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Preface (Second Edition, 2025)

WHEN I FIRST WROTE Kanban the Toyota Way, my goal
was to capture the essence of Toyota’s pull system: a simple
yet powerful method for stabilizing production and exposing
waste. In the years since its publication, the fundamentals have
not changed. Kanban remains a timeless pillar of lean thinking.

But the world around Kanban has changed dramatically.
Manufacturers face global supply chain disruptions, digital
technologies are reshaping how we manage information, and
software teams are adopting Kanban as a core part of Agile
practices. Today, Kanban lives not only on Toyota’s shop floor
but also on digital dashboards, ERP systems, and even
AI-powered forecasting models.

This Second Edition (2025) reflects those changes. The first
eight chapters remain close to the original, preserving the
fundamentals of pull, flow, and teamwork. The new chapters
extend Kanban into modern contexts: Agile software
development, digital Kanban systems, Industry 4.0, and the
role of AI in predictive supply chains.

My hope is that this edition serves two types of readers:

• Lean practitioners who want to revisit Toyota’s
foundations.

• Managers, engineers, and Agile leaders who want
to see how Kanban applies in today’s digital and fast-

1



changing world.

Kanban continues to prove that the simplest ideas—produce
only what is needed, when it is needed—can be the most
transformative.
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Author’s Note

WRITING THIS BOOK HAS been part of my own journey
of learning. I have spent years studying Toyota, teaching lean,
and working with organizations across industries. Each time I
return to Kanban, I find new layers of meaning.

In preparing this Second Edition, I was reminded that lean
is not about tools but about people. Kanban is powerful not
because of cards or signals but because it creates transparency,
reveals problems, and gives teams the chance to improve
together.

I would like to thank the readers of the first edition, whose
feedback and experiences inspired this update. This edition is
for you—and for the next generation of lean thinkers who will
carry Kanban into the digital age.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
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Kanban: A Timeless System for
Modern Challenges

IN THE LANDSCAPE OF management ideas, some
concepts shine brightly for a short time and then fade as
industries and technologies evolve. Others endure because they
rest on fundamental truths about how people and processes
work. Kanban belongs to the second category.

Kanban is not a fashionable buzzword or a passing fad. It is
a simple, powerful mechanism for controlling production and
inventory while teaching organizations how to see and solve
problems. Developed by Toyota in the middle of the 20th
century, Kanban has since become a cornerstone of lean
thinking and has spread far beyond its origins in automotive
manufacturing.

What makes Kanban timeless is its clarity: nothing is produced
or moved unless the next process signals a need. This is the
essence of a pull system. Unlike push systems, which rely on
forecasts and assumptions, a pull system ties production
directly to consumption. That shift—from producing to satisfy
plans to producing to satisfy actual demand—is the foundation
of lean production.
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The Origins of Kanban at Toyota

THE STORY OF KANBAN is inseparable from the story of
Toyota’s rise. In the years after World War II, Toyota was a small
automaker struggling to compete with American giants like
Ford and General Motors. Limited resources forced Toyota’s
leaders, including Taiichi Ohno, to think differently about
production.

Ohno observed American supermarkets, where customers took
items from shelves as needed and store clerks restocked only
what was consumed. He realized that the same principle could
be applied to manufacturing. Instead of pushing cars and parts
based on schedules, Toyota could “pull” production based on
actual consumption in the next process.

This idea became Kanban, literally meaning “signboard” or
“signal card” in Japanese. At Toyota, Kanban cards circulated
between processes. When a downstream process used parts,
it sent a card upstream, signaling the need for replenishment.
Each card authorized only a specific quantity, ensuring that
production never ran far ahead of demand.

Over time, Toyota refined this system into a central element of
what became known as the Toyota Production System (TPS).
Kanban was not an isolated tool—it was part of a philosophy
of flow, waste elimination, and continuous improvement.
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Why Kanban Matters

AT FIRST GLANCE, KANBAN might seem like a narrow
scheduling device. In practice, it does much more.

• Controls Inventory: By limiting the amount of
work-in-process, Kanban keeps inventory at the
lowest practical level.

• Reveals Problems: Because buffers are slim,
disruptions—machine failures, quality issues, or
supplier delays—become visible immediately.

• Drives Improvement: When problems are visible,
teams are forced to solve them rather than hide them
behind stockpiles.

• Fosters Teamwork: Kanban links processes together,
requiring communication and collaboration.

• Builds Flexibility: With smaller lot sizes and
smoother flow, organizations can respond faster to
changes in demand.

In short, Kanban is both a control system and a learning
system. It stabilizes operations while simultaneously
encouraging continuous improvement.
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