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 was contributed to the poster at OOPSLA’03.

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 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.

