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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Overview 
Retrospectives are one of the most valuable — and most misused — formats in workplace 
facilitation. Done well, they surface real insights, strengthen team relationships, and produce 
actions people follow through on. Done poorly, they become venting sessions, blame circles, or 
polite non-discussions that change nothing and leave everyone slightly more cynical than before. 

This guide gives first-time facilitators a complete framework for designing and running a 
retrospective that is honest, constructive, and genuinely useful. You will find practical guidance on 
how to create psychological safety, interrupt blame before it takes hold, ask questions that get real 
answers, and turn insights into action items that stick. Retrospectives fail for predictable reasons 
— and almost all those reasons are fixable with better design and better facilitation. 

Whether you are running a project wrap-up, a sprint retrospective, or a quarterly reflection session, 
the tools in this guide will help you walk away with something real. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Before We Begin 
Here is the truth about retrospectives: most of them don't work. Not because the people in the 
room don't care, and not because the format is flawed. They don't work because nobody designed 
them to work. The facilitator opened the floor, hoped for honesty, and got either polite silence or a 
torrent of frustration — neither of which produces anything useful. 

The first failure mode is the retrospective that is too comfortable. Everyone says something vaguely 
positive. Someone mentions a challenge in the most diplomatic terms possible. The manager 
nods. The meeting ends. Nothing changes. The team walks away knowing they didn't say the real 
things — and the unspoken things grow heavier. 

The second failure mode is the retrospective that is too uncomfortable. The lid comes off. People 
express grievances that have been building for weeks. Blame gets spread around. The manager 
gets defensive. Someone goes quiet. The meeting ends with an awkward energy that hangs around 
for days. The team walks away not wanting to do that again. 

Both failures have the same root cause: poor facilitation design. The retrospective wasn't 
structured to produce safety, and it wasn't guided to produce insight. It was just a room with an 
invitation to talk — and that, by itself, is not enough. 

A well-facilitated retrospective is genuinely one of the highest-value things a team can do together. 
It is the mechanism by which teams learn from experience instead of just accumulating it. It is 
where trust gets built — not through team-building exercises, but through the experience of saying 
something real and having it received well. It is where the gap between "how things are" and "how 
things could be" gets named, examined, and closed. 

This guide gives you everything you need to make that happen. We will walk through what 
retrospectives are, why they fail, how to create the conditions for honest reflection, and how to turn 
what surfaces into action that sticks. You don't need to be an expert facilitator to use this guide. 
You need to be someone who takes the session seriously enough to prepare — and that, it turns 
out, is most of the work. 
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SECTION 1 

What Retrospectives Are — and What 
They're Not 

The Purpose of a Retrospective 

A retrospective is a structured, facilitated conversation in which a team looks back at a defined 
period of work — a project, a sprint, a quarter — with the explicit goal of learning and improving. It is 
not a review of deliverables or a status update. It is a conversation about how the team worked 
together and what they want to do differently. 

The purpose is deceptively simple: learn from experience before you move on. Most teams don't do 
this. They finish one thing and immediately start the next, carrying unexamined patterns into every 
new piece of work. The retrospective is the deliberate pause that breaks that cycle — the space 
where the team asks not just "did we do it?" but "how did we do it, and what would we change?"  

What Makes a Retrospective Different From a Regular Meeting 

In a regular meeting, the agenda points forward. You are making decisions, sharing updates, and 
solving problems that are in front of you. In a retrospective, the agenda points backward — 
deliberately and usefully. You are examining what already happened to shape what comes next. 

This distinction matters because it changes the facilitator's job. In a regular meeting, you are 
moving information around. In a retrospective, you are creating the conditions for honest reflection 
— which requires more psychological care, more deliberate structure, and more active facilitation. 
A retrospective that is run like a regular meeting will produce the same polite, performative output 
as every other meeting. 

When a retrospective is not the right forum 

A retrospective is designed for collective learning, not for investigating allegations or resolving 
individual employment matters. Pause or redirect the conversation if it surfaces harassment, 
discrimination, threats, serious safety concerns, suspected misconduct, or information that 
should be handled confidentially through an appropriate organizational process. A facilitator 
should not attempt to investigate or adjudicate those matters in the room. 
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Three Types of Retrospectives 

 

Type Focus Typical 
Length 

Best Used When 

Project 
Retrospective 

Reviewing how a project went end-to-end — 
what worked, what didn't, and what the 
team would do differently next time 

60–90 
min 

At project close; 
before a similar project 
begins 

Sprint / Cycle 
Retrospective 

Reviewing a short work cycle (1–4 weeks) — 
fast, focused, and iterative by design 

30–60 
min 

At the end of each 
sprint or defined work 
cycle 

Quarterly 
Retrospective 

Reviewing a full quarter — celebrating wins, 
surfacing learnings, and setting intentions 
for the next period 

60–90 
min 

At the close of each 
quarter, especially for 
intact teams 

 

 

Safe For The Office™ — Quarterly Retrospective Playbook 

The Quarterly Retrospective Playbook uses anonymous response collection to reduce the 
social pressure associated with speaking first or disagreeing publicly. This can make it easier 
for participants to contribute candidly, particularly when hierarchy or group dynamics make 
open discussion difficult. 
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What Retrospectives Are NOT 

 

Important: What a Retrospective Is Not 

•  Not a performance review. Individual performance is not the subject of a retrospective. 
The focus is on systems, processes, and team dynamics — not on evaluating any one 
person's contribution. 

•  Not a complaint session. Surfacing problems is valuable. Venting without purpose is 
not. The facilitator's job is to ensure frustrations are translated into learning, not just aired. 

•  Not optional when the team is struggling. The instinct to skip a retrospective during a 
difficult period is exactly backwards. Teams that are struggling need structured reflection 
most — avoiding it allows problems to compound. 

•  Not just for project teams. Any intact team that works together regularly — departments, 
leadership groups, committee structures — can benefit from a well-run retrospective. The 
format adapts to the context. 
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SECTION 2 

What Makes Retrospectives Fail 

The Seven Retrospective Failure Modes 

1. No psychological safety. When team members don't feel safe to be honest, they say what 
they think the manager — or the loudest colleague — wants to hear. The retrospective 
produces a sanitised version of reality that is useless for learning. Safety is not a soft 
prerequisite; it is the entire foundation. 

2. Blame culture. When something goes wrong, there is a natural human impulse to find 
someone responsible. In a poorly facilitated retrospective, this impulse runs unchecked. 
Problems get attributed to people rather than to systems, processes, or circumstances — 
and once a name gets attached to a failure, the conversation stops being useful. 

3. No follow-through from last time. If action items from the previous retrospective were 
never completed — and nobody mentions it — the implicit message is that what gets said in 
retrospectives doesn't matter. Teams pick up on this very quickly. Within a few cycles, they 
stop investing in the conversation because they have learned it produces nothing. 

4. Same format every time. If every retrospective runs the same questions in the same order 
with the same energy, people disengage. They know exactly what's coming, they prepare 
their same answers, and the session becomes a ritual rather than a reflection. Varying the 
format — even slightly — signals that the facilitator is paying attention. 

5. The facilitator is also the manager. When the person with authority over salaries, 
promotions, and performance ratings is also the person facilitating the retrospective, 
hierarchy suppresses honesty. Team members are not irrational for filtering what they say. 
The solution is to find a neutral facilitator — a peer, an HR professional, a trained colleague 
— wherever possible. 

6. Too much talking, not enough listening. In groups without strong facilitation, the loudest 
voice dominates. Quieter team members disengage. The retrospective captures the 
perspective of two or three people and presents it as the team's view. Effective facilitation 
deliberately creates space for every voice — not just the most confident ones. 

7. Conclusions drawn too quickly. An insight surfaces and before the team has properly 
examined it, someone — often the manager — has already declared it solved and moved 
on. Insights that are rushed past don't become learning. They become missed 
opportunities. Slow down. Sit with what's been said. Ask one more question before moving 
forward. 
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Safe For The Office™ — How We Solve the Safety Problem 

Anonymous response collection can reduce the social pressure associated with speaking first 
or disagreeing publicly, making it easier for participants to contribute candidly. It supports 
honest participation, particularly when hierarchy or group dynamics make open discussion 
difficult. 
 
Before the session, explain what is anonymous, what the facilitator can see, how 
responses will be displayed, and whether any session output will be retained. 
 

 

The Recovery Question 

When a retrospective feels like it is going off the rails — or before you start, if the team's history 
makes you nervous — ask yourself and your participants this: 

 

The Recovery Question 

"What would have to be true for this retrospective to be genuinely useful?" 
This question does two things: it surfaces the conditions participants need in order to engage 
honestly, and it makes those conditions an explicit, shared agreement. When you name what 
needs to be true, you are also naming what everyone in the room is responsible for creating 
together. 
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SECTION 3 

Facilitating Reflection Without Blame 

The Blame Reflex — Why It Happens and How to Interrupt It 

Blame is fast, satisfying, and almost never useful. When something goes wrong, the human brain 
wants to find a cause — and a person is a much more legible cause than a system. Attribution is 
easier than analysis. "It happened because of X person" closes the question. "It happened because 
of how our process was set up" opens it — and that opening is exactly where the learning lives. 

The blame reflex intensifies in groups. Once someone names a person as the source of a problem, 
others either pile on or go quiet. Neither produces insight. The facilitator's job is to interrupt the 
pattern before it takes hold — not by dismissing what was said, but by redirecting the energy 
toward something more productive. This is a skill, and like all skills, it improves with practice. 

Separating Systems from People — A Core Facilitation Principle 

For the purpose of a retrospective, begin by examining the system, process, and conditions that 
shaped the outcome. If the discussion surfaces possible misconduct, harassment, a safety 
concern, or a serious policy violation, pause the retrospective and move that issue into the 
appropriate formal process. 
Introduce this principle explicitly at the start of every retrospective. Say something like: "As we 
reflect today, our goal is to understand the conditions that shaped our outcomes — not to assign 
personal responsibility for what went wrong. We're looking at how we worked as a system, not at 
who did what." 

The Language of Reflection vs. The Language of Blame 

 

Blame Language Reflection Language 

"Why did [person] do that?" "What conditions made that outcome more likely?" 

"That was a mistake." "What would we do differently with the same information?" 

"[Person] didn't communicate 
clearly." 

"Where did our communication process break down?" 

"The problem was [person's] 
attitude." 

"What team dynamics made this harder than it needed to 
be?" 

"They should have known better." "What information or support was missing that would have 
helped?" 
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Blame Language Reflection Language 

"That was [person's] fault." "What in our process allowed this to happen, and how do we 
change it?" 

 

How to Redirect Blame in the Moment — Facilitator Phrase Bank 

 

Ready-to-Use Redirect Phrases 

1.  "That's really useful to name. Let's zoom out for a moment — what was it about the 
situation or the process that made this more likely to happen?" 

2.  "I hear frustration there, and I want to make sure we use it well. What would have needed 
to be different for this to go another way?" 

3.  "Let's hold off on the 'who' for now and stay with the 'what' — what happened, and what 
can we learn from it?" 

4.  "I want to make sure we're looking at the system here, not at individuals. What does this 
situation tell us about how we're set up to work together?" 

5.  "That sounds like there's a structural issue underneath this. Can we dig into what that 
structure looks like and where it could be improved?" 

 

The "Blameless Retrospective" Frame — Opening Facilitator Script 

 

Facilitator Script — Setting the Blameless Frame 

"Before we start, I want to name something important about how we're going to approach this 
conversation. This is a blameless retrospective. That doesn't mean we're pretending 
everything went perfectly — it means that when we talk about what was hard, we're going to 
focus on systems, processes, and conditions rather than on individuals." 

“The goal is learning and improvement, not personal blame. We will still take responsibility for 
the actions we agree to, but we will examine problems through systems, processes, and 
conditions rather than scapegoating individuals.” 

"I'll be actively redirecting the conversation if we start moving toward blame — not because I'm 
dismissing what you're feeling, but because I want us to use this time in the most useful way 
possible. Any questions before we start?" 
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What to Do When Blame Keeps Surfacing 

 

Level Response Facilitator Language 

Level 1: 
Gentle 
Redirect 

Acknowledge and 
reframe without drawing 
attention to the pattern 

"Thanks for naming that. Let's look at it from the 
system side — what in our setup made this more 
likely?" 

Level 2: 
Direct 
Naming 

Name the pattern 
explicitly and reinforce 
the blameless frame 

"I want to name something: we're starting to drift into 
evaluating individuals rather than examining the 
system. Let's deliberately step back to the 'what and 
why' rather than the 'who.'" 

Level 3: 
Break and 
Reset 

Call a short break, check 
in 1:1 with key voices, 
and reset the group 

"Let's take a five-minute break. When we come back, I 
want to reset the conversation and make sure we're 
using the rest of our time in the most productive way." 
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SECTION 4 

Facilitating Honest Reflection 

Creating the Conditions for Honesty 

Honesty in a group setting doesn't just happen. It is created — through deliberate design, clear 
framing, and the moment-by-moment choices of the facilitator. The three conditions that matter 
most are: psychological safety (I won't be punished for what I say), structure (I know what's being 
asked of me and what happens with my answers), and parity (everyone is contributing, not just the 
most confident voices). 

If any of these three conditions is missing, honesty contracts. People self-censor. The loudest 
voices fill the space. The facilitator gets a performance of reflection rather than the real thing. Your 
job in the opening minutes of a retrospective is to establish all three — through what you say, how 
you run the session, and how you respond to the first few contributions. 

The Retrospective Opening — Setting the Frame 

A strong retrospective opening does five things: 

8. States the purpose clearly. What is this session for? What are we examining and why? 

9. Names the safety agreement. What is and isn't acceptable in this conversation? How will 
responses be used? 

10. Explains the format. How will the session run? What are the activities? How long does 
each take? 

11. Clarifies what happens with the output. Where do the insights go? Who has access? 
What gets acted on? 

12. Sets the tone. Warm, direct, and curious — not clinical, not anxious, not over-managed. 

Opening Script 

 

Facilitator Script — Retrospective Opening 

“Welcome, everyone. Today we're here for a retrospective — a structured conversation to look 
back at [the project / this quarter / the last cycle] and ask: what worked, what was hard, and 
what do we want to do differently going forward.” 

“Our goal is to make this a candid and respectful space. We will keep personal comments 
within the team wherever appropriate, while recognizing that serious safety, legal, or policy 
concerns may need to be handled through the proper channel. Before anything else is shared 
beyond this group, we will be clear about what is being shared and why.”  
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“I'm not here to evaluate anyone. I'm here to help us learn together. If at any point you're 
unsure whether something is appropriate to share, I encourage you to raise it thoughtfully. 
Honest, respectful contributions are where the value comes from.” 

“Here's how the session will run: we'll spend about [X minutes] on each section — what went 
well, what was hard, what we'd change, and what we're taking forward. I'll use [sticky notes / 
anonymous prompts / paired discussion] to make sure we're hearing from everyone, not just 
the loudest voices.” 

“At the end, we'll turn the most important insights into specific action items — with owners 
and deadlines — and I'll send a summary to the group within [24 hours / one business day]. 
The actions live with you after that.” 

"Any questions before we start? Let's get into it." 

 

Question Design: How to Ask Questions That Get Real Answers 

The questions you ask determine the quality of reflection you get. Weak questions get weak 
answers. The hallmarks of a strong retrospective question are: it is specific enough to orient 
thinking, it is open enough to allow genuine response, it does not imply a "correct" answer, and it 
directs attention toward systems and learning rather than blame and performance. 

Avoid questions that begin with "Did we…" (yes/no, closes down). Favour questions that begin with 
"What…", "How…", or "Where…". Avoid questions that contain embedded assumptions ("Why did 
the project fail?"). Favour questions that invite examination ("What made some parts of this project 
harder than expected?"). 

The Retrospective Question Bank 

 
Category 1: What Went Well 

1. What are you most proud of from this period of work? 

2. Where did we do our best work together as a team, and what made that possible? 

3. What processes or practices made our work easier or more effective? 

4. What contributions — from individuals or the group — do you most want to acknowledge? 

5. What moments of collaboration felt really good? What was it about them that worked? 
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Category 2: What Was Hard 

1. Where did we hit friction — in our work, our communication, or our processes? 

2. What made this period of work more difficult than it needed to be? 

3. Where did we feel unsupported, unclear, or under-resourced? 

4. What surprised us — in a way that made things harder? 

5. Where did the gap between what we expected and what actually happened feel most 
significant? 

Category 3: What We'd Do Differently 

1. If we were starting this work again tomorrow, what would we change first? 

2. What is the one process or practice we should stop doing? 

3. What conversation did we keep not having that we should have had earlier? 

4. Where did we play it too safe — and what would "braver" have looked like? 

5. What decision do we wish we had made sooner, or differently? 

Category 4: What We're Taking Forward 

1. What is the single most important thing we're committing to doing differently next time? 

2. What has this period of work taught us about how we work best together? 

3. What practices from this period are worth protecting and repeating? 

4. What would we want a new team member to know about how we work — and what would 
we want to change about that? 

5. What does this team need more of in the next period — and what are we each going to do 
about it? 

 

The "Five Whys" Technique — When and How to Use It 

The Five Whys technique is a simple and powerful tool for moving from surface-level observations 
to root causes. When a team identifies a problem, the facilitator asks "Why did that happen?" — 
then asks "Why?" again to the answer, and again, up to five times. Each successive "Why" typically 
takes the conversation deeper into systemic causes and away from superficial or personal 
attribution. 
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Use the Five Whys when: a problem keeps surfacing but never seems to get fixed; the team is 
treating a symptom rather than a cause; or the conversation is stuck at the level of description 
rather than analysis. Caution: don't force five iterations if the root cause is clear earlier. And don't 
use it when emotions are elevated — the technique requires a degree of analytical calm to be 
effective. 

As the conversation deepens, vary the wording: “What contributed to that?”, “What made 
that possible?”, “What was underneath it?”, and “What might have prevented it?” 
Repeating the word “why” too mechanically can feel accusatory. 

Managing the Quiet Participant in a Retrospective 

• Use written response first. Before open discussion, have everyone write their responses 
individually. This levels the playing field and means quieter participants have already formed a 
view before the louder voices speak. 

• Go around the room deliberately. Structure at least one segment as a round-robin, where 
everyone shares in turn. Normalise passing but make the invitation explicit and equal. 

• Ask directly, warmly. “I’d like to make space for anyone we haven’t heard from yet. You’re 
welcome to contribute now, add something anonymously, or pass.” 

• Use anonymous input tools. For teams with significant hierarchy or trust gaps, anonymous 
digital collection removes the social cost of honesty for those least likely to speak up. 

• Check in after the session. A brief 1:1 follow-up with a participant who was unusually quiet 
can surface insights that didn't make it into the room — and shows you noticed. 
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SECTION 5 

Turning Insights Into Action 

The Insight-to-Action Gap 

Here is the part where most retrospectives die: the insights are real, the conversation was good, 
people feel heard — and then nothing changes. The team goes back to work and six weeks later 
they are having the same problems. This is the insight-to-action gap, and it is the most common 
retrospective failure of all. 

The gap exists for a specific set of reasons. Insights are plural and unfocused — the team surfaces 
twelve things and doesn't know where to start. Action items are vague — "communicate better" is 
not an action, it is a wish. Ownership is collective — "we will" means no one will. Deadlines are 
absent. And crucially, nobody is responsible for checking in on progress, so actions quietly expire.  

Closing this gap requires deliberate effort in the final third of every retrospective. The insights are 
the raw material. The action items are what you build from them — and they need to be built 
properly, or they won't hold. 

The Three Requirements of a Real Action Item 

 

A Real Action Item Has Three Non-Negotiable Elements: 

Owner 

One named individual who is responsible 

Shared ownership is no ownership. A name creates accountability. 

Deadline 

A specific date by which the action will be completed 

Without a date, "soon" becomes never. 

Definition of Done 

A clear, observable description of what "completed" looks like 

Prevents ambiguity and allows follow-up to be factual, not interpretive. 
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How to Prioritize Insights When There Are Too Many 

A productive retrospective can surface more insights than any team can act on. Trying to act on 
everything is as bad as acting on nothing — it spreads attention too thin and ensures nothing gets 
done well. Use one of these three prioritisation methods to focus the team's energy: 

• Dot voting. Give each participant a small, equal number of votes appropriate to the number of 
insights under consideration. Select only the few priorities the team can realistically act on 
before the next check-in. 

• Time-boxing. Spend ten minutes on prioritisation only. Forces the team to make quick, 
instinctive judgements rather than over-analysing. Especially effective when energy is low late 
in a session. 

• The "one thing" method. Ask the group: "If we could only change one thing from this 
retrospective, what should it be?" The answer is usually revealing — and it prevents the 
committee paralysis that comes from trying to please everyone. 

The Action Planning Template for Retrospectives 

 

Insight Action Owner By When How We'll Know 
It's Done 

What did we learn 
or identify? 

What specific step 
will we take? 

Who is 
responsible? 

What is the 
deadline? 

What does 
"done" look 
like? 
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How to Close a Retrospective Well 

The close is not an afterthought. A strong close consolidates learning, confirms ownership of 
actions, and leaves the team with a sense of forward momentum. A weak close — trailing off, 
running out of time, ending mid-conversation — undermines the work you've just done. 

• Summarise the key insights. Name the two or three most important things the team surfaced. 
Keep it brief — this is consolidation, not repetition. 

• Read back the action items. Review each action, owner, and deadline aloud. This is the 
moment of public commitment. Hearing your name attached to an action in front of the group 
is meaningfully different from writing it privately. 

• Acknowledge the quality of the conversation. Name something specific and genuine about 
the discussion — not generic praise, but a real observation about what the team did well. 

• Confirm the follow-up process. Tell the group exactly how and when they'll receive the 
summary, and when you'll check in on action progress. 

• Close with a forward-looking question. Ask one final question that orients the team toward 
what comes next — something like "What's one thing you're going into the next period with 
more confidence about?" Leave people in motion, not in reflection. 

Closing Script 

 

Facilitator Script — Retrospective Close 

"Before we close, I want to read back what we've committed to — [read action items with 
owner and deadline]. These are the things we said we'd do. They're now in the summary, which 
you'll receive by [time/date]." 

"I want to name something about this conversation: [specific genuine observation — e.g., 'the 
honesty in the second half of our session was remarkable, and I think it's going to make our 
next quarter significantly better']. That doesn't happen by accident — it happens because 
people chose to show up honestly, and that matters." 

"We'll check in on these actions at [next meeting / in three weeks / at the start of our next 
retrospective]. One last question before we go: what's one thing you're carrying forward from 
today's conversation that feels genuinely useful?" 
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What to Send After the Retrospective 

 

Post-Retrospective Email Template 

Subject: [Team Name] Retrospective — Summary & Actions [Date] 

Hi team, 

Thank you for a genuinely productive session today. Here is a summary of what we covered 
and what we've committed to. 

Key Insights: 
• [Insight 1] 
• [Insight 2] 
• [Insight 3] 

Action Items: 
• [Action] — Owner: [Name] — By: [Date] 
• [Action] — Owner: [Name] — By: [Date] 
• [Action] — Owner: [Name] — By: [Date] 

We'll check in on progress at [next touchpoint]. If you have follow-up thoughts or anything you 
didn't get to say in the session, feel free to reach out directly. 

[Facilitator Name] 

 

 



 
© 2026 Safe For The Office™ safefortheoffice.ca P a g e  20 

SECTION 6 

Follow-Up Practices 

The Action Item Accountability Problem 

Action items that come out of retrospectives have a notoriously short half-life. The retrospective 
ends, people return to their normal workload, and the action items — however genuinely intended 
— get quietly pushed aside. This is not a character problem. It is a design problem. If you don't 
build accountability into the process, you cannot expect it to appear on its own. 

The accountability problem is also a trust problem. Every time a retrospective's actions go 
unreviewed and unactioned, the team's faith in the retrospective process erodes a little more. After 
two or three cycles of this, you will notice that energy in the room is lower, contributions are more 
guarded, and people have stopped expecting anything to change. Reversing this pattern is much 
harder than preventing it. 

Building Follow-Up Into the Design 

The single most effective follow-up practice is this: start the next retrospective by reviewing the 
last one's action items. Open the session with: "Before we look at this period, let's check in on 
what we committed to last time." Review each action. Was it completed? If not, what got in the 
way? Is it still relevant? 

This practice accomplishes three things: it closes the loop on previous commitments, it signals 
that actions from retrospectives are real and consequential, and it often surfaces important 
learnings about why the action was harder than expected — which itself becomes useful input for 
the new retrospective. 

Check-In Methods 

 

Method How It Works Best For 

Async 
Check-In 

Midway through the action period, send a brief 
message asking each owner for a one-sentence status 
update on their item 

Remote teams, distributed 
schedules, low-overhead 
check-ins 

Brief 
Team 
Meeting 

Add a standing 5-minute "retro actions" agenda item 
to an existing team meeting at the midpoint and again 
just before the next retrospective 

Teams with regular meeting 
cadences, where adding 
time is not a burden 

1:1 
Follow-
Up 

Facilitator or team lead checks in individually with 
action owners — especially for items that are 
complex, sensitive, or where the owner may need 
support 

High-stakes actions, new 
team members, items with 
external dependencies 
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What to Do When Actions Don't Happen 

When an action item doesn't get completed, the response matters as much as the accountability. 
Naming it publicly without understanding why is demotivating. Ignoring it is worse. The right 
response is curiosity before consequence: "This action didn't happen — what got in the way?" 
Often, the answer reveals something genuinely useful: the action was too vague, the owner didn't 
have the authority they needed, or the workload made it impossible. That is information you can 
use. 

If an action keeps not happening, consider whether it should be restructured — broken into smaller 
steps, reassigned, escalated, or honestly acknowledged as something the team is not going to do. 
A cancelled action is more useful than a perpetually deferred one. 

The Continuous Improvement Mindset — Making Retrospectives a 
Practice, Not an Event 

The teams that benefit most from retrospectives are not the ones who run the best individual 
sessions. They are the ones who run them consistently over time. The value compounds. Each 
retrospective builds on the last. Teams develop a shared vocabulary for talking about how they 
work. Patterns become visible across sessions. Change becomes cumulative rather than 
occasional. 

Treat the retrospective as a practice — a recurring commitment to examined work, not a one-time 
intervention. Build it into the team's calendar so it is never optional. Rotate the facilitator where 
possible. Vary the format. And periodically, do a retrospective on your retrospective: "What's 
working about how we reflect as a team? What would make these sessions more valuable?" 
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A Note on Retrospective Fatigue 

 

When to Vary the Format 

Retrospective fatigue is real. When the team sighs at the mention of another retrospective, or 
when energy in the room is noticeably flat, the format has become too familiar. The remedy is 
not to stop running retrospectives — it is to vary them. Try a different template (see the three 
options in the next section). Try a different physical setup. Try running a retrospective with 
written-only responses. Try a retrospective in pairs before bringing insights to the group. Small 
format changes signal freshness and re-engage participants who had started going through the 
motions. 
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TEMPLATES   

Ready-to-Use Retrospective Templates 
The following three templates can be used as-is or adapted for your team's context. Each includes 
a format guide and brief facilitator notes. 

Template 1: Classic Start / Stop / Continue 
 

Time required: 45–60 min  |  Group size: 3–15  |  Best for: Any type of retrospective; especially 
good for first-timers 

This is the most widely used retrospective format because it is simple, intuitive, and produces 
immediately actionable output. Each column generates a different type of insight and naturally 
leads to action items. 

START 

What should we begin doing that we haven't been? 

STOP 

What should we stop doing because it isn't working? 

CONTINUE 

What should we keep doing because it's working well? 

Participants write responses individually, then share with the group 

 

 

Facilitator Notes 

•  Give participants 5–8 minutes of silent, individual writing time before any 
group discussion. This prevents anchoring on the first voice. 

•  Cluster similar responses before discussing — this reveals themes and 
prevents repetition. 

•  Spend the most time on START items — these drive the action items. 

•  The CONTINUE column is often underused. It is important: it tells you what to 
protect. 
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Template 2: The 4Ls — Liked / Learned / Lacked / Longed For 

 
Time required: 50–70 min  |  Group size: 4–20  |  Best for: Project retrospectives; teams new to 
retrospectives; sessions where learning is the focus 

The 4Ls format is slightly richer than Start/Stop/Continue because it adds a learning dimension 
(Learned) and an aspirational one (Longed For), which often surfaces the team's deeper needs. It 
also feels more natural and less evaluative than "stop." 

LIKED 

What did you appreciate about this work or this period? 

LEARNED 

What did you discover — about the work, the team, or yourself? 

LACKED 

What was missing — resources, clarity, support, or structure? 

LONGED FOR 

What did you wish had existed or been different? 

Individual responses first 

 

 
 

 
 

Facilitator Notes 

•  The "Longed For" column is the most psychologically interesting — it captures 
aspiration and unmet need rather than just frustration. Give it time. 

•  Pairs work well for this format: have participants share their 4Ls with a partner 
first, then bring the most important items to the full group. 

•  Action items flow most naturally from LACKED and LONGED FOR. Don't skip 
the step of converting these into concrete next steps. 
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Template 3: Sailboat Retrospective (Text-Based Format) 

Time required: 50–65 min  |  Group size: 4–20  |  Best for: Teams that are starting a new period of 
work; sessions where forward momentum is as important as reflection 

The Sailboat format uses a metaphor to orient the team's thinking: the team is a sailboat on a 
journey. The format examines what is helping the boat move, what is slowing it down, what dangers 
lie ahead, and where the boat is ultimately headed. The metaphor is accessible, slightly playful, 
and very effective at freeing up conversation — especially in teams that find direct evaluation 
uncomfortable. 

WIND (What's Helping Us Move Forward) 

What is accelerating our progress — resources, processes, people, conditions? 

ANCHOR (What's Holding Us Back) 

What is slowing us down, creating drag, or making progress harder than it should be? 

Write responses individually, then discuss as a group 

ROCKS (Risks Ahead) 

What obstacles or risks are ahead that we need to navigate carefully? 

ISLAND (Our Goal) 

What are we working toward? What does success look like for the next period?  

Write responses individually, then discuss as a group 

 

Facilitator Notes 

•  Introduce the metaphor before diving in — spend 60 seconds describing the 
sailboat image so participants understand the frame. Visualising it together is 
half the work. 

•  The ROCKS section is often the most generative for risk management 
conversations. Don't rush it. 

•  The ISLAND section is crucial if the team is unclear on its goals — the 
divergence of answers is itself a valuable finding. 

•  Action items tend to flow from ANCHOR (what to remove or reduce) and 
ROCKS (what to mitigate or prepare for). 
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Key Takeaways 
• Design for safety first. Without psychological safety, nothing real gets said — and a 

retrospective that produces only safe answers is a waste of everyone's time. 

• Separate systems from people in every conversation — focus on what conditions shaped the 
outcome, not on who is personally responsible for it. 

• Use a strong opening script to establish purpose, safety, format, and the use of outputs — 
before you ask a single reflection question. 

• Ask questions that invite examination, not questions that invite performance — open, 
specific, and free of embedded assumptions. 

• Redirect blame immediately using the language of systems — don't wait for the pattern to 
take hold before intervening. 

• Use individual writing time before group discussion to level the playing field between loud and 
quiet participants. 

• Convert every key insight into a real action item — with an owner, a deadline, and a definition 
of done. A vague action item is not an action item. 

• Prioritise ruthlessly: two to three real commitments are more valuable than a long list of 
intentions that never get completed. 

• Start every retrospective by reviewing the last one's actions — this is the single most 
effective practice for maintaining accountability between sessions. 

• Treat retrospectives as a practice, not an event — the teams that improve the fastest are the 
ones who reflect consistently and build on what they learn over time. 
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QUICK REFERENCE 

Running Better Retrospectives 

Retrospective Question Bank — Top 8  
 
What Went Well   

• What are you most proud of from this period of work?  

• Where did we do our best work together, and what made that possible?  

What Was Hard   

• Where did we hit friction in our work, communication, or processes?  

• What made this period more difficult than it needed to be?   

What We'd Do Differently   

• If we were starting again tomorrow, what would we change first? 

• What conversation did we keep not having that we should have had earlier?  

What We're Taking Forward   

• What is the single most important thing we're committing to doing differently? 

• What does this team need more of — and what are we each going to do about it? 

 

Blame Redirects — Ready-to-Use Phrases   

"Let's zoom out — what was it about the situation that made this more likely to happen?"  

"I want to make sure we use that frustration well. What would have needed to be different for this to 
go another way?" 

 "Let's hold off on the 'who' for now and stay with the 'what' — what happened, and what can we 
learn?"  

"What does this situation tell us about how we're set up to work together?" 
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Retrospective Failure Modes to Avoid   

• No psychological safety — people say what they think the manager wants to hear  

• Blame culture — problems get attributed to people, not systems  

• No follow-through — last session's action items were never reviewed or completed  

• Same format every time — participants disengage because they know exactly what's coming  

• Conclusions drawn too quickly — insights get rushed past before they're fully understood   

• Recovery question: "What would have to be true for this retrospective to be genuinely useful?" 

 

Action Item Template 

 

Insight Action Owner By When How We'll Know 

     

     

     

 

Remember: Every action item needs an Owner, a Deadline, and a Definition of Done. "We will" 
means no one will. 
 

 

A retrospective that produces real action is one of the most valuable  
investments a team can make in how it works. 
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