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Brian Quinn 

Understand i ng 
the Differences 
Between 
Committees 
and Teams 

IT] hese days, discussions of 
teams and teamwork seem to 
be everywhere in the manT agement literature. Incre.,· 
ingly, teams are becoming a 

hot topic among librarians seeking better, 
more efficient ways of getting work ac
complished. But for all the new articles 
appearing on the team phenomenon, 
none seem to focus on the basic differ
ences between that traditional group 
found in many libraries, the committee, 
and this newer organizational entity, the 
team. This article outlines some of the ba
sic differences between them, so that 
readers can get an idea of how much 
teams and committees really diverge in 
their approaches. 

Background 

Committees appear to have their origin 
in the rapid change, growing complexity, 
and new technologies faced by libraries 
in the 1970s. Library administrators felt 
growing pressure to include more staff 
members in the library'S decision-mak
ing process.1 Participation on committees 
was a way of giving workers a voice, of 
bringing people together across depart
mental boundaries to share in the govern
ance of the library. 

The early goal of participative man
agement that the committee embodied 
was gradually superseded by the concept 
of shared management. This newer, more 
collegial form of management was an 
outgrowth of the search by librarians for 
a model that embodied the ideals of aca
demic freedom and intellectual openness 
that could be found in the departmental 
meetings of faculty members.2 The idea 
of the team seemed to embrace these ide
als more closely than that of the committee. 

Newly emerging information technol
ogy also played a role in the develop
ment of committees and teams. Innova
tions such as electronic mail have made 
it much easier to work in groups by de
creasing the need for coordinating group 
members. Asynchronous communication 
allows group members to participate at 
their convenience. The new technology 
also allows the development of a group 
memory, in the form of an electronic ar
chive that can store the complete text of 
every message.3 Thisnew form of elec
tronic networking has thus greatly facili
tated interpersonal networking. 

Another factor in the growth of team
work was the influence of the TQM 
movement in the mideighties. The Total 
Quality Management strategy for improv
ing quality in industry called for the use 
of work groups or teams. Team members 
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were authorized to work collaboratively, 
utilizing problem-solving techniques in 
areas related to their interests.4 

After examining some of the origins 
of committees and teams, an outline of 
some of the fundamental differences be
tween them emerged. The differences can 
be grouped into six basic areas, which in
clude the following: responsibility, 
authority, management, objectives, proc
ess, and information. 

Responsibility 

One important difference between a com
mittee and a team lies in the area of re
sponsibility. A committee is usually con
vened or brought together for a special 
purpose or project. It tends to be rather 
narrowly focused on a single task.S 

A team, on the other hand, tends to 
be responsible for a "whole" work proc
ess. Public services and technical services 
divisions that have traditionally been 
separate might be teamed together 
around a particular subject area.6 The 
team would then be responsible for all as
pects of the processing and accession of 
materials for that subject. 

There are differences in responsibil
ity between teams and committees on an 
individual level as well. Committee par
ticipation is based on individual initia
tive. Broad participation is not necessar
ily required, so a committee member's 
involvement may be minimal. In a team 
environment, an increased level of per
sonal responsibility is required. Everyone 
is expected to be involved. 

The same holds true for each work 
group's output. On a committee, a few 
members may propose solutions to a par
ticular problem. But on a team, all mem
bers are expected to contribute to resolv
ing an issue. 

Committees are often reluctant to ac
cept responsibility for decisions. The los
ing side will not support the decision, 
and the winning side that delivers the de
cision usually has no responsibility to 
carry it ouF Team members understand 
that the responsibility is theirs and try to 
share it as much as possible. Unlike com
mittees, there is ownership of decisions. 

Minimal responsibility on the part of 
committee members results in reduced 
opportunities for professional develop
ment. There is little necessity to learn 
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new skills or broaden one's horizons by 
accepting additional obligations. In con
trast, the expanded responsibility that 
comes with being part of a team allows 
team members to grow professionally.s 

Authority 

A committee traditionally has less author
ity than a team. The role of the commit
tee is primarily consultative or advisory. 
It can supply library management with 
technical expertise, support, and assis
tance in the implementation of projects.9 

Committees may recommend action and 
aid or influence the decision-making 
process, but the actual decisions are made 
by the library director or administrators. 

The team also participates in the 
problem-solving process. But unlike the 
committee, the team will actually imple
ment the solution it has planned. It will 
not be given to management to enact. 
The role of the team is that of a true ex
ecutive body. One benefit is that staff that 
are empowered to implement their own 
suggestions are likely to be more commit
ted to make them work.1° 

Because it is regarded as an adjunct 
to management, a committee often has lit
tle real influence. It can become little 
more than a rubber stamp. A team is 
much more of an autonomous or semi
autonomous body, with real authority to 
carry out decisions. 

Management 

In comparison to a team, a committee 
can be characterized as a somewhat more 
passive, reactive grouping. It thus re
quires active management. A committee 
can require an assertive, forceful director 
or chair to run it. A chair may be neces
sary to serve in part as social director, to 
introduce the group, keep it together, 
and maintain morale. He may also serve 
as a moderator who cuts short needless 
debate or directs the discussion away 
from irrelevant issues.l1 

The team approach is much more 
proactive. It too requires a leader of 
sorts, but her role is different and much 
less active. She merely acts as a facilitator 
or coach and is often chosen by team 
members from among the team members 
themselves. In contrast, the committee 



chair may be appointed by administra
tors.12 In addition to acting as facilita
tor, the team leader helps underscore 
the interdependency of team members 
with one another. She may also serve as 
liaison between the team and library ad
ministrators. 

Discipline and responsibility tend to 
be externally imposed on a committee. 
They originate from the administration, 
rather than from within the committee. A 
team, on the other hand, requires its 
members to develop a high degree of self
discipline and responsibility. These come 
from within, from team members them
selves, rather than being imposed by out
side management. 

The kind of interaction that takes 
place between the library's administra
tion and these two kinds of work groups 
also differs. In dealing with a committee, 
a manager relies on the authority vested 
in his position. When working with a 
team, managers rely much more on influ
ence, on cultivating cooperation. This en
tails developing more management skill 
on the part of the administrators, rather 
than relying on the use of raw power.13 

Any personnel or task problems that 
might tend to arise within the two 
groups are handled differently. When a 
problem with a committee member (or 
between committee members) occurs, it 
is often left to management to intervene. 
Someone in library administration may 
be called in to help the committee run 
smoothly. 

A team, however, has certain self-cor
recting mechanisms. When things are not 
going well, it is left to team members 
themselves to address and resolve their 
own problems. Team members are pre
pared to examine their own processes 
and discuss the problem openly. They 
will then take the appropriate steps nec
essary to rectify it. 

Objectives 

Committee objectives can frequently be 
vague or ill defined without any attempt 
on the committee's part to make them 
clear. This is because ultimately, a com
mittee may not be responsible for actu
ally meeting any objectives. It may sim
ply be a group that advises or 
recommends to management. 

A team, on the other hand, is ulti
mately responsible for taking action. In 
order to get results, the objectives need 
to be specified. Often it is the team mem
bers themselves who do this. 

A committee will frequently have its 
purposes and objectives established by a 
director. Its agenda may be similarly 
charged by management. A team must 
work out its own agenda among its 
members. 

Process 

Within their respective groups, the mem
bers of committees and teams work and 
relate to each other in very different 
ways. A committee, for example, might 
only meet at certain times. Once a week 
or once a month is not uncommon. Team 
members normally work together much 
more regularly, often on a daily basis.14 

There is a marked difference between 
the two groups in levels of interdepend
ence. Generally, lower levels of interde
pendence are possible among committee 
members. In a team, additional levels of 
reliance and trust are needed.15 

Each group has a different style of 
problem solving. Committees tend to 
have more formalized rules and proce
dures. As a result, this can lead to pro
grammed decision making and conven
tional solutions.16 Teams are relatively 
free of such restrictions, giving them 
more freedom to engage in creative prob
lem solving. 

A committee often winds up spend
ing an inordinate amount of time gather
ing data to aid it in its work. As a result, 
it is easily sidetracked or bogged down 
in the process,17 Teams tend to be more 
task oriented. They cannot afford to di
gress because they are responsible for act
ing on their findings, rather than passing 
them along to administrators for action. 

Committee members meet less often 
as a group than do team members. They 
are less familiar with one another. They 
are thus more restrained, formal, and cau
tious in their interaction with each other. 
By comparison, the members of a team 
are more relaxed, open, and prone to 
take risks than committee members. This 
can result in fresher, more creative solu
tions to problems. 

The lack of familiarity that commit
tee members experience decreases their 
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efficiency in other ways. To a degree, it 
forces the committee to devote more of 
its time to fostering interpersonal com
munications and bolstering member mo
rale. This distracts members from their 
actual work tasks, reducing the overall ef
fectiveness of the committee. With a team 
structure, the interpersonal aspect is rein
forced in the very process of working on 
tasks, because of the high level of in
volvement and interdependency that is 
required by the team process.18 

The degree of dedication by mem
bers to group goals can make for a large 
difference in each group's work process. 
The level of commitment exhibited by 
committee members, for example, can 
vary widely. Some members may be 
highly motivated, while others may do 
the bare minimum. This can result in an 
uneven performance by the committee as 
a whole, despite the efforts of certain 
highly motivated members. 

With team members, the investment 
in group process and group goals is apt 
to be significantly greater. Teammates 
have a common stake in the group's pur
pose that results in greater interdepen
dency, energy, and coordination of ef
forts. The high level of commitment 
required of all members produces a 
certain synergy not found in commit
tees. 19 

In committees, there tends to be 
more emphasis on individual perform
ance. Recognition and rewards tend to 
depend primarily on the efforts of the in
dividual committee member and are fre
quently based on seniority. In extreme 
cases, this can lead to a situation in 
which committee members will compete 
with each other. They may even clash 
interpersonally. 

Among team members, there is less 
emphasis on turf and departmental fief
doms. Teammates tend to think more in 
terms of the whole organization. The 
idea is to break down organizational 
boundaries, or units, rather than guard 
them.20 

Departmental rivalries are discour
aged. Bureaucratic hierarchies are dimin
ished, as team members learn to work 
with, rather than report to, administra
tors. Team members share more power, 
but also more responsibility. Unlike com
mittee structures, which tend to segment 
work and people, team work has the ef
fect of integrating them. 
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Information 

Teams and committees vary greatly in 
how they handle information. In a com
mittee, information tends to be limited or 
controlled. Committee members may 
rely on management as the primary 
source of information. Goals, strategies, 
procedures, background, and evaluation 
of committee activities may all be sup
plied by administration. 

Team members, in contrast, tend to 
rely more on peers for input. New infor
mation technology, including local area 
networks and e-mail, allows data to be 
shared more openly and easily among 
team members.21 In this more open infor
mation environment, management and 
team members exchange data as col
leagues or partners in management. Ad
ministrators are treated more as peers 
than as managers. This open sharing of 
information has the effect of flattening 
out the traditional hierarchy. 

Committee members tend to have 
limited information outside their special
ized role. Their knowledge is largely lim
ited to their own tasks and functions. 
The absence of any particular member 
may thus result in an interruption or halt 
to effective committee functioning. 

In a team situation, the members 
know each other's tasks as well as their 
own. They know one another's work 
well enough that they are able to cover 
for each other. If any problem or slow
down in team operations occurs, team 
members are able to trace it more easily 
to a particular individual. 

In addition to having limited knowl
edge of one another's work, committee 
members may not always have a clear 
idea of where their fellow members 
stand on particular issues. They do not al
ways share the same goals. A committee 
may therefore need to meet on every is
sue of any importance to the group. 

Team members tend to build up 
more trust and understanding of one an
other. They have the same goals and a 
good grasp of each other's attitudes and 
positions on various issues. This enables 
individual team members to act in each 
other's name or sometimes in the team's 
name, if other members are absent or un
available.22 

Committee members' knowledge 
may be further limited with regard to the 
actual functioning of the committee it-



self. Committee members may not have a 
clear understanding of how a committee 
works or, more important, how it should 
work. They may be uncertain about ex
actly what the scope and responsibilities 
of a committee should be. 

The members of a committee may 
also not know how to accomplish work 
within the committee structure itself. 
They might be ignorant of the sometimes
complex art of consensus building. Com
mittee members may not understand 
how to compromise on issues. Or they 
may lack a good grasp of the decision
making process or of negotiating. 

Team members, by comparison, are 
usually trained. They are taught tech
niques of analyzing problems and gener
ating solutions, as well as implementing 
and evaluating them. Team members are 
taught how to manage meetings and how 
to assume each other's roles. Communi
cation skills such as proposing, building, 
seeking and giving information, testing 
for comprehension, summarizing, and 
supporting and disagreeing are also 
taught. 

Some teams have a team manual, 
which serves as a guide to team relations 
and processes. It contains guidelines for 
resolving conflicts, for building a consen
sus, decision making, and cooperation. 
Topics such as trust, respect, creativity, 
motivation, and rewards may be covered 
as well. The team manual can also con
tain information about how to avoid 
negative team interaction, such as label
ing others, dominating discussions, being 
inflexibile or unwilling to compromise.23 

Overall, a committee has less knowl
edge of how well or how poorly it is func
tioning. It is management that generally 
monitors and manages the committee 
and keeps track of its progress. With 
teams, there is much more awareness of 
how far along the team has come or 
needs to go to meet its goals.24 It is the 
team itself that evaluates its own per
formance and decides how to improve it. 

Conclusion 

From this analysis, it can be seen that the 
difference between a committee and a 
team is more than nominal. When com
pared with committees, teams represent 
a very different model for organizing 
workers in libraries. The team concept 

represents a shift from a managed unit to 
a unit that is primarily self-managing. 

At least in theory, it would thus seem 
that the team represents a considerably 
more effective work group than the com
mittee. However, it should be noted that 
teams are not the perfect solution to all 
the problems of organizing work in li
braries. Indeed, teams are not without 
problems of their own. 

For example, various inequalities can 
arise among team members in the course 
of working together. Team members that 
come to the group from different parts of 
the organization may bring different ex
ternal statuses with them. This can result 
in some team members being paid more 
deference or being allowed to dominate 
discussions or having their opinion held 
in higher regard than other team mem
bers. The danger is that the organiza
tional hierarchy will be recreated in mini
ature within the team. 

A second problem that can occur in 
team work has to do with the knowledge 
that members bring to the group. Differ
ent team members may bring varying lev
els of understanding of the organization, 
which in turn affects how much they are 
able to contribute. Those with more infor
mation may tend to dominate those with 
less. Workers with less knowledge may 
actually feel intimidated or be made to 
feel stupid as a result. 

Another difficulty that tends to crop 
up in team situations is the inequality 
that stems from differences in interper
sonal resources and skills. Some team 
members may have better verbal or so
cial skills or possess more personal attrac
tiveness than others. This gives them a 
higher informal status than others and ac
cess to information in the form of gossip 
or involvement in organizational cliques 
that others do not have. These socially 
skilled individuals may be able to garner 
more support for their views through 
friendships with other team members. 

The last source of inequality in teams 
stems from length of membership. Older 
members may over time develop their 
own jargon, in-jokes, subculture, or pro
cedures. These may seem unfamiliar or 
incomprehensible to a newcomer, so that 
this new member may be inhibited from 
participating fully in team activity.25 

Clearly, teams have their share of 
problems. Yet in comparison with com
mittees, teams have greater potential. 
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creative vehicle for the individual ton, Colo.: Libraries Unlimited, 1982), 

worker to realize his potential and as a 140. 

more effective organizational unit by 12. Migneault, "Humanistic Management," 135. 

which the library can get the most from 13. Dewey and Creth, Team Power, 14. 

its staff. 
14. Wellins, Byham, and Wilson, Empowered 

Teams, 3. 
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Bonnie A. Osif and 
Richard L. Harwood 

Manager's Bookshelf 

Self-Directed 
Work Teams 
"How does it feel 
To be on your own 
With no direction home 
Like a complete unknown 
Like a rolling stone?"-Bob Dylan1 

"Western philosophy says that work exists to 
provide goods and service .... Eastern 
philosophy says that work exists to enhance 
the human spirit."-Peter B. Grazier2 

[3J 
elf-directed work teams may 
conjure images of "rolling 

S stones" in the organization, 
with "no direction home." 
As for the manager, there is 

plenty of room for disorientation, for feel
ing a "complete unknown." Indeed, 
where does the leadership come from in 
an organization that is self-managed, and 
what is the role of the manager? The ter
minology itself is paradoxical: "self-di
rected" or "self-managed" implies indi
viduality, while "team" and "group" 
imply partnership. Other thoughts con
cern the purpose of work and work as 
more than an eight-hour day to be toler
ated. Can employee empowerment and 
management support provide enhance
ment to the human spirit? To guide you 
through what may appear as the slippery 
slope of self-directed work teams 
(SDWTs) we have explored a number of 
books and articles to offer some direction 
in this increasingly relevant topic. 

Introducing self-directed work teams 
into an organization is a major event that 
is likely to bring up a host of conflicts
conflicts with organizational values, con-

flicts of management styles, conflicts of 
time and money, just to name a few. It is 
important that self-directed work teams 
be chosen because it is the right thing to 
do for the organization. Once the deci
sion has been made to go in that direc
tion, getting there is critical to the suc
cess or failure of a self-directed 
workforce. 

The Basics 

There is so much good material on 
SDWTs that it is impossible to mention 
everything. So, let's start with Classic 
Readings in Self-managing Teams (King of 
Prussia, Pa.: Organization Design and De
velopment, 1992). Editor Rollin Glazier 
has selected twenty articles from a vari
ety of sources to get you rolling. In
cluded are chapters on design of teams, 
leadership, and training. 

You can then move on to Kimball 
Fisher's Leading Self-Directed Work Teams 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1993). Writing 
from firsthand experience with the belief 
that effective team leadership is neces-
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sary for empowered employees, Fisher 
provides a wealth of material. Readers 
may skip to those chapters most perti
nent to them, but it is recommended that 
chapter three, on basic values and as
sumptions, be read. Also highly recom
mended is the short collection of team 
leadership evaluation tools at the end of 
the book. This book has very practical ad
vice, ranging from starting a team to dealing 
with problems, and is highly recommended. 

Aubrey and Felkin (Teamwork: Involv
ing People in Quality and Productivity Im
provement [Milwaukee, Wis.: Quality Pr., 
1988]) state the premise that an employee 
doing the job is the expert in that job and 
knows best how to improve the process. 
The book covers how to introduce team
work and cope with the ubiquitous and 
possibly defeating "but" comments, and 
a range of other necessary topics includ
ing pilot groups, group dynamics, and 
measuring results of teamwork, both tan
gible (finances, productivity, turnover) 
and intangible (morale, satisfaction, com
munication, interest). The arrangement 
of the book encourages its use with help
ful tables, lists, and a very good, wide
ranging bibliography that includes com
munication, leadership, group dynamics, 
and quality. Highly recommended. 

Victor Vroom and Arthur Jago's The 
New Leadership: Managing Participation in 
Organizations (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: 
Prentice Hall, 1988) presents an excellent 
analysis of participative management, 
along with the appropriateness and inap
propriateness of group application to par
ticular types of problems and decisions. 
They do not support any single manage
ment methodology; rather, they maintain 
that situations determine the level of 
group participation and choice of leader
ship styles. Both the benefits and costs of 
group decision making are presented. 
The Vroom-Yetton model of leadership 
style, which is somewhat eclectic, is de
scribed and its application explained. 

Peter R. Scholtes and contributors 
have produced a valuable guide in The 
Team Handbook: How to Use Teams to Im
prove Quality (Madison, Wis.: Joiner, 
1988). Set up with space for notes, this 
handbook covers the topic well with defi
nitions and information on planning, con
ducting meetings, common problems, 
and learning to work together. Useful ex
ercises for team building and references 
are included. Very worthwhile. 
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There is a plethora of articles that de
fine, describe, and list how to start 
SDWTs. Some of these include Hitch
cock's brief overview of the evolution 
from traditional management through 
quality circles to SDWTs, with lists of the 
benefits and role changes and Schilder's 
well-written overview of the process 
with success stories and great quotes 
("It's the ultimate productivity tool" [po 
68], "collective brainpower" [po 69]).3 

Stokes discusses the subject in a 
longer and more substantive article.4 He 
includes SDWT characteristics: customer 
focus, process orientation, absence of hi
erarchy, and new reward systems; impor
tance of training; and easy-to-use check
lists to guide the reader. This 
introductory article describes what is re
quired to make the organization self-di
recting. Included are guidelines of dos 
and don'ts presented in an almost check
list fashion that highlights the differences 
between successful transitions and those 
that might be rocky. Highly recommended. 

In moving to self-directed work 
teams, how much self-management is 
enough? Manz describes the charac
teristics of a continuum of self-directed 
work teams, including those that exhibit 
the highest degree of self-direction or, in 
his words, "self-leading."5 Self-leading 
teams, for example, are concerned with 
"more strategic issues of what the team 
does and why, in addition to how it does 
its work". Manz also identifies structural 
and cultural factors, along with the type 
of work performed, that influence the de
gree of self-direction appropriate to self
directed work teams. 

Another article in the leadership cate
gory is by Zenger et al. 6 He and his 
coauthors, all colleagues with an interna
tional training and consulting firm, pre
sent five leadership skills that managers 
in organizations with self-directed work 
teams will want to incorporate into their 
leadership styles. 

One of the bigger names in SDWTs, 
Wellins recommends combining the 
needs of the company (speed, cost con
tainment, and quality) with the wants of 
the employees (greater participation, 
flexibility, and opportunity) by forming 
SDWTs for the betterment of both.7 He 
lists designing teams, selecting members, 
training, rewarding, and leadership tran
sitions as the five key issues and offers 
advice for each. Irwin and Rocine give a 
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