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Is Your Hot Wash Just a Gripe 
Session? 

5 Steps for improving exercise 

evaluations

he immediate after exercise 

debriefing, usually referred to as 

a “hot wash” is an important 

part of the exercise evaluation 

process. However, it is often not used 

to its full potential. Many devolve into 

a general gripe session and the typical 

outcome is a laundry list of problems 

that never really get addressed. The 

reasons are painfully obvious: 

facilitators don’t always keep the 

session focused and rarely use a 

structured process. 

The goal of the debriefing is to 

identify systemic problems that 

require action by an inter-agency or 

inter-departmental planning team. To 

truly achieve this requires more work 

than just asking for and recording 

opinions. It requires involving 

participants in helping to identify 

critical issues through a facilitated 

decision making process. The reward 

of using such a process is that it 

simplifies the development of the 

after action report and a truly 

effective corrective action plan. 

1. Get it in writing 
A critical first step is to have 

participants complete a written 

evaluation. I do this for several reasons:  

 It helps them organize their 

thoughts for the discussion that 

follows. 

 People are sometimes reluctant to 

speak up about problems in groups 

but will be willing to vent in writing, 

particularly if the evaluation in 

anonymous. 

 The chance of getting a written 

response back is significantly 

reduced once participants leave the 

room. 

2. Focus on specific topics 
A common mistake is to begin the 

debriefing with an open ended 

question such as. “What did we learn 

today?” This leads to responses that 

are all over map. A better approach is 

to identify specific topics for discussion 

and cover each in detail before moving 

on to the next. There are really only 

two questions to ask, “What went 

well?” and “What can we do better?” 

Always begin with a topic that you 

know went well and always ask the 

“What went well?” question first. This 

helps reduce negativity and reminds 

participants that they did do many 

things well.  
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3. Prioritize problems 
Not all issues that are raised in a hot wash are 

equal but they are often treated that way in 

after-action reports. 

I have seen after-action reports that included 

comments such as, “We need better 

doughnuts” and “We need places to hang our 

coats during rainy weather.” These issues aren’t 

quite the same as, “We need to revise our 

evacuation plan.” 

I use two rules to prioritize issues. First, is the 

issue systemic or a personal problem? That is, 

does it require changes to plans and policies or 

merely retraining an individual or team? 

Secondly, is the problem the responsibility of a 

single agency or does it require interagency 

coordination and planning? 

Problems that belong to an individual 

department should be noted but passed to that 

agency for action. For those that are systemic 

and require multiagency planning, the next step 

is to ask the group to prioritize them first within 

specific topic areas and then overall. Prioritizing 

a long list is time consuming and boring, so I 

generally ask participants to agree on the top 

three problems in each topic area. This narrows 

the field by developing a group consensus on 

the major planning issues that came out of the 

exercise. 

4. Develop a short term action 

plan 
One of the problems with exercises is that 

participants seldom take action on the 

problems they identified. The results are 

recorded in an after-action report and entered 

into a corrective program but by the time this is 

done momentum is lost. To take advantage of 

the heightened interest immediately following 

an exercise, create a short term action plan that 

commits the participants to immediate action. 

The intent of the short term action plan is not 

to solve problems but to get participants to 

commit to taking action that could lead to long 

term solutions. For example, just committing to 

research information on a specific problem or 

agreeing to organize a meeting to discuss the 

problem is a positive action.  Look for small, 

quick wins rather than demanding a major 

solution. Assign a time frame for 

accomplishment and identify the lead action 

agent. 

5. Hold participants accountable 
As I mentioned, the goal of the short term 

action plan is to get participants to commit to 

positive action, no matter how small. But how 

do you make sure that this actually happens? 

The solution is simple: you include the action 

plan in the after action report. 

If you follow the Homeland Security Exercise 

and Evaluation Program (HSEEP) model, 

corrective actions are an integral part of the 

final after action report. The process of having 

participants review a draft and the holding a 

final after action meeting can take considerable 

time. This allows time for the participants to 

potentially complete their short term actions. 

Their progress can be included in the final 

report. 

Ultimately, the effectiveness of the exercise 

evaluation depends on the willingness of the 

interagency planning team to implement 

corrective action. But by prioritizing critical 

problems and identifying non-systemic issues 

you increase the likelihood that the team will 

take action. Using a structured facilitation 

process makes this possible.  


