AFTER ACTION REVIEW

REFERENCE GUIDE

1.  Purpose. The purpose of this document is to provide guidance on the conduct of after-action reviews or AARs.  These guidelines are adapted from the references listed in Appendix A.

2.  Overview.  To improve the effectiveness of our operations, we must continuously improve and learn from both our successes and failures.  AARs are effective means to this end.  Fundamental to the success of an AAR is the spirit in which it is conducted.  Project managers, project delivery team members, management, customers and contractors should openly and honestly discuss what actually transpired in sufficient detail and clarity so that everyone understands what happened and why and then implements process improvements.  

3.  Definition and Purpose of the AAR.  A professional discussion of an event focused on improving the performance of the organization or team.  The heart of the AAR is identifying what was supposed to happen, what actually happened, why it happened, and how to sustain strengths and improve weaknesses.  An AAR is not a critique, problem solving, or allocating blame.  Feedback generated during the AAR process compares the actual output of a process with the expected outcome.

4.  Formal versus Informal AARs.  AARs are either formal or informal.  Both follow the same general format and involve the exchange of observations and ideas.  Both types should be appropriately documented so lessons learned may be shared across functional and geographic boundaries, and so that implementation of improvements can be tracked.

a.  Formal AAR.  A formal AAR is more structured, requires planning and takes longer to conduct.  The formal AAR usually occurs immediately or soon after an event is completed.  It may also occur while the event is in-progress.  Examples: completion of a design, construction project or regulatory permitting process; completion of the year-end contracting period or District-wide implementation of computer software or hardware.

A neutral third party should facilitate a formal AAR.

b.  Informal AAR.  Informal AARs are less structured, require much less preparation and planning and can be conducted anywhere, anytime, for any event, by anyone.  Examples: following a PDT meeting or conference call; or as part of a safety briefing/tool-box meeting.  Project Managers or other interested parties may facilitate their own informal AARs.

5.  Agenda for an AAR.  MVD AARs will follow this simple format:  

· Introduction and rules

· What was supposed to happen?

· What actually happened?

· Why did it happen that way?

· What will we do to improve the way we do it next time?

· Closing comments and agreement on next steps

6.  AAR Planning and Execution Sequence.  Schedule AARs as close to the completion of the event as possible.  Project Managers should schedule formal AARs in their Project Management Plan (PMP) to coincide with the end of significant phases of the project (for example, at the end of the design phase and at the end of the construction phase).  The amount of planning and preparation required for an AAR will vary based on the type of AAR conducted; however, the process for both informal and formal AARs has four steps:


Planning:

· Schedule the AAR

· Select a facilitator

· Notify participants

· Select AAR site

· Assemble AAR materials (designs, codes, etc.)

· Establish the AAR agenda

Preparation:

· Review the expected outcomes for the project or event

· Identify key processes

· Prepare the AAR site

· Rehearse as required

Conduct:

· Seek maximum participation

· Maintain focus on AAR objectives

· Review key points learned

· Record the AAR (using the suggested format at Appendix B)

Follow up:

· Distribute the record of the AAR to all participants

· Publish lessons learned in an easily accessible location 

· Prioritize actions

· Develop action plan to fix the problem (revise SOPs, develop a new process, etc.)

7.  Role of the AAR Facilitator.  The AAR facilitator’s role should be to ensure the goals of the AAR are met.  The AAR facilitator:

· Remains unbiased throughout the process

· Speaks only to draw out comments from all participants

· Ensures the discussion remains professional and focused on continuous improvement

· Keeps AAR on track and determines when to move on to discuss other points

· Does not allow personal attacks

· Does not offer solutions; allows the participants to do that.

8.  Ground Rules for Conducting the AAR.

· Participants are participants, not a passive audience.  The facilitator should prepare leading questions and may have to ask it of several people.  (See Appendix B – Suggested Discussion Questions)

· An AAR is a dynamic, candid, professional discussion of events and projects, focusing on performance against the known standards and/or expected outcomes.  Everyone involved with the event should participate to share an insight, observation or question that will help identify areas for improvement.

· An AAR is not a critique.  No one, regardless of rank, grade, or position has all of the information and answers.  AARs maximize learning and continuous improvement by allowing everyone to learn from each other.

· An AAR does not grade success or failure.  There are always areas of improvement and strengths to improve as well.

· Set ground rules up front, e.g. no personal attacks, focus on how to improve, commit to getting to the heart of the issue, etc.

9.  Conclusion.  An AAR is both an art and science.  What makes AARs so powerful is that they can be applied across a wide spectrum of events from two individuals conducting a 5-minute AAR at the end of a short meeting to a longer AAR held by a project delivery team at the end of a large project.  Individuals involved may absorb lessons learned on the spot and they can be documented in format that can be shared with a wider audience.  A properly conducted AAR can also have a powerful influence on the climate of the organization.  It is a part of the communication process that educates and motivates people and focuses them on organizational priorities to improve procedures across the organization.
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Appendix B

Suggested Format for Recording AAR

MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD

SUBJECT:  (Document what name of the project or event for which the AAR was conducted)

1.  Begin the memo with an overview/introduction.  Identify the PM and briefly describe the project or event.  Document what kind of AAR was conducted and how.  For informal AARs, detail how the AAR was conducted (via email, VTC, by teleconference, etc.) and who provided feedback.  For formal AARs, identify all participants.

2.  Following are the results of the AAR:


a.  Issue:  Clearly identify each issue.  The intent is to leave a record of the issue so others may learn.  (what should have happened?)


Discussion:  Succinctly discuss each issue so the reader can understand why the issue was important at the time, what the ramifications were, and so on.  (what actually happened and why?)



Recommendation:  Present a recommendation with respect to the issue/discussion.  In the case of issues where something positive occurred, the recommendation may simply be to continue to follow standard operating processes/procedures.  In the case where the issue represented a problem, recommend a solution to prevent the problem from occurring in the future.  (how do we improve or sustain success?)



Action Taken:  Present an action taken or to be taken by the PDT or stakeholders, etc.  Commit to doing what is written here.  Examples of actions taken for successes: verified current SOPs are valid; provided a copy of AAR to all affected parties and so on.  Examples of actions taken for problems: coordinated with PPM and changed SOP; published information paper on small business contracting requirements and briefed the District; changed specifications to reflect new wall covering, etc.  Clearly identify the “action owner” in this paragraph.  For example:  Revise PMPB SOP on accepting new work.  Action:  PPMD.


b.  Issue:  Repeat the issue/discussion/recommendation/action taken format for all issues raised during the AAR process.

3.  Conclude by summarizing key lessons learned, noting when and where the AAR will be published for others to access.  Sign and date the AAR MFR in accordance with standard memo format.

Note:  AAR writers are to be mindful that documented AARs may be the subject of litigation or a media report and could appear in a non-Corps internet website.  Accordingly, AARs are to present accurate, factual information and solid, focused recommendations.

Appendix C

Suggested Discussion Questions

The Seven S Model framed around the USACE Business Practice Imperatives provides one framework to ensure the action under review is understood in the whole context.  The group conducting the AAR should avoid single cause and effect.  What actually happened during an activity usually resulted from a confluence of causes and events, and a system of factors.  

These questions assist the facilitator in leading a structured dialogue.
Answering the USACE BP Imperative questions facilitates a systemic analysis.

One Project, One Team, One PM [aka Structure]

· Was the team composed of the right players? 

· Did the team members have the defined roles & responsibilities?  

· Were the customers integrated well into the team?

· How effectively did the team interact with other teams and organizations?

Plan for success & keep commitments [aka Strategy]

· Was there a PMP or a strategy for success?

· Was it adequate for the challenges that were being faced?

· Was the PMP or strategy clear and adequate [goals, communication, scope, resources] to everyone involved, including customers?

The PDT is responsible for Project Success [aka Stakeholder values]

· Were the customer’s expectations clearly defined and met?

· Were the Army values [Loyalty, Duty, Respect, Selfless Service, Honor, Integrity, Personal Courage] aligned with all stakeholder values in this action?

· Was PDT empowered and supported by leadership?

Measure quality w/goals & expectations in PMP [aka Shared values]

· Were the Army values upheld and realized by this action?

· Did this work indicate that the Corps needs to value something new?

· Was there an assessment by the customer of the completed work?  What did it reveal?

Manage all work w/PMBP, using corporate AIS [aka Systems]

· Did the team have the resources or common processes it needed? 

· What worked/ did not work with planning, IT, budgeting, HR, RM, and other systems?

· How effective was the way team members collaborated?

Build effective communications into all activities & processes [aka style of leadership or relationship]

· How effective was the leadership?  What worked/did not work?

· Did leaders communicate & educate those who had to be informed [team, partners, stakeholders, customers]?

· Did strategic and operational leadership remove barriers to the team’s success?

Use Best Practices and Seek Continuous Improvement [aka Skills]

· Were best practices learned from previous projects examined prior to project design?

· Did the team members have all the technical, thinking, and interpersonal skills and competencies needed to be effective in this action?  

· If not, were team members encouraged to develop themselves in the needed areas in the future, and helped to find those learning opportunities?

Ultimate Questions

Answering the follow summary questions wraps up the AAR.  

1. What should the Corps learn from this experience of what worked and did not work?

2. What should be done differently in the future?

3. Who needs to know these lessons and conclusions?

4. Who will enter these lessons in the knowledge management system, or write the case up for future use?

5. Who will bring these lessons into the leadership process for decision-making and planning?
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