Technical Debt Is Not Debt — It Is Business Risk

Every CIO is familiar with the concept of technical debt. It appears in board presentations,
transformation programmes, architecture reviews and modernisation roadmaps.

But the word “debt” may actually be misleading.

Debt sounds manageable. It can be refinanced, amortised or repaid over time. Technical debt
rarely behaves that neatly.

What organisations accumulate over decades is not really debt. It is business risk embedded
across systems, data, processes, integrations and ways of working. And risk behaves
differently from debt. It builds quietly in the background until something happens: a critical
integration fails and nobody quite knows how to fix it; system performance starts deteriorating
without a clear explanation; or a seemingly simple change unexpectedly compromises
system stability.

By then, the issue is no longer technical. It has become a business problem.

Systems Rarely Deteriorate Overnight

IT systems do not become complex overnight. Complexity accumulates gradually. A
workaround is added here. A point-to-point integration is implemented there. A manual
process is chosen instead of automation somewhere else.

Individually, these decisions often make sense. Collectively, they create an IT landscape that
becomes harder to understand, harder to change and harder to control. Over time, critical
knowledge may become concentrated in a handful of people, and even small changes start to
feel risky.

The problem is not old technology in itself. Many legacy systems continue to deliver value year
after year. A platform that is well understood, properly supported and actively managed can
remain stable for decades.

The real problem begins when visibility and control are gradually lost. The risk profile grows
because no one has a complete picture of how systems, data, integrations and processes
actually depend on each other.

This is often when a CIO discovers the true cost of unmanaged technical debt. At that point,
the challenge is no longer simply to replace technology. It is to regain architectural control —
and that is a different kind of problem.
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Taking Control of Your IT Architecture

Modern IT landscapes are highly interconnected. Technical debt spreads through integrations,
data flows, operational processes and organisational dependencies. What looks like a minor
issue in one application can eventually become the root cause of a major problem
somewhere else.

The first step towards regaining control is visibility.

Most organisations know that technical debt exists. Far fewer understand where it is located,
how severe itis and how it affects business operations. Age alone is not a useful indicator.
Some systems may be decades old and perfectly stable. Others may be relatively new but
represent significant risk because they are poorly documented, tightly coupled or difficult to
change.

Taking control means understanding the landscape as it actually is. It means identifying
critical dependencies, assessing the health of individual applications and understanding
where risk is building across the architecture.

Once that visibility is established, a meaningful roadmap can emerge — one that helps the
organisation maintain an acceptable risk level across the entire IT landscape.

Be in the Driver’s Seat of IT Decisions

Most IT landscapes are too interconnected and too business-critical for big bang
modernisation programmes. Replacing a core legacy platform in one major transformation is
often a reactive approach, and it rarely solves the problem on its own. More often, it
introduces new risks through a long and complex transition — and may even leave the
organisation with a more complicated systems landscape afterwards.

Instead, CIOs need to be in the driver’s seat.

Systems must be simplified, modernised and improved continuously, based on technical
insight, business priorities and risk exposure. The goal is not to eliminate every piece of
technical debt. The goal is to understand where risk exists, decide what level of risk is
acceptable and act before issues become real business problems.

This is where Enterprise Architecture plays a critical role.

Enterprise architects provide the visibility needed to navigate an increasingly complex IT
landscape. They help the organisation understand where risk is accumulating, what
consequences it may have and where investments will have the greatest impact. In short,
they help ensure that technology decisions are made proactively rather than reactively.
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Organisations that manage technical debt successfully are not necessarily the ones with the
newest technology stacks. They are the ones that maintain architectural control, make
informed decisions and continuously reduce unnecessary complexity.

That is what it means to be in the driver’s seat of your IT journey.
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