Retrospectives Gathering, April 2004, Vienna, Austria

The process: we brainstormed answers to the question: If all the retros you have ever facilitated or participated in were regarded as one giant retro and someone asked you, “How was that retro?” – what would the rest of your answer be if your answer began, “It was great – because…” Then we brainstormed answers to the question: I would do the retro over again NOT in exactly the same way. I would…

The answers were each written on a separate piece of paper and we wrote down anything that came to mind. If we thought there was a pattern, suggested names are given in italics. If someone felt strongly about being involved in the writing of the pattern, the name appears in parentheses.

These answers are wordsmithed and may not reflect the original author’s intent because I couldn’t read the writing (! All comments and suggestions for improvement are welcome (! Send them to me: Linda Rising, risingl@acm.org -- many thanks!

Yes, all those retros we experienced were great!
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.

Created 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).

Repaired 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.

Celebrated 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. 

Focused 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.

Developed joint responsibility for the project.

· Did 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 discovered how valuable they were. (Debra)

· 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. 

It changed 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.

We saw 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 told stories to newcomers. 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.

Detected/identified team values.

· Work on them. Help them grow.

Individuals learned 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. 

The team learned 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 improved.

· 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).

We learned in the project retrospective the value of interim retros. (Debra)

· 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. 

Bridges were built 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!

What should have been done differently in all those retros we experienced?

Incorporate face-to-face participation. Face-to-Face.

· 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.

Get 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?

Get a 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.

· Is 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.

Interim retros need new techniques.

· 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.

Keep techniques fresh. Fresh Techniques.

· 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.

The sponsor must understand the process. Involved Sponsor.

· 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, that is, 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 where 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.

Grow replacement facilitators. Facilitator Pool. Pass the torch.

· 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.

Don’t focus on the agenda to the exclusion of the real reasons for the retro. Planning’s more important than the plan.

· 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.

Start with a check-in. 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.

Have a co-facilitator. 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.

