Project Post-mortem is not the time for Criticism

Summary : “Software projects are never released, they escape” – Kaner justifies this in his book ‘Testing Computer Software’. And I bet everyone associated with software development will realize and agree to the truth behind this statement fully. What the customer sees is a beautiful piece of fine technology Only we know where did we go wrong and how many times have we saved ourselves. Its time now to learn our lessons and make something constructive out of our failures.

Whether the s/w was a marvelous success or a disastrous failure, you cannot deny that your process was not errorless or the team did not commit any mistakes. And you shouldn’t either. After all we learn from mistakes and there originates this beautiful concept called project post mortem.

But does the project post-mortem do what it’s actually supposed to do? Many times no. The very first time I attended a post-mortem meeting with a bunch of fine programmers and efficient testers, all I heard was complain, pointing fingers, excuses and self-defense statements. At the end of the day, we came out of the room with a heedful of mixture and nothing useful on papers. We sat the very next day again but this time with a different vision -- to find solutions and reach conclusions. Today we conduct very effective project post-mortem meetings.

Be it the tester or the developer, everybody who is a part of the post-mortem meeting needs to understand a few concern to make it a success story. Otherwise it’s a mere fancy technique, which fits well only in books.

1. We are not here for politics:

Whatever went wrong with the project is history now. Pointing fingers at developer’s code, criticizing tester’s capabilities and making fun of project plans will not help us anywhere. In most meetings we hear people boasting on their own work and looking down upon other’s mistakes. Some make defensive statements and other make excuses. From my personal experience, I have seen such meetings end up with very little productivity and success.

We probably fail to acknowledge the purpose of the meeting. We are sitting together to analyze our past performance to get a better solution for our future work. Not for blaming mistakes and insult hard work. Talk about what could be done more than what was not done.

2. Don’t be a hypocrite:
By saying not to criticize others, I definitely don’t mean that you don’t point out those critical mistakes of a dear friend. If you feel that someone didn’t do a good job, don’t deliberately deny the problem just because you don’t want to point at others. You can voice your opinion in an impersonal way by not commenting on the person but on the issue. By hiding such facts, you could be misleading people and endangering your company’s progress.

Another form of hypocrites I have noticed is the project managers who praise their teams for success that they do not deserve and pat their backs more often for jobs they did not do. One such gentleman describes it to me as his diplomacy to motivate his team members. I see such a thing as a harmful element rather than a managerial skill. Are you aware that the team mistakes your skills as your incapability to let their mistakes go unnoticed? You might as well choose not to speak at all.

3. Volunteer self-assessment :
I personally feel this as the most effective solution. If all team members give themselves some time before the project post-mortem to analyze their performance and point out their own drawback, I guess we have more than required matter to discuss. Let me also assure you that your post-mortem report will have some of the best and practical lessons to be followed. This way your discussion becomes more factual and less personal.

Our objective is to discover what worked well for the project and what did not. We never sat to find out who worked well and who did not.

