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IKE MOST EVENT PLANNERS, KERI
Mclntosh is always looking for
the next superstar destination
for corporate cvents. Several

years ago, she ventured out west
and struck what she now considers ro be
gold—dude ranches.

“We're still getting calls three years
later from people raving about that trip,”
Mclntosh says, referring to the firse suc-
cessful dude ranch incentive trip for The
Castle Group, the Boston-based events
management agency where she works as
events director.

The company launched a corporate
sales contest with a Western theme at a
national sales meeting. The kickoff party,
featuring bandanas, cowboy hats and line
dancing, succeeded in renewing excitement
and bolstering confidence. As a result, the
company’s sales soared. Contest winners
cach earned a four-day stay at the Tanque
Verde Ranch in Tucson, Ariz., complete
with scenic horseback rides, mountaintop
cookout breakfasts and rodco games.

“One reason for the success is that the
contest had a unique hook.” Mclntosh
says. “The Western theme really lent itsell
to an exciting campaign that kept the sales
team highly motivated.”

MclIntosh is one of many corporate
planners who have discovered that dude
and guest ranches are ideal locations for
corporate mectings, retreats and incentive
trips. Secluded, distraction-free locations
in scenic areas, all-inclusive rates that
cover food, lodging and activities, and an
incomparable experience are among the
reasons why more planners are leading
companics out to the rugged frontier.

Why Ranches?

Typically, corporate executives interested
in the ranch experience view their employ-
ecs as primary assets, says Tim Walther,
president and co-owner of Rand Dynam-

ics, a consulting company in Jackson
Hole, Wyo., that specializes in corporate
retreats and offers outdoor adventure
options from which clients often choose
ranch locations.

“Racher than react to workplace issues
and employee problems, these leaders
take a proactive approach by secking cor-
porate retreats that allow them to step
back and look ar the big picrure,™ he says.
“To achieve this, they need the option of
customizing their services and the kind of
privacy and group intimacy a ranch can
provide.”

Most ranch guest accommodations do
not provide phones or televisions, so
there is a pervading sense of being com-
pletely cur off from the frenetic pace of
civilization.

“Corporations want a place where

The Dude Ranchers’ Association’s Dude Rancher
Directory, which lists its 118 member ranches in

12 western states and two Canadian provinces. is
available for free at www.duderanch.org.
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everyone can come together and not get
separated,” says Clay Conoly, owner of
Dixic Dude Ranch, a medium-size resort
that includes a second property, the more
rustic Dixic Dude West, two miles down
the road. Both are situated in the 725-
square-mile Texas county of Bandera,
known for its dude and guest ranches.
“They have three meals a day here. They
don’t have to get into their cars. [f they
had their meeting in a city, everyone
would break up and do their own thing,.
At the ranch, nobody splits up.”

Conoly recently hosted a week-long
corporate retreat at Dixie Dude Ranch
during which the employees worked so
hard, they only had time for one cowboy
cookout breakfast and a chuck wagon
ride. In this case, Conoly says, the compa-
ny mainly chose the location for its priva-
cy and seclusion.

Companies have also taken over his
ranches for special occasions, such as
Christmas parties. Work is not part of the
agenda, he jokes. “They come for a few
and stay up late drink-

days to ride horse
ing whisky and beer,™ he says.

Work and Play
About 30 percent of visitors to medium-
size and larger ranches are corporate, gov-
ernment or civic groups, according to
those interviewed for this story. While
most ranches have comfortable meeting
rooms, more are recognizing the powerful
potential of having a facility amenable to
hosting business events. As a result, they
are continually improving their conference
facilities and making more of an cffort to
get the word out about their services.

For instance, the TA Guest Ranch in
Buffalo, Wyo., installed a high-tech con-
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recently started contacting event planners
in Denver to draw more corporate busi-
ness to her ranch, which can accommo-
date up to 34 people.

A venue that has no problem areracting

business is the 79-room Rancho de los
Caballeros, located an hour from Phoenix
in Wickenburg, Ariz. It has a 4,500-
square-foot conference center that can
accommodate up to 250 people, along
with seven additional meeting rooms. In
addition to a state-of-the-art corral with
100 horses, team-building rodeo activities
and cowboy cookouts, the resort-style
ranch offers a championship golf course
and 20,000 acres of desert land that can
be used for various team-building activi-
ties. Special mecting packages are avail-
able, and corporations can arrange to
take over the ranch exclusively for events.
An on-site meeting coordinator accom-
modates cach group’s special needs.

Some companies prefer smaller, more
rustic ranches, such as the Boulder Moun-
tain Ranch in Boulder, Utah, which
accommodates |35 people and has a room
for meetings. The ranch mainly atcracts
exccutives interested in horseback riding
and ream-building programs. The staff
designs various tcam-building activities
for their clients based on specific needs
and goals. On onc occasion, staff mem-
bers built a 12-foor, dry-wood wall, says
owner Sioux Cochran.

“Each person had to climb the wall
and stay at the top until cach member of
the team made ie,” she explains. “The idea
was to help cach other reach the top.”

For those looking for an authenric taste
of the Wild West, Horseworks Wyoming
in Thermopolis, Wyo., is the perfect ranch
to visit. While it has a conference room
and library, beds are scarce, aside from a
five-room cabin and bunkhouse. Most

guests sleep in tents in a camping area
with ncarby kitchen facilitics, restrooms
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and a recreation room.

The no-frills ranch is led by an 8 1-ycar-
old cowboy named Nate Brown, who
leads multiple-day cattle drives, pack trips
and outdoor survival trips along with vol-
unteers from around the country who
offer their services to keep the weekly rate
at an affordable $550.

“We promise that our wranglers won’t
kecl over and die on you,” jokes co-owner
MacCile Brown, referring to the City
Slickers movie starring Billy Crystal.

The ranch also has full access to three
beaver ponds stocked for fishing, archery
ranges, volleyball and open ball felds,
and unlimited hiking areas.

Take Your Pick

Ranch styles run the gamur from rustic to
resort-like. They can generally host from
eight to 120 people ata time with per-per-
son rates ranging from $125 to $400 a
day or $800 to $3,000 per week. Staff
members work with guests to create tai-
lored packages that most often center
around horseback riding, the core activity
at all ranches.

Ranches generally provide Western-
style activities, such as breakfast and din-
ner cookouts, musical entertainment, din-
ner theater, line and square dancing, and
daytime and nighrtime  hayrides, all
included in the price. Some ranches pro-
vide supervised rodeo events during
which even those who have never ridden a
horse get to compete in activitics such as
team penning and barrel racing.

What guest ranches have in common,
whether they are rustic or luxurious, is
that they provide quality lodging, good
food, a range of outdoor activities, and
hospitality, says Marcia
Williams, executive director of the Cody,
Wyo.-based Dude Ranchers’™ Association
(DRA). The organization has strict specifi-
cations for its members and requires a

exceptional
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two-year application process.

Ranch owners take pride in providing
a high standard of good, old-fashioned
hospitality, much like that shown to the
first guests in the early 1900s, Williams
says. Back then, visitors would stay for a
minimal cost at the request of railroad
companies. Traveling through on their
way to another destination, they were
treated like private guests, and that tradi-
tion has never changed, she stresses

“You get the same hospitality no mat-
ter where you go,” she says. “People love
what they do and are happy to work with
their guests to create an experience that
will last a lifetime.”

Luxurious Adventure

Many groups visit resort ranches because

they provide more activities, such as golf,

and are great destinations for employees

with famili
“Our corporate guests bring their fam-

ilies more often than not,” says Kathy
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Located on the largest freshwater lake west of the
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Park, the crown jewel, is only 45 minutes away.
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Weiss, director of marketing for the Ran-
cho de los Caballeros. “We offer chil-
dren’s programs to keep them occupied
while one parent is working and the other
is off relaxing by the pool or getting a
massage. We have family activities every
day from 1:30 to § p.m., which provides a
great opportunity for the families to have
fun together.™

Back in the Saddle: |
f Ventuea County
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What sets resort r:mchq§ apart from
their more rugged brothers is that they
sport amenitics such as swimming, pools
and grander slecping accommodations.
They are more likely to provide health
spas with saunas, Jacuzzis, massage thera
pists, and an on-site chefl. Many have a
wider range of scasonal activitics to
choose from, such as tennis, kayaking,

canocing, -and swimming in the summer
months, and cross-country skiing, snow
tubing, dog sledding, and snowshoeing in
the winter, depending on the location of
the ranch.

While resort ranches generally do not
offer overnight cartle driving and camping
trips, they nearly always provide stellar
horseback riding services and opportuni-
tics for team building. The Double JJ
Ranch in Rothbury, Mich., for instance,
has everything from a championship golf
course to two-hour cattle drives for up to

10 riders. The ranch also offers the Cor-
porate Challenge Program, which features
used for
games to facilitate problem solving, group
communication and leadership.

an outdoor obstacle course

Going Rustic

Ranches tend to focus on rugged outdoor
activities such as rodeo games and longer,
more difficult trail rides that bring people
together in isolated settings. During multi-
ple-day cattle driving trips, a la City Slick-
ers, guests work in a team to herd cattle.
These ranches are also more likely to pro-
vide camping and fshing trips.

Companies who seek this style usually
want a retreat that focuses on cmployee
bonding.

Gene Roberts, vice president of the
DRA, has scen lives transformed as guests
learned to ride horses at his Wilderness
Trails Ranch in Durango, Colo. The
upscale but rustic ranch is surrounded by
the Rocky Mountains.

“The first thing they learn is that we
don’t tell horses whar to do; we ask
them,” he explains. “If we give the com-
mands properly, the horses respond. A
simpatico devclops between horse and
rider, but if a rider is too tough on the
horse, the horse will not respond. This
experience helps upper managers to real-
ize that it is through kindness and appro-
priate communication that you can estab-
lish a relationship of trust.”

Jayme Feary, a business performance
consultant at Rand Dynamics, realized
during a summer vacation at a dude ranch
that people were making major mental
leaps in just a few days. None of the pro-
grams he had tried before then had been
as cffective so quickly.

“I saw that being on a ranch did some-
thing to pcople’s minds,” he says. “The
experience of learning to ride a horse pro-
vides what 1 call an indirect mirror. It’s
hard to teach people about them
putting a mirror in front of them, but if
you put them on a saddle, they will learn

clves by

about themselves on their own.”

During a corporate cvent, the activity
puts everyone on an cqual playing ficld,
Feary explains. The horse doesn’t know
who the boss is, and the horse will
respond to the best leader, whether it’s a
secretary or the CEO.

Listening to the Quiet

Feary regularly takes corporate exccutives
on multiple-day trail rides into the wilder-
ness.

“They start out talking policy, big busi-
ness, how many socialite friends they
have,” he says. “Then one day, they see a
big bull moose 50 yards away. They start
listening to the river and taking an interest
in wildlife. When people get away from
the distractions, they become immersed in
the beauty and solitude of nature. It takes
a few days, but eventually all che stress
melts away.” ’

It appears that companies are begin-
ning to catch on to this secret power of
naturc. Many have learned that after a
few days in the wilderness, employees are
better able to share ideas and strategize
about the tuture. #

Connie Mulqueen is an Allanta-based froelance wriler.




