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The Microsoft Visual Studio IDE includes various tools for diagrammatic code under-
standing. I am currently involved in the final stages of preparing the next major ver-
sion (11) for release later this year. In particular, I am working on a visual dependen-
cy analyzer that enables developers to dynamically build up a diagram from a particu-
lar piece of code or functionality. In designing and developing this product we have 
explored a number of methods for showing containment of various code elements to 
different types of grouping. Such a grouping⎯for example, members within types, 
types within namespaces, and so on⎯is fundamental to organizing object-oriented 
software, but is also the ticket to scalability of diagrams representing code. That is, 
grouping at various levels provides degrees of abstraction that can be applied to re-
duce the complexity of the visualization.  
 

Using the Euler diagramming convention to show these groupings as overlapping 
regions seems very natural. However, as many researchers in the field have observed, 
the topology of these overlapping regions can quickly become complex and extremely 
difficult to draw in a readable way. In our exploration of the design space for visual 
code understanding we have experimented with many different ways to effectively 
convey grouping in code-dependency diagrams. It is a cross-disciplinary effort in-
volving developers and UX researchers from within the Visual Studio team, in col-
laboration with HCI and algorithms researchers from Microsoft Research. Some of 
this work has been published as research papers while some of it has given us valua-
ble insight but has not yet been distilled into easily publishable units. In this talk, I 
look forward to sharing some of these anecdotes as I reminisce the experience of de-
veloping a high-quality commercial domain-specific diagramming tool for main-
stream customers. A process that has also necessitated exploration of novel visual 
conventions, layout techniques and interaction.  




