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Lessons Learned Guidance 

Basic Lessons Learned Process 
1. Define the Lessons Learned Team: Establish the specific need and purpose for lessons, the audience, and which individuals should comprise the lessons learned discussion group. Initial engagement from all key players should be established in advance of the project. Select staff with specific expertise or knowledge of the project and other needed skills, such as communication and writing. 
2. Collect Lessons Learned: The collection process involves the capture of information through structured and unstructured processes such as meetings and written forms. The collection of lessons may come from as many sources as an organization is willing to solicit. Lessons learned can be based both upon positive experiences that achieve organization goals, and on negative experiences that result in undesirable outcomes. For some projects, a collaborative lessons collection process can be as or more important as documenting the lessons. 
3. Verify, Summarize and Disseminate: This process serves to verify the accuracy and applicability of lessons submitted. Domain or subject matter experts may be involved in coordinating and conducting reviews to determine whether or not a lesson is relevant across many other projects, is unique to a particular department or project, or applies to the organization as a whole. 
The storage aspect of lessons learned usually involves incorporating lessons into an electronic database for future sharing and dissemination. The VMO maintains a repository of lessons learned on its website and Major Projects should submit lessons learned for incorporation into the repository. 
Lessons are of little benefit unless they are distributed and used by people who will benefit from them. Dissemination can include the revision of a work process, training, and routine distribution via accessing VMO Major Project lessons learned documentation. 
Selecting a Lessons Learned Process
There are primarily two different approaches to capturing lessons learned: integrated or post implementation. A combination of the two may also be used. 
Integrated Lessons Learned (preferred) 
Incorporate lessons learned early, regularly, and consistently through regular project reporting, or within the context of the initial management plan. This approach is far less resource-intensive and allows for immediate feedback and implementation of lessons learned within the project. 
In the integrated process, the project manager and change manager meets with staff and stakeholders every 3-6 months to identify and discuss top key lessons. (The timing of this 
process can be tied with specific reporting requirements or be done more or less frequently if desired.). The project manager and change manager summarize the lessons learned and disseminate them to the team. This should include strategies to remediate problem areas. summary lessons learned are included in routine status reports and phase gate reviews. Every 6 months, the project manager and sponsor should submit a summary lessons learned to the VMO for inclusion in the lessons learned repository. 
Post-Implementation
The more detailed, complex approach is one which requires a thorough examination of the project post-implementation. This approach offers the benefit of bringing project members and partners together for an extensive look into the operations, successes, and shortcomings of the project. In a post implementation review, the project manager and change manager select the group to participate, send an agenda, definition of the project (what are we talking about), any specific issues that might provide an appropriate focus for the lessons learned work. Identify key factors, topic areas and issues that questions should address to meet the needs of the project. Next, conduct a facilitated meeting with the lessons learned participants. Alternatively, an email survey can be used if a facilitated meeting might be too costly or time consuming.  
After collecting participant responses, summarize the lessons learned and send a draft to participants for feedback and clarification. Provide a deadline (5-10 business days) so that the material does not sit idle for a long period of time. Upon revision of the draft, the final should be provided to all participants and a copy sent to VMO for inclusion in the lessons learned repository. 
Pros/Cons 
The integrated method is less costly and less time consuming but may exclude a broader (stakeholder) perspective. It allows for immediate application of lessons learned within the project.
The post-implementation method brings in multiple participants for a more extensive analysis, and it tends to be more in-depth, but it is more resource intensive and feedback is delayed (so to used within the project). The post-implementation method can be used to build better collaboration among project partners. 
Combination Approach
The combination approach applies both the integrated lessons learned practice and a post-implementation review. This provides the project team with the greatest level of in-project benefits while also allowing for an in-depth final review. Using a combination approach requires more resources than the post-implementation process alone but may return dividends within the project that would offset these additional costs. 



Identifying the Lesson Learned Participants
Include the project manager, the project team, and the key stakeholders in the lessons learned exercise. The Organizational Change Manager should act as facilitator for the lessons learned session in the absence of a designated facilitator. 
What to Ask…
Whatever method you are using, concentrate on obtaining information in four general areas:
· What went well? 
· What didn't go well or had unintended consequences?
· If you had it all to do over again, what would you do differently? 
· What recommendations would you make to others doing similar projects? 
You may also wish to ask: 
· Were the project goals attained? If not, what changes need to be made to meet goals in the future? 
· What surprises did the team have to deal with? 
· What project circumstances were not anticipated? 
· Did you develop any useful workarounds or solutions to problems that cropped up during the project? 
· For any problems that went unresolved what preventative measures can you invent now that can help things go more smoothly next time? 
· Are there any new “best practices” you can derive from this project? 
Ten Key Steps to Facilitating Lessons Learned
1. Call the meeting. If conducting a post-implementation process, hold a face-to-face meeting as soon as you can after the project ends, within weeks rather than months. 
2. Invite the right people. 
3. Appoint a facilitator. Identify a facilitator who was not closely involved in the project. The facilitator should be someone who can ask questions from an independent, but non-threatening standpoint. 
4. Revisit the objectives and deliverables of the project. Ask "what did we set out to do?" and "what did we achieve?" 
5. Go through the project step by step. Revisit the project plan and identify any deviation from plan. What changed and why? 
6. Ask “what went well”? Find out why these aspects went well and express the learning as advice or guidelines for the future. 
7. Ask a "why?" question several times. Don't take the initial response at face value. 
8. As the facilitator, acknowledge feelings and press for the facts. Ask "what repeatable, successful processes did we use?” 
9. Ask "what could have gone better?" 
10. Ensure that participants leave with their feelings acknowledged. 
Of course, you’ll also: 
· Focus on behaviors or tactics that were successful or problematic, rather than people who were successful or problematic. 
· Guard against a bias towards negative or positive comments. 
· Ask questions to get balanced input. 
· Accept input after the session from individuals who prefer to remain anonymous. 
· Provide the project manager with a complete, unedited listing of input from the lessons learned exercise. 
· Analyze the raw material for future use. 
· Document lessons learned in a positive way that promotes their use as best practices. 
· Include lessons learned documentation in the post-implementation review for the project. 
· Have the facilitator review the final quality assurance report or other project material, 
· including previously gathered lessons learned information
· Include input from key project areas
· Record the meeting. 
· Ensure that you circulate the write-up around the participants for comment, and permission to use specific quotes before sharing more widely. 
· Start every project by accessing past project lessons learned. 
Sample Email Invitation:
The main objective of a lessons learned session is identifying how to sustain strengths and improve weaknesses on future projects. Lessons learned discussions are straightforward and are meant to identify the following:
· Things that went well with a project so that they are repeated in future projects (where applicable) 
· Things that did not go well so that project planning, processes and communication may be improved, allowing future projects to benefit favorably from the improvements made. 
The discussion provides a forum for public praise and recognition of project team members. A lessons learned discussion is not meant to critique, allocate blame or solve problems. 
· A successful lesson is something that reduces risk or improves the project’s result
· An unsuccessful lesson increases risk or reduces the project’s success
Introduction
State purpose and goals of the lessons learned
Summarize in review the project, project stage or key milestone for which the lessons learned session is being conducted


Instructions
Give complete directions for:
· How to respond in the lessons learned session (or via the form if the information is being collected by email)
· Successful lessons: Ask what the respondent thinks worked well during the project, project stage, or key milestone, and why.
· Unsuccessful lessons: Ask what the respondent thinks did not work well during the project, project stage or key milestone, and why.
· Whom to contact if more information is needed

Sample Agenda
1. Introduce participants.
2. Revisit goals and responsibilities.
a. Explain the goals of the Lessons Learned Session.
b. Explain participants' responsibilities.
i. Identify accomplishments and problem areas.
ii. Suggest reasons for the problem areas.
iii. Participate in the group discussions and decision making.
3. Present project summary.
a. Present a summary of the project, project phase, or key milestones.
4. Discuss the accomplishments or successful lessons and contributions.
a. Identify those project or milestone items that the team members think worked well
b. Hold group discussion
5. Discuss the project or milestone items that the team members did not think worked well
a. Hold group discussion
b. State the action items

Compiling the Project Summary 
· Summary of the project, project stage or key milestone, including begin and end dates and work performed.
· Successful Lessons: Detailed list of each accomplishment/successful lesson identified.
· Unsuccessful Lessons: Detailed list of each problem area /unsuccessful lesson identified.
· Actions Items: Detailed list of all action items generated to resolve the problem areas.

See templates: https://obm.ohio.gov/Doc/VMO/Templates/4%20Plan/3%20Lessons%20Learned%20Recording%20Tool.docx
https://obm.ohio.gov/Doc/VMO/Templates/4%20Plan/3%20Lessons%20Learned%20Tool%20(AEC).xlsx
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