which is now substantial enough, in most organizations pursuing it 
seriously, to be modeled as its own plane in this framework, alongside the eleven this paper 
otherwise walks through. 

This paper deliberately does not go further into either point here: the first is the entire subject of 
Part 2, and the second gets its own proper treatment a little further on, once the rest of the 
model is in place. The point to take from this paragraph alone is that everything in the rest of this 
document (golden paths, component boundaries, policy-as-code) is precisely the foundation 
that determines whether AI, in either of these two forms, makes your systems better or makes 
them worse, faster. 
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DEFINING A COMPONENT: THE ATOMIC UNIT OF THE 
MODEL 
So far this paper has used words like “capability” and “piece of the platform” loosely. To actually 
apply this model, to know what belongs on a platform roadmap, what your team should own 
versus consume, or what “done” even means for a piece of shared tooling, you need a much 
more precise unit than that. That unit is called a component. 

The single most important thing to understand about a component is what it is not: a 
component is not a tool. This is worth stating plainly, because it is the most common confusion 
when developers first encounter this model. GitHub Actions is not a component, it is one 
possible implementation of the component called “CI/CD.” HashiCorp Vault is not a 
component, it is one possible implementation of the component called “Secret Management.” 
Your organization can swap the tool without changing the component, and different teams can 
even run different tools against the same component definition during a migration, because the 
component is defined by what it does and how you interact with it, not by which product 
happens to provide it this year. 

With that distinction in place, a component can be defined as a bounded, independently 
ownable unit of platform capability, described by eight properties that let it be assessed and 
evolved consistently, whatever plane it lives in and whatever tool currently implements it. 

• Purpose and scope: one clear reason the component exists, and an explicit statement 
of what it deliberately does not cover. If describing its purpose needs the word “and,” it is 
probably two components pretending to be one. 

• Business value: the outcome it produces, described in terms someone outside 
engineering would recognize, not only in terms of the technical job it does. 

• Interfaces: the documented way other things use it: an API, a CLI, a config format, an 
event schema. You should be able to describe how to use a component without reading 
its source code. 

• Consumption model: whether you self-serve it directly, self-serve it within guardrails, 
request it with an SLA, or have it managed entirely on your behalf. This determines how 
much you personally need to know about it to get your job done. 

• Governance: the rules that apply to it, and, just as importantly, how those rules are 
checked: by a human in a review meeting, or automatically, by a policy check you hit 
long before any human would have looked at it. 

• Dependencies: what it needs to work, which also tells you what breaks if one of those 
dependencies has a bad day. 

• Maturity trajectory: where it is today versus where it is meant to get to, so “this is 
annoying” can turn into “this is on the roadmap for next quarter” instead of staying a 
permanent complaint. 

• Tooling: the actual product or products used today. Listed last on purpose: it is the most 
likely of the eight properties to change, and the least important one for understanding 
what the component is actually for. 
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45 Degrees has built exactly this kind of framework: a structured platform engineering model, 
developed and applied across client engagements, that turns the eight properties above into a 
practical, repeatable standard rather than a one-off exercise.1 

This is exactly why it documents each of its seventy-six components against a consistent 
twelve-topic model: Description & Purpose, Business Value, Golden Paths & Patterns, 
Interfaces, Consumption Model, Governance, Dependencies, Risks & Anti-Patterns, KPIs, AI 
Augmentation, Maturity Model, and Tools, which is essentially this same set of properties, 
expanded into a practical checklist with risk, measurement, and AI impact broken out as their 
own topics. You do not need to memorize the list. You do need to notice when a “component” 
your team relies on cannot actually answer most of these questions. That is a reliable sign it is 
still an informal arrangement wearing a component's name, and a good candidate for the 
platform team's next roadmap conversation. This standard applies without exception, including 
to the newest components in the model, described later in this paper, that make up the AI 
Plane. There is no separate, looser bar for something just because the underlying technology is 
newer. 

WORKED EXAMPLE: CI/CD AS A COMPONENT 
It is easier to apply this with a concrete, highly relatable example. Every developer has an 
opinion about their CI/CD pipeline, which makes it a good component to walk through in full. 

Purpose and scope: to automatically build, test, and deliver every code change through a 
consistent set of stages, explicitly excluding the runtime orchestration of the resulting artifact 
once deployed, which is the separate Orchestrator component's job. 

Business value: shorter, more predictable lead time from commit to production, and 
confidence that every change, from any team, has passed the same quality and security bar 
before it ships. 

Interfaces: a pipeline configuration file or template that a repository opts into, plus a status API 
that reports build and deployment state back to the developer portal and to pull requests. 

Consumption model: self-service for any team using the standard pipeline template, with a 
supported path to request custom pipeline stages for genuinely unusual build requirements. 

Governance: mandatory test and security-scan stages that cannot be skipped or bypassed, 
enforced by the pipeline definition itself rather than by a person checking a box before merge. 

Dependencies: the Image Registry, to publish build artifacts; Application Source Code, as its 
trigger; and Secret Management, to access credentials needed during build and deploy steps. 

Maturity trajectory: moving from several team-specific pipeline definitions today toward a 
single templated pipeline with team-specific stages layered on top, as the target state. 

 
1 If you are interested to learn more about the 45 Degrees Platform Engineering Framework, contact us at 
info@45degrees.be. 
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Tools: implemented today through products such as GitHub Actions, GitLab CI/CD, Jenkins, or 
Azure DevOps Pipelines, any of which could be replaced without changing any of the seven 
properties above. 

Once you can see a pipeline this way, a lot of everyday frustration becomes a lot more 
actionable. “The pipeline is slow” becomes a maturity or dependency question. “I don't know 
how to add a stage” becomes an interfaces and documentation gap. “I had to get someone to 
manually approve this” becomes a governance question about whether that check could 
instead be automated. None of those are vague complaints anymore. They are specific, 
addressable gaps against a known model. 

COMPONENTS, PLANES, AND TOOLS: NOT THE SAME LAYER 
The model has three distinct layers, and it is worth being precise about the difference, because 
conflating them is the fastest way to misapply the whole idea. A plane is a horizontal grouping of 
related components. Security, for instance, is a plane, and it is never “finished” in the way a 
component can be, because its job is to organize related components, not to be built directly. A 
component is the bounded, addressable unit of capability inside a plane, defined by the eight 
properties above. This is the level at which ownership and roadmap actually get assigned. A tool 
is the specific product currently implementing a component, and it is the layer most likely to 
change and least important to argue about in the abstract. 

It is also worth learning to spot the difference between a genuine component and a cross-
cutting concern that touches many components without being one itself. Observability is a good 
example: every pipeline emits logs, every service exposes metrics, which might suggest 
observability is just a property of other components rather than something in its own right. The 
framework resolves this by giving Observability its own plane, with its own components (Metrics 
Collection, Tracing Systems, Logging Stack, and others), each with its own interfaces and KPIs. 
The general test: if a concern has its own interface, its own consumption model, and its own 
way of measuring whether it is working, model it as a component. If it does not have any of 
those independently, it is more honestly described as a requirement applied across other 
components. “Every service must emit structured logs” is a governance rule that reaches into 
many components, not a component in itself. 
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THE ANATOMY OF THE PLATFORM: TWELVE PLANES, DAY TO 
DAY 
With the component defined precisely, the platform as a whole becomes something you can 
actually navigate: twelve capability planes, seventy-six components in total, connected by 
explicit dependencies. Some of these you will touch directly, constantly, as a developer. Others 
exist mostly to make the ones you touch directly work reliably, and you may rarely interact with 
them by name even though you depend on them every day. 

The Developer Experience Plane is your front door (your IDE setup, the developer portal, cloud 
development environments, preview environments, and feature flags) and is usually the plane 
developers have the strongest opinions about, because it is the one you touch first every single 
day. Source & Automation, Test & Quality, and Delivery & Orchestration form the path your code 
actually travels, from commit to running service, each stage raising the bar of trust a little 
further before code reaches production. Infrastructure, Data, Messaging, and Integration are the 
resources your services run on and communicate through. You consume these constantly but, 
in a mature platform, rarely have to think hard about them. Control & Policy and Security reach 
into every other plane's checkpoints even though they are organized as their own planes with 
their own components. Observability & Monitoring closes the loop, turning what your systems 
are actually doing in production into evidence you can act on, rather than a guess. And the AI 
Plane, the newest addition to the model and, in most organizations, the one with the most room 
still to grow, is where AI capability that the business actually ships, rather than AI that merely 
helps you build things faster, gets hosted, governed, and operated. 

The twelve planes, and how many components each contains, are as follows. 

• 1. Developer Experience Plane (5 components): IDEs, Developer Portal, Cloud 
Development Environments, Preview Environments, Feature Flags. 

• 2. Source & Automation Plane (5 components): Application Source Code, Platform 
Source Code, Infrastructure as Code, Configuration Management Code, Other 
Automation Scripts. 

• 3. Test & Quality Plane (8 components): Test Automation Frameworks, Unit & Integration 
Testing Tools, Performance Testing Tools, Security Testing Tools, Quality Gates, Test Data 
Management, Code Coverage & Quality Metrics, Test Environment Provisioning. 

• 4. Delivery & Orchestration Plane (4 components): CI/CD, Image Registry, Orchestrator, 
Configuration Manager. 

• 5. Infrastructure Plane (5 components): Compute, Virtual Machines, Containers, 
General Storage, Networking. 

• 6. Data Plane (9 components): Databases, Data Lake/Lakehouse, Data Warehouse, 
ETL/ELT Pipelines, Data Catalog, Data Governance Tools, Data Access APIs, Data 
Quality & Lineage Tools, Object Storage. 

• 7. Messaging Plane (6 components): Message Brokers, Event Buses, Pub/Sub Systems, 
Queue Management Tools, Dead-Letter Queues, Message Tracing and Replay. 

• 8. Integration Plane (7 components): API Gateway, Enterprise Service Bus, Integration 
Platform as a Service, Data Transformation Tools, Workflow Engines, Connectors & 
Adapters, Event-Driven Integration Logic. 
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• 9. Control & Policy Plane (3 components): Information Control, Runtime Policy 
Enforcement, Policy Definitions. 

• 10. Security Plane (9 components): Authentication Services, Identity & Access 
Management, Secret Management, Network-Based Security, Security Scanning Tools, 
SIEM, Runtime Enforcement, Compliance & Audit, Threat Detection & Response. 

• 11. Observability & Monitoring Plane (7 components): Metrics Collection, Tracing 
Systems, Logging Stack, Alerting System, Dashboards, Synthetic Monitoring, Health 
Checks. 

• 12. AI Plane (8 components): Model Serving & Inference, Fine-Tuning & Model 
Customization, Retrieval & Knowledge Grounding, Prompt & Model Registry, Agent 
Orchestration & Tool Governance, AI Evaluation & Red-Teaming, AI Observability, AI 
Governance & Responsible AI Controls. 

Not every organization needs all seventy-six components fully built out, and that is by design. 
This is a reference model you select from, not a checklist you are failing until every box is ticked. 
The AI Plane is the clearest example of this selection principle in the model today: if your 
organization only calls a hosted AI provider's API occasionally, most of its eight components are 
thin or effectively delegated to that vendor, and that is a perfectly reasonable place to be. If your 
organization is building chatbots, agents, or retrieval-based features of its own, or moving 
toward self-hosted, open-weight models, several of those components stop being thin very 
quickly, and start needing the same roadmap attention as any other plane. Part 2 of this series 
picks this thread up directly, because a meaningful share of what it means to “build an AI-
powered feature” as a developer is, concretely, implementing one or more of these eight 
components. 

It is also worth being direct about something specific to this paper's audience: the Developer 
Experience and Source & Automation planes tend to be the most visibly developed planes in 
organizations that do a lot of custom development, precisely because they are the planes 
developers feel the most and complain about the loudest. That does not make the other ten 
planes optional. A beautifully smooth developer portal sitting on top of ungoverned data, absent 
observability, or manual security review is a facade, not a platform. If your organization is 
scaling up custom development again, now that AI has made it faster, this is precisely the 
moment to make sure investment is not lopsided toward the planes that are easiest to feel good 
about, at the expense of the ones that quietly determine whether the whole system stays 
trustworthy at scale. 
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KEEPING THE MODEL COHERENT: EVERYONE'S ONGOING 
JOB 
A platform does not stay well-designed on its own once it is built, and keeping it coherent is not 
solely the platform team's job. It is a loop that depends on developers feeding information back 
in, not just consuming what comes out. 

GOLDEN PATHS ARE DECISIONS YOU CAN CONTRIBUTE TO 
A golden path is a set of engineering decisions (which testing approach, which deployment 
pattern, which default configuration) made once and encoded into a template so nobody has to 
re-derive them under delivery pressure. Those decisions are not handed down from nowhere; 
the best golden paths are shaped by the developers who actually use them, reporting back what 
is missing, what is awkward, and what a better default would look like. If your organization's 
golden path has an obvious gap and there is no visible way to raise it, that is itself a signal about 
the platform's maturity worth naming directly. 

GUARDRAILS SHOULD BE AUTOMATED CHECKS, NOT STANDING MEETINGS 
Any rule currently enforced by a human in a review meeting is a candidate to become an 
automated check instead, a test that runs in the pipeline, a policy evaluated at deploy time. 
Developers are usually the first to notice which manual checks are pure friction versus which 
ones are catching something real, which makes frontline engineering feedback one of the most 
valuable inputs into deciding what gets automated next. 

WHAT BREAKS TELLS YOU WHAT IS COUPLED 
Because every component has explicit, documented dependencies, an incident is often the 
clearest moment to see the platform's real shape, which components actually depend on which 
others, regardless of what the architecture diagram says. Feeding that evidence back into the 
component model, rather than letting it live only in an incident retrospective document, is how 
the model stays an accurate reflection of the system rather than a historical snapshot of it. 
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WHERE YOU FIT IN, WHATEVER YOUR ROLE 
This paper is addressed to developers broadly, and it is worth being explicit about how the 
model applies differently depending on where you sit. 

INDIVIDUAL CONTRIBUTORS AND FEATURE DEVELOPERS 
Your relationship with the platform is mostly through the Developer Experience, Source & 
Automation, Test & Quality, and Delivery & Orchestration planes, and the highest-leverage skill 
this model gives you is knowing when to use the golden path versus when you have a genuine 
reason to deviate, and, when you deviate, making that visible rather than silent, so it does not 
become an unpleasant surprise for whoever inherits the service later. Increasingly, if your work 
touches AI-powered features, your relationship with the Developer Experience and AI planes 
will start to overlap. More on this in Part 2. 

SENIOR AND STAFF ENGINEERS 
You are usually the person best positioned to notice when a golden path no longer fits how the 
organization actually builds software, and to translate that observation into a concrete proposal 
for the platform team rather than a recurring complaint in Slack. You are also frequently the 
person who ends up designing a new component's interface in practice, even before the 
platform team formally owns it, which is exactly why the eight-property definition earlier in this 
paper is worth internalizing, not just reading once. As the AI Plane matures in most 
organizations, senior and staff engineers are frequently the ones first defining what its 
components should actually look like in practice, well before a dedicated owner exists. 

TECH LEADS 
You sit at the boundary between what your team owns and what the platform owns, and one of 
your most useful recurring exercises is auditing that boundary deliberately: is your team still 
maintaining something (a bespoke deployment script, a hand-rolled secrets pattern) that a 
mature platform component should now be handling, simply because nobody has revisited the 
decision since it was made under time pressure two years ago. 

ENGINEERING MANAGERS AND DEVELOPMENT TEAM LEADS 
You are usually the person accountable for outcomes (delivery speed, quality, reliability) that 
are only partly within your team's control, because they depend heavily on the maturity of the 
platform underneath you. This model gives you a concrete way to make that dependency visible 
to your own leadership: instead of an abstract complaint that “delivery is slow,” you can point at 
specific components that are missing, immature, or under-governed, using the same 
vocabulary the platform team itself uses to prioritize its roadmap. It also gives you a much 
sharper lens for a conversation every engineering leader is having right now: as AI changes how 
fast your team can produce code, your team's real bottleneck increasingly shifts toward the 
planes that are not about writing code at all (testing, review, delivery, governance), which is 
precisely the part of the system a platform is designed to strengthen. 
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MISCONCEPTIONS WORTH DROPPING 
“THE PLATFORM TEAM IS JUST OPS WITH A REBRAND” 
A platform team is organized around a product used by every engineering team, not around an 
operational practice adopted within one. The practical difference is how requests for new 
capability get evaluated, as a roadmap and prioritization conversation, using evidence, rather 
than as a ticket queue. 

“SELF-SERVICE MEANS I'M ON MY OWN” 
Self-service describes how you obtain a capability, not whether help exists when you need it. A 
platform that offers self-service provisioning but no route to an expert for unusual cases has 
only solved half the problem, and is usually not mature yet rather than working as intended. 

“GOLDEN PATHS ARE HANDCUFFS” 
A golden path is the fastest route through the platform precisely because someone already 
made the decisions it encodes. It is meant to be the easiest way to do the right thing, not the 
only legal way to do anything. Deviation is expected to be possible, provided it is visible and its 
risk is understood rather than hidden. 

“IGNORING THE PLATFORM LETS ME SHIP FASTER” 
This is often true in the very short term and reliably false shortly afterward. Skipping the golden 
path usually means quietly re-implementing a worse version of what it already provides, and the 
cost of that shortcut tends to show up later, at the worst possible time, during an incident, an 
audit, or when someone else has to maintain the result. 

“WE ALREADY HAVE AN AI PLANE BECAUSE WE CALL AN LLM API” 
Calling a hosted AI provider's API is a real and legitimate way to use AI, but it typically only 
touches one or two of the AI Plane's eight components, and touches them thinly, because most 
of the underlying work (hosting the model, scaling it, keeping it available) is delegated to the 
vendor. That is a perfectly fine place to start. It is just not the same thing as having a mature AI 
Plane, and the honest question worth asking your team is not “do we use AI” but “how many of 
the eight components do we actually own and operate ourselves today, and how much of that is 
really just someone else's infrastructure.” 

“AI MEANS WE DON'T NEED ANY OF THIS ANYMORE” 
This paper has intentionally kept AI at arm's length until now, and will keep doing so until Part 2. 
The short version, ahead of that fuller discussion: AI does not reduce the need for this 
foundation, it increases it, because AI amplifies whatever consistency, or inconsistency, it finds, 
whether that AI is helping you write code faster or is itself the feature you are shipping. Part 2 
explains exactly what that means in practice, and what AI-augmented engineering looks like 
once this foundation is actually in place. 
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A DEVELOPER'S FIRST MOVES 
You do not need a formal platform initiative, budget approval, or a new job title to start applying 
this model. Several moves are available immediately, whatever your role. 

Name the plane and component behind your next complaint. The next time something is 
slow or confusing, resist the urge to describe it vaguely. Identify which plane it lives in and which 
of the eight properties is actually missing (an interface, a governance automation, a maturity 
gap) and raise that specifically. Specific gaps get fixed; vague friction gets absorbed into “that's 
just how it is here.” 

Run the twelve-topic test on something your team currently owns informally. Pick 
something your team maintains that probably should not be team-specific (a deployment 
script, a logging convention, or even a homegrown wrapper around an AI provider's API) and 
check it against the twelve topics. Wherever it clearly fails, you have a specific, well-argued 
case for handing it to the platform as a proper component, instead of continuing to maintain it 
as an undocumented local habit. 

Contribute back to the golden path instead of working around it. If you find a gap in the 
paved road, report it as a gap in the platform's product, with enough detail that someone else 
could reproduce it, rather than quietly building a workaround that only your team knows about. 

If you lead a team, translate delivery problems into platform-model language before you 
escalate them. “We need a mature Test Data Management component” gets a very different 
response than “testing is annoying,” because it is specific, comparable across teams, and 
directly usable by whoever owns the platform roadmap. 

None of this requires waiting for someone else to start. It requires looking at the friction you 
already experience through the lens this paper has described, and being precise about what you 
name. 
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CONCLUSION, AND WHAT COMES NEXT 
Platform engineering is not the operations team renamed, not a constraint invented to slow 
development down, and not something only architects and platform teams need to understand. 
It is the discipline that decides whether the everyday friction of building software is absorbed 
once, by a shared, deliberately designed system, or re-experienced individually by every 
developer and every team, forever. The component, defined by purpose, business value, 
interfaces, consumption model, governance, dependencies, maturity, and tooling, with tooling 
deliberately last and least important, is the precise unit that makes this discipline something 
you can actually apply, name, and improve, rather than a vague cultural aspiration. And the 
twelve planes, including the AI Plane now taking shape in most organizations, are simply that 
same discipline applied consistently across everything a modern engineering organization 
actually does. 

This paper has deliberately stopped short of one subject: what happens when AI is layered onto 
everything described here, in both of the two ways this paper has flagged but not yet unpacked: 
AI as an accelerant for the work you already do, and AI as a feature you build and ship. That is 
not an oversight. It is because that subject deserves, and needs, its own complete treatment, 
grounded specifically in the foundation this paper has just built. Part 2 of this series, AI-
Augmented Engineering for Developers, picks up exactly at this point. It focuses mainly on the 
first of those two roles: what a modern, AI-augmented software factory actually looks like, and 
why that is something entirely different from, and considerably more powerful than, what has 
become known as vibe coding. And it shows, along the way, how much of that same engineering 
discipline is exactly what you need when the thing you are building happens to be a component 
of the AI Plane itself. 


