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5.1 Activity: Timeline

Use this to gather data in a longer iteration, release, or project retro-

spective.

Purpose

Stimulate memories of what happened during the increment of work.

Create a picture of the work from many perspectives. Examine assump-

tions about who did what when. See patterns or when energy levels

changed. Use this for “just the facts” or facts and feelings.

Time Needed

Thirty to ninety minutes, depending on the size of the group and the

length of the increment of work.

Description

Group members write cards to represent memorable, personally mean-

ingful, or otherwise significant events during the iteration, release, or

project and then post them in (roughly) chronological order. The retro-

spective leader supports the team to discuss the events to understand

facts and feelings during the iteration, release, or project.

Steps

1. Set up the activity by saying “We’ll fill in a timeline to create a

fuller picture of this iteration/release/project. We want to see it

from many perspectives.”

2. Divide the team into small groups, with no more than five in a

group. Keep people who worked closely with each other together

(affinity groups). It’s better to have two small groups representing

one affinity than one big group.

Hand out markers and index cards or sticky notes.

Make sure each person has a marker. Although it sounds school-

marmish, you do need to remind people to write legibly, so people

can read the cards.

3. Describe the process.
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Ask people to think back over the iteration/release/project and

remember all the memorable, personally meaningful, or signifi-

cant events and write them down, one per card or sticky note.

Remind the group that the point is to see many perspectives—so

they don’t arrive at a consensus of what was memorable, mean-

ingful, or significant. If it was any of those to one person, that’s

enough.

Tell them they have ten minutes for this activity.

If you are color coding (see “Variations”) explain what the colors

mean and post a legend.

Remind people to write legibly.

4. Monitor the level of activity as people start talking about events

and writing cards. If people haven’t started writing cards after

half the time has elapsed, remind them to start writing. When the

groups have a stack of cards, invite people to start posting them

(see Figure 5.1, on page 54).

5. When all the cards are posted, invite the team to walk by the

timeline and see what others have posted. It’s OK for people to

add new cards at this point as they remember more events.

6. Allow a break or take lunch before analyzing the timeline.

Variations

We have collected several variations on the timeline activity. We use

index cards, sticky notes, markers and dots in a number of ways to

pull out both fact and feelings data. For example: For example:

Color Coding Feelings To gather both facts and feelings, use colors

to represent emotional states. For example:

• Blue = sad, mad, bad

• Red = challenged, stalled

• Green = satisfied, successful, energetic

• Yellow = cautious, confused

• Purple = fun, surprise, humor

• Salmon = fatigued, stressed
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Color Coding Events Use colors to represent types of events. For

example:

• Yellow = technical or technology related

• Pink = people or team related

• Green = organization related

Color Coding Functions Use colors to represent functions. For

example:

• Blue = developers

• Pink = customers

• Green = QA and testing

• Yellow = technical writers

Color Coding Themes If the team wants to focus on particular mat-

ters, use colors to identify events related to specific themes. For exam-

ple:

• Yellow = team communication

• Blue = equipment usage

• Pink = relationships with customers

• Green = engineering practices

You can pick your own color scheme based on the cards and sticky

notes available to you.

Functional Swim Lanes Draw rows lengthwise along the backdrop

for the timeline (assuming you aren’t planning to post cards directly on

the wall—then use ribbon or tape to demarcate the rows). Make a row

for each department or function. That group will place their cards only

in that swim lane.

In/Out Swim Lanes Draw one line that divides the backdrop in half

lengthwise. Use one half for cards for team events and the other half

for participants who were involved in the project but weren’t part of the

core team.

On/Off Use some special shape to represent the people on the pro-

ject—stars or people-shaped cutouts are good. Ask people to represent

when they started on the project by posting a star/people cutout on
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Figure 5.1: A timeline for a retrospective that looked at three iterations.

The team was just starting retrospectives and wanted to look back fur-

ther than just one iteration.

the timeline. Add a star or cutout for people who are no longer on the

project or who aren’t in the retrospective.

Materials and Preparation

Markers. Index cards or sticky notes. Drafting dots or some other

movable tape that allows people to reposition event cards. Painter’s

tape or tacky stuff to paper the wall.

Backdrop. Cover a long wall with paper to serve as a backdrop. You

can overlap flip chart pages or use roll paper. A stretch 6 feet long and

30 inches high is about right for a one-week iteration. For a longer

project, you may need 30–60 feet long by 4–6 feet high.

Paper the wall before the retrospective starts.

(For a release or project, prep the timeline with a few time markers such

as project milestones, months, or seasons.)

Example

A timeline can display many levels of data about the iteration, release,

or project. It can be a simple, chronological listing of events on white

index cards. It can also be an extravaganza of data including color-

coded themes, cards arranged high or low for meaning, swim lanes for
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different functional areas, dots to show positive and negative events,

and a space at the bottom with a graph for the ongoing emotional ups

and downs. It’s easy to get carried away with the possible variations

and ask teams to create a timeline with more data than they have time

or mental energy to discuss.

When you have only an hour or so for the entire retrospective session,

choose a timeline variation that will help to display just enough data.

Include both facts and feelings, for sure, but no more than one kind of

each. Consult the retrospective goal as a guide for what’s most impor-

tant this time. Keep it simple.
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5.2 Activity: Triple Nickels

Use this to gather data or as part of the Decide What to Do phase in an

iteration, release, or project retrospective.

Purpose

Generate ideas for actions or recommendations. Uncover important

topics about the project history.

Time Needed

Thirty to sixty minutes, depending on the size of the group.

Description

Form small groups. In the groups, each person has five minutes to

brainstorm and write down ideas individually. At the end of five min-

utes, each person passes the paper to the person on his or her right.

That person has five minutes to write down ideas that build on the

ideas already written on the paper. Repeat until the paper returns to

the original writer.

Steps

1. Set up the activity by saying “In this activity, our goal is to gen-

erate as many ideas as we can about [topic].” Then explain the

process (see the brief description earlier).

2. Divide the team into small groups, with no more than five in a

group. Hand out paper for people to write on. Make sure each

person has a pen or pencil. Remind people to write legibly so the

next person can read the ideas.

3. Describe the process: In the first round, each person will have

five minutes to write down ideas related to the topic. Aim for at

least five ideas. In subsequent rounds, each person writes ideas

that are sparked by the already written ideas or builds on them in

some way.

4. Time the group. After five minutes, ring a chime and tell the group

to pass the paper to the right.

5. Ask each person to read the ideas listed on the paper.

6. Debrief using these questions:
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• What did you notice while you wrote ideas?

• What surprised you? What met your expectations? How?

• What is missing from these lists?

• What ideas and topics should we examine further?

Segue into the next activity where the team will use the ideas generated.

Materials and Preparation:

Paper. Pens or pencils.

Variations

If there are seven or fewer people in the group, don’t divide into small

groups; do the activity as whole group. Pass the paper only five times.

Examples

With a team of mostly reticent developers and one or two outspoken

individuals, an activity like Triple Nickels can allow team members time

to think privately yet participate in a process that develops whole-team

understanding. It also prevents the few people who are comfortable

talking in a group from dominating the discussion. In Triple Nickels,

everyone gets the chance to contribute equally to developing the data

set, and by the time the data is out, even the more reticent folks usually

have something to say about what they wrote or read.

To help the five members of an internal business applications team

gather data about their iteration, Aswaria, the retrospective leader,

introduced the Triple Nickels activity. She divided the ten people on

the team into two groups and passed out paper tablets and pens.

“I’ll give you each five minutes to write down five important events that

happened during our iteration. Record things you saw or heard during

the past fifteen days. Write legibly; make sure someone else can read

it.”

At the end of five minutes, she said, “Now pass your papers to the

right. Read what you get. You have five minutes to add detail to the

items there or add new, related events.”
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The team kept passing the papers until each member received their

original paper back to read. Some team members laughed at com-

ments; others were shaking their heads. To maintain the theme of

“fives,” Aswaria debriefed with questions such as the following: “What

five things stand out for you about what you’ve read?” “What five events

produced the strongest reactions?” “What are the five most significant

events?”

After they finished the discussion, she handed out sticky drafting dots

and invited people to post the papers on an area of the wall that she

had labeled “Iteration History.”
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5.7 Activity: Team Radar

Use this to gather data in an iteration, release, or project retrospective.

Purpose

Help the team gauge how well they are doing on a variety of measures,

such as, engineering practices, team values, or other processes.

Time Needed

Fifteen to twenty minutes.

Description

Team members track individual and group ratings for specific factors

about process or development practices they want to examine.

Steps

1. Introduce the activity by saying “We agreed on these [fill in the

factors] as important to our work. Let’s assess how well we are

doing with them, using a scale of 0–10. Zero means not at all, and

10 means as much as possible.”

2. Post the flip chart with the blank radar graph. Ask each team

member to approach the chart and place a dot or some other mark

that shows their rating for each factor.

3. Lead a short discussion about how the factors affect the work of

the team. Consider asking questions such as the following:

• Where do you see us following these [fill in factors]?

• Where do you not see us following these [fill in the factors]?

Use the short discussion as a segue to generating insights.

4. Save the completed flip chart graph. Run the activity again two

or three iterations later. Compare the two charts as a progress

measure.

Materials and Preparation

Flip chart or white board. Markers.

If you know ahead of time what the team will measure using the radar

chart, draw the spokes and label them ahead of time (See Figure 5.5
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Figure 5.5: This team used the Group Average Radar to gauge how

much they were following their team values.

). If the team will brainstorm the measures during the retrospective,

draw the radar chart during the retrospective.

Variations

You can use this activity to measure many different factors, such as,

engineering practices, team values, working agreements, methods, and

so forth.

Group Average Radar This variation is an ongoing measure of pro-

gress on a particular measure. Use the radar chart but instead of

collecting individual responses, calculate the group average for each

measure.

Hand each team member a set of colored cards, one for each factor

measured. Ask each person to rate each factor from 0–10 and hand the
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card to you. Shuffle the cards (within colors) as you receive them so it’s

not clear which card came from a particular team member.

Recruit a team member to help with calculating averages. Post the

averages on the radar arms. Connect the dots, and color in the area

under the line (optional).

Prepare a set of index cards in different colors for each team member.

Write the name of one measure on all the cards of a single color. So if

you are measuring team values (as in Figure 5.5, on the page before),

all the green cards would have “Communication” written on one side,

all the blue cards would have “Courage”, and so on. Each team member

receives a set of cards that includes each factor measured.

Examples

Team Radar is a subjective measure that’s intended to generate discus-

sion. This is especially useful when you suspect there’s no common

definition or criteria to measure against.

For example, one team used a radar to examine how team members

perceived their use of a number of engineering practices, including

refactoring. One team member rated their refactoring 8; another rated

it at 3. During the discussion that followed, it became clear that each

had different ideas on when to refactor. Further, the team member

who rated her refactoring low was upset with the team member who

rated his refactoring high because he was “slacking off by not refac-

toring enough.” By the end of the retrospective, the team arrived at a

common definition. Over the next few iterations, the team was more

consistent in when they refactored, and resentment faded.
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6.2 Activity: Force Field Analysis

Use this in conjunction with an activity that suggests possible changes

while generating insights for a release or project retrospective. Use this

as part of a planning exercise while deciding what to do.

Purpose

To examine what factors in the organization will support a proposed

change and which will inhibit the change.

Time Needed

Forty-five to sixty minutes depending on the complexity of the issue

and the size of the group.

Description

The team defines a desired state they want to achieve. Small groups

work to identify the factors that could either restrain or drive the change

they want. The factors are listed on a poster; then the group assesses

the strength of each supporting factor relative to the other support-

ing factors and repeats the process for inhibiting factors. The team

discusses which factors they can influence—either by increasing the

strength of a supporting factor or by reducing the strength of an inhibit-

ing factor.

Steps

1. Introduce the activity by saying “If we want this change to succeed,

we need to understand more about the factors that will support or

inhibit the change.”

2. Describe the process.

Break into small groups (no more than four).

“Each group works for __ minutes to identify factors that will drive

or support the change.”

“We’ll do a round-robin report of what you discover and post the

results. Then we’ll repeat the process for restraining or inhibiting

factors.”
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“After we’ve listed both sets of factors, we’ll assess their relative

strength and discuss what course of action would be most helpful

for implementing the change we want.”

3. Monitor time and the activity level.

While the groups are working, prepare a flip chart like the one

pictured in Figure 6.2, on the next page (but don’t fill in the factors

yet).

4. When the group is finished with the first task (identifying sup-

porting or driving factors) collect the information the small groups

have generated in round-robin fashion, asking for one factor at a

time. There’s no need to repeat duplicates; collect only the unique

factors.

5. Repeat for restraining or inhibiting factors.

6. Bring the whole group back together, and examine each factor

and gauge its strength relative to the other factors. Draw a line

toward the center arrow indicating relative strength. Do this first

for driving and then for restraining factors.

7. Examine the factors for most effective actions:

• Ask the group how they can strengthen driving factors or mit-

igate restraining factors.

• Ask the group whether enhancing driving factors or reducing

restraining factors is more likely to achieve the desired state.

Materials and Preparation

Flip chart paper or a white board. Markers.

Identify an issue to analyze, perhaps from a list of proposed improve-

ments or another generating insights activity, such as Five Whys or

Fishbone.

Example

Force Field Analysis is another tool to ensure that the changes your

team identifies in their retrospective actually happen. Combine creat-

ing the Force Field Analysis graph with a discussion of influence and

control. What can the team directly control to make a change? What

can’t they control, and where are their points of influence in the situ-

ation? Most teams have more ability to influence conditions than they
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Figure 6.2: Force Field analysis helps the team look at factors affecting

a proposed change.

realize; however, a team needs to think about the most effective ways

and times to use their influence. Force Field Analysis can help them

discern points of greatest leverage and, sometimes, help them see that

changing a situation may require more effort than the outcome they

desire will be worth. Other times, they may see the forces allied against

them and decide to tackle the issue anyway.

One team came into their retrospective wanting to change the way they

interacted with the product owner. They were dissatisfied with the lim-

ited contact and communication that occurred during the iteration. The

product owner answered questions, but only after several days had

passed.
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Before they analyzed the situation by drawing a Force Field Analysis

poster, they understood that the product owner’s travel schedule and

times of availability were outside their control. Afterward, they also saw

they could exert influence best by explaining their concerns to the VP

of Marketing, another person with a crazy travel schedule.

They decided that tracking down the VP would take more team effort

than they could afford. Instead, they made plans to get the most out of

the few product owner contacts available to them.
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6.4 Activity: Fishbone

Use this to generate insights in a longer iteration, release, or project

retrospective.

Purpose

Look past symptoms to identify root causes related to an issue. Look

for reasons behind problems and breakdowns.

Time Needed

Thirty to sixty minutes.

Description

The team identifies factors that are causing or affecting a problem situ-

ation and then looks for the most likely causes. After they’ve identified

the most likely causes, they look for ways they can make changes or

influence those factors.

Steps

1. Draw a fishbone diagram (see Figure 6.3, on the following page)

and write the problem or issue at the fish’s head. Include the five

W’s—What, Who, When, Where, and Why. Label the “bones” of

the fish with categories.

Typical categories are as follows:

• Methods, Machines, Materials, Staffing (formerly known as

Manpower)

• Place, Procedure, People, Policies

• Surroundings, Suppliers, Systems, Skills

You can use these in any combination, or the team can identify

their own categories.

2. Brainstorm factors within each category. Prompt by asking “What

are the [fill in a category name here] issues causing or affecting

[fill in the problem here.]” Repeat this for each category. Write the

issues along the bones, or have people write them on small sticky

notes and stick them to the fishbone diagram.

CLICK HERE to purchase this book now.



FISHBONE 88

Figure 6.3: Fishbone is a way to look at root causes.

3. Continue asking “Why is this happening?”

Add more branches off the bones as needed.

Stop when the causes are outside the team’s control or influence.

4. Look for items that appear in more than one category. These may

be the most likely causes. Engage the group in looking for areas

where they can make a difference.

Use the results in the next phase, Decide What to Do.

Materials and Preparation

Markers, sticky notes.

Define the problem statement. Include the five W’s— What, Who, When,

Where, and Why—to the extent they are known. Draw the fishbone

diagram on a flip or white board. Make a list of the sample categories.

Examples

Use a Fishbone activity to dig into the root causes of a problem, but

don’t stop there. A fully branched and labeled diagram is not a deliver-

able of the retrospective.

If you suspect that a lot of what will come up in the retrospective may

be due to issues outside the team’s control, digging into all the problem

sources may drain the team’s energy. Choose a different method.
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When the issues are more local to the team and under their direct

control, the team may be energized by tackling the fishbones.

For example, during a two-week iteration, the build broke five times.

The retrospective leader knew the team was frustrated by it, and the

broken build would be a prominent topic in the retrospective. He in-

troduced the Fishbone activity with bones labeled “Skills”, “Systems”,

“Surroundings”, and “Staffing”.

Two or three team members worked in small groups to focus on writing

sticky notes for each bone. They covered the “fish” with scales of notes.

When they stepped back to read the notes, they saw two root causes—

inexperienced team members working alone (showed up in both Skills

and Staffing) and writing new code while waiting for the build to compile

(showed up in both Systems and Surroundings). Everyone immediately

agreed on a commitment to mentor and pair with newer team members.

They identified the second cause as needing more attention and decided

to include it as a topic of action planning.
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