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It started with 
a simple 
statement…

“There was an 
interesting Slack 
discussion I was 
part of recently 
where someone 
asked how 
OpenTelemetry 
deals with 'error 
recording'.”



Dude, where’s 
my ERROR?
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01 Background



When languages don't agree on 
errors, what do you use to  get 
consistent telemetry for 
microservices in those languages?

Languages 
Approach Errors 
Differently



An open source, vendor-neutral 
observability framework for 
instrumenting, generating, 
collecting, and exporting telemetry 
data.

OpenTelemetry 
Refresher



What’s the difference?

Errors vs 
Exceptions



A type of runtime error that 
disrupts the normal flow of 

a program.

Errors vs Exceptions

Exception

An unexpected issue in a 
program that hinders its 

execution.

Error



02 Error handling
in OTel



With the OTel specification!

How does
OTel deal with 
these differences?



The “spec”
provides a 
blueprint…



…but allows for 
some
flexibility



Now that we have a
unified framework…
Let’s learn what options OTel 
provides for handling errors! 



Spans

Logs



An OTel Span
Trace

Root Span
Spans



Service A

send_requests

GET

Service  B

/rolldice

do_roll

Context propagation

OpenTelemetry Trace Context



Attribute
(metadata)

Enhancing 
spans 
with 
metadata



span kind

Enhancing 
spans 
with 
span kind



Client

Server

Internal

Producer

Consumer



Enhancing 
spans 
with 
span 
status

span status



Unset (no status)

Error

OK (no error)



Enhancing 
spans 
with 
span 
events

span event



Enhancing 
spans 
with 
span 
events

message
attributes



span event + attributes

Enhancing 
spans 
with 
span 
events

error status



RecordException 
RecordError

Set span status to Error 
if necessary

Can be used to record 
additional information



Another way to report errors!

Errors in OTel
Logs



Errors in 
OTel
Logs

Message

Timestamp
Severity



Debug

Info

Warning

Error

Critical



Same Span
Same Trace



Is one better than the other?

Spans or 
Logs?



OTel data vs APM agent data

OTel models 
errors 
differently. 

Transactions 
mean 
something 
slightly 
different.

Span kind 
impacts 
error rate 
reporting. 
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Server
/rolldice 5

Client













https://docs.google.com/file/d/1qsOVCp7T-LXQpxhm-TSsJi2L_JDx_bL9/preview


https://docs.google.com/file/d/1F-oikDyaBjAgtfZgMxU4xkEhhEmVgUsv/preview


04 Wrap-up



Error handling is challenging

OTel can help!

Enhance spans with 
metadata & span events

Data visualization 
differences

In summary

Record errors through spans 
and logs – correlation!



Not all Images were created by humans 
Thanks, DALL·E3!



Geeking Out Podcast
Cool tech topics! (Guests 
include Kelsey Hightower)

Also check out…



Handy 
resources

Errors Example 
Repo on GitHub

The inspirational post

OpenTelemetry Spec 
Compliance Matrix

Dude, Where’s My 
Error Blog Post

https://github.com/avillela/otel-errors-talk
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