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Tennessee Housing Development Agency 
Management Innovation – Technology 

Visualizing Work Flow with Kanban 
 
Technology has an answer to the old adage of Plan Your Work and Work Your Plan. It’s the Kanban 
board.  
 
THDA recently took up the challenge of replacing our loan origination and servicing application, a 
system that had been in use for over 20 years. Rather than continuing with the existing vendor, or 
purchasing an off-the-shelf system with an initial estimated cost of $750,000, it was determined in Fiscal 
Year 2014 that the agency would develop a replacement system in house, using a phased approach, with 
the Loan Origination component at the top of the list. Considerable preparatory work for this system was 
completed in 2014.   
 
But, as happens with the best-laid plan, the risks that can happen will happen.  Early in 2015, as planning 
and business requirements gathering were well underway, both the principal Business Analyst and Lead 
Developer on this project left THDA within a 60-day period.  Our small shop was left at a considerable 
disadvantage.   
 
We did, however, have solid requirements documented for the first phase and so did the only thing we 
knew to do to keep the project moving forward - we engaged a vendor to provide contract services for 
development.  Early in this engagement they introduced a utility that had been on our radar, The Kanban 
Board.  Kanban, as applied to software development, is a method for managing work with an emphasis on 
just-in-time delivery – a scheduling system that adheres to the Lean Software Development approach – 
allowing complete transparency for team members and stakeholders. This approach presents all 
participants with a full view of the process from task definition to delivery. It helps create a visualization 
of work, the flow within the process, and allows for the identification and management of the individual 
tasks, within the framework of the ‘big-picture.’  (Kanban is available through Agile development 
software, we recommend everyone review their “also included” utility list.) 
 
Our initial meetings with the development contractor centered on broad expectations for the end-to-end 
Loan Origination component of our system, but we were quickly able to begin visualizing and identifying 
our existing processes and work.  We started at a very high level, and over time, broke each of those work 
packages down to 
activities and tasks 
(cards) that could be 
estimated for scheduling 
and assignment.  Our 
initial Kanban board was 
relatively simple, and 
evolved over time to 
accommodate an 
exponentially growing 
number of cards.  Each 
task was described, 
estimated, prioritized and 
assigned.  Comments and 
attachments were 
included where 
appropriate, and all 
activity was tracked in 
the history of each card. 
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Once the project was loaded into the board, the work items moved across, from left to right, as progress 
occurred, in order of priority.  Items were ordered in “lanes” by deliverable date and priority, with a limit 
on the number of cards that could be accomplished during any set period.  These items could be tasks, 

bugs, defects, 
documentation, or 
whatever else the team 
determined would help 
clarify the requirements.  
Our board also included 
Change Requests and 
Infrastructure.  As work 
continued, team members 
‘pulled’ a new work item 
into the appropriate 
column on the board.  If 
an item needed further 
clarification, or if it was 
determined that it should 
be broken down to more 
targeted tasks, new cards 
were created.  For our 

purposes, since we were all relatively new to this process, we held weekly, then bi-weekly review 
meetings. 
 
You’ve heard the saying that bad luck comes in threes?  Despite losing our lead business analyst and the 
developer, we’d pulled off a pretty decent save in locating and engaging a contractor with the skillset and 
availability to immediately begin work . . . But three months into our collaboration, our vendor informed 
us that they had sold their company, and would be disbanding within six weeks!  They did, however, 
recommend another firm, but the single most significant key to the eventual success of this project was 
our insistence in holding on to our Kanban board through the transition.   
 
A monumental schedule challenge in switching resources in the middle of a project is knowledge transfer. 
The Kanban board gave us the means to clearly (and visually) explain the details and expectations of the 
project requirements.  The ‘new’ Project Team spent the first several weeks heavily focused on the 
project content and prioritization of the Kanban board, fleshing out the work deliverables and schedule.  
Interestingly, not only were we able to manage the work of our on-site contractor, we also collaborated 
with overseas resources, all working from the same set of information and structure, with immediate 
traceability. 
 
Over the weekend of February 13-15, 2016, THDA went live with THELMA (Tennessee Housing’s 
Electronic Loan Management Application), a fully-functional end-to-end loan origination system that 
includes an external-facing secured on-line loan application submission portal, an internal loan 
origination, closing and purchasing system, and a Fund Management System, which seamlessly interface 
with a vendor-based master servicing component.  This project was delivered on time, adhering to the 
original target date.  We continue to make enhancements to our system, including the addition of new 
features and tweaking of existing ones.  Currently, our THELMA Kanban board has in excess of 900 
cards describing all elements of its build and maintenance. 
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The ‘bad luck’ that brought Kanban into our processes arguably saved this project from considerable 
overruns in both schedule and overall costs, with the bonus of a clearly documented historical archive of 
procedures and documents, and lessons learned - invaluable tools for future development.  This trial by 
fire turned out to be an incredible opportunity that has allowed us to change our structure and our 
approach to software development.  Since that beginning, the IT department has enthusiastically adopted 
the board as a key tool in the management of each project.  We have already expanded this process to 
other areas of IT, including homebuyer education agency and materials tracking, Multi-Family Housing 
Tax-Credit Management, Program Compliance, and as an umbrella view of our overall IT activity. 
 
We expect to introduce this methodology to other departments for planning and deliverable opportunities 
throughout THDA.  We have found that regardless of the type of project, it offers structure for 
collaboration and adaptability. The visibility and transparency of the Kanban board allows for all 

members of the 
team and 
stakeholders to 
follow and track 
progress and 
participate on a 
real-time, active 
level.  
Communication is 
open, meetings 
are shorter and 
more task-
focused, and 
customers are 
more involved.  
 
  

  
THDA currently subscribes to an online Kanban board through LeanKit, which costs less than $20 per 
named user, per month.  However, we started out with a whiteboard broken into lanes (see below).  
Additionally, certain SDLC and 
code-management software, 
such as Team Foundation 
Server, include variations of the 
Kanban Board, so cost is in no 
way a limiting factor on being 
able to replicate this innovative 
and collaborative work-
management tool.    
 
A tech writer presented a 
column in Nashville’s 
newspaper June 5, 2016 touting 
the benefits. The headline is a 
clear message: Kanban boards 
convert projects from circus to 
symphony!  
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