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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. So, in this ebook, I’ve distilled down the most valuable takeaways from all my 

years running and attending retrospectives. You’ll learn how to prepare, run and follow up 

retrospectives in an easy to follow, repeatable format.

And, at the end of the ebook, you get a compact “one sheet” that you can take with you to 

meetings to ensure you’ve got the process down pat. 

Running effective Agile retrospectives is fun, empowering and highly efficient. I hope you enjoy 

learning about them! 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
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Introduction
Successful software delivery requires writing good code. It also requires effective 

team communication. In fact, the highest functioning tech teams have a core 

foundation of trusted communication and a culture of brutal honesty.  It’s this 

foundation that enables the team to produce high quality code. At the center of 

effective Agile team communication is: The Retrospective. 

Retrospectives are extremely powerful for all teams: 

tech team, business teams, families. They aren’t just for 

software teams.  They aren’t just for Agile teams. Heck, 

even my son’s public school holds weekly retrospectives. 

My family runs them too. Whenever we host a holiday 

dinner or go on vacation, we do a quick, 30-minute 

retrospective to reflect on what we enjoyed and what 

we’d like to do better next time.

WHAT IS A 
RETROSPECTIVE?
A meeting that is held at the 

end of a project or milestone. 

The purpose of a retrospective 

is to reflect on how the team 

performed, and ask “What did 

we do well?” and “What can we 

do better next time?”

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
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The facilitator is the crux of the retrospective. Without a good facilitator, your retrospective will 

suffer. To facilitate a retrospective, you must do three things well:

1
Prepare 

2
Meeting facilitation

3
Post-meeting follow up

This ebook will take you through all 3 parts. It will teach you step by step how to facilitate 

powerful retrospectives. And, you’ll walk away with techniques that you can use immediately 

with our one sheet guide.

I’ve been running and attending retrospectives for 15 years and credit them for the majority 

of the process improvements my teams have implemented.  And, I’ve witnessed good 

retrospectives serve as a huge morale booster to teams. I often walk out of a retrospective 

feeling “Yes we can!” 

Yet, it’s not a given that all retrospectives are effective. I’ve participated in retrospectives 

that were a slog, and that wandered aimlessly without converging upon insights.  I’ve also 

participated in retrospectives that were energizing to the point of being the highlight of my 

month. 

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. 

READY TO LEARN HOW TO FACILITATE EFFECTIVE AGILE 
RETROSPECTIVES? READ ON.

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
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Part 1: Prepare
As facilitator, it’s your responsibility to be prepared for the meeting. Don’t ever go 

into a retrospective and ‘wing it’. Your and your team’s time is too valuable for that. 

Give yourself 4-8 hours to prepare for a 2 hour retrospective if it’s your first time 

facilitating one. This might seem like a lot of time, but it’s an investment you’ll be 

proud you made.

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
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Step 1: Agree On What You 
Are Retrospecting
Congratulations, you’ve been chosen to facilitate a retrospective! Maybe you’ve 

been asked by a co-worker to facilitate, or maybe you’ve volunteered.  The 

very first step of the very first part is knowing what you are retrospecting. Be 

specific here.  If someone says “Hey, can you facilitate a retrospective for our 

team?” it’s your job to figure out exactly what they mean. This could mean we are 

retrospecting:

 w The most recent major release

 w The most recent minor release

 w The past X sprints

 w The past X months

 w The entire project back through its inception

 w Something else

Identify the exact amount of time and details that you are retrospecting. It forms 

the basis for everything else to follow.

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
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Step 2: Choose 
Attendees
A good retrospective includes the entire team. On a 

project team, this might include developers, product, QA, 

design/creative, stakeholders. In the retrospective, you are 

going to be coming up with action items that will allow you 

to make change in order to improve how your team works 

moving forward. 

WRITE UP A LIST OF PEOPLE YOU THINK 
SHOULD ATTEND AND THEN ASK YOURSELF: 

“At the end of the retrospective, I am going to have 

a handful of action items that will have a material 

impact on how we get work done. Are the attendees 

empowered to implement the action items we are 

likely to create? Who can block or veto what we come 

up with? Who are the people that are likely to be the 

ones to do the work the action items require?”

Make sure that the folks who have veto power AND the 

folks that are needed to carry out the action items are 

present for the retrospective.

STARTUP TECH TEAM 
RETROSPECTIVE: 

I facilitated a 2-hour retrospective 

for a software product that had 

its first major release. The team 

had worked on the project for 3 

months. In attendance were: 3 

developers, 1 UX/Designer, and 1 

stakeholder. In the retrospective, 

the team learned:

1. They didn’t have a clear 

understanding of what “Done” 

meant and 

2. They didn’t define clear 

acceptance criteria for stories. 

These issues resulted in a large 

amount of rework throughout the 

3 months. The team felt they’d 

benefit from clarity here and 

agreed on the action item:  

“The Product Owner will create 

acceptance criteria for each story 

at the start of each sprint.” 

However, the Product Owner 

wasn’t in the retrospective.  After 

the retrospective, a developer 

took the action item to the Product 

Owner who replied, “I’ve been 

keeping acceptance criteria in a 

Trello board all along. The entire 

Product team has access to it. We 

didn’t realize it was important for 

you. I wish I would have been in 

the retrospective so I could have 

discussed this with the team.” 

PRO TIP: 

It’s generally bad practice to assign action items to people 
who aren’t in the retrospective. The Product Owner should 
have been at the retrospective. The issue would have been 
discussed, and the team could have learned the Product 
Owner’s perspective and reached a better conclusion. 

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
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Step 3: Agree on the Length of 
the Retrospective
Shorter, more frequent retrospectives are better than infrequent, longer ones. Teams are 

reflecting back upon what they accomplished, and it’s generally hard for people to accurately 

remember stuff that happened more than a month or two in the past.

So, step 3 involves figuring out how many hours the retrospective will last. 
The answer depends on:

 ( The number of months you are reflecting on

 ( The number of attendees

 ( If this specific group of attendees has done retrospectives together before

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
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Below is a chart that illustrates the amount of time 

you should allocate based on these factors. In my 

experience, between 2 – 8 hours is the ideal length for 

all retrospectives. One hour is almost always too short. 

Anything longer than 2 hours needs several breaks built 

into the day. You’ll have to play around with the length 

as you get used to running retrospectives until you find 

the right balance of time. If you find yourself consistently 

needing more than 4 hours, you should try to hold 

retrospectives more frequently.

 w Less than 3 months

 w Fewer than 4 attendees

 w Have Previously Done a Retro

1-2 HOURS

4-8 HOURS

 w 6+ months

 w 4+ attendees

2-4 HOURS

 w 3-6 months

 w 4-8 attendees

THE OVERBOOKED 
EXECUTIVE TEAM:

I facilitated a retrospective 

for an executive team of a big 

corporation. The team of 6 had 

worked together for 2 years, 

but they had never done a 

retrospective before. They were 

excited about the idea but would 

only commit to 1 hour. We were 

covering a lot of ground, so I 

recommended 4 hours. Getting 

this team to commit to 4 hours 

of time was impossible. So, we 

agreed to start with 1 hour, and 

then meet again if we felt we 

needed more time. I made the 

agenda knowing we were light 

on time. The outcomes from our 

1 hour retrospective were so 

powerful that the entire team 

agreed to do another 2 hours 

the following week. Sometimes, 

it’s best to grab the time you 

can from a busy team, run an 

outstanding retrospective, and 

get them yearning to do it again.

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
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PRO TIP:

For Phase 1, pick one activity. It is possible to do both 

“Timeline” and “Plus/Delta,” but I recommend using 

one or the other. 

Step 4: Pick Activities 
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. Here, I’ll go through the 

activities I think are best.

I like to run all retrospectives with 3 distinct phases. Each phase has its own 
activities:

Phase 1: Divergent thinking & reflection on the past

It’s human nature to want to jump right into problem solving mode. However, it’s prudent to 

first spend time in divergent thinking mode. That is, gather data and review this broadly before 

diving down a rabbit hole on any one specific issue.  For Phase 1, we want to choose an activity 

that both enables divergent thinking, and that also gets all viewpoints on the table. Therefore, 

for Phase 1, an activity that requires individual participation is key. This way, all attendees get 

equal focus, rather than the most influential or the most talkative person in the room steering the 

conversation.

To accomplish this, choose either “Timeline” or “Plus/Delta.” Both activities are detailed in 

Appendix A.

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
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Phase 2: Identifying trends and drawing insights

At the completion of Phase 1, you have data. Phase 2 is about identifying trends 

in the data and to drawing insights. We achieve this by grouping data trends 

and voting on the most important ones. The best way to achieve this is by going 

through the activities “Group Trends” and “Dot Vote.” See Appendix A for details 

on both activities.

Phase 3: Converging around top priority insights & Forming action 
items

At the end of Phase 2, you have arrived at what the group believes are the most 

important topics for discussion.  In Phase 3, our goal is to discuss these topics in 

depth, and walk away with powerful action items that serve as the basis for how 

you’ll improve going forward. 

Dot Voting will show you what the group feels are the highest priority topics. Start 

with the topic that got the most dot votes. Write that topic on a whiteboard. 

Discuss this topic as a group. My 2 favorite activities for discussing topics are: Five 

Whys and PrOACT. See Appendix A for details on both activities.

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
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Step 5: Make an Agenda 
At this point, you’ll know what you are retrospecting, how long the retrospective will be, who 

will attend, and what the activities will be.  Let’s say your retrospective has shaped up to be:

 w Length: 2 hours

 w Attendees: 6

 w Timeline length: 3 months

 w Activities: Timeline, Group Trends, Dot Vote, PrOACT

YOUR AGENDA MAY LOOK LIKE THIS:

 w 9-9:15am - Set the Stage 

 w 9:15-10am - Timeline

 w 10-10:05am - Break

 w 10:05-10:20am - Group Trends, Dot Vote

 w 10:20-10:50am - PrOACT

 w 10:50-11am - Wrap Up

It’s important to know your high level agenda so that you can be certain you’ll get to the 

end. The power of retrospectives lie in the end, so you’re going to want to make sure that as 

facilitator, you lead the group through a schedule that’s attainable. Details on how to facilitate 

this agenda are below in Part 2.

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
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Step 6: Get Buy-In
A week before the retrospective, email all attendees. Your 

goal here is to get buy-in regarding what you expect from 

each attendee as well as what they can expect from you. 

YOUR EMAIL SHOULD TOUCH ON THE 
FOLLOWING POINTS:

 ( What is a Retrospective (only if the team is new to 
retrospectives)

 ( What is the project and timeline that we will be 
retrospecting

 ( Pre-Work: Expectations of what data attendees should 
gather ahead of time

 ( Expectation that everyone arrives on time and stay 
through to the end

EXAMPLE EMAIL:

Hi team! 

On Tuesday, we’re having a 2-hour retrospective for 
Project Acme. We’ll review our first major release (Jan 1 – 
April 1). Before Tuesday, please gather data on things that 
happened between January and April that you think are 
material. Examples can include: big decisions the team made, adding or removing team 
members, key meetings or discussions, key tech decisions, times when we achieved 
something on time or not on time. Pretty much anything you feel is relevant. No need to 
email these to the group ahead of time; we’ll review on Tuesday together. 

The meeting is 9-11. It’s really important that everyone attends the entire meeting. If 
you have a conflict, please try and reschedule it. 

Best, Debbie

PRO TIP:

No Seagulls. Seagulls fly 

above, and without warning 

swoop down and poop on 

everything. Seagulls aren’t 

allowed at retrospectives. 

All attendees are required to 

attend the entire retrospective. 

If someone must leave early or 

come late, it’s better they not 

attend, or that you reschedule 

the retrospective.  If someone 

doesn’t attend, they are agreeing 

to trust those that do attend and 

agree to go along with whatever 

the group decides. There’s 

nothing worse than a boss who 

arrives at the last 10 minutes of a 

retrospective and poops all over 

all of the decisions the group 

has made. I’ve seen it first hand 

and it’s deflating, it’s humiliating. 

Avoid this at all costs. Getting 

buy-in ahead of time via email or 

any other method that works for 

your team is a key way to ensure 

there are no Seagulls.

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
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Step 7: Gather Supplies
It’s good practice to have all supplies at the ready so that you can quickly access them for any 

meeting. At Stride, we have “Retrospective Kits,” which are simple plastic bins that hold all 

necessary supplies.  We just grab the kits whenever we need them.

OUR KITS CONTAIN:
 ( 10 Packs 3x5 white index cards, unlined

 ( 10 Pens

 ( 10 Markers of different colors 

 ( 10 Whiteboard eraser markers of different colors

 ( 1 Whiteboard eraser

 ( 15 Pads of 3x3 Post-it Notes in different colors

 ( 10 Pads of 6x4 Post-it Notes in different colors

 ( 2 Pads of Post-it Self-Stick Easel Pad, 25 x 30.5 Inches, 30-Sheet Pad

 ( Snacks 

 ( 10 Pads of 5x8 lined writing pads

 ( 1 Roll of Painter’s Tape

• Sometimes the Post-it Notes fall off the wall; it’s good to have tape to stick them 
back on

 ( 1 Kitchen Timer 

• Used to keep us on schedule and also used to time the breaks. When the beeper 
goes off, everyone knows the break is over.

• Be sure to get one that doesn’t tick; get a silent one that only beeps when the time 
is up.

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
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https://www.amazon.com/Post--Self-Stick-Easel-Inches-30-Sheet/dp/B00006IA9F/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1471892889&sr=8-1&keywords=Post-it+Self-Stick+Easel+Pad%2C+25+x+30.5+Inches%2C+30-Sheet+Pad


Your Partner in Agile
Software Development

When Businesses need a true technology partner, they turn to Stride. 
Our team of Agile software technologists will help your team be your 

best both inside the code and out.

 
We focus on creating an immediate 

impact, delivering real business 
results fast.

MVP Consulting Staff Augmentation
Our experienced full stack 

developers understand your vision 
and help you execute it.

Your team can’t keep up with your 
roadmap. We help you launch 

quality code while hiring.

NEED HELP GETTING STARTED?

LET’S CHAT

“Stride consistently provides talented people who encourage 

collaboration and discipline in my team. They care about the 

quality and the value of what they build with us. I have great 

confidence in the effectiveness and maintainability of the work 

we do together.” - Ken Judy, CTO The Daily Beast

http://hubs.ly/H04G02T0
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Part 2: Meeting Facilitation
In Part 1, you get everything you need ready to go in order to facilitate an effective 

Agile retrospective. Here in part 2, we walk through tips for the actual meeting 

facilitation itself.

http://www.stridenyc.com
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Step 1: Arrive Early  
To Prep
On the day of the retrospective, arrive 15-20 minutes early. 

Grab your supplies and bring them to the meeting room. 

Start by hanging 5 big Post-it Self-Stick Easel sheets on the 

wall. On easel sheet #1, write: your Ground Rules. 

MY FAVORITES ARE:

GROUND RULES EXPLAINED

 w One Conversation - No 
side conversations. If you 
notice 2 people having a sub 
conversation while someone else 
is talking, ask them to stop.

 w Be Present - Each attendee is 
required to be both Mentally 
and Physically present. Turn off 
laptops and cell phones, unless 
you are using them to take notes 
or to recall data for the timeline. 

 w No Bullshit - Call each other 
out on mistruths, half truths and 
dishonest answers. The more 
honest the team can get, the 
better.

 w Balance Empathy and Advocacy 
- Some people talk a lot, and 
some people are quiet. If you 
are a talker, make sure to stop 
talking and empathize with 
others: hear them, listen to 
them. If you are a listener, speak 
up and advocate for yourself. 
Each person is responsible for 
balancing empathy and advocacy 
for themselves.

 w No Seagulls - see Part 1

PRO TIP:
Write these fairly big; we want everyone in the room to clearly 

see these throughout the day.

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
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On easel sheet 
#2, write: “One 
Sentence” at the 
top, and leave the 
rest of the sheet 
blank.

On easel sheet #3, 
write: the high level 
agenda.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
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On easel sheet 
#4, write: “Parking 
Lot” at the top, and 
leave the rest of 
the sheet blank.

On easel sheet #5, 
write: “Who/What/
When.”

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
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Step 2: Detailed Agenda
Using the Agenda from Part 1: Step 5 as our guide, here’s how you’ll go through 

your agenda.

9-9:15AM: SET THE STAGE 

Start by reviewing the 5 easel sheets that you hung on the wall during your 

morning prep:

 w Ground Rules 

• Read the ground rules aloud and give everyone permission to hold 
another participant accountable for upholding these ground rules.

 w One Sentence

• Go around the room, each person states in one sentence the answer 
to this question - What do I want to get out of today’s retrospective? 

• Write each person’s answer on the sheet.

 w Agenda

• Review the high level agenda

• Remind everyone that it’s important the entire group stay through to 
the end of the retrospective

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
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9-9:15AM: SET THE STAGE (CONT’D) 

 w Parking Lot

• As facilitator, you’ll use the Parking Lot to capture any side ideas that arise 
during the conversation. If you see the group veering off into a topic that 
doesn’t have to do with the retrospective, jot down a note on the Parking 
Lot. This allows you to capture the idea to discuss at a later date and 
enables you to get back on track.

 w Who/What/When

• This is where you will track your action items. As action items arise, capture 
each one on this sheet. Each action item needs:

• Who - 1 person responsible for doing the action item

• What - describe the action item

• When - the due date

Then, read the Retrospective Prime Directive out loud:

“Regardless of what we discover, we understand and truly believe that everyone did 

the best job they could, given what they knew at the time, their skills and abilities, 

the resources available, and the situation at hand.”

9:15-10:00AM: TIMELINE

State the project/timeline we are retrospecting.  In our example, we’re having a 2 hour 

retrospective for Project Acme. We are reviewing our first major release (Jan 1 – April 1).

Activity – Timeline (See Appendix A for details)

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/StrideDev
https://www.facebook.com/stridenyc
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10-10:05AM: BREAK

Take a 5-minute break immediately after 

reviewing all of the feedback on the Timeline 

before starting Phase 2. This is a very effective 

way for folks to absorb all the data and think 

on it before moving ahead to the next phase of 

the retrospective.

10:05-10:20AM: GROUP TRENDS / 
DOT VOTE

Activities – Group Trends and Dote Vote (See 

Appendix A for details)

10:20-10:50AM: PrOACT

Activity – PrOACT (See Appendix A for details)

PRO TIP:

People get anxious about erasing or losing 

data in these meetings. In my experience, 

most of this data can be thrown away after 

it’s discussed. However, the best way to 

quickly capture data is to take pictures of 

the whiteboards throughout the meeting. 

This way, you have the data and can refer 

back to it later if needed.

PRO TIP:

In a 2 hour retrospective, you’ll likely only 

have time to get through 1 topic.  While you 

may feel the urge to rush so that you get 

through multiple topics, I beg you to resist 

this urge. The group has chosen well, and 

if you leave the retrospective with a solid 

understanding on how to take next steps on 

this highest priority topic, then you’ve done 

an outstanding job.  If there’s a high priority 

topic that you don’t have time for, you can 

always schedule more time.

PRO TIP: 

NEVER start discussing a new topic with 

less than 10 minutes left. Even 10 minutes is 

pushing it. If it’s 10:40 and you’ve finished 

your first topic, move on to the next step and 

end the retrospective 10 minutes early.
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10:50-11AM: WRAP UP

With your last 10 minutes, review Who/What/When, and do Fist of Fives.

Who/What/When 

Glance over your action items on the Who/What/When sheet.  Make sure all action items are 

clear, and discuss with the group if any need to be adjusted in any way. Tell the group that 

you’ll email the Who/What/When sheet to them after the retrospective, and that you’ll also 

follow up with them to ensure they are on top of their action items.

Fist of Fives

Fist of Fives is a quick, powerful way to get feedback on the value and effectiveness of the 

retrospective.  Ask everyone to hold out 1 hand and make a fist. Everyone, including you, will 

participate. How was the meeting? 5 is the best, 1 is the worst. On the count of 3, everyone 

reveals the number of fingers that matches their answer. 

For additional feedback and if you have time, ask people who voted anything less than 5, “What 

would have made this retrospective a 5 for you?” Capture this feedback if you’d like, but likely 

you won’t have time to discuss it in detail.

PRO TIP:

End the meeting on time. People hate meetings that go over, so be sure to keep an eye on the 

clock. Wherever you are at with 10 minutes to go, stop and move on to the Wrap Up. 
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Part 3: Post-Meeting Follow 
Up

Your role as facilitator doesn’t end when the meeting is over. You still have 2 more 

jobs to do. It’s your responsibility to make sure there’s follow-through on action items.
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Send Who/What/When and Parking Lot 

Immediately following the meeting, or by the next day at the latest, send around to the group 

the action items from Who/What/When and all items listed on the Parking Lot. I like to turn 

Who/What/When and the Parking Lot items into a Trello board for the retrospective. This way, 

the group feels connected after the meeting, and we can easily track progress and assign due 

dates and owners to each item. If there are important details from any of the other activities, 

send those around too as you feel necessary.  

Hold people accountable

Most people are bad at following through on action items. As facilitator, your final job is to hold 

retrospective attendees accountable for executing their action items. The two most effective 

ways to do this are:

 w Set yourself a calendar reminder for X weeks out. Email all attendees to check on action 
item progress.

 w Schedule an action item status update meeting with the group and tell people to come 

prepared to discuss their action items and the progress they’ve made.

Congratulations! You’ve just facilitated an effective retrospective! At Stride, we hold 

retrospectives constantly and have run into almost every scenario there is. If you are going 

through a retrospective and have questions, we are here to help. Email us at info@stridenyc.

com and we’ll answer any questions you have. Happy retrospecting!
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Part 4: The Facilitator’s Role
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Focus and Flow
Your role as facilitator is focus and flow. As tempting as it may be to participate in the 

retrospective, fight this instinct. It’s a truly terrible idea to be both a participant and a facilitator.  

In fact, if you feel you want to actually participate in the retrospective, you should give this 

ebook to someone else, find another facilitator, and actually become a participant. Being the 

facilitator means you are signing up to keep the group on topic and help them get through 

an agenda. You are agreeing to be responsible for focus and flow. This also means you are 

agreeing to not be a participant. 

WHAT IS FOCUS AND FLOW?

Focus 

Focus is keeping the entire group on topic.  Keep focus by:

 ( Starting and stopping the meeting on time.

 ( Taking breaks at appropriate times.

 ( Preventing side conversations. The entire group should 
be both mentally and physically present. Cell phones 
and other devices should be used only if they serve the 
conversation. No side conversations, whether among 2 
participants, or with 1 participant and their cell phone, 
should be allowed. Period.

By having “One Convo” as one of your ground rules, you give 

yourself, as well as all participants, the right to call out others 

on Focus. Everyone’s time is valuable, it’s disrespectful to 

attend a meeting and then not give it your full attention. This 

holds true for the boss too. 

PRO TIP: 

If you have an attendee who 

typically disrespects the 

One Convo rule, approach 

this person before the 

retrospective. Let him or 

her know that you intend to 

focus the group and will call 

them out if you see them on 

their cell phone. This way, 

you give them the chance 

to take the high ground and 

put away their phone during 

the meeting. 
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Flow

Flow is more complex than Focus. Flow is guiding the team on each discussion and 

activity so that you enable them to dive deep enough to have real debate on a topic, and 

stopping them when they are going off on a tangent or down a rabbit hole.

The amount of time you give groups to discuss a topic depends 

on how much time you’ve allotted for the activity and for the 

retrospective in general. If you find a topic is extremely valuable 

and it’s taking more time than you have, pause and ask the 

group if they are okay with putting the topic onto the parking 

lot or onto your Who/What/When board for a later discussion. 

If you feel the group is being reserved and not having an open, 

honest conversation, prod them to get into the weeds more. 

Questions and statements you can ask that are great at getting 

people talking include:

 ( Tell me more about that.

 ( What have you seen or heard that leads you to believe 

that?

 ( Why?

 ( Let me play devil’s advocate…..

 ( What does everyone else think?

Another option, although not 

ideal, is to allow the group 

to continue the conversation 

longer. In this case, timebox 

it. For example, say “Okay, 

let’s give ourselves 10 more 

minutes on this topic. I’ll set 

the timer and we’ll check in 

then on how we feel.” If a topic 

goes longer than allotted, you 

run the risk of not finishing 

the retrospective. If this 

absolutely must happen, it’s 

critical that you schedule the 

remaining activities ASAP so 

that the information is fresh 

on people’s minds.
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Flow also requires you to maintain a healthy balance of 

participation from the most talkative and influential of the 

group through to the least talkative. Get the quiet folks 

talking by using activities that force everyone to participate. 

Timeline and Dot Vote are both excellent for this purpose 

because each person must work independently.  During 

group discussions, if you notice that one or two people 

haven’t spoken yet, questions you can ask them directly 

that are likely to get them talking include:

 ( “What are your thoughts?”

 ( “Do you agree?”

 ( “Do you have anything to add?”

PRO TIP

Some groups just simply 

don’t feel they are in a safe 

environment. If you think you 

are facilitating a retrospective 

for a group that doesn’t truly 

trust each other, call this to 

attention by taking a vote.  Give 

each person an index card and 

a pen. Ask each person to write 

on the card, a number 1 through 

5. Five means you feel you are 

safe to truly say what’s on your 

mind and 1 feels you don’t feel 

safe to be honest at all. Collect 

the cards. Make sure to keep 

individual input anonymous. 

Read the answers out loud. So, 

you might say “5, 5, 3, 1, 4.” If 

the group feels they don’t feel 

they are in a safe environment, 

make an action item on your 

Who/What/When sheet if the 

group wants to address this at 

a later date. This will make the 

retrospective more challenging, 

but at least now everyone 

knows how the group feels. If 

the group feels they are in a safe 

environment, no further action is 

needed.
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Talking and Writing
Now that you’ve got Focus and Flow down, the other critical part of the facilitator’s role is 

talking and writing correctly.  I’m sure you’ve been in a meeting when the someone has written 

so small that you can’t read what’s on the board, or has written down a statement that doesn’t 

accurately reflect what you’ve just said. As facilitator, it’s your job to accurately reflect the 

conversation, and to ensure you capture the information in a readable format. 

FOLLOW THESE TIPS TO EFFECTIVE TALKING AND WRITING FOR 
FACILITATORS:

 ( Write big enough for everyone in the room to read 

what you’ve written

 ( Talk loud enough for everyone to hear

 ( Face the attendees when you speak

 ( Capture the TRUE meaning of what people say – People 

will speak faster than you can write, so ask people to 

pause to give you time to write, and then confirm that 

you’ve gotten it right. Use abbreviations to help speed 

up the pace. For example: 

• At - @

• Employee - EE

• With - W/

• Without - W/O

• Because - B/C

• Definition - Def.

• Regarding - Re:

PRO TIP: 

Humans can’t listen AND write at 

same time, so don’t expect them 

to. People can EITHER listen OR 

write.  Be sensitive to this fact 

and be sure to only require one 

of the 2 actions at a time. For 

example, if you are going over 

instructions for an activity, hand 

out supplies AFTER you’ve gone 

over the rules. If people start 

writing, they will stop listening to 

you and they’ll miss information. 

Same holds true for you. If you 

are writing what one person 

said, chances are high that 

you’ll miss what the next person 

says, so ask people to pause to 

enable you to catch up.
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Appendix A: Activities
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Activity: 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.
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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.

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.” 

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.
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Activity: 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. 
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Activity: 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:
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Activity: 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.
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Activity: 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.
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Activity: 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.
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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)
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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:

Table 1: Consequences

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


Your Partner in Agile
Software Development

When Businesses need a true technology partner, they turn to Stride. 
Our team of Agile software technologists will help your team be your 

best both inside the code and out.

 
We focus on creating an immediate 

impact, delivering real business 
results fast.

MVP Consulting Staff Augmentation
Our experienced full stack 

developers understand your vision 
and help you execute it.

Your team can’t keep up with your 
roadmap. We help you launch 

quality code while hiring.

NEED HELP GETTING STARTED?

LET’S CHAT

“Stride consistently provides talented people who encourage 

collaboration and discipline in my team. They care about the 

quality and the value of what they build with us. I have great 

confidence in the effectiveness and maintainability of the work 

we do together.” - Ken Judy, CTO The Daily Beast
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HOW TO FACILITATE AN AGILE RETROSPECTIVE
[One Sheet]

PART 1: PREPARE

PART 2: MEETING FACILITATION

PART 3: POST-MEETING FOLLOW UP

Step 1: Agree On What You Are Retrospecting 

Step 2: Choose Attendees 

Step 3: Agree on the Length of the 
Retrospective

Step 4: Pick Activities

Phase 1 Activities: 

__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________

__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________

__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________
__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________

__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________

__ : __ - __ : __ - ______________

  Email all:

  What is a Retrospective 

  Project and timeline that we will be retrospecting

  Pre-Work

  Expectation to arrive on time and stay to the end

Phase 2 Activities: 

Phase 3 Activities: 

The retrospective will last ____ hours

Step 1: Hang 5 sheets:

  #1: Ground Rules

  #2: “One Sentence” 

  #3: Agenda

  #4: “Parking Lot” 

  #5: “Who/What/When”

  Send Who/What/When and Parking Lot

  Schedule an action item status update meeting

Step 5: Make an Agenda

Step 6: Get Buy-In

Step 7: Gather Supplies


