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What is Kanban?



What is Kanban?

Kanban is a method for organizing 
and managing work. This project 
management approach is focused 
on visualization and continuous 
improvement of the process and 
the product. As such, it brings the 
ability to adapt, react, and ensure 
the team is always working on tasks 
that bring forth the most value.



Kanban visualizes all of the project 
information on a Kanban board. 
Easing planning, risk assessment, 
and communication with clients. 
The amount of work items in 
progress is limited to ensure 
effectiveness. While the work is

Kanban was first applied in the 
manufacturing and software 
development fields. But it is now 
used in a variety of industries and 
teams.

organized in iterations to ensure 
feedback loops and the ability to 
react to changes

In this guide you will find – the origin 
of Kanban, main principles, practices 
and tools, and examples. As well as 
Kanban habits to avoid, comparison 
between Kanban, Scrum, and 
Scrumban, and a Kanban cheat sheet 
to consult any time you need.
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The Origin

Kanban was originally a scheduling 
and inventory-control system that 
Toyota used to standardize the way 
parts in their JIT (just-in-time) 
production lines moved from one 
stage to another. Engineer Taiichi 
Ohno from Toyota came up with the 
idea for Kanban boards after seeing 
a similar system in a US 
supermarket. There, store shelves 
were filled with products that met 
customer demand. They were 
refilled only when there was a visual 
sign of the need for that. In other 
words, the system used a pull 
instead of a push approach. Taiichi 
observed that he could apply this 
shelf-stocking technique to a 
manufacturing process. Thus a 
Kanban board was born.

Translated from Japanese, the term 
Kanban means visual sign. This 
term entered the project 
management world in the 1950s. 
After the initial success at Toyota, 
the Kanban method has been taken 
on and adopted by various other 
companies and industries. With the 
main goal of visualizing the work 
and optimizing the team’s efforts.



The core ideas of Kanban are 
similar to those of Lean and 
remained the same over the years. 
They are – a flow of work, limiting 
work in progress, and continuous 
improvement.

04 The Ultimate Kanban GuideThe Origin



05 The Ultimate Kanban GuideKanban Principles

Kanban Principles

Kanban is not a methodology defined by a list of rules to follow. Instead, it asks the practitioners to 
apply certain principles and practices in an effort to improve their processes. Kanban builds on how 
the team already operates and improves that process through continuous effort.

Start with what you have.


Visualize your current process on a 
Kanban board and add in your tasks 
to see what you have going on.

Evaluate and improve.


Start working and evaluate the 
effectiveness of your process. 
Adjust and improve where needed.

Encourage the team to 
self-organize. 


With the help of priority columns 
allow the team to pull work items 
from the Backlog and take on 
responsibility of self-organizing.

01 02
03



Kanban Practices 
and Tools
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As mentioned above, Kanban 
does not have a strict set of 
rules to follow. However, it 
does define certain practices 
for its teams. Each Kanban 
team is free to choose which of 
the Kanban practices to 
implement in their process. For 
some it may be all of them, 
others choose only a couple. 

04
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Visualization

Managing flow

Limiting the work in 
progress (WIP)

Implementing 


feedback loops

Making policies explicit

Improving 
collaboratively, evolving 

experimentally.

!
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01

Visualization

Visualization is the first and undoubtedly the most important 
Kanban practice. It is the thing that sets Kanban apart from 
other project management approaches and something we 
first think of when talking about Kanban. 


By visualizing work, Kanban teams are able to better 
understand the scope of work they have. As well as having a 
better understanding of where improvements could and 
should be made. Visualization improves transparency, eases 
information sharing, and supports collaboration. To visualize 
their work, teams use Kanban boards.



Tool: Kanban board

Kanban boards were first 
introduced as part of the 
Kanban framework and quickly 
became the most important tool 
used by Kanban practitioners. 
Over the years these boards 
have become so popular that 
some even started calling them 
Agile boards. However, this term 
is not correct as different Agile 
frameworks use different 
variations of the task board.  



Most Kanban boards are 
composed out of three sections 
–  Backlog, Work in Progress 
and Output.



01    Visualization
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Backlog

Backlog Work In Progress Output

HOUS-20

Hire Leadership

HOUS-21

Plan Set-Up
HOUS-13

Hire 2 Engineers

Sun, Mar 21

HOUS-16

Administration job ads

HOUS-17

Monthly reporting

HOUS-14

Hire 5 Software Developers

Wed, Mar 24



Kanban Practices and tools

Backlog

Backlog holds all of the planned work 
items. Based on the team process, 
this section can have only one 
column, or be split into several 
columns. Most teams add in a few 
columns to mark the highest priority 
work items. 


01    Visualization
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HOUS-17

Get a designer

To Do

Backlog

P2 P1

HOUS-13

Hire 2 Engineers

Sun, Mar 21

HOUS-16

Administration job ads

HOUS-17

Monthly reporting

HOUS-14

Hire 5 Software Developers

Wed, Mar 24

HOUS-13

Hold a stakeholder meeting

Sun, Apr 15

HOUS-20

Look for a new office



Kanban Practices and tools

Work In Progress

Work In Progress (WIP) section 
represents the work items that the 
team is currently working on. This 
section is usually divided into 
several columns representing the 
team’s process. For example – 
Design, Manufacturing, Testing, 
and Acceptance. The WIP section is 
usually the largest one and the 
most complicated section on the 
Kanban board. Since it has to 
accurately depict what the team 
members are working on and how 
much progress they have made.

01    Visualization
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HOUS-17

Office furniture ‘Modern’

Design

Work In Progress

Manufacturing Testing

HOUS-16

Kitchen set ‘Provance’

HOUS-17

Office furniture ‘Modern’

HOUS-13

Cabinet ‘Serenity’ 10 pcs

Sun, Apr 15

Acceptance

HOUS-13

Cabinet ‘Serenity’ 5 pcs

Sun, Mar 21

HOUS-14

Kitchen set ‘Solaris’

Wed, Mar 24

HOUS-20

Cabinet ‘Dawn’ 2 pcs

HOUS-17

Kitchen set ‘Provance’

HOUS-20

Office furniture ‘Classic’
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Output

Output section holds all of the work items that the team has already 
completed. This section is the largest in the work item count, but usually the 
most simple only having a single column.

Output

Completed

HOUS-20

Hire Leadership

HOUS-21

Plan Set-Up

HOUS-13

Hire 2 Engineers

HOUS-16

Administration job ads

HOUS-17

Monthly reporting

01    Visualization
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Backlog Work in Progress Output

The three sections describe the basic principles of a Kanban board. Depending 
on the process, teams adapt these sections to represent the steps their work 
items go through. Teams working on larger projects, also often use Kanban 
swimlanes or additional process steps to track subtask progress.

01    Visualization
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Kanban Practices and tools

01    Visualization
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Kanban Classes of Service

Kanban Swimlanes

Kanban Classes of Service (CoS) is a set of policies that describe how an item 
of work should be treated. It is important to note, that the item class should 
be based on the customer expectations. The four commonly seen CoS are: 
Expedite for critical top priority items.


Fixed delivery date for items that must be delivered on time.


Standard for items with no urgency to them


Intangible for items that are useful but do not have a significant cost of 
delay. 


Kanban swimlanes are rows drawn on the Kanban board. They are used to 
categorize work items depending on their type, product, team, project, etc. By 
using Kanban swimlanes, teams can navigate the board easily and quickly find 
work items they are looking for.

Kanban Practices and tools

Backlog

Team A

Work In Progress Output

Team B

Backlog

Expedite

Work In Progress Output

Fixed 

delivery 

date

Standard

01    Visualization
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New

Input Ready (Move to other board)

Prioritization Analysis Concept Ready

Ready

Backlog In Progress (Split top level work into smaller tasks) Approval

Tasks To Do Doing Done QA

Kanban boards are widely applicable and can be used in a variety of fields. Here are some examples.

Engineering teams often use a system of Kanban boards. For example, one for planning and one for 
execution.

Kanban board examples

01    Visualization
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01    Visualization

New Tasks

Backlog In Progress

Ready for Distribution Accountant MM Accountant RS Accountant BH

Output

Completed

Accounting teams can accurately track what each team member is working on by dedicating a 
separate column to each accountant.

Kanban board examples

01    Visualization
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Accounting teams can accurately track what each team member is working 
on by dedicating a separate column to each accountant.
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01    Visualization

New

Input Work In Progress In Campaign

Committed Concept Copy Design Live

Archive

Completed

Marketing teams can easily keep an eye on all campaings and their subtasks.

Kanban board examples

01    Visualization
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01    Visualization
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02

Limiting the work


in progress (WIP)

The second practice of Kanban is limiting the Work In 
Progress. Kanban says, that each team member can only be 
effective when working on one task at a time. And as such, 
offers the team to use WIP limits that ensure just that.




Tool: WIP limits

The WIP limits are used in the In Progress 
column of the Kanban board and allow only 
a certain number of work items to be 
added at any given time. This number is 
usually equal to the number of team 
members. Thus, allowing each team 
member to only work on one item.


Using WIP limits ensures a steady flow of 
work and allows to spot bottlenecks early in 
the process. As team members cannot take 
on new tasks before completing the ones 
they have already started.


WIP limits are also sometimes added to the 
priority columns. Here, they serve a 
different purpose – allowing the team to 
put only a certain number of tasks in the 
highest priority column.



02    Limiting WIP
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HOUS-17

Office furniture ‘Modern’

Design 3 4/3

Work In Progress
Manufacturing Testing

HOUS-16

Kitchen set ‘Provance’

HOUS-17

Office furniture ‘Modern’

HOUS-13

Cabinet ‘Serenity’ 10 pcs

Sun, Apr 15

HOUS-36

Cabinet ‘Serenity’ 7 pcs

Sun, May 15

Acceptance

HOUS-13

Cabinet ‘Serenity’ 5 pcs

Sun, Mar 21

HOUS-14

Kitchen set ‘Solaris’

Wed, Mar 24

HOUS-25

Kitchen set ‘Solaris’

Wed, May 24

HOUS-20

Cabinet ‘Dawn’ 2 pcs

HOUS-17

Kitchen set ‘Provance’

HOUS-20

Office furniture ‘Classic’
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03

Making policies explicit

!

To ensure a continuous flow of work and improvement, Kanban 
teams have to know what they are doing. As such, making policies 
explicit is key. Ideally, any new team member should be able to 
pick up on the work structure quickly and easily.



The main policies a Kanban team should agree on are

 When, how, and by whom is the Kanban board replenished
 Definition of Done
 WIP limits
 Frequency and content of the meetings
 Kanban columns to define process



03    Making policies explicit
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Tool: Kanban cadences

The Kanban meeting schedule is usually defined with the help of Kanban cadences. This is a 
set of 7 meetings that helps ease the flow of information throughout the company. 


The 7 meetings are

 Daily Standup meeting – a 15-minute check-in with the team to see if anyone has run 
into issues

 Weekly replenishment meeting – a 30-minute meeting to fill the Backlog with new work 
items and reprioritize

 Bi-weekly service delivery meeting – a 30-minute meeting to present finished work to 
clients and gather feedback

 Delivery planning meeting – 1-2 hour meeting to decide what will be achieved in the 
next cycle

 Monthly risk review – 1-2 hour meeting to identify what risks the team may be facing 
and how to fix them

 Bi-monthly operations review – 1-2 hour meeting to review the process and identify 
what can be improved

 Quarterly strategy review – half to a full-day meeting where senior executives, top 
management, and client-facing team members gather to set the course for the company.
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04

Managing flow

Kanban aims to deliver work as smoothly and as predictably as 
possible. This is where we come to the practice of managing flow. 
To ensure a steady pace, Kanban teams use WIP limits. This way 
they are not distracted by multiple tasks and can deliver work 
steadily.



To make the flow of work predictable, Kanban introduces two 
unique metrics – Lead time and Cycle time. They are used to 
measure how long it takes for the team to complete an average 
work item and as such allow to predict when the project will be 
completed.




Tool: Kanban metrics

Lead time is the average time it 
takes for the team to deliver a 
product to a client from the time it 
was requested (appeared in the 
Backlog).



Cycle time is the average time it 
takes for the team to complete an 
item from the time they started 
working on it (it was moved to the 
Work In Progress section).

04    Managing flow
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Backlog

Lead time

Work In Progress Output

HOUS-20

Hire Leadership

HOUS-21

Plan Set-Up
HOUS-13

Hire 2 Engineers

Sun, Mar 21

HOUS-16

Administration job ads

HOUS-17

Monthly reporting

HOUS-14

Hire 5 Software Developers

Wed, Mar 24

Cycle time



Kanban Practices and tools

Kanban metrics

The team should keep a close eye on these metrics as they can help identify important changes in their process. An 
increase in either of the metrics could signal a new roadblock or issues in the later project phases. And a sudden decline 
could mean tasks are of a smaller size, or the process has become more effective.



The two Kanban metrics can also help give more accurate estimations. For example, you know that the average lead 
time is 2 weeks. In such a case, when given a new higher complexity task, you can safely estimate that it will take more 
than 2 weeks to complete. Thus, giving a more accurate estimate and managing your client’s expectations.

04    Managing flow
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05

Implementing feedback 
loops

Feedback loops help Kanban teams to coordinate their delivery 
and improve the project outcome. They are organized through 
prioritizing the Kanban board and setting meetings to review 
progress with the clients.



Setting and implementing feedback loops allow the team to grow 
and to ensure a quality product delivery.
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06

Improving collaboratively, 
evolving experimentally

Kanban is all about starting with what you already know and 
improving continuously. To make sure these improvements stick, 
they should be made collaboratively through a team effort.



While the evolution should be achieved through safe-to-fail 
experiments. That allows us to test out ideas without any fear and 
take on those that prove to be efficient.
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Kanban Habits to Avoid

No matter how well you know Kanban, there are 7 habits you should try and avoid. This will help you 
improve your process and achieve better results.

Moving work items backward.



Moving a task backward messes up 
the flow of work, affects the Kanban 
metrics, and instills a mindset that it 
is okay not to finish work when there 
is a problem.

Breaking WIP limits.



This habit breaks what we value 
most about Kanban – having a stable 
delivery pace. With everyone 
working on as many tasks as they 
please, it becomes incrementally 
difficult to estimate delicery.

Having more than 1 Expedite 
swimlane.


When dealing with a lot of urgent 
work items, it may be tempting to 
create several expedite swimlanes. 
However, this beats the purpose of 
such a swimlane. Consider another 
type of classfication instead.

01 02
03
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Kanban Habits to Avoid

05

Micromanaging.



While the task board 
backlog should be taken 
care of and prioritized 
according to the company 
goals, the rest of the 
team's operations should 
be done by themselves. 
You should trust the team 
to pull and complete work 
items without having to 
supervise them 
constantly.

06

Not putting everything 
on the Kanban board.



Kanban is all about 
transparency, and so 
should be your Kanban 
board. It may seem silly to 
put every little thing on the 
board, but only by doing 
so, you will get truly 
accurate metrics and 
visualization of your 
process.


07

Not reviewing the 
process.



To ensure you are always 
working in the best 
manner, the team should 
take time and review how 
things are done as well as 
implement ways to 
improve them.

04
Creating large work 
items.



It is best when all or most 
of the work items on the 
Kanban board are of a 
similar size. This way the 
Kanban metrics will be 
more accurate and you will 
be able to estimate the 
time of delivery with more 
certainty.



Still unsure how Kanban measures 
against other Agile approaches? Below 
is a comparison between Kanban, 
Scrum, and Scrumban to help you 
understand the differences.

Kanban vs Scrum vs Scrumban

Moving work items backward.



Moving a task backward messes up 
the flow of work, affects the Kanban 
metrics, and instills a mindset that it 
is okay not to finish work when there 
is a problem.

Breaking WIP limits.



This habit breaks what we value 
most about Kanban – having a stable 
delivery pace. With everyone 
working on as many tasks as they 
please, it becomes incrementally 
difficult to estimate delicery.

Having more than 1 Expedite 
swimlane.


When dealing with a lot of urgent 
work items, it may be tempting to 
create several expedite swimlanes. 
However, this beats the purpose of 
such a swimlane. Consider another 
type of classfication instead.

01 02
03
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Kanban vs Scrum vs Scrumban

Boards Continuous through the project

Kanban Scrum Scrumban

Resets after each iteration Continuous through the project

Team Members A team of specialists Cross-functional team A team of specialists

Planning On demand by planning trigger For each Sprint On demand, Bucket-size planning

Work Routines Pull principle - tasks taken during iteration Push principle - tasks assigned before Sprint Pull principle - tasks taken during iteration

Meetings Kanban cadences - optional Sprint planning, Daily Scrum, Retrospective Optional

Iterations Continuous alondside shorter releases 1-4 week Sprints 1-4 week iterations

Roles No specific roles Product Owner, Scrum Master, Scrum Team 1-4 week iterations

Estimation Done if team needs it Must be done for each Sprint Done if team needs it

Scope Limits Limited by WIP Limited by the duration of Sprint Limited by WIP

Performance Lead and Cycle time Burndown chart Average Cycle time

Rules Flexible process, few constraints Constrained process Flexible process, few constraints

Best For Continuous product manufacturing,



new and advanced Agile users

Large long-term projects,



advanced Agile users
Startups, fast-paced projects
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Kanban Cheat Sheet

Kanban projects run on 
need-based iterations 
during which the team 
produces incremental 
value to the end product.

Process

There is no particular size a 
task should fit. Instead, it 
should have a clear goal for 
a team member to 
complete.

Task size

Team members pull tasks 
from priority columns 
based on their skillset.

Task assignment

New tasks can be added to 
a running Iteration. 


New tasks in an 
iteration Optional, usually done in 

hours or broad size 
metrics, such as small, 
medium and large.


Estimation

Kanban iterations are 
planned on the need basis 
and ended once a team feels 
they have added substantial 
value to the product.

Iterations

Kanban does not have any 
predesigned roles but 
focuses on a 
cross-functional team to 
plan and perform tasks.

Roles

Small

Medium

Large
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Kanban Cheat Sheet

Limits the number of tasks the team can work on at any given 
point. Guarantees each job is completed before starting the 
next one.

Work In Progress

Work In Progress (WIP) 
limits the current work 
amount.

Scope limits

Optional. It is done through 
priority columns in the 
backlog.

Prioritization

Usually combined out of 3 sections:


1. Backlog for planned and prioritized tasks.


2. Work In Progress for tasks the team is working on.


3. Output for completed tasks.

Task Board
Backlog Work In Progress Output
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Kanban Cheat Sheet

Work In Progress

Total time from the initial 
customer request to the 
final product delivery.


Lead Time

The total time it takes to 
finish a task once the team 
has started working on it, 
including delays.

Cycle Time

Based on the number of 
tasks left in the backlog, 
alarms the team to arrange 
a planning session.


Planning Trigger

It’s a task or another 
obstacle that prevents the 
team from making further 
progress within a project.

Bottleneck

It’s a stacked line chart that 
shows the quantity of work 
in a given state - arrivals, 
queue, departure.



Cummulative Flow

A horizontal line along 
which cards flow on the 
board. Represent 
categories, features, etc. 

Swimlane
All Kanban meetings are held based on demand.


Planning Session –  for filling the backlog and prioritizing tasks.


Daily Standup - for a15-minute update.


Iteration Review - for a presentation of completed work.


Retrospective - for a discussion about process improvements.

Meetings or Kanban Cadences


