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Roles: 
scaling up your playbooks
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WhƘ ƫolƄƒ
Roles are good for

● Managing the complexity: decompose complex jobs into smaller pieces
● Organizing multiple, related tasks and encapsulating data
● Compose reusable ansible content  

Roles provide a framework for fully independent, or interdependent, collections of 

variables, tasks, files, templates, and modules. 
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RolƄƒ Ưs PƋaƲbƎƨƊƬ
● Each role is typically limited to a particular theme or desired end result, with all 

the necessary steps to reach that result either within the role itself or in other 
roles listed as dependencies. 

● Roles themselves are not playbooks. There is no way to directly execute a role. 
● Roles have no setting for which host the role will apply to. 
● Top-level playbooks are the glue that binds the hosts from your inventory to 

roles that should be applied to those hosts.
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WheƑƄ Ɲƨes ƀƍƬƢbƋe ƥƎƨk ƅoƫ yƎƮƑ ƫolƄƒ?
Ansible will look for roles in the roles directory alongside your . playbooks. It will 
also look for systemwide roles in /etc/ansible/roles. 

You can customize the system-wide location of roles by setting the roles_path 
setting in the defaults section of your ansible.cfg file:
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RolƄ ºƓƫƮcƓuƫƄ

Within each directory, Ansible will search for and read any Yaml file called main.yml 
automatically
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Roles add a bit of "magic" to Ansible: they assume a specific file organization.

The role name is the directory name 
within roles/
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Froƌ ƩlƀƘƛƨok ƓƎ ƫƨle - an ƄƗƚƦpƋe: apƀƂơƞ roƋƄ
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RolƄ: TasƊƬ
The task file is the main meat of a role. 

If roles/<role_name>/tasks/main.yaml exists, all the tasks therein and any other files 
it includes will be embedded in the play and executed.

This allows you to split a large number of tasks into separate files, and use other 
features of task includes.
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Froƌ ƩlƀƘƛƨok ƓƎ ƫƨle: exƓƫƀcƓƢƧg Ɠơe tƀƒƤs
Starting from this playbook:
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HanƃƥƄrƒ
Similar to tasks, handlers are automatically loaded from roles/<role_name>/ 
handlers/main.yaml, if the file exists. 

These handlers can be referenced by any task within the role, or by any tasks within 
any other role that lists this role as a dependency.
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Froƌ ƩlƀƘƛƨok ƓƎ ƫƨle: exƓƫƀcƓƢƧg Ɠơe hƀƍƝlƞƑ
From the original playbook:
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VarƈƚƁƥes
There are two types of variables that can be defined in a role:

● role variables, loaded from roles/<role_name>/vars/main.yaml
● role defaults, which are loaded from roles/<role_name>/defaults/main.yaml. 

The difference between vars and defaults has to do with precedence order: role 
defaults are the lowest order variables. Role defaults can be thought of as place 
holders for actual data, a reference of what variables a developer may be interested 
in defining with site-specific values. Role variables, on the other hand, have a higher 
order of precedence. They are used for example for system-specific constants that 
don't change much.

11



MarƈƂƚ AƧtoƍƀƜcƢ - CorƒƎ AƧsƢƁƥe/ForƄƌƚƧ/PupƏƄƭ, IN­Ï-BA¹°, 5-8 JunƄ 2018

ModƔƋƞƬ
A role can include custom modules. 

Modules can be loaded from roles/<role_name>/library/ and can be used by any task 
in the role, or any later role. 

Modules provided in this path will override any other copies of the same module 
name anywhere else on the file system, which can be a way of distributing added 
functionality to a core module before the functionality has been accepted upstream 
and released with a new version of Ansible.
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DepƄƍƝƞnƂiƄƬ
Roles can express a dependency upon another role. 

When Ansible processes a role for a set of hosts, it will first look for any 
dependencies listed in roles/<role_name>/meta/main.yaml. If any are defined, those 
roles will be processed and the tasks within will be executed (after also checking for 
any dependencies listed within) until all dependencies have been completed before 
starting on the initial role tasks.
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FilƄƒ 
Task and handler modules can reference files relatively within 
roles/<role_name>/files/. 

The filename can be provided without any prefix and will be sourced from 
roles/<role_name>/files/<file_name>. 

Relative prefixes are allowed as well, in order to access files within subdirectories of 

roles/<role_name>/files/. 

Modules such as template, copy, and script may take advantage of this.

14



MarƈƂƚ AƧtoƍƀƜcƢ - CorƒƎ AƧsƢƁƥe/ForƄƌƚƧ/PupƏƄƭ, IN­Ï-BA¹°, 5-8 JunƄ 2018

Starting from this playbook:

Froƌ ƩlƀƘƛƨok ƓƎ ƫƨle: moƕƈƧg Ɠơƞ coƍƟƈg ƅƢƥes
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TemƏƥƀtƞƒ
Templates used by the template module can be referenced relatively within 
roles/<role_name>/templates/.

The templates directory is the location where the template module will 
automatically look for the jinja2 templates included in the roles.
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CreƀƓƞ a ƩlƀƘƛƨok ƓƎ ƫƮn Ɠơe rƎƋƞ
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AnƒiƛlƄ GƚƋaƱy
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anƒƈƛlƞ-gaƋƀƱy C³I ƓoƎƥ
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SeƀrƂơ rƨƋeƬ fƑƎƦ AnƒƢƛle GƀƋƚƱy

Filter by author or galaxy tags 
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Get ƈƍƟƨrƌaƭƈƨn aƁƎƮƭ roƋƄƬ
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ansible-galaxy info indigo-dc.mesos

Some of the data being displayed by the 
info command lives within the role itself, in 
the meta/main.yaml file
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DowƍƥƎƚd aƍƝ ƈnƒƭƚlƋ ƫolƄƒ Ɵrƨƌ AƧsiƁƥƄ GƚlaƗƲ

The role and its dependencies are automatically installed.
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ansible-galaxy install role_name(s)[,version]
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DowƍƥƎƚd aƍƝ ƈnƒƭƚlƋ ƫolƄƒ Ɵrƨƌ Giƭ rƄƏƨ

Requires git installed on the ansible control machine

23

ansible-galaxy install scm+role_repo_url[,version] 
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CreƀƓƢƧg ƑoƥƄs ƖƢƭh ansible-galaxy 
ansible-galaxy tool can also be used to generate scaffolding, an initial set of files 
and directories involved in a role:
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$ ansible-galaxy init apache 
#This command will create the skeleton role in the current working dir

$ ansible-galaxy init --init-path=INIT_PATH apache 
#This command will create the skeleton role in the INIT_PATH  dir
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ImƏoƫtƈƍƠ rƨƋeƬ wƈƓơ ansible-galaxy 
1st step: create the role github repo 

2nd step: ansible login

3rd step: import the role in Ansible Galaxy
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ansible-login 

Github token can be generated here: https://github.com/settings/tokens
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https://github.com/settings/tokens
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ansible-import 
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ImƏoƫt ƘƎƮƫ roƋƄ Ɵrƨƌ GaƥƀxƘ ưƞb ƏoƫtƀƋ
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ImƏoƫt ƘƎƮƫ roƋƄ Ɵrƨƌ GaƥƀxƘ ưƞb ƏoƫtƀƋ
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CheƂƤ tƇƄ ƢƦpoƑƭ sƓƀƭƮs
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CI: TraƕƈƬ ƢnƓeƠrƀƓƢoƧ
$ ansible-galaxy setup travis github_user github_repo 
xxx-travis-token-xxx

requires your Travis token from https://travis-ci.org/
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https://travis-ci.org/
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SetƓƈƧg ƮƏ ƲoƔr Ƒƨƥe fƎƑ ƭƞsƓiƧg
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SetƓƈƧg ƮƏ ƲoƔr Ƒƨƥe fƎƑ ƭƞsƓiƧg (coƍƭ.)
Create the .travis.yml 
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Insert your test here.
The simplest test is the 
syntax check
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EnaƁƥƄ tƑƚƯis ƂơƄcƊƬ
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A neƖ ƛƔƢlƃ iƬ ƀƮtoƌƀƭƢcaƋƥy ƓƫigƆƄƫƞd
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The ƁƔƢƥd ƒƭatƔƒ ƢƬ reƏƎƫtƞƃ iƧ GƀlƚƗƲ
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