
Informal After Action Reviews
General Information

1. They solidify best practices and overcome barriers for improvement. 
2. They activate adult learning. 
3. They promote organizational “Learning Culture.”
4. They build the team. 
5. They contextualize lessons learned. 
6. They provide timely feedback. 
7. They encourage learning in real-time and the ability apply lessons learned. 
8. They provide an opportunity to hear, see and discuss other perspectives. 
9. They provide opportunities to practice public speaking & communication skills. 
10. They teach us to manage and appreciate discomfort. 

• Build shared understanding
• Create a safe environment
• Lean into conflict/discomfort
• Stay neutral
• Listen actively and ask questions
• Paraphrase to clarify
• Stay on track
• Give and receive feedback
• Test assumptions
• Collect ideas
• Summarize clearly

1
What was supposed to happen?
Gain a shared understanding of policies, procedures, guidance, and organizational norms that influenced behavior.  

2
What did happen?
Gain a shared understanding of everything that happened and how.  Hearing multiple perspectives is the key to success.

3
What went right but better if..?
Collect input from participants on practices to sustain and improve.  Ask: How do we see ourselves doing this next time?

4
Integrate into training and policy
Consolidate input using ODR Method and share with the chain of command for implementation.  

10 Reasons to Conduct After Action Reviews

The After Action Review Process

AAR Best Practices

Parking Lot to Policy

Share AAR results using the ODR Method. 

Observation. 

Provide a clear short statement that summarizes a key point discovered during #2 

- “What did happen?.” 

Discussion. 

The discussion statement provides the background details needed for command 

and staff to make a decision.

Recommendation.

Provide a specific, reasonable, and actionable recommendation along with any 

policy and training adjustments that may be required.  

Input Card Method

As part of  a memo or email

Contact: joe@teamonenetwork.com for more information.1 This Graphic Training Aid (GTA) was compiled by Joe Willis 
for use in conjunction with AAR facilitator training.

Observation: Patrol officers were able to breach the door.

Discussion: Patrol officers needed to gain entry into the apartment.  The were trained on mechanical breaching and had an expedient 

breaching kit in their vehicle.  8 officers have had this training. 3 of 14 vehicles have dedicated breaching kits.

Recommendation: All officers should be trained on expedient mechanical breaching and all vehicles should have mechanical 

breaching equipment.
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Informal After Action Reviews
Hasty Operational Checklist

Every experience is a learning 

opportunity.  Without an AAR people 

may not learn what they need.”

❑ Assess the AAR

Facilitator 1) encouraged reflective discovery, 2) kept conversation 

moving, 3) encouraged participation, and 4) motivated participants.

❑ Retrain

Immediately begin retraining personnel as needed.

❑ Revise Standard Operating Procedures (SOP)

Ensure AAR outcomes are integrated into agency training and policy.

AARs link performance to improvement. 

Be obvious when linking training and 

policy development to AARs where they 

were initially identified. This encourages 

trust in the practice of  AAR.

Step Four - Implement/Assess

❑ Provide an introduction and rules

The intro should set the tone as welcoming and optimistic. Explain 

what will be AAR’d. Remind participants to be open and honest but 

respectful; to have thick skin; and that AARs are non-attributional. 

❑ Arrange attendees

If  there are more than 2 or 3 attendees or from different sections, 

arrange them into groups (entry team, perimeter, K9, ect.).

❑ Review what was supposed to happen

Keep participants on track. From their perspective, what did the SOP, 

training, and situation dictate was supposed to happen?

❑ Summarize events (What Actually Happened)

Avoid the temptation to solve problems right now. It is important to 

get all of  the perceptions on the record first.

❑ Identify what went well, what can be improved - and how.

At this point it may be clear that some decisions and actions need to be 

sustained, some need to improve. Capture those using the 

Observation, Discussion, Recommendation (ODR) method.

❑ Ask: How do we see ourselves doing this next time?

The execution step begins when all 

attendees are present. The facilitator 

opens with the introduction and rules. It 

is during this phase that the facilitator 

walks participants through the AAR as a 

professional discussion in an effort to 

find out what happened and how. It is 

important to remember that this is not 

the time to assign fault or blame. Instead, 

focus on how to improve, collect 

findings, and pass them up the chain of  

command. 

Step Three - Execute

The facilitator should show up to the 

AAR as prepared as possible. Consider 

building a terrain model or drawing out a 

map ahead of  the AAR. If  Body Worn 

Camera or other video is available have it 

on hand and cued up. It is during this step 

that the facilitator assembles required 

logistics. Being well prepared helps keep 

the AAR on track. The more prepared the 

facilitator is the more effective and 

efficient the AAR will be. 

❑ Review guidance and supporting documentation

In addition to policies consider dispatch radio traffic, commands given 

at the scene, etc. What influenced decisions/actions?

❑ Identify important events 

Run through the chronology of  the event to be AAR’d. Have a list of  

key points to explore during the discussion.

❑ Select/Set up After Action Review site

Hasty informal AARs are often done in a parking lot over the trunk of  

a car or the patrol room at the end of  shift. It should accommodate all 

members and minimize environmental concerns.

❑ Organize the After Action Review 

Will the AAR run chronologically from beginning to end; will it focus 

on a specific function; or will it zero in on a key event?

❑ Rehearse

At a minimum, mentally run through the flow of  the AAR.

Step Two - Prepare

❑ Review SOPs, training protocols, and evaluation outlines 

What training, policies, and procedures are relevant?

❑ Determine attendance

Everyone involved should be present at the AAR if  possible.

❑ Choose training aids

Will you need maps, a terrain model, dry erase board, etc.?

Planning for an informal AAR is less 

involved than a formal AAR but still 

important. This step sets the facilitator up 

for success. 

Step One - Plan
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This Critical Decision Making Model (CDM) combines Dr. James Rest’s Four Component Model and Colonel John Boyd’s OODA 

Loop: moral sensitivity – Observation; moral motivation – Orientation; moral judgement – Decide; and moral action – Act. We also use 

Dr. Jack Kem’s Ethical Triangle Model to explain pre-decisional filters; rules, outcomes, and virtues.

Proactive people use 

proactive language--I can, I 

will, I prefer, etc.

Reactive people use 

reactive language--I can't, I 

have to, if only. 

Denial

Blaming

Excuses

Wait & Hope

Acknowledge 

Reality

Own-It

Create 

Solutions

Implement 

Solutions

Solving a problem requires us to 

accept accountability for the 

things in our control.

Ladder of Accountability

Communication

Legal Authority

Empathy / Emotional 

Intelligence

Acceptance of Prudent Risk

Right Decisions & Actions

Ethical, Effective, and Efficient

*CLEAR was initially developed by John 
Bostain from Command Presence and 
adapted by Joe Willis for Team One 
Network with permission.

Foster Proactivity (Covey)

*Steven Covey’s
First Habit.  
Be Proactive

Critical Decision Making (Rest, Boyd, and Kem)

Think CLEAR* (Bostain)

AARs provide opportunities 
to coach, counsel, and 
mentor members of the 
organization. A candid 
conversation today can save a 
life or career tomorrow. 

The actions we choose to take 
define who we are.  If we 
want to continue to be that 
person – we can work to 
sustain it.  If we don’t we can 
work to improve it.  

Point of Authenticity

Intersecting Moments

(*As a coach, counselor, or mentor consider 
Brian Willis’ Winning Mind Question…)

Informal After Action Reviews
Understanding and Reflecting on Critical Decisions 

AARs provide opportunities to coach, counsel, and 

mentor members of the organization. A candid 

conversation today can save a life or career tomorrow.”
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• What type of call were you dispatched to?

• How many vehicle occupants were visible?

• What is the history of the situation?

•What stands out to you as most relevant?

• What was your location during the situation?

• How many officers were on scene?

• Were you aware the subject was armed?

• How many members of your shift were on scene?

• Have you received excited delirium training?

•Was K9 available at the time?

• Did this situation remind you of any others?

• What were you feeling as you approached the door?

• Having fought him before, what were you feeling?

• What about the data startles you?

• What were you sensing at the time?

• What about the subject cued your response?

• Can you recall ever feeling this way before?

• Did you feel an ethical conflict?

• What training were you able to call upon?

• Talk us through what you heard on the radio?

• How do you see yourself doing this next time?

• What would you do?

• Would you handle it differently if you had ___?

• What is the first thing you need to do?

• How would you manage that consequence?

• Who would you assign that task to?

• Would you grab your shotgun or your AR?

• How would you set up the perimeter next time?

• Money is not an issue. How would you do it?

• If you were there what would you change?

• What can we learn from this?

• What does this mean for us?

• How might this affect public trust?

• What don’t we know?

• What do you think he meant when he said that?

• What other situations does this apply to?

• What are our strengths / weaknesses?

• What opportunities does this open up for us?

• Who was in the best position to decide?

• Was the scene secure?

O

D

R

I

The “What” Objective questions 
help participants recognize there 
may be different assumptions, 
interpretations, and perspectives.

Reflective questions explore 
emotions related to an experience 
and help develop a shared 
understanding of decisions.

The “So what?” Interpretive 
questions examine values, 
assumptions, significance, and 
implications for critical thinking. 

The “Now what?” Decisional 
questions pull everything together 
and get participants to make a 
decision. Decisions = growth.
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The role of an after action review facilitator is to keep the conversation moving for the purpose of determining

how things happened and extracting lessons learned. Good facilitators listen more than they talk. When they do

talk they typically use questions. Mastering question asking is essential for facilitation. The focused conversation

method (ORID) aligns with the Critical Decision Making (CDM) Model used in other workshops.

Informal After Action Reviews
Example Questions – ORID Method

Questions challenge authority and disrupt established 

structures, processes, and systems, forcing people to think 

about doing something differently.”― Warren Berger
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When a group is assembled for an AAR each member takes on a variety of  roles. The two functions are divided into 

TASK and MAINTENANCE. Each have advantages and disadvantages during group discussions. The last column offers 

suggestions for the facilitator to get the most out of  the person’s participation. 

Task

Role

Characteristic Why it helps Why it hinders The Facilitator … 

Initiator Starts things off; or helps 

change direction. 

Takes responsibility. Overbearing, may go 

the wrong way.

Balances with group consensus

Clarifier Clarifies (speaks for) others. 

Encourages clarity.

Keeps on point and 

on track.

Annoying; gets caught 

up in the details.

Ensures original intent is still 

present.

Information

Giver

Searches for and shares 

information.

Informative; may add 

perspective

Annoying; may give 

wrong information. 

Encourages & rewards 

accuracy. Includes SME.

Questioner Asks questions and challenges  

assumptions.

Prevents group think. Gets group off topic. 

Slows things down.

Keeps on task; encourages 

good questions.

Summarizer Reevaluates the situation; tries 

to summarize points. 

Provides clarity; 

check and balance.

Shuts down other 

creative thoughts.

Controls the summary; 

prevents shortcutting.

Opinion Giver Openly shares alternative 

suggestions.

Can be productive 

and factual.

May not be factual; may 

mislead. 

Redirects to get other opinions

These are the assertive and purpose driven roles performed by group members. Leverage these roles to keep a conversation moving forward. 

“Task” Functions & Roles

Maintenance

Role

Characteristic Why it helps Why it hinders The Facilitator … 

Encourager Praises good points, exhibits 

acceptance/reinforcement.

Brings group 

together.

May discourage 

important conflict.

Encourages participation; 

other opinions.

Harmonizer Mediates & reconciles 

differences among members.

Can reduce tension 

and calm situations.

Sometimes conflict is 

necessary.

Reminds group that it is ok to 

disagree.

Supporter Provides safety and non-verbal 

endorsement. 

Encourages 

participation.

May validate the wrong 

idea / mislead.

Validates person; Redirects 

the wrong information.

Gatekeeper Suggests ways to share 

information with others.

May prevent 

monopolizing. 

Stops others from joining 

the discussion.

Gives permission for more 

discussion. Bypasses. 

Compromiser Is willing to compromise or 

yield personal viewpoints.

Doesn’t fight; avoids 

conflict.

Others feel they must 

compromise as well.

Checks to ensure others are 

true to their beliefs.

Observer Watches from a distance. 

Brings up key points.

Sees big picture; 

reads group.

Waiting to bring in own 

agenda.

Checks for sincerity; brings 

them into conversation.

These functions can help facilitators and leaders by being the glue that holds the group together or the oil that keeps the machine running. 

“Maintenance” Functions and Roles. 
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Informal After Action Reviews
Roles and Functions

Coming together is a beginning. 

Keeping together is progress. Working 

together is success." --Henry Ford
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Behavior Type Facilitator Tip

Answer Demander

This person wants absolute 

answers and definitions. They 

want others to produce answers.

Generalize. Remind, “there may be 

many right answers.” Invite opinions 

of others. Acknowledge their need 

for absolutes. Remind them of the 

process.  Ask for their patience. 

Anointed Leader

This is the person who emerges 

as the naturally accepted leader 

of the group. The group seeks 

their guidance and approval.  

Maintain role as facilitator. Ensure all 

group members feel safe to 

contribute.  Protect those who 

disagree. Prevent them from 

dominating. Recognize that the 

group reveres them. 

Complainer

This person tries to put you on 

the spot to fix it. They blame 

others and avoid taking 

responsibility.

Don't be defensive. Listen and 

acknowledge, don't argue. Ask 

questions. Solicit solutions from 

them. Encourage this person to act.

Challenger

This person attacks and 

criticizes, often indirectly, 

masking aggression with humor 

or saying things under the 

breath.

Remind the group, “A Way – not –

The Way.” Use “I” statements. 

Address them openly, ask the person 

to clarify. Ask others if they agree. 

Address sniping until it stops.

Cheerleader

This is the person who 

encourages and celebrates all of 

the individual or group 

contributions.

Acknowledge and show appropriate 

appreciation of their positive input. 

Keep the group on track and don’t 

let positive input mask problems and 

much needed conflict.  

False Informer

This person gives information 

in a confident, “this is right” 

fashion so it is easily believed; 

probably unintentionally.

Summarize and ask for group input: 

“What do the rest of you think about 

this? Have others heard of this?” Ask 

them to check their sources. Pull 

your sources and share on break.

Homesteader

A person who takes an initial 

position and is highly reluctant 

to budge or consider other viable 

alternatives.

Apply “hints” on consensus building. 

Overwhelm them with facts. Enlist 

support of the group. Give this 

person a graceful way out with an 

alternative.

Inarticulate Participant

This person has ideas but has 

problems putting them into 

words.

Encourage the person to speak. Be 

patient with them and ask for 

permission to paraphrase.

Joker

This person allows the group to 

let off steam. They offer levity 

and comic relief during the 

group process.

Prevent the jokes from becoming 

offensive. Laugh with the group and 

encourage them to do the same. 

Move the group along when the 

humor becomes counterproductive.

Behavior Type Facilitator Tip

Know It All

This person appears as the 

expert, craves attention and 

may argue a lot.

Generalize with them. Ask a lot of 

questions. Focus on facts. Ask group 

members what they heard. Redirect 

focus away from them. Have them 

summarize and write down exactly 

what they say. Prepare and rehearse.

Non-participant

This person will not freely 

participate in discussions. They 

may feel indifferent, inferiority, 

confusion, or superiority.

Be patient. Slowly involve them and 

ask direct questions on topics they 

are familiar with. Ask “softballs” to 

get them involved. Call on them by 

name but be patient and create a safe 

space. 

Monopolizer

This individual comments too 

frequently; dominates 

discussions. They tend to be the 

first to speak on each issue.

Limit opportunities. Call on others 

by name. Summarize and move on. 

Interrupt politely. Ask for input from 

others. Use strong non-verbal 

communication and proxemics. 

Peacemaker

Soothes hurt feelings, 

compliments contributions of 

individuals, protects group 

members and minimizes 

conflict.

Use appropriate conflict 

management skills to manage, rather 

than ignore conflict in the group and 

acknowledge the individual’s efforts 

within the group.

Rambler

They get off track and uses low-

probability exceptions or far-

fetched examples to make a 

point.  They like to “what if?”

Use objective questions that limit 

responses options. Move away from 

the participant and avoid eye contact. 

Interrupt politely. Partner them with 

other dominant personalities. 

Risk-taker

May be seen as an, “over 

sharer” but this person is 

willing to bring up sensitive 

topics even at the risk of 

personal sacrifice.

Validate their courage. Encourage 

them to continue and watch the 

body language of other group 

members. Leverage Supporters and 

Cheerleaders to build on the topic. 

Rude Participant

This person distracts by holding 

side conversations. This person 

interrupts the person speaking.

Review ground rules. Politely keep 

them involved. Ask another member 

to repeat what they said, because you 

are not sure everyone heard. Try to 

make their sidebars relevant.

Scapegoat

A person blamed for the 

wrongdoings, mistakes, or 

faults of others, especially for 

reasons of expediency.

Remind the group that we are 

seeking solutions not placing blame. 

Protect them from shutting down.  

Leverage supporters and 

cheerleaders.

Supporter

This person provides comfort for  

other participants. They use 

verbal and nonverbal 

encouragement.

Express gratitude for contributions. 

Point out any silent contributions so 

the group will appreciate them.  

“Mark, it looks like you agree with 

what Bob just said?”  
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Informal After Action Review
Managing Group Member Behaviors 

If you want what you’ve never had before you’ll need to do 

what you’ve never done before.  Be thankful for the 

participants who challenge the way we’ve always done things.

mailto:joe@teamonenetwork.com

