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Achieving High Maturity 
and Agility using Kanban

dja@agilemanagement.net



A high maturity culture 
is described in GG5

ñOptimizing the processes 

that are agile and innovative

depends on the participation 

of an empowered 

workforceé*ò

* Chrissis, Mary Beth, Mike Konrad and Sandra Shrum, CMMI Second Edition: Guidelines for 

Process Integration and Product Improvement, Addison Wesley 2006, page 168 emphasis added



ñéThe organizationôs ability 
to rapidly respond to 

changes and opportunities 
is enhanced by finding ways 

to accelerate and share 
learning. Improvement of the 
process is inherently part of 

everybodyôs role,é*ò

* Chrissis, Mary Beth, Mike Konrad and Sandra Shrum, CMMI Second Edition: Guidelines for 

Process Integration and Product Improvement, Addison Wesley 2006, page 168 & 169



The Generic Goals of 
CMMI do not provide any 

guidance on how to 
create a culture that 

delivers on the vision of a 
high maturity organization



Kanban is emerging as an 
enabler of a high maturity 

culture



Recipe for Success

Â Focus on Quality

Â Reduce (or limit) Work-in-Progress

Â Balance Demand against Throughput

Â Prioritize

!ƴŘ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ ŎǊŜŘƛǘΧ

ƴReduce variability in the process and its flow



Map the value stream
Measure flow of valued work



Example: Corbis Sustaining Eng



Backlog Dev Queue

Dev

New

Approved

Started
On 

Hold

Test Queue

Test

Started
On 

Hold

Resolved

Failed

UAT Queue

UAT

Started

Failed,

Scope Changed

Passed

SOX

Production Queue

Complete

Passed

Closed
Released

Transferred to Proj Team

Pending Future Project

By Design

Duplicate

Wonôt Fix

No Repro

New

Analysis

More Info

Info 

Received

Abandoned

XIT Change Request

Resolved

(needs 

exception)

Re-opened

Example:
Microsoft
XIT

Virtual Kanban limit 
initially
8 = WIP + 7 days 
buffer

Virtual Kanban limit 
initially
8 = WIP + 7 days 
buffer



And chart the throughput through 
the value stream



Manage quantitatively and objectively 
using only a few simple metrics

Â Quality

Â WIP (work-in-progress)

Â Lead time

Â Waste / Efficiency

Â Throughput

Â Across those five:

Â Trend

Â Variation



Hold a monthly Operations Review 
and present all the data, invite 

anyone who wants to come



Educate the work force to 
recognize process problems that 

affect performance



Bottlenecks



Waste 
Identification 

and Elimination



Variability in 
processes and 

flow of work



Map the value stream and track work 
on a white board

Hold a standup meeting every day in 
front of the board



éand track it electronically

Queries and Reportsïfor 

specific projects ïin this case 

sustaining engineering - can be 

run from within MS Outlook with a 

single click

Results of Query 610 Devï

Shows work items currently in 

software development plus any 

defects associated with work-in-

progress. Defects are not counted 

against kanban limit



é or create an application that 
looks like a whiteboard but 

provides the archival advantage of 
an electronic system



Kanban limits create a pull system and 
white board provides visualization of flow 

through to delivery

Pull

Flowïfrom Engineering 

Ready to Release Ready

Kanban Limitï

regulates WIP at each 

stage in the process



Kanban tickets hold a lot of information 
that enable decentralized control and local 
decision making when deciding priority of 

items to pull through the system 

Electronic ID number

Date Accepted ïclock 

starts on SLA

Signifies item that has exceeded 

SLA ïindicates that item should be 

prioritized if possible

Hard delivery dateï

for regulatory, legal, or 

strategic reasons

Issue attached to 

change requestï

indicates management 

attention required

Assigned engineer



Colors are used to designate 
classes of service for work items

Change Requests and 

Production BugsïCustomer 

valued and prioritized by 

governing board



Quantity of blue tickets on the board is an 
immediate indicator of development 

quality that is impeding flow of customer 
valued work and reducing throughput

Engineering Defectsïdirect 

indicator of quality impact on 

productivity, linked to yellow 

sticky, not counted against 

kanban limit



Non-customer valued but essential work is 
tracked as a different class of work

IT Maintenance Workï

Technology department reserving 

capacity for its own maintenance 

ïdifficult to prioritize with 

business ïcount against kanban 

limits



Expediting ïthe Silver Bullet

Â Process allows for a single Silver 

Bullet expedite request

Â Silver bullet is hand carried through 

the system

Â Personal attention from project 

manager

Â Automatically jumps queues

Â Required specialist resources drop 

other work in preference to working 

the silver bullet

Â Release dates may be adjusted to 

accommodate required delivery date



Quantity of pink issue tickets on board 
directly indicates flow impacting problems 

that need attention from management

Issues are the exceptionï

attached to work items that are 

blocked for external reasons and 

call attention to problems 

preventing smooth flow



Extra BugïSpecial class of 

production bug, worked by slack

developer resources and 

specially selected not to impact 

solutions analysis. Tested by 

developers not testers. Allows 

maximum exploitation for 

improved throughput

Temporary classes of work may be 
introduced tactically to maximize 

exploitation of the system



Kanban delivers iterationless development

Â Releases were agreed and planned for every 

2nd Wednesday

Â Prioritization Board meetings were held every 

Monday

Â Release content is bound and published only 

5 days prior

Â Prioritization meetings are required only to 

answer the question, ñWhich items from the 

backlog do we want to select this week to fill 

any empty slots in the input queue?ò

Â Prioritization holds change request selection 

until the last responsible moment

Â It keeps (real) options open



Kanban innovates on typical agile/iterative development 
by introducing a late binding release commitment

Â Kanban system breaks constraint of typical 
agile/iterative 2-4 week cycle

Â Requests can take up to 100 days to 
process but releases still made every 14 
days

Â Average item takes 14 days of engineering

Â Input and sizing is decoupled from cadence 
of releases

Â Decision on content of release made 5 days 
prior to release

Â No estimation is done on individual items

Â Effort to estimate is turned back to 
productivity (analysis, coding, testing)



Kanban uses a daily standup meeting as a 
central enabler of a Kaizen culture

In this example more than 40 people 

attend a standup for a large project 

with 6 concurrent development 

teams. The meeting is usually 

completed in approximately 10 

minutes. Never more than 15.



Look how the board has changed by March! 
Empirically adjusted Kanban limits reacting to 

industrial engineering issues. Much neater 
presentation ïpride in the process is forming



And again in April, more changes to 
Kanban limits and forward extension of 

the process to business analysis



Waste bin spontaneously introduced by team to 
visually communicate rejected CRs that wasted 

energy and sucked productivity


