
KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity 
with visual project management 



2KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 

How often do you find yourself at work flipping between tabs, unable to 
complete a thought before moving onto something else? 

You go from answering an email to checking a Slack notification to reading some 
LinkedIn article, and then – what was I doing? Oh yeah, answering that email.

It’s the digital equivalent of walking into a room and forgetting why you needed to go in 
there – and we do it all the time. 

Across teams, departments, and organizations, tasks get forgotten, notes go unnoted, 
and important ideas get lost thousands of times a day – resulting in a workforce that is 
chronically stressed, overwhelmed, and underproductive.

At the heart of all of these issues is our inability to filter through the noise and focus on 
what matters. There’s simply too much information to process, and no good system to 
process it all – or is there? 
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Teams around the world have found a solution. It’s called Kanban.

Kanban (pronounced kahn-bahn) is a way of thinking about and managing work that can 
bring discipline and focus into the way your team works. Kanban provides that clarity 
through this one concept: Visualize your workflow. 

Visualizing your workflow might sound like an overly simplistic solution, but it can truly 
work wonders on your team’s ability to work with clarity and purpose. By encouraging 
teams to identify, prioritize, and intentionally complete work items one at a time, Kanban 
can help combat the damaging effects of multitasking in a hyper-stimulated world.

In this introduction to Kanban and visual management, you’ll learn:

• why multitasking is a myth

• how to harness the power of focus to get more done

• how to make Kanban boards and cards work for your team

• four guiding principles to use with your team

• practical tips for managers and teams to jumpstart your Kanban journey

So, settle in. Grab a coffee. And let’s start by uncovering why visual management is so 
powerful in the first place. 

https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/what-is-kanban/


The Power of Visual Management

What’s Your Team’s Workflow?

 Why Kanban works (and the myth of multitasking)

 Enter: Single-tasking

Kanban Boards and Cards

Four Principles of Kanban

 Visualize all work

 Focus on flow

 Limit work in progress (WIP)

 Practice continuous improvement

Harness the Power of Focus

Get Started

BONUS: 10 Practical, Kanban-Inspired Tips to Boost Your Team's Focus and Flow

KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 4

5

6

7

8

9

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

KANBAN 101



KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 5

We are bombarded by textual 
information – emails, texts, articles, 
notifications, etc. every day. Not to 
mention all the data we collect from 
meetings, calls, and quick chats by the 
water cooler.

It can feel impossible to keep all of this 
information straight, especially when 
you’re trying to decide what to work 
on or how to prioritize your time as a 
team. 

This is because our brains aren’t 
designed to process so much text 
information at once. In fact, research 
from Harvard shows that the more 
information we try to process, the less 
effectively we’re able to filter through 
information. The more distracted we 
are by information, the less we are able 
to make informed decisions about what 
is or is not important – sounds like an 
ideal mindset for working, right?

The result is that within teams, we 
experience a lot of unnecessary conflict 

and confusion. Without a clear system 
to help teams determine work priority, 
these decisions become a matter of 
“your word against mine.” Without 
an objective, systematic approach to 
how work is prioritized, tracked, and 
managed, teams aren’t truly able to 
function as teams – because their 
efforts are not sufficiently aligned. 
Instead, teams operate as a collection 
of functional silos, competing for 
resources, inching towards progress 
instead of sprinting. 

Our brains are designed to efficiently 
absorb visual information. The more we 
visualize what’s most important to us, 
the more likely we will be able to stay 
aligned, on task, and on track to deliver 
work quickly. 

Kanban helps teams define, track, 
and manage their process by making 
it visual. Your process, or workflow, 
is the mechanism by which work 
goes from To Do to Done. 

THE POWER OF VISUAL MANAGEMENT

https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/multitasking-a-medical-and-mental-hazard-201201074063
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/multitasking-a-medical-and-mental-hazard-201201074063
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/multitasking-a-medical-and-mental-hazard-201201074063
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/multitasking-a-medical-and-mental-hazard-201201074063
https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/multitasking-a-medical-and-mental-hazard-201201074063
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WHAT’S YOUR TEAM’S WORKFLOW? 
Kanban helps teams define, track, and manage their process by making it visual. Your process, or 
workflow, is the mechanism by which work goes from To Do to Done. 

In an ideal world, our workflow would be a straight line: Work would be started, executed, and 
completed without having to pause or backtrack. However, without Kanban, most of our team 
workflows look something like this:

If you trace the line from left to right, you see just how much wasted activity there 
is throughout the process. Your goal should be to turn that squiggle into a straight 
line… You do this by figuring out upfront what steps need to be taken on a piece 
of work, and then doing them in that order. Sounds simple, right? But most of our 
processes are far from linear. 

Think about the last project you completed, and the process it went through to go 
from To Do to Done – was it linear? Did it move smoothly through your process, 
or did it stop and start and backtrack? Did you finish it on time, or did it take you 
longer than expected?

Visualizing your workflow will help you define the steps in your team’s process, and 
refine your process steps to continue to cut out wasted effort, time, and activity.
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Kanban harnesses our brain’s innate 
preference for consuming visual 
information. It helps us clear through mental 
clutter and stay focused on delivering on 
our bigger goals – something we are unable 
or unwilling to do when left to our own 
devices, because it goes against a lot of 
what we’ve been taught about productivity.

We all know people who brag about their 
ability to multitask: They say it’s possible 
to watch and retain information from a 
webinar while getting caught up on email 
while ordering a few household needs on 
Amazon. 

By now, you should recognize the 
inefficiency in this sort of behavior – you 
know that the person has probably retained 

only the basics from the webinar, that 
they probably made a few errors in their 
responses to emails, and that they most 
likely forgot a few essential items from 
their Amazon list. Why? Because they 
weren’t using their full brain for any of these 
activities.  

Multitasking is a silent killer of productivity, 
disguised as a "life hack." In their book 
Organize Your Mind, Organize Your Life, 
authors Dr. Paul Hammerness and Margaret 
Moore describe how multitasking increases 
the risk for making mistakes and missing 
important information and cues. Their 
research shows that people who multitask 
are less likely to retain information in 
working memory, which can hinder problem 
solving and creativity. 

WHY KANBAN WORKS (AND THE MYTH OF MULTITASKING)

7

https://www.amazon.com/Organize-Your-Mind-Life-Train/dp/0373892446


8

The antidote to multitasking, is of course single-tasking, 
or as the authors call it, set shifting. Set shifting involves 
focusing on completing one task at a time, and then 
actively and intentionally shifting our focus over to the 
next task only when the first task is done. Practicing set 
shifting helps you give your full brain’s attention to the 
task at hand – helping you do it better. 

Of course, breaking the pattern of multitasking at work 
can’t happen overnight, especially in teams that have 
been encouraged to multitask and take on too much by 
their leadership.

We have to actively train our brains to stop craving the 
stimulation of multitasking, and instead encourage our 
brains to enjoy the freedom and clarity of completing one 
thing at a time. 

Kanban can help facilitate this transition. Over time, 
using Kanban to manage team’s work (especially if you 
follow the four principles in this book!) will help you 
master the practice of single-tasking – staying focused 
on completing one task at a time. This will not only make 
you more productive – it will make your brain happier and 
healthier, too.

ENTER: SINGLE-TASKING

KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 
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Now that you know the what of Kanban, let’s discuss the how. Kanban 
uses boards – Kanban boards – to represent your process, and cards to 
represent your work items. Every Kanban board reflects some version of 
this basic workflow: 

To Do > Doing > Done

The first step to practicing Kanban is to customize your board to 
accurately reflect your unique process. Here are some examples of 
different Kanban boards for a marketing team, an IT operations team, and 
an HR department.

Marketing:

Backlog > Planning/Research > Testing > Implementation > Analysis > Done

IT Operations:

Incoming Requests > Ready > In Flight > Delivered

HR:

To Do > Planning > Doing > Reviewing > Done

Then, you’ll want to populate your board with cards. Kanban cards represent tasks, and serve as visual reminders 
of what needs to get done, that you can physically move through your process as you go.

KANBAN BOARDS AND CARDS

TO DO DOING DONE
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Digital Kanban tools allow you to add more to your Kanban cards than a paper sticky note. As a team, you can 
choose what to display on the "front" of your digital Kanban cards, which can include:

• Due date

• Assignment (who the task is assigned to)

• Size (e.g., hours, story points, etc.)

• Priority

• Blockers/other visual status indicators

• And more

We’ll share resources to help you define your process and build your board with your team. But before you start 
building your board, let’s take a step back and make sure you have a good grasp on the why of Kanban. 

Red sticker 
 

indicates a blocker

Assignment

Due Date
Rough estimate of size 

of work in hours or 
other metric

Unique identifier based 
on team standards

Activity name

3 Oct 19

TICKET ID #42

The week view of the new 
calendar feature Alex

KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 

https://www.planview.com/products-solutions/products/leankit/
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A Kanban board gives a real-time snapshot of backlog and work in progress, 
making it easy to decipher what work needs to be done and when. While 
anyone can visualize tasks on a board, your team isn’t really practicing 
Kanban unless you’re following these four principles. 

(Note: There are many ways to define Kanban; the intent in listing the core 
elements in this manner is not to introduce a new definition but to distill the 
common principles.)

FOUR PRINCIPLES OF KANBAN

11
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TO DO PLAN DEVELOP TEST DEPLOY DONE

VISUALIZE ALL WORK

In order to visualize work, a team must first map out their workflow and break it down into its core 
stages. Each lane in a Kanban board is then configured to match those stages or handoffs. As work 
items are initiated, they are made into cards and placed in the appropriate lane. 

By making the workflow visible in this way, teams can observe the flow of work as well as who is 
working on what. This visibility alone leads to increased communication and collaboration among 
team members. 

Mapping your process as a team is an important step in getting started with Kanban, with as a team 
being the key phrase. Working collaboratively with everyone on your team to define your process 
will help to ensure that the workflow you decide to map out on your Kanban board accurately 
reflects the way your team works.

You might be surprised by how much you’ll learn about your process! Download the Kanban 
Roadmap: How to Get Started in 5 Easy Steps for a team activity that will help you define your 
process from scratch – all in about 60 minutes.

12

1
MORE ON VISUALIZING 
WORK

What is a Kanban 
Board?

5 Steps to 
Customizing Your 
Kanban Board

https://go.leankit.com/kanban-roadmap.html
https://go.leankit.com/kanban-roadmap.html
https://www.planview.com/resources/articles/what-is-kanban-board/
https://www.planview.com/resources/articles/what-is-kanban-board/
https://blog.planview.com/5-steps-to-customizing-your-kanban-board/
https://blog.planview.com/5-steps-to-customizing-your-kanban-board/
https://blog.planview.com/5-steps-to-customizing-your-kanban-board/
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FOCUS ON FLOW

In addition to limiting work in progress, Kanban allows teams to focus on process flow in a more 
visual manner. Being able to see the process in action allows teams to identify elements of the 
process that may have gone unnoticed without the visual representation. 

For example, by assigning each card to a team member, managers can see who on the team 
is working at capacity and who could take on more work items. Other team members can also 
see who may need help with work items at any given time. They can also see where projects are 
getting held up in the process so that inefficiencies can be identified, and work together to regain 
a healthy flow of work through the system.

2

TO DO PLAN DEVELOP

IN PROCESS DONE

TEST DEPLOY DONE

MORE ON FLOW

What is Flow and 
Why It Matters

https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/lean-flow-metrics/
https://leankit.com/blog/2014/05/what-is-flow-why-flow-matters/
https://leankit.com/blog/2014/05/what-is-flow-why-flow-matters/
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LIMIT WORK IN PROGRESS (WIP)

One of the benefits of increased visibility, as discussed above, is having one shared view of work in 
progress. When teams have too many items in the Work in Process (WIP) lane, it can lead to task 
switching, which causes people to lose focus and confuse prioritization. 

Without a system to prioritize one task over another, everything feels urgent – making you far more 
likely to engage in multitasking. All too often, we feel as though we have to be available at all 
times so that we don’t miss anything – we have to have Slack notifications, email notifications, etc. 
that follow us everywhere we go.

Kanban can help us to minimize distractions by providing a system by which we can prioritize work. 
When an unplanned work request comes in, as a team, you can look at your board and say, “We’re 
working on finishing task A right now, but then we will have capacity to help you with task B. We 
will reach out to you when we are ready to help with task B.” 

By simply implementing a limit to the amount of work in progress at any given time, you can 
reduce the time it takes for a work item to move through your team’s process. Furthermore, teams 
and managers can easily identify bottlenecks and queues that may be slowing down the process or 
preventing the team from working as efficiently as possible. Not only can this improve the quality 
of the end product, but it can help teams save significant time and resources overall.

14

3
MORE ON WIP

5 Steps to Getting 
Started with WIP 
Limits

4 Benefits of WIP 
Limits

TO DO PLAN DEVELOP

HELP DESK SYSTEM CUSTOMIZATION TEAM

IN PROCESS

TO DO DOING DONE

DONE

TEST DEPLOY DONE5 3

https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/getting-started-with-wip-limits/
https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/getting-started-with-wip-limits/
https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/getting-started-with-wip-limits/
https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/getting-started-with-wip-limits/
https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/benefits-of-wip-limits/
https://leankit.com/learn/kanban/benefits-of-wip-limits/


KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 

PRACTICE CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Yes – it’s true that the goal of continuous improvement is to help teams improve, continuously. 
But in the context of Kanban, continuous improvement is far more than that. It refers to the 
operationalization of improvement activity within an organization: The shared mindset and set 
of practices that, when done consistently, promote data-driven analysis and effective process 
improvement, and encourage innovation and growth across the organization. This doesn’t happen 
on day one of practicing Kanban – it’s the product of Kanban maturity.

In order to practice true continuous improvement, organizations need to first master other 
key elements of Kanban: Namely, increasing visibility, actively managing flow, and using Lean 
metrics to measure your progress. Through these steps, you can unlock the power of continuous 
improvement.

15

4
MORE ON CONTINUOUS 
IMPROVEMENT

3 Kanban Metrics for 
Tracking Progress

Continuous 
Improvement Tools 
and Techniques

https://blog.planview.com/top-3-kanban-metrics-for-tracking-progress/
https://blog.planview.com/top-3-kanban-metrics-for-tracking-progress/
https://www.planview.com/resources/articles/continuous-improvement-tools-techniques/
https://www.planview.com/resources/articles/continuous-improvement-tools-techniques/
https://www.planview.com/resources/articles/continuous-improvement-tools-techniques/
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HARNESS THE POWER OF FOCUS
The people who are truly successful in the world today are 
those who have figured out that the real key to success is focus. 
Intentionality. Mindfulness. Awareness. 

In a world full of distracted, over-caffeinated, technology-
dependent workaholics, the people who are able to rise 
above the noise and see the big picture are the ones who 
win. They’re the Ariana Huffingtons and Richard Bransons 
of the world. 

You might have one of these in your own office – they 
seem less stressed but more productive than anyone 
else. They see the big picture. They probably enjoy 
work more than you do – because they feel more in 
control of their minds and themselves at work. 

Those who are mindful are able to do more than just 
pay attention. They’re able to purposefully stay in 
the present moment, and absorb information without 
judgment. This is perhaps the most advanced form 
of attentiveness, and can result in more effective, less 
reactive decision making. 

Kanban can help encourage mindfulness by forcing us to 
think through how our work aligns with our goals, how we 
prioritize our work, how work moves through our processes, 
how we spend our time, and more. Although practicing Kanban 
won’t make you a master of mindfulness overnight, it will 
encourage you to be more mindful about the way you work. 

http://time.com/4737286/multitasking-mental-health-stress-texting-depression/
http://time.com/4737286/multitasking-mental-health-stress-texting-depression/


GET STARTED!
If you’re ready to minimize distractions, improve focus, and boost productivity for your team, here’s where to begin.

Start by downloading our Kanban Roadmap: How to Get Started in 5 Easy Steps – the 
definitive guide for teams who are new to Kanban – for a series of interactive team activities 
and insightful tips for leaders.

Tip: Pair Your Kanban Journey with Digital Kanban Boards

Whether your team is all local, all remote, or a blend of co-located and virtual team 
members, creating a digital Kanban board in Planview LeanKit™ – to use as a companion 
with the Kanban Roadmap – can help keep everyone on the same page, right from the 
get-go. 

With Planview LeanKit, your team can:

• Visualize team processes and work. Visually manage work using digital Kanban 
boards with the flexibility to easily model any workflow process, regardless of 
complexity.

• Drive agility across teams. Share a consolidated view of work priority and project 
status to enable teams to manage their speed of delivery, no matter where they work.

• Improve continuously. Use powerful reporting and analytics to help you identify 
opportunities for continuous improvement, without manually tracking data.

TRY LEANKIT FREE FOR 30 DAYS

KANBAN 101 
Supercharge your team’s productivity with visual project management 17

https://go.leankit.com/kanban-roadmap.html
https://www.planview.com/products-solutions/products/leankit/
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BONUS: 10 PRACTICAL, KANBAN-INSPIRED TIPS TO BOOST YOUR TEAM’S FOCUS AND FLOW

Tip Why? Note for leaders Kanban concept Resource

1.  Practice block 
scheduling 

Allow for stretches of 
deep focus

Set the example by 
doing this with your own 
schedule

Reduce context switching
Do you have 5 Minutes? 
The True Cost of Context 
Switching

2.  Encourage using 
statuses in Slack (or 
other tools) to reflect 
actual status

Allow team members to 
set boundaries around 
their time 

Set the example by doing 
this with your statuses

3.  Respect headphones 
as a sign of intentional 
isolation

Create a respectful 
environment that suits a 
variety of working styles

If it’s truly mission critical 
that you need to interrupt 
someone, make sure they 
know the “why,” not just 
“what” you want them to 
do

4.  Pick a no-meeting day 
(and reduce regular 
meetings where 
possible)

Allow for stretches of 
deep focus

Set the example by not 
accepting meetings during 
no-meeting times

Standups
8 Stand-up Meeting 
Ideas to Try with Your 
Team

5.  Take turns leading 
standups

Reinforce the idea that the 
team is responsible for the 
board

Encourage everyone on 
the team to take their turn 
leading standup

https://www.planview.com
https://blog.planview.com/do-you-have-5-minutes-the-true-cost-of-context-switching/
https://blog.planview.com/do-you-have-5-minutes-the-true-cost-of-context-switching/
https://blog.planview.com/do-you-have-5-minutes-the-true-cost-of-context-switching/
https://blog.planview.com/8-stand-up-meeting-ideas-to-try-with-your-team/
https://blog.planview.com/8-stand-up-meeting-ideas-to-try-with-your-team/
https://blog.planview.com/8-stand-up-meeting-ideas-to-try-with-your-team/
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BONUS: 10 PRACTICAL, KANBAN-INSPIRED TIPS TO BOOST YOUR TEAM’S FOCUS AND FLOW (CONT.)

Tip Why? Note for leaders Kanban concept Resource

6.  Evolve your standup 
questions over time

Make sure your questions 
still reflect your process

Ask probing questions 
during standup to ensure 
team doesn’t fall into an 
unhelpful routine

Standups
Daily Kanban Standup: Is 
Your Team Ready for the 
Next Evolution?

7.  Encourage better 
meeting practices: 
Require agenda, etc.

Waste less time in 
meetings, spend more 
time creating value

Before you roll out a new 
policy, ask your team for 
their ideas, and develop 
the guidelines together

Create more value Death by Meeting Model

8.  Define, communicate, 
visualize, and reinforce 
process policies

Encourage the team to 
use the board in the same 
way

Reinforce policies as 
decided by the team 
and ask questions when 
policies aren’t followed

Visualize process policies
Kanban: Redefining the 
Importance of Process 
Policies

9.  Regularly “edit” your 
board

Make sure your board still 
reflects your process and 
isn’t getting filled up by 
stale cards

Schedule these meetings 
regularly, ideally when the 
whole team is co-located Board maintenance

Getting Started with 
Continuous Improvement 
Series10.  Keep a running list of 

“someday” ideas to 
review

Reduce mental clutter 
and encourage ideation 
by storing ideas in an 
organized way and 
reviewing them regularly

Create an automated 
reminder for the team to 
add items to the backlog, 
and set a recurring 
meeting to review them

Backlog

https://www.planview.com
https://blog.planview.com/daily-kanban-standup-is-your-team-ready-for-the-next-evolution/
https://blog.planview.com/daily-kanban-standup-is-your-team-ready-for-the-next-evolution/
https://blog.planview.com/daily-kanban-standup-is-your-team-ready-for-the-next-evolution/
https://www.tablegroup.com/download/death-by-meeting-model/
https://blog.planview.com/kanban-redefining-the-importance-of-process-policies/
https://blog.planview.com/kanban-redefining-the-importance-of-process-policies/
https://blog.planview.com/kanban-redefining-the-importance-of-process-policies/
https://blog.planview.com/getting-started-with-continuous-improvement-part-1-planning-to-improve/
https://blog.planview.com/getting-started-with-continuous-improvement-part-1-planning-to-improve/
https://blog.planview.com/getting-started-with-continuous-improvement-part-1-planning-to-improve/
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