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What is an AAR? 

The AAR is a simple process used by a team to capture the lessons learned from past successes and failures with the goal of improving future performance. It is an opportunity for a team to reflect on a project, activity, event or task so that the next time, they can do better.

Why would you conduct an AAR? 

The AAR will not only make learning conscious within a team but it can also help build trust amongst the team’s members.

Who participates in an AAR?

Participants of an AAR should include all members of the team. A facilitator should be appointed to help create an open environment, promote discussion and draw out lessons learned.

When do you conduct an AAR?

AARs should be carried out immediately while the team is still available and memories are fresh. It is recommended that AARs should be incorporated at key points during a project, activity, event or task in the early planning stage though they are often completed at the end.

How do you conduct an AAR?

AARs can be powerful processes because of their simplicity. AARs can be conducted almost anywhere and will vary in length. For example, a 20 minute AAR can be conducted after a one-day workshop or a much longer meeting could be held to reflect on the roll-out of a software application throughout a large organization.

Creating the right environment is critical. Participants unfamiliar with the AAR process should be given information on what it is all about and why it is being done. Particular emphasis should be made that AARs are used to promote learning and identify lessons learned explicitly.  They are not about seeking out individuals to blame for project failures.

Asking the right questions: There are different ways to conduct AARs. Facilitators and groups are encouraged to experiment with the process and find the right questions that will work best with their group and the project, activity, event or task that is being reviewed. They should also attempt to keep the process as simple as possible. As a guideline, the following three sets of questions are suggested:

1. What was supposed to happen? What actually happened? Why were there differences?

2. What worked? What didn’t? Why?

3. What would you do differently next time?

It is recommended that the facilitator posts the sets of questions on a flipchart or whiteboard to be briefly reviewed prior to seeking out the answers.

1. What was supposed to happen? What actually happened? Why were there differences?

These questions are intended to create a shared understanding within the group on what were the initial objectives of the project, activity, event or task and whether they were achieved as planned. It is the role of the facilitator to encourage and promote discussion around these questions.

Tip 1: The facilitator can ask the project manager or team leader to summarize the objectives which are already posted on a flipchart or whiteboard. Others are then asked to add their comments and other objectives if omitted. 

Differences between reality and planned or anticipated outcomes should be highlighted and insights into why there were differences should be further explored.

2. What worked? What didn’t? Why?

This set of questions focuses on generating conversation about what worked and didn’t work during the course of the project, activity, event or task. 

First, the facilitator asks the team members what aspects of the project, activity, event or task worked for them. Additional probing questions could include - “What did they like?” or “What are things that would be worthwhile repeating?” The facilitator should repeatedly follow up the team members’ responses with the question “Why?” to help generate a better understanding of the root causes of the successes. 

The facilitator then asks the team members what aspects of the project, activity, event or task didn’t go so well or “What were aspects that they didn’t like”. Again, the facilitator should use the “Why?” question to identify the root reasons or explanations as to why things didn’t go so well. 

Tip: If suggestions are not forthcoming, the facilitator could go around the room asking each individual to express one thing that worked and one thing that didn’t.

What would you do differently next time?

This question is intended to help identify Specific Actionable Recommendations (SARs). The facilitator asks the team members for crisp and clear, achievable and future-oriented recommendations.

The facilitator should arrange in advance, for an individual to capture the quotes connected to each SAR. They supplement the SAR and can be included in the documentation of the AAR.

The following provides an example of two ways to write-up a SAR from an AAR conducted following the execution of the Coaches Rally:

( Poor SAR:  We needed a better way to find the venue for the event. 

( Better SAR:  Start at least 12 months ahead of the date to find the venue and send out a message to all the TNC operating units and check all state and national park facilities in the potential areas for suggestions.
Captured Quote: “Man, if only we could have called the Canadian National Parks lodge in Banff earlier.  Their lodge would have been perfect.  But by the time we called them, it was all full.”  
Tip: The question could also be asked as “If you could do this all over again, what would you do differently”. 

Tip: Ask each individual to write down their response to the question “What mark out of 10 would you give this project, activity, event or task?” Once everyone has written down their response, get each individual to tell the team their mark and then respond to the follow-up question “What would make it a 10?”
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After Action Review TEMPLATE

	Name of Learning Event: 


	

	Date of Learning Event: 


	

	One or two sentences giving the background / scope to the experience:


	

	Project leader: 


	

	Team Members:

	

	Key Words: (maximum of 10 that would enable future users to re-find this learning)

	

	Key Dates: (the years that the learning was acquired)


	

	Specific Actionable Recommendations (SARs)
	Quotes

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


