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Lean From the Trenches: Managing Large Scale Projects with Kanban

When you're leading a multi disciplinary, multi region team that must deliver a complex product or system, the
temptation is to adopt a rigid waterfall or a heavily scripted agile framework. Yet, the reality on the ground—what we
call “the trenches”—demands a flexible, visual, and continuously improving approach. Lean from the trenches
managing large scale projects with Kanbanis not just a methodology; it's a mindset that transforms chaos into
clarity. This article walks you through the practical steps, real world insights, and proven tactics that seasoned
project leaders use to keep large scale initiatives on track, on budget, and on time.

Why Lean and Kanban Are the Right Fit for Big Projects

Large projects often involve dozens, sometimes hundreds, of interdependent tasks. Traditional methods can create
bottlenecks and communication gaps. Lean principles—eliminating waste, amplifying learning, and delivering value
—rpaired with Kanban'’s visual flow, provide a powerful solution:

¢ Visualization turns abstract progress into a shared, real time picture.

e Pull System ensures work is only started when capacity allows, preventing overload.

e Work in Progress (WIP) Limits reduce context switching and highlight bottlenecks instantly.
e Continuous Improvement drives incremental changes that scale with the project.

These elements together create a resilient structure that can adapt to shifting priorities, new requirements, and
unforeseen obstacles.

Setting the Stage: Preparing Your Project for Kanban

1. Define Value Streams and Scope

Before any board is built, identify the value streams—the end to end flows that deliver customer value. Map out
each stream’s stages from idea to deployment. In large projects, you'll often have multiple value streams that
intersect. Clarify which streams belong to which teams and how they interrelate.

2. Build a Cross Functional Team

A Kanban system thrives on collaboration. Assemble a team that includes developers, QA, design, operations, and
business stakeholders. Encourage shared ownership of the board and the process. This cross functional makeup
ensures that every perspective is considered when setting priorities and WIP limits.

3. Choose the Right Board Layout

There’s no one size fits all board. Common layouts include:

e Basic Kanban Board — Columns for To Do, In Progress, Review, Done.
* Swimlanes — Horizontal rows that separate teams, features, or risk levels.
e Kanban + WIP Limits — Adds numeric caps to columns to enforce capacity.

For large projects, consider a multi column board with swimlanethat reflects both functional teams and



criticality of work. This structure keeps the board readable while still capturing complexity.

4., Establish Clear Definition of Done (DoD)

Without a shared DoD, work may be considered complete by one team but still require rework by another. Define
DoD at the level of individual tasks and for entire features. Include criteria such as code review, automated tests,
documentation, and deployment checks. Make DoD visible on the board or in a linked document.

5. Set Initial WIP Limits

Start with conservative WIP limits—often one or two items per column per team. Adjust based on observed flow
and capacity. Keep limits transparent so everyone understands the constraints.

Implementing the Kanban System: From Planning to Execution

1. Populate the Backlog

Gather all tasks, user stories, bugs, and technical debt items that belong to the project. Prioritize them based on
business value, risk, and dependencies. Use a backlog refinement sessionto break large items into manageable
tasks that fit within your Kanban board.

2. Pull, Don’t Push

Unlike traditional sprint planning, Kanban encourages a pull system. Team members pull the next item from the
backlog when they have capacity. This reduces idle time and ensures that work is only started when it can be
completed promptly.

3.Visualize Work and Dependencies

Use color coding, tags, or icons to indicate dependencies, risk levels, or priority. For example:

* Red cards for high risk items.
* Blue tags for cross team dependencies.
e Green for items that are “ready” to start.

These visual cues help the team spot potential blockers before they become critical.

4. Conduct Daily Stand Ups on the Board

Instead of a separate meeting, have the team gather around the board. Each member answers three questions:

1. What did | finish since the last meeting?
2. What am | working on next?
3. What obstacles are blocking me?

Keep the stand up short—ideally under 10 minutes—to maintain focus and momentum.

5. Monitor Flow Metrics

Track key metrics to gauge health and identify improvement areas:

e Lead Time — Time from task creation to completion.

e Cumulative Flow Diagram (CFD) — Visualizes work in each column over time.
¢ Cycle Time — Time a task spends in the In Progress column.

e Throughput — Number of tasks completed in a given period.

Use these metrics to detect bottlenecks and validate changes.

6. Embrace Continuous Improvement with Retrospectives



Hold regular retrospectives—weekly or bi weekly—to review what worked, what didn’t, and what could be improved.
Apply the Plan Do Check Act (PDE€ydle to test small changes quickly. For instance, if the CFD shows a backlog
build up in the Review column, consider adding a dedicated reviewer or adjusting WIP limits.

Scaling Kanban for Large Projects

1. Use Multiple Boards Strategically

Large projects may involve several teams, each with its own focus. Deploy separate boards per team but maintain a
master boardthat aggregates high level progress. The master board can display key metrics, status summaries,
and inter team dependencies.

2. Implement a Portfolio Kanban

A portfolio board sits above all team boards, showing the overall pipeline of initiatives, milestones, and strategic
objectives. It helps leadership see where resources are allocated and where risks accumulate.

3. Apply Kanban at the Program Level

For program managers overseeing multiple projects, a program Kanbantracks program-level work items such as
architecture decisions, compliance checks, and cross project integrations. This layer ensures that program
constraints are respected while allowing teams to focus on their own boards.

4. Leverage Service Level Agreements (SLAs) for Predictability

Define SLAs for critical tasks—e.g., maximum lead time for security patches or regulatory submissions. Visualize
SLA compliance on the board with color thresholds. This creates a sense of urgency and accountability across the
organization.

5. Adopt a Pull System for Inter Team Work

When work crosses team boundaries, use a pull based hand qifocess. For example, once Team A completes a
feature, they place a card in a dedicated “Ready for Integration” swimlane. Team B pulls the card when they have
capacity. This reduces hand off friction and keeps the flow continuous.

Common Challenges and How to Overcome Them

1. Resistance to Change
Stakeholders accustomed to traditional methodologies may resist visual boards and pull systems. Address this by:
e Showing quick wins—e.g., reduced lead time in a pilot area.
¢ Providing training sessions on Kanban fundamentals.
e Encouraging champions within the organization to advocate for the approach.
2. Maintaining Board Clarity with Growing Complexity
As projects scale, boards can become cluttered. Mitigate this by:
¢ Using card aggregation—grouping related tasks into a single card.
¢ Implementing nested swimlanes for sub streams.
¢ Regularly pruning outdated or completed cards.
3. Balancing Speed and Quality

WIP limits help maintain focus, but teams may still rush to finish. Reinforce quality by:

* Embedding automated tests into the definition of done.



« Allocating buffer time for code reviews and testing.
» Tracking defect density as a metric.

4. Aligning with Organizational Goals
Large projects often have strategic objectives that may not align with day to day work. Usealue mapping

exerciseto link individual tasks to business outcomes. Visualize this alignment on the board or in a separate value
map diagram.

5. Handling Unpredictable Work (e.g., Incident Management)

Unexpected incidents can disrupt flow. Create a dedicated Incident Swimlanewith its own WIP limits. Prioritize
incidents based on impact and urgency, and ensure they don’t overwhelm the system.

Tools and Technology That Support Lean Kanban

While the principles of Kanban are universal, the right tooling can accelerate adoption and provide richer insights:

« Jira Software — Offers customizable Kanban boards, advanced reporting, and integration with CI/CD pipelines.
¢ Azure DevOps — Combines boards with work item tracking and automated pipelines.

¢ LeanKit — Focuses on visual management and multi board synchronization.

Trello — Lightweight option for smaller teams or pilot projects.

e Open Source Options — Kanboard, Wekan, or Taiga provide cost effective solutions.

Choose a tool that scales with your organization’s size and integrates with your existing development, testing, and
deployment workflows.

Real World Success Stories

Case Study 1: A Global Software Company

Facing a 12 month delivery cycle for a new SaaS platform, the company adopted Kanban across its five continents.
By visualizing dependencies and enforcing WIP limits, they reduced lead time from 60 days to 28 days and
achieved a 40% reduction in defects. The master board provided leadership with a single source of truth, improving
decision making speed.

Case Study 2: A Construction Firm

Managing multiple large scale infrastructure projects, the firm introduced a portfolio Kanban to track milestones,
regulatory approvals, and resource allocations. The board highlighted bottlenecks in permitting processes, enabling
proactive negotiations with authorities. As a result, project overruns dropped from 15% to 5% over two years.

Case Study 3: A Healthcare IT Organization

With stringent compliance requirements, the organization used Kanban to manage both feature development and
security patches. By visualizing SLAs for patch deployment, they achieved 99% compliance with regulatory
deadlines. Continuous improvement sessions reduced the average cycle time for patches from 10 days to 4 days.

Tips for Sustaining Lean Kanban Success

« Keep the Board Visible — Place the board in a high traffic area or use digital dashboards accessible to all
stakeholders.

¢ Celebrate Wins — Acknowledge when metrics improve or bottlenecks are resolved. This reinforces the value of
the system.
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