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The After Action Review

"The Army's After Action Review (AAR) is arguably one of the most successful organizational learning methods yet devised. Yet, most every corporate effort to graft this truly innovative practice into their culture has failed because, again and again, people reduce the living practice of AAR's to a sterile technique." -- Peter Senge 

Introduction

Senge’s quote is both a promise and an admonition.  We’ve seen the AAR used very effectively.  And, we’ve determined why some organizations seem to struggle with it and others seem to do just fine.  This paper discusses how to do it right.

Purpose
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The After Action Review (AAR) is a structured review or de-brief process for analyzing what happened, why it happened, and how it can be done better, by the participants and those responsible for some specific event.  After-action reviews in the formal sense were originally developed by the U.S. Army although less structured de-briefs after events have always existed.  Their use has extended to business as a knowledge management tool and a way to build a culture of accountability.

An AAR is distinct from a de-brief in that it begins with a clear comparison of intended versus actual results achieved.  An AAR is distinct from a post-mortem in its tight focus on a participant’s own action - learning from the review is taken forward by the participants.  AARs in larger operations can be cascaded in order to keep each level of the organization focused on its own performance within a particular event or project.

Formal AAR meetings are normally run by a facilitator, and can be chronological reviews or tightly focused on a few key issues selected by the team leader.  Short cycle informal AARs are typically run by a team leader (often ad hoc) or assistant and can be very quick (five minutes or so).

The AAR process also provides an excellent medium for bringing ideas from the work place to the attention of those who have the wherewithal to get them implemented.  We’ll discuss that process later in this paper.

An AAR does not have to be performed at the end of a project or activity.  It can be performed after each identifiable event within a project or major activity, thus becoming a real-time learning process. 

The AAR is a professional discussion that focuses directly on tasks and goals. It is not a critique.  In fact, it has several advantages over a critique: 

· It does not judge success or failure. 

· It attempts to discover why things happened. 

· It focuses directly on the tasks and goals that were to be accomplished. 

· It encourages employees to surface important lessons in the discussion. 

· More employees participate so that more of the project or activity can be recalled and more lessons can be learned and shared.

· It is done immediately after the stimulating event.  Because of that, the context of what stimulates the review is preserved.

An AAR is both an art and science. The art of an AAR is in the obtainment of mutual trust so that people will speak freely.  Creative thinking and innovative behavior should be the norm.  Problem solving should be pragmatic and employees should NOT be preoccupied with status, territory, or second guessing "what the leader will think."  There is a fine line between keeping the meeting from falling into chaos where nothing real gets accomplished, to people treating each other in a formal and polite manner that masks issues (especially with the boss) where again, nothing real gets accomplished (the subject of Senge’s admonition, above).

Steps for Conducting the AAR
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Situation:

Opportunity for Improvement Potential Causes

Mistake/Error/Near Miss:

Information:

Tools:

Equipment:

Material:

Supplies:

Waste (time, resource, etc.):

Idea/suggestion:

Date:

Problems

Submitted by:

An AAR may be formal or informal.  Both follow the same format and involve the exchange of observations and ideas.  However, formal AARs are normally more structured and require planning.  Informal AARs are conducted anywhere, anytime in order to provide quick learning lessons.

You should encourage spontaneity in deciding when to conduct an AAR and who will lead it.  We’ve seen very effective AAR’s conducted in a parking lot, an open air construction site and in a hallway (with the participants sitting on the floor).  Some of these took only a few minutes – others around ½ hour.  Most involved ad hoc leaders.  All were very effective.

This is how to do it:

1. Gather all the players. 

2. Do introductions and state rules as necessary. 

3. Review events leading to the AAR. 

4. Give a brief statement of why the AAR is being conducted. 

5. Summarize the key events.  Encourage participation. 

6. Have junior leaders restate portions of their part of the activity.

7. Do not turn it into a critique or lecture. The following will help:

· Ask why certain actions were taken. 

· Ask how they reacted to certain situations. 

· Ask when actions were initiated. 

· Ask leading and thought provoking questions. 

· Exchange "lessons learned” stories. 

· Ask employees what happened from their point of view. 

· Relate events to subsequent results. 

· Explore alternative courses of actions that might have been more effective. 

· Accept complaints openly and handle them positively. 

· Try to inject some humor when you can.

· When the discussion turns to mistakes or errors made, emphasize the positive and point out the difficulties of making tough decisions.  Complete the AAR Problem & Idea Card (see a sample at the end) for further processing.

· When the discussion turns to problems encountered or waste observed, gather as much info as you can and complete the AAR Problem & Idea Card for further processing.

· When someone says “I have an idea” complete the AAR Problem & Idea Card for further processing.

· Summarize. 

8. Then…

· Allow junior leaders to discuss the events with their people in private. 

· Follow-up on needed actions.  Take the AAR Problem & Idea Card to the Daily Process Management meeting for further processing.

During the AAR, keep focused on these thoughts:

· Remain unbiased throughout the review. 

· Try to draw out comments from all.  Ask open ended questions.

· Do NOT allow personal attacks.  Focus on the event, not the person.

· Keep the focus on learning and continuous improvement. 

· Strive to allow others to offer solutions, rather than you offering them. 

Properly conducted AAR’s can have a powerful influence on the climate of your organization.  It is part of the communication process that educates and motivates people on to greatness by sensitizing them to do the right thing.  It can prevent future confusion on organizational priorities and philosophies and drive home the point that we learn from our mistakes.  And, it is an excellent way to bring errors, mistakes, problems, waste and ideas into further review to stimulate continuous improvement in the organization.

Conducting the AAR is a good thing.  However, it would be shortsighted of us to not provide for a path that ensures AAR results are brought to the general attention of the organization so that:

· Employees can be recognized for their good reaction work (Level 2 follow-up to Level 1 responses)

· Recurring problems can be fixed systemically

· Significant problems can be fixed systemically

· Signals sent by the system can be received, checked for appropriateness and properly responded to (Level 1 and Level 2 responses)

· The concept of continuous improvement can be embedded in the organization
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This graphic illustrates how this process would work:
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Situation:

Solution/resolution:

Expected outcome:

Implementation assigned to:

Next progress report: _____/_____/_____

Expected completion: _____/_____/_____

Mgr’s. initials
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Collecting AAR results and forwarding them to the Daily Process Review meeting can be done in many different ways.  Here is a form and a process that we’ve seen used successfully.  Notice that we’ve chosen here to focus on patient and information flow.

Front side
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Each card should refer to only one mistake, error, near miss, problem, waste, idea or suggestion.  The front side is completed by the person who is submitting the card.  The back side is filled out at the Daily Process Management meeting.

This is how you should fill out the front side of the card:

1. Submitted by:  This is the name of the person who fills out, and submits, the card.  Anonymous cards should not be processed.

2. Date:  This is the date that the card is completed.

3. Opportunity for Improvement:  There are four categories of opportunity.  They are:

a. Mistake, error or near miss

b. Problem

c. Waste identification

d. Idea or suggestion

4. Mistake, error or near miss
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These are typically things committed (or, done) by people.  Typically, they are failures of practice, application or behavior.  As such, the organization has to accept the proposition that a person identifying a mistake, error or near miss is a good thing.  If you have a “kill the messenger” ethic in your organization, you won’t receive this type of feedback.  We have found that this is probably the most valuable feedback you can receive – you have to make sure your folks feel secure in reporting it.

b. To fill out this section, simply circle the appropriate category (mistake, error, near miss) and write it up in the space provided.

c. To the right of the write up space is a space where you can suggest Potential Causes.  Complete that section if you are able.

5. Problems

a. These are system failures.  Typically, they can be collected into failures of Information, Tools (hand tools), Equipment, Materials or Supplies (consumables).  This list may not be everything you might encounter, but it covers most. 

b. If you experience a “Problem,” simply circle the problem category encountered and amplify it in the space at right.

c. Complete the Potential Causes space at the right if you are able.

6. Waste

a. If you encounter Waste as you go about your work, you can capture and report it in this section.  Identify what type of waste you’ve encountered and amplify your observation in the space provided.

b. Complete the Potential Causes space at the right if you are able. 

7. Idea

a. If you have a brainstorm and come up with a “better way,” this is the place to record it and progress it in the organization.  Simply circle Idea or Suggestion, and discuss it in the space provided.

b. If appropriate, complete the Potential Causes space at the right.

This is what you’d do with the card once you’ve filled out the front side:

1. Submit the card, no matter what stimulated you to complete it, to your department manager.  This provides for a first level of review.  Your department manager will review the card with you and initial it in the provided space on the back side.

2. Your department manager will take the card to the Daily Process Management meeting and submit it according to the agreed on method in the meeting.

3. The card will be reviewed in the DPM meeting.  Its disposition will be determined and it will be posted on the visual Tracker Board (shown later).  You will always know what happened to your card.

A quick review:

· You fill out the front side of the card and give it to your department manager.

· Your department manager reviews the card with you and initials it on the back side.

· Your department manager takes the card to the DPM meeting and submits it.

· The card is reviewed in the DPM meeting and they decide what to do with it.

· Your card is posted on the Tracker Board and you can witness its progress.

Back side

During the course of the DPM meeting, AAR cards are received.  DPM meeting participants review the card and determine its disposition.  The meeting manager is responsible for completing the back side of the card – this responsibility should not be delegated to someone else.

Once completed, the card should be posted in the appropriate Tracker Board category.  If no action is to be taken on the card, the reason should be clearly stated.

A visual processing board is an excellent way to collect and show the progress of cards as they come in. They exist in many different formats - here is an example:


During the DPM meeting, time is reserved to cover the entries from the Tracker Board.  The Board itself should be maintained in a highly visible area so everyone in the system can monitor progress (and, stimulate action).  If done well, as we know you will, the AAR inputs combined with the Tracker Board are excellent communication tools.

The DPM manager should direct a periodic review of the board.  All items on the Tracker Board should have meaningful dates and they should be honored – do not fall into the “ongoing” trap.  Items should remain in the “Resolved” sections for one week.  When removed, they should be returned to the submitting person through the department manager (this can be initiated in the DPM meeting).  This creates an excellent opportunity to provide positive reinforcement feedback to encourage behaviors that we want in the organization.

This is our “Current Best Practice” for AAR meetings and AAR Cards.  We fully expect that you will come up with better, more effective ways for this process.  When you do, please give us a call and educate us on your discoveries.

If you have questions or comments, please give us a call.

Ed Hill:  704-560-1536

Ed Ligon:  704-560-4060

Conduct the AAR and complete the card after this loop.





Submit AAR card to the DPM meeting through the Alert Loop.










