Project Retrospective Procedure

Introduction

	
	

	Purpose
	Significant insight can be gained by analyzing a software development project and identifying which processes, activities, and characteristics were successful and which were not. The primary goal of a project retrospective (also called a post-mortem, debriefing, or post-project review) is to learn lessons and make process improvements that can help planning and execution on future projects. This learning occurs by raising significant positive and negative issues, identifying root causes, and recommending improvements, typically through a retrospective meeting. This document describes a procedure for conducting a project retrospective.

Each project should hold a retrospective at the end of its lifecycle. For projects of more than six months duration, mid-project reviews can also be useful. Retrospectives can be held at major milestones or at the end of release cycles.

	
	

	
	

	Work Aids
	Retrospective Planning Worksheet

Retrospective Summary Report Template

	
	

	
	

	References
	1. Kerth, Norman L. Project Retrospectives: A Handbook for Team Reviews. New York: Dorset House Publishing, 2001.

2. Wiegers, Karl, and Johanna Rothman. “Looking Back, Looking Ahead,” Software Development, vol. 9, no. 2 (February 2001), pp. 65-69.

	
	

	
	

	Roles
	Role
	Description

	
	Coordinator
	The individual designated by the Sponsor to lead the planning and execution of the retrospective.

	
	Facilitator
	A person from outside the project team who leads the retrospective meeting to ensure that it proceeds as planned and to keep discussions on track. Generates and distributes outputs from retrospective meeting.

	
	Participants
	Perform any necessary preparation. Gather project metrics data and artifacts. Actively participate in the retrospective meeting.

	
	Project Manager
	The individual who managed the project that is being reviewed during the retrospective.

	
	Scribe
	Records information and issues discussed during review meeting.

	
	Sponsor
	Management representative who is sponsoring the retrospective. May be the project manager or a senior manager.


	


Entry Criteria

· The project has reached a major phase milestone, is completed, or was canceled.

· The Sponsor has requested that a retrospective be held.

· The Sponsor has assigned a retrospective Coordinator.

· The Coordinator has arranged for a Facilitator.

	


Planning

	
	

	Using the  Planning Worksheet
	The Coordinator explores the items listed below when planning the retrospective, working with the project manager. Note responses and decisions on the Retrospective Planning Worksheet.

	
	

	
	

	Objectives
	Determine what the Sponsor wishes to accomplish as a result of the retrospective. Some possibilities:

· Improve process assets (such as procedures, checklists, and templates)

· Motivate and empower the team to improve its own processes

· Focus on a specific objective, such as improving communication within the team or between the team and other functional groups

· Identify high-leverage improvement opportunities

	
	

	
	

	Beneficiaries
	Identify the target beneficiaries of the retrospective. Possibilities include:

· Project management

· Senior management

· Software development team

· Other engineering groups

· Future project teams

	
	

	
	

	Scope
	Define the scope of the retrospective.

· A single project or multiple projects?

· Which functional areas are participating?

· Are there specific issues to be targeted for the retrospective, or do you want an unbiased exploration of the project and identification of issues?

	
	

	
	

	Participants
	Determine who should participate in the review meeting. Use the retrospective objective and scope to determine the participants. Consider the culture, size, diversity, and geographic locations of the project team. Consider whether managers should participate in the entire review meeting, for part of the meeting, or in a meeting separate from the rest of the project team

	
	

	
	

	Deliverables
	State the deliverables that the retrospective will produce. The primary deliverable is the Retrospective Summary Report. Other deliverables (such as an action plan) should be designed to suit the needs of the beneficiaries. 

	
	

	
	

	Issue Generation
	Decide whether issue generation should take place prior to or during the retrospective meeting.

· If you are uncertain what to focus on for improvement or what specific issues need to be examined, perform issue generation during the review meeting in order to use group synergy to identify and formulate issues.

· If the Sponsor or Project Manager wants to explore specific topics, then prior issue generation around those topics, and possibly others suggested by the reviewers, can save time and can focus the meeting time more effectively.

	
	

	
	

	Number of Meetings
	Determine how many review meetings to hold. In general, it is best to have all participants work together concurrently. Consider holding multiple meetings when:

· An objective is to solicit management and engineering issues separately

· You wish to separate the surfacing of issues from analysis and generating recommendations around those issues

· Participants are geographically separated

· A single meeting would involve too many people for effective facilitation

· There is a good reason to separate the project participants by functional area

	
	

	
	


	Meeting Format
	1. Identify and sequence the meeting components, such as:

· Building a project timeline

· Surfacing issues

· Clustering and prioritizing issues to select key issues for further analysis

· Performing root cause analysis of major problems

· Writing lessons learned from the key issues

· Recommending process improvements

2. Determine what methods will be used for surfacing issues, prioritizing them, and choosing the key issues on which to focus. Some examples:

· Round-robin (works best with fewer than 10 participants)

· Using sticky notes in a silent parallel brainstorming activity

· Voting with dots (Pareto voting) to identify the top priority issues

3. Determine the amount of time to spend on each meeting component.

	
	

	
	

	Communication
	1. Prepare and issue the meeting notice to the participants, including the completed Retrospective Planning Worksheet.

2. Indicate what each participant is to do for individual preparation prior to the retrospective meeting. Invite participants to bring project documents or other artifacts that they feel were significant to the meeting.

3. If desired, issue a review packet containing project information, metrics, checklists of items to consider when generating discussion issues, and the like.

	
	


	


Retrospective Meeting

	
	

	Open Meeting
	The Facilitator opens the meeting.

1. State the meeting objectives and agenda.

2. Briefly review the retrospective process and the end goal.

3. Introduce participants and their roles, if they don’t all know each other.

4. Present ground rules for the retrospective (such as respecting all opinions, not blaming anyone for past events, one speaker at a time).

5. If possible, have the Sponsor describe his interest in the retrospective and his commitment to respect its findings and follow up on recommended improvements.

	
	

	
	

	Collect Project Metrics and Artifacts
	1. Gather any specified metrics regarding the project’s performance, such as estimated and actual schedule, effort, cost, and defect performance.

2. Gather copies of deliverables, documentation, and other items that participants identify as being significant artifacts of the project to be archived and discussed.

	
	

	
	

	Develop Project Timeline
	The Facilitator has the participants collaboratively develop a timeline for the project, identifying significant events. Have each participant describe the event, note the date, and describe why he or she views it as being significant. See [Kerth, 2001].

	
	

	
	


	Surface Issues
	The Facilitator leads the participants in surfacing issues, using the methods determined during planning in order to surface issues. Set a positive tone by beginning with what worked well and then addressing what could have gone better. Other possible questions to ask in order to generate issues:

· What happened on the project that surprised you?

· What do you know now about the project that you wish you had known earlier?  How would this have changed the project?

· What skills or knowledge turned out to be the most important?

· How effectively did the team capture and communicate the voice of the customer?

· How effective were the project’s quality control and assurance activities?

· What is your level of comfort with regard to the product’s quality?

· To what extent was the project life cycle that was used an effective means of driving the project and generating its deliverables?

	
	

	
	

	Cluster and Prioritize Issues
	The Facilitator leads the participants in grouping generated issues and prioritizing them, if they were not clustered during issue generation. Prioritize the issues within subject categories using group consensus, Pareto voting, or another technique. Be very clear about the criteria and method used for the selection. Narrow the scope of the discussion further by selecting the highest ranked 5 to 10 issues to be addressed during the remainder of the retrospective meeting.

	
	

	
	

	Determine Root Causes
	The Facilitator leads the participants in determining underlying cause of a success or problem for the top issues selected. Distinguish symptoms from root causes. For example, low defect-discovery rates in peer reviews may have inadequate training as a root cause. Each root cause can then be expressed as a lesson learned. For example, if a root cause of ineffective peer reviews is inadequate training, the lesson might be that the next project’s staff should be adequately trained to perform technical peer reviews by the start of that project

	
	

	
	

	Develop Improvement Ideas
	The Facilitator assists the participants in developing improvement recommendations. Recommend at least one improvement action which should be implemented for each top issue upon which root cause analysis was performed. Recommendations must meet two criteria: they must have a high likelihood of rectifying the targeted problem; and it must be feasible and practical for a committed team to implement them if they choose to do so.

	
	

	
	

	Final Two Questions
	The Facilitator asks each participant, in round-robin fashion, to answer these two questions:

1. What one aspect of this project would you change if you could?

2. What one aspect of this project would you keep unchanged?

	
	

	
	

	Conclude Meeting
	1. The Facilitator gains commitment of the Project Manager or other appropriate individual to take responsibility for the action plan addressing retrospective issues and to see that the plan is completed in a timely fashion.

2. The Facilitator closes the review meeting by reviewing what has occurred during the review meeting, describing wrap-up activities (such as issuing the retrospective summary report and action plan), and thanking the participants.

	
	


	


Documentation

	
	

	Deliverables
	The retrospective objectives dictate the documentation to be generated, beginning with the Retrospective Summary Report. Retrospective documentation might include:

· A full list of issues in clustered or prioritized order

· Summary of lessons learned

· An action plan for addressing the top issues

· Recommendations for improvements to be made in the organization’s engineering, quality, or management processes

	
	

	
	

	Metrics
	The Coordinator summarizes the total effort, in labor-hours, for the retrospective and reports it on the Retrospective Summary Report, in the following categories: planning, meeting (multiply meeting duration by the number of participants to get labor-hours), and documentation production.

	
	

	
	

	Distribution
	1. The Coordinator or Facilitator produces the retrospective documentation and distributes it to the intended audience via e-mail, Intranet, or hardcopy.

2. File retrospective documentation, metrics, and artifacts in the project’s normal documentation location.

3. Feed recommendations into the organization’s software process improvement activities.

	
	

	
	

	Follow-Up
	1. Action plans document the improvement actions that the team will take. The individual who took ownership of the action plan tracks progress toward implementation.

2. Add lessons learned to the organization’s lessons learned repository for viewing and searching. Lessons learned can be transformed into “Do” and “Don’t” checklists and can be incorporated into the next project’s planning and management activities.

3. New process definitions, procedures, templates, and other process assets can be produced or existing ones can be revised based on the retrospective outcomes.

	
	


	


Exit Criteria

· The Retrospective Summary Report and any other deliverables have been distributed to all retrospective participants and beneficiaries.

· Project metrics and artifacts have been archived.

· An action plan has been written and responsibility for following up on it accepted by an individual.

· Lessons learned from the retrospective have been recorded in the organization’s lessons learned repository.
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Project:
______________________________________
Planning Date:
___________________

	Item
	Considerations
	Your Plan

	Sponsor
	Who is the management sponsor for the retrospective?
	

	Objectives
	What does the sponsor want to accomplish as a result of the retrospective?
	

	Beneficiaries
	Who are the target beneficiaries of the retrospective?
	

	Scope
	Single project or multiple projects? Exactly what is being reviewed? What functional areas are included? Are specific issues of particular interest for exploration?
	Project(s):

Functional Areas:

Issues:



	Participants
	Who will participate in the retrospective?
	

	Deliverables
	What documentation will result from the retrospective?
	Intermediate Documentation:

Final Documentation:



	Issue Generation 
	Will issue generation take place prior or during the review meeting? Using what methods?
	Prior or During:

Methods:



	Number of Meetings
	How many meetings should be planned, based on the scope of the retrospective?
	

	Agenda
	List the retrospective meeting components and the time allocated to each.
	Introduction:

Timeline: 

Gather Issues:

Cluster:

Prioritize:

Choose Key Issues:

Root Cause:

Recommend Improvements:

	Techniques
	What methods will be used for the major retrospective activities?
	Cluster:

Prioritize:

Choose Key Issues:

Root Cause:

Recommend Improvements:



	Roles
	Who is the facilitator? Who is the scribe? What are their responsibilities?
	Facilitator:

Responsibilities:

Scribe:

Responsibilities:



	Management Role
	What is management’s role in the context of the retrospective?
	

	Metrics
	What project metrics will be collected for the retrospective?
	

	Project Artifacts
	What project artifacts will be collected and examined for the retrospective?
	

	Communicating Plans
	How will the planning details be communicated to the participant, and by whom?
	

	Individual Preparation
	What individual preparation is necessary prior to the retrospective meeting?
	

	Logistics
	What items does the facilitator need to take to the retrospective meeting (pens, markers, sticky notes, tape, transparencies, paper, laptop)? Is the room properly equipped (projectors, flipcharts, space)?
	

	Communicating Results
	How will the meeting results be communicated? Who will receive the communication? Consider objectives, scope, deliverables.
	

	Follow-Up
	Who will be responsible for follow-up on action plans and process improvements following the retrospective?
	


<Project> Retrospective Summary Report

<date>

Summary

	
	

	Coordinator
	<name>

	
	

	
	

	Sponsor
	<name>

	
	

	
	

	Participants
	<names and roles>

	
	

	
	

	Facilitator
	<name>

	
	

	
	

	Metrics
	<the total labor hours spent on planning and performing the retrospective>

Planning:

Meeting (meeting duration multiplied by the number of participants):

Documentation Production:

	
	


	


Things That Went Well

	
	

	Business Issues
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Requirements
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Process
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Project Management
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Technology
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	


	


Things That Could Have Gone Better

	
	

	Business Issues
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Requirements
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Process
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Project Management
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Technology
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	


	


Things That Surprised Us

	
	

	Business Issues
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Requirements
	2. 

	
	

	
	

	Process
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Project Management
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Technology
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	


	


Lessons Learned

	
	

	Business Issues
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Requirements
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Process
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Project Management
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Technology
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	<other category>
	1. 

	
	


	


Final Thoughts

	
	

	Things to Keep
	1. 

	
	

	
	

	Things to Change
	1. 

	
	


