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After-Action Report (AAR) User Guide
This After-Action Report (AAR) User Guide walks through the process of creating an AAR; while this guide offers all the necessary steps to draft an AAR, it is meant to be a flexible and scalable process. The Continuous Improvement Technical Assistance Program (CITAP) Community of Practice on PrepToolkit contains tools and templates that can be used to not only develop an AAR but also be used to build a continuous improvement program. These tools are meant to be used as needed and are not meant to be a directive for SLTT partners on how to conduct continuous improvement processes of their own. 
An After-Action Report is a document that summarizes key information related to the evaluation of a real-world event. It is an important part of the continuous improvement process that highlights issues for resolution or innovative new practices for standardization. Information for AARs is collected through direct observation and interviews with disaster staff, as well as review of relevant policy, doctrine, communication, and other documentation such as WebEOC, Incident Action Plans, Situation Reports, etc. 
This document outlines suggested steps for preparing an AAR. It is segmented into the several stages of AAR-writing, including: Kickoff, Collection, Data Analysis and Coding, Writing Observations, and Observation Review.
Items in bold are defined in Appendix A: Defined Terms. Items in red are other resources, templates, or tools available on the CITAP Community of Practice on PrepToolkit.

After-Action Kickoff

Project Scoping
Project scoping is an important first step in the AAR-writing process, as it sets expectations upfront and serves as a guide for the AAR throughout the life of the project. Scoping can be distilled into a Scoping Plan, which is a flexible document that defines the high-level parameters of the project, but that can also be adapted to fit to changing requirements.
· All relevant parties involved in the AAR process should coordinate on the specifics of the Scoping Plan.
· Any significant changes to the project such as timeline, scope, or resource requirements should trigger revisions and redistribution of the Scoping Plan.
The Scoping Plan contains the following sections:
· Project overview;
· Project scope;
· Roles and responsibilities;
· Project timeline;
· Deployment/travel logistics (if applicable); and
· Project Risks.


Kickoff Meeting
When the Scoping Plan is finalized, all individuals who will be involved with the AAR should meet to discuss the AAR process, review the Scoping Plan, and ask questions. This can constitute the kickoff meeting. 
Following the kickoff meeting, staff should compose the kickoff message. The kickoff message describes the overall intent of the AAR project, as well as any other relevant details such as collection methods and project timeline. The kickoff message will be sent to any party outside the AAR team that will have interaction or input with the AAR, such as interviewees, hotwash attendees, or survey recipients. 
AAR Preparation
After kickoff activities, it is important to create a Collection Analysis Plan (CAP).
Collection is the process of gathering data and other information that will inform the AAR. Common collection methods can include, but are not limited to, direct observation, hotwashes, interviews, feedback forms, surveys, and document reviews. 
· The CAP creates a “plan of attack” to help determine and prioritize what topics to collect information on, given leadership priorities and the evaluation and analysis specified in the Scoping Plan.
· Completing the CAP before collection efforts begin provides the opportunity to think through the kind of data needed, and the methods available to collect that evidence. 
· Developing a CAP can assist with pre-identifying the types of quantitative data your agency may require.
· After determining the collection priorities and methods in the CAP, the next step is to begin collection. 
Collection normally involves interaction with individuals involved in the relevant incident. Begin to reach out to those individuals using the kickoff message to introduce the topic of the AAR and schedule time to conduct the collection activity. 
· Consider using shared resources within the collection team such as shared calendars, a shared OneNote, or other collaborative editing systems. This enables all members of the collection team to stay synchronized. 
· Create an Interview Tracker to help keep track of logistics during the interview process
Collection
Direct Observations
· Direct Observation is a systematic method of data collection that relies on a researcher’s ability to gather data through their senses.
· Observing personnel perform their duties during a real-word event can offer real-time insight into actions and decisions, but it can also disrupt active operations.
· Direct Observation also requires large resources to observe multiple venues simultaneously.
· Interviews
· An interview is an active conversation between individuals, typically with one (interviewer) soliciting information from another (interviewee) through a series of questions. 
· Prior to conducting interviews, finalize list of interviewees and prioritize topics for each interview based on interviewee position and experience.
· Interviewee topics and/or rankings may evolve based on new information learned during collection process.
· Determine collection team interview roles
· The interview lead is the main speaking role. This person leads the conversation by asking questions and responding to interviewee feedback. 
· The scribe has a mainly non-speaking role, but this can depend upon the interview team. The scribe is responsible for capturing interview notes. Refer to the Notetaking Template for more information on capturing interview notes. 
· Utilize the Standard Interview Questions, Collection Script Template, and Interview Best Practices resources.
Hotwashes
· A hotwash is a style of collection that involves one facilitator soliciting information from a large number of people, typically 8-20, to identify strengths and weaknesses in the process/incident being examined, while also encouraging participants to look for solutions.
· A facilitator is similar to an interview lead and is responsible for leading the group discussion by posing questions and soliciting feedback, as well as managing participation and time. 
· A hotwash involves more people than a group interview, which typically involves no more than 6 interviewees. 
· The collection team roles during a hotwash include a facilitator, which plays the same role as an interview lead, and one or multiple scribes to take notes during discussion. Multiple facilitators may be needed for larger hotwashes. 
Workshops
· A workshop is a style of collection, similar to a hotwash, that involves a group of people engaging in intensive discussion and activity on a subject or project. 
· The collection team roles during a hotwash include a facilitator, which plays the same role as an interview lead, and one or multiple scribes to take notes during discussion. 
· Consider using the POINt method to facilitate workshops.
· Pluses = strengths, what went well
· Opportunities = what can we do to build off those pluses that were identified
· Issues = areas for improvement, what did not go well
· New Thinking = innovative ideas, what can we do to address the issues that were identified
· Using the POINt method, the facilitator asks a question, after which participants receive approximately 10 minutes to write their ideas down on post-it notes (one idea per note). Their ideas should be in relation to the question or topic area and should fit into one of the four categories.
· The facilitator then asks one participant to the board and reads the post-it notes. Clarification of the thought may be required for everyone to understand what is written, and a general group discussion on the item should be encouraged (time frame dependent). During this time the scribe should take notes on the discussion.
· After all the comments are noted on the easel or board, the participants will have some time to vote on which items they think are most important. Voting is done by placing a sticker (dot) next to the items they find most important, generally each participant receives 3 votes per category, per question/topic. 
· Following the voting the facilitator will review the items that were chosen during the vote and confirm no one has additional thoughts or comments. 
Passive Data Collection
· Passive data collection primarily involves using tools to collect data in which the subject has little awareness of the data collection effort and which requires no explicit actions on the subject’s part.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://web.mit.edu/ecom/www/Project98/G2/data.htm ] 

· One common method of data collection involves collection team members attending meetings to gain insight into the type of information being shared. Meetings that could provide data include:
· Daily Leadership Team stand-up meetings
· Team huddle meetings
· Site Inspections and/or Survivor meetings
· The collection team may also identify and request relevant forms that can provide insight, such as Incident Action Plans (IAPs), Responder Logs, etc. 
Surveys
· A survey is a list of questions aimed at extracting specific data from a particular group of people.
· Create survey questions that are tailored to the incident, but broad enough to be relevant to all respondents.
· Consider the four steps for construct a questionnaire:
· Decide what kind of information should be collected;
· Decide how to conduct the questionnaire;
· Write multiple drafts of the questionnaire; and
· Pre-test and edit accordingly.
· During collection efforts, engage in end-of-day huddles between all collection personnel.
· Discuss the content from collection efforts daily. This can help identify differences in team member perceptions and avoid potential miscommunications and misunderstandings in the notes.
· Collaborate on major themes from the day and how they compare to those from other days.
· Finalize interview notes and send them back to the interviewee (if possible) daily for validation and confirmation.
· Cleaning and finalizing notes daily will greatly aid in the coding process. 
· Collaboratively code interview notes, or otherwise document analysis from the day.
· Coding on a day-by-day basis helps process and retain information while it is fresh, as opposed to coding after a deployment or at the end of a collection period, which risks losing context as specific details become more difficult to recall over time.
· Collaboratively coding enables staff to discuss emerging themes and identify potential Observations across all activities, not just activities they were involved with personally.
Data Analysis and Coding
Data Synthesis
· While data synthesis begins during collection efforts through daily huddles, the main process of data synthesis occurs after collection has been completed and all information can be considered.
· Data synthesis is the process of compiling, combining, and reviewing data from the sources used during the collection phase to identify issues and support analysis.
· Data synthesis tools include event reconstruction, internal discussions/debriefs, and internal workshops. 
Data Analysis
· After data synthesis is complete, the data analysis process begins. 
· Data analysis is the process by which the synthesized data is reviewed and categorized into common topics (or “buckets”) that will later form the basis for Observations.
· Data analysis should go deeper than just what happened. When possible, use root cause analysis techniques to identify why things happened the way they did. This can help to determine positive practices to emulate and issues for resolution. 
· Consider the key questions for analysis, below: 
Table 1: Key questions for analysis
	✓
	Key Questions for Analysis

	☐
	What happened, including what key actions or decisions were completed and by whom? 

	☐
	What should have happened, given existing doctrine, standard operating procedures (SOPs), equipment, and training? 

	☐
	What are the key differences between what happened and what should have happened? 

	☐
	What factors caused those differences to occur?

	☐
	What could have been done or needs to be done going forward to improve outcomes?

	☐
	Has this issue been observed and documented during other, similar types of incidents or events?


Data Coding
· Following data analysis, the collection team should have a good idea of high-level themes, or “buckets” that will serve the basis of observations. Following analysis, team members should complete coding.  
· Coding is the process of tagging, highlighting, arranging, or otherwise identifying data that supports the established high-level themes. Essentially, coding involves identifying pertinent information and moving it into the relevant "bucket".
· Coding will begin during collection efforts but should be continuously re-evaluated until collection efforts are complete and data analysis has been conducted.
· Refer to the Guide for Coding Interviews for more information  
· It is important to note that data synthesis, analysis, and coding are an iterative process. They begin during collection efforts and should be revised to incorporate new information until collection efforts are completed. 
Writing Observations
· An Observation is a statement that is based on the analysis of data obtained during collection, similar to an academic thesis or a news article. An observation should contain an issue overview, evidence, and a conclusion.
· Each Observation should be narrowly tailored to identify one issue or success and suggest the contributing factors. Most AARs have multiple Observations in order to make multiple statements. 
· To begin writing observations, create an Observation Workbook page for each high-level theme (or “bucket”) and the associated coded notes identified during data analysis and coding.
· Create an Observation/Question Tracker to help consolidate all pertinent Observation information into one location.
· [image: ]One Microsoft Excel document can serve as both the Observation Tracker and the Question Tracker by using multiple tabs.
[image: ]Example Observation Tracker
Example Question Tracker
· Identifying Observations
· Data likely constitutes an Observation when the following statements are true:
· When you are sure that you have investigated the CAP topic to “saturation” (i.e. you keep hearing the same things);
· When that “saturation” (observation) had a demonstrable operational impact;
· When you have conducted a root cause analysis;
· When the causes and/or the impacts are different from your other Observations; and
· When you have collected enough of evidence of both the observation happening and its operational impact to withstand considerable scrutiny.
· Elements of a quality Observation
· Quality Observations include a topic sentence, a discussion, and a conclusion.
· The topic sentence should state the Observation and include the topic, assertion, and impact.
· The discussion should give context to the assertion, provide details of the problem, innovation, or process, describing what happened and why it happened (if known), and support the assertion with evidence including sources, examples, or other details.
· The conclusion should summarize the assertion, the evidence, and state why it matters by describing the impact or potential impact. 
· Observations can be classified as a Strength, an Area for Improvement, a Potential Best Practice, or Mission Critical (MC) issue.
· A strength (STR) is an activity done within policy or guidance that yielded better results than usual in this disaster.
· An area for improvement (AFI) is an activity that resulted in outcomes that did not meet expectations or intent.
· A potential best practice (PBP) is an activity that is not within policy, but that yielded better results than could have been expected from solutions within policy under the same conditions.
· A mission critical (MC) issue has significant operational impacts that may lead to mission failure or loss of life or bodily injury. MCs require immediate elevation to senior leadership for consideration.
· If Observations have not been finalized, they may include a certainty level, which describes the level of confidence that the collection and writing teams have in the Observation. The certainty level is usually based on the number of validating sources supporting the Observation, and may mandate additional collection efforts, such as follow-up questions, doctrine citation, etc. for final validation and inclusion in the report. 
· Each Observation should have an associated desired outcome and courses of action. 
· A desired outcome is a statement that describes what the ideal situation would look like if the observation was corrected (for AFIs) or if they best practice was institutionalized (for STRs and AFIs).
· Courses of Action (COAs) describe actions that can be taken to reach that desired outcome. 
· Refer to the Action Planning Workshop Guide for more information on desired outcomes and COAs. 
· Additional writing guidelines can be found in the Quality Assurance & Quality Control Checklist.
Observation Review
· As the writing team finishes draft Observations, the Observation should go through a review and approval process. 
· The best review process is the one that works for the personnel involved, but there are two common process options for review. 
· Option 1: Individual/Rolling Observations  
· Set up three folders on a shared system between the writing team, the collection team, and the leadership team, such as SharePoint:
· Draft Observations folder;
· Edited Observations folder; and
· Final Observations.
· The writing team should draft each Observation in a separate Observation Workbook page that includes both the draft Observation text and the associated coded notes. 
· As the writing team finishes Observations, they should update the Observation/Question Tracker to reflect the updated Observation topic sentence text, and any outstanding questions or validation requirements.
· The writing team should send the Observation to the collection team for their editing, review, and validation.  
· The collection team should review the Observation and send it back to the writing team with any necessary comments, edits, or answers. 
· The writing team should adjudicate and incorporate the comments from the collection team and put the Observation into the “Draft Observations” folder for leadership team review. 
· The leadership team should review the draft Observation and can either:
· Approve the Observation by moving it to the “Final Observations”; or
· If the reviewer/leadership team has questions, comments, or edits, they can make edits to the Observation (in Track Changes if possible) and move it to the “Edited Observations” folder. At that point, the writing team will adjudicate the edits and either move the Observation into the “Draft Observations” folder to re-start the review process or move the Observation to the “Final Observations” folder as appropriate. 
· Once all Observations are finalized, the writing team should incorporate them into the agreed upon AAR template and submit the overall document to the leadership team for final review. 
· Option 2: Unified Document
· The writing team should draft each Observation in a separate Observation Workbook page that includes both the draft Observation text and the associated coded notes. 
· As the writing team finishes Observations, they should update the Observation/Question Tracker to reflect the updated Observation topic sentence text, and any outstanding questions or validation requirements.
· The writing team should send the Observation to the collection team for their editing, review, and validation.  
· The collection team should review the Observation and send it back to the writing team with any necessary comments, edits, or answers.
· The writing team should then incorporate the Observation into the overall unified AAR document that the leadership team also has access to. The unified document will most likely be the agreed upon AAR template.
· The leadership team should periodically review the unified document and make edits to the Observation(s) (in Track Changes if possible) in the document.
· The writing team should monitor the comments/edits in the unified document and update the Observations within the same document.
· Final Observations remain in the Unified Document.
· Once all Observations are completed, the writing team should re-submit submit the overall document to the leadership team for final review. 
· NOTE: The Unified Document method is most effective for smaller teams, and/or teams that are utilizing tools that allow for simultaneous collaboration. Large teams or teams without access to collaborative editing software may run into version control or other collaboration issues with the Unified Document method. 
· Action Planning Workshop (APW)
· After finalizing the initial AAR, the AAR team should consider holding an Action Planning Workshop (APW). 
· More information can be found in the APW Guide.


Appendix A: Defined Terms
An After-Action Report (AAR) is a document that summarizes key information related to the evaluation of a real-world event.
An area for improvement (AFI) is a type of Observation that describes an activity that resulted in outcomes that did not meet expectations or intent.
Certainty levels describes the level of confidence that the collection and writing teams have in an Observation.
Coding is the process of tagging, highlighting, arranging, or otherwise identifying data that supports the established high-level themes. Essentially, coding involves identifying pertinent information and moving it into the relevant "bucket".
Collection is the process of gathering data and other information that will inform the AAR. Common collection methods include direct observation, hotwashes, interviews, feedback forms, surveys, and document reviews. 
The conclusion of an Observation should summarize the assertion, the evidence, and state why it matters by describing the impact or potential impact. 
Courses of Action (COAs) describe actions that can be taken to reach a desired outcome. 
Data analysis is the process by which the synthesized collection data is reviewed and categorized into common topics (or “buckets”) that will later form the basis for Observations.
Data synthesis is the process of compiling, combining, and reviewing data from the sources used during the collection phase to identify issues and support analysis.
A desired outcome is a statement that is typically associated with an Observation and describes what the ideal situation would look like if the Observation was corrected (for AFIs), or if they best practice was standardized (for STRs and AFIs).
Direct Observation is a systematic method of data collection that relies on a researcher’s ability to gather data through their senses.
The discussion section of an Observation should state the assertion, provide details of the problem, innovation, or process, describing what happened, and why it happened (if known), and support the assertion with evidence including sources, examples, or other details.
A facilitator is similar to an interview lead in the context of a hotwash. The facilitator is responsible for leading the group discussion by posing questions and soliciting feedback, as well as managing participation and time. 
A hotwash is a style of collection that involves one facilitator soliciting information from a large number of people, typically 8-20, to identify strengths and weaknesses in the process/incident being examined, while also encouraging participants to look for solutions.
An interview is an active conversation between individuals, typically with one (interviewer) soliciting information from another (interviewee) through a series of questions. 
The interview lead is the main speaking role during an interview. This person leads the conversation by asking questions and responding to interviewee feedback. 
The kickoff meeting is a meeting held at the beginning of the AAR process that should include all members of the AAR team. It usually involves discussion of AAR process, a review of the Scoping Plan, and provides an opportunity to ask questions. 
The kickoff message describes the overall intent of the AAR project, as well as any other relevant details such as collection methods and project timeline. The kickoff message will be sent to any party outside the AAR team that will have interaction or input with the AAR, such as interviewees, hotwash attendees, and/or survey recipients. 
A mission critical (MC) issue is a type of Observation that explains an item that has significant operational impacts that may lead to mission failure or loss of life or bodily injury. MCs require immediate elevation to senior leadership for consideration.
An Observation is a statement that is based on the analysis of data obtained during collection, similar to an academic thesis or a news article. An observation should contain an issue overview, evidence, and a conclusion.
Passive data collection primarily involves tools to collect data in which the subject has little awareness of the data collection effort and which requires no explicit actions on the subject’s part.
A potential best practice (PBP) is a type of Observation that describes an activity that is not within policy, but that yielded better results than could have been expected from solutions within policy under the same conditions.
The scribe interview role is mainly non-speaking and is responsible for capturing interview notes. 
A strength (STR) is a type of Observation that describes an activity done within policy or guidance that yielded better results than usual in this disaster.
A survey is a list of questions aimed at extracting specific data from a group of people.
The topic sentence is typically the first sentence of an Observation and should state the theme, assertion, and impact of that Observation. 
A workshop is a style of collection, like a hotwash that involves a group of people engaging in intensive discussion and activity on a subject or project. 
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