After-Action Reviews (AAR) Model Policy
This model policy for fire and EMS agencies is intended for general information purposes only.  It should not be construed as legal advice or legal opinion regarding any specific or factual situation.  Follow your organization’s policies and procedures as presented by your manager or supervisor.  
This model policy uses the word ‘department’ for the level of organization.  If this policy is for a different type of agency (district, squad, or company), use the ‘Replace’ function to change.
Purpose:
The purpose of this policy is to establish a procedure and offer guidance for conducting After-Action Reviews (AARs) within the insert agency name. AARs are structured, non-disciplinary discussions conducted after operations, events, incidents, and training exercises to identify strengths, areas for improvement, and lessons learned. AARs are the cornerstone of building a culture of continuous improvement, safety, emotional resiliency, and professionalism. 
Roles & Responsibilities:
Senior officers and leaders are expected to model and support AARs as a valuable tool for learning and growth. They should evaluate the effectiveness of this policy, training, participation, and outcomes to ensure AARs achieve their desired goals.
First-level supervisors should act as facilitators and make reasonable efforts to provide time and space for AARs, even if brief, and help integrate them into the natural rhythm of operations. They must ensure AARs remain constructive and focused on learning, rather than becoming blame sessions or opportunities for unproductive criticism. 
Training officers should develop education and training programs and other resources to teach first-level and senior leaders the knowledge, skills, and attitudes to conduct effective AARs.
Participants in AARs will direct the conversation and reinforce the intended purpose of the AAR  to promote reflection, shared insight, and professional development in a supportive team environment.
Definitions: 
Facilitator: An individual (Supervisor, FTO, lead officer, or informal leader) who guides the AAR discussion in a constructive, inclusive, and learning-focused manner. The Facilitator should be of the proper authority to conduct the debriefing or AAR based on the seriousness or level of the incident or event.
Formal After-Action Review (FAAR): A department- or team-based discussion process approved by the insert title of Chief Executive Officer used to review a specific significant incident, operation, event, or training exercise to understand what happened, why it happened, and how performance can be sustained or improved. 
Informal After-Action Review (IFAAR): A team-based discussion process used to review a specific incident, operation, event, or training exercise to understand what happened, why it happened, and how performance can be sustained or improved. Such reviews are also considered ‘Hot washes’ or ‘Debriefs’.  Some examples include: 
1. A discussion after a call for service 
2. A discussion after a micro-event 
3. End-of-shift discussions concerning what occurred during the shift.
4. Beginning-of-shift discussions relating to what happened during the previous shift 
5. Job Safety Observations 
Micro-event: A smaller-scale, routine event, or incident that may nonetheless yield valuable insights through review.
Near Miss (or Near Hit): An event that could have resulted in injury, liability, or policy failure but did not, often due to chance or intervention.
Procedures:
Effective Informal and Formal After-Action Reviews share some general ground rules:
1. All employees leading or participating in an IFAAR or FAAR should: 
a. Reinforce positive outcomes. 
b. Use the process to recognize and showcase exemplary performance by officers, firefighters and EMTs.
c. Connect actions and reinforce the insert agency name’s mission and values.
d. Emphasize that mistakes are often learning opportunities, not grounds for punishment.

2. Rank is left at the door.  Every firefighter or EMT experienced the incident from different points of view.  Therefore, facilitators must consider every point of view when looking for opportunities to learn and improve.  Higher rank does not mean more significant input.

3. Emotions must not interfere with the honest and free input from all members.  Emotions to be aware of are defensiveness, blame, anger, and withdrawal.

4. Concentrate on actions, not who did the action.  The facilitator must teach participants to report on actions at the incident.  Say, “This happened, and created this challenge”.  Not “so and so did this and they created this challenge”. 

5. Best practice: start the review with the input from the most junior participant.  

6. Conclude the AAR with 2 actions

a. Thank everyone for their input.  Link their input to the benefits to the team or agency.  Be as specific as possible.

b. Ask, “What three key lessons were learned and should be shared with others in the organization?"
Informal After-Action Reviews (IFAAR)
Informal AARs provide valuable information following a wide range of incidents, responses, special events, and routine activities, regardless of size, complexity, or outcome, and offer an opportunity to reflect, learn, and improve.  Opportunities to conduct an IFAAR include:
· Calls for service, such as patient lifts
· Community events, such as open houses and touch-a-truck
· Multi-jurisdictional and multi-agency responses with favorable outcomes
· Micro-events, such as single station or single resource responses
· Training events
· Near-miss incidents
· Job Safety Observations of routine station duties

1. A key strength of AARs is their flexibility. Informal AARs (IFAAR), such as brief, on-the-spot discussions in the apparatus bay or breakroom, or during roll call, offer immediate value without adding burden. Crew/shift leaders, firefighters, and EMTs are encouraged to request an IFAAR whenever they believe it is appropriate and professional.   

2. The IFAAR process is centered around 3 questions:

a. What went well?  
The purpose of this question is to call out specific actions that were proper and should be repeated.  It anchors good behaviors in the minds of the participants, rather than assuming the good actions were noted and learned by the participants.

b. What worked successfully, but might not under different circumstances?
This question promotes future good decisions and actions by members in relation to the objectives of the organization.  For example:
· The 2nd due company arrived 2 minutes after us.  What if they were already working and we had to wait 10 minutes for a different mutual aid company?
· Today was a beautiful spring day.  What would we have to do if this happened on a 90° + day with 100% humidity?
· This occurred on a low-volume roadway.  What would we have to do if it occurred on a high-volume, high-speed roadway?  In the snow?
· We had a full crew for today’s training.  What would we have to do differently if we were short 1 crew member?

c. What didn’t work and needs to be rethought? 
The key is to focus on the action (not the person) and the systems (training, supervision, SOPs, etc.) that factored into that course of action.
Formal After-Action Reviews
Formal AARs (FAARs) typically follow major events or complex operations and are more structured and planned. When appropriate, incorporate supporting materials such as pictures, videos, agency policies, training lesson plans, or equipment manuals to enhance understanding and learning.
1. The timing of an AAR is important. Whenever possible, conduct AARs as close to the conclusion of the incident or event as practical to capture fresh insights and observations. 
However, it is never too late to conduct an FAAR. In some cases, the nature of the incident, such as an emotionally charged incident, will require delaying the review; however, conduct FAARs once all necessary reviews are complete to ensure the process supports learning.
Although an AAR can help process emotions, it is not a substitute for a Critical Incident Stress Debriefing or addressing an employee’s mental health needs.  Critical Incident Stress Debriefings will be initiated, when necessary, in accordance with the insert agency name policies.
2. When conducting a FAAR, the reviewing authority should also consider the questions below:
a. What was expected to happen?  What actions were expected to happen, within what time frame, and with what result?
b. What actually happened?
c. What went well?  What actions supported the expected outcome?
d. What didn’t go well?  What actions impeded the expected outcome?
e. What should be changed or improved for next time?  Focus on the systems (training, supervision, SOPs, etc.) of the insert agency name, and not people.
f. How can we share this knowledge and experience?
While the above list of questions is not exhaustive, it is recommended to keep the series limited in scope to ensure the process remains accessible and applicable across a variety of routine and complex incidents.  This approach keeps FAARs practical, efficient, and sustainable for regular use.
3. Notes should be taken during a FAAR.  More formal documentation can support knowledge sharing, future training, and policy development. Importantly, FAAR documentation should remain focused on performance, training considerations, policy improvement, and learning,

