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Between Theory and Practice

In the world of software development and project
management, theory often outpaces practice. Many teams
understand the principles of Lean and Kanban, yet struggle
to apply them when the stakes are high and the project
spans multiple teams, departments, or even continents.
Lean From The Trenches Managing Large Scale
Projects With Kanban is not just a book title—it is a battle-
tested methodology that transforms abstract concepts into
daily action. This article dives deep into the real-world
application of Kanban at scale, drawing from the trenches
where schedules are tight, requirements shift, and success
depends on constant flow.

Kanban, rooted in Toyota’s production system, has evolved
into a powerful framework for knowledge work. But scaling
Kanban beyond a single team to handle large projects
requires more than just a board and sticky notes. It demands
a Lean mindset, visual management, and systemic
improvements. Here we explore how to apply these ideas
effectively, ensuring your large-scale projects deliver value
without burning out the team.

Understanding the Core: Lean
Principles in Project Management

Before diving into the trenches, it is essential to revisit the
foundational principles of Lean that make Kanban so
effective at scale. Lean focuses on eliminating waste,
amplifying learning, deciding as late as possible, delivering
as fast as possible, empowering the team, building integrity
in, and seeing the whole. When managing large projects,
these principles guide every decision—from prioritization to
daily stand-ups.

Waste Reduction in Large-Scale Contexts

In a large project, waste multiplies. Handoffs between
teams, unnecessary meetings, rework due to unclear
requirements, and delayed feedback loops are common.
Kanban exposes these wastes by making the workflow
visible. Every blocked task, every long queue, every re-
prioritization becomes data for improvement. Lean From
The Trenches Managing Large Scale Projects With
Kanban emphasizes that eliminating waste is not a one-time
event but a continuous process of inspecting the flow.

Amplifying Learning Through Visualization

Large projects suffer from information silos. Kanban boards
act as a central nervous system, allowing everyone to see
the status of work items across teams. When you visualize
the entire value stream—from idea to deployment—learning
happens naturally. Teams can spot bottlenecks, measure
cycle time, and experiment with changes. This transparency
fosters a culture of continuous improvement that is vital for
scaling.

Large Projects

Scaling Kanban does not mean simply adding more columns.
It involves coordinating multiple teams, managing
dependencies, and aligning with strategic goals. The
following practices, drawn from real trench experience, help
organizations manage large-scale projects with Kanban
effectively.

Start with a Value Stream Map

Before setting up a Kanban board for a large project, map
the entire value stream. Identify every step from request to
delivery, including approval stages, development, testing,
and deployment. Include all teams and external
dependencies. This map reveals where wait times occur and
where handoffs cause delays. Lean From The Trenches
Managing Large Scale Projects With Kanban
recommends starting with this big-picture view to avoid
local optimization that harms the overall flow.

Establish a Shared Definition of Workflow

Each team may have its own internal Kanban board, but for
a large project, a common workflow must be agreed upon.
Define explicit policies for each column: what qualifies as
“Ready”, “In Progress”, “Done”, and how to escalate
blockers. These shared policies ensure consistency when
work moves between teams. Use a single board at the
project level that aggregates team statuses, while allowing
teams to maintain their detailed boards.

Limit Work in Progress (WIP) at Every Level

One of the most powerful Kanban practices is limiting WIP.
At scale, this means limiting not only individual tasks but
also the number of features or epics being worked on
simultaneously. When multiple teams start too many
initiatives, they split focus, increase handoff complexity, and
slow delivery. Start with a WIP limit per team and then a
global WIP limit for the entire program. Use cumulative flow
diagrams to monitor progress and adjust limits based on
cycle time targets.

Coordinate Dependencies Explicitly

Large projects are fraught with dependencies—Team A
needs an API from Team B before they can finish. These
dependencies can cause delays if not managed. Use a
dependency board, either as a separate Kanban board or as
swimlanes on your main board. Mark each work item with its
dependency status. Hold a daily or weekly dependency
synchronization meeting, but keep it short—15 minutes
maximum. The goal is to identify blocked items and find
ways to resolve them without flooding everyone’s calendars.

Real-World Trench Lessons:
Applying Kanban to Large-Scale
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No amount of theory prepares you for the messy reality of a
large-scale project. The trenches teach you that people,
culture, and communication matter as much as process.
Here are lessons learned from applying Lean From The
Trenches Managing Large Scale Projects With Kanban
in practice.

Lesson 1: Start Small, Even for Large Projects

When a large project begins, the temptation is to design the
perfect Kanban system upfront. Resist this. Start with a
simple board—columns like To Do, Doing, Done—for the
program level, and let teams experiment with their own
boards. As you find pain points, evolve the board. One
organization managing a multi-year platform migration
began with just three columns for the overarching project.
Over six months, they added swimlanes for risk types, a
buffer column for urgent requests, and a “blocked” column
with explicit policies. This incremental approach built buy-in
and avoided paralysis.

Lesson 2: Make Blockers Visible Immediately

In the trenches, blockers are the enemy of flow. Large
projects often see blockers that cross team boundaries:
waiting for a security review, missing hardware, or a
decision from a steering committee. Create a “blocked”
column on your Kanban board and enforce a rule: any item
blocked for more than 24 hours must be escalated. Use a
visual signal like a red card. One financial services firm used
a physical board in a common area with red flags for blocked
items. The mere visibility forced managers to resolve issues
quickly, reducing average block time by 40%.

Lesson 3: Use Metrics That Matter, Not Vanity
Metrics

Many large projects track velocity or number of tasks
completed. These can be misleading. Instead, focus on cycle
time, lead time, and throughput. Cycle time from start to
finish tells you how fast you deliver value. Lead time from
request to delivery reveals how responsive you are.
Cumulative flow diagrams show if your WIP is balanced.
Lean From The Trenches Managing Large Scale
Projects With Kanban advocates for using these metrics to
drive continuous improvement, not to judge performance.
Share them openly at weekly reviews and let teams suggest
experiments to improve flow.

Lesson 4: Embrace Frequent Retrospectives at
Multiple Levels

Kanban thrives on feedback loops. Large projects need
retrospectives at three levels: team (every week or two),
integration (every month), and strategic (quarterly). The
integration retrospective focuses on cross-team coordination
and dependency management. The strategic retrospective
examines whether the project is still aligned with business
goals. Keep retrospectives action-oriented: identify one or
two improvements to implement before the next cycle. One
telecommunications company used a “Start, Stop, Continue”
format and saw a 25% reduction in cross-team defects after
three months.

While the principles remain the same, the tools need to
scale. Digital Kanban tools like Jira, Azure Boards, Trello, or
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E(‘fﬁg handle multiple boards, automations, and
ing. However, the technique behind the tool matters

Using a Scrumban Hybrid Approach

For large projects that need the structure of Scrum but the
flow of Kanban, consider a Scrumban hybrid. Retain time-
boxed sprints for planning and retrospectives, but use
Kanban’s WIP limits and continuous flow within the sprint.
This approach works well when teams need predictable
cadences for releases but cannot commit to fixed scope
because of changing priorities. The key is to keep the sprint
goal as a target, not a promise, and use the Kanban board to
visualize work that spills over.

Establishing a Lean Program Management
Office

A traditional PMO often focuses on tracking milestones and
reporting status. For Lean projects, shift to a Lean PMO that
facilitates flow, removes impediments, and coaches teams on
Kanban practices. The Lean PMO does not assign work;
instead, it ensures that the global Kanban board reflects
reality and that policies are followed. It also acts as a buffer
between management and teams, translating business
demands into work items that fit within WIP limits.

Visualizing Risk and Dependencies

Large projects involve risk—technical, market,
organizational. Create a risk board as part of your Kanban
system. Each risk is a card that can be monitored, mitigated,
and eventually closed. Link risks to work items so that when
a risk is realized, the impact on the flow is immediately
visible. For dependencies, use a dependency matrix or a
separate swimlane on the board. Color-code cards by the
team they depend on. This simple visualization often reveals
surprising bottlenecks.

Even with the best intentions, large-scale Kanban
implementations can stumble. Here are common pitfalls
observed in the trenches and ways to steer clear.

Over-Engineering the Board

Adding too many columns, swimlanes, or policies can
overwhelm teams. The board should be as simple as possible
while still reflecting the workflow. A good rule is to start
with fewer columns than you think you need and add only
when a clear need arises. For a large project, one board per
team plus one integration board works well.

Ignoring the Human Element

Kanban is not just a process; it is a cultural shift. Resistance
often comes from managers who want to assign tasks or
from team members used to being told what to do. Invest in
coaching and training. Make the benefits visible—show how
WIP limits reduce multitasking, how visualization lowers
stress, and how flow metrics improve predictability. Lean
From The Trenches Managing Large Scale Projects
With Kanban stories often highlight that the biggest wins
come from changing mindsets, not just tools.

Forgetting to Iterate on the System Itself

Kanban demands continuous improvement of the Kanban
system itself. If your board remains unchanged for months,
you are not learning. Schedule regular “board health
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checks” where the team reviews whether the board still fostering a culture of learning, any organization can

serves its purpose, whether policies are followed, and
whether new waste has appeared. Treat the board as a living
document that evolves alongside the project.

Conclusion: Thriving in the
Trenches

Managing large-scale projects with Kanban is not a silver
bullet—it requires discipline, transparency, and a
commitment to continuous improvement. The trenches teach
us that elegant theory must meet gritty reality. By starting
small, visualizing everything, limiting work in progress, and

successfully scale Kanban. Lean From The Trenches
Managing Large Scale Projects With Kanban is more
than a method; it is a mindset that turns complexity into
manageable flow. When you embrace Lean thinking and
adapt Kanban practices to your unique context, your large
projects stop being sources of burnout and become engines
of value delivery.

Remember, the goal is not to implement Kanban perfectly
from day one. It is to start from where you are, make one
small improvement, and repeat. That is the true spirit of
Lean—and that is how you survive and thrive in the
trenches.
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