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A LETTER FROM THE CEO
As an early adopter of Agile and CEO of a fast growing application 
development consulting company, I’ve found retrospectives to 
be among the most energizing and valuable meetings I attend. 
They enable whole teams to reflect upon the past in a blame-free, 
constructive way. And when facilitated well, they lead to a small 
set of fruitful action items that have the power to catapult teams to 
increased productivity moving forward.

Unfortunately, retrospectives are often not run well, because 
facilitators often fail to adequately prepare. But, retrospectives are 
not something you can just show up to and wing. They deserve up-
front thought and planning.

The secret is knowing the best techniques for running retrospectives. 
By adopting these  powerful tips, you will be on your way to running 
retrospectives that will leave your team  energized, excited and 
grateful.

Specifically, activities are the heart of any good retrospective. The book Agile Retrospectives: Making 
Good Teams Great is full of activity suggestions. I recommend you read it in full before facilitating your 
first retrospective. There are a slew of good options.

In this guide, I’ll go through the activities I think are best. If completed successfully, these activities will 
result in the outcome of three distinct components:

• Divergent thinking & reflection on the past

• Identifying trends and drawing insights

• Converging around top priority insights & Forming action items

To learn more, read our ebook, “How to Facilitate an Agile Retrospective.”

Running effective Agile retrospectives is fun, empowering and highly efficient. I hope you enjoy learning 
about the activities that make them successful! And, if you have any questions at all, I welcome them.

Enjoy!

Debbie Madden
CEO & Founder, Stride

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/stride-consulting
https://plus.google.com/+stridenycdev
https://www.amazon.com/Agile-Retrospectives-Making-Teams-Great/dp/0977616649
https://www.amazon.com/Agile-Retrospectives-Making-Teams-Great/dp/0977616649
http://www.stridenyc.com/how-to-facilitate-an-agile-retrospective
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Activity 1: Timeline
When a retrospective reflects on a time period longer than 1 month, I like to start out with a 

timeline. It’s easy to forget the facts of what happened when reflecting more than a month 

back. If we can’t accurately remember what happened, it’s hard to know what we truly did well 

and what the biggest areas for improvement are. So, it’s nice to start with the facts. Draw the 

timeline like this:

GATHER TIMELINE DATA

Give each attendee 1 pad of 3x3 Post-it notes and a marker. Instruct attendees to write one 

piece of data per Post-it note.

Set the timer for 10 minutes. Attendees should write as many pieces of information as they’d 

like. Don’t post or share anything just yet. Each person keeps their pile of Post-its in front of 

them as they write.  Attendees should be encouraged to be honest and write anything they 

feel is relevant.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/stride-consulting
https://plus.google.com/+stridenycdev


5

Agile Retrospective Activities

|   www.stridenyc.com   |          

POSTING THE POST-IT NOTES TO THE TIMELINE

After the 10 minutes are up, it’s time to share.  If time permits, 

have each person read each Post-it note out loud, one person 

at a time, as they put each one on the timeline. If you don’t have 

time, ask everyone go up at once and put all Post-it notes up on 

the timeline, and then give the group 5 minutes to read all Post-

it notes for themselves.

Post-it notes should get posted in the appropriate month. Don’t 

worry about being exact; just roughly align things to when they 

happened. 

Each person decides where they want to put each Post-it along 

the vertical access. If something is a “happy,” it goes above the 

line. If it’s “unhappy,” it goes below the line. If you are neutral on 

it, it goes on the line.

Note: Some teams are 

uncomfortable with the idea 

of assigning feelings to Post-it 

data. If that’s the case, do your 

timeline without the happy/

unhappy part like this:

It’s common for people to have a much harder time remembering what happened 3 months 

ago than last month, so expect the bulk of the comments to be from the most recent past.

DO NOT CRITIQUE 
OTHERS’ POST-ITS: 

It’s important to stay 

in ‘data gather’ mode 

here. Do not share your 

opinion on Post-it notes 

as they are put along the 

timeline. It’s ok to ask 

clarifying questions like, 

“You wrote ‘New team 

member joined’, was that 

John or Mary?” It’s NOT 

ok to say, “You put that as 

happy. I disagree, it was 

an unhappy thing.” 

http://www.stridenyc.com
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Activity 2: Plus/Delta
When a retrospective is 1 hour or less, or when we are reflecting on a time period of one month 

or shorter, my favorite go-to activity is Plus/Delta:

As with the Timeline, instruct attendees to write on 3x3 Post-it 

notes. Instead of doing a timeline of events, write things that 

you liked and feel were a positive part of the project and that 

you’d like to keep doing (Plus) and things that you feel can be 

improved/changed in some way or that should be stopped 

altogether (Delta).

POSTING THE POST-IT NOTES TO THE PLUS/
DELTA BOARD

Each attendee decides where he/she wishes to post each Post-

it. It’s common to have more Deltas than Pluses. It’s also common 

to see a comment appear on the Plus side for one person and 

on the Delta side for another person. 

As with Timeline: Give each 

attendee 1 pad of 3x3 Post-it 

notes and a marker. Instruct 

attendees to write one piece 

of data per Post-it note.

Set the timer for 10 minutes. 

Attendees should write as 

many pieces of information 

as they’d like. Don’t post or 

share anything just yet. Each 

person keeps their pile of 

Post-it notes in front of them 

as they write.  Attendees 

should be encouraged to be 

honest and write anything 

they feel is relevant.
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For example, I might write on a Post-it “Daily Standups” and put it in the Plus column. Another 

attendee may also write “Daily Standups” and put it in the Delta column.

There is no “happy/unhappy” line here, just post each idea on the Plus or Delta side at random:

When done, post and review the same way as detailed in “How to share Post-it Data” in the 

Timeline activity. 

http://www.stridenyc.com
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Activity 3: Group Trends
Chances are, the group will produce several Post-it notes that overlap with one another. Take a 

few minutes to group the Post-it notes that are identical or very similar. The best way to do this 

is to first group similar comments. 

As facilitator, it’s important that you confirm with the person that wrote the Post-it if they 

agree that their feedback can be grouped with other feedback. For example, I might write 

“Hiring Process” and a coworker might write “Hiring Developers.” Are these the same thing or 

different? Ask the people that wrote them to elaborate and to determine if they agree that both 

feedback can be merged.

The Plus/Delta input from above would look like this after grouping:

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
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Activity 4: Dot Vote
Once grouping is complete, give each attendee a marker. Each attendee gets to vote for the 

topics they feel are most important to discuss. I like to give each person 3 votes, and allow 

them to stack them. Meaning, I can vote for 3 different topics, or I can stack all 3 of my votes 

and vote 3 times for 1 topic.  We are voting on groupings, not on individual Post-its. 

Everyone goes to the groupings of Post-it notes at the same time and makes a dot or tick mark 

next to the grouping. It doesn’t matter if you give each attendee the same or different color 

marker. We aren’t concerned with who votes for what. We are simply looking to tally which 

grouping gets the most votes.

PRO TIP: 

To discourage people 
from waiting to see what 
everyone else does and 
then trying to vote last, 
you could say that the 
last person to vote gets 
2 votes and everyone 
else gets three. I don’t 
personally use this tactic 
often, but once in a while 
it’s a nice tool to use.

Our Plus/Delta board may now look like this after dot voting:

Count up the number of total votes for each grouping. Write the highest voted topics on the 

whiteboard. Take down the rest of the Post-it notes.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
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Activity 5: Five Whys
If you Google ‘Five Whys,’ you’ll find a plethora of information on the subject. A great blog to 

read is one by Taiichi Ohno of Toyota.

To conduct the Five Whys:

 ( Write highest voted topic on the board 

 ( Ask “Why” 5 times 

The goal is to get to the root cause of the issue. In general, it takes about 5 “Whys” to get to 

the root cause, but not always.

EXAMPLE

Problem statement:
We have a hard time hiring senior developers.

Why do we have a hard time hiring senior developers?
Because we don’t get a lot of senior developers to apply in the first place.

Why don’t seniors apply?
Because we don’t target them specifically.

Why don’t we target seniors?
Because we don’t know how.

Why don’t we know how to target senior developers?
Because we haven’t taken the time to learn how.

At this point, the discussion can then center around – how can we more effectively learn how 
to target senior developers? Discuss alternatives and options, capturing input on the board. 
Aim to come out with a small handful of action items with assigned owners and due dates.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/stride-consulting
https://plus.google.com/+stridenycdev
mailto:Taiichi Ohno


11

Agile Retrospective Activities

|   www.stridenyc.com   |          

Activity 6: PrOACT
PrOACT is a framework for decision-making that’s detailed in the book, Smart Choices: A 

Practical Guide to Making Better Decisions.

PrOACT IS AN ACRONYM THAT STANDS FOR:

 w Pr: Identify the Problem you are trying to solve

 w O: State your Objectives - What do we most want to accomplish?

 w A: Alternatives - Consider a wide range of alternatives

 w C: Consider the Consequences of each alternative

 w T: Consider the Tradeoffs of each alternative

PROBLEM:

Stating the problem correctly influences everything that follows. For example, if you are 

considering joining a gym you could ask, “Which gym should I join?”  Or, you could ask, 

“Should I join a gym or run outside?” Framing the problem differently will lead you to consider 

an array of Alternatives that you likely haven’t initially considered. So, take some time to 

correctly identify the problem, and try with the team to phrase the problem in several different 

ways. 

OBJECTIVES:

What do you want to achieve?  Using our gym example, I might want to lose weight. Or, I might 

want to gain weight. Or, I might want to lose fat and gain muscle. Or, I might want to train for a 

marathon. Or, I might need Physical Therapy to recover from an injury. These are all distinctly 

different objectives, and significantly influence your decision.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
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ALTERNATIVES:

Now that you know the problem and objectives, brainstorm alternatives. I encourage you 

to brainstorm as many alternatives as possible. To encourage creative thinking, I like to put 

out some general questions to the group. When brainstorming alternatives, ask the group to 

consider:

 ( What’s the easiest thing to do?

 ( What’s the hardest thing to do?

 ( What’s the most fun thing to do?

 ( What’s the scariest thing to do?

 ( What’s the illegal thing to do? (Used to jump start creative thinking, of course we’re not 

advocating illegal activity)

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
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PrOACT DECISION MAKING MODEL CONSEQUENCES
Table Source: Smart Choices

OBJECTIVES JOB A JOB B JOB C JOB D JOB E

Monthly Salary $2,000 $2,400 $1,800 $1,900 $2,200

Schedule Flexibility Moderate Low High Moderate None

Business Skills Computer
Manage 
People, 

Computer

Operations, 
Computer

Organization
Time MGT, 

Multiple 
Tasking

Vacation Days 14 12 10 15 12

Benefits
Health, 
Dental, 

Retirement

Health, 
Dental

Health
Health, 

Retirement
Health, 
Dental

Enjoyment Great Good Good Great Boring

CONSEQUENCES AND TRADEOFFS

The most objective way to compare and contrast alternatives is to make a table that literally 

outlines the consequences and tradeoffs of each decision. The Smart Choices book illustrates 

this with the following 2 tables. In order for you to perform this activity with your own 

consequences and tradeoffs, we’ve provided printable, blank table templates on pages 15 and 

16 of this guide.

SOURCE: Smart Choices: A Practical Guide to Making Better Decisions 

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
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https://www.amazon.com/Smart-Choices-Practical-Making-Decisions/dp/1633691047/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1475938284&sr=1-1&keywords=smart+choices+a+practical+guide+to+making+better+decisions
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Table 2: Tradeoffs

Table 2 takes each alternative and literally ranks them against each other. Use any ranking 

scale you like, and you can either have the group do the ranking together or individually. If the 

retrospective isn’t that long, doing the consequences and tradeoff tables individually as a Who/

What/When is a great idea. Then you can reconvene to share results.

PROACT DECISION MAKING MODEL RANKING TABLE
Table Source: Smart Choices

OBJECTIVES JOB A JOB B JOB C JOB D JOB E

Monthly Salary 3 1 5 4 2

Schedule Flexibility 2 (Tie) 4 1 2 (Tie) 5

Business Skills 4 1 3 5 2

Vacation Days 2 3 (Tie) 5 1 3 (Tie)

Benefits 1 2 (Tie) 5 4 2 (Tie)

Enjoyment 1 (Tie) 3 (Tie) 3 (Tie) 1 (Tie) 5

SOURCE: Smart Choices: A Practical Guide to Making Better Decisions 

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
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