Running Effective

Retrospectives:
From Insight to Action

® A structured meeting after a work cycle to reflect and
identify actionable improvements

® Drives continuous improvement, psychological safety,
and team morale

® A core skill requiring preparation, facilitation, and
disciplined follow-through

® Built on a five-phase lifecycle: Set the Stage, Gather Data,
Generate Insights, Decide What to Do, Close

® Practical training to turn reflection into real,
measurable change

----------



The Foundation: Psychological
Safety and the Prime Directive

; v Definition: shared belief team is
safe for interpersonal risk-taking
(Edmondson)

s Prime Directive: assume
everyone did their best given
context (Kerth)

Without safety: silence,
superficiality, no real
improvement

Safe # comfortable; healthy
conflict remains productive

Leaders model vulnerability,
fallibility, and curiosity to
build trust



The Five-Phase Structure:
Your Agenda for Every Retrospective

Set the Stage:
Establish focus, safety, and

the session theme
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Set the Stage

Establish focus,
safety, and the
session theme

Gather Data:

Build a shared memory of
hard data and soft experiences
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Close Gather Data
Summarize, Build a shared . ;
appreciate, and memory of hard Generate |nSIghtS.

data and soft
experiences

evaluate the
session

Find root causes (the most
commonly skipped phase)

Decide What to Do:
Create 1-3 actionable,
SMART experiments

|
| Decide What to Do
i Create 1-3 Iy
\\ actionable, SMART J/
experiments ;

Close:

Summarize, appreciate,
and evaluate the session

Generate Insights

Find root causes
(the most commonly
skipped phase)

Timebox 60-90 min; spend
most time on Insights and Decisions



Gathering Data:

Techniques to Build a Shared Picture S

Combine hard data (metrics,
cycle time) with soft data
(feelings, morale)

Start/Stop/Continue: quick,
action-oriented for sprint-end
retros

4Ls (Liked, Learned, Lacked,
Longed For): deeper reflection
for milestones

Mad/Sad/Glad: emotional
check-ins after stressful
or difficult sprints

Use silent brainstorming first
to ensure equal participation
from all
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Generating Insights: From Symptoms to Root Causes
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Move from "what
happened" to "why it

happened" to avoid the CwHY1 | {va B whys
Wheel of Fortune anti-pattern Rl r :

PROBLEM Y el R _ ROOT
Use 5 Whys or Fishbone (SYMPTOM) - | , 7 CAUSES

diagrams to identify root
causes, not just symptoms

Cluster similar notes and
spot recurring themes PEOPLE
across sprints

Use silent brainstorming b | ROOT
ﬁr:::t, then manage dom!nant . (SYMPTOM) P CAUSES
voices to ensure equal input W

Good insights are specific ’

and systemic; poor ones

: POLICIES ENVIRONMENT SYSTEMS
are vague or blame-oriented




Deciding What to Do:

Crafting Actionable Experiments

. /&\ - Actionable
@9 Experiment

8 Owner

—:,’{" Action

Deadline

Desired
Outcome

* Frame actions as experiments,

not permanent solutions

* SMART: Specific, Measurable,

Assignable, Realistic, Time-bound

» Template: [Owner] will [action]

by [when], so that [outcome]

* Prioritize with dot voting or

impact-effort; limit to 1-3 items

* Avoid the Action Item Graveyard:

assign one owner, review next retro



Facilitation Skills:

Guiding the Process,
Not the Content

® Neutral guide ensuring process,
time, and group dynamics

® Manage conflict, disengagement,
cynicism, and dominant voices

® External facilitator for high-stakes;
rotate role within team

® De-escalate complaints into
productive problem-solving

® Model vulnerability and curiosity
to reinforce safety




Remote and Hybrid Retrospectives:
Equity and Engagement from Anywhere

e Core principle: Run the meeting as
if everyone is remote to prevent
in-room dominance.

* Tool stack: Digital whiteboards
(Miro, Mural), video calls, and
dedicated retro tools (Parabol, RetroFlow).

Facilitate inclusively: Explicit
check-ins, call on people by name,
and use chat as a parallel input channel.

Async-first models: Pre-collect
data on a shared board before a
shorter, synchronous decision session.

Tackle time zones: Rotate meeting
times, use hybrid async/sync models, or
regional retrospectives with shared
summaries.




Measuring Effectiveness:
Is Your Retrospective
Actually Working?

* Leading indicators: participation rate, psych
safety scores, action item completion

e Lagging indicators: velocity stability,
defect trends, cycle time, engagement

¢ ROTI: anonymous 1-5 rating at end of
each retro to gauge perceived value

® Team health checks & pulse surveys
track sentiment trends over time

e Evolve the format when metrics show
staleness, inaction, or safety dips




The Groundhog Day Retro: N

Same issues recur; root causes y
never identified.

The Action Item Graveyard:

No owner, no deadline, not L\
in workflow.

The Wheel of Fortune: N
Jumping from data to solutions;

skipping insight generation.

The Marathon / Speed Run:

Too long and unfocused, or 4
too rushed to matter. |

The Format Fossil:

Same format for months,
autopilot responses.

' Common Pitfalls and Anti-Patterns
(Part 1: Process & Structure)

Fix: 5 Whys before
deciding actions.

Fix: SMART format,
single owner, integrate
into sprint backlog.

Fix: Mandate a dedicated
"Generate Insights" phase.

Fix: Strict timeboxing,
45-90 minute target.

Fix: Rotate formats
every 3-4 sprints.



Common Pitfalls and Anti-Patterns

'~ (Part 2: People & Dynamics)

The Blame Game: Target individuals
instead of systems. Fix: Read the
Prime Directive, focus on processes.

HIPPO Effect: Power dynamics silence
honest feedback. Fix: Anonymous
input, managers speak last.

The Therapy Session: Endless venting
without problem-solving. Fix: Enforce
the transition to "Decide What to Do."

The Positivity Police: Fear of conflict,
superficial agreement. Fix: Anonymous
input, ask direct questions.

Complaints About the 'Soup': Energy
wasted on uncontrollable issues. Fix: S
Use 'Circles and Soup' to refocus.



Sustaining a Culture of

Continuous Improvement

» Embed retros with a non-negotiable
cadence and rotating facilitator

» Share key insights across teams via
knowledge bases and communities

» Celebrate wins and track completed
actions to show improvement ROI

* Evolve format as team matures, from
basic fixes to systemic changes

e Commit to one small change in your
next retrospective
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