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Oobeya – Next Generation of Fast in Product Development 

 
 
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Employing Toyota methods in manufacturing has led to substantial gains in quality and 
productivity in the last 20 years.  Because of the physical nature of manufacturing, the tools 
and methods are more easily understood than in product development. Many efforts to bring 
Toyota methods to product development focus on the application of manufacturing centric 
tools and can be awkward. For example, engineers are usually not happy about, and don’t 
understand the rationale for, taping squares on their desk to identify the location of a stapler.  
More effective tools designed specifically for product development, like limit curves, are more 
helpful.  “Oobeya” (oh bay a) is the Japanese word for “big project room” and represents 
another of the tools at work in Toyota’s system.  It is one that is particularly helpful for product 
development in western companies as it helps to build collaboration across teams and optimize 
the project from a team perspective.    
 
In the early 1990s, Toyota CEO, Mr. Okuda, challenged the company to become a global 
leader.  In product development this meant dramatically improving lead time and increasing 
the flow of new products to the market.  Many changes took place during that time including 
some flattening of the organization, moving to a more participative culture, and initiating more 
simultaneous efforts across all the functions involved in product development.   Oobeya, led by 
Takashi Tanaka, was one of the results of those efforts and today is in widespread use on 
almost every automobile development project inside Toyota.  
 
 
2. Why Oobeya?  Why now? 
 
Our experience in both Europe and the United States is that Oobeya is a powerful tool because 
most businesses lose huge amounts of time on the front end of development projects from lack 
of clarity and coordination.  Used properly, Oobeya is a powerful tool on both fronts.  Just as 
many see Lean Manufacturing only as a collection of tools, and mistake “Lean” for the Total 
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Toyota Production System (T-TPS), many people are mistaking Oobeya for the Toyota 
Development System (TDS).  Oobeya is only a small part of the total picture inside Toyota.   
Employing it without some compensation for doing it outside the Toyota company 
environment can reduce the impact and, in fact, make its use of post-it notes seem silly.  Inside 
Toyota, Oobeya is only one of five elements under the heading of “Pull Development”, and 
Pull Development is only one of six categories of elements in the basic outline of the Toyota 
Development System.  
 
When used properly, Oobeya is an excellent way for western companies to see how to improve 
their product development because of its project-wide impact.     
 
Figure 1 shows a conceptual view of the entire Toyota System. You can see that what is called 
“Lean” in the West is actually only a small part of the whole.  With that context, let’s look at 
what Oobeya is, how it works, and what is important to watch for as Western companies 
introduce this technique into a very different environment than exists inside Toyota.    
 

 
      

         
 

Figure 1: Toyota working model -- Development System (TDS); Total Toyota Production System (T-TPS); 
Toyota Marketing and Sales System (TMSS); and Toyota Management System (TMS). 

 
 
 
3. Oobeya  Concept  
 
With Oobeya, just as in manufacturing, productivity is first gained by identifying and 
removing the wasteful activities.  You have to first be able to see the value-added work before 
you can use pull techniques to accomplish it quickly.  The use of Oobeya can quickly highlight 
the real value added work and create pull with a clean customer demand signal.  Scope, 
accountability and schedule issues become painfully clear very quickly.  Fixing these issues 
speeds the important work of decision-making and problem solving.  Good problem solving 
leads to better methods and the project team becomes more effective (do the right thing) and 
then more efficient (do the thing right).   
 
Figure 2 shows the content of a typical product development Oobeya.  Notice the left-to-right 
flow from the Objectives Board around the room to the Issues Board.  This follows a flow from 
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more general to more specific information.  It is similar to a war room that is typically set up 
during a crisis but has specific layout and far more invested in precisely what happens in the 
room.  
 
Think about how we organize ourselves during a crisis -- think of Apollo 13.  The mission is 
clear to everyone.  There is a sense of urgency.  Titles are not important, but leadership and 
decision making is clear.  As soon as someone is behind, everyone pitches in to help.  Time 
discipline is strictly enforced.  Creative use of existing tools and expertise is emphasized.  
Needless bureaucracy is eliminated. Best data available is used, even if only rough estimates.  
Scope creep is not possible without jeopardizing the project.  There is a real consequence to the 
“customer” for being late.   
 
The Oobeya room, along with the specific roles, responsibilities and behaviors can bring these 
same elements to a product development team as the team learns the skills.  
 
4. Oobeya Board Layout and Purpose 
 
Product development is not a subset of Engineering; it is an organization-wide endeavor in 
which Engineering plays a critical role.  Including all the organization’s functions in Oobeya 
fosters collaboration and concurrency. Planning, Marketing, Sales, Design Engineering, 
Production Engineering, Production and other related functions work in the project room 
together, simultaneously. The structured action in the Oobeya makes their meetings short and 
productive. Meetings don’t end in postponed issues, confusion about decisions, and frustration.  
“Face mail,” not e-mail is the dominant form of communication. 

 
· At the center is a prototype model, mock-up, drawing, or some other visual representation 

of the output the team is responsible for.   Visualization is a powerful way to communicate 
and it begins with the product itself.  Having it in the room grounds discussions and aids 
quick problem identification among team members responsible for different sections. 

· Project Objectives appear in the top left of the first wall.  As with the prototype itself, this 
should be done graphically and as concisely as possible.  The project scope is linked to the  
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Figure 2 

 

larger product plan and, if possible, directly to the corporate strategy.  If this board does not 
effectively communicate both the voice of the customer and the voice of the organization, 
there will be many internal and external problems regardless of the efforts of the team.    

It is the job of the team leader to make sure this is done well and to protect the scope of the 
project during the entire development cycle, including protecting it from internal team 
scope creep.  Team members are more motivated when there are clear and credible targets.  
Everyone wants to work for the customer; sometimes not so much for their boss.  Clear 
targets trigger this type of broader motivation and help the boss become a more relevant 
leader. 

The red squares denote post-it notes that indicate urgent issues which are unresolved at the 
start of meeting.  During the meeting, they must be resolved or moved to the Issue board 
for longer term follow up.     

· Next, the metrics board shows project status.  This board contains the specific, quantified 
metrics by which the project is measured.  Usually these exist as Quality (including 
function), Cost, and Timing metrics.  Green or red squares show status as ahead or behind 
target.  Yellow and other colors are not used for status.  With a true customer orientation, 
you are either on target (green) or not (red).  Yellow and other less clear indicators tend to 
focus on effort and issues outside a person’s control, neither of which the customer cares 
about.  More colors also tend to take the conversation off track into a subjective discussion 
instead of focusing on how to recover and also make the boards harder to read.  The core 
conversation needed in the meeting is status-to-target and, if behind, the issues and 
countermeasures needed to get back on target.  After a time, the focus on the customer and 
the data tends to naturally turn the conversation from the “5 whos”  to the “5 whats”. 
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· On the next wall, the Concurrent Schedule Board (figure 3), or activity board, shows the 
activity of all project members or teams: Marketing, Design, Engineering, Production, 
Logistics, Sales, and sometimes suppliers.  
Here yellow post-its are used to describe the activities critical in meeting the target.  The 
team member populates his or her row in order to communicate the story-line of the basic 
activities that will meet the goal.  In this way, all the team members can show the leader 
and their colleagues their plans in a simple format.  It is in this way that their thinking 
becomes transparent.  It allows both the team leader and the peer group to understand and 
make an assessment of how well the activities will meet the target and offer suggestions.   

If done correctly, there is good dialogue between the leader and the member and also 
among the team members to ensure that the post-its represent the best collective way to 
meet the target.  How many post-its per line?  15 is a good starting place.  If fewer it may 
be hard to understand the plan; if more, there is likely too much detail and it will be hard to 
see the main elements of the plan and places where people can collaborate.  

When an activity is completed, a diagonal red line is made across the tag. Where 
milestones may be in trouble, red squares are posted and solutions are discussed in the 
meeting.  Delays are shown by outlining the previous location and moving the tag to the 
new date.  This allows everyone to understand the implication of any changes and quickly 
adjust the entire plan. 

 
Figure 3 

 
 

· The decomposition board shows sub-projects or areas needing attention.  Different 
decomposition boards will be used throughout the stages of the project—some dominated 
by style issues, some by cost, quality or performance. 

· The Issue Board (figure 4) displays critical problems.  Issues are posted in the Potential 
column by team members using red post-its.  Replies are added with smaller yellow post-
its. 
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After reviewing the main board, the team leader moves to the Issue Board and reviews each 
new issue with the team, clarifying the problem and assigning accountability.  It is then the 
responsibility of the team member assigned to provide the replies and solutions.  Moving 
the post-it from the Potential column to the Real column requires investigation to verify the 
problem and true cause.  Do you recall “go to genba” in lean manufacturing?  The same 
applies here.  The team member must actually go investigate to understand the problem 
clearly.  The design of the solution is brought back to the group before implementation 
begins.  Once this happens the tag is moved to Finish. 

If the issue cannot be resolved by the group and requires involvement of the next level in 
the organization, the problem may be escalated.  Only a limited number, usually 2 per week, 
can be moved up to the next management level.  Our suggestion is to get the agreement 
from the next management level that they will resolve the issues quickly for the team.  This 
is one of the many places that Oobeya exposes some dysfunction in organizations.  If 
problem solving and decision making do not flow up and down the organization easily, 
then the team will quickly abandon this tool and revert back to a more familiar way, 
usually one that is much slower and more frustrating. 

 

 
Figure 4 

 
 
 

This is just a basic view.  In practice, the boards change form and content depending on the 
nature of the project and the stage.   At every stage the layout is kept simple and the teams use 
Plan-Do-Check-Act cycles to organize activities, stay on schedule and make adjustments as 
needed.  
 
 
5. Roles of Leaders and Team Members 
  
More important than the structure of the room is the roles of the people involved.  Many 
behaviors and supporting practices that are normal in Toyota are usually not in place in 
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western companies.  Consequently, most of the issues with implementation revolve around 
how the roles listed below are actually put into practice. 
 
The role of the leader includes: 

· Set clear targets and ensure alignment up and down the organization. 
· Assess the team members’ plans as shown on the schedule, offer suggestions. 
· Negotiate with team when desired goals are not seen as possible. 
· Negotiate with management when desired goals are verified to be not possible. 
· Maintain time and content discipline of the meetings. 

 
The role of the team members includes: 

· Provide solutions to reach the targets. 
· Provide ahead/behind status. 
· Propose countermeasures to obstacles. 
· Understand the activities of all the other team members and find collaboration points. 
· Resolve issues assigned. 

 
Before each meeting, project members update all charts and action items.  During the meeting, 
team members have a short time, usually 3 minutes, to give the full report from their area.  
After the main board is reviewed, the team leader reviews all the new and existing issues on 
the issue board.  Total time for the meeting is usually under 1 hour.  As the team’s skill grows, 
the meetings become compact and efficient. It is almost impossible for most people to finish 
their report in 3 minutes when they first use this technique.  Only when they learn how to 
structure their report-outs properly can they do so in the allotted time. 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
None of these elements regarding the displays of information or the behaviors are new or 
exceptionally exciting.  What is different is that the Oobeya process, when run skillfully, 
integrates these behaviors and more in a very compact timeframe and in a structured way.  
Having an experienced coach to get through the initial learning curve quickly is extremely 
helpful. The payoff for the team is that in a shorter amount of time, much more important 
information is shown.  Issue detection and problem resolution begin to speed up.  The meeting 
value increases.  No one is doing e-mail or reading reports because the discussions are concise 
and important.  The room enables collaborative interaction in very specific ways far more than 
simple war rooms.    
 
Shorter meetings that have more value are a welcome relief to everyone involved; the 
increased skill in controlling project scope and solving both technical and administrative 
problems delivers real value to the organization.   Without the important elements summarized 
in this article, Oobeya is just a big Gantt chart on the wall, but with them product development 
can be rapidly accelerated.  No new technology is needed; only post-it notes and a desire to 
change the working habits and culture of the team.  
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Horikiri, Kieffer, and Tanaka work closely together to implement Toyota methods around the world. 

Toshio Horikri is CEO of Toyota Engineering Corporation.  Toshio worked for Toyota Motor Corporation for 36 
years, serving finally as Global Production Department, Far East Division, and General Manager; prior, as General 
Manager of Toyota Motomachi factory.  His specialty is Total Toyota Production System, specifically the 
Production concept/design cycle. 

Don Kieffer is a seasoned executive who has led operations and engineering around the world.  He spent 15 
years at Harley-Davidson where he led the development of the Twin Cam 88, Harley’s flagship powertrain until 
2006 , and helped reshape Harley’s product development methods during the ‘90s.  Don also led engine and 
transmission production and was Harley’s VP of Operational Excellence, the name Harley used for Continuous 
Improvement.  Now with his own company, Improvement Strategies, his focus is on implementing Toyota 
methods for knowledge workers, primarily with executives and their teams.  Don was appointed Senior Lecturer 
at the MIT Sloan School in 2008. 
 

Takashi Tanaka helped develop the visual-based product development process at Toyota Motor Company in the 
1990’s while dramatically shortening their development time.  This process is now the standard inside 
Toyota.  Takashi went on to implement it in Europe and North America in over 35 installations including 
automotive, construction, electronics, fashion, chemical, and consumer product industries. He currently works 
with clients in the US, Europe, and Russia. His experience and deep ties within Toyota allow him to help his 
clients understand and apply the latest thinking and innovations in Product Development. 

  
  


