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Notes for Growth

Use Debriefing To Spread Information Through The Organization

Every year companies spend millions of dollars sending employees to training.  The premise is sound.  By investing in employees we make them more productive.  What sometimes gets lost is the impact learning can have on others in the organization. If we send Joe and Mary to a three-day training, why should that new knowledge stay only with them? If/when they leave and take the learning with them, the investment is gone.  

Enter the lost art of debriefing which originated in the military.  Following a mission, soldiers are given an intense interview designed to elicit every possible detail about what happened.  

In a business setting, debriefing may not be so intense but it can be just as worthwhile. Furthermore, it need not be limited to employees going to training.  Years ago I began debriefing myself and my colleagues after every meeting.  It needn't take long, just a few minutes for everyone to go over their notes and summarize what they learned.

Weave debriefing into the fabric of the organization in order to enhance information exchange at all levels. Here are some ideas presented by Jimmy Guterman a few years ago the Harvard Business School newsletter Working Knowledge:

1. Build in the expectation of debriefing by telling anyone about to attend a meeting or conference that they will be expected to deliver a summary to co-workers.  Set a time for the debriefing before they leave.

2. Debrief using organization-specific terms and concepts so people can understand what they learned in their context. In my experience doing that also helps the person to pick up on the significance of things as they are happening.

3. Be succinct. Extract the highlights, not every step. 

4. Debrief as soon as possible after the event. The sooner you debrief, the more the speaker’s insights and enthusiasm will come through and infect others. 

5. Create a predictable structure for the debriefing.  Guterman describes one company’s process, which involves giving a five-minute overview then answering questions submitted beforehand (again helping the trainee focus as she is learning).  

6. Publish a transcript of the debriefing (whenever it's appropriate).  This could be done on the company intranet or by e-mail or even a paper memo.  Guterman mentions one company where, after such reports each employee gets an e-mail asking: "Can you think of a current client who could use this solution?"
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