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Luke Hohmann, founder and CEO of The Innovation Games

Company, recently commented on Twitter

(https://twitter.com/lukehohmann/status/366939191453945856) that he was saddened by

the trendiness of technical debt. The conversation that followed led me to think a bit more

deeply about technical debt—when it is a useful concept and when it’s not.

Technical debt is a metaphor for the result of skipping design

(http://martinfowler.com/bliki/TechnicalDebt.html) or implementation steps in order to

achieve a short-term goal. The next time you work with the code, remember that changes may

be more costly to make because of your prior decisions. You achieved something, but you

incurred debt.

The concept of technical debt can provide a framework for discussing tradeoffs

(http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S17691_ART_2) when deciding on an approach to

making a change in your code. Some say that sloppy work is not technical debt

(https://sites.google.com/site/unclebobconsultingllc/a-mess-is-not-a-technical-debt); it’s just

sloppy work. Others have suggested that there are various kinds of technical debt and that any

decision that leads to poor design can be considered technical debt. People with this viewpoint

believe that there is a better distinction between prudent and reckless debt

(http://martinfowler.com/bliki/TechnicalDebtQuadrant.html).

Technical debt, like financial debt, becomes problematic when you think about it as inevitable

and incur it without considering the cost of a decision or monitoring your debt load. While a

mortgage is a more thought-out debt to undertake than credit-card debt, either can get you

into trouble.

Technical debt can be unavoidable, and it’s important to take time to pay it down

(http://www.codinghorror.com/blog/2009/02/paying-down-your-technical-debt.html). If you

let the debt accumulate too much, you may end up in deep trouble

(http://techcrunch.com/2013/02/09/technical-debt-will-kill-you/).

Like financial debt, it’s important to be aware of when you are incurring debt, or if that fails, be

aware of the cost of the debts you have accrued and think about a payment plan. Any costs that

you incur to pay down technical debt need to be a part of your prioritization in the same wayWe use cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Read More  Accept
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that you take into account the return on investment (ROI)

(http://www.enthiosys.com/blog/2008/7/26/why-prioritizing-your-product-backlog-for-roi-

doesnt-work-pa.html). Also, consider the role of technical debt in your project portfolio vision

(http://blog.berczuk.com/2010/03/agile-portfolio-management.html).

It’s useful to have a name for the costs associated with the design and implementation

decisions that you considered “bad,” either initially or in retrospect. Keep in mind, however, that

having an official-sounding name for these costs does not mean that it’s acceptable to be

thoughtless.

While saying “I’m incurring technical debt” sounds better than “I hacked this together quickly,”

you should not take the more polite way of expressing the same sentiment as an excuse. If the

metaphor helps you form a model for evaluating costs, then it’s useful. But be aware of

situations where technical debt becomes more of an excuse than a metaphor.

Do you use the term technical debt on your team? When you discuss it, do you discuss the
costs?

, technical debt (/other-keywords/technical-debt)

About the author

(/users/steve-berczuk)

Steve Berczuk

(https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk)
Steve Berczuk is a Principal Software Engineer with experience as a manager,

Scrum Master and technical lead in Boston, MA. The author of Software
Configuration Management Patterns: Effective Teamwork, Practical
Integration (http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4), he is a

recognized expert in software configuration management and agile software

development. Steve is passionate about helping teams work effectively to

produce quality software. He has an M.S. in operations research from Stanford

University and an S.B. in Electrical Engineering from MIT, and is a Certified

ScrumMaster. Contact Steve at steve@berczuk.com

We use cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website.  

https://www.techwell.com/keywords/design
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/design
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/development
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/development
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/project-planning
https://www.techwell.com/keywords/project-planning
http://www.enthiosys.com/blog/2008/7/26/why-prioritizing-your-product-backlog-for-roi-doesnt-work-pa.html
http://www.enthiosys.com/blog/2008/7/26/why-prioritizing-your-product-backlog-for-roi-doesnt-work-pa.html
http://www.enthiosys.com/blog/2008/7/26/why-prioritizing-your-product-backlog-for-roi-doesnt-work-pa.html
http://blog.berczuk.com/2010/03/agile-portfolio-management.html
http://blog.berczuk.com/2010/03/agile-portfolio-management.html
https://www.techwell.com/other-keywords/technical-debt
https://www.techwell.com/other-keywords/technical-debt
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
http://www.stickyminds.com/s.asp?F=S541_BOOK_4
mailto:steve@berczuk.com


(mailto:steve@berczuk.com) or visit berczuk.com

(http://www.berczuk.com/) and follow his blog at blog.berczuk.com.
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