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01 — ABSTRACT

What this paper claims
Every widely adopted risk standard collapses a multi-dimensional problem into a single
number. A CVSS 7.4 cannot tell you whether the problem is easy to detect but
expensive to fix, or invisible but trivial. Those are operationally different situations
demanding different responses — and a scalar score erases the difference by
construction.

DEBT is an open standard that refuses the single-number trap. It profiles any risk along
four independent, named, 1–9 scored axes: Detectability (how hard is the problem to
see?), Effort (what does it truly cost to fix?), Burden (how long does the wrong choice
weigh on you?) and Trap (how attractive does the mistake look while you are making
it?). The result is a compact, machine-readable profile:

debt(d7/e4/b2/t9)

The standard was written for code concepts and is calibrated against a corpus of over
1,400 of them. This paper makes a second, narrower claim with larger consequences:
the four questions are domain-independent. We demonstrate it on three recent,
real-world financial cases — a bankruptcy that one quantitative model saw ten months
early, an underwriting reform built around a manipulation-resistant metric, and a
profitable company flagged as risky because profits are not cash. In each, the failure or
the fix maps cleanly onto one or two DEBT axes, with nothing forced and no axis idle.

DEBT does not claim to have invented multi-axis risk thinking. The best
analysts already do it — privately, intuitively, and incompatibly. DEBT
standardises it.

02 — THE PROBLEM

Why single scores fail
Scalar severity scores are seductive because they sort. You can rank a backlog, build a
dashboard, set an SLA threshold. But sorting is exactly where the damage happens: two
risks with identical scores can demand opposite strategies. A risk that is hard to see but
cheap to fix wants investment in tooling. A risk that is obvious but architecturally
entrenched wants a moratorium on deepening the commitment. Average them into one
number and both look like "medium — schedule for next quarter."

Existing standards also share a second blind spot: they look outward. CVSS scores what
an attacker can do to you. OWASP ranks attack categories. Credit ratings score what a
default does to a lender. All legitimate — and all silent about the cost a decision
imposes on the people who have to live with it, attacker or no attacker, default or no
default.
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CVSS asks: "how dangerous is this if exploited?" DEBT asks: "how much
does this cost the person who has to live with it?" Both are real
questions. Neither replaces the other.
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03 — THE STANDARD

Four axes, one format
D Detectability — How hard is the problem to see?

d1 — fails loudly before anything runs. d5 — a specialist tool finds it, if configured. d9 —
requires forensic investigation; in practice, nobody is looking.

E Effort — What does it truly cost to fix?
e1 — a one-line patch, under an hour. e5 — a multi-file refactor, weeks. e9 — a ground-up
rebuild; remediation cost rivals replacement cost.

B Burden — How long does the wrong choice weigh on you?
b1 — no future cost; reversal is cheap. b5 — a persistent productivity tax. b9 — an
architectural one-way door; every later decision is constrained by it.

T Trap — How attractive does the mistake look?
t1 — behaves exactly as named; no trap. t5 — works in the demo, fails at scale. t9 — actively
rewards the wrong mental model until the worst moment.

Scores run 1–9 against published behavioural anchors (odd scores anchored; even
scores sit between). 0 means the axis does not apply. The full anchor tables, with
worked code examples per cell, are maintained at codeclaritylab.com/debt/spec.
The profile is deliberately not summed: debt(d7/e4/b2/t9) is information; debt = 22
is information loss. The shape tells you the strategy:

– High D, low everything else — invest in tooling. The bug is process.

– High E, low B — tactical fix when budget allows. Damage is contained.

– High B — stop deepening the commitment before it ossifies.

– High T, low everything else — educate. The bug is conceptual.
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04 — EVIDENCE

Three cases from finance
The cases below are real and recent. None is named — the lessons are
structural, several situations remain legally live, and a case that only
works because the name is famous is not a case but gossip. Readers of
the financial press will recognise each in a sentence or two; the lessons
hold either way.

CASE 1 — DETECTABILITY

The conglomerate nobody could read
A privately held, founder-controlled automotive-parts group, assembled through years
of debt-funded acquisitions and financed partly through off-balance-sheet vehicles,
collapsed into bankruptcy. Diligence teams had flagged refused disclosure and
historical fraud allegations; the market shrugged.

The striking fact is who saw it coming: a major rating agency's machine-readable
probability-of-default model flagged acute stress a full ten months before the filing. The
signal existed and was scorable. Most investors were reading narratives, and the
narrative was opaque by design.

The DEBT reading: debt(d9/e8/b8/t6)

Lesson: High Detectability cost compounds into everything else. When
the truth requires forensics, almost nobody does the forensics — and a
counterparty that refuses transparency makes the Effort to remediate
anything exponentially higher. One quantitative model scored the risk
and was right ten months early: the market for machine-readable,
multi-axis scoring already exists.

CASE 2 — BURDEN

The metric lenders trust because it cannot be argued with
Commercial real-estate lending leaned for decades on Loan-to-Value — a ratio whose
denominator is an appraisal, and appraisals are opinions that inflate precisely when
discipline is most needed.

European rating analysts now push Debt Yield (net operating income over the loan)
alongside it. Their stated reasons read like a Burden-axis definition: the metric is hard
to manipulate, dynamic (it moves with cashflow, not sentiment), and fit for peer
analysis because every asset is scored against the same hard data.

The DEBT reading: debt(d6/e3/b8/t8) (scoring the old, appraisal-anchored practice)
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Lesson: This is what fixing a Burden axis looks like: replace a negotiable
input with data nobody can flatter. DEBT's b-anchors encode the same
move for code — measure the long-term weight of choosing wrong in
terms that cannot be argued with.

CASE 3 — EFFORT × BURDEN

The airport that can only pay in cash
A flagship European airport operator — profitable on paper — was flagged as risky by
equity analysis: net debt at 7.4× EBITDA, free cash flow negative while capital projects
burn.

The analysts' conclusion is a sentence DEBT exists to formalise: a company can only
pay off debt with cold hard cash, not accounting profits. Paper profitability and the
capacity to service obligations are different measurements, and only one retires debt.

The DEBT reading: debt(d5/e7/b8/t8)

Lesson: Effort and Burden measure different things and this case needs
both: the Burden is the leverage; the Effort is that escaping it is payable
only in a currency the income statement does not print. Developers
know the gap — "the refactor is straightforward" versus "the refactor
needs three teams and a migration window." Notably, D scores only 5:
the numbers were public. The signal was not hidden; it was
unfashionable.



DEBT — WHITEPAPER v1.0 codeclaritylab.com/debt

7CC BY 4.0 CodeClarityLab

05 — THE PATTERN

What top analysts already do — in
isolation
Strip the sectors away and the three cases share one structure. The risk was real and
the data existed before the damage: a default-probability model, a
manipulation-resistant ratio, a public leverage multiple. The failure was never missing
intelligence — it was a missing axis. Smart people scored each situation on one
dimension while the danger lived on another.

And in every case, the practitioners who got it right had independently rebuilt one axis
of DEBT: the rating agency's default model is a Detectability instrument; the debt-yield
reform is a Burden metric; red-flag diligence checklists ("refuses disclosure", "history of
fraud allegations") are Effort estimators. Each rebuilt from scratch, privately, without a
shared vocabulary — which is precisely the condition a standard exists to end.

Frameworks like machine-readable default models, debt-yield
underwriting and red-flag diligence already prove the market for
quantitative, multi-axis risk scoring. DEBT standardises what top
analysts do intuitively — across four universal axes.

There is also a small historical symmetry worth naming: "technical debt" was a finance
metaphor before it was a software term. Applying DEBT to finance is not a stretch of the
metaphor — it is the metaphor going home.

06 — EXTENSION

Domain branches: what moves, what does not
The published anchors are calibrated for code: a b8 in the corpus means "architectural
one-way door", not "7.4× EBITDA". A domain branch keeps everything structural and
recalibrates only the anchors:

Fixed in every branch Recalibrated per domain

The four axes and their questions
The 1–9 scale, 0 = not applicable
The debt(d/e/b/t) format
The machine-readable schema
The CC BY 4.0 license

The behavioural anchors per score
The worked examples per cell
The corpus the scores are validated
against

A finance branch is the obvious first candidate — the cases above all but write its high
anchors (d9: off-balance-sheet structures requiring forensic audit; b8: leverage
materially above sector norm, covenant-locked; t8: accounting profit masking cash
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burn). The license permits anyone, including the authors, to publish such a branch; the
format guarantees branch profiles stay readable by every tool that reads the original.

07 — ADOPTION

License, sources, contact
DEBT is published under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0. Everything is free: the
spec, the anchors, the schema, the badge generators, the worked examples. Use it,
embed it, extend it, branch it — with attribution.

Spec & anchors codeclaritylab.com/debt/spec
Reasoning codeclaritylab.com/debt/reasoning
Case studies codeclaritylab.com/debt/cases
Repository github.com/pfmediapl/debt

On sourcing: the financial cases summarise reporting and published analysis circulating in 2025–2026.
Companies and institutions are deliberately unnamed; figures are reproduced as reported. The cases
serve as structural illustrations, not investment commentary, and nothing in this paper is financial
advice.
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