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It’s a Kanban magic

Did you ever cheat when trying to solve a Rubik’s Cube? I can’t remember if I ever solved one 
without peeling off the stickers and/ or disassembling the cube itself. Some preliminary research 
tells me that with the standard 3x3x3 cube alone, there are at least 43 quintillion possible 
arrangements, or what the experts call “permutations”. That’s staggering. There are many possible 
permutations of one’s ideas - infinite possible arrangements - and what WorkFlowy allows us to do 
is break down our ideas into smaller constituents and reorder them until it’s a perfect fit - with zero 
compunction. We are more than free to “peel off the stickers” and rearrange them.

There are countless algorithms and methods that have been devised to solve the Rubik’s cube in 
under 100 moves. We call these “optimal solutions”. In other words, some methods are more effective 
than others. So it is with organizing your ideas and tasks in order to complete a project. There are 
methods to bring order to the chaos and to streamline one’s workflow… and they’re a heck of a lot 
easier to understand than, say, the Wolstenholme notation, the Fridrich’s solution or the Roux Method 
(strategies for the Rubik’s Cube).

The tools of the trade
Kanban principles allow for both simple and complex use-cases. I’m going to give you Personal 
Kanban at its simplest. The chances are that you’re most likely already practicing a bit of Kanban 
without even realizing it. The core principles of the Kanban system fit like hand in glove with 
WorkFlowy’s skill set.

The name “Kanban” originates from Japanese and translates as “signboard” or “billboard”. Kanban 
was developed by Taiichi Ohno, an industrial engineer at Toyota, “as a system to improve and 
maintain a high level of production.” There’s a branch of Kanban called “Personal Kanban”, which lays 
out two dead-easy core principles:

1. Visualize your workflow

2. Limit your Work in Progress (WIP)
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When it comes to task management (and even the organization of our outlines), the most basic of 
workflows could go something like this:

•	 To Do (Backlogged) > Doing (Work in Progress) > Done

The way it was
The traditional Kanban board is usually set up on a white board, divided into whatever stages one 
might need. Each task is written on a colored post-it note and moved along the board from left 
to right through progressive stages. You can call your stages whatever you want… but generally, we 
have a backlog of items we need to deal with, and one at a time, we pull them into our Work in 
Progress (Working on/ Doing) stage… and once they’ve been completed, we move them to our Done/ 
Completed stage. It’s literally as easy as 1,2,3.

If you’ve ever seen an app similar to Trello, then you’ll know what a Kanban board looks like:

In the above graphic, you’ll see a Trello board that I could have used to help set up my blog, 
Productivitymashup.com. That project is a done deal, thus all of the cards are stacked in the “Done” 
stage.

Brave new world
I’ve used Trello and Kanban boards for everything under the sun… but this project somehow found 
its way into WorkFlowy. I then began to use WorkFlowy for blog outlines. That was the beginning 
for me. I immediately realized that I could not squeeze out of other apps what I could get out of 
WorkFlowy. No way, no how. Here’s what the same project looks like in WorkFlowy:
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I use Trello for collaborating with documents. I’m not knocking Trello. It’s spectacular. But once 
again, I’m favoring our little light-weight outlining app (1 MB on iPhone) and pitting it against some 
of the heavyweights:

•	 Trello does allow for checklists within a card within a stage - so in this case it gives me just as 
much depth as I got out of WorkFlowy. But alas, I do have to open each card in Trello to see 
the items therein.

•	 With WorkFlowy I get to see as much or as little as I choose. I am able to survey all elements 
in one broad sweep if I wish. Another huge plus is the ease with which we can arrange in 
WorkFlowy: each bullet list or point, no matter where it is, is instantly accessible.

Under pressure - limiting your Work in Progress
How about limiting the work that we’ve got on our plate right now, our “Work in Progress”? Besides 
having a “pull” dynamic, where you pull tasks from your Backlogged stage into your “Working on” 
stage, we also have a “push” dynamic: When your plate is too full, you push certain items back into 
the Backlogged stage. This helps us to focus on the most important thing(s) we should currently be 
doing.
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A vertical shift
One obvious change in dynamic is that on a typical Kanban board, you work horizontally, from left to 
right, whereas in WorkFlowy we have a vertical workflow from top to bottom. In a later chapter we’ll 
look at how the dynamics of a quadrant (Eisenhower Matrix) play out in a vertical list. Vertical format 
is highly advantageous (and intuitive). It flows with one’s narrative, along with just about all forms of 
knowledge work.

Kanban for book writing
I have scores of projects which have taken on the Kanban dynamic: The screenshot below shows the 
behind the scenes, the making of this book. The first “sibling” list is my “CHAPTERS” section. Here you 
see Kanban in action:

I have 3 stages: WORKING ON, WRITTEN and BACKLOGGED (You can order the stages any way they 
make sense to you). At the time of the screenshot, I was working on this very chapter. I pulled it in to 
the WORKING ON stage from the BACKLOGGED stage, where I have all of my notes and ideas ready 
to go:
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Once I’m done with a chapter, I move it to the WRITTEN stage - and it’s out of the way. No clutter.
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Double dog Kanban - I dare you
Within any Kanban setup, you can go deeper and have a simplified Kanban-like workflow within 
a bigger Kanban context. All in a day’s work in WorkFlowy. In the image below, you will see that I 
have pulled the material for a new chapter into my WORKING ON stage, and immediately under the 
chapter title I have the first subsection I want to work on. The rest of the backlogged subsections - 
topics about tags that I want to expand upon - get nested under what I like to call a Ghost Bullet… 

When I collapse the Ghost Bullet, I get to focus entirely on my work in progress - a subsection on 
basic tag types. In turn, I pull each individual topic from the Ghost Bullet list into my main chapter 
list until the chapter is done. From there I move the chapter to my WRITTEN stage.

There’s much more to show and tell about Kanban principles. Mainly in my chapter on task 
management, Kanban Calendar style. We’ll also be looking at Kanban within Kanban - consolidating 
individual projects’ workflows within the broader perspective of all of one’s global, miscellaneous 
life’s tasks.
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Kanban Calendar

Build things only you can build
Here’s a quote I transcribed while watching “The Lego Movie”: “All of you have the ability inside of you 
to be a groundbreaker… And I mean literally. Break the ground! Tear off the pieces. Tear apart your walls. 
Build things only you can build…”

“Build things only you can build.” I like that. That’s what my blog, Productivity Mashup, is all about - 
mixing and matching the parts of productivity hacks and systems that suit your needs. Here are my 
thoughts on just that.

I’ve already made ample mention of a task-management system I’ve put together, which I like 
to call, “Kanban Calendar”. It’s a great fit for those who need (or prefer) to set up a manual task-
management system. I’ve written numerous posts on how I’ve implemented Kanban Calendar in 
wildly differing apps. It’s a highly scalable system that WorkFlowy does sweet justice to.

Back to basics
Earlier in this book, we looked at the basics of the Kanban system. In the most basic of project 
workflows we have at least these 3 stages:

1. Backlogged/ To Do

2. Work in Progress (WIP)/ Working on

3. Done

A left-to-right dynamic on a horizontal plane is the way most people recognize Kanban. Of course, in 
WorkFlowy, we transition to a vertical format - and in many ways, a vertical list format allows us more 
flexibility as to the order of our stages. For my WorkFlowy book project I like to have the chapter that 
I’m currently Working on at the top of the list… just personal preference. I prefer to keep the chapters 

http://www.productivitymashup.com/blog/2014/7/2/hacks-vs-systems
http://www.productivitymashup.com/blog/2014/7/2/hacks-vs-systems
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I’ve already Written (Done) right below that, since I more frequently need to reference that stage. 
Then there’s my Backlogged section, from which I pull my ideas and outlines for upcoming chapters 
when I’m ready. What is important is that the order makes sense to you and streamlines your project 
workflow:

So that’s a quick recap of a project’s workflow. But how does Kanban relate to all of life’s personal 
tasks which are not necessarily part of a project workflow?… miscellaneous tasks that are not necessarily 
connected to one another, yet need to be prioritized around one another?…

The “Kanban Calendar” building blocks
My personal task-management setup relies heavily on basic Kanban principles and… a calendar. Thus 
the name “Kanban Calendar”. The structural setup for the Kanban Calendar consists of the following 
sections which are adjacent to one another:
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1. Backlogged section: The stuff you’d like to get around to at some indeterminate point

2. Today section: Tasks you intend to do today by priority

3. Calendar section: Tasks plotted on specific days ahead of you - according to due date

As outlined in previous chapters, my Today section is a reworking of the Eisenhower Matrix… and my 
Calendar section works very much like a Tickler File. All that remains is to explain the Kanban part of 
things, which brings along with it some very practical side effects. The 2 core Kanban principles work 
their magic in my Kanban Calendar…

Visualize your workflow
Personal Kanban lets us survey all tasks in one broad sweep. We can see where they fit in and their 
relation one to another in the grand scheme of things. If you wish, you can expand or collapse 
your Backlogged lists, your list of tasks do focus on Today and your scheduled tasks in the Calendar 
section. You can see as much or as little as your want.

Having a “Calendar” section on a (digital) Kanban board or as part of a Kanban-orientated system, 
significantly lightens the load of having to do list revisions. This can be explained by the 2nd core 
principle that Personal Kanban offers:

Limit your Work in Progress
Limiting the amount of tasks one focuses on on any given day, is in itself a common-sense 
productivity hack - since we often tend to bite off more than we can chew. In Kanban terminology, 
one “pulls” tasks from the “Backlogged” section into your “Today” section. Likewise, if you have too 
much on your plate for today, you could “push” a task back into the “Backlogged” section. The 
problem therein is that as a consequence, that backlogged list needs to be scanned at a later stage 
to pull those tasks back out again. One dynamic that significantly reduces the scanning of our 
backlogged lists is to push tasks to the future…
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Push and pull
What makes the world of difference, is having a “Calendar” section. That way if we are snowed 
under with commitments, the not-so-urgent tasks can be put off/ pushed to specific upcoming 
days (instead of back into the backlogged section). Most likely to tomorrow or within the next several 
days. In that sense, we can also use a tickler-file-type system as a space for backlogged items. So 
instead of pushing tasks back into the Backlogged section, one can push them into the future, 
and they will inch back towards you one day at a time. The rest of the month’s worth of lists serve 
to visualize where certain recurring weekly or monthly tasks are plotted - such as bills to pay, etc - 
each of which, in turn, will be brought into the Today section when tomorrow becomes today. So in 
the screenshot below, the tasks sitting in the “Friday 14th” list will be pulled into the “Today” section 
(Eisenhower Matrix) and then that date/ list is deleted:

Now that we’re done with the Kanban Calendar, let’s take a look see how the “Don’t break the 
chain!” method might play out in WorkFlowy...



3 great reasons to buy my complete book:

(1) The complete book works as a seamless interactive PDF. One can backtrack via the breadcrumb 
navigation bar at the header of each page, fast track anywhere by clicking on the bullets in the table 
of contents (and each section page)… and then there’s the (blue) internal hyperlinks which cross-ref-
erence pertinent information.

(2) I poured a lot of geeky love into this project of mine. You may also want to support my WorkFlowy 
efforts which go way beyond this book. I’ve blogged extensively about WorkFlowy on my own blog, 
Productivity Mashup… and continue to do so on the WorkFlowy blog itself.

(3) … and best of all, when you purchase the book, your email automatically goes onto a mailing 
list, so that I can send you all future editions/ updates of my book, at no extra cost.

Please share the love!

My twitter profile: @ProMashUp

Happy outlining you!

Frank Degenaar

http://www.productivitymashup.com/do-way-way-more-in-workflowy/
http://www.productivitymashup.com/
http://blog.workflowy.com/
https://twitter.com/ProMashUp

