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Debriefing is a process used to reflect on an event, analyze what happened, and extract lessons to
improve future performance. Whether in a workplace, addressing a conflict, a patient event, or any other
context, a constructive debrief allows individuals and teams to discuss the event in a non-judgmental
way, identify strengths and areas for improvement, and promote learning and growth.

Here are some key tips for conducting a constructive debrief:

1. Create a Safe and Open Environment

* Encourage openness and trust: Establish a non-judgmental and supportive atmosphere where
participants feel comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings without fear of blame or criticism.
« Ensure confidentiality: Assure all participants that the discussion is for learning purposes and that
personal or sensitive information will be treated with respect.

» Set ground rules: Encourage respectful listening, avoid interrupting, and focus on problem-solving
instead of placing blame.

2. Focus on Specifics Rather Than Generalities

« Analyze the details: Review what specifically occurred during the event, such as decisions made, actions
taken, and outcomes achieved. Discuss what worked well and what didn’t.

« Avoid vague language: Instead of general statements like “Things went poorly,” focus on specific
behaviors or actions that contributed to the situation.

« Use the “What, So What, Now What” model: A commonly used framework for debriefing that helps
participants reflect on the event systematically:

« What: Describe what happened.

» So what: Analyze why it happened and its impact.

« Now what: Identify next steps and improvements for the future.

3. Encourage Self-Reflection and Group Reflection

* Invite individual reflections: Start by asking each participant what they observed, how they felt, and
what they learned during the event. This provides valuable personal insights and ensures that everyone’s
voice is heard.

» Foster group collaboration: After individual reflections, move to a group discussion to identify collective
lessons and understand how everyone’s actions contributed to the event.
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4. Maintain a Problem-Solving Focus

« Avoid blame: Frame the conversation around improvement rather than fault. The aim should be to
identify actionable solutions and make continuous improvements, not to assign blame.

« Focus on what can be improved: Identify areas for improvement and develop a plan for how similar
challenges can be handled better in the future. Encourage team members to propose suggestions for
change or solutions.

5. Include Positive Acknowledgments

* Highlight what went well: Recognize strengths, accomplishments, and areas where the team or individual
performed well during the event. Celebrating successes can boost morale and encourage further
improvement.

« Use a “Start, Stop, Continue” approach: Identify practices or actions that should be started, stopped, or
continued to improve future performance.

6. Keep the Debrief Structured and Timely

» Keep the session focused and concise: Limit the duration of the debrief to maintain engagement and
ensure that discussions stay productive. Avoid going off-topic.

 Set a clear agenda: Outline what you hope to achieve in the debrief and keep discussions structured so
that all key points are covered.

7. Document and Follow Up

» Document key takeaways: Ensure that the outcomes of the debrief are documented for future reference.
This can include lessons learned, action steps, and any follow-up tasks or goals.

* Follow up on actions: After the debrief, ensure that any agreed-upon actions or changes are followed
through. Schedule a follow-up to track progress on improvements or solutions discussed.

Constructive debriefing is a powerful tool for reflection, learning, and improvement. Utilizing frameworks
like “What, So What, Now What” and “Start, Stop, Continue” can provide structure and make the debrief
process more effective and leads to tangible changes in behavior or performance.
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