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Abstract—This paper describes the creation and evolution of 
various styles of task boards. It contains examples of how to create 
a board for both a greenfield project and an established legacy 
project. Additionally, it describes the forces which caused these 
boards to evolve over time. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
As a Software Developer and Agile Coach, my clients 

usually hire me to help them when a project is going poorly 
and management senses that something needs to be done. 
Often, the issue is the inability of the team or its stakeholders 
from visually seeing what work is actually being 
accomplished. 
 

Working in these diverse environments has given me the 
opportunity to view many existing task boards and create 
new ones. This paper will be a tour through the designs of 
task boards at several of my clients and how they evolved 
during the engagements. We will examine the motives 
behind each change, and what the outcomes were. 

II. VISUALIZE THE WORK 
The first Core Property of Kanban is to “Visualize the 

Work” [1]. Without being able to clearly see what work is 
actually being done by the team, it becomes very difficult to 
improve the processes by which that work gets done. It also 
makes it likely that improvements will be local 
optimizations, which will not have an impact on the Cycle 
Time or Throughput of the development process. 
 

III. GREENFIELD PROJECT 
When this project started and the feature list started 

growing, I gathered the development team together. On the 
whiteboard on which our task board was going to be placed, 
I wrote a single question: “What's our development 
process?” 

A. Startup 
The team agreed that we would have several categories 

of work. These included the following and are depicted in 
Figure 1. 

• Features that had been thought of 
• Features that were the next most important thing to 

work on 
• Features being worked on 
• Completed features 

 

 
Figure 1.  Initial Board Layout 

The numbers on the column headers in the diagrams are 
Work-In-Process (WIP) [2] limits, which is helps manage the 
flow in the process. 

B. Anatomy of a Story Card 
In order for the cards themselves to be useful, they must 

contain some basic information. On this project as well as 
the project discussed in the next section, each card contained 
the following information: 
 

• upper left: story ID 
• bottom left: date the story came into existence 
• bottom center: date that development began 
• bottom right: date the story was completed 
• center: description of the story 

 
The dates were used to calculate Cycle Time from 

Development through Done and Throughput—the number of 
stories completed during a given time range. 

C. Trying to Define Done 
It quickly became apparent that our code was not “done” 

when we had finished developing it. There was a Quality 
Assurance (QA) team responsible for making sure we had 
built the correct thing. This organization was not familiar 
with our practices of Acceptance Test Driven Development 
(ATDD) and Test Driven Development (TDD) QA was used 
to a lot of back and forth between themselves and the 
development teams. 
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Figure 2.  Expanding the Definition of Done 

Our team had been brought in to build Web Services, and 
it also occurred to us that there was no existing system that 
was capable of consuming the services. Upon investigation, 
it turned out that a separate team in Brazil had been 
contracted to build the User Interface, but they were about 
six months behind us in development. 
 

We wanted to make this unfortunate discovery visible on 
our board, and thus to our team, so we added a column that 
we endearingly called “Waiting for Godot” [3] before Done 
(Figure 2). The idea was to highlight the large amount of 
work that was piling up in this state, where it remained un-
integrated and subject to code rot. 

D. Acceptance 
Around this same time, we started doing demos to the 

stakeholders. Since the Web Services didn't have a user 
interface to show them through, the best we could do was to 
run the FitNesse [4] tests that exercised the services. We did 
not wait for QA to complete before including the stories in 
the demo so there were several states on the board that 
Demos could be done during. To visualize this, we began to 
put blue dots on any cards that had been through the demo 
(Figure 3). 
 

The reason that we didn't wait for QA to complete was 
because we found that the client's QA process was no more 
than a formality for our team since we were using ATDD 
and TDD techniques. As such, we tried to start involving the 
QA team more up front. This was a slow transition, so we 
added a “Ready for QA” buffer where stories could wait 
until the QA team was ready for them. 

 
Figure 3.  Demo Dots 

E. Multiple Locations 
Our team was co-located offsite from the client, but 

would work about half time at the client site. The client 
teams were co-located, but didn't use a physical board. They 
used the Silver Catalyst [5] tracking tool to manage all their 
work. This was a pain point for the client team because it 
was being used in an attempt to micromanage time and 
estimates, rather than facilitating communication between 
distributed groups. 
 

So that the Project Managers could “keep track” of what 
we were working on, we modeled our board in Silver 
Catalyst and used it as the master of our data. Additionally, 
we kept another board at the client site that we would update 
from Silver Catalyst every time we were on site (Figure 4). 

F. Spreading Influence 
Our team frequently interacted with people from one of 

the client Web Services teams, and would share tools and 
techniques that we were using. 

 

 
Figure 4.  Duplicate Board at Client Site 
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Figure 5.  Client Team Initial Board 

The most obvious thing they could see was our Kanban 
board and as the weeks passed, they saw how we used it and 
it appealed to them over their existing “To Do, In Progress, 
Done” style board. I helped their Scrum Master put together 
a board modeling their process (Figure 5), and they put it up 
right next to ours. 

G. Waiting pays off 
Our “Waiting for UI” column finally paid off when we 

were able to engage the team from Brazil. Their 
development became a natural extension of our board. 

H. Merging Processes 
It became obvious to both teams that there was a 

significant bottleneck in QA. This made a lot of sense since 
there were now about eight developers and only one QA 
person. To more accurately represent this, I replaced the QA 
column on our board with a pointer to the QA column on the 
other team's board (Figure 6). 

 

 
Figure 6.  Beginning to Merge the Boards 

This change made the bottleneck very visible and as a 
result, two additional QA people were added to the team. 

Additionally, we began working directly with the QA team 
prior to beginning development work so that they were 
involved in creating our FitNesse tests. When the stories 
finally reached the official QA phase, they merely verified 
that the existing tests ran green, thus speeding up the flow. 
 

The next merge occurred when we saw that the columns 
on our board were a subset of the columns on the other 
team's board. We moved our board underneath their board 
and lined up the columns. This had the effect of highlighting 
the total WIP in any given state across the two teams (Figure 
7). 
 

With the process being truly reflected across two teams 
now, we began to explicitly see bottlenecks exposed in 
places where they had been hidden in the past. 

 

 
Figure 7.  Almost Merged Boards 

I. Next Steps 
There were a few other changes I would have liked to 

implement, but I rolled off the project and was on to the next 
thing. 
 

Most importantly, I would have liked to effectively use 
Cycle Time [6] from Development through Done as a 
suggestion to consider doing full end-to-end story 
development rather silo architecturally divided work. In 
other words, I would have liked a pair of developers to work 
on the database, services and UI for a single end-to-end 
story. Much of the delay in the system was because of the 
blockages inherent when trying to pass this work between 
groups. 
 

Secondly, I would have fully merged the two 
development teams (and thus, their boards) so that they were 
able to work on any of the stories interchangeably. There 
were many occasions where it would have made sense to 
resolve the blockage in one team by having team members 
assist on the other team. Also, as we know from Little's Law 
[7], more WIP results in higher Cycle Time. 
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IV. LEGACY PROJECT 
My next client was a team that had an eight-year-old 

product, built with no agile practices in a .NET Visual Basic 
and Stored Procedure environment. 

A. Understanding the Current Process 
I was brought on to this project to temporarily fill the 

team's technical leadership gap. Upon my arrival, I 
discovered that they were using some of the Scrum process 
practices, but no agile technical practices. Their existing 
board consisted of “Next”, “Not Started”, “Development”, 
“QA”, and “Done” columns (Figure 8). 

 

 
Figure 8.  Current Process 

The “Not Started” column represented the Sprint Backlog 
[8], and the “Next” column listed work to pick up if the 
Sprint Backlog was depleted. 

 
They weren't effectively using velocity metrics of any 

kind, so one of the first things I did was to start calculating 
Cycle Time from Development to Done, Throughput, and 
Lead Time for each story. Additionally, I added a 
Cumulative Flow Diagram (CFD) [9] to the board. 

B. Continuous Improvement 
The team was having regular retrospectives at the end of 

each iteration. Unfortunately, the energy and morale were 
very low at these sessions, and as a result, the few actionable 
items that came out of them were generally ignored or 
forgotten. 

 
To help combat this, I introduced the concept of 

Continuous Improvement (Kaizen) [10], and suggested that 
improvements need not wait until a retrospective to be 
initiated. To help visualize and facilitate this, I added a 
Continuous Improvement area right next to the main task 
board. This section had some simple “To Do”, “In Process”, 
and “Done” columns on them. Notice that we attempted to 
capture the same metrics as the regular stories in Figure 9. 

 

 
Figure 9.  Continuous Improvement Section 

C. The Big Expansion 
After some observation of how the team was actually 

performing their work, I redesigned the board to more 
accurately represent their existing process as can be seen in 
Figure 10. There are several things to notice here. 

 
 

 
Figure 10.  The Board Gets Big 

First, an Analysis column was added. Some agilists 
might be surprised to see that I added a column for analysis, 
but the reason for this was to simply expose the current way 
of working. A significant amount of time was being spent by 
some of the leaders in the organization on attempting to 
capture extremely detailed definitions of the desired 
functionality. 

 
Second, we added WIP limits to the Analysis, 

Development, and QA columns. The limits were decided by 
the team, and were far higher than I would have assigned 
them, but I felt it was important the team start making their 
own decisions about how to manage their process. My plan 
was to reduce the limits as time went on. 
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Third, the expansion of the definition of done to include 
Production deployment. As this team was working on an 
existing production system and managed all of the 
production deployments, it was easy to map out this part of 
the process. 

 
Fourth, we added a Prioritized Backlog with a WIP limit 

of seven. The team was spending large amounts of time 
prioritizing and re-prioritizing the entire backlog. However, 
since new priorities would constantly be materializing from 
the business, most of this effort was wasted. 

 
Fifth, we added a swim lane for production support 

issues. This is often called an Expedite class of service in 
Kanban terms. Work that appears here takes priority over all 
other work. 

 
Finally, we added another swim lane for development 

work being done outside the development team. While this 
sounds strange, it turned out that the CIO and CPO (Chief 
Product Officer) were both actively doing development on 
the system. They were two of the founders of the company 
and had originally built a vast majority of the system. The 
work they were doing was generally known about by the 
development team, but was not currently visualized and 
didn't follow the same QA process, which led to unhappiness 
amongst the team. 

D. Streamlining 
One of the team's improvement ideas was to move out of 

their pseudo-cubicles and into a more open workspace. It 
took a couple months for this to happen, but when it did we 
moved our task board to the new location. In Figure 11 we 
can see some of the changes that took place during that time. 

 

 
Figure 11.  Streamlined Task Board 

WIP limits across the board had been decreased. We had 
much discussion in the interim about the relationship 
between WIP and Cycle Time, and played Alan Shalloway's 
Dot Game [11] to drive home the point. 

The Development and Testing (formerly QA) efforts had 
been merged, with developers and testers jointly working on 
and taking responsibility for producing quality code. 

 
The development work being done outside the team's 

process had ceased, so that swim lane was removed. It was 
agreed by all stakeholders that any new work should follow a 
single development process. 

 
While capturing the metrics in an excel spreadsheet was 

quite simple, we made an attempt to use the newly released 
in beta FlowKaizen [12] tool to automate the process. This 
tool simply required attaching QR codes to each story, and 
taking a daily photograph of the board, which was then 
processed and metrics generated. In the end, while it was a 
simple process, it was still more effort than the simple 
spreadsheet, so we discontinued its use. 

 
Also, by this time, we dropped the attempt to capture 

metrics on the retrospective items, as it didn't really add 
much value and the predictability of their completion was 
low. 

E. Beyond Production 

 
Figure 12.  Post-Production States 

Since the team was now using a pull-based Kanban 
system rather than an iteration based process, the cadence for 
releasing to production was more frequent, but less 
predictable. Rather than trying to bundle features into a 
release schedule, it can be seen in Figure 12 that a new area 
of the board was added after production. This was titled 
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“Communicated to Business.” It was the product owner's 
responsibility to move cards from production into this area 
when he had performed the necessary communication. 

 
Some of the metrics and charts are also visible in this 

figure. 

V. GIVING BACK 
From these two clients, as well as ones before and since, it 

has been my experience that a task board should have the 
following attributes. 

A. Reflects the actual process 
In each case that I’ve been involved with, simply 

exposing the current development process through 
visualization has been a catalyst for positive change. 
Bottlenecks become evident much more readily, and hidden 
work gets exposed. 

 
Often times, teams that use electronic tools, try to model 

their process after what is “suggested” by the tool, rather 
than the other way around. 

B. Easy to modify in unexpected ways 
Currently, physical boards alone can achieve this goal. I 

am not aware of a tool that exists that would have allowed us 
to make changes such as incremental merging of two task 
boards. The effort required for me to start merging the 
physical boards was simply to draw an arrow on a sticky 
note and put it on the wall. 

 
Since changes like this are unexpected, limiting ourselves 

to only the changes that the tool supports would be like never 
performing the Extract Method [13] refactoring because it 
isn’t implemented in our IDE. 

C. Rough 
When a team lovingly creates a task board with perfect 

lines & lettering, they are much less likely to be willing to 
make changes to it due to the effort initially put in. They are 

also likely to spend more time messing around with fonts 
than reflecting their process. 

 
This is not to say that the board should be sloppy… just 

not perfect. 

D. Big & Visible 
There’s a reason that agile teams talk about Big Visible 

Charts. If you can’t see your task board from where you’re 
working, you’re unlikely to think of it as a source of “process 
truth”. 
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