
invisible invisible

Kanban is a strategy for optimizing the flow of value through a process that uses a visual, 
pull- based system.

definition

the strategy of Kanban is to optimize value by optimizing flow.

An effective workflow is one 
that delivers what customers 

want when they want it.

An efficient workflow allocates 
available economic resources 

as optimally as possible to 
deliver value.

A predictable workflow means 
being able to accurately 

forecast value delivery within an 
acceptable degree of 

uncertainty.

core practices

Defining and visualizing a workflow

flow measures

Optimizing flow requires defining 
what flow means in a given 
context. The explicit shared 

understanding of flow among 
Kanban system members within 

their context is called a Definition 
of Workflow (DoW)

work in progress 
(wip)

throughput

work item age 
(wia)

CYCLE TIME

1. A definition of the 
individual units of 

value that are moving 
through the 

workflow.  work 
items (or items).

2. A definition for 
when work items 

are started and finish
ed within the 

workflow. Your 
workflow may have 

more than one 
started or finished 
points depending on 

the work item.

The number of work items started but not 
finished

3. One or more 
defined states that 

the work items flow 
through from 

started to finished. 
Any work items 

between a started 
point and a finished 

point are 
considered work in 

progress (WIP).

4. A definition of how 
WIP will be controlled 

from started to 
finished.

5. Explicit policies 
about how work items 
can flow through each 
state from started to 

finished.

6. A service level 
expectation (SLE), 

which is a forecast of 
how long it should 
take a work item to 

flow from started to 
finished.

The number of work items finished per unit of 
time. Note the measurement of throughput is the 

exact count of work items.

The amount of elapsed time between when a work 
item started and the current time.

The amount of elapsed time between when a work 
item started and when a work item finished.

They are a reflection of the Kanban 
system’s current health and 

performance

they help inform decisions about how 
value gets delivered

actively managing items in a 
workflow

Active management of items in a 
workflow can take several forms, 

including but not limited to the 
following:

Controlling WIP: A 
side effect of 

controlling WIP is a 
pull system.

Kanban system 
members start work 
on an item (pulls or 
selects) only when 

there is a clear 
signal that there is 
capacity to do so.

Ensuring work items 
do not age 

unnecessarily, using 
the SLE as a reference.
The SLE is a forecast 

of how long it should 
take a single work 
item to flow from 

started to finished.

Avoiding work items 
piling up in any part of 

the workflow.

Unblocking blocked 
work.

improving a workflow

Having made the DoW explicit, the 
Kanban system members’ 

responsibility is to continuously 
improve their workflow to achieve 
a better balance of effectiveness, 

efficiency, and predictability.

It is common practice 
to review the DoW 

from time to time to 
discuss and 

implement any 
changes needed.

Kanban system 
members can and 

should make just- in- 
time alterations as 

the context dictates.

There is no 
requirement, however, 
to wait for a formal 
meeting at a regular 

cadence to make these 
changes.

improvements can be 
evolutionary or 

revolutionary based 
on the context

"started" and "finished" refer to how 
the Kanban system members have 
defined those terms in the DoW !!

they represent only the minimum 
required for the operation of a 
Kanban system !

WIPSLE: X % 
Probability of 

delivery in Y 
days or less

Cycle time
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Central to the definition of Kanban is the concept of flow. Flow is the movement of potential 
value through a system. As most workflows exist to optimize value, the strategy of Kanban is 

to optimize value by optimizing flow.

these Kanban practices are collectively called a Kanban system.

 Those who participate in the value delivery of a Kanban system are called Kanban system 
members.

why use kanban

Example Kanban board

WIP: The number of work items 
started but not finished.

Throughput: The number of 
work items finished per unit of 
time. Note the measurement of 
throughput is the exact count of 

work items.

Work Item Age: The amount of 
elapsed time between when a 

work item started and the 
current time.

Cycle Time: The amount of 
elapsed time between when a 
work item started and when a 

work item finished.
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