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Technical Mortgages

Like many people, I had a mistaken understanding of the meaning of Technical Debt that was based on 
articles such as the one in Wikipedia that describes it as the “consequences of poor or evolving 
software architecture and software development within a code base”.  I had focused on the word “poor”
in the sentence, as does the article, and had viewed technical debt as a bad thing.  Yet, Ward 
Cunningham (in Ward Explains Debt Metaphor) is “never in favor of writing code poorly” but views 
technical debt as “writing code to reflect your current understanding of a problem even if that 
understanding is partial”.  In other words, he views technical debt more like a mortgage1 which allows 
you to live in a house that you only partially own and that you eventually will have to pay off.  This is a
good thing.

The analogy I like to use with customers is one of constructing a building for the customer, where the 
building needs to be occupied long before its completed:  sometimes the customer needs to occupy the 
building within the time frame it would take to develop the engineering diagrams for the final building!
I tell the customer that by employing an agile methodology it is possible to get a basic system up an 
running quickly in a few iterations and that each subsequent iterations will add new features.  That is, 
we first will build a usable shed, then add a few rooms, then add a second story, then a third and a 
fourth.  However, we know that the shed's foundation (if there is one) will not support the weight of a 
modest building, let alone one with three or four stories:  at various points in time during the project we
will not be able to add new space to the building and will have to take time to lift the building and 
rebuild the foundation to support a larger building (while the building is being occupied!).  That is, 
every now and then we will need an iteration that is dedicated to a major redesign of (a part of) the 
system.  This is a good thing because functionality has been delivered to the customer in a timely 
manner.

Technical Deceit

Much of the “Technical Debt” discussion on the web (e.g. the list of common causes of technical debt 
found on Wikipedia, and three of the four quadrants of Martin Fowler's Technical Debt Quadrant) 
focuses on the implications of taking short cuts and otherwise not following a sound (or proven) 
development methodology.  Methodologies are optimization tools, and if you are not following a good 
methodology then you are being suboptimal, and you are being deceitful to yourself as well as to your 
customer.  I propose we call this “technical deceit” because it attaches a much worse stigma to these 
poor practices, and that might do a lot more to discouraging them.  This would be a good thing.

1 I see that Nicholas Muldoon also has used the term mortgage in this context 
(http://www.nicholasmuldoon.com/2013/08/technical-debt-meets-agile/)
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