Manager or Supervisor: What are You?

By George Hubbard, Resource Consultants, Inc., CIM, Fort Sill, OK 

Translating military terms into a civilian resume is often one of the most confounding processes for a transitioning soldier, especially when it comes to levels of leadership.  The terms “supervisor”, “manager”, and “team leader” are often used to describe the same position.  So which is correct? Going in search of solid definitions is not easy.  The point of civilianizing your resume is to give an honest picture of your experience, one that a civilian employer will recognize.  To overstate your position may cause a potential employer to distrust you.  To understate your experience will hurt your chances for career opportunities. So what can you do?

There seems to be few absolute authorities when it comes to defining these roles.  However, if you are going to title yourself in your resume, you should be able to offer a definition of that leadership title that supports your translation.  The management hierarchy may be confusing, but you need to be clear in your own mind in order to accurately explain your position.

The three terms “manager”, “team leader”, and “supervisor” are confusing because they are somewhat inclusive, but they are not necessarily interchangeable. If used incorrectly or ambiguously during the job search process, the user can be perceived either as unqualified or trying to misrepresent their true position.  To understand the management concept better, we must first define management and look at what managers do, at all levels.  

Managers are individuals who direct, supervise, operate, or control a business.  Their functions include planning, organizing, directing, coordinating, and supervising personnel and activities within a business or organization.  Management is best described in terms of levels of management.  To understand these levels, we must look at how managers focus their time and efforts.   They differ greatly, believe me.  

First are the lower levels of management that are referred to as team leaders or first line supervisors.  This is the level often referred to as operations management.  This is the largest level of management. Many managers believe it to be the most satisfying because this is where the service is provided or the product is produced.  Team leaders and First Line Supervisors plan, organize, supervise, direct and coordinate personnel and activities and make decisions about daily operations of the organization. These managers usually need more technical skills than middle or upper level managers.  

Middle Managers are a step removed from the daily or technical operations.  They participate in the same activities as the First Line Supervisors, however, the preponderance of their time shifts from supervision of the workforce to planning, organizing, and coordinating future activities. Middle Managers spend a lot of time with contingency planning and making decisions that effect more people than the First Line Supervisors.  They are given greater responsibilities in goal setting, establishing budgetary needs, human resource development and coordination of various activities within the organization.  As a Middle Manager, they may be responsible for monitoring and evaluating first line supervisors and team leaders.  But as you may have guessed, the further away from the daily operations these managers are, the more managerial skills are needed, education becomes more important versus the hands-on technical skills. 

Finally, we have upper level or Top Level Managers.  Managers at this level must have long-range focus.  They must have a vision of where the organization is headed and how it is going to get there.  Planning at this level consists of strategic planning and decision-making that affects most, if not all, of the activities and personnel within the organization.  Top Level Managers usually spend very little time on the daily details of operations; therefore, they require little or no technical skills.  They have low and mid-level managers functioning under them to handle the technical end of the operations.   However, extensive managerial experience and/or training become a must. Higher or specific education often becomes a nonnegotiable requirement for this level of management. 

So where does the term “supervisor” come in?  In general, supervisors can be found at all levels of management.  A supervisor can be a first-line supervisor who has no management positions reporting to them, or it can be the CEO who has every level of management under them! Supervisors ensure that the goals are met and the day-to-day objectives are passed down to the managers and operators beneath them.  In this case, the term supervisor is simply a term used to identify ‘your boss’.
Is this a complete explanation of all managerial distinctions?  Heck no!  But this may help an individual more accurately describe the level of leadership positions they have held in the past or are trying to obtain in the future.  When it comes to describing leadership experience, it is important that the resume provide an honest and accurate description. 

