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What is a Project 
Retrospective? 



Project Retrospective 

A formal method for capturing and 
preserving the lessons learned from a 

recently completed project  



Project Retrospective 

Focused on identifying mistakes or 
problems that occurred in the project, 
to avoid repeating them in the future 



Project Retrospective 

Also focused on identifying what went 
right, to encourage replication of these 

successes in future projects 
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Retrospectives in a Nutshell 

1.  Prepare questions 
2.  Get the project 

team in a room 
3.  Discuss what went 

right and wrong 
4.  Compile findings 

after the meeting 
5.  Edit and share the 

final report 



Best Practices 

•  Create a “safe” space for participants to 
discuss their work 

•  Select an outsider as the facilitator 
•  Allocate enough time for the meeting 
•  Offsite meeting location is best 
•  Don’t allow the meeting to turn into a 

complaint session; keep it constructive 



Case Study 



Case Study 

North Carolina Architects & 
Builders:  A Biographical 

Dictionary 



Untitled Image Layout 



Project Context 

•  Growing collection of over 150 authored 
biographies of prominent individuals in 
North Carolina architecture 

•  Supports faceted search and browse of  
biographies by work locations, dates, 
and building types 

•  8 person project team 
•  About 1 year to design and implement 
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Four Questions Before Meeting 

1.  What worked well in this project, that we 
would like to repeat again? 

2.  Would would you cite as your best personal 
lesson learned in this project? 

3.  What did not work so well in this project, that 
we should do differently next time? 

4.  What aspects of this project still puzzle us? 



The Meeting Itself 

Norm Kerth’s Prime Directive: 

“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.” 
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The Meeting Itself 

•  Thematic discussion questions 
•  Planning 
•  Resources 
•  Scheduling 
•  Technologies 
•  Communication 

•  Reflection questions 
•  Best personal lesson learned? 
•  What still puzzles you about this project? 



After the Meeting 

1.  Summary report drafted 
2.  Retrospective participants asked to 

review and comment on draft 
3.  Final report edited and published on 

internal project website for posterity 
4.  Final report shared with relevant 

parties outside the project team 



Reflecting on the Retrospective 

•  Meeting time should have been longer 
•  Interactive exercises would have made 

the process more fun and engaging 
•  Ideally the facilitator would be a 

complete outsider 
•  We should do more of these! 
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Summary of Benefits 

•  Closure for the project team  
•  Inform planning for upcoming projects 
•  Promotes a shared responsibility for 

project success and failure—we are all 
in this together!  

•  Promotes a culture of continual 
improvement within the organization 



Thanks! 

Tito Sierra 
Associate Head, Digital Library Initiatives 
North Carolina State University Libraries 
tito_sierra@ncsu.edu 



More Information 

Project 
Retrospectives 
A Handbook for 
Team Reviews 

(2001) 


