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Career Edge Consulting 

Advice Series

Considering a Retreat?
Here are some things to think about...

The first thing I assume about someone who is planning a retreat is that you feel some change is needed in the environment at your organization.  Something is hindering your performance.  Retreats are intended to increase performance in an organization, and you would not be considering a retreat if you were satisfied with the way things are right now. After all, retreats are a lot of work, they often require an overnight stay, and...they can be risky.  A poorly planned or executed retreat can actually result in a setback for the organizational environment.  

I’m also assuming that your intended participants have a significantly below-average rate of turnover in their group.  Why would you plan an expensive retreat to improve group dynamics in a group that will look entirely different in 6 months?

Here are 8 good reasons to have a retreat:

1.  You need to effect a change in your culture.


Something in the relationship environment is hindering the effectiveness of your
organization.  Retreats can greatly enhance cooperation and communication between 
departments and individuals. The trust factor can be dramatically enhanced during a retreat.
2.  You want to tap the collective creativity of your people.


An offsite retreat can bring new life to brainstorming sessions and outside-the-box thinking, free from the typical distractions and demands of the workplace.  

3.  You need to correct a set of misperceptions about changes, decisions or priorities.

A retreat can be a great opportunity for people to ask questions, give information or

explanations, air concerns about past or impending decisions, and get clarity about priorities.
4.  You need to fix broken systems or make minor course corrections in the organization.

Allowing people to have ownership of changes that are made in the organization 

encourages a higher level of commitment to doing what it takes to make them work.  A 

retreat allows people to be on the same page in understanding the need for change.
5. You want to create collaboration on fundamental problems in the organization.

Maybe customer complaints are increasing, or staff morale is very low.  Maybe a more

comprehensive change in your business model is needed to remain competitive.  A retreat

can help pinpoint the causes of more fundamental problems than addressed in #4.  

6.  You need to re-establish and refresh the organization’s vision.

Organizational behaviorists tell us that vision must be refreshed at least every 40 days,
or “mission creep” can begin to set in.  No small amount of conflict in an organization can be

explained by individuals within the organization pursuing different visions.

7.  There are difficult decisions looming before you.


Sooner or later all leaders have to make tough decisions.  Acceptance of them by your

people is greatly enhanced when they have had a chance to give input before they are made.

8.  When the leader needs help on a comprehensive project.

Retreats can accelerate the process of task delegation on the basis of skills, knowledge, 

contacts, education, etc. 

As you can see, retreats can be a powerful event to solve a number of problems and increase performance.  

However, there are some reasons that are very poor reasons for holding a retreat.  
Here are 8 terrible reasons to have a retreat:   

1.  You have one every year.


This may be the very worst reason to hold a retreat.  You must have something more important in mind than to just get everyone together.  If not, you are telling your people that you don’t value their time.  And don’t use a retreat to simply disseminate information that could have been handled in-house.
2.   Your only goal is to improve morale.


If your people feel you have wasted their time, or if you aren’t prepared to deal with problems that may surface, or if conflict is not managed skillfully, the retreat will have the opposite effect.  “Improving morale” follows the Law of Indirection:  You can’t accomplish it directly, you must deal with it by solving the problems that diminished the morale.

3.  You want to recognize and reward people for their work performance.


Making arrangements to attend a retreat can be a hassle.  And when your people get back, they often have to catch up on work missed while at the retreat.  They will leave thinking, “It would have been more of a reward to spend time doing what I like to do, or with my family.”
4.  You want to identify non-team players.


 If your people sense this, and they will, it’s like injecting poison into your organization’s culture.  Don’t use a retreat as a loyalty yardstick.

5.  You have your own secret agenda you wish to promote.


It’s pretty hard to hide this, and when your people figure it out there will be more resistance to your agenda than if you simply announced what you want to do and asked them to provide input.
6.  You want to avoid conflict.

Yeah...good luck with that.  Leading people to become passionate about ideas and diminishing conflict are two mutually exclusive objectives.  Successful retreats mean that most of the time conflict is brought to the surface and resolved in a healthy way.  If no conflict happens at all it means two bad things:  First, it means that no-one has any passion about the subject matter or, second, that people aren’t being honest with each other...or both.

7.  You don’t have the ability or resolve to carry out the recommendations of your participants.


If you plan to announce and attribute decisions to them that they didn’t make, or ask them to rubber stamp things you have already settled on, plan on the morale in your organization taking a quick nosedive.  And, plan on losing the respect and cooperation of everyone important.
8.  If you plan to use the retreat to defend the status quo should be or to defend your opinion or 
     control the dialogue, don’t have a retreat.

Retreats are designed to create positive change through open dialogue and understanding.

