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	A way to gather data in order to better identify key problem causes.
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	Introduction



You’ve herd them called a number of things:
· Post Action Review
· Post Mortems
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· Audits


What is important is that following any change, trial, start-up or test that a thorough review of what was done, what the results were and (most importantly) what we will do next is completed.  Nancy M. Dixon, President of Common Knowledge Associates spent a number of years consulting to the U.S. Army and developing a systematic approach to this review.  They call their approach “After Action Review” and the key elements of building an “After Action System” are below.


What is After Action Review  (AAR)

The AAR is a systemic, standardized meeting of team members to reflect on an event or task they have just accomplished. The key purpose is 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.  

AAR’s are not held to assign responsibility, make judgments or review individual performance.  Instead it is to “turn knowledge into action.”  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. AAR meetings build the shared understanding that is often critical to effective team action.


Guidelines for AARs
	Regularly Held Meetings
	AARs are held at the end of a defined action.  What is essential is that your process is disciplined enough that you use the AAR’s regularly and “Every Time” certain actions are taken.  If they are called to address problems, then there is a judgment involved.  They must be “the way we work to make significant improvement!!” 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
	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. It is recommended to make these “standing meetings”  - everyone stands rather than sits - as a kind of tacit assurance that the meeting will be short.  

	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? 
· What were the Key Events, the Chronological Order or Functions/Roles.
	· What Have We Learned?
· 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? 
· Make it Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-based (SMART)
· 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 
	It is essential that everything get out on the table during these meetings. To do that there has to be an agreement that no one gets into trouble for what comes up in an AAR. 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 that mistakes are data to be taken into account in figuring out how to make the action more effective the next time – not something to blame someone for. 

	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. 
· Meeting notes tend to be of little use to other people not involved directly in the action.
· Mistakes end up being broadcast without the ability to keep them “blameless.”
Still, it is essential that key “learnings” are passed on – but not the detail of the report. At the end of each 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. 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.  




