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Dear Susan,

At University most of my friends lived together in one of two big houses. They were on the

same street side by side and they were owned by the same landlord. The landlord had a lot

of properties that he rented out to students. All of them were the same. Same kitchen,

same bathroom. I suspected the landlord had a warehouse full of spares that he bought at

the same time he bought the kitchens.

I ate dinner at one of the houses quite a few times. I would come in and the kitchen would be

spotless. Two of the guys in the house were really fussy and insisted on everyone cleaning up

the kitchen after a meal. They were also pretty disciplined at replacing things that ran out.

They had a schedule and everything. The others went along with but I think they liked the

place being tidy as well. Whenever I was round there at dinner time they would offer something

to eat. Within ten to fifteen minutes we would have something on our plates to eat. These

were student days so it was normally pretty basic.

Next door were the gym guys. They had moved the kitchen table to one side and installed a

weights bench. One thing I remember vividly was that there were never, ever, ever clean cups.

The kitchen sink was normally full of dirty pots but a cup of tea required a trawl of the living

room and residents bedrooms. Whenever I had a cup of tea there I normally had to go to the

shops at the corner to get milk, tea bags and even washing up liquid on one occasion. It did

not worry me too much as it took just as long to find a couple of cups in the rubbish tip that

they called a living room. One time one of the guys invited a new girlfriend around for dinner.

It took him so long to prepare it that she dumped him. His performance was that impressive.

I’ve come to realise that technical debt is like a dirty kitchen. You cannot find anything and

you have to clean up before you start to do any real work. While a little is still manageable on

a daily basis, if it gets too big the act of cleaning up and hunting for things is a real gumption

trap (from Zen and the Art of Motorcycle maintenance).

At some point the mess is too big to find things and it becomes easier to give up. This builds

up to a series of failed attempts to clean up and the initiative to start becomes smaller and

smaller. 
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Paying down technical debt or “Refactoring” as some of the developers call it is the equivalent

of cleaning the kitchen and putting stuff in the right place. This means that the next person

who comes along will know where to find what they need where they expect it to be.

Options helped me realise that technical debt is not debt. It is not a fixed cost. 

Rather it is a sold option. The more valuable and urgent the requirement, the more the

“sold option” ( Technical Debt ) costs you. As the guy who lost the girlfriend knows all too

well. Sadly people never learn, he lost the next two girlfriends after me as well though we all

became good friends. 

I now realise that paying down technical debt is like keeping the kitchen clean. It helps me

respond quicker and deliver faster with less effort. This gives me more options which is a

good thing. Sometimes the most valuable investment for the business is a pair of

technology cleaning gloves.

One last thing, tonight Lilly took me to The Learning Cantina. Amazing how she always finds

these extraordinary places. She introduced me to Jon Terry and Liz Keogh and we had a great

conversation about project management and Real Options. Sounds interesting, this options

thinking. Made sense to me, but I’m not sure how this is going to help me. I’ll first start with

the project management ideas.

When I googled Liz I came a cross a blog post of her describing a real life situation where

she applied options thinking.

Good night, Susan. Time to get some sleep.


