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Developing Effective Councils & Committees:

Getting Started
by Debra Jones

Healthy, functioning councils and committees are effective
in maintaining the momentum of a program, keeping it
fresh and responsive to the needs of existing participants
while engaging new participants. Dysfunctional councils
and committees can impede the progress and success of
an organization, causing a negative environment in which
tasks go undone and it becomes difficult to recruit new
members. This fact sheet offers guidance in helping councils and committees get off to a good start towards success.

Recruitment

When inviting potential members to serve on a council or
committee, be sure you know why you are asking them to
serve — what qualities or skills are you looking for as you
think of the composition of the group? Be sure it’s a good
match so the experience is worthwhile for the new members and for the organization seeking their involvement.
As you seek members, consider the following:
• Why is this council or committee needed?
• Based on this need, what types of people should serve
on the council or committee?
• How will members of the council/committee benefit
from their service?
As you recruit:
• Tell prospective members why you’d like them to
serve on the council or committee, and what the basic
expectations of their service are.
• Invite potential members to a meeting or two to get a
feel for the group.
• Provide a welcome packet containing a membership
list, bylaws, meeting schedule, minutes of the last few
meetings, and a quarterly or annual report if applicable.
• Provide an informal orientation for new members
to review the purpose and goals of the group and to
cover any initial questions.
• Potential members may be interested in the attendance of current members and how many meetings
had a quorum for conducting business. This can tell
a prospective member quite a bit about the current

makeup of the group. (Note: if this record does not
reflect positively on the group, use it as a wake-up call
to involve the group in making some changes.)
It may take time to achieve a good balance of membership.
Do not do the program and the people who make it possible a disservice by rushing to fill a vacancy without some
thought to the type of person the group needs to function
effectively. As the group considers filling vacancies, it may
be helpful to avoid some common mistakes:
• Avoid asking the “busy” person.
• Avoid asking people of the same philosophy as current
members.
• Don’t ask the “expert.”
• Avoid emotional appeals to serve.
• Be sure to have term limits.
Believe in what you ask others to do. Take chances — be
open, flexible and creative. Do not assume community
members know that you want them to serve on the council
or committee. Flatter them — ask them to volunteer.

Length of Term

For specific issues, a task force or ad hoc (temporary) committee may be a good option. This group will function until
completion of the goal and then disband. These groups are
effective in reaching attainable goals within an agreed-upon time frame while interest remains high. Unfortunately,
many groups experience a lack of interest and wander from
the group’s stated purpose when they meet too often for an
indefinite period of time. Once disinterest seeps into the
group, attendance begins to drop off. If the purpose of the
group is no longer necessary, disband and move on to other
interests that need the attention of the organization. It is not
uncommon for a committee to become self-perpetuating
and dysfunctional; make a point of revisiting the group’s
purpose and timeline to keep things fresh and relevant.

If It’s Important, They Will Come

If an activity or event is important to the group, someone
will step forward to provide leadership or needed resources.
If no one steps up, it’s okay to let the activity go. If it’s important, it will somehow come back to the table for action,

and if not, simply acknowledge that it may have served a
purpose in the past and is no longer needed or feasible. Do
not allow the group to stay mired in things that have always
been done — create new traditions together.

Purpose of the Council or Committee

Be sure everyone on the council or committee understands
its purpose and what needs to be accomplished. It may be
helpful to explore the following issues as a group and use
the information to form short- and long-range plans:
• Why do we exist?
• What is our most important product or service?
• Who are our clients, volunteers, donors/sponsors?
Why do they come to us?
• How have we changed in the last five years?
• What are our unique strengths?
• What are our major weaknesses?
• What issues are important to us?
• What are our challenges or obstacles? How do we
work with them or overcome them?
• What would happen if the group ceased to exist?

Timely Communications

Respect council members’ time by sending meeting agendas and resource items ahead of time and avoid last minute
changes. Value their time by beginning and ending meetings on time. It is not unusual to have at least one person
who is habitually late or has to leave early. A clear message
can be respectfully conveyed by honoring those who arrive
on time and not diverting attention to catching latecomers
up on what has occurred prior to their arrival.
Keep action minutes so that everyone knows at the conclusion of each meeting what tasks are to be done by whom
and by when. There is no need for detailed minutes of
everything said — keep the minutes simple so members
will review as needed.

Making Group Decisions

Although most bylaws state that business will be conducted
using parliamentary procedure with reliance upon Robert’s
Rules of Order, most community groups find this challenging. Even the basic parliamentary procedure of stating

a motion, calling for the question (vote) and amending
motions can seem intimidating to those not familiar with
it. One way to approach this is to provide information and
an opportunity to practice parliamentary procedure during
an orientation or to devote some time at council meetings
to practice the basic rules. It is generally understood in
many groups using parliamentary procedure that “he who
knows the rules, rules.” Hence, some groups choose to use a
consensus approach in making decisions.
Consensus provides a more relaxed and informal way for
groups to discuss and resolve differences, and it offers more
time to concentrate on the task rather than focusing on the
proper way to make and dispose of motions and amendments. The emphasis is on resolving differences and arriving
at the best possible solution for the group as a whole. Everyone in the group does not necessarily have to agree with the
decision, but everyone does have to agree to stand by the
decision. Decisions may be verified by a show of hands or a
voice vote for recording in the minutes, if needed.

Learning from the Experience

Encourage council/committee members to reflect upon
their learning experiences and think about application to
future activities. Have a discussion with the group based
on the following questions:
• What is the best thing the council or committee has
done during the past year?
• What is the one thing we could have done better?
• What is the riskiest thing I’d like to see us do?
The answers to these questions may provide some interesting ideas to help take the program further.
Finally, remember to celebrate success. If there is no enjoyment in serving on a council or committee, why continue?
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