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Documenting APIs: new era, same craft

API Docs
ecosystem



API history

Thirty years of APIs

SOAP
1998

Strictly typed
Contract: WSDL

− Verbose XML
− Hard to read

+ Client code auto-gen

REST
2000

Barely typed
No contract

+ Simple to start
± Flexibility

− Requires docs

GraphQL
2012

Strictly typed
Contract: schema

+ One endpoint
− Caching is hard

− Steep curve

gRPC
2015

Strictly typed
Contract: .proto

+ Fast
− Binary format

± Mostly Internal use

REST
2000

Barely typed
No contract

+ Simple to start
± Flexibility

− Requires docs



Insight

The contracts 
are the docs



API docs history

Image source: https://swagger.io/docs



API Docs history: Swagger as “contract”

Swagger (OpenAPI)
A standardized way to describe REST APIs in JSON or YAML.

Designed to fill the gaps of REST’s flexibility.

Auto-generates API reference docs and an interactive UI.

Looked like the ultimate solution… but it wasn’t.



API Docs history: OpenAPI gaps

Documenting your API conventions
Neither REST nor OpenAPI standardize any of this:

➟ Authentication

➟ Error handling

➟ Pagination

➟ Rate limiting

➟ Versioning



API Docs history: OpenAPI gaps

OpenAPI ecosystem
Webhooks poorly supported until recent versions.

Disputes over JSON Schema for stricter specs.

Ecosystem fragmented with proprietary extensions (e.g. x-tags).

New standards keep filling the gaps: Arazzo, AsyncAPI, Overlays.



Organizations which design systems (in the broad sense used here) are constrained to 

produce designs which are copies of the communication structures of these organizations.

API Docs: Tooling ecosystem

Conway’s Law



API Docs: Tooling ecosystem



API Docs: Tooling ecosystem



API Docs: Tooling ecosystem

There’s no silver bullet
Endless tools, either laser-focused or “we-do-it-all”.

None complete (for your needs).

Proprietary ecosystems.

Expensive monthly subscriptions.



API Docs example: Map your needs

Choose tools that fit your workflow, not the other way around.



API Docs example: Map your needs

Research based on your needs 🙏

Warning: obsolete!



Docs: The DIY route

Don’t let tools model your behaviour,
model your tools
Traditionally, some teams preferred static sites from templates.

Which was flexible, but high-maintenance.

AI might help here…



Example: Quaderno API reference

Docusaurus (guides) + redocusaurus plugin (API reference)



Documenting APIs: new era, same craft

Engineering
Lens



Insight

The closer to the code,
the better



+ Lower maintenance toll

+ Easier shared ownership

🎯 Docs should ship with the code whenever the API changes

Engineering lens: docs-as-code

The code is the “source of truth”



Engineering lens: Shared ownership

Where does the spec come from?
Hand-written spec Hard to maintain. Linters might help. Who owns it?

Captured traffic A proxy watches real API calls. Who owns the pipeline?

Annotations Next to the code, still one more thing to update.

Automated Tests Tests are code. Must go red when the API changes.

Framework introspection Your code is the spec! If your language or framework supports it.



Engineering lens: New era

Where can AI help?
Hand-written spec “Big bang risk”: generate it all, review none. For maintenance, 

specialized agents might help reviewing Pull requests!

Captured traffic Low risk, low value.

Annotations Easy for AI to write or PR review. CI will never go red.

Automated Tests Using AI to write these tests > using AI to write the OpenAPI spec

Framework introspection Deterministic tooling already does this well.



Engineering lens: OpenAPI spec generators

Famous OpenAPI libs per language
Ruby rswag, rspec-openapi tests

Python FastAPI, drf-spectacular introspection

Java, Kotlin springdoc-openapi, Ktor introspection + annotations

Go swaggo/swag annotations

Node @nestjs/swagger, swagger-jsdoc annotations

PHP swagger-php annotations

.NET built-in since .NET 9 introspection

https://github.com/rswag/rswag
https://github.com/exoego/rspec-openapi
https://github.com/fastapi/fastapi
https://github.com/tfranzel/drf-spectacular
https://github.com/springdoc/springdoc-openapi
https://ktor.io/docs/openapi-spec-generation.html
https://github.com/swaggo/swag
https://npmjs.com/package/@nestjs/swagger
https://www.npmjs.com/package/swagger-jsdoc
https://github.com/zircote/swagger-php
https://learn.microsoft.com/en-us/aspnet/core/fundamentals/openapi/aspnetcore-openapi


Documenting APIs: new era, same craft

Product
Lens



Insight

Your API is a product

Your Docs too!



Product lens: Map your users

Know your users. Talk to them.
Ideally,

➟ Map your API user personas.

➟ Understand their needs and emotions when they start integrating.

➟ Tip: help them integrate your API, you will learn a lot.

Then, write guides that help your users achieve their goals.



Product lens: Map your users

Developers value predictability
➟ Testing environments matter (Sandbox)

➟ Publish a versioning policy

➟ Communicate breaking changes

➟ Publish migration guides

➟ Keep a Changelog

AI too, but developers can veto buy-in!



Product lens: Diátaxis framework  (Daniele Procida)

Source: diataxis.fr

What the user does

What the user knows

Us
er

’s 
st
ud

y User’s w
ork

https://diataxis.fr


Product lens: Documentation as an organism

https://diataxis.fr/how-to-use-diataxis/#complete-not-finished



Product lens: User’s use cases

Arazzo helps describe use cases
Arazzo describes workflows, not just endpoints.

Example:
to issue a refund → find the customer → find the charge → create the refund.

Great for “How-to” guides, and to avoid AI guessing



Product lens: New era

Who is actually reading your docs?

The web overall   Cloudflare, 2026
Non-human   50%+ Human

Documentation sites   Mintlify, July 2026
Agents   66% Human

Sources: Cloudflare blog, Content Independence Day, one year on (Jul 2026)  ·  Mintlify, State of docs traffic (Jul 2026)

https://blog.cloudflare.com/agentic-internet-bot-report/
https://www.mintlify.com/blog/state-of-docs-traffic


Product lens: New era

AI is the new API Docs user
New use cases:

➟ Humans asking AI

➟ Fully autonomous agents

New interfaces:

➟ MCPs

➟ CLIs



Product lens: New era

llms.txt cuts the traffic overhead
404s per task · 2,400 agent runs across 20 docs sites

HTML 2.23

Markdown 1.42

Markdown + llms.txt 0.11

Sources: Mintlify, Docs URL benchmark (Jul 2026)  ·  Open-source benchmark: mintlify/docs-url-discovery-bench

https://www.mintlify.com/blog/llms-txt-agent-benchmark
https://github.com/mintlify/docs-url-discovery-bench


Documenting APIs: new era, same craft

Wrapping-up
Treat your Docs as a Product.

Shared ownership matters more than ever.



Your API is your product’s interface
to the world.

Your Docs are your API’s interface
to the world.
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