GET BUY-IN BEFORE YOUR NEXT MANAGEMENT RETREAT
By Karen Buehler, CPF, President & Principal, Vergent Consulting, Alexandria, Virginia. © 2007
Getting people’s buy-in ahead of time can elevate your next management retreat from just OK to Outstanding!  Here’s how.
Pop Quiz: You are leading an upcoming management retreat. How much buy-in do you expect you’ll get from participants and other stakeholders? Choose A or B, which ever sounds more like your situation.
A. Our managers see the retreat as important. They know what to expect and what is expected of them. In preparation, they discuss the issues and agenda with other managers, senior staff, customers or employees. They tell staff that the meeting is a priority and devote time in their personal schedule for pre-work and preparation. They arrive at the offsite on time, with a positive attitude and ready to get to work.
B. Our managers view the retreat as a time consuming, necessary evil. They barley glance at the agenda and question whether they really need to be there. Pre-retreat discussions are limited to their pet issues and people who support their point of view. They may show up at the offsite late with a cell phone or a briefcase full or paperwork in hand, expecting to spend too much time getting too few results.
If you picked Type A, good for you! You’re already on your way to a great meeting. If, however, Type B sounds more like your organization, don’t despair. You are not alone. People often begin retreats with confusion or misconceptions, and little real buy in. The case below shows clearly what can happen when people don’t have real buy-in to their meeting and its purpose.
Case Study: I led a 2-day strategic planning retreat for government program team leaders from agencies and nonprofits across the U.S. The program manager’s objective was to set program goals and resource priorities for the next 5 years. The first morning the group clarified their strategic issues, vision and mission. But that afternoon, they strained against the agenda, wanting to plunge into detailed technical and procedural debates. Despite my guidance to get the group back on track, technical talk continued happily. I called a break and conferred with the program manager. The meeting was officially billed as “strategic planning.” It turned out, however, that participants had been led to expect (and were looking forward to!) a hands-on problem solving session with their peers from across the country where they could get down to some “real work”, not program-wide strategic planning.
To avoid the pitfalls of Type B in your own retreat, here are five strategies great leaders use to get buy-in before the meeting ever starts.
1. Draw a Clear Line of Sight

· As the retreat leader, your first job is to hold a planning session with participants a few weeks before the retreat. Give them the big picture. Describe emerging opportunities, trends, and challenges facing your organization. Explore areas like budget, resources, technology, customer or program requirements, services or product lines, and changes in workforce, leadership or policy.
· Review your organization’s current strategy and direction. Discuss how change could impact different segments or levels of your organization.
· Clarify your purpose and goals for the retreat in business terms, as well as team or relationship building. People pay more attention when they hear how changes could impact performance and effectiveness in their own functions or programs.
2. Adjust Your Point of View
· Your most important job is to listen. Ask people for their candid comments and ideas and make sure you understand what people are really saying. What you may offer surprising clues for a meaningful retreat.
· Clarify issues and priorities. Ask what these mean to various functions or programs represented by retreat participants. Which ones matter most to them, and why?
· Identify the group’s objectives for the retreat, and specify any decisions to be made.
People will buy in to the retreat when it promises to focus on issues and results that matter to them.
3. Define Success
· The next step is to ask everyone (including you) what they want to walk away with. Ask them to describe a great retreat. What would happen? Who would be there? What would it look, sound and feel like?
· Identify critical success factors that will lead the group to success. These might be access to key information, “experts”, decision making capability and specific results. They might also be to ensure valuable time is spent on the right areas or that people are willing to listen well to each other.
· Be very clear about what you expect the group to do. Clearly state whether you want them to make decisions, analyze data, evaluate options, recommend a course of action, or brainstorm out-of-box ideas. Tell them how you will participate, particularly in decision making, and how you will act on meeting outcomes following the retreat.

· Identify obstacles that might interfere with the group success if not dealt with appropriately. This could be different points of view from silos, sites or upper levels, getting the right people to attend, scheduling. Brainstorm ways to deal with these.
4. Clear the path
· Share information openly about the retreat with groups, divisions and sites within and across your entire organization, and with employees, members, customers and sponsors. Encourage all participants to do the same.

· Carve out time and devote your own energies to clearing the path for the meeting’s success. Build rapport with any reluctant supervisors or stakeholders. Get any approvals or administrative support that is needed.

· Consider bringing in a pro, especially when results are critical, time is critical, there are strong opinions, or you need new points of view and a fresh approach. A professional facilitator is a neutral “process” expert (not a “content” expert) who will work with you to get the results you want. 
Leadership actions like these build credibility, confidence and excitement about the upcoming retreat. 
Inspire Success
· Share your excitement and energy especially with your management team.
· Make it easy for people to get involved and arrive prepared and ready to get to work. Distribute pre-meeting work assignments ahead of time. Consolidate and publish logistic information early.
· Publish the draft meeting plan and action items (1-2 pages) within 24 hours of the planning session. Include the group’s vision of a great retreat.
· Hold a readiness meeting with participants one week before the retreat. Always ask what has changed recently. Send out a “final” agenda.

When you build Buy-In, you build an Out Retreat!

Imagine your next retreat as a great one. Think how good it will feel when people have totally bought in to success rather than dreading it as a time consuming, necessary evil. A real Type A meeting!

Remember:

Buy-in starts when participants share the big picture, know where the organization is headed and are fully informed about emerging changes that relate to their areas of responsibility.
Buy-in deepens when people are directly involved throughout the planning process and see their ideas and priorities included in the meeting design.
Buy-in becomes commitment when people experience being part of creating retreat success and work together to make it happen.
Considering hiring a professional facilitator? Contact Karen Buehler, CPF, at www.VergentConsulting.com today. Call (703) 329-2461 for a no-obligation, one-to-one discussion, or email KBuehler@VergentConsulting.com,
*Learn more about how a Certified Professional Facilitator (CPF) can help you create consistently Type A meetings, visit the International Association of Facilitators (IAF) website at www.iaf-world.com.
Karen Buehler, CPF, is President & Principal of Vergent Consulting in Alexandria, Virginia. Vergent is provides leadership and team solutions for organizations working on the verge of the changes coming next. Services include professionally facilitated meetings and retreats, consulting services and training focused on change management, leadership communication and organizational culture.
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