
A Mid-Summer Night’s Dream: 

Off-Site Strategy Sessions That Crank Up The Heat! 

 

You’ve heard of Christmas in July?  Well, let’s talk about New Year’s in August.   

How would it feel to come into the next twelve months knowing you 
and your entire team are totally focused and prepared to accomplish 
the goals for your dental practice?  How productive might you 
become if everyone on the team knew their objectives and were 
excited about and committed to achieving success over the next 
year?  It could happen by borrowing an idea from corporate 
America… the Off-Site Annual Strategy Session.   

Just like larger businesses and corporations, dental practices need to take time every year to 
regroup, reflect, plan, and recommit to practice vision and strategy in order to be most 
effective.  But, for most practices, December and January are not the best months to hold an 
annual business strategy / planning meeting for multiple reasons.  And luckily, there is not an 
existing practice rule book that says we HAVE TO do these in the New Year or even that we 
have to consider our business strategy using a calendar year at all.  Most large corporations 
operate on a fiscal year and by selecting a slower or more fitting time to strategize the coming 
twelve months, they are able to create greater focus and big results.   

Let’s be clear:  An effective practice strategy is not a single event… it’s an ongoing process.  But, 
an Annual Strategy Off-Site Meeting can be a great jumping off point for the process to begin, 
be rekindled, or get re-focused.  After many years of sitting on every side of the fence in these 
types of meetings – as a participant, a business owner, and a neutral facilitator, I’ve compiled a 
checklist to help you optimize this valuable use of time, avoid some serious morale and meeting 
killers, and create a memorable and worthwhile session:   

1. Schedule in advance.  Schedule this one- to two-day meeting off-site and during a 
regular business day(s).  You’ll need at least a month (at a minimum) to prepare for this 
meeting properly.  Most practices give themselves several months, and those that do 
this regularly generally put it on their schedule a year in advance.   

2. Carefully choose attendees.  For small- to medium-size practices, expect everyone to be 
present as well as prepared and pay them their normal hourly rate (or a fair 
administrative rate).  For larger group practices expect all those in management 
positions but also include some carefully chosen front-line employees to represent their 
unique perspective and to bring fresh ideas.   

3. Choose a creative location.  When it comes to choosing your off-site location, get 
creative!  People respond very positively to fresh, new, and invigorating environments.  
We’ve experienced incredible energy shifts holding these meetings in nearby parks, 



wineries, zoos, libraries, recreation centers, even team member’s homes out by the 
pool!  We often look for opportunities to experience great service (or the lack thereof) 
by availing ourselves of the services of the business where we are having our meeting.  
For example, we started one meeting with breakfast at a fast-food chain followed by 
lunch at a 5-star restaurant.  For the afternoon “opener” we discussed our observations 
and the differences we noticed in service, of course then relating those observations to 
our own strategy for building patient loyalty.  You can also schedule some surprise fun 
and bonding time before or after meetings like private wine tastings, spa services, 
behind-the-scenes tours, opening day movies, or teambuilding activities.  If you want to 
go even bigger, the afternoon before the strategy session, we’ve helped teams combine 
rock-climbing, zip-lines, adventure courses or cooking classes.  These creative ideas and 
experiences keep meetings fresh, minds open to new possibilities, and team members 
looking forward to the upcoming meetings. 

4. Define the purpose.  The purpose of this meeting is to consider past performance, 
current standards and conditions, and set new objectives and goals for the twelve 
months.   

5. Identify the leader.  The owner/doctor or office manager should lead this meeting, but 
many tasks can be delegated to appropriate staff members.  Be prepared to pay them 
for this time as well.  (i.e., hygiene teams may be asked to prepare a short presentation 
on the health of their department for the past year and make suggestions for 
improvement and goal setting for the coming year.)  I’ve seen some team members 
really get in to these projects and bring graphs and special reports to the meetings! 

6. Insist on advance preparation.  Without enough proper data prepared in advance and 
provided at the meeting, it will be a disaster and a waste of everyone’s time.  Enlist help 
from the team to compile statistics and data as well as advanced idea generation.  You 
may even want to ask the team to review some of the information in advance.  You can 
provide some thought-provoking questions to accompany the information as well.  This 
allows your meeting time to be spent on idea generation, goal setting and strategic 
planning instead of spending hours on review.   

7. Hire a professional facilitator.  It is highly recommended that you hire a professional 
facilitator, not necessarily a motivational speaker or trainer, but someone with 
experience in neutral facilitation of strategic meetings.  They will keep your meeting on 
time, on topic, and on task to bring out the decisions, changes, commitments, and new 
marching orders going forward.  If this is an internal person with an agenda, everyone 
will see it quickly and you will not create an open, dynamic format and environment for 
real creative breakthroughs and transformational work.   A good facilitator will make 
sure to establish ownership of ideas, create follow-through and follow-up commitments, 
and re-direct any negative or volatile behaviors.    

8. Create your agenda.  There should be a firm agenda for this meeting as well as a 
timekeeper and scribe assigned in advance.   

9. Practice effective meeting techniques.  Take regular breaks, ensure plenty of 
movement and incorporate activities (breakouts, mini-groups, report-backs.)  Make sure 
you are prepared with dry erase boards and markers, flip charts, paper and pencils for 



everyone, agendas, samples, fee schedules, statistics, etc.  Anything you will need to 
make the meeting meaningful and successful.   

10. Remember it’s an “energy game!”  Cater a nice but light lunch and provide a healthy, 
high-energy snack for mid-morning and mid-afternoon.  Some practices even end their 
day with a champagne toast to thank everyone for a job well done and to celebrate the 
coming year.  Be creative and remember that little things make it special. 

11. Focus on the creation of the future.  Be sure to keep these meetings positive and 
upbeat.  Focus on creating and improving your future and don’t allow yourselves to get 
stuck on discussions about the past.  

 

You can see from this list that an annual strategy meeting does require some planning and 
forethought, but teams who are willing to spend this kind of quality time generally do much 
better in terms of accomplishing their goals and feeling like they understand the direction of 
the practice.  Team members as well as owners, doctors, and office managers feel like their 
ideas and opinions have been considered and that things are moving forward and improving…  
a terrific way to start any new year, no matter when it begins!  

For a free list of proposed discussion topics or strategic questions to use at your meeting, or to find out 
about a professionally facilitated Lion Camp team retreat for your practice, email info@LionSpeak.net .  
You can also find more information about our facilitated team retreats here:  
https://www.lionspeak.net/calibration/  

 
Katherine Eitel Belt and LionSpeak Communications 
Coaching provide training services designed to help dental 
teams access their own instinctive greatness and their full 
potential.  If you’d like to dramatically improve your 
communication skills for frontline patient interactions, 
leadership conversations, and team culture, visit our website 
www.LionSpeak.net for a look how we can help you master 
consistently-excellent, unscripted communication.  You’ll find 
audio programs, workshops, virtual and on-site team training, 
team culture retreats, and mystery shopper call services.  Call us 
at (800) 595-7060 and identify yourself as a Front Office Rocks 

member and we’ll give you an extra 10% off!   
 
Don’t forget to sign up for Katherine’s complimentary inspirational blog called Monday Morning 
Stretch.  Its where over 5,000 teams get their weekly inspiration, communication tips, and leadership 
reminders.  http://www.lionspeak.net/blog/  
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