How to Set Up a Strategic Retreat for Your Business
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By Jonathan A. Goldhill and Daniel M. Murphy  

Retreats are useful when developing your strategic plan or marketing or business plan, working through conflicts on your management team or team building and the like. 

I facilitated a strategic retreat for the owners and managers of a middle market manufacturing company last month.  The retreat was successful because we followed some fundamental approaches that consistently work to deliver a great result.

What did we do to deliver a great result?  Why was it a success? Let's review what we did.  
 
To create a retreat that is both fun and focused, you need to get your entire team involved.  When everyone's engaged, it is easier to agree on and set goals.  Use the retreat to conduct a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis if it's been awhile since you've done that.  Even if you have done this exercise recently, you must all demonstrate that you are in alignment (agreement) over the vision and direction of the company based on the SWOT analysis.  

A best practice is setting annual goals and then getting on a 90 day cycle to gather your team and hold your people accountable for the agreed-upon results. This implementation process is just as
important as the goals. In our case, we set 90 day goals and we will get together every 90 days to develop the next quarter's goals.  

The critical success factor here is to select a few key strategies and implement them really well.  Success is more about execution than anything else. Don't tolerate excuses; insist on execution and results. Focus on the vital few instead of the trivial many. Energy focused on a few highly important goals is powerful and effective. 

Ideally, we are setting goals to achieve significant improvements in performance or processes. We are talking about big and bold goals - goals on steroids. Being innovative and think big will get everyone excited and challenged to go for breakthroughs, not mere incremental gains. 
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Realize there are no rules or restrictions. As long as what you do is moral, legal, and ethical, do not be shackled by company history or industry standards or practices. In short, kill the "we have always done it this way" mentality. Shake habitual thinking patterns.  Performance goals, at a minimum, should be set in the critical success areas: leadership, business systemization, marketing, selling, operations (fulfillment), customer service, and back-office operations. In fact, your annual business plan could be nothing more than 3-5 monster-size goals in each one of these key areas. 

Once you have your goals established, assign a person to champion each cause. Give each person the authority, time, and tools to make things happen. On a 90-day cycle, hold each person accountable for progress on his or her goal(s). 

These audacious, challenging, and adrenalin-inducing goals should be SMART (Specific, Measurable, Aggressive, Realistic, and Timed). Force your people to stretch. What gets measured gets done. What gets rewarded gets repeated. As a leader, insist on aggressive implementation, follow-up, follow-through, and results. Intentions and plans are mostly meaningless; implementation is where success is found.
