The first set of thumbnails is summaries of patterns that were created before the OOPSLA’03 Workshop on Patterns in Retrospectives. Full texts of these patterns can be seen here: http://bulldog.unca.edu/~manns/retropatterns.html
The second set of thumbnails came out of the brainstorming at the workshop at OOPSLA’03.

The third set of thumbnails was contributed to the poster at OOPSLA’03.

The fourth set of thumbnails came out of the brainstorming at the Vienna Retrospectives Gathering 2004.

Every Opinion Counts

The retrospective has many different people with different roles and views. Everyone sees things a certain way. There is a tendency for us all to believe that the way we saw the project was the truth and anyone that disagrees is wrong. Therefore, create an atmosphere in which every opinion counts.

Identify Waiting Time

A retrospective is an excellent vehicle for identifying opportunities for improving team process. Therefore, enhance the Create Timeline [1] activity with a waiting time graph [2].  Under the timeline allow room for the participants to enter in their waiting time graph (below the line they were waiting for something, above the line they were active).  Variations: one line per participant; different color markers for roles (analysts, developers, testers, etc).

Kick Off Process Improvement

A retrospective is an excellent vehicle for identifying opportunities for improving team process. Therefore, use a project retrospective to identify the ‘hot spots’ for process improvement.  In addition to being an objective facilitator (ensuring everyone is heard, managing time, managing safety, etc), the retrospective leader must also play the role of instructor/consultant/coach to explain an agile approach to different situations and help brainstorm possible solutions during the action planning.

Simulate Project Difficulties

A retrospective is an excellent opportunity for team building and achieving a big picture understanding of project issues. Use simulation games to illustrate project issues in a fun, non-threatening way to break down barriers and give the team deeper learning of the issue and encourage problem solving.  

Congruent Action

To encourage open dialog about issues that cause tension, encourage participants to practice congruent action during the retrospective sessions. Prepare people with guidelines for managing incongruent feelings, and provide coaching during the session when participants forget.

Balancing Act

The retrospective group has people with different roles and responsibilities. People tend to have experience in their own specialist role and have less understanding of other project roles. When things are working well for one set of roles, there is no awareness that the actions/processes maybe causing issues for others in the group. Therefore, explore how people feel about the project from the perspective of the roles they play.
Open Channels

The retrospective group has people with different personality types. Some people find it hard to contribute verbally. Others in the group may be confident in telling their stories. Some people remain silent throughout a retrospective, so the group does not get the opportunity to learn from their experience. Therefore, invite people to write their issues on cards. Gather the cards and group them. Create triads to discuss the issues and nominate a spokesperson from each triad to report back to the group.

Process Mapping

Team interactions are not well understood by all. A defined process may not be followed for a variety of reasons including understanding and effectiveness. Efforts are not focused on untangling the knots in the unofficial process. Therefore, ask group to split into triads and draw their process, showing their interactions and deliverables. Process charts are presented back to the group and differences discussed.

Bubble Wrap


If an issue is sensitive enough, saying, “I’m concerned about this issue” (even anonymously) can feel risky. Therefore, wrap the concern in “bubble wrap” and instead of asking, “What concerns do you have?” ask, “What concerns do you think people on your team have?” or even, “What concerns do you think people on a similar project might have?”

Backward- and Forward-Looking Structure

Some things have gone well, others poorly. Some problems are temporary, while others last longer. Talk alone doesn’t change things. People may not agree on what has happened, much less what should happen. Therefore, use a framework that looks both backward (to what happened) and forward (to what we intend to do in the future). For example: SAMOLE framework (keep doing the SAme, do MOre of, do LEss of); PMI framework (Plus, Minus, Interesting).

Reframing

People omit subjects and objects in their sentences, making hidden assumptions. People ignore their own power and wait for others to do things. People mistake wishes for needs.  Therefore, recognize when this is a problem, deconstruct what is said, and re-frame it into a statement that is active and under control of the speaker.
Get Buy-in

Participants don't see a benefit to the retrospective or see the process as a session of blame and counter blame. Therefore, highlight how the retrospective can personally benefit each member in the group, by providing something tangible like less overtime, saner schedules.

Make a Connection

Participants need to connect the project to the retrospective and need to get ready for the session so they can tell their stories. Therefore, ask participants to bring a visual artifact associated with the completed project to the retrospective.

Recollect Past Events

Participants need to remember events that happened during the project. A retrospective usually takes place at the end of a project. By that time (depending on the project time frame), participants remember mostly the events in the last few weeks and tend to have a vague idea (at best) of what happened during earlier weeks or months. Valuable information to the postmortem process may be lost. Therefore, create a timeline of events and use various techniques or games to accomplish this task.
Successful Efforts

It is important to focus not only on the problems in the project but also on the successes. Software developers are goal oriented people and problem solvers who rarely stop and notice what they accomplished. Therefore, encourage the group to identify those things that they did that helped the project succeed. The discussion is focused towards Positive Feedback First[1] so that the group does not spend all its time and energy discussing the negative aspects of the project first.

Learn from Mistakes

When people gather to discuss the problems with the project they tend not to focus on how they can do the project better the next time around. Project participants see the retrospective as a session of blame and counter blame. Therefore, encourage the group to provide constructive feedback and offer no criticism unless it is accompanied by a well-considered suggestion for improvement.

All are Welcome

When sharing ideas during a retrospective there are certain limitations such as: time to share, how long a person shares, good listening skills, and good communication skills. The participation of one person may be much less than the participation of another person. As a result, some important insights into what to improve or what to remember may be missing. Therefore, a facilitator, who guides the discussion and makes sure everyone is given a chance to speak, leads the session.

Checked Congruence

You may ignore clues from the emotional domain while you are facilitating, or immediately react to them without thinking. Therefore, shift attention to the individual team members and yourself and observe or check: behavioral clues, spelling and grammatical clues in body language, and clues in interactions. With more than three clues involving three different participants, including yourself, assume some incongruence is happening, tread lightly, and focus on the emotional domain and trust levels. 

Emotional Connection

Project participants attend a retrospective because they want to learn from what happened during the project. To make an emotional connection, participants must be able to relate what happens during the retrospective to problems experienced during the project. Therefore, design the retrospective process to match the cultural domain of the participants as close as possible. Learn about their culture before the actual retrospective meeting so that you can use vocabulary familiar to them and understand what the purpose of the project. Walk around a day and interview some people to get an impression of the type of problems that were encountered or attend one of their meetings as observer. 

Involved Participants

You wish to design a retrospective process for EmotionalConnection, but you don't know how for this particular one. You feel unclear about one or more issues regarding the project’s purpose, product, service, outputs, learning and scheduling preferences of participants, or the participants’ culture, and it is generally hard for you to gather information helpful for designing the retrospective close to their domain. Therefore, involve the participants in the design of the retrospective, or provide options at the beginning. You can ask one on hand, "How many breaks do you want?" and on the other,  "Let’s design the whole thing!"

The following thumbnails came out of the brainstorming at OOPSLA’03.

Team should make the report

Probably a subset will be charged with generating the report, but engage others both in determining key points and messages and in reviewing a draft of the report. Divide the report into pieces and let many of the team members have a part in the writing. You could write the report during the session.

Don’t compromise on the time

If the retro gets “rescheduled” a lot, then it will appear to be an optional team process, deemed less important than other things. Make sure the team values the retro.

Manage expectations

This includes time and follow through. This should certainly be done before the retro. This should be done at the beginning and throughout. 

Managers must subscribe to the prime directive

Make it an axiom for the session. Act as if you believe it for the duration of the retro. Focus on capturing knowledge.

Build on your strengths

And develop the areas where you are weaker by seeking guidance and mentoring.

Ask for feedback on your facilitation. Objective feedback can help.

Don’t be too serious

There are helpful techniques. Humor creates a better environment for sharing. Humor is disarming. Use metaphors (vehicles, animals). Use games. If the retro feels stiff, people won’t open up. Norm warns against too much humor. There must be guidelines or rules to make sure everyone is comfortable with humor.

“You” vs. “I” statements

No blaming (Prime Directive). You only really know your own motivation. Sometimes other people really are responsible. Do we know that? Emotions are OK.

“Them” vs. “us” and I am the victim

Never let “them” use “them.” Do not accept “they” or “them” statements. Help reformulate as “I.” If there are safety issues, use comments like: “I would like to know what other people think about” or “I have a puzzle about.” Help people rephrase the statement or help dig into the underlying concerns. Realize that this is hardwired – to divide the world up into “use” and “them.”

Have the right materials

Make a list and check it twice. Problem. Skeleton of retro/facilitation shows through and distracts people from the reason behind the retro. Have more than you need to allow choosing appropriately for the temperature of the group.

Simulation games uncover issues

Maybe a first step to act or an icebreaker and let people get into thinking mood. Debrief is very important. NASAGA has a great website and there are others.

When should facilitator be a teacher? 

Facilitate their learning and effectiveness; don’t focus on impressing them. Possibly set up a separate session outside the retro. Guide them through the learning process, but don’t change their direction dramatically, i.e. get them past obstacles but don’t direct them. This has come up on occasions where a team wanted to introduce an agile methodology. They first wanted to gauge where they were, to determine which practices to introduce first. A retro was conducted to gain this big picture understanding. The team felt the retro was valuable and provided useful insights. However, they felt the facilitator (who had experience with XP) was “holding back” by not teaching and guiding them enough during the action-planning phase of the retro. We need to manage the team’s expectations before the retro. Perhaps having a training session before the retro to provide the team with some working knowledge. A mirror may be better than teaching.

Ownership for the output

Follow-up: what did you do? With executives – what do you think, what will you do to help? Counterexample: the scribe writes a report but it doesn’t reflect the team’s retro work. You have to consider who will actually do something with the output. Each action should have: (1) an owner – responsible for implementation; (2) a tracker – to make sure it happens; (3) a reward (since this is extra work) – usually provided by the tracker.

You’re losing control of the retro value

Be clear who owns what results and who will reward people for follow-up or action. Ask people why they think they are there. Look back at achievements of previous retros. Look for high-level sponsor who can provide support and encouragement.

Do a retro on the retro

Process improvement is a good idea, but avoid “going meta at the drop of a hat.” If the same issues come up in every retro than maybe you need to focus on resolving these issues in a different way outside the retro. Keep a list of good ideas. Add something new every time and also remove something. Meta in moderation is good. There’s a lot that we can learn from the retro. Always encourage feedback on the process—anonymously and from all levels. Otherwise, you get stale. Stay in touch with others who facilitate. Join discussion groups. Attend conferences and workshops. Hang out with others who are interested in retros. Read widely. Distinguish between the team’s looking back on previous retros vs. facilitators looking back on the retro process.

The group should summarize the concept

The group should write the report. Use different approaches. There is no one right approach. Beware—some team members may drive the process of generating the summary to suit their personal agendas. Make sure all concerns are heard.

If the group doesn’t summarize, they should at least have the opportunity to override or modify a preliminary summary. This results in feedback to management.

Build credibility for the retro

Understand your audience and your customer and their goals for the retro. Invite a high-level manager to give an opening talk and say why the retro is important and what will be done with the results. Have the manager act upon it – there should be no empty statements.

Be conscious of time and needs

People’s time is valuable. Don’t focus on the clock and lose focus or distract from the insights being generated. Not setting expectations for time, breaks, etc. will be distracting. Keeping within limits will make people more willing to participate. Take the group “temperature” at critical times. Good techniques for a small group can let some discussions take place in parallel.

Make sure there is follow-up or people won’t want to do follow-on retros

Don’t let things slip between the cracks. This is related to credibility. Who owns the follow-up? Do people sign up or is the work assigned? Not following up on the items the team prioritized can seriously reduce the team’s morale. If nothing changes or improves as a result of the retro, the team will not want to perform follow-on retros. Regular Heartbeat retros let you work on accomplishing small things and get frequent feedback to show whether things are done. Sometimes you’re hamstrung if you don’t prepare in advance, so anticipate this problem.

Less clutter

Do a retro on your own retro techniques. Use a scribe. Cut back on process elements that are generating artifacts but not insights. Make a running list of items you need for each technique. Participants determine the priority for topics to discuss. Ensure the techniques used during a retro follow a funnel shape: (1) brainstorm, big picture, capture everything, this may be cluttered; (2) categorize and converge, what worked, what needs improvement; (3) prioritize, action plans, focus attention and energy for the next phase. To manage the clutter, retire the previous retro artifacts when you move to the next phase. Move it to a back wall instead of keeping it in a prominent place.

The right people in the room

This is very important; otherwise the meeting will lack the true information. Having the right people in the room makes it clear that the organization values the process. Sometimes you may want to have sessions for specialists, e.g. developers, to avoid boring non-technical people. Who do you ask to find out who the right people are? Someone could be the right person but could still be a person that will intimidate others. Do we have a general list of the kind of people who should be in a retro? Sometimes you have to do the best you can with the people you have. It’s not always possible to know in advance who the right people are. Issues may come up that dictate that some people may not be available.

Pair facilitators

Have a scribe. Pairing is a key practice in XP. Benefits are: improved quality, better decisions, and more courage. One person can do the tactical facilitating (guiding the discussion, summarizing), while the other can do strategic thinking (what points should be addressed, how is the team really doing, what technique should we do next). Facilitating is very tiring. Being able to trade off with a partner will help keep energy levels up. Some people are strong at some things and weak at others. It is difficult to find a perfect facilitator. The partner can address people and issues on the side so the primary facilitator can stick to the main line. This can help in mentoring new facilitators. Duplication serves well in any endeavor if quality is the goal. Alternate coaches facilitate each other’s teams’ retros.

Don’t squeeze retros in between other things

Allowing time means the contribution will be more effective. Making time means the contribution will be considered more important. Communicate the benefits of retros. They are valuable but not if the time is compromised. Lack of time is demoralizing for those in interim retros. It takes time for people to disengage from other tasks. Don’t rush things. Have the retro at a set time, so everyone knows to put it on his or her calendar. Everyone must set it at a high priority. Sometimes you have to do the best you can with what you have.

All problems are system problems

This is why we follow the Prime Directive. We must continually keep this in front of the group as a reminder of the heart of the retro process. Assume project members are hard working. Identifying and resolving system problems could make them more effective. Pointing out individual problems is easy and doesn’t need a retro. Retros are good for pointing out problems on a larger scale.

They want to push toward a solution too fast

Maybe tell a story about the danger of jumping to premature solutioning before undertaking the problem. Split into small groups to write or brainstorm solutions. Dig deeper for underlying causes. Keep asking why. Ladder of inference. Start with facts and work up to interpretation. Ask the Five Whys (a la the Toyota Production System) or lean development to get to root causes.

Display of comments – what if they are negative?

Why don’t you want negatives displayed? Ask for a round of positives. Look for the positive side of the negatives. Sometimes there are negatives and they need a chance to be heard. Sometimes just saying the negative is enough, so give it space in the retro. Negatives should not be ad hominum. They are a symptom of lacking in the process. There is a commonly held perception that engineers love to complain. The team may need to express negatives. But what leaves the room should be what the team chooses. Negatives are OK. Not being able to talk about negatives kills us. See Argyris corporate or organizational defenses.

Cut back on 5 flipcharts

Some shorter frameworks: Works well, Needs improvement; Works well, Do Differently; SAMOLE (Same/More/Less). It gets distracting if one answer goes in two categories. I agree for the interim retros although for project retros five is OK. 

Let everyone have an opportunity to speak

Monitor whether some people are being left out. Find ways to include them. If some are dominant, politely curtail them as needed. Use written techniques. Give people time to collect their thoughts. Use a talking stick. Combine multiple techniques for collecting info. Use a fuzzy animal. Will this really get people that aren’t speaking to speak? Will this really make them feel like they have the opportunity to speak? Incorporate ways for people to contribute non-verbally.

Do your homework

Some situations will require extra concern for safety. If you know this in advance, you can structure some exercises to address the concern. You may be able to identify exercises but help them address particular issues. Knowing something about organizational politics and personalities in advance may help place some actions and statements in context. Knowing these things may help tailor reports from the retrospective. It’s hard to know everything. There will always be surprises. You need to establish firm targets for: (1) the time interval the retro will cover; (2) who should attend; (3) the agenda and techniques to use; (4) why the retro is being conducted – what is the intended outcome (team building, process improvement, increased quality, etc.) Have a list of standard questions that you keep improving.

The following thumbnails were contributed to the poster at OOPSLA’03.

Allocated Time

Retrospectives are a value added activity, but other events pop up. Therefore, reserve or allocate time for retrospectives. This gives people the right space to prepare and establish the activity as a priority.

Hive Mind

Individuals have different perspectives on problems and solutions, but these perspectives are only part of the whole picture. How do you combine everyone’s thoughts to get a greater solution? Use processes and techniques that encourage thinking as a group.

Interim Retrospectives

You have periodic deliveries. Frequent retrospectives are useful but a group can’t take days off frequently. Therefore, have interim retrospectives that are only <so> long. This requires a safe culture.

N-Day Retrospective

How long should a retrospective be? If the retrospective is a new process you need a certain amount of time to build a safe environment.

No Money for a Facilitator

People should not facilitate a retrospective for their own project. Therefore, people from one project can facilitate for another project and vice versa.

Crunch Time

Look for periods in which the team had to put in extra hours. Try to determine the causes. Bad planning? Not enough detail in the requirements?

360-Feedback

Kevin Bodie, Kevin.Bodie@pb.com
Focus Your Efforts on the Things You Can Change

The time for retrospective sessions is limited. Therefore, don’t let the session drag on. Use the time effectively.

Barbarians at the Gate

Inform outsiders beforehand the purposes and expectations of the group, otherwise you may get brutalized with your results. Paul Bramble.

Action Items

Take action items for people in the room only.

Multi-level Commitment

Individual ownership leads to responsibility leads to success, but sometimes individual success can impair group success. Therefore, establish group ownership of solutions with individuals committed to parts, but the group’s target should dominate.

Wall of Thanks

Martine Devos.

End with What People Learned

Let the retrospective have a positive outcome.

Safety in Small Bites

Bill Wake.

Update Information Radiator

People bother the developers. Information radiators keep people away. People bother us anyway. Who bothered us? What did they ask? How can we answer them automatically with an information radiator? Discuss, decide, implement.

Talk about how you feel about something. Martine Devos.

Keep a list of supplies you need for each activity. Mary Lynn Manns

Games People Play

Recognize the game you have been playing all along.

Teachable Moment

Facilitators have experience and can guide the retrospective, but the team needs to discover solutions to their problems on their own. 

Project Timeline

How do you create a shared Big Picture, a view of what happened on a project? Build a timeline of events and notable moments on the project. You may mine the timeline for important nuggets of gold.

External Facilitation

Insiders may not be able to have the right perspective to help the team. Therefore, hire an external facilitator.

Well Done’s

Lessons learned tend to focus on what went wrong. Therefore, don’t forget to ask, “What worked well?” to capture good processes.

Tell a Story

PostIt’s can be used to indicate: I want to tell a story here. Dick Gabriel

Time for: is there anything you haven’t said? Martine

When things begin to get negative, change the tone.

Déjà vu

When performing a retrospective and a problem is discussed, often you will get a sense of déjà vu. This should tell the group to explore this further and look for synergy with respect to related problems.

Do a summary along the way—a retrospective on the interim retrospective.

The following set of thumbnails came out of the brainstorming at the Vienna Retrospectives Gathering 2004.

Collaboration

People participated to achieve a shared result. This experience may trigger a new work style. My contribution makes a difference. I feel empowered and responsible.

A solution to a problem can be better resolved with the collaboration of many. The result is more mature and the team’s enthusiasm is greater because they all had a hand in seeing the issue from all sides. What does team collaboration mean? Is it automatic when two or more people work together?

People really were going to do something different

And it all came about in such a short time. The action plans the team creates are the key to knowing the team will leave the retro and do something. If they feel that they are empowered to change, they will do it. Don’t tell them their way of working was completely wrong, then they won’t be able to change anything. It would be good to know why some teams can “change on  a dime” while others are more resistant to change. What can we do to encourage the desired behavior? In some organizations, you may not have the team working together again. In these cases, it can be good enough to recognize a few people starting to change their views, working styles, or attitudes. If you want more to come out in these settings, then you must work on the whole infrastructure thing: follow-up, action plans and action tracking, budget, documentation of good practice, etc. Institutionalize change or at least hope/trust that institutional learning will unfold. When the retro is an experience not an exercise, the people involved will have a new set of actions and thought. This will lead to change.

Create team spirit

I feel part of the community. If you like to play together you probably like to work together. Retros showcase the team’s success, so if it is easy to identify with such a great team then I want to belong to this team. It shows the ups and downs and we create a sense of who we are. Unfortunately, in many companies, teams are broken up at the end of a project or the end of a release (! That’s why interim retros are so important (to benefit from the team spirit that comes about as a result of the retro).

Repair damage

When X said/did “this or that” he was under the pressure of… I can apologize for situations when I was unfair/sloppy/sarcastic/distracted… Tension between people is relieved. Understanding allows forgiveness and clears the air. This requires a very good facilitator. I agree. It requires knowing your limits. There are problems that even a skilled facilitator cannot solve. A retro is not therapy.

Celebrate accomplishments

Small Successes! When the team reflects on the fun or rewards of the project, they begin to bond with each other. Then when the project gets challenging, they can form an alliance and overcome it together. Sometimes people can’t see what they have done. They are so focused on the recent past and given the severe deadlines most projects end with, they experience a lot of stress. Celebrate the team’s or individual’s values and strengths, not only accomplishments. Sometimes the accomplishment could be that you learned from failures. Demo the system at the end of every iteration or milestone to the whole project community. Have a party with every external release. Go home earlier if you had a great day. 

Focus on opportunities

Good stuff repeats. Nail down opportunities so that they will become real. How did you focus on opportunities? How can you nail them down? A retro does not blame but tries to show opportunities instead of working on the problem. Don’t forget the troubles that hide opportunities. Focusing on opportunities does not mean ignoring the need to talk about other things. Sometimes it’s important for the team to have a chance to mourn, grieve, and complain. Maybe you should also apply the rule which is that what happens is what should have happened. Good things happen on projects. Many times the team forgets about repeating (making sure the good stuff happens) those things on subsequent projects.

Develop joint responsibility for the project

Do you also develop joint responsibility for the results and outcome (actions, proposed changes) from the retro? This is an argument for early/interim retros.

I agree! Why not have a retro-like thing as a project kick-off? How should this be done? How would it differ from a usual retro? The retro shows effectiveness not by setting a standard and pressure against it but by the person feeling if I had the best possible environment what would I have needed to do better. Some form of ownership is required before team members can really commit to the work. You can force compliance but not commitment.

Individuals discover how valuable they were

Value each individual to make it possible for him offer his values to the team. This is a very sad statement. It shows that the project or company has failed to value its greatest resource. Isn’t the retro the chance for a company to receive feedback on this? Who has the right to value someone? The individual needs to figure out her value through the process herself. The retro is a way to show who contributed to the team. Is there enough feedback from the authorities to the individuals?

This is just one way—an important way—for this to happen.

Sometimes team members don’t realize the impact of what they did for a project until the retro where it can be discussed in detail. The project manager cannot see everything that happens to comment about it. It means more when it comes from the team. 

Change the whole company

Change the individuals while they are in “good company.” Change starts with changing myself. In what way is a facilitator changed by the retro? Understanding helps to change if that is needed, too. The longest journey begins with a single step.

See the whole context for the project

What were external forces that I wasn’t aware of? We learn to understand individual differences. Usually we don’t look up to see our surroundings. We are so focused on our own work that we don’t see the big picture. It’s astounding when we do take the larger view, to see what the team has accomplished and how much progress has been made. In some projects a project retro is the only time when all people involved in the project get together. This provides an opportunity to get different perspectives. Always bring up the context/surroundings/external forces issues early in the retro. I regard this as important as the time line.

We saw the whole project! We identified the internal relationships, causes and effects, many things that would otherwise have gone unnoticed.

Elders share stories/Grandma tells fairytales
This is a great way to share culture. The elders love to tell stories about past projects and newcomers learn the company’s way of working. How close are the stories to the truth? Sometimes the reasons why things are done a certain way are not really discussed, so when the elders share their perspective, the newcomers can better understand why/how by asking questions to clarify the situation.

How can we make this part of the retro process? This is something that can also be done during lunch, during and prior to the retro.

Stabilize team values and working habits

Allow them to be seen and appreciated.

Detect/identify team values

Work on them. Help them grow.

Individuals learn about themselves

How was I recognized by the team? What does the team appreciate about me? What puzzles them? How did I lose all the exercises? Individuals, like teams, seldom take time to reflect on the past. It’s as important for team members to take time for reflection as it is for the team as a whole. Team learning always requires individual learning. Individual learning always will have the greatest impact if it is part of  progressive/continuous team learning. Learning about oneself is often very difficult. If this takes place in front of a group it’s even more difficult. People often ?? themselves at first, the learning usually takes place later. Help people understand how change happens, e.g. introduce the Satir change model and help them to find out where they are in the cycle with respect to different learnings. 

Team learns shared history

Explore the past. Is this related to story telling? Is this a good way for newcomers to learn? Is a real surprise possible? Do project archeology whenever the team has changed. From time to time, have the entire team recall what has happened in the past. This can also trigger ideas for the future. History gives us a new perspective on the present.

Team productivity improves

If this was your objective—good. If you had a different objective, then are you sure you know what the real one was? Will productivity always improve after a retro?

Why did productivity improve? Any ideas or indications? How can you measure the improvement? This would certainly be valuable for management to believe, even if the metric is shaky (! I doubt that improved productivity is a valuable goal (except if you have the alternative of no productivity). I think quality and customer satisfaction are much more important. The Satir change model suggests that your performance first drops down in the chaos phase while you’re implementing a change. So, this is a delicate subject. You could easily be blamed for some change not having the intended effects. Double-check by using a charter or tests on management basis. (IXP practice).

The value of interim retros

Every retro should be a prospective as well. If the team changes completely, it’s difficult to take the output of the team along to the new situation.

People learn best by experiencing a problem and feeling the need for a solution. Then they are more open to learning. This only happens when the individuals on the team have reached their limit of suffering. This will mean reflecting on the benefits of interim retros during the project retro. When the team members say, “It would have been good to have known this earlier,” or “When can we do this again?” because they see the value of the session, that is when the planning should begin to schedule the next milestone or interim retro. Sometimes it is the project manager who is the requestor or sponsor. Sometimes it is the team members. 

Build Bridges 

Build across chasms between: management, development, marketing, QA, … Walk on these bridges! Start walking. Bridges can fall as well.

Bridges must be maintained! This is related to Bridge-Builder from the introducing collection and Ofra Homsky’s pattern “Bridge,” but is specific to retros. Does this mean that you must invite all these people? Or that some magic happens in a retro that builds the bridges? For a project retro, I would definitely invite all these people to allow these bridges to be built. They will be erected only by face-to-face communication. Moreover, only by having everyone there can you uncover the maintainers of those bridges. Maintaining the bridge simply means using it!

Face-to-Face

Incorporate face-to-face participation. I like to look into the eyes of my workshop partners. I must know them a bit to understand what has happened.

It’s so easy for misunderstandings and results that were not intended to be the outcome when you can’t see the other participants. I feel I have learned this lesson over and over again. Face-to-face is the richest form of communication and it is all about emotions.

I have never seen a retro that didn’t apply face-to-face participation.

External facilitation

He is not involved. There is a chance to look at the team from the outside.

It’s difficult, if not impossible, to wear two hats: facilitator and contributor. An external facilitator is not drawn into the team discussion and can keep things moving in the right direction. Is this also important for heartbeat retros?

Skilled facilitator

Offer structure and a path through the meeting. This is a good thing for this gathering to take up as a goal. To help grow more skilled facilitators.

Skilled facilitators are patient, can stand silence, can transfer these skills to the team, is gentle, uses the Socratic dialogue, knows about personal communication types and is able to adjust to those in the community. Do some people have the right attitude and some not? What skills does the facilitator need? I doubt if it is knowing tools. S/he needs knowledge in team dynamics, organizational psychology, sociology, and coaching and s/he needs to have an open mind for new and frightening things and issues. We do not want to have facilitators with closed minds.

Knowing about meditation would also help.

Allow more time for action planning

Identify owners, next steps. Commitment from the owners is necessary to bring actions to a successful conclusion. Put an action list on the wall and fill it up. Be sure you have a responsible person. Make sure to review the outcome of the last retro’s action item list at the next one, closing a crucial loop.

New Techniques for Interim retros

This seems related to “Keep techniques fresh.” Interim retros can use many of the techniques that also work well for short on-site retros. These techniques must focus on change, doing better, positive outcome, etc. How can post mortems (or post mortem aspects) be integrated with interim retros? Do the two go together at all?

Find a suitable amount of time when learning can help the team’s progress.

People get bored if they think they know what will come next. You need to change something each time but not everything since that will lead to confusion.

Because of the short time (less than 4 hours) for an interim retro, we need activities that identify the items the team wants to do differently faster. The activities must be quick and effective. By having a variety of techniques, the team will look forward to seeing what will be done in the next iteration. The ritual can also be comforting to the team, so don’t change everything, just adjust the exercises to keep them fun and engaging.

Fresh Techniques.

Keep techniques fresh.  Techniques should be appropriate for the situations where you use them. Debra’s example of the team that started the retro without her would not have happened if the team were not used to a particular way of starting a retro.

My belief is: The more successful a technique is, the more often it is used until it doesn’t work anymore and you have an overdose effect.  With heartbeat retros you have to change the techniques, but maybe people who are used to retros don’t need special facilitation techniques, just an open discussion? Change only if they are no longer suitable, and don’t be afraid to try new ones. All rituals should have some elements that are constant, but sometimes a new approach enlarges our perspective. Don’t change too many things and sometimes go back to the old familiar ways.

Begin with ground rules.

Insist on three days off-site.

Never insist on anything that is not really crucial. You risk losing everything and gaining nothing. I have seen enough good retros that did not last three days and that were on-site. When is it important to insist on three days off-site? I’ve never had a three-day retro. Don’t give up the shorter ones. Off-site may be important. A different view can be possible. Depends on the context. For a heartbeat retro held every 30 days, three days off-site seems excessive. Implementing this once a year doesn’t sound like an extreme position to me. Sell it as a valuable thing to do and it becomes a valuable thing.

Involved Sponsor
The sponsor must understand the process.  The sponsor must buy into the process and allow the facilitator to run the meeting. Take time to explain the process and, if you can, share the results of other retros so the sponsor gets excited about the possibilities. One possible discussion is the difference between and postmortem and a retro. A good sponsor is invaluable. S/he makes it possible to have more credibility and ensure that the team will carry out the action plans. His commitment to the process lets things happen. Is this related to the pattern Corporate Angel?

Clarify who are the sponsors. You can easily have many sponsors and/or hidden ones. Examples: higher-level management (the sponsor of the sponsors). All the managers of the many project participants for different paths of the organization (marketing, legal dept, IT infrastructure operations, etc.)

Don’t bring in brand-new team members

Don’t use the retro for team training. Use as a prerequisite for new member participation in the retro that the person is already known personally to the community. New members have a perspective, even if it is only a short time that may be valuable to the development of the group moving forward. What are they doing with the results? The context needs to be sharpened. This could probably work well in some situations. Some parts of a retro can be very useful/instructive for new team members. There are other parts where no new people should be present. It’s up to the facilitator or the community to identify whether external participants can be in or out. It must be clear to the new people that s/he must be a fly on the wall and not fly around, never sit down on another person’s nose. Being a quiet observer can also be a good learning experience (apprenticeship) for learning about retros.  Observing and being a fly on the wall doesn’t solve the problem. The main problem is that in a retro a lot of personal (possibly unpleasant) things pop up (personal to individuals and the team). For a newbie it’s often hard to evaluate these things. Typically they find that “everything is bad” and don’t value the honesty, openness, and trust. Of course, this depends on the newbie.  New persons may have new ideas, a different view, especially if things are always done in the same way.

Facilitator Pool. Pass the torch
Grow replacement facilitators. In a retro, look for talented people to invite to become a facilitator. Hold a training session to teach them all you know. There must be a mentoring and coaching phase where you co-facilitate until they feel comfortable going alone. Start with a small team and hand over small pieces from a retro or get a sister team leader to share your ideas. Try to bring a new co-facilitator to your next (not too important) retro.

If you always do Pair Facilitation, you will develop a Facilitator Pool where the burden of facilitation is shared among several facilitators of various skill levels.

Planning’s more important than the plan.

Don’t focus on the agenda to the exclusion of the real reasons for the retro.  Let the agenda evolve for the benefit of the team. Forcing the team to get through too fast doesn’t allow the team to get what they need. Avoid being stressed by strict following of the agenda. Relax and let it live. Be sure you know the process and the tools and then improvise according to what you see and trust your emotions.

Eisenhower said: Planning is everything. The plan is not important.

Be sure everyone understands you’re going into (possibly) unexplored territory. Don’t be afraid to re-plan. Everyone should understand that it’s not a bad sign, allowing learning to take its course.

Keep track of the results and carry them forward to the next project.

Make the progress transparent to management. This should also be case for the team. Management is only interested in results. The team wants team learning. Make them aware of their achievements by feedback on what they achieved. If you are the team leader say, “I am proud of you” or “It’s great what we accomplished.” Share your emotions with them. There must be a flow, a natural transition from project ending to project beginning. Also do this across projects.

Share the impact of the results with the team

This could convince the people who did not want to attend the retro. Show the impact on the organization. It’s good to share results with the team so they feel their contribution was worthwhile and valued. How can you share the impact of results when you are not on the team (e.g. you are external to the team)? How can you recognize the impact if you are on the team and do not have a sufficient overall perspective (being drowned in daily project work)? Impact materializes ‘post post-mortem,’ so you need appropriate means of communication/information channels to reach the team. This fits well with establishing a mechanism for continued experience sharing, change management, or knowledge management, e.g. establishing a project newsletter.

Check-in.

Be sure that everyone knows why others have shown up. Try to do different check-in exercises. Don’t be afraid of emotions. Be aware of your own emotions. The Check-In pattern has been documented by Jim McCarthy but it is too specific. This new pattern should reference the other one, but should be broader. Let team members express their needs and wishes concerning the retro: context, form, need for safe communication, what mood people are in, desired outcomes, etc. Check-in exercises allow the facilitator to learn the climate of the room. Use this time to create safety and discuss things that may impede success. The opening exercise should be tailored to team needs. Don’t always use the same one. Make it as simple/short as possible and still meet the team needs.

Pair Facilitation.

I appreciate the breaks that are possible with a co-facilitator! There is a good review of the process. Be aware of the communication flow between facilitators, the projections the team member put on the facilitators. Be especially careful in case they are of mixed gender. Do a de-brief in the pair after the retro. One facilitator facilitates. What is the other facilitator doing? Thinking! Some good results: things are less likely to be forgotten (like breaks!); each facilitator can see and sense the atmosphere in a different part of the room. No odd couples (! Arrange the retro so that the team is your co-facilitator. Assign a co-facilitator from within the team who helps in prep work, assists during the retro, and monitors the follow-up activities.

One of the benefits of co-facilitation is the learning between them. A more experienced facilitator can teach a new facilitator new methods for delivering an effective session. A new facilitator teaches the experienced person how to mentor/coach more effectively. Everyone, even the most experienced facilitator can learn (! The best way to train a newcomer or to receive training. Better coverage. If you break down into subgroups, perhaps in different rooms with different exercises (e.g. session with and without managers).  Make sure you have a retro about the retro.

Do Food! Break Bread Together
There is stress if there is not enough coffee or water. It’s important. Why not make a ritual of this? This is a pattern “Do Food” and it is part of a pattern collection for introducing new ideas into organizations. In some ways, the typical kitchen talk resembles a retro. We have this pattern in XP when we, as a pair, finish a task, and go for coffee or tea, discussing the completed task, the alternatives, and possibly meeting other team members.

The following patterns were submitted for the OOPSLA’04 Workshop

Two Tiers Up – Amir Raveh
Having successfully completed a retrospective process, you as a manager of the group that performed the retrospective need to obtain organizational approval for the recommendations brought up. When you consider taking your group for a retrospective, you do not wish to go through the workshop unless you can get your management commitment to approve changes that may arise from the findings. Once the retrospective is over, the managers attending have (hopefully) made a commitment for changes in their organization. But, now they need to convince their own managers that the “way we do things around here” needs to be changed. As we know, it is very difficult to get the approval and active support of the big-chief head-honcho for the changes you wish to implement, following the recommendations of a retrospective process. How can you make it easier to convince the professional skeptics in higher management to make the recommended changes? Include managers from two tiers up in the retrospective process. Participating in a retrospective helps participants better understand why changes may be required and can facilitate establishing a commitment for seeing changes are carried through. When a higher tier manager participates in the retrospective, s/he is more likely to be bought in.

Damage Control (in Deepwater Drilling) – Lise Hvatum

You are the facilitator of a retrospective. You do not know the project and the people involved before you start your preparations. It could be in a different part of your company, or you are external to the company and being brought in as a professional facilitator. What will enable an external facilitator to navigate the murky emotional waters of a project? How can you reduce the risk of personal feelings getting out of control during the retrospective? When preparing for the retrospective, cover people issues as well as project history and organizational issues. Make sure you are very aware of any strong feelings of anyone who will be present in the retrospective. Use Emotional Connection to gather a better understanding of the personalities and team dynamics before the actual retrospective takes place.

