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We are taught how to be a leader of a group but seldom how to 
be a supportive member. 

Committees, councils, and boards are necessary to manage 
the operation of most organizations. An individual's responsibil
ity to and within a group is basically the same as for work on a 
committee, council, or board. 

A board is a policy-setting group, while a committee sets or 
acts on policies. It works under board direction and makes 
recommendations for final decisions. A committee is only as 
strong and effective as its charge and members. They have a 
responsibility to be effective in their committee role. 

This publication focuses on the basic work group of an organ
ization - the committee, and on the foundation of the commit
tee - the individual member. It is designed to help committee 
members understand the importance of their role and how to 
become an effective, functioning member within a committee. 

Committee Structure 

There are two general categories of committees: 
Ad Hoc - generally appointed by the chair to deal with a 

specific problem within a set amount of time. 
Standing - function is determined from the by-laws and this 

committee will operate for an indefinite amount of 
time. 

Every committee has a formal and informal organizational 
structure. To be an effective committee member, individuals 
should be familiar with both since committee accomplishments 
often depend on this knowledge. 

Formal structure within the committee involves knowing: 
• stated purposes of the committee 
• meeting times, dates, and places 

• budget and time commitments 
• committee members' names and addresses 
• written policies for issues to be discussed 
• how decisions are made and who makes them 
• role of paid staff and position descriptions 
Responsibilities that are carried out through the formal struc-

ture include policy determination, fund raising and long-range 
planning, volunteer recruitment, community relations, and 
other functions that demand study and implementation. 
Assigned tasks are also examples of formal responsibilities. 

Informal structure is the social atmosphere and degree of 
harmony among committee members. This social atmosphere 
can shape committee outcomes more than the formal structure. 
Be aware of: 

• informal discussions among committee members before or 
after official committee meetings (a few members who 
meet over lunch, washroom discussions, golf course days, 
coffee breaks, side discussions during a meetings, etc.) 

• who sits where at committee meetings 
• who talks to whom (communication patterns) 
• who is given preferential treatment (meetings that start only 

after the special member arrives, decisions are reversed 
after the special member arrives late, etc.) 

• who tends to give the final approval on an issue (often it's 
not the chair) 

• which committee members are related, personal friends, or 
fellow employees 

• who generally speaks first or longest on an issue and 
whether the issue passes or fails 

These formal and informal structures tend to merge as com
mittee members pass through various phases. 



In the "honeymoon" phase, a committee member becomes 
familiar with the formal and informal committee structures. Dur
ing this time, the committee member is not judged to critically, 
nor is much expected. 

Next comes the "checking it out" phase where the member 
determines just how much of an investment in time, finance, or 
effort will be given to the committee. The member will then 
decide to stay with the committee or leave. 

During the "make-or-break" phase, a member wants to create 
an impact. This is the phase where credibility is earned. The 
committee member may volunteer to take on more than a nor
mal share, perhaps by accepting many assigned tasks, and 
devote an inordinate amount of time to the committee. Eventu
ally, the member "makes" it by being accepted or "breaks" it by 
overload or non-acceptance. 

The "on-top-of-the-job" phase happens when a committee 
member knows how the committee works, and how to get 
results. The member is aware of issues and resources and is 
comfortable in sharing responsibility. 

Finally, during the "leveling out" phase, the member may 
enjoy coasting and the role is less enjoyable. Boredom may set 
in. It's time to start the cycle over again with a new assignment, 
perhaps in a different setting, or the member may need to be 
replaced. 

Personal Motives for Serving on a Committee 

Why is someone motivated to join and be active in a commit
tee? People participate to the extent to which their personal 
needs and interests are satisfied. 

A key to understanding motivation is recognizing the level of 
need to be satisfied. Psychologist Abraham Maslow, in Motiva
tion and Personality, describes a hierarchy of personal needs. 
They range from the basic physical/survival needs to self
fulfillment/self-actualization. Basic needs such as food and 
shelter need to be satisfied first. After personal needs are met, 

the real motivators for committee service such as satisfying 
social needs, self worth, and self-actualization are satisfied. 
These needs include: social acceptance, prestige, value tooth
ers, and personal growth. It is important to remember that all 
committee members have a sense of self worth and feelings 
concerning their contribution to the committee process. 

Motives for being on a committee vary with circumstances. 
Expect a change in motives when the committee takes on a 
different focus, issues beyond the initial topic are addressed, or 
when a committee member experiences personal or occupa
tional changes (i.e. PTA membership for parents, work toward a 
safety light at corner, or downtown improvement near 
business). 

Personal motives for serving on a committee are neither 
"good nor bad." They just exist and need to be recognized. 

Some examples of personal motives are listed in Table 1. 

Roles of Committee Members 

People play a variety of roles on committees. How roles are 
played and by whom determines the effectiveness of committee 
work. Before accepting a committee assignment, consider: 

• why you want to serve 
• personal financial requirements (time, travel, telephone, 

meals) 
• subcommittee expectations 
• length of time you want to serve 
• why individuals are being asked to serve (old/young, 

male/female, minority, disabled, have expertise, "name," 
power, etc) 

• nonverbal communication from other members 
• preparations required for each meeting 
• the goals, objectives, and budget of the committee 
• personal attitude (enthusiastic, positive, and willing to 

work) 

Table 1 

FOR SELF 

Self Directed 

Interest and competency 
An outside activity 
Status 
Like to be busy 
Use up excess time 
Need to qualify for an award 
Control 
A need "to be in the know" 
Recognition 
Rewards 
Experience 
Friendships 
Authority 
Social climb 
Have an ax to grind 
Power 
Personal satisfaction 
A challenge 
Learn new skills/ideas/information 
Feeling of self worth 
Acceptance by others 
Gain respect from others 
Couldn't say "no" 
Feel a special interest 
Owe a time debt to the chair/director/ 

professional 

Personal Motives for Serving on a Committee 

FOR OTHERS 

Community or Organization Directed 

Contribute 
Expertise about the subject matter 
Lend a name 
Work with others to accomplish some
thing meaningful 
Work toward a goal 
Because it's expected as a part of 

membership in an organization 
An honest concern for others 
Representative of similar people 

(women, elderly, business, youth, low 
income, rural or inner city) 

See a need and want to act on it 
Feel a special commitment to the goals 

of the organization 
Share ideas 
Contribution to society 

FOR JOB OR OCCUPATION 

Job/Business Performance Directed 

Stepping stone to more important jobs 
Looks good on a resume 
Good for expanding business 
Expected as a part of the job title 
Enhance image of profession or business 
Owe a time debt to a business colleague 

~·. 



After accepting a committee assignment: 
• speak for the committee only when agreed upon by the 

committee 
• speak well of the committee, the organization, and goals 
• speak well of committee members and their views 
• dress appropriately 
• listen to members of the public and consider their views 

seriously 
An individual committee member plays a number of roles 

within a committee. Three major categories of roles are: task, 
maintenance, and ego. 

Task roles are specific jobs, issues, or decisions to be com
pleted by the committee. Members help to define, coordinate, 
and facilitate the discussion of issues so that the committee can 
resolve them. 

Specific examples of roles include: 

Initiator: an idea person, starts the discussion and sug
gests some ideas 
Information seeker: always asking questions to clarify the 
issues 
Information giver: looked to by the committee for particu
lar expertise 
Evaluator: a critical analyzer of issues and the proposed 
solutions 
Orientor: attempts to keep committee issues in line with 
the overall goals and objectives of the committee 
Coordinator: makes sure all mundane details are in order 
for the smooth functioning of the committee 

Maintenance roles provide the social glue which holds the 
committee together. Specific maintenance roles include: 

Gatekeeper: makes sure that all committee members have 
the opportunity to be heard 
Encourager: affirms the goals of the committee and 
encourages members to participate 
Compromiser: attempts to mediate or otherwise reduce 
level of interpersonal conflict within the committee 
Follower: an interested but relatively non-involved com
mittee member 
Standard setter: encourages committee members to keep 
working toward goals 

Ego roles satisfy the need and desire of individuals to 
accomplish their own personal agendas within the committee. If 
not recognized and dealt with, effective functioning of the 
committee will be disrupted. Major self-serving roles include: 

Aggressor: seeks recognition by personal attacks and 
questioning committee goals in a negative way 
Sympathy Seeker: usually has 101 excuses for not com
pleting committee work assignments 
The Joker: is there to play and have fun 
Blocker: determined to undermine the committee process 
at all costs 
Recognition Seeker: thinks own ideas are not only the 
best ones but the only ones 

Every committee member plays one or more of these roles 
from time to time. By recognizing them, a committee member 
can place the roles in their proper context and use them in a 
positive manner to keep the committee process operating 
smoothly. 

Committee Member Skills 

Active listening is essential for an effective committee 
member. Information from other committee members must be 
gathered before sound discussion can be made. Use these 
guidelines. 

Stop talking. You can't listen while you are talking. 
Get rid of distractions. Avoid fiddling with things. You can't 

listen well if you're doodling on note paper, cleaning a pipe, 
lighting a cigarette, playing with a pencil or pen, or doing 
needlework. 

Look at the other person. The face, eyes, and hands can 
convey messages. Help the speaker know that you are listening. 
Smile, nod, or grunt as appropriate. This tells the speaker that 
you are listening. 

Concentrate on the message. Focus your attention on the 
person's ideas and feelings related to the subject. Listen to how 
it is said. The person's attitudes and emotional reactions may 
express as much or more meaning than the words that are 
spoken. Do not try to concentrate on facts but listen for ideas. 

Recognize your personal emotions. Try to keep your unre
lated worries, fears, or problems out of the situation. They will 
prevent you from empathizing and listening well. 

Share responsibility for communication. You, the listener, 
have an important role. When you don't understand, ask for 
clarification. Don't give up too soon or interrupt needlessly. Give 
the speaker time to express what he/she has to say. 

Use the think/talk time difference constructively. You can 
think much faster than another person can talk. Avoid assuming 
or jumping ahead. Use the time difference to fully interpret and 
remember what has been said. 

Avoid hasty judgments. Don't jump to conclusions. Wait until 
the communication or message is complete. 

Don't argue mentally. Do it in the open. In trying to under
stand another person, listen to the complete story. A mental 
argument sets up a needless barrier. 

Respond to the message. Recognize your personal feelings 
or biases about the individual. Try not to let them influence your 
interpretation of what is being said. Respond to all points of 
discussion. Listening is important. Verbal messages are signals 
sent with words. 



Verbal communication carries less than 35 percent of the 
meaning of a statement; therefore, nonverbal messages, which 
carry 65 percent, are even more important. Nonverbal commun
ication can radically affect the outcome of an interaction. Non
verbal messages are signals sent with the body and include 
gestures, posture, and facial expressions. Look for and recog
nize these components of nonverbal communication from 
others: 

• posture and body position 
• facial expressions 
• voice inflection and tone 
• rate of speech 
• gestures and mannerisms 
• behavior and actions 
Encourage positive nonverbal communication in others and 

make use of it yourself. A warm pat on the back, an agreeing nod 
of the head, or a smile will show your positive feelings. Nonver
bal messages are probably the ones to which committee 
members will respond. 

Feelings play an important part in committee meeting com
munications. Committee members may be able to mask feelings 
in the verbal part of communication, but it is much more difficult 
to repress these feelings in nonverbal behavior. Feelings are 
important because they always affect what is said and how 
others respond. 

Interpersonal communication between committee members 
is the most difficult part of committee work. It can be the key to 
success or be deadly to the health of the committee. Every 
member is 100 percent responsible for his/her personal behav
ior within the committee meeting and how he/she responds to 
others. Look for and recognize components of nonverbal com
munication. In any communication situation between people, 
nonverbal as well as verbal messages are passed back and forth. 

The most important message a committee member can send 
is an "I" message. An "I" message expresses honest feelings as 
directly as possible and is a statement of how the sender is 
thinking and feeling about an issue. A "you" message is a 
judging or blaming message and creates a defensive receiver. 
An "I" message may be: "I'm feeling bogged down. Could we 
move on to another issue?" A "you" message may be: "You are 
spending too much time talking about this issue." 

Conflict management is part of the committee process. Every 
committee will have conflict. Some members will be comfort
able with it, others will not. Agree to disagree. Bringing conflict 
into the open is often one of the more healthy things a commit
tee member can do. Conflict can: 

• clarify issues 
• reduce stress 
• clear the air 
• stimulate decision-making 
• bring issues into the open where they can be dealt with 
• change attitudes 
• bring in new information 
• pinpoint issues overlooked or weaknesses in information 
• encourage change 
• reduce irritation 
• encourage better decisions 
• increase motivation to deal with issues 
• encourage diversity of approaches 

Conclusion 

To be an effective committee member, one must be commit
ted to the concept of teamwork. This means that the skills and 
abilities of other committee members are encouraged, praised, 
and enhanced; that there is a willingness to follow and support 
the chosen leadership; and that a strong commitment exists to 
the mission or purpose of the organization. 

Giving time to a committee implies that it's more important 
than anything else to you at the moment. 

A non-active member will not work well on an active commit
tee. Sometimes a member is put on the committee so that 
he/she will get more involved in the organization. If that doesn't 
happen within three months, help the member get off. 

Seven Guidelines for a Committee Member 

• Speak for the committee only if what you say has been 
approved by the committee. 

• Make all decisions in front of the group. If it's a public 
meeting, it's public. Watch what is said and how it's said. 

• Involve the whole committee and not just two to three 
people clustered in a corner. 

• Leave confidential information in the committee room. 
• Respect the right of other committee members to have 

differing opinions and to express and defend them. 
• Be kind to others. 
• Attend all committee meetings. If you accepted the job, it's 

important to you. If it's not, get off the committee. 
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