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Gibbs Debrief Facilitator Guide
Run a structured team debrief after an incident, a complaint or a near miss, using the stages and groupings Graham Gibbs set out in Learning by Doing (1988), section 4.3.5 'Structured debriefing'. Gibbs' questions are quoted with credit; the layout, timings and worked example are Coursebox's own adaptation. A facilitation aid, not a validated instrument: it gives no score. A hypothetical support team's incident debrief is filled in as an example.
From the Coursebox blog: coursebox.ai/blog/gibbs-reflective-cycle-in-e-learning
How to use this guide
Use it after one significant event that people reacted to, such as a customer escalation, a near miss or a failed launch. For quick routine reviews, a shorter format may be enough.
Before the meeting, build an incident pack: the records people need to describe and judge the event (messages, timelines, policies, notes). Do not rely on memory or assume people know the facts from their role.
Work through the stages in order if you have time. Gibbs suggests changing the grouping at each stage to mark the move from one stage to the next.
Say out loud which stage the group is in. When someone jumps ahead with a fix, park it for the action plan.
Keep evaluation (what was good or bad) and analysis (why it happened, using ideas from outside the event) as separate stages.
End with personal action plans that are specific, owned and dated, and check them against the work on those dates.
The stages, Gibbs' questions and his groupings
	Stage
	Gibbs' question
	Grouping Gibbs suggests
	Suggested time (45 min)
	Facilitator move

	Description
	"What happened? Don't make judgements yet or try to draw conclusions; simply describe."
	Individually
	5 min
	Agree one timeline from the pack

	Feelings
	"What were your reactions and feelings? Again don't move on to analysing these yet."
	Pairs
	5 min
	Each person chooses what to share with the group

	Evaluation
	"What was good or bad about the experience? Make value judgements."
	Not specified by Gibbs; whole group suggested
	7 min
	List good and bad side by side

	Analysis
	"What sense can you make of the situation? Bring in ideas from outside the experience to help you."
	Groups of four
	10 min
	Ask for the policy, data or other accounts behind each cause

	Conclusions (general)
	"What can be concluded, in a general sense, from these experiences and the analyses you have undertaken?"
	Whole group
	7 min
	Agree what the team concludes

	Conclusions (specific)
	What can be concluded about your own way of working? (paraphrased)
	Alone
	4 min
	Each person writes one personal conclusion

	Action plan
	"What are you going to do differently in this type of situation next time?"
	Individually, then a round
	7 min
	Each plan read out with its owner and date


Gibbs gave groupings, not timings. The times are suggestions for a 45-minute meeting.
Three problems to watch for
Gibbs names three common problems with debriefs (Learning by Doing, p. 49). In summary:
The discussion jumps from a quick description straight to conclusions about what to do next, with little reflection or analysis in between.
After a powerful experience, the discussion never gets past what happened or how people felt.
If description and feelings were rushed, people come back to them later, when they should be working on conclusions and plans.
Transition line to adapt (based on Gibbs' own example): "We've now spent some time on how this felt. Let's leave that behind and move on to evaluating it: what was good and what was bad? Try not to go back to the feelings now."
Worked example: the support team's incident debrief
Hypothetical example. A mid-size B2B software company has a 12-person support team working by email ticket. During a partial outage of the billing integration, an agent sent a customer the standard "resolved" macro after the status page turned green and closed the ticket, before engineering had confirmed the fix. The customer's invoice run failed again that evening, and the customer escalated to their account manager and asked for a service credit. Learners: agents in their first six months, plus the team lead, who facilitates.
Incident pack: ticket thread, status-page timeline with timestamps, macro text, escalation policy, engineering's incident note, account manager's summary.
	Stage
	Prompt for this incident
	What the stage produced

	Description
	Using the pack, list what happened from the customer's first email to the escalation.
	Urgent email during the outage; first reply within target time with an apology; status page green; "resolved" macro sent and ticket closed; fix not yet confirmed; invoice run failed that evening; escalation and credit request.

	Feelings
	How did you react when the status page went green, and when the escalation came in?
	Agent: relieved, then embarrassed and defensive. Team lead: let down by the process rather than the agent. Customer's emails: frustrated.

	Evaluation
	What went well in the handling, and what went badly?
	Good: fast first reply, clear apology. Bad: closed on a status-page signal; the macro promised a fix nobody had confirmed.

	Analysis
	Why did closing the ticket look right at the time? Use the policy, the macro and the status-page process.
	The macro has no confirm-with-engineering step; green on the status page means mitigated, not fixed; end-of-shift queue pressure; other agents handled the outage differently.

	Conclusions (general)
	What should the whole team conclude about resolution macros during incidents?
	A "resolved" macro needs a confirmed fix. A green status page is not confirmation.

	Conclusions (specific)
	What do you conclude about your own way of working?
	Agent: "I close tickets fast when the queue is long. I should check the incident note before I use any resolution macro."

	Action plan
	What will you do differently, who owns it and when will it be checked?
	Lead and agent rewrite the macro by Friday. Agent adds a pre-close check on incident-linked tickets. Lead reviews 10 closed incident tickets in two weeks.


Your debrief: before the meeting
	Question
	Your answer

	The event, in one sentence
	

	Who will attend, and what they already know
	

	What goes in the incident pack
	

	Who facilitates, and how long you have
	

	How you will check the action plans afterwards
	


Your debrief plan
	Stage
	Grouping
	Time
	Your prompt for this event
	Notes on what came out

	Description
	Individually
	
	
	

	Feelings
	Pairs
	
	
	

	Evaluation
	
	
	
	

	Analysis
	Groups of four
	
	
	

	Conclusions (general)
	Whole group
	
	
	

	Conclusions (specific)
	Alone
	
	
	

	Action plan
	Individually, then a round
	
	
	


After the debrief
	Check
	Yes or notes

	Did the group agree one description before judging it?
	

	Were reactions said, in pairs or to the group, before the evaluation?
	

	Did the evaluation name what went well as well as what went badly?
	

	Did the analysis use something from outside the event, such as a policy, data or another person's account?
	

	Are the team's conclusions written separately from each person's?
	

	Does every action plan have an owner and a check date?
	

	On the check date, did you look at the work itself, not only ask whether people remember?
	


Adapted from Gibbs, G. (1988) Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods. Further Education Unit; reissued 2013 by the Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development, Oxford Brookes University (CC BY-NC 3.0). Short quotations credited to Gibbs; the layout, timings and example are Coursebox's own. This guide gives no score and does not certify a debrief.
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