My DOG RILEY GOT
loose on the beach the
other day. He raced
straight toward a wo-
man asleep on a lounge
chair and leapt onto her chest. Startled,
she awoke to find 25 pounds of muscle
and fur burying her face in kisses.
I could relate to her experience; he has
done that to me so often I call him the
“stealth dog.”

I identified with her experience in
another way as well. Sometimes, a real-
ization about my work is so clear and so
immediate, it is as if Riley has landed
on my chest, and we are eyeball to eye-
ball. This occurred for me most recently
when I reflected on my tenure as CEO
and realized that I had missed the oppor-
tunity over the last two years to engage
my board in governance and strategy
retreats.

I knew what had happened. I was
very aware of the contributions of time
and effort that my board members had
already made. I knew that they sacrificed
family, work, and leisure time to partic-
ipate in various board and committee
meetings, and I had hesitated to ask them
to give more.

However, the realization struck me
full in the face that, although I was right
to be concerned for their time, I had
made a basic error in calculation. A good
board retreat never feels like an undue
burden. A good retreat energizes board
members and management and makes
the other hours devoted to board matters
feel more useful and worthwhile.

I knew this from several experiences:
my seven years as a CEO organizing
retreats for my board (although not as
many as I should have); from being a
consultant and facilitating retreats for
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other boards; and as a board member,
participating in retreats organized by oth-
er organizations. In almost every
instance, I found that I and others walked
away from these experiences wanting
more, not less. Even when we may have
entered the experience grudgingly, know-
ing what other activities we were fore-
going by coming to the retreat, we left
several hours later with a renewed sense
of commitment and direction. I have sel-
dom seen it fail.

What is it that makes a board retreat
so valuable? I believe it can be summa-
rized using an acronym based on a Star
Wars character, the robot, C3PO: Con-
centration, Communication, Connec-
tions, Perspective, and Organized Output.

Any good retreat removes participants
from the normal flow of daily events and
the usual agenda of board meetings to
allow them to concentrate. Retreat orga-
nizers seek to minimize the distractions
and the familiar cues that short circuit
good thinking.

Peter Drucker, who probably had
more good management ideas than any
other single person, recommended that
managers set aside at least two hours for
focused concentration in order to make
conceptual advances. Retreats provide
the opportunity for board members to
dive beneath the surface of issues and to
engage with their strategic challenges
more fully and more deeply.

A good retreat also creates the right
climate for quality communication, the
type that goes beyond generalities.
Retreats foster thoughtful questions and
answers. When well run, they encourage
people to listen to one another, to hear
each other and to be heard in return.
Communication is fundamentally about
give and take.

In a typical board meeting, the scope
and weight of the agenda often limits the
opportunity for meaningful interaction.
I have seen hospital board members sit
beside one another for a year and not
experience the length and depth of con-
versation that they achieve in a single
day of a board retreat. What’s more, the
setting of a retreat usually opens avenues
for personal communication in addition
to business communication. Those per-
sonal interactions build the type of mutu-
al trust and confidence between trustees
that, in turn, enhances business commu-
nication significantly.

Both kinds of communication build
connections. Personal communication
builds connections between people, and
business communication generates con-
nections between ideas. This is what
makes retreats so dynamic—they foster
both relationships and insights.

When a new connection is made, the
whole suddenly becomes greater than
the sum of its parts, and trustees renew
their commitment to the organization’s
mission. This experience is very satis-
fying, and when trustees also see new
ways to resolve problems or to capital-
ize on opportunities, it becomes intel-
lectually gratifying. A good retreat
facilitator and a well-planned retreat
schedule will create formal and infor-
mal opportunities for board members to
make connections.

All of this helps to broaden the
board’s perspective. In fact, that is the
essence of a retreat—to step out of the
action/reaction cycle in order to put
threats and opportunities into context.
The common philosophy of a retreat is
that it is a time to engage in reflection
and increase understanding.

Finally, a good retreat results in



organized output. This is where concen-
tration, communication, connections,
and perspective come together—and
where a “retreat” transforms into an
organizational advance. Management
and board members achieve insights and
forge agreements that bind them togeth-
er going forward.

Without organized output, a retreat
can end with a sense of exhaustion or
puzzlement, but when there is a tangi-
ble product or new understandings, the
excitement energizes the attendees.
They leave refreshed and renewed.

I experienced this for myself at a
nursing home on whose board I served.
The board and senior management were
very pleased with the organization’s oper-
ations and progress in clinical quality

and resident satisfaction. However, when
they held a retreat to evaluate the gov-
ernance process, they realized that the
nursing home’s mission statement failed
to capture the true essence of what they
sought to achieve.

With their heightened sense of per-
spective, trustees and managers rewrote
the statement in clearer, more compelling
language. The new mission statement
has served as a touchstone for the board
and staff ever since. It is now at the core
of all interactions between management
and residents and their families. That
would not have happened without
the perspective enabled by their retreat.

A good CEO respects board mem-
bers’ precious time as an asset not to be
wasted. However, a good retreat repre-

sents an investment of that time, and in
return, management and board mem-
bers receive great dividends in their
personal and organizational growth.
When considering a board or man-
agement retreat, use C3PO as a memory
device and a planning tool to ensure
a time and place for concentration, com-
munications, connections, perspective,
and organized output. I think you will
be pleased with the results. T
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