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 Vary the Patterns of Interactions 

 Design a High-Quality Experience 

 Invite Outsiders 

 Unleash Full Brain Power 
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 Limit Action Plans to Three Points 

 

 



Define « Success » 1 

What are your goals for the retreat? What do you – and the other 

participants - expect to achieve? What do you organise this 

retreat for? How will you assess whether the retreat is successful? 

Possible goals may include better knowing better each other, 

building consensus on strategic priorities, stirring up enthusiasm, 

imagining new products and services, making hard strategy 

decisions, learning lessons from the past year…  

Specify your goals in advance, and then design the entire retreat 

as a powerful experience leading the participants towards these 

gaols. If the main goal is to enable people to connect, don’t 

keep them in a room listening to a speaker! 

 



Book an Extra-Large Room 2 

Remaining seated at the same spot the entire day is a dreadful 

experience. Participants should be able to move around easily. 

And commuting back and forth between the main room and 

break-out rooms is a waste of time.  

What you need is an extra-large room, where participants can 

work as a single group, walk around in pairs, and meet  in sub-

groups at break-out tables. A room where different corners may 

be used for different topics or exercises, and where you can post 

on the walls the flip chart sheets that participants have created 

throughout the day.  

It keeps participants physically active: they can walk, stretch, 

meet, chat, create and explore. Space creates opportunities for 

surprising, stimulating and energising exercises. 



Make a Survey 3 

What can you do before the retreat to get as close as possible to 

your goals?  

If the purpose of the retreat is to make a decision, draft a working 
paper showing the options with pros and cons. If the purpose is to 

assess the past year, collect and process the data.  

A smart survey is one among the most useful ways to prepare a 
retreat.  

Starting a retreat by presenting the results of a survey is a nice 

way to set up the scene, to frame the issues, and to engage your 

team. Conduct the survey in advance, on-line or through 

interviews, among your team, clients, or colleagues. 



Vary the Patterns of Interaction 4 

An effective way to keep the momentum throughout the retreat 

is to keep changing how participants interact with each other. 

There are three formats, and you should include all of them in 

your planning: 

 One-to-many: a speaker talks to the group, like opening and 

closing remarks, keynote speech, etc. Keep it short! 

 One-to-one: you know what a one-to-one conversation is, 

right? 

 Many-to-many: many people are interacting with many 

others at the same time. This happens in working groups, 

speed-networking, socialising, and informal discussions. 



Design a High-Quality Experience 5 

Participants should be overwhelmed by the beauty and the 

quality of everything they see, taste, hear and touch during the 

retreat.  

Beautiful does not mean posh or lavish. It is not all about the 

money. It is about beautiful venue, green surroundings, 

personalized welcome, gentleness and care, delicious and 

healthy food, flawless organisation and logistic support down to 

the smallest details. 

Treat your team surprisingly well: they will be grateful. The 

excellence of their five senses experience will foster the same 

quality level  in their work at the retreat.  



Invite Outsiders 6 

Team members, after a while, get used to each other. The 

thinking becomes circular: the same people, with the same set of 

ideas, discuss year after year the same topics along the same 

interaction patterns.  

Break it! Invite an outsider to open new perspectives, challenge 

ideas, or refresh group dynamics. Confront your team with new 

facts, new ideas, new ways of thinking, and new people; the 

CEO, a panel of clients, a lawyer if you are a team of 

economists, an economist if you are a team of lawyers, … 



Unleash Full Brain Power 7 

You have heard about the two sides of the brain. Managers and 

professionals are used to relying mostly on their analytical skills 

inducing rational, linear thinking (“left brain”). A retreat is a good 

opportunity to activate other cognitive skills, such as creativity, 

disruptive innovation, intuition, and big-picture thinking (“right 

brain”). Let’s work for once at mental full speed with both brains 

hand in hand!  

For example, Instead of asking participants to write their 

objectives for the year ahead, invite them to make together a 

painting of their aspirations. The results will surprise you. 

 



Make a Real-Time Story Board 8 

Retreats become interesting when the unexpected occurs: new 

ideas, new insights, etc. You can’t figure it all out in advance. 

Locking the retreat into a over-detailed script with no space for 

exploration, challenge and creativiy is no fun.  

Therefore, beware of slideshows. Use them sparingly. Don’t write 

the end of the story in advance. Let things happen. Instead of 

preparing your slides in advance, create a real-time story board 

highlighting what is actually taking place. Make it on large sheets 

of paper posted on the wall, and keep adding sheets as the 

conversation goes on.  



Make Pictures 9 

In the morning of the second day, when participants get in the 

main room, welcome them with a slideshow of pictures from the 

previous day, where they can see themselves working and 

having fun together. 

Why not also make pictures of the storyboard, and use them as 

your retreat’s report? In addition, you will be able to recycle 

these pictures throughout the year, on your website, in your 

brochures, on your offices’ walls, and as a refresher at next year’s 

retreat. 

 



Limit Action Plans to Three Points 10 

Most professionals have already too much to do. Adding up new 

items to their overloaded to-do-list could only make them feel 

more miserable.  

Action plans are necessary, but keep them as light as possible. 

Less is more. Limit them to three points. Focus on what will have 

real impact, and ignore the rest.  

Don’t just draw an action plan: decide who will monitor 

execution, how and when. 

An action plan is not the only valuable take-away from a retreat: 

a painting created together and representing the team’s 

ambitions and priorities might be just as much inspiring and 

effective, or even more. 
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