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The lean inception toolkit
Playbook, Blueprint, Agenda & Workshop template

Starting new things is hard.
Inceptions are a proven pattern the teams we work with 
apply to set themselves up for success. They are a set
 of collaborative, cross- discipline, pre- initiative activities 
that de- risk delivery. This toolkit provides all the basics that 
teams will need to help them design, plan and run inceptions 
efficiently and effectively.

Lean Inception Toolkit

This toolkit is all about getting right into it.

This toolkit includes
this playbook with guidance notes on how to prep, design, plan and 
execute lean inceptions
the lean inception blueprint and agenda as starting point for design 
and planning
a (Miro) workshop template as basis for facilitation of workshop 
sessions

What this toolkit includes

This toolkit helps you get started straight away

It is for inception facilitators and their teams who know how to run 
inceptions and ‘want to get started’.
For those new to inceptions or looking for broader and deeper 
guidance or inspiration we recommend our free playbooks.

Who this is for

Click to browse or 
download from 
within Miro or 
visit the URLs 
underneath.

Source: https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/Source: https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/

Needing an inception, not a discovery

Discoveries are about defining ‘what to do’, (subsequent) inceptions 
about ‘how to do it’ and setting teams up for success.

To kick off an inception you’ll need a ‘brief’ outlining the overall vision 
and goals of the initiative. If you aren’t sufficiently confident that you 
know where you should go, you shouldn’t run an inception, but go 
back to discovery.

A solid grasp of lean and agile working and facilitation
This forms the basis for how we run the inception but also how we 
expect a typical delivery following an inception to unfold.

You should have an understanding of how to plan, design and 
execute an Inception.

A basic understanding of inceptions
If you are new to inceptions or the techniques, tools and models we 
reference - or if you just want a refresher or inspiration - we 
recommend our free Inception Playbook and our Core Tools 
playbook.

Pre- requisites

InceptionToolkit
Resources

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/lean- inception- toolkit/

www.beautifulabstraction.com www.theburnup.com

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/lean- inception- toolkit/

https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/
https://www.theburnup.com/
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit


Lean Inception Toolkit

Being ‘lean’, this toolkit has been designed for those types of 
project where we use inceptions most frequently:
I.e. human, user- facing software applications developed for an existing 
organi- sation ( typically greenfield, but with the occasional interface into 
existing sys- tems and processes) and an overall implementation 
duration of 3-18 months.

This covers a large range of software projects, from payment gateways 
to med- ical applications, fashion supply chain tooling to carbon trading 
marketplaces.

Although this toolkit will cover inception for new products, services, or 
features on top of an existing product or services, it is not optimised for 
the following initiatives:

Data / data pipeline centric projects
Legacy replacement projects that require decomposition of 
complex
existing domains and system landscapes
Transformation focused initiatives

While we will run inceptions for all these initiatives, they require slightly 
different approaches and activities. (This toolkit is an ideal starting point 
for any tailoring and adaptation, and our Inception Playbook will provide 
more details on how to expand to other initiative types.

What initiatives are supported
Absolutely!

We have used this toolkit for in- person, f2f, remote and hybrid 
inceptions, ranging from 5 to 200! participants.

Does this work f2f and remote?

Is this free to use?
You bet it is.

This work was created by Burn Up Media Ltd. and is licensed under the 
Creative Commons Attribution- Share Alike 4.0 International License. To view a 
copy of this license, visit: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by- sa/4.0/ or 
send a letter to Creative Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San 
Francisco, California, 94105, USA.

You will need to adapt the included agenda and template. See it as 
a blue- print, a starting point, not something set in stone.
While there is a common pattern, inceptions are highly contextual. Some 
adaptation is always required to cater for the particular context, e.g. the 
type of project, the domain, whether it is green- or brown- field, and 
whether it involves IT or not. We have written extensively about this in 
the Inception Playbook.

One size does not fit all Credit
This Toolkit builds on collaboration with colleagues from Equal Experts 
and the work I have done with them on inceptions.

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/
https://burnupmedia.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.equalexperts.com/


Note: Inceptions are not easy and require motivation, 
commitment and skilled facilitation. But they are also good 
fun and super valuable to set teams up for success.

How to use this toolkit
Getting it done

Lean Inception Toolkit

this playbook with concrete advise on how to prep, design, plan 
and execute lean inceptions. Use this as overview and recipe. Do 
refer to the Inception Playbook and the Core Tools Playbook for 
detailed guidance.
the lean inception blueprint on the next page in the playbook 
which provides an overview of how a lean inception is structured
the agenda template to use as starting point for design and 
planning
the (Miro) workshop template that, once tailored, can be used to 
run facilitate the individual workshop sessions

Get all resources here:
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/lean- inception- toolkit/

This is your quick- start guide. There is more detailed information on 
planning and design later in this playbook. In- line with the inception 
brief and the inception outcomes established in set- up, tailor the 
agenda template:

Add / remove / amend activities as required
Determine facilitator and participants (rely on the 
inception/initiative owner's input)
Schedule the individual sessions
Share the agenda schedule with all participants. Only share 
relevant parts (see agenda template) and have this introduced and 
shared by leadership to ensure participant alignment and buy- in.

Then tailor the (Miro) workshop template which you can use 
independent whether you run the inception face2face, fully remote or 
hybrid:

Customise styling and branding: adjust colours, add logos on 
cover and back cover and the lower right of each frame as required 
by you
Adapt the template so that the sessions and models match your 
requirements. The template we have provided is more extensive 
than the schedule and will require tailoring. It is also based on a 
single model / technique we found most helpful for each activity, 
which may not be the model / technique you may want to use or 
that may be the most appropriate in your context.

You then execute your inception, follow instructions on each frame 
and facilitation best practices.

Tip: he Miro template is designed so that, once cleaned up, and post- 
processed the workshop outputs can be turned into a final playback 
presentation with little effort.

1.
2.

3.
4.

1.

2.

This toolkit includes

How to design and plan

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit


Why run an inception
Context

-Lean Inception Toolkit

Starting new things is hard, because of the complexity, uncertainty and 
change that result from the interplay of people, process and technology 
and the underlying ‘context’ (environment).

For successful delivery, we need to
make sense of and manage the complexity inherent in the problem 
and human domain
gain context and create shared understanding
align on goals
build relationships, form a team
establish how we want to work (delivery)

Doing this at the outset means we can get on with the job of delivering 
value at pace. Which is where inceptions come in.

Over the past few years, inceptions have become the default pattern 
for kicking off new initiatives for the teams we work with.

We find that running inceptions offers the team and the wider 
stakeholder group a foundation from which they have the best chance 
of being successful with delivery in the months that follow.

Note: Inceptions are just one ingredient of success, not the holy grail to 
solve all your problems. There are many other things you need to do, 
like getting the right skills, culture and tooling in place.

Achieving product market fit, i.e. finding the sweetspot between 
desirability, viability and feasibility is obviously a key factor in achieving 
successful outcomes.

However, 'doing the right thing' is just one aspect of achieving success, 
'doing it right', i.e. being able to deliver well is just as important.

Discoveries help with the former, inceptions which this toolkit 
supports help with the latter, i.e. delivering well, which is very much 
dependent on 'starting well'.

Discovery is where we explore and define ‘the right thing’ (or our 
hypothesis), i.e. the what and the why. You could think of this as the part 
where you do your business case.

Once you have that, you’ll be keen to head into Delivery to execute 
against your vision. We have found, however, that delivery goes much 
more smoothly if it’s preceded by an Inception - a short phase where 
we set the team up for success. This is more about the how, who and 
when.

There is nothing wrong in doing a discovery; in fact, it’s necessary, it’s just not 
what this toolkit is about. Note that this does NOT mean we have all the 
answers or all the detail. Nor does it stop us from working against 
hypotheses, experiments and with short feedback loops to learn and adapt. 
What we are saying, however, is that we understand the domain problem, 
and user needs sufficiently well to build a first thing to then continue, test 
and learn.

Image source

What success looks like Starting new things is hard

How inceptions help

https://inception.playbook.ee/


What is an inception?
Benefits and outputs of an inception

-

What do we get out of an inception?

Lean Inception Toolkit

What is an inception?
Inceptions are all about managing risk. The risk of not delivering 
something of value, the risk of delivering too late, the risk of missing 
dependencies, the risk of not managing risks, the risk of being 
dysfunctional - an inception helps predict, mitigate and even eliminate 
risks at various stages of your work.

In practice, an Inception is a set of:

pre- initiative
collaborative activities run with cross- disciplinary teams cross- 
disciplinary teams

These are executed using lean and agile methodologies (just in time 
analysis, lightweight, breadth- over- depth, risk- aware, prevent waste), 
and are tailored to context (one size does not fit all. But whilst  
inceptions do need to be tailored, there is a common blueprint that can 
be used as a starting point.

There are just 3 main questions we need to answer during an 
inception:

Where are we?
Where do we want to be?
How do we get there?

These need to be answered in the context of our vision and goals as 
defined during our discovery.

The ability to proceed at pace, sustainably and with confidence 
which ultimately translates into better outcomes.

Specifically we
gain shared context and alignment (on goals, values and the 
domain in general)
build relationships, trust and empathy
get a handle on complexity
choose a way forward (determining how we want to work, the 
resources we have available, and what needs to be done next).

As to concrete deliverables:

From an overall ‘project management’ perspective, often the most 
important deliverable is an expression of scope, a plan or a roadmap, 
and an associated cost, which we can turn into a statement of work or 
use to drive concrete actions (★).

Other items such as vision, goals and drivers we only want to align on (if 
they are not clear or available, we should’t be in an inception). It is best 
practice to identify risks, dependencies and assumptions; depending on 
our initiative we may want to define a solution approach (to varying 
levels of detail) as well as ways of working, team shape and governance, 
and our approach to stakeholder engagement. (Align on)

Any good inception should identify risk, dependencies and assumptions 
(Identify) and paint a picture of what the solution will look like and how 
we will approach delivery from technical and delivery perspectives 
(Define). Ways of working being a core aspect here.

Note: During the inception we will conduct many other activities such as 
domain analysis, understanding the as- is and potential to be, user 
expectations, needs, gains and pains etc that will allow us to create these 
final deliverables. All of these ultimately will help us also deliver well.

Image source

https://inception.playbook.ee/


How to run an inception
Prep ❱ Design ❱ Plan ❱ Execute ❱ Wrap- up

-Lean Inception Toolkit

Coming out of discovery (remember there are entry requirements 
for an inception, such has having a vision, to level goals and an idea 
of value proposition) you enter a 5 stage process to run your 
inception:

1 Prep
Familiarise yourself with the brief and the discovery outcomes, and gain 
clarity on what the outputs of the inception should be. You should also 
start lining up the core inception team (those facilitating the inception - 
more about people below). At this stage you’ll mostly be talking to the 
project owner, sponsor or project manager (especially if you or your 
team is a service provider / supplier).

Be close to the initiative owner from this stage onwards.

2 Design
You design the workshop agenda so that the various workshops build 
on each other, ultimately delivering the outcomes / outputs agreed 
during prep. You should also define the most appropriate techniques 
and models to use during each session, as well as the required 
participants.

We suggest doing this jointly with the core inception team and 
recommend that you include specialists from the various relevant 
disciplines, so that all required areas are covered and the models and 
techniques used make sense to everyone.

Design a solid narrative and be participant centric.

3 Plan
Planning is about the actual arrangements for the sessions, that is the 
schedule. You also need to book the required premises (unless you’re 
working remotely), send out invites and share the agenda / schedule 
with the participants.

Things that have made our lives easier:
Have a senior stakeholder ensure participant buy- in and availability
Have a dedicated person manage invites (don’t underestimate the 
time it takes to schedule all sessions, book rooms, find availability in 
people’s calendars). If you are an external supplier, you might want 
to give this responsibility to someone on the client side, since they 
may have more influence.
Compress the overall time of an inception to keep momentum, and 
allow for time for ‘business as usual’: 2 weeks / 4 days / 6 hours (see 
below).
While there is value in having the entire team in every session, 
specialist or low- level sessions could be run with smaller groups, or 
even in parallel as long as there is a debrief afterwards.
Have a solid plan, but expect the need to adapt, as you gain 
insights, understand the environment etc. Expect to always end 
with some kind of roadmapping/planning session.

Top level process
3 Execution
Once planned, running the inception session comes down to classic 
workshop facilitation and soft skills. You’ll need:

A seasoned facilitator, best with a wing- man to either co- host or 
support in the background
Specialist sessions run by specialists in the relevant discipline
Focusing on collaboration and actionable outcome

A note on prep work:
When we send out the schedule or agenda we are frequently asked whether 
participants should prepare for this. Our default answer is usually ‘no’. There 
are a number of reasons:

The point of an inception is to share and collaborate
Too much preparation creates bias and closes off discussion and
investigation before it has started
Everyone hates a long presentation
Preparation is often done in isolation
It rarely gets done, because people are busy

However, there are cases where we want stakeholders to summarise relevant 
key points of prior research, or illustrate as- is states or domains to speed up 
knowledge transfer. Again, this works best if a seasoned expert whiteboards 
the system land- scape together with other engineers, rather than just 
flashing up a series of slides.

5 Wrap- up
Collate insights, derive recommendations on whether/how to proceed, 
and form the basis from which to proceed at pace. Also conduct:

A showcase to the inception team and possibly senior 
management, or even the wider organisation.
A retrospective / lessons learned session for continuous 
improvement of the next inception

Prep

Image source
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-Lean Inception Toolkit

As to the people to involve:

You want a tight- knit team of facilitators that run the inception. 
DeliveryLead (DL) +ProductOwner (PO) +TechLead (TL) works well 
for this. These need to be skilled, experienced facilitators who 
ideally co- host.
To this you then add the remaining team members that form the 
delivery team.
Around this you have loosely related senior management, subject 
matter experts and other stakeholders who you’ll involve on 
demand. (While some of them will not need to be part of every 
workshop, and you want small groups to maintain focus, don’t 
restrict participant too much (open- by- default / vote- with- your- feet 
is a good position) as you want cross- discipline input and the magic 
of buy- in and ownership that comes with workshop participation.
If you are external suppliers (consultants) running the inception, 
expect some doubling up of roles (say, your TL and the client TL 
etc). But you will want to make sure that you own design and 
facilitation of the inception.

You want to find balance between the smallest possible group while not 
missing relevant input. Also, you will want to keep motivated, excited and 
knowledgeable participants - but also the difficult ones - close.

The team
Inceptions rarely have the same shape. They have

Different purposes / outcomes
Different participants (discipline and numbers)
Different duration
And - obviously - different designs

Here is some guidance:

Prep: 1⁄2 day is usually enough to prep.

Design & planning: 1-2 weeks during which, you should allow for 1-2 
days for joined planning. The rest is elapsed time while you align 
participants, book meetings and move them around to assure 
participant availability.

Execution: 1-2 weeks for running inception workshops. During this time 
we recommend a 246 pattern: keep the hot phase of inceptions to a 
maximum of 2 weeks, to keep interest, attention, urgency and 
momentum, and avoid the impression that the inception went on for 
ages with comparatively few outputs and high effort (people forget how 
much time they really spend on an initiative if it goes on for longer). Run 
workshops only on 4 days per week, and for 6 hours per day. (Although 
we should have ensured participant availability earlier, we need to 
accept that there are also day- to- day business needs.)

Finally, allow for slack in your plan and accept that your second week 
may turn out to be very different to the original plan as information 
comes to light. Be prepared to adapt your plan accordingly.

Wrap up: 2 days to create recommendations, but longer if you have to 
do serious planning or estimation.

Try keep momentum between inception and start of delivery, but be 
aware that ramping up teams, getting sign off etc can take time. In the 
past we have bridged this by working at risk, scaffolding with a minimal 
team or similar...

Duration

Image source

https://inception.playbook.ee/


Detailed guidance on designing and planning your inception
Lean inception blueprint

-Lean Inception Toolkit

Guidance on designing the workshop sequence

It all starts with the brief, which is the basis for the design of 
our inception. Based on this you enter a phase of set- up, design 
and planning.

Important: Don’t engage in an inception if the brief is vague or 
you are not confident in its validity (you should be in a 
discovery in that case). Neither underestimate nor compromise 
on planning!

Especially Lean: Be explicit about what the inception is 
supposed to do (usually to jump start delivery).

1 Prep

Start the inception with a kick- off session during which a senior 
stakeholder sets the scene, outlines goals and reiterates the 
relevance. Introductions should be part of this, as well as an 
agenda walk- through and an explanation of ways of working 
during the inception.

Important: Scene setting, alignment and instilling a sense of 
urgency is of utmost importance.

Especially Lean: Make sure all participants understand and buy 
into lean and agile ways of working.

2 Kick- off

This is where you collate insights, derive recommendations on 
whether/how to proceed, and form a basis from which to 
proceed at pace. Also do

a showcase to the inception team and possibly senior 
management (or even the wider organisation)
a retrospective / lessons learned session for continuous 
improvement of the next inception.

Important: Don’t lose momentum between the last workshop 
and when you start delivery.

Especially Lean: Make this all about actionable next steps.

7 Wrap- up

Continue with understanding and aligning on where we want to 
be. We look at vision and goals.
There is also an early opportunity to start looking at project 
risks and mabye how we will make deci- sions and trade- offs.

Important: In an Inception we only validate vision and refine 
goals at the level of our initiative. If we cannot express these, or 
they do not make sense you should consider going back to a 
discovery; you may not have a valid reason to ‘do’ the initiative.

Especially Lean: Goals are a must. You may get away without 
the rest.

3 Goals

Here is where we start looking at the future solu- tion. We 
devise features and document and prior- itise them in a Feature 
map. Depending on where you are and what you need to 
create, you may consider service blueprints, user journeys, 
mock- ups, and early wireframes. Use whatever helps
 you to appraise and illustrate a potential solution. You will also 
want to think about non- functional requirements, technical 
architecture, tech stack and what our path to production and 
infrastructure looks like. Depending on our domain, we may 
need to express as- is and/or the to- be state.

Important: Don’t go too deep at this stage. We are working at a 
logical level, and breadth over depth is what matters most. But 
do cover the high risk, high complexity areas. I have worked 
with teams who played small stories for tech exploration or risk- 
evaluation as part of this.

Especially Lean: We certainly will want an idea of the solution 
shape, and of potential scope; fea- ture maps are great for this. 
If you are working in an existing domain, non- functional 
requirements, architecture, tech stack, infrastructure and path 
to production may exist and remain unchanged, so as long as 
you have validated that this is the case, there may be very little 
to do on these aspects.

5 Solution

Shared Shared context ensures we are talking about the same 
thing and can make informed decisions.

To understand the building blocks that make up our business 
landscape or domain we can use business model canvas or 
context model. We can use these to either model an existing 
domain or a target state. We will also want to understand who 
the people we will impact, and who may impact us, as well as 
how to interact with them. Most impor- tantly, we need to 
understand who our users are, what they desire and how we 
can deliver value for them.

Important: Do not skip this step, even if business stakeholders 
think this is all known and obvious. It almost certainly isn’t.

Especially Lean: As a minimum you need an end- to- end 
expression of all relevant building blocks and stakeholders. This 
can be visual models or a bullet list.

4 Context

Finally, we need to decide on how we are going
 to deliver the initiative. It is important that we understand 
dependencies and risks, and agree
 on our ways of working. Setting up a framework for decision 
making, i.e. the principles you apply for prioritisation and for 
making trade- offs is also valuable. Ultimately, you need a ‘plan’ 
of sorts - at this point, a roadmap (for which we will have to do 
some high level estimation). You may want an Epic level backlog 
and maybe Stories for the first sprint. Many teams I’ve worked 
with have ended an inception with very clear next steps, 
sometimes in the form of a Sprint0 backlog, to action right 
away.

Important: This is agile, not waterfall. So provide a best- 
guestimate roadmap, not a plan. But do allow your team the 
time and freedom to estimate. Focus more on risks and 
dependencies, because these
are likely trip you up. Ensure you have your ways of working 
agreed and have ensured team and resource availability.

Especially Lean: The most important output of this stage is a 
concrete plan of action of what to do next.

6 Delivery

As you progress, you should continuously capture any 
outstanding questions, tasks and activities to be answered 
during or post inception:

Build shared language for the problem domain
Capture any risks and assumptions as they surface

Important: Capturing items is a sophisticated mechanism to 
defer talking points while giving the reassurance that you are 
not ignoring things.

Especially Lean: Remember, you don’t have to answer all 
questions during inception, but you’ll need to have a plan on 
how to answer them when they become relevant.

Continuously

This section outlines the overall flow of an inception, explains the 
the various phases and provides guidance notes on how to design 
an inception that works for 'your' initiative.

Items in GEEEN are for knowledge sharing.
(1) Vision and implicitly the value proposition, often an 
overall business case
(5) Understanding the problem domain from business 
perspective
(6-8) Understanding the problem domain from technical 
perspective,
modelling of as- is states (if applicable). If you are working 
in a brownfield environment the to- be technical and 
technology and infrastructure (14,15) could be the same 
as the as- is (or an evolution)
(10) Understanding user groups and their needs (we 
frequently model these as part of inception for 
knowledge share, but of course this requires research 
and testing prior to inception and/or during subsequent 
delivery)

Have these presented to the team, then confirm that the 
information is valid, comprehensive, and that you there 
is alignment.

Tip: While it’s good to question things during inception it is not 
always appropriate to aggressively question vision and value 
proposition as your position should be that a previous discovery 
has sufficiently explored and defined the validity of the initiative. 
But if there are major gaps or misalignment you may want to 
halt your inception.

At the bare minimum, you need to create the ORANGE items:

(0) Kick off (Why are we here)
(2) Goals (if already defined, recap and align)
(9) A list of stakeholders and how to engage with them
(12, 13) You’ll want some idea of how the solution could 
look like, e.g. a feature map, journeys and or wireframes) 
Map the technical landscape and approach. Define and 
adopt the as- is (7,8) or defining the to- be (14,15)
(16) Unless you work with an existing team that has their 
ways of working you need to define ways of working
(18) List of risks, assumptions and dependencies
Articulate the plan / approach to delivery and next steps 
(which may or may not require estimation) (19-21)

Expect most of these items to be collaboratively 
workshopped by the team.

The items in Black & White may be useful to drive the narrative 
and add con- text, but are optional.

(3) A framework on how to make decisions and choices in 
line with goals and priorities
(4) An early opportunity to allow the team to voice their 
expectations, concerns and grande expectations. It is 
good team bonding, sharing of thoughts, a bit of therapy 
and feeds nicely into other areas, such as risk analysis
(11) Non- functional requirements can be useful to drive 
design decisions. Focus on system qualities that impact 
overall goals (rather than just the (bureaucratic) standard 
tick list)
(17) A target operating model may be required where 
operations are built or changed

Workshop these items where they add value.

Tip: While inceptions are about knowledge sharing, not co- 
creation, jointly scribbling on a whiteboard works better than 
suffering a long- winded power- point presentation.

The items in BLUE are items that you continuously capture and 
keep in mind.

Parking lot to capture anything that needs addressing 
‘later’ • Glossary to build shared language
Assumptions (risks and dependencies)



Tips and tricks
Dos and donts

-

Insufficient preparation
Never compromise on sufficient preparation time

Insufficient availability and commitment
Do not proceed if you feel that key participants are not bought in, 
committed or available. Ensure participants are empowered to 
make decisions, and avoid powerless management proxies and the 
disruptions that come with people dipping in and out.

A lot of this can be prevented through preparation and planning, or 
leadership communication pre- inception; during inception, 
insufficient commitment should be raised with the inception owner.

Misunderstood purpose, process and ways of working
For example:

Expecting detailed analysis or BigDesignUpfront
Not understanding, or lack of commitment to working lean 
and agile
Expecting too much out of an inception.
We address this by presenting inception ways of working and 
success factors early on; reiterate these where required and 
use (or switch to) techniques that facilitate desirable 
behaviours and increase motivation.

Leaning back
This means a lack of collaboration, or an attitude of ‘marking 
homework’ rather than co- creation. We address this by presenting 
inception ways of working and success factors early on; reiterate 
where required and use (or switch to) techniques that facilitate 
desirable behaviours and increase motivation.

Unclear purpose
What we mean here is unclear or disputed vision and goals for the 
initiative, either from the beginning, or arising during the inception. 
Whilst this can be a valuable insight from an inception, it is 
generally not desirable and can also be disruptive. Raise issues with 
senior stakeholders to help realign the team; you can also run 
exercises to foster alignment, or - in the worst case - go back into 
Discovery.

Avoid

Lean Inception Toolkit

Do
Planning, planning, planning

Leadership participation during planning
To ensure inception goals match expectations and that the 
approach works for the participants, all relevant participants are 
invited. Most importantly, this helps to ensure buy- in from all 
participants. Employ leadership skills to communicate the 
relevance, purpose and urgency of the inception.

Availability of the right people
Ensure the right people are available and motivated so you can take 
advantage of a range of answers and insights. Work around 
schedules but avoid the confusion that comes with stakeholders 
dipping in / out.

Have a skilled facilitator(s)
Inceptions give the best results when run by a seasoned facilitator 
who can orchestrate teams, facilitate dialogue, and drive things to 
conclusion and consensus. Use the core team to facilitate by default 
but enlist specialists to run sessions as appropriate.
 Co- facilitation to support the main facilitator is always helpful.

Cross- discipline collaboration

2w/4d/6hr + slack
Generally speaking, you should complete the core inception phase 
in under 2 weeks, using a maximum of 4 days per week, and 6 
hours per day, to allow for day- to- day business and post- 
processing. Also allow for some slack in your plan and expect 
change so you are able to react to experts’ availability and changes 
to your agenda as insights come to light.

Build relationships
Build shared context, empathy
Identify key risks

Run lean, agile and adaptive
Focus on what’s relevant, what’s risky, and what’s complex; 
prioritise breadth over depth, finding the balance between letting 
people explore ideas and maintaining momentum to move 
forwards.
Adapt the process to what works and what is needed, adding or 
removing sessions as you learn more. Communicate early on that 
changes in the plan will happen and that this is a good thing.

Focus on actionable insights
Answer the why, what and how with high confidence
Set up the next phase so you can get right into ‘it’



Further reading
Resources
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EP21: How to do
lightweight Inceptions
Now Live: The Burn Up Season 2
Episode 2

Presentation introducing Lean 
inceptions with case studies and 
examples

A podcast discussion of 
Inceptions:

One of my blog posts on 
lightweight inceptions:

 thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk

Lightweight Inceptions
As you know we have written the
Inception Playbook which is a quite
chunky piece, providing in-depth
guidance on how to kick off projects...

Two freely available playbooks about Inceptions in general and the use of certain models 
and tools specifically:

Click to browse or 
download from 
within Miro or 
visit the URLs 
underneath.

Source: https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/Source: https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/

InceptionToolkit
Resources

Source: https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/lean- inception- toolkit/

Visit link  for 
further info 

and resources 
to download

www.beautifulabstraction.com

www.theburnup.com

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/lean- inception- toolkit/

Home of the Lean Inception Toolkit

Lean Inceptions
Vimeo

https://vimeo.com/738990352

https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/lightweight- inceptions- 
82bb8bd8932b

https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/ep21- how- to- do- 
lightweight- inceptions- fa25f6b7c17c

https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/coretoolsplaybook/
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/inceptionplaybook/
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://www.beautifulabstraction.com/
https://www.theburnup.com/
https://bit.ly/inceptiontoolkit
https://vimeo.com/738990352
https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/lightweight-inceptions-82bb8bd8932b
https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/lightweight-inceptions-82bb8bd8932b
https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/ep21-how-to-do-lightweight-inceptions-fa25f6b7c17c
https://thedigitalbusinessanalyst.co.uk/ep21-how-to-do-lightweight-inceptions-fa25f6b7c17c
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