
So you want to be a supervisor.
Receiving a promotion is a
good thing; it presents many

opportunities for personal and pro-
fessional growth. A promotion also
brings its share of problems and tri-
als. Whether you’ve recently been
promoted to a supervisory position or
are hoping to become a supervisor,
you’ll face many transitional chal-
lenges for which you may not be pre-
pared. To ensure a smooth transition,
you should examine your opportuni-
ties, understand the challenges and
learn how to avoid the pitfalls.

EXPLORING

OPPORTUNITIES IN 

YOUR OWN AGENCY

First, let’s examine the opportuni-
ties. Almost any agency can pres-
ent opportunities for advancement,
although some may be harder to
find than others. You may have to
wait for an opening, or you may
have to create your own position.
You might also have to look beyond
your agency to find an opportunity
that’s right for you.

No matter how large or small,
public safety agencies have certain
common factors that govern pro-
motions. High turnover, budget
constraints and even the corporate
desire for expansion or exclusivity
are a few commonalities. Either
turnover or expansion can result in
the creation of supervisor positions
and present opportunities for
advancement.

The first objective for you as an
aspiring supervisor is to know and
perform your current job well. If
you don’t have a firm grasp on your
existing position, you most likely
won’t have the necessary base of
knowledge, skills and abilities to be
promoted. 

Second, learn everything you can
about the position you’re seeking.
Read the job description in your
agency’s “Rules and Regulations” or
other employee information guide.
Some agencies publish job descrip-
tions online, which can be a valu-
able resource. This also gives you
the opportunity to see what other
agencies expect of the position. If
you can’t locate a job description,
consult your human resources
department. You can also find out
more by speaking with those who
already hold the position and with
their subordinates. 

After you’ve learned as much as
you can about the position you’re
seeking, take a good look at the
required knowledge, skills and
abilities and see how you measure
up. Make a checklist with three
categories: meet, exceed and need
improvement. Then, grade yourself
to get a good indication of what
you have to offer and what you
need to work on. This process can
also help you when it comes time
to fill out an application and/or
update your résumé. The better
you prepare before you apply, the
better your chance for success. 

CREATING OPPORTUNITIES

If your agency has no current
opportunities, you still have options.
You can wait for an opening, create
your own opportunity or look
beyond your own agency. If the
turnover rate at your agency is low
or there’s little possibility of expan-
sion, start investigating what unmet
needs your agency may have. This
requires taking a look at every job
description to see what is supposed
to be done by that position and com-
paring it with what is being done.
What duties are not delineated?
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What duties are not being performed
because other duties take up too much
time? Is the training division a shambles? Is
there a need for a full-time computer (or
information technology) person? 

Once you determine what your agency
really needs, take another look at your
abilities and see what you have to offer.
This can be difficult and time-consuming,
but it has the possibility of culminating in
a job tailor-made for you and your agency!

If—after examining the possibilities
within your own agency—you don’t find a
good match, don’t be afraid to branch out.
Is there an affiliated agency with more
opportunities? Is there another agency
that might be hiring from the outside for a
supervisory or management position? One
cautionary note: The grass is not always
greener elsewhere. 

Determine your best course of action,
whether it’s leaving the familiar, continuing
to learn all you can about your current
agency, waiting for an opportunity or creat-
ing your own.

DEVELOPING YOUR

PROFESSIONAL CAREER

You may be in the process of researching a
position, be waiting for a position to open up
or already have applied for a position,
so what do you do while you’re 
waiting? Regardless of whether or
not a promotion is on your horizon,
developing your professional and
personal life is important. Seeking
out courses and informative sem-
inars is an excellent way to bolster
your qualifications. 

Knowledge is power, so be assertive in
your quest. 

THE NEXT STEPS

Let’s say you’ve done your research, contin-
ued your professional development and
succeeded in earning a promotion. You’ve
outshined the competition, and now the
position is yours. You’re a supervisor.
Congratulations! 

Now comes the hard part. Your relation-
ships and your responsibilities will change.
In addition to all that, you’ll be walking a
fine line while you attempt to “prove” you
were the right choice. These changes can
lead to trials and tribulations, but if you
learn the common pitfalls and how to avoid
them, you’ll be ahead of the game.

Relationship changes: With any change in
title comes inevitable changes in relation-
ships. You leave your familiar set of peers
and join a new set. This may be one of the
hardest transitions to make. 

For quite some time, you’ve been part of
a group with similar pay, work hours, inter-
ests and job responsibilities. Even if your
relationships have been confined to work
hours, these relationships will be greatly
affected because of your promotion. This
may cause your co-workers—and you—to
question your loyalties. Your former co-
workers will expect you to make changes on
their behalf, and your new peers will expect
you to see their point of view. This can make
it difficult to remain friends with your for-
mer co-workers. For example, if you’re
going to supervise a friend you had prior to
your promotion, you may want to look into a
shift change for either you or your friend.
This does not mean that you can’t keep your
old relationships; it does mean that you
must remain objective. You must decide the
type of interaction you will have and ensure
it doesn’t affect the execution of your new
responsibilities. One way to help ease this
transition is to examine how your relation-
ships might change with a promotion while
you’re still in the exploration stage. 

No matter what discussions you have
with your friends about your promotion, it
can be very difficult to maintain both pro-
fessional and personal relationships. In all
cases of argument, hurt feelings and
resentment, be the better person and do
not succumb to pettiness.

Another trap to avoid in this change of
relationship is trying to be popular. In the
effort to be liked, some new supervisors are
tempted to make promises about imple-
menting change. Be careful. Even if you
were given certain assurances, during an
interview perhaps, practice care when com-
municating this to your subordinates. In
many agencies, change comes slowly, and if
you start making grand promises, you may
end up looking like a failure when those

changes either take longer than expected or
don’t happen at all. While it may make you
popular in the short run to make grandiose
promises or give friends preferential treat-
ment, it will catch up with you, and ulti-
mately you will fail as a supervisor. 

As a supervisor, you will most likely need
to make decisions that could positively
affect some and negatively affect others.
This will not win you friends. The key is to
maintain objectivity and keep lines of com-
munication open so your subordinates
understand the reasons behind any deci-
sions or changes you make. 

Don’t confuse popularity with respect.
You don’t have to be popular to be a good
supervisor, but you must have the respect
of those you supervise. The only promises
you may want to make are those of charac-
ter. It is one thing to promise that you will
do your best and quite another to guaran-
tee hourly breaks and paid lunches. It’s
better to prove yourself by your actions,
not your words. 

Responsibility changes: Even if you’re
convinced you won’t change after a promo-
tion, you will change. You may have been a
dispatcher, a calltaker, a records clerk or
served in any number of frontline positions,
but you will change because your responsi-

bilities will change. You need to know
how to plan, negotiate and delegate.
Now the decisions you make affect
more than just yourself. You are
responsible for more than just you. Just
as you will be doing different things,
you won’t be able to do the same things
you did. This can be difficult, especially
for those who get promoted because

they’re good at what they do.
For a position that has been recently

created or never-before filled, the first
person to hold it often sets the precedence
for the role. Make sure you have a job
description and know what’s expected of
you. Don’t rely on the spoken word. If
there’s not an official job description, take
measures to have one formalized. 

During any transition where you are
learning a new role and new responsibilities,
it can take time to develop confidence and
stability. Most agencies provide for a proba-
tionary period to allow for that adjustment.
Don’t take that time for granted. It’s during
your probationary period that you should
learn as much as you can as fast as you can
about how to do your job. At the same time,
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� RESOURCES �
APCO has an array of informational, Web-based
seminars and on-site courses that can help prepare
you for leadership. Example: The Registered Public-
Safety Leadership certification program will be
offered in fall 2007. Look for information on this
dynamic collection of courses in the spring.



however, don’t make excuses for yourself
(e.g., “You’ll have to forgive me; I’m new.”).
Instead, decide upfront to handle difficult
situations with grace and patience. It’s fine
to admit you don’t know something, but bet-
ter to have a plan in place to ensure you
learn about it.

Asserting your authority: With this
change in responsibility comes authority.
This may have been one of the reasons you
applied for the position. Up until now,
you’ve been on the outside looking in and
have most likely formulated your own opin-
ion about how things should be run. Keep in
mind that you must be careful in how you
assert this newfound authority. You might
have the authority to dictate when your staff
goes on break or who to schedule for over-
time or order to stay late. How you handle
these situations, with grace or petty ruthless-
ness, is a true test of a good supervisor. You
must understand your authority and decide
how you will act before a situation arises. 

One challenge with a change in authority
is learning the difference between per-
ceived authority and real authority. Make
sure you know your true authority. Real

authority comes from your job description
and assignments from your supervisor.
Perceived authority comes from your sub-
ordinates’ perspective. What you thought
your supervisor had the “power” to do may
or may not have been accurate. Likewise,
your subordinates may assume you have
the power to make decisions that may or
may not be supported by your actual
authority. If you really don’t have the
authority to tell a subordinate to leave for
the day, but do so anyway, they will most

likely comply (perceived authority) and it
will be you who gets into trouble. If you start
out in your new role by being conscientious
about what is truly your responsibility and
under your scope of authority, it will keep
you from overstepping your bounds. 

The way you assert your real authority can
also get you into trouble. Just because you
may now have the authority to tell people
when they can and can’t go on break does
not mean you can abuse it. Having a prob-
lem with one of your subordinates does not
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� RECOMMENDED READING �
• Every Officer Is a Leader: Transforming Leadership in Police, Justice, and Public Safety

by Terry D. Anderson; published 1999 by CRC Press; available from Amazon.com.

• The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People: Powerful Lessons in Personal Change by
Stephen R. Covey; published 1989 by Simon & Schuster; available from Amazon.com.

• Essentials of Management by Andrew J. DuBrin; published 1997 by South-Western
College Publishing; available from Amazon.com.

• Duke University’s Personal Assistance Service Web site:
www.hr.duke.edu/eohs/pas/supervisor.html.

• Free Management Library (easy-to-access, comprehensive resources regarding the
leadership and management of yourself, other individuals, groups and organizations):
www.managementhelp.org.

give you the right to deny them the same

consideration you would give anyone else. 

DON’T GIVE UP

It won’t be easy. As you adjust to your new
relationships and responsibilities, you may
think, “What have I gotten myself into?”
This is a natural reaction similar to “buyer’s
remorse.” It will take time for people to
accept you in your new role. Any transition
can be difficult. Think about when you
were the new person. How did you conduct
yourself? What worked and what didn’t?

that will help you now? Your core being has
not changed, but, over time, your attitude
and demeanor may have. Make sure you
have a firm grasp on what the position
requires and how you will proceed with
issues before they occur. 

Don’t rely on word of mouth for making
decisions. It’s OK to rely on others’ expert-
ise during your transition, but eventually
you’ll have to stand on your own and prove
you were the right choice. Remember, you
would not have been promoted if you did

If you do your research, continue to
develop yourself professionally as well as
personally and plan ahead for how you will
deal with issues and assert your authority,
you’ll have the tools to make the successful
transition into a model supervisor. � PSC�

ALICIA IHNKEN is the interim director for APCO
Institute. Contact her at ihnkena@apco911.org.  APCO
Institute provides comprehensive in-service training
for public safety communications professionals. For
more information, visit www.apcoinstitute.org.

What did you learn from that experience not have the right stuff. 
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� CDE #22390 EXAM: THE ASPIRING SUPERVISOR �
1. If you want a promotion you should:

a. First look outside your agency.
b. First look within your agency.
c. Create a position.
d. Just wait and see.

2. Hiring authorities look for candidates who:
a. Know and perform their job well.
b. Are good at giving orders.
c. Want to leave and go elsewhere.
d. Are adequate but bored employees.

3. The best way to go about creating a new position is to:
a. Complain that there are no opportunities for 

promotion.
b. Describe how inadequate the job descriptions are.
c. Look for what needs to be done but isn’t getting done.
d. There is no way to create a new position.

4. When you become a supervisor, it will be easy to keep
your old relationships because nothing has really
changed except your title.

a. True
b. False

5. If you are promoted above a friend, you should:
a. Realize you cannot maintain friendships any longer.
b. Favor your friend in your decision-making process.
c. Not worry because your friendship won’t change.
d. Not let the friendship affect the execution of your

duties.

6. Popularity is the same thing as respect.
a. True
b. False

7. As a new supervisor, you should use your probation-
ary period to:

a. Learn all you can about your new job.
b. Lean solely on the good graces of others.
c. Make excuses that you’re new at this.
d. Let others make your decisions for you.

8. Perceived authority comes from:
a. The perspective of your supervisor.
b. The perspective of your subordinates.
c. Your job description.
d. Orders from your supervisor.

9. As long as you have the authority, you can assert it
any way you choose.

a. True
b. False

10. The best way to keep from overstepping your
bounds is to:

a. Not do anything that you don’t have to do.
b. Understand the scope of your authority.
c. Make decisions based on perception.
d. Use perceived authority to your advantage.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




