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7

1
W H AT  I S  A  C O M M I T T E E ?

The word committee is derived from the Latin words com, or with, and 
mittere, which means to put or send. Together, the Latin word com-
mittere means to entrust or give custody. Committere is the precursor 

to the word commit, which entered the English vocabulary in the 15th cen-
tury. Add ee, which simply denotes that a person or persons are responsible 
for the action of the formative word, and we have committee. The contem-
porary definition of committee according to Merriam-Webster (n.d.a.) is a 
group of people who are chosen to do a particular job or make a decision 
about something.

One of the challenges of studying committees is their amorphous and 
enigmatic nature that defies a concise theoretical definition. Is a committee 
a team, a task force, a work group, or something else? Relative to other small 
groups, the idea of committee work is disadvantaged by the definition of a 
committee, which lacks urgency or intention. By way of comparison, a task 
force is “a temporary grouping under one leader for the purpose of accom-
plishing a definite objective” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.b., para. 1). Researchers 
have gone to great pains to differentiate the various group structures that exist 
in organizations. Teams embody the idealistic attributes of shared purpose, 
mutual accountability, and exceptional performance; potential teams have all 
the right ingredients to be great but lack accountability and shared purpose; 
pseudoteams lack emphasis on shared performance, and individual potential 
is actually stifled by the group; and last, work groups focus on information 
exchange, and members support one another to accomplish their individual 
responsibilities (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Committees fall somewhere 
on the spectrum between team and work group, but where exactly depends 
on the composition of the committee, its leadership, and its task.

In many respects committees function like work groups, which have 
seven distinct characteristics: (a) there are two or more members, (b) they 
conduct tasks on behalf of a larger organization, (c) members have shared 
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8  understanding university committees

goals or objectives, (d) members engage socially or virtually, (e) work tasks 
are interdependent, (f ) the group acts semiautonomously and is self-regu-
lating, and (g) the group’s work is influenced and constrained by the larger 
organization (Kozlowski & Bell, 2003). At the most basic level, committees 
constitute a group, that is, “a collection or set of individuals who interact 
with and depend on each other” (Zander, 1982, p. 1). While discussing this 
issue with a colleague, I joked that the solution to committee inefficacy is to 
simply rename them teams or task forces, and we should realize the disci-
plined performance that is associated with these labels.

Many individuals perceive committees as teams, or as Kevin Rockmann, 
a scholar and professor of organizational behavior with George Mason 
University’s School of Business stated, he does not “differentiate between 
a committee and team”; instead, he imagines committees as a variation of 
teams and expects the committee to emulate the characteristics and processes 
outlined in team research. Unfortunately, many committees do not subscribe 
to the disciplines and structures found in traditional teams. One of the pur-
poses of this book is to encourage readers to be intentional and strategic 
regarding their participation in and management of committees. For some, 
this may require a paradigm shift in how committees are conceptualized or 
reexamination of committees from an objective and critical perspective.

Committees are convened to address nearly every issue imaginable in 
IHE. Some examples of committee work cited by the individuals I spoke 
with include tenure and promotion, graduate program management, syl-
labus review, institutional space use and scheduling, faculty development, 
environmental stewardship, student retention and engagement, strategic 
planning, university event management, budgets, campus planning, and 
even a committee on committees, just to name a few. Committees are formed 
when “institutional needs arise that cannot be addressed via existing struc-
tures (because they are considered inadequate for a particular set of circum-
stances); new governance structures must be developed” (Quarless & Barrett, 
2017, p. 117). Although the authors are referring to administrative task 
forces, committees, especially ad hoc committees, serve essentially the same 
function. Put another way, “the opposing desiderata of broad-scale involve-
ment and decision-making efficacy can theoretically be resolved through the 
creation of a single body” (Schuster et al., 1994, p. 183), which the authors 
argued is a committee. To be clear, no topic is too important or too benign 
to preclude the creation of a committee if one is desired or needed. While 
the charge of the committee may be explicit, the organizational role of com-
mittees extends beyond the implicit purpose of shared governance to include 
important organizational and individual functions that enhance the capac-
ity of individuals and the institution to learn, adapt, mature, and perform. 
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what is a committee?  9

The ancillary value of committees is often overlooked and underappreciated. 
Committees provide unique opportunities to blend expertise, knowledge, 
personalities, ideas, and resources in ways that greatly benefit individual 
growth and institutional knowledge.

Last, and perhaps most important, committees serve as a public stage 
where reputations are made or tarnished. First impressions are established 
within a fraction of a second (Bar et al., 2006). In cohesive committees, 
members become trusted colleagues and even friends. Through commit-
tee work, individuals establish themselves as reliable, punctual, collegial, 
informed, and congenial. However, committees also serve as the institutional 
thresher by teasing out those who are difficult to work with, obstinate, short-
sighted, or self-centered. It does not take long for a person to establish a 
reputation, good or bad, among their peers in committees. This reputation 
will precede them in future endeavors, and word tends to travel fast in IHE. 
What is more, our performance in committees is not merely a reflection of 
our professionalism, integrity, and character. We are also serving as ambas-
sadors for our department, office, and colleagues. Our performance, like it 
or not, for better or for worse, is perceived by some as indicative of our 
respective departments’ values, work ethic, competence, and worth. Houston 
Miller, a professor of chemistry at George Washington University, pointed 
out that members of promotion and tenure committees often evaluate fac-
ulty performance and service in committees to determine if “this person is 
really going to be somebody who will be a good citizen” because “basically 
you’re signing up to be a family member with this person forever.” What 
better place to prove our value to the institution than our performance in 
committees among a diverse audience of peers and colleagues?

Instrument for Shared Governance

Similar to the concept of academic freedom, the term shared governance is 
used so liberally in academia that it is generally misunderstood. In 1966, 
the American Association of University Professors issued the Statement on 
Government of Colleges and Universities. In addition to recommending spe-
cific responsibilities for members of academe, it proclaimed that “a college 
or university in which all the components are aware of their interdepend-
ence, of the usefulness of communication among themselves, and of the force 
of joint action will enjoy increased capacity to solve educational problems” 
(p. 376). This statement does not define the mechanics of shared govern-
ance, but it does succinctly capture the philosophical value of shared gov-
ernance and why committees are integral to the operation of IHE. As Kim 
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10  understanding university committees

Eby, associate provost for faculty affairs and development at George Mason 
University acknowledged, “I have not done anything at this institution with-
out the contribution and collaborations of faculty members from across this 
campus, period.” This statement illustrates the interdependence inherent to 
most organizational processes and the utility of committees in bringing dis-
parate stakeholders together. In many cases, committees serve as the only 
cross-departmental solution capable of orchestrating the work of IHE.

The idea of shared governance arose from the diametric relationship 
between university administration and faculty and disputes over how institu-
tional functions should be managed and by whom. Indeed, there is research 
that indicates that “faculty members and administrators continue to work 
in individual silos” (Kezar, 2003, p. xi) and “see and understand governance 
differently” (p. xii). One faculty member I spoke with suggested that “there’s 
always a divide between administration and faculty” in IHE that is inevitably 
reflected in committees. Sharon Fries-Britt, a professor of higher education at 
the University of Maryland, who has extensive experience as an administra-
tor and a faculty member, conceded that the “academic side works so differ-
ently,” not better or worse than the administrative functions but remarkably 
different in many ways, particularly in regard to management, expectations, 
and productivity. The governance challenges within IHE are only becoming 
more complex as demands from external stakeholders for accountability and  
participatory roles increase. Historically, institutional governance has been 
shared between two parties: the administration and the faculty. Today, colleges 
and universities must also consider the desires, expectations, and demands 
of, for example, alumni, parents, staff, students, advisory boards, and politi-
cians (Bejou & Bejou, 2016). While a difference of perspective is challenging 
enough when two parties employed by the same organization have a shared 
referential experience, the opinions of external agents who are new to higher 
education (e.g., parents, public officials, students, and employers) are par-
ticularly problematic because they are rarely familiar with the organizational 
history, culture, restraints, norms, legal issues, and complexity inherent to 
IHE. This diversity of opinion is a double-edged sword; the challenges of 
reconciling conflicting perspectives introduce a modicum of frustration for 
some but can also lead to more innovative solutions, or as Houston stated, 
“There are problems, and you need to have diversity of opinions” to solve 
them. A diversity of viewpoints is needed to solve the challenges facing IHE 
today, and gender, racial, and ethnic diversity of committee composition is 
also needed to reflect the needs and desires of increasingly diverse institu-
tions. Strategies for creating diverse and inclusive committees is a core theme 
throughout this book and is addressed in chapters 3, 4, 6, and 7.
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what is a committee?  11

One faculty member I spoke to described shared governance as “democ-
ratized decision-making.” Many scholars have noted that administrators and 
faculty have different interpretations of shared governance (Bowen & Tobin, 
2015). Institutional governance is far too complex an issue to discuss in detail 
here, but suffice it to say that administrators and faculty tend to disagree on 
which constituency should or does maintain primary authority for the gov-
ernance of the institution. “Shared” implies that all individuals engaged in 
the process of governance have equal authority, expertise, agency, and voice 
in decision-making. In practice, shared governance is a modified version of 
participative decision-making (Cotton et al., 1988) whereby members of an 
organization are granted opportunities to be involved in decision-making 
processes that affect their work. In IHE these opportunities exist via commit-
tees and other governance structures, but it does not mean that all voices are 
equal, that participation is mandatory or encouraged, or that all committee 
members engage appropriately in decision-making opportunities.

As committee members, we must be cognizant of the inherent conflict 
and bias that are products of our professional experiences and perceived 
roles within our respective organizations. A savvy administrator will remain 
sensitive to faculty sentiments and resentment toward the growing role of 
the administrative class in IHE; faculty will appreciate the managerial and 
administrative expertise that many administrators bring to academia. Perhaps 
a better way to conceptualize the shared governance power dynamics in com-
mittees is to think of our respective expertise and decision-making authori-
ties not as shared with but rather borrowed from the group; we might be 
more deliberate about how our positions and authorities are used and more 
careful to preserve their value.

Despite these differing perspectives, committees are by design a melting 
pot in which administrator and faculty opinions, ambitions, expertise, and 
experience are blended. Committees serve as the principal forum to present 
and debate ideas, respond to emerging issues, drive organizational innova-
tion, address operational deficiencies, and establish strategies in ways that 
consider the variety of demands, opinions, and objectives represented by 
institutional academic and administrative leaders. In committees, all mem-
bers have a leadership role by virtue of the fact that they are at the table and 
have opportunities to engage. In the ideal scenario, a committee will yield 
a product that satisfies the needs of the institution and committee mem-
bers’ agendas. One of the objectives of this book is to provide guidance on 
how to create committees that are conducive to fair, equitable, and engaging 
participative decision-making experiences to yield the best results from our 
committee efforts.
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12  understanding university committees

Committees are an essential component of institutional governance; 
however, they are not the only cog in the machinery of IHE. Scholars have 
argued that a lack of defined decision-making processes contributes to the 
inefficiency of committees (Tierney, 2001). It is important to situate our 
committee experiences in the larger context of the organization and rec-
ognize that the process of shared governance constitutes much more than 
the discussions held in committee. This holistic perspective encourages 
us to perceive our role in committees as discrete, yet important, compo-
nents of a system that is more complex than meets the eye. A graphic that 
frames the role of university committees within the landscape of institu-
tional governance can illuminate some of the challenges that committees 
might encounter. Figure 1.1, adapted with permission from Santa Clara 
University’s (2016a) Shared Governance Flowchart, provides a visual inter-
pretation of where committees might fit within organizational governance  
structures.

Providing some distance between the hours spent in punctuated com-
mittee meetings and the constant evolution of the organization allows us 
to differentiate which actions are within our control and those institutional 
governance processes that must be tactfully negotiated. Understanding the 
role of committees, particularly in respect to other authorities and gov-
ernance procedures, provides perspectives that help define the function of 
committees and set realistic expectations regarding committee outcomes. 
Documenting governance procedures, using a graphic similar to the one in 
Figure 1.1, can be a useful exercise for institutional leaders to illustrate and 
convey the institution’s governance process for current and future leaders or 
decision-makers.

Organizational Social Learning System

Much research has been conducted on the career paths of administrators 
and faculty. Many studies recognize that committee work is obligatory; 
however, extant literature tends to place importance on service (i.e., how 
many and which committees does one serve on) rather than the potentially 
transformative experience committee work offers. Committees serve a much 
more important role in IHE than the obvious shared governance function 
discussed previously. As a committee member, you have likely recognized the  
social and professional development benefits of committee service, but these 
benefits tend to be an afterthought or overlooked entirely. I suggest that 
we approach committees with three objectives in mind: one, provide our 
best performance in service to the committee; two, leverage committees 
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14  understanding university committees

to expand our social and professional networks; and three, recognize the 
invaluable learning experience committees provide to glean information and 
knowledge about how our respective institutions function. Houston recog-
nized that in committees

there’s a networking that does take place, which leads to conversations 
that are valuable. So, if you go through life thinking, ‘I’m not sure I want 
to do this; I really can’t see the immediate advantage to me right now,’ 
that’s not very helpful. But I think that it is a good investment in making 
those connections, [for future opportunities and professional develop-
ment].

Networking, defined as “the exchange of information or services 
among individuals, groups, or institutions; specifically: the cultivation of 
productive relationships for employment or business” (Merriam-Webster, 
n.d.b., para. 1), is often cited as one of the most beneficial ways to advance 
one’s career in IHE (Baltodano et al., 2012; Gander et al., 2014). In exist-
ing literature, the idea of networking is often restricted to opportunities 
available through professional organizations and conferences rather than 
connections within one’s own institution. The candid nature of conversa-
tions and diversity of experience in committees provide access to vertical 
dimensions of the institution that might not be accessible through depart-
ment contacts and external professional networks. Furthermore, com-
mittees provide prime opportunities to gain horizontal knowledge about 
relevant efforts in other areas of the organization, operational synergies, 
and opportunities to collaborate on current and future work. Houston 
pointed out that committees provide opportunities to “get to know peo-
ple” and “that’s kind of an important thing” to individual and department 
success.

One way to approach committees is to imagine them as institutional 
social learning systems. Wenger (2000) explained the value of social learning 
to members of subcommunities (i.e., the committees):

We have an experience that opens our eyes to a new way of looking at 
the world. This experience does not fully fit in the current practice of 
our home communities. We now see limitations we were not aware of 
before. We come back to our peers, try to communicate our experience, 
attempt to explain what we have discovered, so they too can expand 
their horizon. In the process, we are trying to change how our com-
munity defines competence (and we are actually deepening our own 
experience). We are using our experience to pull our community’s com-
petence along. (p. 227)
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what is a committee?  15

Wenger went on to suggest that organizations can sow the rewards of social 
learning by

•	 acknowledging informal learning and providing opportunities and 
structures to support this process,

•	 emphasizing service to the organization through participation and 
community engagement, and

•	 proactively and strategically arranging disciplines that compose 
the learning system environment to provide “coordination among 
practices to create complex knowledge beyond the purview of any 
[one] practice” (p. 244).

Researchers have noted that sharing  information and ideas among members 
of an organization promotes individual learning and development (Argote 
et al., 2003; Eddy & Vanderlinden, 2006) and can foster innovative thinking 
(Drach-Zahavy & Somech, 2001). The diverse pool of administrators and 
faculty that constitutes most committees affords broad access to a breadth of 
experience and knowledge that is not available in other work contexts.

Richard McDermott (1999) integrated the idea of small teams as commu-
nities of practice within an individual’s day-to-day community (i.e., department 
or office). An individual representing a specific discipline who is tied to other 
members of the organization through committees becomes a bridge linking 
areas of expertise that forms a physical and organizational connection between 
these functions (Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Wenger et al. (2011) 
stressed the importance of diverse groups coming together because members 
can “use each other’s experiences of practice as a learning resource and they 
join forces in making sense of and addressing challenges they face individually 
and collectively” (p. 9). Robert Smith (2006), the author of Where You Stand Is 
Where You Sit, noted, “Professionals can broaden their views through contact 
with colleagues from a wide variety of disciplines within the institution” (p. 20). 
Smith implied that a holistic perspective and understanding of organizational 
operations empower faculty and administrators to better serve the institution.

The connection that occurs among individual holders of institutional, 
technical, and historical knowledge in a committee is best explained by 
the theory of double-knit organizations. Figure 1.2 shows another way of 
conceptualizing a professional network that results from professional rela-
tionships established through committees; it represents a simple network in 
which one person has access to eight different fields of expertise by way of 
their relationship with other members of the organization through collabora-
tive groups (i.e., their department and the committees in which they engage). 
Figure 1.2 illustrates the linkage and conduit for sharing expertise within a 
committee using double-knit organizational theory to explain the knowledge 
relationship between committee members.
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16  understanding university committees

Recognition of superorganizational and informal organizational net-
works and their impact on organizational performance was first proposed 
by Barnard (1938). In addition to the educational and professional develop-
ment benefits of committees, the social networking aspect of committees 
provides ancillary benefits to the organization. For example, research shows 
that administrators’ work satisfaction is positively correlated with assess-
ments of teamwork and collaboration in the university. When administra-
tors have positive relationships with other members of the organization, they 
report higher levels of job satisfaction and are less likely to leave (Volkwein & 
Parmley, 2000). All these benefits sound wonderful, but they are contingent 
on arranging the right committee composition, developing a healthy com-
mittee atmosphere, and promoting a positive committee culture, all of which 
collectively serve to promote higher levels of cohesion among committee 
members. A cohesive committee environment is critical to promoting social 
learning because intragroup learning tends to occur more frequently when 
individuals perceive their environment as psychologically safe (Edmondson, 
1999). Identifying the conditions that support psychological safety and how 

Figure 1.2. Committees illustrated as double-knit organizations.
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what is a committee?  17

to orchestrate an environment conducive to individual learning is the subject 
of the following chapters.

Professional Development Incubator

“Have you ever seen anyone get ahead in higher education that didn’t serve 
on committees?” This is a comment made by Nick Swayne, an associate dean 
who oversees several academic programs at James Madison University, dur-
ing an interview about committee work for my doctoral research. This may 
be one of the most profound statements I have heard regarding committees. 
Committees are not just laboratories for creating new ideas, implementing 
the vision of university leadership, and refining organizational procedures; 
they are the proving ground for future organizational leaders. Kim also 
perceived the value of committees as development opportunities. She said, 
“When a committee is done well, it’s 100% professional development, about 
how the institution works. I have a better understanding of my institution 
and how to make a difference in my institution.” Furthermore, commit-
tees provide opportunities to develop leadership skills that are necessary to 
advance through the ranks of higher education. As one scholar noted, com-
mittee opportunities can be “structured in such a way as to promote leader-
ship development by building in program objectives that support acquisition 
of leadership skills for all the committee members” (Bisbee, 2007, p. 85).

Committees provide one of the few opportunities and arguably the best 
environment in which faculty and administrators can learn collegiality, nego-
tiation, tact, and collaboration. In a survey of community college administra-
tors, 88% of respondents claimed that their participation in committees, task  
forces, and commissions was important to their professional development 
(Vanderlinden, 2005). In committees, a person can demonstrate their apti-
tude and capacity for problem-solving, collaboration, and leadership. Perhaps 
some perceive service on university committees as one approach in a broad 
professional development strategy; I suggest that committees constitute the 
hub of professional development experiences in IHE and are the key to learn-
ing and advancement.

Committee service is a critical component of administrator and faculty 
career pathways that presents opportunities for university professionals to 
advance within their respective institutions (Rosser, 2000). Furthermore, 
contemporary research regarding professional development in IHE recog-
nizes that committees are prime opportunities to practice leadership skills 
(Eddy & Vanderlinden, 2006). Engagement in committees, through lead-
ership and participation, telegraphs commitment to the institution and 
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18  understanding university committees

facilitates the transition to future employment opportunities (Fugate & 
Amey, 2000). Houston emphasized the importance of engagement in the 
faculty tenure process: “It’s important for people to have a sense that you’re 
a good citizen and you’re doing things both within and outside the institu-
tion.” Service through university committees is perhaps the primary way of 
illustrating capacity for engagement and value, which often leads to future 
leadership opportunities, promotions, or invitations to participate in institu-
tional projects that can support professional development aspirations.

Twombly (1990) also explained the importance of development in the 
context of career paths within IHE: “Learning that occurs in a lower-level 
position on the ladder prepares individuals to assume the next higher position 
in a sequence” (p. 9). I would go so far as to suggest that if one is not successful 
in committees, one will likely be unsuccessful in the field of higher education 
leadership (in both academic and administrative functions). If we accept that 
committees serve as career stepping-stones in administrative and faculty path-
ways, how should institutions align committee opportunities with an individ-
ual’s relative experience and status to maximize this professional development 
mechanism? If we imagine typical career growth as a progression from tactical 
functions to operational programs then later to strategic-level decision-making 
within an organization, we must also consider how we can create conditions 
for committee members to observe, learn, and practice the necessary skills to 
be successful at each phase of their professional development. As individuals 
mature in their committee roles and establish a reputation as a collegial and 
proficient committee member, they are likely to be asked to serve on or be 
appointed to committees with increasing levels of responsibility. Figure 1.3 
depicts the relationship between faculty and staff career paths and the signifi-
cance of the topics and decisions addressed in committee.
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Figure 1.3. The evolution of committee participation.
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Entry-level faculty, administrators, and staff are typically engaged 
at a tactical level; that is, they are carrying out the instructions of their 
supervisors, conducting routine tasks, and working on the front line of the 
organization. Tactical tasks can typically be negotiated within an office, 
department, or college or with minimal involvement of external stake-
holders. University faculty and personnel get their first experience serv-
ing on a committee by engaging with their peers, providing feedback to 
their supervisors, modifying daily routines, and helping develop policies 
and guidelines for work tasks assigned to them. Examples of academic and 
administrative tactical operations might include curriculum development, 
doctoral program administration, admissions, scholarships and awards, col-
lege honors program, college and departmental strategic planning, hiring 
decisions, standard operating procedures, and residence life programming. 
Tactical activities tend to be localized with limited impact on the larger 
organization outside of an individual’s immediate office, department, or 
college. This is not to suggest that tactical tasks are not significant. When 
aggregated, individual tasks can make a tremendous impact; however, the 
implications tend to be isolated to the specific points of contact between 
the individual and those with whom they interact (e.g., dean and faculty, 
principal investigator and graduate assistant, parking attendant and visi-
tor, resident hall adviser and student, human resource officer and faculty, 
admissions officer and student).

At the operational level, faculty and administrators have responsibili-
ties for ensuring that their work is carried out in a manner that comple-
ments or is coordinated with other departments and functions. At the 
operational level, interoffice, department, and college synchronization are 
required, which necessitates committee work. Examples of operational-
level functions include faculty senate subcommittees, development and 
administration of interdisciplinary and core curriculum programs, imple-
mentation of campus-wide administrative procedures, modification of the 
university’s academic calendar, installation of enterprise-wide information 
technology applications, incident response team operations, and coordina-
tion of commencement and graduation ceremonies. Operational activities 
have the potential to erode or create barriers between functions if and when 
department interests intersect or conflict. At the operational level, com-
mittees become critical to anticipating how decisions promote or interfere 
with the work of others. For example, decisions to upgrade a travel authori-
zation and reimbursement process have implications that affect all faculty 
and staff. Similarly, mandating a core curriculum will have lasting impacts 
on all colleges. At the operational level, effective individuals will compre-
hend and assimilate the needs, priorities, and perspectives of other colleges, 
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departments, and units. Faculty, administrators, and staff who are success-
ful at the operational level will have the requisite social skills to balance 
conflicting priorities and adjust activities to maximize the performance of 
institutional and external stakeholders.

Seasoned committee members who establish a reputation as reliable and 
conscientious are likely to find themselves appointed to strategic committees 
at the highest levels of the institution. Administrators and faculty who have 
weathered the tactical and operational levels of organizational management 
and governance are likely to find themselves in committees dedicated to stra-
tegic initiatives that demand a heightened sensitivity to organizational poli-
tics, culture, and history. At the strategic level, administrators and faculty 
potentially wield tremendous influence over the direction of the organiza-
tion; their decisions can have significant impacts on financial, reputational, 
and operational aspects of the organization’s performance. Individuals at 
this level should be trustworthy, collaborate well with others, exercise a 
high degree of leadership, and be able to navigate organizational politics. 
Strategic committees are typically staffed by senior members of the organiza-
tion who have the requisite maturity, professional experience, institutional 
knowledge, and disposition necessary to operate effectively in this environ-
ment. Administrators and faculty assimilating into a new organization may 
find this level of organizational governance frustrating given their lack of 
institutional knowledge. At the strategic level, committee members must be 
able think abstractly and anticipate how their colleagues and the organiza-
tion will respond to change using knowledge gained or gathered from their 
tactical and operational experiences. Examples of strategic-level committees 
include institutional strategic and campus planning, budget and finance, 
undergraduate education, academic standards, and diversity.

Decisions regarding who should serve on which committees and ques-
tions about individual competencies and professional maturity can be 
considered relative to the committee’s charge and authority. An individu-
al’s performance in a committee may be a pivotal moment in their career. 
Alignment of individual skills with an appropriate degree of responsibility 
can position individuals and committees for success. In some cases, it may 
be necessary to examine the organizational role of the committee (i.e., tacti-
cal, operational, or strategic) to assist in the process of defining committee 
objectives, composition, and individual roles. For example, a strategic plan-
ning committee may recognize that subcommittees are necessary to address 
tactical or operational issues. Conversely, an operational committee may 
come to the conclusion that an institutional strategy is needed, which may 
require the assistance of a standing committee or new meeting of senior 
leadership.
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So, what is a committee? It’s a mechanism for shared governance, an 
instrument for individual and group learning, and a proving ground for 
future leaders in IHE. Committees can serve as training opportunities for 
rising administrators and faculty to learn about university activities and gov-
ernance while simultaneously providing a forum for them to develop and 
exhibit leadership and group work skills. Committees, with the right compo-
sition and forethought, serve as apprenticeship programs that provide coach-
ing, mentorship, and institutional knowledge. The functions of committees 
and tangential opportunities committees provide are contingent on creating 
the right conditions for these phenomena to occur. Before we begin dissect-
ing the various dimensions of a committee, consider your own committee 
experiences and the following questions:

•	 What types of committee issues intrigue you?
•	 How have committees contributed to your professional development?
•	 Are there opportunities for you or your staff to increase your 

knowledge and influence by participating in university committees?

For this exercise of exploring committees to be successful, you will need 
to provide the subject of analysis: your committee experiences. With some 
thought you will likely reach some of the same conclusions that are pre-
sented in the following pages and add your own wisdom on committees in 
the process.
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