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I started work on this book believing that authors are solo prac-
titioners who struggle by themselves through the various trials
of content, discovery, format, grammar, invention, and English.
Along the way, I discovered that books are not the effort of a
lone author but involve the generous and selfless help of so
many people.  I’d like to name all those precious people who
helped me make this book possible, but it is probable that I will
thank everyone except that one most important person, whom
I now stupidly seem to have forgotten.  If you are that person,
please know that I’ll remember your name ten minutes after
this work has gone to press, and that you and your contribu-
tions are no less appreciated than those listed here.

Who are these people who helped make this book possible?
They include the following:

Don Reifer, the man who introduced me to the ritual of a
retrospective.  

Tom DeMarco, who simply sent an e-mail asking me what I
knew about holding retrospectives—Tom, here is my answer.

The participants in my retrospectives, the students in my
courses, and the numerous people who have e-mailed me
about their retrospective experiences—you helped me to refine
my understanding of the ritual and to discover what is impor-
tant to say and how to say it. 
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DEDICATION

To those great managers,
So interested in brightening their skills,

That they fought for a way to hold a retrospective,
While conquering their fears of what they might find.
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I’ve been looking forward to Norm Kerth’s book since I first
learned he was writing it.  I need it for my consulting practice.
My clients need it for their process improvement programs.
The software industry needs it in order to become truly profes-
sional.  And nobody in the world knows more about project
retrospectives than Norm.

To me, retrospectives are primarily about learning.  With-
out information about past performance, there can be no learn-
ing.  Though this essential role of feedback is a basic principle
of psychology, it doesn’t yet seem widely understood or prac-
ticed in the software industry.

Feedback is built into many processes in life, especially
those by which one attempts to manipulate the physical world.
If I try to thread a needle, for example, I can tell immediately
whether or not I have succeeded.  Same with kicking a field
goal or building a wall—but not so with software.  We in the
software industry are working with a more or less invisible
product, yet this very invisibility only heightens our need for
feedback.  We aren’t going to get feedback implicitly, so we
have to build it explicitly into our processes—hence, our need
for retrospectives.

Feedback on software projects—meaningful feedback, at
least—is not easy to come by.  Projects often outlive the accu-
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racy of our memories.  Even when our memories are excellent,
people leave during the project and take their memories away
with them.  So, in order to capture project learnings, we need to
plan, prepare, and practice.  And that’s what Project Retrospec-
tives: A Handbook for Team Reviews gives us—plans, prepara-
tions, and practice.

Retrospectives, of course, are human cooperative
processes—calling on qualities that are not typically the engi-
neer’s strongest.  One of the best features of Norm’s book is
how it speaks to an engineering audience in engineering terms,
teaching us how to transform what we know about software
engineering into social engineering.

Another strong feature is the book’s attention to issues that
are sometimes considered peripheral to the retrospective
itself—activities such as selling the idea of retrospectives, quali-
fying the potential customer, obtaining and maintaining sup-
port, creating a community, coping with legal issues, thinking
in advance about the what and how of data capture, and even
considering such details as what kind of food to serve during
the retrospective, and when.

Project Retrospectives is a strong book, full of strong features
that will make it the classic work in this area.  In my opinion,
though, the very strongest feature of the book is its many well-
designed exercises—exercises that will elevate your chance of
success—whether you are a new or experienced facilitator of
retrospectives.

As I wrote at the outset, I’ve been looking forward to this
book.  It was worth the wait. 

January 2001 Gerald M. Weinberg
Albuquerque, New Mexico
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Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump, bump,
bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher
Robin.  It is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming
downstairs, but sometimes he feels that there really is another
way, if only he could stop bumping for a moment and think
of it.

—A.A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh. London: Puffin Books, 1926.

So begins A.A. Milne’s children’s classic Winnie-the-Pooh. In
these opening lines, Milne invites us to identify with the
predicament of Edward Bear:  The usual way of doing things—
the routine—is not necessarily the best way and it is certainly
not the only way.  As I read Milne’s words, I marvel at the par-
allel between the world Milne describes and our own crazy
world of software development.  As software developers, we
bump our heads in project after project, day after day.  If we
would only take a moment to stop and think of alternative
ways to proceed, I’m sure we could find better ways to do our
work.

Project Retrospectives: A Handbook for Team Reviews details
creating a special ritual at the end of each project that lets us
stop and reflect before proceeding with the next project.  This
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ritual, called by many names—postmortem or postpartum, for
example, or, my preference, retrospective—is important to our
practice of software.  In fact, I believe that it is the single most
important step toward improving the software process!  The
reason for this is that a well-run retrospective can help mem-
bers of a community understand the need for improvement,
and motivate them to change how they go about their work.
The community designs the changes, since it knows best how
to identify, organize, and give priority to the problems to be
solved.  Owning the changes helps the community become the
master of its software process.  The process is the commu-
nity’s—to use, to honor, to modify, or to discard.  Most impor-
tant, it is the community’s to review, again and again, after
each project.

A retrospective can also help facilitate process improve-
ment and changes that involve more than one team.  The
changes are often complex and cross group lines, requiring
cooperation between multiple teams.  A retrospective helps
build this cooperation.  The practice of holding retrospectives
also serves as the cornerstone for efforts to improve software
process.  Given the rapid speed at which the software develop-
ment field changes, we need to continually revise our work
practices.  Retrospectives assure that the software process
adapts to advances in the field.

If a project fails, holding a retrospective provides a way for
project members to learn from the failure and move beyond it.
Its structure helps team members discuss how to improve,
without eliciting accusations of blame or implications of
shame.  By avoiding a review of a failed project, the commu-
nity loses a valuable opportunity to learn from its experience,
possibly leaving the door open for the same kind of failure to
happen again.

However, a retrospective is not just about improving soft-
ware process.  It also fosters learning, growth, and maturity in
the participants.  It provides an opportunity for project mem-
bers to celebrate the successes and acknowledge the heroes in
their community.  The stories shared in a retrospective become
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part of a group’s tribal knowledge and tradition, as well as a
source of long-term learning for the community.  The experi-
ences recalled during a retrospective help build a team with a
common focus.

A retrospective can deliver on all these promises, but only
if it is managed well.  Learning to lead a retrospective isn’t
exceptionally difficult, but how to do it best is not always an
obvious process.  It is my goal in Project Retrospectives to help
you become a skilled retrospective facilitator, enabling you to
provide the best possible experience for the software commu-
nity you are leading as well as for yourself.

October 2000 N.L.K.
Portland, Oregon
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CHAPTER THREE

Engineering a 
Retrospective:

Making Choices



After many years of toil, Ant decided it was time to get out of the old
digs and buy a new place to live.  He looked for an agent and found
the perfect one at Busy Bee Realtors—Busy Bee himself.  Not only
was Bee’s work ethic identical to Ant’s, but Bee had experienced com-
munal living and understood what his client wanted.

After assuring Ant that he would be able to find him the perfect
home in no time, Bee flew off to start the search.  Within minutes, Bee
returned, full of details of a newly built condominium with a great
view.  He said that the current tenants were upscale and high-energy,
just like Ant, and that the community association was very active,
with every member working in harmony.  Bee said it was so perfect,
in fact, that were he not Ant’s realtor, he would have bought it for
himself.

Bee went on to explain that the condo was located several hun-
dred yards away and told Ant that an offer should be made as soon as
possible.  Ant knew it could take him days to travel the distance, and
trusting Bee’s word, agreed to buy the condominium sight unseen.
The papers were signed, the deed transferred, and Bee and Ant set a
time to meet at the condominium.

Quite eager to see his new home, Ant set off on his journey at
break-antenna speed.  Realizing he had arrived well before the time
that he and Bee had agreed to meet and unable to contain his excite-
ment, Ant decided to tour the new condo on his own.  As he
approached his new home, however, Ant was shocked to discover that
Bee had sold him space in a beehive—the condo was a waxy, six-sided
affair without a single tunnel!  After just a few minutes, Ant found
that the neighbors’ humming had gotten on his nerves, and that the
temptation to sample the honey was overpowering, even though sam-
pling was clearly against the association rules.

Bee arrived at the appointed time to find Ant irate and agitated.
Even after learning what Ant objected to, Bee could not believe that
the condo was not a perfect fit.  In his mind, this condo had every-
thing. . . .

[As this is a fable, fair reader, you may trust that insect attorneys
got the mess straightened out eventually, but Bee was rather
shaken by the whole experience.  Here is what happened next.]
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Bee went to Owl to see what he could learn.  After intense discussion,
Owl and Bee concluded that Bee had failed to understand a basic
truth: One size does not fit all.  The perfect fit for one type of client
may be entirely wrong for another.  Bee decided that he needed to bet-
ter understand what his clients wanted, and to control his enthusi-
asm for what he himself considered desirable.

Watching Bee fly off, Owl congratulated himself, “Now, that ret-
rospective went well.  I think Bee learned something.”  He blinked
rapidly for several seconds and then glanced downward as a rather
forlorn and exhausted ant started to climb his tree.

The design principle of a beehive is that one size fits all.  Once
you have the perfect form, you need only replicate it and
everyone will be happy.  But Bee discovered that “one size does
not fit all”—and this fact is true for retrospectives as well. 

Bee’s experience leads me to make two important observa-
tions about how to engineer retrospectives:

1) It is much easier to copy the format of a previous retro-
spective than to design one for a new situation, but used
retrospective plans are not likely to fit well. 

2) Each retrospective needs to be engineered to fit its
unique environmental conditions and team dynamics.

In the most fundamental sense, we “engineer” retrospectives.
Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary defines the verb “engi-
neer” as “to contrive or plan out usually with more or less subtle
skill and craft,” or, “to guide the course of.”  The following sec-
tions discuss this concept in greater detail.

ENGINEERING A RETROSPECTIVE

Although each retrospective needs to be uniquely tailored to
the situation at hand, there are some common choices I have to
make when I begin designing any new retrospective.  In mak-
ing these choices, I match my facilitator skills, experience, tools,
and exercises to the particular environment and team dynam-
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ics.  By environment and team dynamics, I mean the project,
the people, the events that occurred during the project, the out-
come, the attitudes, the objectives for the future, and so on.
While the list of choices I need to make is the same, my deci-
sions are always different, based on the various circumstances I
need to take into account.

First Consideration:What is the purpose of this retrospective?

When I’m first contacted to help a team perform a retrospec-
tive, I always ask, “Why do you want it?” Usually, the question
catches the prospective customer off guard.  I get answers such
as, “Because it was suggested during our last CMM audit.”
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“Because it is part of our corporate ISO 9000 process.”
“Because we heard it was good to do.” and “Hey, you’re sup-
posed to be the expert—don’t you know?” Yes, actually, I do
know a number of reasons to perform a retrospective, and most
are better than those listed above. 

At this point in the planning stage, I need to understand
what will be accomplished by holding this retrospective.  I try
to find out for whom the learning is intended—management,
developers, or the whole team?

Each organization has different retrospective goals, and
until those are understood, I can’t engineer a retrospective that
will meet the team’s needs.  Likewise, team members won’t
know if the retrospective has been successful unless they know
what their goals were.  A comment such as “You’re the
expert—don’t you know?” reveals something important—that
the organization doesn’t know what it wants from a retrospec-
tive.

To uncover the real goals, I usually need to speak with a
number of people from the project.  I often start by saying, “Tell
me about the project—just the really important stuff.”  After
hearing a number of responses, I begin to see what the organi-
zation wants to accomplish with the retrospective.  I then
explore possible goals with the client.

Possible Goal # 1: Capture effort data.  This goal quantifies the
actual effort expended on the project.  The end of the project is
a perfect time to collect and record meaningful project data. 

Possible Goal # 2: Get the story out.  During any multi-person
project, a number of events occur that aren’t known by the
whole group.  In fact, on most projects, no one person knows
all the stories, and no one person knows how the pieces fit
together to tell the tale of the entire project.  The whole story
needs to be told in a forum in which everyone can contribute.
It is the act of telling the story that eliminates the need for par-
ticipants to waste time grumbling at the lunch table for months
to come.  It is a way to put into context the situations that, by
themselves, may seem inconsequential, and a way to discover
heroic acts that went mostly unobserved.  In short, telling the
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story allows the whole group to understand exactly what hap-
pened and why.

Possible Goal # 3: Improve upon the process, procedures, manage-
ment, and culture.  By reflecting on what has occurred, we see
things that we might do differently (and hopefully better) the
next time around.  And—just as important—we also discover
what we did well and don’t want to forget.  When we reflect as
a community rather than as individuals, the learning is greater.
We see the whole, not just our individual piece. 

Occasionally, this goal may get expressed as,  “We need to
fix Chris.”  Such a statement is usually accompanied by an
explanation of what Chris did or didn’t do and why the whole
project failed because of Chris.  Whenever I have looked more
deeply into the “fix Chris” situation, I have discovered many
issues for the whole team to work on improving, and Chris is
only one part of the team’s problem.

Possible Goal # 4: Capture collective wisdom.  There are many
firms that build teams for each project, rather than organize
projects around an existing, long-term group.  In this situation,
the collective team wisdom acquired during the previous proj-
ect is likely to be lost as individuals are scattered across the
organization to support new undertakings.  If, at the end of a
project, the collective wisdom is discussed and documented, it
becomes knowledge that survives the breakup of the team.
People then are able to carry with them lessons learned by the
team as well as those learned on their own.

Possible Goal # 5: Repair damage to the team.  Creating and
delivering a major piece of software is tough work.  During the
process, people are panicked and stressed, and they behave in
uncharacteristic ways.  Team members will be exhausted after
putting out extreme amounts of energy and after making
unreasonable personal sacrifices.  Sometimes, things are said
(or not said) in the heat of the moment.  In each of these cases,
relationships of all types will need mending. 

All of this adds up to a problem that needs to be addressed.
If team relationships have been damaged, a retrospective pro-
vides an excellent opportunity for colleagues to acknowledge

PROJECT RETROSPECTIVES

40



hurt feelings and to evaluate the damage done in order to de-
termine what must be repaired.  A retrospective can provide a
time to honor the heroic yet often unrecognized efforts of indi-
viduals.  It should be seen as an opportunity to establish con-
tacts that will help preserve relationships in the future.  It is a
time to engender honest enthusiasm for starting the next project.

Often, organizations reject this goal of repairing damage to
the team because they take what I consider to be the archaic
view that it is not proper to deal with feelings in the workplace.  In
my experience, high-performance teams are fully capable of
developing safe ways to discuss the feelings and needs of each
member. 

Possible Goal # 6: Enjoy the accomplishment.  As a rule, soft-
ware developers are goal-oriented problem-solvers.  They
rarely stop to notice what they have accomplished.  A retro-
spective provides an opportunity for such people to stop and
reflect on how far they have come, rather than focus only on
the current problem or the next one to be solved.  Without such
reflection, “post-project blues” can set in.  If they have not
taken time to savor the victory, people risk entering a new proj-
ect without having recovered from the difficulties of the one
just completed.  The developer who suffers from “lost hope”
feels that nothing will be better next time, and that the next
project will be just as difficult and crazy.

Second Consideration: How healthy is this organization?

Another area to consider when designing a retrospective is
how evolved the organizational culture is in the area of human
interaction—that is, how do members of the team deal with
difficult issues?  Some cultures have developed highly func-
tional ways of communicating with each other, working
together, and solving problems, while others demonstrate dys-
functional behavior when faced with problems. 

The table that follows shows a list of characteristics to look
for when you identify a culture as either functional or dysfunc-
tional.
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Dysfunctional Cultures

• Guarded language and secrets.

• Distrust of other groups.

• Well-defined boundaries between

groups; lots of discussion over

who has a particular responsibil-

ity; management-driven.

• Blame and lack of respect for other

groups.

• Skepticism of someone else’s new

idea or approach.  Rewards for

fighting someone else’s idea.

• Pressure to produce.

• Behavior, process, and activities

highly influenced by past.

• Strong pressure to conform to the

standard.

• Individual competition and sur-

vival are key issues.  Looking

good is the way to progress.

• Meetings are combative.

• Developers and managers feel

powerless to change the organiza-

tion.

Functional Cultures

• Honest communication.

• Alliance and cooperation with

other groups.

• Boundaries are mutually dis-

cussed and agreed upon between

groups; participant-driven.

• Appreciation and effective use of

differences between various

groups.

• Group refinement of an individ-

ual’s idea.  Careful evaluation

once experimentation with the

idea has been performed.

• Encouragement to improve.

• Situations handled in the present

with creative new solutions.

• Flexibility available for situations

that are unique or new.

• High-quality results are the key

issues for the team as a whole.

Helping everyone look good is

the way to progress.

• Meetings are constructive. 

• Developers and managers take

action to improve their organiza-

tion.
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Your own observation regarding the degree of involvement of a
culture is very important.  The less functional an organization,
the more effort you will need to put into ensuring that the ret-
rospective stays focused in a healthy direction—on learning
rather than on fault-finding.

It’s important to note that no organization is likely to be
totally functional or totally dysfunctional.  There is a contin-
uum along which most organizations lie, falling somewhere
between the two extremes.  The table can be used as a starting
point for an understanding of the approximate state of the cul-
ture, and perhaps to begin a dialogue with the client about
areas for improvement.

The greater the dysfunction, the fewer retrospective design
choices you have.  With highly dysfunctional organizations,
either you need to be skilled at dealing with personal interac-
tions and antagonism or you need to lower the goals of the ret-
rospective to avoid serious conflict.

I do not recommend avoiding difficult issues, since limiting
the scope of a retrospective brings little benefit to the client.
Instead, I focus portions of the retrospective on ways to
improve the health of the organization.

Dysfunctional Cultures

• Decision-making involves having

things your way.  Often the discus-

sion centers around “the best way”

to accomplish something.

• During decision-making, proof of

concept is required from col-

leagues; distrust of ideas and

approaches is the foundation of

the working relationship.

Functional Cultures

• Decision-making is consensus-dri-

ven.

• During decision-making, respect

for and trust of colleagues’ skills is

obvious.
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Third Consideration: Do I have the skills to lead this retrospective?

Whatever the health of an organization, two other factors that
must be considered in the design of a retrospective are, first,
your own skills as a facilitator and, second, your level of
understanding about the work done during the project.  The
fact is, a given facilitator may not be sufficiently qualified
and/or ready to lead certain retrospectives.  Below are some
criteria to use when evaluating your own or another’s ability to
lead a particular retrospective.

A facilitator must be an outsider.  A facilitator needs to be an out-
sider rather than a member of the project team.  Facilitators
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need to remain neutral during the retrospective—watching the
process, building a safe environment, helping people partici-
pate, summarizing points as the story lines begin to weave, and
encouraging the exploration of alternatives.

A facilitator must be technically competent.  A good retrospec-
tive facilitator needs to have software development experience
in order to understand the nature of the work done during the
project.  The more a facilitator knows about what is to be
reviewed, the better he or she will be at leading discussions
and helping the team move toward a collective understanding.
As facilitator, you should understand the project’s process,
architecture, tools, components, companion groups, suppliers,
vocabulary, and so on.

A facilitator must be a Betazoid.  Because a retrospective
involves leading people through a number of exercises (some
designed to cause individuals to think, others designed to
encourage group discussion), a facilitator must be able to man-
age both people who talk too much and people who don’t talk
enough.  The facilitator must establish and maintain an envi-
ronment in which it is safe to speak out about unpleasant,
embarrassing, or emotional issues.  The facilitator needs to be
skilled at resolving conflict, mediating, and helping transform
blame into constructive information.  He or she must be able to
sense the emotion of the team as the retrospective proceeds.  In
short, a facilitator needs the skills of Deanna Troy, the tele-
pathic Betazoid counselor from Star Trek: The Next Generation.
Luckily, these skills can be learned—see Chapter 9 for details
and refer to my Website: http://www.retrospectives.com.

All that having been said, you can lead a retrospective even
if you don’t presently have all the required knowledge and
skills.  It is possible to form a facilitation team by employing
one person who is skilled in software development and a sec-
ond person who is skilled in managing personal interactions.
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A True Story

After I had led a very successful retrospective, one of the partici-
pating managers invited me to work with his team on its next
project.  During this effort, I introduced analysis modeling tech-
niques, object-oriented design, quality assurance techniques,
project-management improvement methods, and several other
skills to change the culture of the group.

In the middle of the project, the manager left the team and I
was asked to serve as acting manager.  Eventually, a replacement
was hired—a manager who focused more on budget than on
process improvement—and I resumed my role as a member of
the team.

When the project ended, I scheduled a retrospective, but
explained to the new manager that I could not facilitate since I
was part of the team.  I recommended a colleague to run the ret-
rospective, but the manager responded that he could not justify
the cost of paying me to attend the retrospective as a contributor
while also paying someone else to serve as facilitator.  Because
he’d heard I was an experienced facilitator, he believed I could
play both roles.

While my ego tempted me to give it a try, my wisdom won
out.  I’d witnessed too many failures by people who had
attempted to both facilitate and participate in a retrospective.  In
such a dual role, my focus would have been divided.  When I
spoke, there would be confusion as to whether I was speaking as
facilitator or as participant.  To do both would be unfair to the
group and to me.  Since it didn’t seem as though the manager
would change his mind, I had two choices:  Cancel the retrospec-
tive, or hire the facilitator I had recommended we use and then
pay for her services myself.

The first option seemed completely wrong.  We had created a
team that viewed holding a retrospective as essential to any pro-
fessional software group’s growth.  Canceling the retrospective
would have been equivalent to saying, “Our team doesn’t need
to continue to grow.”  An additional reason for my commitment
to holding the retrospective was that, during the project, I had
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encouraged team members to contribute suggestions on process
improvement, but because of scheduling difficulties, I had asked
them to save some of their new ideas for the retrospective.  I felt
my credibility was on the line.

The second option seemed extreme.  The idea that I should
have to pay for my client to learn about process improvement
struck me as intolerable, but the truth was, such a great team
deserved a good retrospective experience (and a better man-
ager!)—and so I selected the second option.  I paid for the facili-
tator, justifying the expense as a gift to team members with
whom I had truly enjoyed working.  At the same time, I decided
that I needed to find a new client.

Armed with knowledge about the three areas of consideration
(goals, organizational health, and your own skills as facilitator),
you now can finalize details about your retrospective design.
The questions in the following sections should help you plan.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND THE RETROSPECTIVE?

In my early retrospectives, I included software developers only.
In particular, managers were excluded.  My rationale was that
software developers would be more likely to discuss problems
about management if their managers were not in the room.

My main goal in these early retrospectives was to develop a
report for managers that recommended various changes.  We
would work very hard on the report, then deliver it to manage-
ment, hold briefings, and try in various ways to communicate
to the managers what we had learned about the project.  The
long-term results were usually disappointing, and very little
would change within the organization.  I now believe that one
reason the results of those early retrospectives were poor was
because the managers had not participated in the retrospective,
so they were not privy to the discussions that led to the recom-
mendations, and therefore did little to see that the recommen-
dations become practice.
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Managers do need to be involved in retrospectives.  Further-
more, since we are looking at the whole project, we need to
include key people from external organizations involved in the
development effort.  Over time, my retrospectives have shifted
from small, intimate gatherings to larger, somewhat-more-
inclusive sessions. 

Based on my experience, I have developed a list of retro-
spective candidates, categories of personnel who may know
something informative about the project.  Not everyone on the
list gets invited, but as I work through the categories of candi-
dates, my clients often think of additional people.  The list
includes people from the following areas:

PROJECT RETROSPECTIVES

48



One important but often overlooked person to include is some-
one who may have a truly unique view of the project: the
department secretary. 

I try to involve as many viewpoints as possible in a retro-
spective while keeping the group small enough to be managed.
Usually, my clients can identify individuals with an important
piece of the story to tell as we work through the list together.

How many people participate in a retrospective affects how
it should be designed, its length and cost, as well as what level
of demands are made on the facilitator.  The largest group for
which I have served as sole facilitator consisted of nearly thirty
people.  That particular team scored quite high on the func-
tional chart, and the project was perceived as a success.  For
larger groups, or ones in which the culture is less evolved or
the project has elements of failure, I generally build a team of
facilitators.  The largest team of facilitators I’ve worked with
consisted of four people.  We led a cross-departmental retro-
spective of a failed project, with a total of 68 participants.

WHERE SHOULD THE RETROSPECTIVE BE HELD?

A retrospective can be held on site, off-site local, or off-site residen-
tial.  An on-site location has the advantage of being less expen-
sive for the company than a residential session.  Other advan-
tages include the probability that the site is familiar to and eas-
ily accessed by the participants, that other project members
who are not part of the retrospective can be consulted when
needed, and that project artifacts not gathered before the start
of the retrospective are readily available.  But an on-site meeting

• marketing
• sales
• technical support
• customer support      
• customer training      
• quality assurance       
• procurement

• manufacturing 
• key customers
• hardware and soft-

ware developers
• technical writers
• third-party vendors
• contractors
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has disadvantages: It may be seen by participants as cheap and
therefore not important, the site is “the same old place,” the ret-
rospective is easily interrupted, and participants may not pre-
pare as well since they can duck out to look for whatever mate-
rials they need at the last minute.

In cases in which the project’s budget has been depleted or
holding an off-site meeting is against the organization’s policy,
I have facilitated on-site retrospectives, but I usually have
found that the team achieved far less than it would have
accomplished if the retrospective had been held off-site.  Even
when a retrospective is held at a premium on-site location
(such as the executive dining room or the corporate board-
room) and a “do not disturb” policy is established, the partici-
pants seem to offer the “same old thinking” and the “same old
behavior” that crippled the project itself.  Limitations seem eas-
ier to accept and new ideas easier to kill when a retrospective is
held on-site.  In short, the on-site retrospective isn’t seen as
having any long-term significance.  Because of this, I no longer
facilitate on-site retrospectives.

When deciding between recommending an off-site local or
an off-site residential retrospective, I consider the needs of the
group in the context of the available budget.  A residential ret-
rospective is the most costly, of course, but it provides the best
opportunity for participants to learn how to change the way
future work will be performed.  Around-the-clock immersion
yields amazing understanding, learning, and growth.  For most
participants, a residential off-site meeting will be seen as a
form of reward or benefit.  The feeling of gratitude this evokes
makes the retrospective an important part of the project, and
residential retrospective participants tend to work harder and
learn more than participants in other types of retrospectives. 

A local, off-site location from which participants return
home at night has the advantage of being considerably less
expensive than a residential, but the depth of learning is less
and the potential for real improvement is smaller. 

The decision to hold a residential meeting is usually made
by someone very high up in management or by an upper-level
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manager rather than by the project manager.  Neither of these
higher-level managers is likely to be close to the project and
may not understand the potential value of a residential retro-
spective.  Typically, the high-level manager must veto all sorts
of proposals and may automatically reject the residential retro-
spective option without giving it much thought, perhaps
because it sounds like a boondoggle or because the money sim-
ply isn’t available for a residential meeting.

If the money really is not there, then an off-site, local retro-
spective becomes a reasonable choice, but I do not settle for one
until I have urged the decision-maker to calculate the cost of a
residential retrospective compared with a non-residential one,
including participants’ salaries and the cost of lost days of
work, to see exactly how much money is involved.  The incre-
mental cost of a residential meeting over the cost of a non-resi-
dential is often quite small. 

In a case in which the decision-maker is worried that the
off-site facility is some sort of a boondoggle, I describe what I
usually see at a residential retrospective—people working very
hard, often well into the night.  With the project manager, I dis-
cuss ways to reassure the decision-maker about the value of the
retrospective, and look for goals common to both the project
manager and the decision-maker.  For example, I might pro-
pose we lower costs by choosing a truly no-frills location, such
as a scout camp during the off-season, or that we lower the
boondoggle component by choosing a site with no discernible
fun quotient (certainly not a site near a golf course!).  Actually,
this no-frills, sensible location is the type of site I prefer, for rea-
sons discussed more fully in the next section. 

Selecting a Residential Site 

For any retrospective, I need a room large enough to hold the
entire team, plus several break-out spaces for smaller groups—
ideally one area per four or five people.  With schedule slips
likely, reserving a residential location before the end of a proj-
ect is difficult.  As a result, residentials usually end up at rustic
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places that are not in high demand, and that require a bit of
travel.  These limitations actually turn out to be benefits. 

If the space selected for the residential retrospective is too
rustic, that is, if it is run-down or bare-bones, the participants
usually work together to make it more comfortable.  If it takes
at least two hours to drive to the site and there is limited park-
ing, all the better—I want team members to carpool.  Driving
together enables people to talk, to re-establish relationships,
and to discuss the past project, the next project, and the retro-
spective.  And, since people coming and going disturbs the
process, holding the meeting some distance away limits the
temptation for people to return to work to attend to “impor-
tant” business or to their homes for personal reasons.

WHEN SHOULD THE RETROSPECTIVE BE HELD?

The best time to hold the retrospective is from one to three
weeks after the end of the project.  It makes no sense to have a
retrospective before the project is completed, and even less to
hold it after the next project has begun.  Scheduling is tricky,
since the schedule needs to be projected before the project ends,
resulting in a great deal of guessing about the actual dates. 

As a seasoned facilitator, I know dates slip.  My business is
service-oriented, and so I work hard to keep my schedule open
enough to accommodate these slips.  I also keep close tabs on a
project as it nears its end so that I can use my finely honed
sense of intuition to estimate when the project is likely to finish.

I never hold a retrospective immediately after the end of a
project; at that point, no one has the necessary energy.  Team
members need a break—some time to sleep, to re-connect with
family and friends, to take care of postponed personal busi-
ness, and to do a bit of reorganizing at work.

PROJECT RETROSPECTIVES

52



HOW LONG SHOULD A RETROSPECTIVE BE?

Simply stated, effective retrospectives require about three days. 
I once received e-mail from a person whose manager had

allocated one hour for a retrospective of a six-month project.
The writer of the e-mail had been assigned the responsibility
for making sure the retrospective would be a success, and she
was looking for advice.  My response to her was that so brief a
retrospective could not be successful.  

While I have heard of retrospectives being held in an hour,
or in half a day, the following comments sum up those brief
attempts:
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We tried retrospectives.  After a while, we discovered that
each review was making the same recommendations.
Clearly, nothing was changing, so we decided that retrospec-
tives are a waste of time.  We don’t do them anymore.

It is sad to know that such an effective learning tool as a retro-
spective was ruined in part because not enough time was allo-
cated to do one properly.  I find it ironic that “waste of time”
was cited as the group’s reason to avoid retrospectives, when
the problem was that the group had not allowed enough time in
the first place!

It is unreasonable to believe that significant learning about
a multi-person project that lasted several months can occur in
an hour.  At best, such a brief retrospective may serve to iden-
tify a few symptoms of real problems, but participants are
unlikely to be able to do more than recommend poorly ana-
lyzed, partial solutions that do not fully address the issues.

There are two probable arguments the decision-maker will
make for keeping the retrospective brief:  First, he or she may
cite insufficient funds to pay for the longer retrospective.  Sec-
ond, he or she may believe that a longer retrospective cannot
produce results commensurate with the time it will take.  The
project manager may also argue against holding a full retro-
spective because of a secret wish to avoid the detailed scrutiny
involved with a longer review of the project while still appear-
ing to favor holding one.

The first reason, lack of money, can be repudiated with
some numbers.  For example, during a six-month project, just
one member of a team is likely to work a minimum of 120 days
on up to 150 days (or more if that person works weekends in
addition to evenings).  A three-day review takes less than 3 per-
cent of the project time—a very small portion of the budget—
and a well-run retrospective can be expected to cut six days or
more off the next project, yielding a 100 percent return on
investment.

We can counter the second argument by providing infor-
mation about what happens at a retrospective, sharing stories
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about successful retrospectives, and by describing the results
retrospectives bring to an organization.

If the resistance derives from a person’s wish to avoid a
serious review, the facilitator would do better to refuse to hold
the retrospective at all than to risk using it inappropriately or
where it is not wanted.  However, before I refuse to participate,
I try to change the decision-maker’s or project manager’s atti-
tude.  Generally, I begin by questioning the person to try to
understand the nature of his or her reluctance.  Once I have an
individual’s fears in perspective, I see whether I can be reassur-
ing that my approach will facilitate a safe retrospective.  Often,
a person’s fear is based on a single bad experience, so I try to
learn what happened in the past, and then explain what will be
different this time.

A True Story

I was contacted by Eric, an administrative assistant to a high-level
manager whom we’ll call Ron.  Ron wanted Eric to schedule a
retrospective to be held in about six weeks.  After our initial dis-
cussion, I told Eric I thought a retrospective would be a good
idea, and asked him to set up a meeting with Ron so we could
discuss the details of the retrospective.

For five weeks, Eric and I scheduled and re-scheduled meet-
ings, but Ron always needed to be somewhere else at the last
minute.  He was at emergency meetings related to getting the
software project finished, away on an emergency trip visiting cus-
tomers, on an emergency vacation with his family, and so on.

A word of advice: Don’t be afraid to say
no to an invitation to lead a retrospective
if you think the participants (and espe-
cially the management team) are not com-
mitted to learning how to do things better.
Be particularly wary if you think the true
motivation for holding the retrospective is
management’s desire to find scapegoats.
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Finally, with the retrospective scheduled to begin in just one
week, I still had not had a chance to discuss goals and choices
with Ron, and so I suggested to Eric that we postpone the retro-
spective indefinitely until everyone had had a chance to slow
down, think, and plan. 

Eric told Ron my recommendation.  Ron’s response as he ran
out the door was predictable: “Definitely not!  We need to learn
how to prevent all these emergencies.  Tell Norm that I don’t have
time to meet with him.  Maybe he should just plan on winging it,
and we can talk during the retrospective.”

When Eric reported this conversation to me, I knew why Ron
had so many emergencies:  He didn’t take time to plan.  It would
not have surprised me if this became Ron’s major realization as a
result of the retrospective.  Yet I knew we wouldn’t get to that
point—I couldn’t proceed with the retrospective because I knew
that to do so would only invite more emergencies. 

I gave Eric the following brief message to convey to Ron: “I
can’t lead a retrospective until you have time to sit down and
plan it with me.  As a result, I’m canceling my plans to lead the
retrospective next week.  Please call me when you have the time
to plan.”

Ron never called.  He was too busy, right up to the day he
was fired.
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