
Good 
Technical
Debt
Jon Thornton
LeadDev NYC | March 13-14, 2023

1



2

TECH DEBT



Good 
Technical
Debt
Jon Thornton
LeadDev NYC | March 13-14, 2023

3



4

TECH DEBT



5



“Shipping first time code is like going into 
debt. A little debt speeds development so 
long as it is paid back promptly…”

— Ward Cunningham, 1992
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Agenda
1. Under-abstracting
2. Under-scaling
3. Throwaway code
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Cut the right corners:
the difference between good and bad debt
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Good tech debt:
Under-abstracting 
by hardcoding



17



18

Simple Content Management System (CMS) mockup

Hero image content management system

Image file Select

Update hero image
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Figurative CMS system diagram

Content management 
system requirements

● Backend REST APIs
● Frontend (React?)
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Figurative CMS system diagram

Content management 
system requirements

● Backend REST APIs
● Frontend (React?)
● File upload validation
● Image storage
● Authentication
● Permissions
● Logs, metrics, and alerting
● Runbooks
● Tests
● Error handling



Email
Renderer Templates

List 
Manager

Email 
Persistence

DB

Analytics

Email 
Delivery

Backend

Frontend
Renderer UI

22



23



24



Maintenance 
cost over time

Value
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You aren’t gonna need it (YAGNI)

– Randall Munroe https://xkcd.com/2730/



if (Date.now() >= NEW_CONTENT_DATE) {
  return ‘new-content.png’
} else {
  return ‘old-content.png’
}
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Under-abstracting 
by hardcoding
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Does it help us YAGNI?

Under-abstracting 
by hardcoding
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Does it help us YAGNI?

Is Git an acceptable UI?
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Under-abstracting 
by hardcoding



Does it help us YAGNI?

Is Git an acceptable UI?

Is the build and deploy 
pipeline fast?
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Under-abstracting 
by hardcoding
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“If it hurts, do it more frequently, and 
bring the pain forward.”

— Jez Humble
Continuous Delivery: Reliable Software Releases

Through Build, Test, and Deployment Automation
2010
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“If it hurts, do it more frequently, and 
bring the pain forward.”

— Jez Humble
Continuous Delivery: Reliable Software Releases

Through Build, Test, and Deployment Automation
2010

● Write tests

● Document things

● Keep the build fast

● Finish migrations 

● Have good alerting



Good tech debt:
Under-scaling
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“A great decision is the result of a good process, and 
that process must include an attempt to accurately 
represent our own state of knowledge. That state of 
knowledge, in turn, is some variation of ‘I’m not sure’.”

— Annie Duke
Thinking In Bets

2018
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return {
  messageCount: db.countMessagesWithoutCaching(),
  deliveredCount: db.countDeliveredWithoutCaching(),
  openedCount: db.countOpenedWithoutCaching(),
}



Good tech debt:
Under-scaling

Test the limits
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Good tech debt:
Under-scaling

Test the limits

A+ observability
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Good tech debt:
Under-scaling

Test the limits

A+ observability

Understand the 
path to scaling
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Sometimes you 
get lucky
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Frontend editor

Backend rendering

Templates

Email sender

Analytics

Persistence

Mailing lists

Time

Project Timeline
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TIME

Investment

Value created

Some code that doesn’t solve the user’s problem Working thing
47

The waterfall trap
SUNK COST



TIME

Actual cost

Value created
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Uh oh
Expected cost

The waterfall trap
SUNK COST
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Tackle the Monkey First
Astro Teller

https://x.company/blog/posts
/tackle-the-monkey-first

2016



TIME

Actual cost

Value created
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Uh oh
Expected cost

The waterfall trap
SUNK COST



Solve hard 
problems here

not here

TIME

Investment

53

SUNK COST
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55https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lean_startup

The Build-Measure-Learn Loop



56Chart: https://bettertennessee.com/report-card-dental-health-in-tennessee/say-vs-do/
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Identify the monkeys and pedestals
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Frontend editor
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Time

Frontend editor

Backend rendering

Templates

Real email email

Analytics

Persistence

Mailing lists

Project Timeline
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Throwaway email sender



Good tech debt:
Throwaway code
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sendNewsletter(newsletter) {
  recipients = getUsersByGroups(newsletter.mailingLists)
  for (recipient of recipients) {
    sendEmailToRecipient(newsletter, recipient)
  }
}
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Time spent building 
email sending

Learnings
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Throwaway code
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Commit to an estimate

Throwaway code
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Commit to an estimate

Design to throw away

Throwaway code
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Commit to an estimate

Design to throw away

Understand limitations

Throwaway code
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Commit to an estimate

Design to throw away

Understand limitations

Tell everyone

Throwaway code
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Not everyone can tell the 
difference
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Good tech debt is intentional
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Good tech debt is intentional
● Tell everyone
● Build to throw away
● Don’t cut the wrong corners
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Good tech debt archetypes
● Under-abstracting
● Under-scaling
● Throwaway code
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Good tech debt motivations
● Solve hard problems first
● Think in bets
● You aren’t gonna need it — YAGNI!
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Shipping sooner pays off forever



Thanks!
https://jonthornton.com
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return {
  messageCount: db.countMessagesWithoutCaching(),
  deliveredCount: db.countDeliveredWithoutCaching(),
  openedCount: db.countOpenedWithoutCaching(),
  unsubbedCount: db.countUnsubbedWithoutCaching(),
}
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Revenue

Campaigns Early Access Campaigns GA

TIME

Spending
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Value now > value later

Invest according to the odds

Write tests
Thanks!

@jthornton
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Silent debt $0 $0 $0 $0 $0 😱 
$970

Ongoing debt $5 $5 $5 $5 $5 $5
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Interest payments
from hardcoding

Cost to
build a CMS
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