CARE International

Lessons Learned Workshop (After Action Review) for Humanitarian Actions

Rationale & Guidelines
Institutional and Historical Backdrop to After Action Reviews

After Action Review (AAR) originated with the US Army and is increasingly used by groups, teams and organisations to enable them to improve their performance by reflecting back on their activities and actions.  It is basically a professional discussion of an event or action, with a focus on performance, which enables participants to discover for themselves what happened and why, and how to sustain strengths and improve on weaknesses. It should capture learning and lead to improved performance. 

A growing number of humanitarian agencies are organising AARs, adapting them to their own needs and terming it variously ‘lessons learned’, ‘post-operation review’, ‘learning review’ or ‘learning after the event’.  In the late 1990s, for example, CARE USA’s Emergency Group organized a number of After Action Reviews (AAR).  Beyond CARE, organizations like World Vision International appear have institutionalized learning processes surrounding emergency responses.  Finally, such reviews are becoming more and more evidence of good practice in an organization’s emergency response, a symbol for the organization’s stakeholders that emergency efforts are well conceived, continuously improving, and targets of thoughtful strategy rather than simply reactive humanitarian responses.

Guidance on AAR design provided here is based on a revised design piloted during January 2005 that captured lessons-learned from CARE’s response to the disaster in the wake of Hurricane Jeanne that struck Haiti during September 2004. To avoid reinventing this wheel, the design drew heavily on tried and tested experiences documented by World Vision International and ALNAP.

Findings from the CARE Haiti AAR Workshop

1. Two days is a good time frame for around 40 participants.  One day simply would not allow anything more than an unprocessed brainstorm.  More than two days would be overkill unless the country office wanted to move from lessons learned to concrete planning around those lessons (i.e., “so what do we want to do about these lessons in short, medium, and long term?”).

2. Bringing together staff from all crucial nodes of the emergency response – representatives from concerned units/departments within the Country Office and Lead Member, CI Emergency Group, as well as CI members that provided significant support helped in developing a fuller picture of the effectiveness of the organization’s response and undoubtedly produced a number of lessons learned that would not have been otherwise produced.

3. The lead facilitator arrived 2-3 days prior to the start of the workshop to a) acquaint him/herself with the Country Office and, particularly, the emergency response itself, b) sit with the senior management team (SMT) to finalize the objectives, session designs, and outputs of the workshop and to respond to questions or concerns of these individuals, and c) tailor pedagogical materials to Country Office needs.  

It is worth noting that the facilitator in Haiti was an experienced facilitator but was not an emergency expert, had little or no knowledge of the hurricane Jeanne response prior to going to Haiti for the lessons learned workshop, and was unfamiliar with Haiti on the whole.  A factor contributing to the success this workshop was the two hours spent with the SMT discussing how to form thematic groups for lessons learned.  There are 12-15 major functions/themes that one might want to develop lessons around (see the Haiti workshop report for more details on these topics/functional arenas) and every response situation will differ in how to group these themes so as to have only five or six working groups in the workshop itself.    

4. The emphasis, weight, and importance placed on the event – for the global organization – signified by the close involvement by a member of CARE International’s Emergency Group.  This engagement, along with the participation of staff from CARE USA HQ, reinforced the impression that lessons learned in Haiti would help to improve other CARE operations in the future.  

5. It’s important that the workshop is timed to take place before the departure of key emergency staff and consultants on temporary deployments (typically two months after the emergency).  

6. Three documents (in the appropriate language) should be distributed to participants prior to arriving at the workshop and participants should be asked to at least scan them.  These are:

a) CARE International Program Principles, 

b) A 3-5 page summary of SPHERE minimum standards, and 

c) The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross & Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief

All of these can play a very effective role to help frame the crafting of lessons learned and can help us to avoid having these events become too internally focused.

7. We did not proactively engage Haiti’s own training focal points in the workshop design or facilitation but afterwards realized that this could have helped the Country Office to better internalize learning and help run its own AARs in future.

8. The size of the group (more than 40 staff) precluded in-depth discussions, and there was a sense that some of the lessons learned in the report were incomplete.  This was dealt with in two ways:

a) The Country Office developed an action plan for disseminating and finalizing the lessons learned after the event, and 

b) Referred key issues to the forthcoming independent evaluation for further examination.

Recommended Design for Future AARs/Lessons Learned Workshops

This recommendation is based on the lessons learned above and evaluations completed by workshop participants.  More detail can be found in the Haiti AAR report.

	
	DAY ONE
	DAY TWO

	AM (8-12)
	1. Icebreaker/Participant Introductions (one hour)

2. Overview of Workshop and its importance to the wider organization (45 minutes)

3. Disaster timeline (two hours)
	5.  Lessons Learned Part II:  Things we’d do differently next time around. 



	PM

(1-5:30)
	4. Lessons Learned Part 1:  Things we did right


	6. Plenary reports

7. Workshop Follow-up

8. Closing Reflection and Workshop Evaluation

	
	Feedback and re-planning session with workshop coordinating team
	


1. A one-hour icebreaker and participant introductions may seem like a lot, but it is useful because many staff and consultants will be coming together in the same place for the first time.  Recall, too, that the intent of the workshop is to bring staff from HQ, CI, and the CO together, and there will be many people who do not know one another nor understand what other parts of the organization do.

2. The intent of the timeline/calendar is to refresh everybody’s memory as well as to allow participants who might have been only involved in one aspect of the response to obtain a complete overview.  Just giving out reports and expecting participants to absorb them is not sufficient - it’s important to construct the timeline in a participatory fashion. In Haiti, participants were asked to write down key events and activities for each month from September to present.

3. The Lessons-Learned Part 1 & 2 were done in three phases:

a. Small group work, with small groups divided into thematic areas determined by the SMT (divisions in Haiti were leadership/decision-making, logistics & security, planning & assessment, project implementation, resource mobilization, staffing)  - 1½  hours; 

b. A nonlinear feedback method, such as poster sessions (la gallérie in French, sometimes called a “Feedback Fair”, or “gallery walk”) - 45 minutes; 

c. Back in small groups to incorporate feedback received (45 minutes); and 

d. Rapid plenary reports in which recommended changes are noted by the facilitator but not debated/discussed (1 hour) 

4. The linking of this workshop to wider organizational strategies, priorities and institutional learning was very helpful in encouraging participants to focus on outputs useful for learning.   

5. Note that only very moderate debate/discussion during plenary is possible due to time constraints.  The workshop in Haiti was scheduled to be followed by an independent evaluation so that contentious issues could be further analyzed at that point.

6. It is best to have worked out a draft workshop follow-up plan (key steps, responsibilities, and dates already identified) with the workshop coordinating team or SMT during the feedback/re-planning session at the end of Day 1.  This is particularly advisable if working with a very large group (40 or more staff).

Kent Glenzer, Impact Measurement & Learning Unit, CARE-USA

& Jock Baker, CARE International Emergency Group
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