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In the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe), effectively managing large-scale
development initiatives requires a keen sense of rhythm and alignment across
multiple teams and portfolios. Cadence and synchronization serve as
foundational principles to foster predictability, transparency, and
collaborative flow. An illustrative example of applying these principles can
be seen through the development and management of a Portfolio Kanban system.
This approach not only visualizes the flow of initiatives but also aligns
work across teams via regular cadenced events, ensuring that strategic
objectives remain synchronized with execution. By examining how a Portfolio
Kanban operates within a SAFe environment, we can understand how cadence
(regular, predictable intervals) and synchronization (coordinated activities
across teams) drive successful delivery at the portfolio level.

Understanding Cadence and Synchronization in
SAFe

What Is Cadence in SAFe?

Cadence refers to the regular, predictable rhythm of events, activities, and
workflows that establish a steady pace for teams and portfolios. It creates a
rhythm that helps teams anticipate upcoming activities, plan effectively, and
reduce variability and uncertainty. In SAFe, cadence manifests through
scheduled events such as Program Increments (PIs), Scrum events, and
portfolio-level reviews.

What Is Synchronization in SAFe?

Synchronization ensures that different teams, ARTs (Agile Release Trains),
and portfolios work cohesively towards common objectives. It involves
aligning activities, milestones, and decision points so that work is
integrated seamlessly, dependencies are managed proactively, and strategic



goals are achieved harmoniously.

Applying Cadence and Synchronization in a
Portfolio Kanban System

Overview of the Portfolio Kanban System

The Portfolio Kanban in SAFe visualizes the flow of strategic initiatives,
epics, and other large initiatives from ideation to completion. It provides
transparency into the current status, bottlenecks, and capacity, facilitating
better decision-making.

A typical Portfolio Kanban includes stages such as:

e funnel (ideas and opportunities)

review (initial assessment)

analysis (detailed exploration)

portfolio backlog

implementation (approved initiatives in progress)

done (completed work)

This system is instrumental in managing strategic work across multiple teams
and ARTs, ensuring alignment with organizational goals.

Implementing Cadence in Portfolio Kanban

Cadence is embedded through scheduled, recurring events that govern the flow
of work:

1. Portfolio Review Cadence: A regular (e.g., quarterly) review where
portfolio stakeholders assess progress, prioritize initiatives, and
adjust strategic direction.

2. Kanban Review Meetings: Weekly or bi-weekly meetings to review work
items, identify bottlenecks, and decide on the next steps.

3. PI Planning: Every 8-12 weeks, a cadence event where ARTs coordinate to
plan upcoming iterations aligned with strategic initiatives.



These cadences foster predictability in the flow of initiatives, enabling
teams to plan ahead, allocate resources effectively, and adapt to changing
priorities.

Applying Synchronization in Portfolio Kanban

Synchronization ensures that all teams involved are aligned on priorities,
dependencies are managed, and deliverables are coordinated:

e Aligning Initiatives with ARTs: Portfolio Kanban items are synchronized
with ART backlogs, ensuring that strategic initiatives are broken down
into features and stories that teams can deliver incrementally.

e Dependency Management: During cadence events, teams identify inter-team
dependencies, coordinate hand-offs, and resolve conflicts to prevent
delays.

e Integrated Planning: During PI Planning, teams synchronize their work
with portfolio priorities, ensuring that delivery aligns with strategic
goals.

e Cross-Team Synchronization: Regular synchronization meetings, such as
Scrum of Scrums, ensure that teams are working cohesively and that any
impediments are addressed promptly.

This structured synchronization enhances transparency, reduces rework, and
accelerates value delivery.

Step-by-Step Example of Applying Cadence and
Synchronization with a Portfolio Kanban

Scenario Context

Imagine a large enterprise implementing SAFe to develop a new customer
relationship management (CRM) platform. The portfolio team manages strategic
initiatives such as "Enhance Customer Data Security," "Improve User
Interface," and "Integrate AI Capabilities." Each initiative flows through
the Portfolio Kanban, and multiple ARTs are involved.

Step 1: Establishing Cadence Events

The organization sets up key cadences:

e Quarterly Portfolio Review: To reassess strategic priorities, review



progress, and adjust the Portfolio Kanban backlog.

e Monthly Kanban Review: To examine work-in-progress items, identify
bottlenecks, and prioritize incoming initiatives.

e PI Planning Sessions: Every 10 weeks, bringing together ARTs and
portfolio stakeholders for detailed planning.

This predictable rhythm allows teams to prepare, participate, and contribute
effectively.

Step 2: Visualizing Work and Managing Flow

The Portfolio Kanban visualizes all initiatives, with cards moving from
funnel to done. During each Kanban review:

e Teams review new ideas and determine whether they should proceed to
analysis.

e Stakeholders prioritize initiatives based on strategic value,
dependencies, and capacity.

e Blocked or delayed items are flagged for resolution.

This visualization combined with regular review points ensures work
progresses smoothly and aligns with overall strategy.

Step 3: Synchronizing Work Across Teams

During PI planning and cadence events:

e Portfolio managers and product owners coordinate to break down
initiatives into features and stories for ARTs.

e Teams discuss dependencies, risk factors, and delivery timelines,
ensuring a shared understanding.

e Any cross-team dependencies are documented and scheduled for resolution
in upcoming sprints or Program Increments.

This level of synchronization ensures that teams are not working in silos but
in harmony towards common goals.



Step 4: Continuous Improvement and Feedback

Post-execution reviews and retrospectives are scheduled periodically:
e Assess how well cadence events supported flow and alignment.
e Identify areas for improving synchronization practices.

e Refine the Portfolio Kanban process, cadence intervals, and dependency
management strategies accordingly.

This iterative approach strengthens the application of cadence and
synchronization over time.

Benefits of Applying Cadence and
Synchronization in a Portfolio Kanban System

Enhanced Predictability and Planning

Regular cadences create a reliable rhythm for work flow, making it easier to
forecast delivery timelines and allocate resources effectively.

Improved Transparency and Visibility

Visualizing initiatives through the Portfolio Kanban, combined with scheduled
reviews, provides stakeholders with a clear view of progress and impediments.

Better Dependency and Risk Management

Synchronization activities facilitate early identification of inter-team
dependencies and risks, enabling proactive resolution.

Alignment with Strategic Objectives

Regular alignment events ensure initiatives remain focused on organizational
goals, preventing scope creep or misaligned efforts.

Fostered Collaboration and Continuous Improvement

Cadenced interactions build a collaborative culture, and feedback loops
support ongoing enhancements to processes and outputs.



Conclusion

Applying cadence and synchronization within a SAFe environment, particularly
through a Portfolio Kanban system, provides a structured approach to managing
complex work at scale. By establishing predictable rhythms through scheduled
events, visualizing work flow, and aligning efforts across multiple teams and
ARTs, organizations can achieve greater agility, transparency, and strategic
alignment. The example of managing strategic initiatives via Portfolio Kanban
illustrates how these principles enable organizations to deliver value
consistently and respond effectively to changing market demands, ultimately
supporting the successful implementation of SAFe at the enterprise level.

Frequently Asked Questions

How does the Portfolio Kanban system facilitate
cadence and synchronization in SAFe?

The Portfolio Kanban system establishes regular review and decision points,
creating a predictable cadence that aligns teams and portfolios. This
synchronized flow ensures that strategic initiatives move smoothly through
stages, enabling coordinated planning and delivery across multiple teams.

Can you provide an example of applying cadence and
synchronization during Program Increment planning in
SAFe?

During PI planning, teams synchronize their work by aligning their objectives
and dependencies to a fixed cadence, typically every 8-12 weeks. This
structured rhythm ensures that all teams coordinate their efforts, review
progress at the same time, and adjust plans collectively, fostering seamless
collaboration.

How does using a Portfolio Kanban support continuous
flow and synchronization in SAFe?

A Portfolio Kanban visualizes work at the strategic level, enabling teams to
manage and prioritize initiatives based on capacity and readiness. By
establishing regular review cadences, it synchronizes efforts across
portfolios, ensuring work progresses smoothly and aligns with overall
strategic goals.

What role does cadence play in aligning multiple
Agile Release Trains (ARTs) within SAFe?

Cadence provides a common rhythm, such as synchronized PI cadences, across
multiple ARTs. This alignment ensures that all trains plan, execute, and



review their work simultaneously, facilitating cross-team coordination,
dependency management, and integrated delivery.

How can creating a regular cadence with Portfolio
Kanban improve stakeholder engagement in SAFe?

Regular cadence meetings and reviews foster predictable communication
rhythms, keeping stakeholders informed about progress and priorities. This
synchronized approach builds trust, encourages timely feedback, and ensures
stakeholder needs are integrated into the portfolio's strategic flow.

Additional Resources

Applying Cadence and Synchronization in SAFe Using a Portfolio Kanban System

In the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe), cadence and synchronization are
fundamental principles that enable large organizations to align multiple
teams, coordinate work streams, and deliver value efficiently. When
effectively applied, these concepts foster predictability, transparency, and
continuous flow across the enterprise. One of the most illustrative examples
of applying cadence and synchronization within SAFe is through the use of a
Portfolio Kanban System, which acts as a visual management tool to facilitate
the flow of strategic initiatives from conception to completion. This article
explores how cadence and synchronization are integrated into SAFe via
Portfolio Kanban, illustrating their practical implementation, benefits,
challenges, and best practices.

Understanding Cadence and Synchronization in
SAFe

Before delving into the application within Portfolio Kanban, it's essential
to clarify what cadence and synchronization mean in the context of SAFe.

What Is Cadence?

Cadence refers to a regular, predictable rhythm of events and activities that
enable teams and programs to align their work. In SAFe, cadence manifests
through scheduled meetings, planning events, and delivery cycles, such as
Program Increments (PIs), ART (Agile Release Train) cadences, and team
iterations. This rhythm ensures that teams work in harmony, with clear
expectations and deadlines, reducing uncertainty and enabling continuous
improvement.



Features of Cadence in SAFe:

- Regularly scheduled events (e.g., PI Planning, Scrum iterations)
- Predictable delivery cycles

- Facilitates synchronization among teams

- Supports continuous learning and adaptation

Pros:

- Improves planning accuracy

- Enhances transparency and predictability

- Fosters discipline and routine

- Enables better alignment of work across teams

Cons:

- Risk of rigidity if cadence is too inflexible

- Can lead to "meeting fatigue" if not well managed
- May obscure urgent work outside of cadence cycles

What Is Synchronization?

Synchronization ensures that various teams, ARTs, and strategic initiatives
coordinate their work so that dependencies are managed, and integrated
solutions are delivered cohesively. In SAFe, synchronization occurs through
events like PI system demos, ART sync meetings, and cross-team coordination
during PI execution.

Features of Synchronization in SAFe:

- Coordination of multiple teams' work streams
- Cross-team dependencies management

- Integrated planning and review sessions

- Real-time communication and problem-solving

Pros:

- Ensures alignment of efforts

- Reduces integration issues

- Promotes shared understanding

- Facilitates rapid resolution of impediments

Cons:

- Can be complex to coordinate across large organizations
- May slow down decision-making if over-structured

- Dependency management can become cumbersome

Applying Cadence and Synchronization Through
Portfolio Kanban



The Portfolio Kanban system is a high-level visual management tool designed
to manage the flow of strategic initiatives (epics, capabilities, or value
streams) across the enterprise. It provides a structured way to visualize
work, prioritize initiatives, and coordinate efforts, all while operating
within a cadence and ensuring synchronization.

Role of Cadence in Portfolio Kanban

In SAFe, cadence manifests in the regular review and refinement of the
Portfolio Kanban. Organizations often establish fixed intervals—monthly,
quarterly, or aligned with PIs—to review, prioritize, and approve initiatives
moving through the Kanban stages.

Implementation Examples:

- Periodic Portfolio Reviews: Scheduled at regular intervals (e.g., every 4-6
weeks) to assess the pipeline’s health

- Cadenced Backlog Refinement: Regular sessions to groom and prioritize
incoming ideas

- PI Planning Alignment: Using Portfolio Kanban outputs as input for PI
planning events

Features:

- Establishes predictable cadences for portfolio decision-making
- Facilitates continuous flow of initiatives

- Ensures consistent prioritization aligned with strategic themes

Pros:

- Promotes steady alignment between strategy and execution

- Enables timely adjustments based on market or organizational changes
- Reduces ad hoc decision-making

Cons:
- Overly rigid cadence may delay urgent initiatives
- May require cultural change to adhere to scheduled reviews

Applying Synchronization via Portfolio Kanban

Synchronization in the Portfolio Kanban context involves aligning multiple
initiatives, dependencies, and strategic themes across different levels and
portfolios within the organization.

Practical Ways to Achieve This:

- Cross-Portfolio Coordination: Use Portfolio Kanban boards to visualize
dependencies between initiatives across portfolios

- Synchronization Meetings: Regularly scheduled portfolio-level syncs to
discuss progress, impediments, and dependencies

- Shared Metrics and KPIs: Establish common measures to track progress and
facilitate transparent communication

- Integrated Roadmaps: Align strategic themes and initiatives to ensure



synchronized delivery cycles

Features:

- Visualizes dependencies and cross-team efforts

- Promotes holistic understanding of strategic progress
- Facilitates proactive risk and impediment management

Pros:

- Ensures initiatives are delivered in a coordinated manner
- Enhances stakeholder communication

- Supports strategic agility

Cons:
- Can become complex with many initiatives
- Risk of delay if dependencies are not promptly addressed

Practical Example: Using Portfolio Kanban to
Apply Cadence and Synchronization

Consider a large financial organization implementing SAFe to align multiple
departments—IT, compliance, marketing, and operations—around strategic
initiatives like digital transformation, regulatory compliance, and customer
experience enhancements. Here's how they apply cadence and synchronization
through their Portfolio Kanban system:

1. Establishing Cadence:

- The organization sets a quarterly cadence for Portfolio Kanban review
meetings.

- Every month, portfolio managers and stakeholders review the Kanban board,
assess the status of initiatives, and prioritize upcoming work.

- The portfolio backlog is refined during dedicated sessions, ensuring
readiness for upcoming PI Planning.

2. Ensuring Synchronization:

- Cross-departmental dependencies are mapped explicitly on the Portfolio
Kanban.

- During quarterly sync meetings, teams discuss dependencies, impediments,
and resource constraints.

- Initiatives that depend on other portfolios are coordinated through shared
planning sessions and integrated roadmaps.

3. Outcome:

- Strategic initiatives are moved smoothly through the Kanban
stages—"Analyzed," "Ready," "Implementing," and "Done."

- Regular cadenced reviews prevent backlog stagnation and enable timely
reprioritization.



- Synchronization meetings resolve cross-department dependencies proactively,
reducing delays and rework.

Benefits of Applying Cadence and
Synchronization via Portfolio Kanban

Implementing cadence and synchronization through Portfolio Kanban offers
multiple advantages:

- Enhanced Alignment: Ensures all levels of the organization are working
towards common strategic goals.

- Improved Predictability: Regular review cycles help forecast delivery
timelines and resource needs.

- Transparency: Visual management makes progress, bottlenecks, and
dependencies visible to all stakeholders.

- Faster Response to Change: Cadence allows organizations to adapt their
priorities regularly, while synchronization ensures coordinated responses.
- Reduced Waste: Clear visualization and dependency management minimize
rework and unnecessary effort.

Challenges and Considerations

While the approach provides many benefits, organizations should be mindful of
potential challenges:

- Over-structuring: Excessive rigidity may stifle innovation and
responsiveness.

- Complex Dependencies: Large portfolios with many initiatives can become
cluttered, making coordination difficult.

- Cultural Resistance: Shifting to a cadence-driven, synchronized approach
requires cultural change and buy-in.

- Resource Constraints: Ensuring adequate participation in regular meetings
can strain teams.

To mitigate these challenges, organizations should tailor their cadence and
synchronization practices to their size, culture, and strategic needs.



Best Practices for Effective Application

- Start Small: Pilot cadence and synchronization practices within a single
portfolio or value stream before scaling.

- Use Visual Tools: Maintain clear, accessible Portfolio Kanban boards to
facilitate transparency.

- Align Cadence with PI Cycles: Synchronize portfolio review cycles with PI
planning to ensure seamless flow.

- Foster Open Communication: Encourage collaboration and proactive dependency
management across teams.

- Continuously Improve: Regularly review and adapt cadence and
synchronization practices based on feedback and outcomes.

Conclusion

Applying cadence and synchronization through a Portfolio Kanban System
exemplifies how SAFe enables organizations to manage complex work streams
systematically and predictably. By establishing regular review cycles,
visualizing work flow, and proactively managing dependencies, organizations
can improve alignment, transparency, and agility. While challenges exist,
careful implementation and a culture of continuous improvement ensure that
these principles support strategic objectives and foster organizational
resilience in a rapidly changing environment. As organizations mature in
their SAFe adoption, leveraging Portfolio Kanban for cadence and
synchronization becomes a vital component of their enterprise agility,
ultimately driving sustained value delivery and competitive advantage.
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