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Retreats for Improved Library
Management: The Basics
By ARTURO L. TORRES, University of Louisville

M ost libraries face a future of change anduncertainty. Limited budgets, increased
costs, rapid technological developments and
changing staff expectations are but a few prob-
lems facing libraries today. A retreat can provide
a forum for collective discussion, planning, and
implementation of solutions to these problems.

A retreat allows participants to evaluate their
situation and to view things in perspective. It is
an opportunity to get away and nurture the kind
of communication that usually is neglected in
the day-to-day operations of an organization. It
requires advance planning to encourage com-
munication in a setting where significant organ-
izational issues can be identified, discussed, and
resolved.

The retreat is hardly a new concept. Shake-
speare often placed his characters in a forest to
sort out problems and gain insight. Likewise,
the North American Indian traditionally has
retreated to out-of-the-way holy places for a
vision. For centuries, the Church and clergy have
been using retreats to reaffirm their religious
convictions.' Today, writers,2 educators,' business
people, 4 elected officials and government
workers, 5 as well as many professional groups,
are using retreats for various purposes. An ABA
"Law Poll" conducted a few years ago concluded
that about one-third of the lawyers in private
practice attend retreats on a regular basis. 6

Increasingly, librarians are recognizing the ben-
efits of retreats.7

The elements of a successful library retreat
are fairly basic. First, the issues must be identified
to determine whether they lend themselves to a
retreat setting. Next, a decision has to be made on
the type of retreat needed. When this has been
done, advance planning is necessary. Finally,
follow-up activities should be considered.

What Purpose Does a Retreat Serve?

A retreat can foster a spirit of unity when
there is a need for consensus. Major policy,
philosophical and organizational issues, rather
than day-to-day work activities, should be the
subject of a library retreat. A few examples of
retreat objectives are listed below.

A. To review past performance (e.g., evaluate
the library's strengths and weaknesses, survey
services, review policies and/or procedures, and
evaluate overall staff performance).

B. To resolve present problems (e.g., inter-
personal conflict, breakdown of communication
and lack of mutual goals and objectives). In these
situations, discussions should not focus on prob-
lems with specific individuals, but should be
generalized and related to the mission of the
library.

(Continued on page 2)
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C. To plan for the future (e.g., short- and long-range
planning, improving and expanding services, developing
goals and objectives, and preparing for change).

D. To educate and share information (e.g., staff develop-
ment, discussion of major issues and trends in the profession,
and affirmation of positive attitudes).

Usually, topics will overlap. For example, to plan for the
future, past and current practices may need to be reviewed.
The issue(s) identified will dictate the type of retreat.

What Type of Retreat Is Appropriate?

The following types of retreats have been identified:
Planning. Many consider a retreat primarily for planning

purposes. Here, long- and short-term planning strategies and
alternatives can be analyzed. During each discussion at the
retreat, recorder(s) write the salient points on poster paper
where they can be seen by the group. Ideas can be further
developed at that time or at a later session. Each decision
should be posted, and the name of the person responsible for
follow-up written next to it, along with a deadline or
timetable. After the retreat, the recorder(s) can refine and
distribute copies of ideas discussed and decisions reached.

Problem-solving. A retreat can provide a forum for iden-
tifying and solving specific internal and external administra-
tive, organizational, or staffing problems. This type of retreat
also may be called a "brainstorming" retreat. The planning-
retreat procedures described above can be adapted to a
brainstorming or problem-solving retreat, with the group
advancing as many ideas as possible without initially eval-
uating any of them. When participants run out of ideas, or
at a set time, the suggestions are considered individually.
Those that are not acceptable to a majority of the group
should be discarded. Those that are acceptable to the entire
group may be refined and further developed.

Educational. A retreat can be effective for information
sharing, staff development, and training purposes. Topics
covered at this type of retreat include the role of personnel,
procedures, and new trends and developments in the profes-
sion. For example, staff who are involved with or affected by
automation can be asked to prepare short presentations for
the rest of the library staff. By doing so, they are helping to
educate other people; developing leadership abilities; and
gathering, analyzing, and organizing data first-hand.

Self-evaluation. This type of retreat is designed to help the
library evaluate its status quo. Subjects of discussion can
include the organization's strengths and weaknesses, the
effectiveness of current programs and services, library policies
and procedures, and overall staff performance.

Participants should be given an opportunity to outline
what they perceive to be the library's strengths and weaknesses.
An analysis of this data develops a picture of what the library
is doing'and what it needs to do; such an analysis may serve
as the basis for a future retreat.

Social. A degree of social interaction should be a part of
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any retreat; however, it is the primary focus of a retreat where
the objective is not to discuss business, but rather to become
better acquainted. The agenda should be informal. For a one-
day retreat, refreshments and a leisurely lunch should be
provided. A neutral third party may be scheduled to speak
and later to lead the group in communication exercises. By
the end of the retreat, everyone should have a sense of
camaraderie.

A retreat may be a combination of these types. For instance,
including an educational session or a problem-solving
session in a planning retreat may be appropriate. Naturally,
the overall purpose should determine the type of retreat.

What Planning Steps Should Be Taken?

Once the type of retreat has been decided, the next step is
to develop a planning schedule. The more time spent in
planning, the better the effectiveness of the retreat. Following
are the key elements in this process:

Appoint a Coordinator. Either an individual or a coordi-
nating committee should be appointed. The coordinator is
usually in charge of preparing the planning schedule.
Logistics such as site selection and preparation, food, refresh-
ments, equipment, supplies, size of group, etc., also are the
coordinator's responsibility. The coordinator should be
aware that retreats do not have to be expensive. Although it
would be nice to plan a two- or three-day retreat at a plush
resort, that would not be affordable for most libraries. On the
other hand, a one-day, or even a half-day mini-retreat usually
would be affordable. The primary requisite is a quiet,
comfortable meeting area. It can be someone's home, a
community center, a church building, or a university. The
idea is to get away from interruptions and day-to-day activities.
The coordinator should prepare and distribute an agenda
and arrange for recorder(s) in advance.

Develop an Agenda. The agenda is crucial to the success
of the retreat. As people are more likely to participate if they
feel they have a stake in the planning process, everyone
should play a part in developing the agenda, with the
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coordinator soliciting input, reviewing suggestions, and
narrowing the topics. The agenda should allow breaks for
social interaction. It should spell out the goals and objectives,
as well as the ground rules, of the retreat. Above all, it should
be short and simple. A draft of the agenda should be produced
and comments solicited as early as possible. The final version
should be distributed well in advance to allow participants
time to prepare for the retreat.

Establish Ground Rules. The purpose and goals of the
retreat should dictate the ground rules. Of course, discussions
should proceed in an orderly fashion. Some seventeen ground
rules have been noted by Wallace.8 A few of these include:
(1) assurance that no post-retreat reprisals will be allowed for
speaking up; (2) allowance of no personal attacks; (3) agree-
ment that there will be no personal or personnel gripes;
(4) restriction that no one may speak until recognized.
Ground rules may be as formal or informal as suits the
occasion.

Distribute Preliminary Materials. Background informa-
tion, statistics, and other materials that may be useful to
review before the retreat should be distributed with the
agenda. These items must be kept to a minimum, because
overburdening staff members practically guarantees that
most of them will not even scan the materials.

Select Retreat Leader(s). Leaders should be selected to take
charge once the retreat begins. Their job is to keep the focus
on the goals and objectives. The leaders may be the same as
the coordinators, but not necessarily. Leaders may be respected
and objective members of the staff, or they may be associated
with an independent third party. In any case, it is important
that the leaders have a well-defined role which is understood
by everyone involved.

Consider Logistics. Accommodating a number of people
at a retreat may pose a problem. For libraries with large staffs,
two solutions are offered. The first is to limit the number of
participants by department, unit, duties, or other category.
Another solution is to organize the agenda so that the large
staff breaks into smaller discussion groups during the retreat,
subsequently reporting back to the larger group. This is
usually the better solution, but it does require a tremendous
amount of planning and coordination.

What Should Happen at the Retreat?

A. The introduction and welcome should include a review
of the agenda and ground rules.

B. The introduction should be followed by an overview of
the subject of the retreat, such as the "State of the Library."

C. The retreat should afford everyone attending an oppor-
tunity to participate. It should allow for the integration of
individual talents and efforts into the library's planning
process. Staff members are more likely to venture their
opinions and ideas if they can do so without fear of reprisal
or rejection.

D. Recorder(s) should be recruited before the retreat. They
are responsible for taking notes or minutes and, after the
retreat, transcribing and distributing copies to all participants.

E. A concluding statement at the end of each session is
helpful. At the end of the final session, the leaders should
summarize resolutions and conclusions, and also review all
specific plans or principles that were agreed upon during the
retreat.

What About the Post-Retreat Activities?

Planning and attending a retreat are relatively easy; the real
work begins with the task of implementation after the retreat.
The following post-retreat activities are recommended:

Distribution of Minutes. The distribution of minutes or
notes from the retreat that outline decisions reached and
responsibilities assigned, along with a timetable, allows
everyone to have a record of what took place, what was
decided, and who is responsible for what and when.

Follow-up and Feedback. Scheduling follow-up and feed-
back to determine where projects are on the timetable and
what adjustments, if any, need to be made is probably the
most important post-retreat activity.

The communication and discussion of issues that takes
place at a retreat-regardless of the purpose or type of
retreat-is useful in providing a foundation for better library
management.
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