Retrospectives Pattern for OOPSLA 2004 Workshop

Name

Damage Control (in Deepwater Drilling)

Aliases

Stay Alive on an Alien Planet (for the facilitator…)

Beware of the Worms

Context 

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.

Forces 

A very practical approach to a retrospective might be 1) establish the goals of the retrospective, 2) select the techniques best suited to reach the goals, 3) execute. This will not necessarily take you deep enough in the analysis to expose the real lessons and understandings from the project. To bring the best value, you need to get out the underlying reasons for success or failure. You cannot truly bring to light the good experiences and the problems of a project without including the human elements. (The most important thing in communication is to hear what isn't being said. 
--Peter F. Drucker).

The retrospective is a great opportunity to bring closure to a team, and to deal with difficult feelings and experiences. There are a number of retrospective techniques targeted at the emotional side, and at team relations. These can strengthen the team for later when used with care.

But in opening up for emotions during the retrospective, you risk opening a can of worms. Or worse. Unless you expected this type of problems and are prepared, the whole event could turn into a disaster. The underlying feelings and personal relationships between the team members are good in most projects, but in a few cases they may be dangerous.

A team can be dysfunctional even if they delivered successfully from a product point of view. Team members may have been forced to work with individuals they strongly dislike over extended time, maybe sharing the same room, doing pair programming etc. 

The average facilitator is normally not a trained psychiatrist, and may bring feelings out in the open so that it is destructive to some participants.

Problem 

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?

Solution 

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. Specifically check the following for the people who will be present at the event:

· Key role with responsibilities on project
· Particular events throughout the time of the project to be aware of
· Key characteristics (personality, confidence, attitude, ..)
· Relations to other team members (friends, constellations within team)

Ask specific questions to make sure you have uncovered potential problems. Select the techniques and plan the sequence of events for the retrospective with not only the retrospective goal in mind, but also the possible mental stress (like not doing to many “feeling” activities back to back). Be prepared for time-outs or even stopping the retrospective. If possible discuss with a colleague or other if you should take on this particular retrospective (basically assess if your social antennas and your experience in facilitating are up to the particular task).

Resulting Context 

You as a facilitator is better prepared to whatever could happen during the retrospective. The retrospective design is more likely suited to the situation, and you have activities in store for potential outcomes during the event. 

Rationale 

Mary Lynn knows perfectly well I cannot do rationales; I mess it up so I avoid doing it. 

Known Uses 

Maybe it would have been better with a horror story here? Unfortunately, I do not have one (yet). 

When doing a retrospective for one of our projects end of 2003, we were lucky to have Linda Rising as our facilitator. The team had been through tremendous stress, and was very heterogeneous (local employees, local contractors from 2 different companies, and an Indian outsourcing company involved including off-shoring). There was potential for a very problematic retrospective, but at the same time doing an event that could give the team an understanding of their achievements and valuable experience plus give them closure was absolutely needed. Linda was combining her experience and her understanding of the project/people to create a beautiful event that the participants are still talking about. Just today I attended a presentation done with pride by one of the team members in an internal conference describing the retrospective. 

Related Patterns 

After the OOPSLA workshop?? 

Sketch 


A team member in agony because of poor facilitation:
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