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§[02] 02.03 - After Action Review (AAR) 

Overview 
The concept for an AFTER ACTION REVIEW (AAR) was first introduced by the United States Marines to debrief on missions as a 
tool to focus on group development, rather than individual performance.  

Teams that use this structured approach find that they can more easily determine and discuss their collective strengths, 
weaknesses and areas requiring improvement. 

This is not a tool to place BLAME; rather it is a tool to identify improvements within the team. Understanding why expectations 
were failed or exceeded is important for establishing ACCOUNTABILITY and to build UNITY. 

When To Use 
The most effective time for individuals to use the AAR is just after the conflict has occurred.  

Delaying the AAR process will often cause individuals affected by the conflict to lose details and data, hindering the achievement 
of ACCOUNTABILITY. 

Rules of Engagement 
• Open, honest and professional communication 

o Team members should be focused on being constructive in both their praise and their criticisms 
o Being overly nice or overly critical wastes time and decreases overall TRUST within the team. 

• Everyone on the project or case team must participate 
o When looking to improve, all voices should be heard 
o Even if someone on the team has nothing to offer to the conversation, they must be present to hear the 

communication and buy into the improvements moving forward. 
• Focus on both the results and the process 

o In order to understand both successes and failures, the discussion needs to focus both the results of the process as 
well as the process that lead to the outcome. 

§ Just because protocol was followed, does not always mean an intended result was achieved.  
§ Just because an intended result was achieved, does not always mean that the process was followed.  

o Seek to improve the results, as well as the process to achieve those results. 
• Develop an understanding of the root-cause of your results 

o Regardless of success or failure, understanding how the results were obtained as well as why the results were 
obtained, is the key to continuous improvement of the process. 

§ Following the root-cause problem solving method is often helpful. 

What You Will Need 
1. Advanced Planning 

a. Set aside a specific timeslot to perform the review with your entire team.  
b. Distractions or limited attendance will limit the success of the report. 

2. A Facilitator 
a. Preferably someone who is not an involved member of the team 
b. The facilitator is there to conduct the review and keep the communication constructive. 

3. Willingness to Improve 
a. This process will fail unless each team member is willing to improve and understanding that criticisms of their 

performance are constructive, not personal. 
b. Individual performance evaluations occur directly with administration and excludes the team.  
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STEP 1 | PLANNING THE AFTER ACTION REVIEW  
1. Designated Planner 

a. One person is responsible for scheduling the review with the team and designating a facilitator.  
b. Completion Within Two (2) Weeks of Project End 
c. Remembering details becomes more difficult as time passes and the results of the review become limited. 

2. Facilitator Review of the Project 
a. The facilitator should review all relevant documents before the review. 

3. Appropriate Timeframe 
a. Each After Action Review will vary in time based on the nature and depth of the potential discussion.  
b. Anticipate an average of 10-15 minutes per team member. 

4. Supplies 
a. One person should be responsible for bringing any documentation necessary for the discussion 

STEP 2 | CONDUCTING THE 5 QUESTIONS OF AN AFTER ACTION REVIEW 

Question 1 – What were our intended results? 
Understand as many variables as you can in this question.  

1. What was the purpose or objective of this project? 
2. Who is our audience? Who were we responsible in communicating with? 
3. What was the timeline? 
4. Who outside of our team was involved? 
5. What outcome(s) was/were intended? 
6. What barriers were expected? 

Question 2 – What were our actual results? 
Using the same set of variables as question one, understand what actually happened. 

If there are any important variables that need to be included, that were not covered in question one, be sure to go back and add the 
intended result of those variables, even if those variables were met or exceeded. 

Question 3 – What was the cause of our actual results? 
Using the root-cause problem solving method is key for this question. 

As a group, determine your gap or problem statement(s), and determine the root cause(s) of those problems. This will allow you to 
more easily answer questions 4 and 5. 

Question 4 – What stays the same for next time (what did we do right)?  
This question is meant to understand a few key items to your team’s success moving forward. 

1. The first is that helps set and understand the base standard of performance for similar projects. 
2. The second is that it helps understand where the standard of performance needs to be increased to better serve the 

audience. 
• This may be useful in cases where audiences were not pleased with results, but the team is not able to determine 

where they failed.  
3. This question may be useful in identifying cases where a team member utilized a method outside of the set procedure but 

still obtained the same results. 
• There may be efficiencies in this that the team can implement to better obtain desired results. 

Question 5 - What needs to change for next time (what did we do wrong)? 
Refer to your root-causes determined in Question 3 and develop temporary and/or permanent solutions. 

Some questions that may help in this determination are: 
• What are we going to do differently to ensure our success in the future? 
• What would our advice to other teams be based on your experience? 

The group needs to remain focused on the future and limiting their focus on the problems of the past. This is the time to develop 
solutions. 

If the group continues to look retrospectively, go back to question 3 as there is probably missing pieces to your problem 
statement(s). 


