
Team Leader 
vs. 
Supervisor 

What's the 
difference?



The Common 
Misunderstanding

In many organizations, 
team leader and 
supervisor are treated as 
the same role.

At Toyota, they’re 
intentionally different.



Team Leaders 
are not 
managers.

They are frontline 
problem solvers and 
supporters of daily 
work.



At Toyota, team 
leaders are typically:

• Former team members
• Deeply fluent in 

standardized work
• Positioned to support, 

not command



Team leaders:

• Support operators in real time

• Respond immediately to 
problems

• Lead and sustain standardized 
work

• Occasionally step in to cover 
absenteeism

Their focus is stability, 
learning, and flow at the  
front line.



Supervisors
also called "group 
leaders" at Toyota

are managers.



Supervisors 
typically:

• Oversee 4–5 team leaders
• Are responsible for 20–25 

team members
• Carry formal people 

management accountability



Supervisors typically:

• Coach and develop team leaders

• Conduct performance reviews

• Handle disciplinary actions

• Strengthen management systems

Their focus is capability, 
alignment, and long-term 
performance.



Why the Difference 
Matters

When team leaders are treated 
like supervisors:

• Support disappears from the 
front line

• Problems escalate instead of 
being solved

• Improvement depends on 
heroics



Team leaders create daily 
stability and learning.

Supervisors create 
enabling conditions and 
development.

Both roles matter, but they 
are not interchangeable.



At the 2026 Lean 
Summit, managers and 
team leaders can learn 
together.

Manager + Team 
Leader Program
Designed to strengthen both 
roles and the system between 
them.

March 12-13, 2026 
Houston, TX 

Learn more at lean.org/summit


