


How to deal with tech debt: 
Lessons learned from the best 
product / engineering teams
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Lessons 
from 300+ 
Interviews



What is 
tech 
debt?

‘Tech debt is code you’ve 
decided is a liability.’

—Me





Why is 
tech 
debt a 
thing?

‘Software exists in a world of 
uncertainty.’

—Martin Fowler



Why is 
tech 
debt a 
thing?

‘[...] it can take a year of 
programming on a project 
before you understand what 
the best design approach 
should have been.’

—Martin Fowler



Martin Fowler

Tech Debt Quadrant

Deliberate

Reckless Prudent

Inadvertent

“We dont 
have time for 

design”

“We must ship 
now and deal 

with the 
consequences”

“What’s 
Layering?”

“Now we know 
how we should 
have done it”
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Myths to 
debunk

Tech debt is bad and no one 
should ever take any on.
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WHy is 
tech 
debt a 
thing?

Why 
bother?

‘Leaders that actively manage 
and reduce technical debt will 
achieve at least 50% faster 
service delivery times to the 
business.’



WHy is 
tech 
debt a 
thing?

Why 
bother?

Engineers spend 42% of their 
time fixing the past rather than 
building the future.
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Why 
does it 
matter?

Poor quality code slows 
everyone down within weeks.



Tech 
debt 
impacts 
everyone



Culture 
& tech 
debt



Culture 
& tech 
debt

Ownership is a leading indicator 
of engineering health.

—Gareth Visagie, Chief Architect at Snyk
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Tech 
debt 
budgets



Tech 
debt 
Worth 
paying 
back



Is the debt small, 
medium, or large?



Small debt: follow the 
boyscout rule

Always leave the code better than you found it.

—Robert C. Martin a.k.a Uncle Bob



Medium debt: go 
through sprint planning

Consider how much time PMs spend curating the set of features to work on. 
Do the same for tech debt.


—James Rosen, Engineering Manager at Everlane



Track your tech debt.How?



Find and scope the debt in the 
way of your sprint.How?



Large debt: have a 
quarterly meeting

Include all Engineering and Product leaders.

Engineering Managers present the business case for large pieces of debt.


Tech debt to be addressed is then added to the roadmap.



Which business priorities will be put at 
risk because of this debt?



Will the debt get worse if unaddressed? 
How quickly and how much worse?



What has this debt cost the business so 
far?

Making 
the biz 
case



WHy is 
tech 
debt a 
thing?

takeaways

Tech debt is inevitable and can be used to 
gain leverage.



Manage tech debt carefully or it will 
manage you.



Create an engineering culture of 
ownership. 


Include tech debt in your Agile processes.



Solution

‘We used to have one tech debt 
sprint a year. Now with Stepsize, 
we deal with tech debt 
continuously.’



Editor-first issue 
tracker for a healthy 
codebase

Create & view code issues in 
your editor


Sign up on stepsize.com

Editor-first issue 
tracker for a healthy 
codebase

Track & prioritise code 
improvements

Add key issues to your sprint 
with our Jira integration

Sign up on stepsize.com



10x engineers do not exist



100x codebases do



Ready to watch your 
team reach new 
heights?

@AlexOmeyer

@StepsizeHQ



Sign up on stepsize.com


