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Identifying lessons following an emergency response 
is an important part of any emergency management 
procedures. The purpose of these exercises is to en-
sure quality improvement and the strengthening of 
preparedness and response systems based on learn-
ing emerging from previous actions in responding to 
an emergency or event. Systematic post-event learn-
ing will contribute to a culture of continuous improve-
ment and can be a means of sharing innovative solu-
tions on how to tackle emerging public health risks. 
There are different forms of evaluation and learning 
following an emergency, and the World Health Orga-
nization (WHO) recommends that Member States 
conduct after action reviews (AARs) as part of the In-
ternational Health Regulations (IHR) Monitoring and 
Evaluation Framework (IHR MEF) in order to assess 
the functionality of core capacities and to contribute 
to the development of comprehensive national action 
plans for health security. 

An AAR is a qualitative review of actions taken in re-
sponse to an emergency as a means of identifying 
best practices, gaps and lessons learned. The AAR 
offers a structured approach for individuals and part-
ners to reflect on their experiences and perceptions 
of the response, in order to systematically and col-
lectively identify what worked and what did not, why 

and how to improve. AAR can range from quick infor-
mal debriefing sessions with team members to larg-
er workshops with broad, multisectoral participation 
led by facilitators. Importantly, AARs are not external 
evaluations of an individual‘s or a team’s perfor-
mance. They do not seek to measure performance 
against benchmarks or key performance standards 
but are a constructive, collective learning opportu-
nity, where the relevant stakeholders involved in the 
preparedness for, and response to, the public health 
event under review can find common ground on how 
to improve preparedness and response capability. 

This literature review was undertaken to identify and 
build understanding around principle characteris-
tics of AARs, including their methodologies, formats, 
planning and roles. It also sought to look at AARs in 
relation to forms of evaluation and different types of 
learning. The findings of this review ultimately aimed 
to understand the current methodologies for con-
ducting AAR and contribute to the design of the WHO 
Guidance for AAR, published on the WHO website in 
2019.

One hundred and twenty-two documents were ex-
amined from two categories: 66 “methodological” 
reports or documents describing AAR processes or 
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