Retrospectives

Reflect together to tune the way you work

Rachel Davies, Connextra

Overview

· Guide on how to organise a Retrospective session

· Questions

· Practical experience

· Retrospective on an OT2003 session

· Feedback

Background: XP team for 2.5 years. Retrospectives used since OT2001.

What is Retrospective?

· Pioneered by Norman Kerth (Project Retrospectives, 2000)

· Adapted to support XP iterations by agile development teams

· e.g. RoleModel Soft, Connextra

What it is not

· A post mortem

· A witch hunt

Why hold a retrospective?

· To reflect and learn from the past

· To decide how the team will work in the future

· To improve communication within and across teams

· To allow a team to own and drive their own development process

Regular maintenance

· Hold a retrospective after each work period

· Make adjustments

· Repeat this cycle to boost…

· Communication

· Ownership (and intrinsic motivation)

· Effectiveness

Who should attend

· Try to represent many viewpoints

· Development

· Marketing

· Customer support

· QA

· Managers

· May split into specialist groups

· Don’t bore those not involved

· Developer-only discussions for technical matters

· Meetings of 15-20 people is the practical maximum

Choosing a location

· On-site

· Convenient

· Cheaper, but may imply less importance

· Risk of interruptions

· Off-site

· Not practical for regular retrospectives

· Psychological importance of being out of work context

· Room requirements

· Movable tables / chairs (you will split into groups)

· Flip charts (output of the session is the written-up charts)

Allow time

· Two days, maybe even a third in reserve to look back at a period of six to 12 months

· In steady state, e.g. half a day once a month (sometimes carried over into next day – particularly if splitting off into specialist groups)

Choose a facilitator to manage the retrospective

· Neutral (outsider?)

· Background in development

· Capable of resolving conflicts

· Particularly for the first retrospective in a particular organisation, this is very important

Kerth’s prime directive: “Regardles of what we discover, we must believe that everyone did the best job they could at the time”.

Negative packaging

· A message made in a complaint is obscured

· Retrospective format uses activities that try to defuse the negative nature of complaints

· Create safety

· Everything is optional

· Secret ballot – 5 = no problem, 1 = no way

· Establish ground-rules, such as

· We will try not to interrupt (use tokens e.g. teddy bear)

· We will talk from our own perspective, not speak for anyone

· There will be no jokes at the expense of anyone in the room

Getting the story out

Techniques:

· Artifacts contest (item to jog memories) – ask people to bring something along to the meeting that reminds them of the significant point – it’s amazing how quickly you forget what you were doing even three weeks ago

· Develop a time-line

· Draw process maps that show how we actually work, rather than how we think it should be

· Offer appreciation (“Tim, I appreciate you for…”)

· Vary the format from one retrospective to the next

· Let the team decide what format they prefer – it’s an empowering process after all

Focus on outputs (flip charts):

Flip charts for

· What worked well

· What should be done differently

· Puzzles

· Recognised problems or issues that don’t necessarily have a solution at present

Follow-up

· Sometimes everyone just agrees that this is what they should do

· If nothing has been done by the next retrospective, it will be discussed again

· Topics that come up time after time result in planned activity for next iteration

Useful links:

· Norman Kerth: http://www.retrospectives.com/
· Ward Cunningham’s Wiki

Books

· Norman Kerth

· Alistair Cockburn

· Adaptation: XP Style (XP2001.org)

Practical Exercise

· Split into groups

· Nominate facilitator and scribe

· Mini retrospective (25 mins) on OT2003

· Agree ground rules to create safety

· Get the story out

· Artefacts, timeline, process maps, appreciations

· Present conclusions to session group (5 mins)

· What worked well

· What we should do differently

· Puzzles

Result

All groups came up with some useful observations

However, I am sure these came out on their conference evaluation forms anyway.

