After Action Review     
Guidelines for Practice
What is it?

After Action Review (AAR) is a meeting of team members to reflect on an event or task they have just accomplished. The purpose of the AAR to learn from the team’s experience in order to take the lessons learned into the next phase of the project or to accomplish the team’s task more effectively the next time it is done.  

How is an AAR different from a Post Audit Review Meeting? 

Many projects have some type of Post Audit Review or Sign Off Report. However, the purpose of such review is very different than an AAR. Post Audit Reviews are often evaluative or held for purposes of accountability.  The purpose of an AAR is to turn knowledge into action, not to make judgements.  

The goal is to bring together the collective thinking of all the people involved in the event or task so that the group can improve. A team could, of course, leave the task of improving its action to the team leader – but doing so is at the expense of garnering the in-depth observations of those who actually carried out the task. AAR meetings build the shared understanding that is often critical to effective team action.

Guidelines for AARs
There are some important guidelines that need to be in place when the goal is knowledge and learning rather than evaluation:

· Regularly Held Meetings

AARs are held at the end of a defined action, that is, a phase of a project or the accomplishment of an event. It is the discipline of the regularity of these meetings that makes them effective. They are not called just to address an exception or a problem; rather they are a part of the way the work of the team gets accomplished – a work routine. The regularity also reduces team members’ anxiety that the meeting is about placing blame – a concern that arises when meetings are only held after something has gone wrong. 

· Brief Meetings

Perhaps because of their regularity and frequency AARs can be quick and to the point.  The focus is on what just happened and what can be learned from it - they are not the time to address long standing problems. In some companies they are called “standing meetings”  - everyone stands rather than sits - as a kind of tacit assurance that the meeting will be short.  An AAR might last as little as 20 minutes and if held weekly, or perhaps and hour, if held at the end of a month long phase of a project. 

· Standardized Format

In order to be brief the meetings have to have a recognized format  - clarity about what is on the table and what should be left to other kinds of meetings. Many organizations focus on four questions:

· What Did We Set Out to Do?
·  What was our intent? What should have happened? Did leader & team intents differ? What was on your mind?
· What Did We Actually Do?
·  What would a video camera have shown? No blame. Look at Key Events, Chronological Order or Functions/Roles.
· What Have We Learned?
  Focus on what we have learned, not what we will do next. What do we know now that we didn’t know before? What strengths and weaknesses have we discovered? What advice would we give to someone starting out now? 

· What Are We Going to Do?
 Exactly who will do what and when? Use SMART descriptions (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-based). Sustain strengths and improve weaknesses.
· Everyone Involved in the Action Participates in the Meeting 

The information and ideas of everyone are necessary to get a full picture; someone may well have seen or been aware of some action or detail that others did not see.  When everyone is in attendance it sends an important visual message about accountability - no one is so unimportant (top to bottom) that they can avoid responsibility for what happened and everyone (top to bottom) is responsible for making it happen more effectively the next time.  

· No Recriminations 

The only way to learn in these meetings is to get everything out on the table. To do that there has to be an agreement that no one gets into trouble (put on report; reflected in performance evaluation) for what comes up in an AAR. Without such a rule, team members are unwilling to own up to mistakes   and equally reticent to speak about the mistakes of others. This is a hard rule to believe in, and it often takes a team awhile to get comfortable with speaking openly.    

Equally important, this is not a “find the blame” meeting.  Rather, mistakes are data to be taken into account in figuring out how to make the action more effective the next time. 

· Reports Are Not Forwarded 

Notes are taken at the meeting but they are retained only for local use and are not distributed to other parts of the organization. This can sometimes seem like a waste because others cannot benefit from the lessons learned.  But there are two downsides to sending out the team notes. The most important is that the openness of the discussion in an AAR is greatly reduced if team members think their mistakes will be broadcast – that is just human nature. Secondly, it turns out that others in the organization are not much interested in the notes from some other team’s meeting. The reader often doesn’t have enough context to make sense of the meeting notes and even when they do, it takes a lot of reading to find a useful nugget – so is usually not worth the effort.  One of the keys to successful transfer of knowledge is knowing when to share what.  

If important issue are raised that others in the organization need to learn from, at the end of the meeting the team can agree to what items can be shared and what should stay in the room. And a separate report generated that discusses the agreed upon items and puts them in enough context to be useful to other. 

· Facilitated  

AARs need to be facilitated by a member of the team. The facilitator’s responsibility is to keep the discussion focused on the few critical questions. After repeated meetings that responsibility may become almost perfunctory. The facilitator role may rotate between members or may be taken by someone in the group that is recognized as having particularly good facilitation skills.  

What does the AAR look like?
· The team meets as soon as possible following an action or event.

· The facilitator puts the questions to be addressed on a flipchart or white board. 

· The questions are addressed one at a time. 

· The facilitator manages the contributions:

· Calling on individuals who might have some special knowledge to contribute

· Preventing any one person from dominating the discussion

· Stopping any blaming behavior or punitive remarks

· Bringing the group back to the topic when the discussion strays

· The facilitator captures the ideas on a flip chart or appoints someone to do this. 

· The facilitator manages the time so that all the questions are addressed in a minimum amount of time.

· Individual members take notes for themselves about what they need to do differently next time.

· Near the end of the meeting the facilitator asks for agreement on actions to be taken to get the desired results  
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AARs in the US Army

(AARs originated in the U.S. Army where they are used at every level after every action)

One of the tasks of the newly assigned U.S. Army troops in Haiti was to remove guns and ammunition from the many rebel towns. After the first attempt, the unit held an After Action Review (AAR) to review what had happened in order to improve the next attempt.  During the meeting the soldiers recognized that their effort to disarm the town had been met with considerable resistance. One soldier noted that he had observed few dogs in the town. Someone else had noticed that the Haitians were fearful of the large German Shepherds that were used by the US military police. That led a third person to suggest that the unit borrow some dogs from the military police so that in disarming the next town they could use the dogs out front with the hope of reducing the resistance. 

After the next, and more successful attempt to disarm a town, an AAR was again held and yielded additional ideas. In this AAR it was noted that the villagers were more cooperative when in their homes than when they were in the street. So in disarming the third town it was decided that most of the interaction should be held within the homes of the villagers. The next AAR produced yet other useful suggestion based on the observation that the Haitians were particularly respectful to women. The group decided to try putting a female in charge of the team and to display particular deference to her in front of the Haitians, again as a way to more effectively and efficiently accomplish their mission.   
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