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Abstract This paper reports on experiences with the combination of an 
electronic process guide/experience repository (EPG/ER) and project 
postmortems. The two most important results are 1) the use of an EPG/ER to 
make the collected experiences more accessible, and 2) analysis of usage 
patterns of the EPG/ER to determine what kinds of information it is important 
to collect during a postmortem.   
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1. Introduction 

This report discusses relationships between Postmortem Analysis (PMA) as an 
experience collection tool and an Electronic Process Guide/Experience Repository 
(EPG/ER) as an experience dissemination tool; firstly the use of the PMA to populate 
the EPG/ER with experiences, and secondly the analysis of usage data from the 
EPG/ER to drive collection of experiences during a PMA. It is hoped that the 
feedback will result in more relevant and reusable experiences being collected from 
PMAs. Our data comes from a case study of the implementation of an EPG/ER and 
PMAs in a small Australian software company. 

2. Experience with the EPG/ER 

The EPG/ER implemented at our company is a web-based tool that serves both as an 
Electronic Process Guide and an Experience Repository (SCO02). The purpose of the 
electronic process guide is to provide developers and managers with easy to access, 
up-to-date information and tools for the development process. The guide contains 
both graphical and textual descriptions of the process as well as navigation tools. The 
process contained in the guide was defined with the company by a combination of 
reverse engineering of their timesheet recordings and workshops with senior staff. At 
the top level it contains the management processes “Project Setup” and “Project 
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Wrap-up” and a “ Componentwise Development” process concerned with design, 
implementation and maintenance of software products. 

Attached to the EPG is an experience repository that uses the process as its meta-
model. Experiences are broadly classified as “ Checklists”, “ Examples”, “ Templates” 
or generic “ Experiences” and attached to tasks and objects in the process model. This 
way relevant experiences can be easily found by users carrying out a task or 
developing an object. The web-based implementation makes it easy for users to enter 
and access experiences as necessary. Anyone can enter an experience into any of the 
structured types and the generic “ Experiences” category makes it possible to enter 
anecdotes or observations that do not fall into the other structured categories. The 
experience repository was “ seeded” before being made available for general use with 
96 entries – mostly document templates and examples. 

All users were trained in the use of the EPG/ER tool and the use of the process, 
and they were encouraged to enter experiences as they saw fit. Early use was 
encouraging – over the first four months of installation, users entered approximately 
200 entries in the ER. Access to the experiences was also encouraging, showing 
consistent usage of 388 hits over the four months. This is considered healthy for a 
small company with about 12 development staff working on small projects. 

3. Experience with the PMA 

As a concept, the PMA is simple - gather all participants from a project that is 
ongoing or just finished and ask them to identify which aspects of the project worked 
well and should be repeated, which worked badly and should be avoided, and what 
was  “ OK” but leaves room for improvement. A PMA can be focused on harvesting 
experience that is available from a single activity or process step or it can try to catch 
all experience available from a project. Data collection can be done as semi-structured 
interviews, or as a multi-step defined process, for instance consisting of a group 
process supported by affinity diagrams as in the KJ method (SCU97), followed by a 
root-cause analysis (STR95), using an Ishikawa diagram.  

In our case we did a PMA to collect all experience from a project that was just 
finished. During two one-hour sessions, we used the KJ method to collect and 
organise experience data (using “ post-it” notes) and the Ishikawa diagram to analyze 
the top two problems.  We collected a large amount of experiences – 15 positive and 
24 negative points. Both the positive and negative points spanned the whole 
development process – from customer management to acceptance testing.  

The participants had received information on both the KJ method and the 
Ishikawa diagram some days before the PMA was performed and found the process 
easy to use. The KJ was the most popular since this were where we could have the 
greatest participant involvement. It was more difficult to involve everybody in an 
efficient way in the root-cause analysis. Even so, this was also considered to be an 
interesting and important activity by the participants and we managed to identify quite 
a lot of action points that would remove some of the problems identified in the KJ. 
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4. Putting it all together 

In the first relationship considered in this paper, experiences collected in the PMA are 
used to populate the ER. The process of identifying experiences and actions from the 
PMA contained three main steps: 
1. Annotate the results from the post mortem 

• All the post-it notes from the KJ were inserted into two column tables – one 
table per affinity diagram group. All post-its that concerned the same 
experience or idea was inserted into the same left hand table cell.  

• The right hand part of the table was used to annotate the post-it notes as for 
instance “ experience”  or  “ checklist item” . If no category did apply, this cell 
was used for comments and discussions. A typical item that did not have a 
category was “ too many defects” . 

2. Extract reusable information from the annotated tables. A researcher that knew 
the company well combined the information in the annotated tables with the 
results from the Ishikawa diagrams and her own experiences about the company 
and software development and produced the final results. These were organized 
under the three following headings: 
• Immediate actions for the company, e.g. “ define coding standards”  
• New checklists, e.g. a checklist for project setup. 
• Experience packets for reuse. 

3. Identify the experience packet with a task or object in the development process 
for storage in the experience repository. 

 
The majority of the KJ experiences went into two checklists – Project Setup and 

Create Task List - and/or were entered as anecdotal experiences in the EPG/ER. Even 
though only three of the seven persons that participated in the postmortem were 
managers and experiences spanned all phases of development, most of the issues 
raised were concerned with management and attached to management processes in the 
EPG/ER. This even holds for the root-cause analysis of the question “ Why so much 
trouble during implementation?”  where the identified root causes were such things as 
reviews, customer relations and up-to-date documents.  

The second relationship is the use of analysis of the content and use of the 
EPG/ER to refine the collection of experiences in the PMA. To do this three questions 
are addressed: 
1. If left on their own, what kinds of experiences do users enter into their EPG/ER? 
2. What kinds of the experiences in the EPG/ER are accessed most by the users? 
3. What kinds of experiences in the EPG/ER do users find most useful? 
 
The first two questions are answered by looking at the server logs of the EPG/ER. 
Analysis of the EPG/ER entries over the four months from the time the EPG/ER was 
installed to the time the PMA was carried out shows that examples (mostly code 
examples) were the most entered kind of experience (57% of all experiences entered). 

Analysis of the access logs reflects to some extent the content of the 
EPG/ER. The most accessed entries were the examples, closely followed by the 
templates. The code examples were the most accessed examples. 
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It can be seen that the experiences entered and accessed by the company 
differ in type quite significantly to those arising from the PMA, which were mostly 
checklists and anecdotal experiences. But, while these figures show that it is the 
examples and templates that the company is currently using most in the EPG/ER, the 
question remains as to what kinds of experiences are they finding most useful? A 
distinction is drawn here because there is not necessarily a direct relationship between 
use in the EPG/ER and usefulness. The most useful experience ever may, for 
example, only need to be read once and then never accessed again because it is never 
forgotten.  

To determine usefulness we asked the users directly which kinds of 
experiences they found most useful in their work. In responses from nine users, 
templates were rated most useful closely followed by examples and generic 
experiences. Checklists rated lowest on the scale. All users rated the experiences 
entered from the postmortem as “ useful” . 
 Users were also asked what benefits were gained from using the EPG/ER. 
Benefits included saving time, improving quality of documents, sharing experiences, 
helping to understand each other’s jobs, easier and better management, the release of 
experts from guidance of beginners and encouraging users to organise their 
knowledge better. The managers were asked to give business benefits which included 
faster and better specifications for projects, improved customer relations and more 
awareness and hence improvement in work practices leading to better staff morale. 

Although it is by no means conclusive, this data suggests that information 
structured as templates or examples is more readily accessible to the users of the 
experience repository than checklists. We propose that, where possible, information 
collected from the PMA should be structured into templates and examples to give it 
the most chance of being reused. 
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