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The Role of a Unit Leader 

 
 There seem to be common elements that move people to action, e.g. they desire 

to be good at what they do, they want to be able to be proud of themselves and 
their department, they want to be treated fairly, that want to make a difference, and 
they want to be recognized for their contributions. 
 

 Being effective as a unit leader requires specific skills e.g. relating to people 
(listening, defining roles, setting priorities, and providing regular candid feedback), 
requiring (communicating expectations in terms of quantity, quality, timelines and 
tone, clarifying accountabilities), providing recognition and encouragement, 
creating a place of trust through open dialogue and mutual accountability. 
Delegating effectively. Talking to rather than about, staff. Establishing relationships 
based on mutual trust and respect. 

 
 Serve in the present and look to the future. Don't accept the status quo but rather 

advocate for an improved state for the department. Know what is important and 
concentrate on those few things; Common purpose, shared values as well as a 
clearly articulated vision of the future are essential elements to a high performing 
team. Collaboratively build an agenda that will make the vision a reality. Do things 
for and with people not to them. 

 
 A positive environment inspires, invigorates and challenges. Participants have 

positive relationships. They see membership in the department as adding to their 
quality of life. They get what they need-good relationships, meaningful interactions, 
the opportunity to learn and grow and the opportunity to make a difference. It is 
built on trust, mutual respect, effective communication, accountability, energy, joy 
and passion. Effective department leaders contribute to these feelings: supported, 
capable, valuable, engaged, inspired, proud and recognized. Build on strengths 
rather than always trying to fix weaknesses. 

 
 Operate from a set of clearly defined and articulated values so that you are not 

pushed to action by politics or pressure. Be courageously decisive. What you want 
"give away". Say "no" when appropriate. 

 
 Do not take on everybody's problems.  Deal with conflict within the department and 

between departments. Respond immediately to corrosive or uncivil behavior. Do 
not condone discrimination or harassment of any kind. Doing nothing is doing 
something. Be a positive role model. What you allow you encourage. Bad staff 
comes in pairs. The poor performer and the leader who fails to do what needs to 
be done. 

 
 Seek advice and counsel. Build trust by being open to different ideas and ways to 

move ahead. Understand the role and expected outcomes of employees. Set or 
affirm standards and accountabilities. Recognize and celebrate large and small 
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successes and provide regular feedback. Emphasize what can be improved. 
Realize that constant negativity saps the spirit out of the department. 

 
 Understand current priorities and take actions to achieve actions in support of their 

priorities. Serve as an articulate advocate for the department and its people. Study 
the structure of the university and get to know the people important to the success 
of you and your department. Seek to build allies and collaborators. 

 
 Develop systems to effectively manage reporting requirements. Use technology 

effectively to establish routines for departmental record keeping and reporting. 
Routinize recurring reports and transactions.  Study time management techniques 
and implement what works best for you. 

 
 Do not talk negatively about your staff or other members of the administration. Talk 

to people to acknowledge accomplishments or to seek a change in behavior. 
Respond to situations rather reacting in a visceral manner. Encourage open, 
honest candid input. Do not "shoot" the messenger. Focus on issues not 
personalities. Be friendly with everyone in the department and not friends with a 
select group. 


