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Introduction
Organisational culture encompasses the shared values, beliefs, assumptions and behavioural expectations that influence how organisational members interpret situations and act within the workplace. Mullins and Christy (2016) describe culture as reflecting ‘how things are done around here’, arguing that it can shape organisational processes including structure, decision-making, employee behaviour, motivation and management control. This influence remains significant because contemporary research identifies organisational culture as a multidimensional phenomenon that can affect organisational effectiveness, innovation and adaptation (Bogale and Debela, 2024; Vargas-Halabi and Yagüe-Perales, 2024).
Toyota Motor Corporation provides a particularly relevant case because its organisational identity is closely associated with the Toyota Way and Toyota Production System, including continuous improvement (kaizen), respect for people, standardised working practices and workplace-based problem-solving. However, Toyota is simultaneously responding to technological disruption, changing mobility expectations and governance challenges, creating potential tensions between established cultural strengths and the need for organisational transformation.
This report critically evaluates how Toyota’s organisational culture influences its structure, decision-making, environmental adaptability and performance. Schein’s organisational culture model and relevant cultural typologies are applied to identify Toyota’s prevailing cultural characteristics. The report argues that Toyota’s culture predominantly enables organisational effectiveness through learning, operational discipline and continuous improvement, while also recognising that deeply embedded assumptions and conformity can become barriers when effective challenge, oversight and rapid adaptation are required.

Organisational Culture, Structure and Decision-Making
Organisational structure establishes formal relationships of authority and responsibility, but organisational culture influences how those arrangements operate in practice. Contemporary research demonstrates that culture interacts with structural characteristics such as centralisation and can shape organisational decision-making routines (Szukits and Móricz, 2024; Rabhi et al., 2023). This supports Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument that organisational culture influences not only employee behaviour but also structural and managerial processes. At Toyota, this relationship is particularly visible because principles of continuous improvement (kaizen), direct observation (genchi genbutsu), teamwork and respect for people encourage decisions to incorporate knowledge generated at operational level.
Toyota nevertheless combines employee participation with considerable formalisation. The Toyota Production System relies upon standardised work, clearly established processes and disciplined problem-solving. Standardisation can strengthen organisational control by creating common expectations and making deviations identifiable, while kaizen encourages employees to question how existing processes can be improved. Toyota therefore demonstrates an important cultural tension: employees are expected to follow established standards while simultaneously being encouraged to improve them. Rather than representing a purely centralised hierarchy, decision-making consequently involves interaction between formal managerial authority and workplace-based knowledge.
Toyota’s recent governance reforms reinforce this relationship between cultural expectations and formal structure. In 2025, the company transitioned to an Audit and Supervisory Committee structure, with independent outside directors comprising half of its ten-member board. The reform enables greater delegation of important business-execution decisions to executive management while allowing the Board to concentrate more strongly on monitoring and supervision (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025a). Toyota explicitly associated these changes with faster decision-making and its transformation into a mobility company. This indicates that structure is being adapted to preserve responsiveness as the organisation becomes more technologically complex. Toyota’s 2025 Integrated Report subsequently reported that clearer responsibilities and a more compact governance structure had increased decision-making speed (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2026).
However, decentralisation and a strong problem-solving culture do not automatically ensure effective decisions. Toyota’s certification irregularities exposed weaknesses in management involvement, responsibilities, record-keeping and communication. The company’s subsequent reforms increased management presence at operational sites and strengthened systems intended to identify abnormalities and ensure appropriate action (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025b). This creates an important contradiction: genchi genbutsu promotes direct managerial understanding of workplace conditions, yet insufficient management involvement contributed to failures in an area where such oversight was necessary. Culture can therefore influence desired decision-making behaviour without guaranteeing that it occurs consistently.
Toyota’s culture ultimately supports a hybrid structural approach. Formalisation and hierarchy provide coordination and quality control, while kaizen and genchi genbutsu encourage operational participation and evidence-based problem-solving. This combination can improve responsiveness and organisational learning, but only where upward communication and governance mechanisms allow employees and managers to challenge established assumptions. Toyota therefore demonstrates that culture and structure are mutually reinforcing rather than separate organisational characteristics; when aligned they facilitate effective decisions, whereas misalignment can create significant governance risks.

Identifying Toyota’s Organisational Culture
Identifying organisational culture requires analysis beyond formally stated corporate values because culture also exists through routine behaviours and underlying assumptions. Schein and Schein’s (2017) three-level model distinguishes between observable artefacts, espoused beliefs and values, and basic underlying assumptions. Although the model predates much of the contemporary literature used in this report, it remains useful as a seminal framework for examining how visible organisational practices can reflect deeper cultural meanings. Applied to Toyota, it demonstrates that the Toyota Way operates not simply as a statement of values but through routines that influence everyday organisational behaviour.
At the artefact level, Toyota’s culture is visible through standardised work, visual management, team-based problem-solving and continuous-improvement practices associated with the Toyota Production System. These observable practices communicate expectations concerning discipline, quality and employee participation. Contemporary evidence indicates that employee involvement remains important to lean manufacturing because employees contribute operational knowledge required for sustained improvement (Medeiros et al., 2025). Toyota’s artefacts therefore reveal an apparent paradox: standardisation establishes consistency, yet the same standards provide a baseline from which employees are expected to identify and implement improvements.
At the level of espoused values, the Toyota Way emphasises principles including integrity, improvement, developing people, respect and understanding situations through careful observation (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2026). Two particularly embedded principles are kaizen and genchi genbutsu. Vanichchinchai (2022) found that the Toyota Way positively influenced manufacturing agility among automotive-parts manufacturers, supporting the argument that these cultural principles can have practical organisational consequences. However, not every Toyota Way dimension significantly improved every aspect of agility. Toyota’s stated values should therefore not be interpreted as universally beneficial simply because they are culturally established.
Schein’s deepest level concerns basic underlying assumptions that organisational members may eventually regard as self-evident. Within Toyota, these include assumptions that processes can always be improved, problems should be made visible, decisions should be informed by direct observation and organisational knowledge should be developed collectively. Palhau et al. (2024) similarly associate Toyota Way practices with sustainable organisational development and continuous improvement. Nevertheless, deeply embedded assumptions can also become difficult to challenge. Toyota’s certification irregularities reveal a gap between espoused and enacted culture: principles of integrity, workplace observation and problem-solving existed formally while failures in oversight and compliance nevertheless occurred. Schein’s model is particularly valuable here because it prevents visible corporate statements from being treated automatically as evidence of actual behaviour.
Handy’s cultural typology provides a complementary perspective. Toyota exhibits substantial role-culture characteristics through formal procedures, standardisation, specialist responsibilities and organisational discipline. However, defining Toyota exclusively as a role culture would underestimate its reliance on collaborative problem-solving and employee expertise. Improvement teams and cross-functional cooperation also demonstrate task-culture characteristics, where expertise is mobilised to address particular organisational problems. Toyota is therefore better understood as a hybrid of role and task culture, with role characteristics providing stability and task characteristics facilitating learning and improvement.
However, cultural typologies have limitations when applied to a multinational organisation. Muniz et al. (2024), examining Toyota managers in Japan and Brazil, found that cross-cultural context influenced aspects of knowledge-sharing intention. This suggests that Toyota’s corporate culture may not be experienced identically across national settings. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions could provide additional national context, but using national averages to predict individual employee behaviour risks oversimplification and stereotyping.
Overall, Toyota’s prevailing culture is best characterised as a strong, process-oriented hybrid culture, combining role-based discipline with task-based problem-solving and underpinned by continuous improvement, respect for people and organisational learning. Schein explains the depth through which these principles become embedded, while Handy helps identify competing cultural characteristics. Neither model completely captures Toyota’s complexity, but together they demonstrate why cultural consistency can simultaneously create operational strength and resistance to challenge.
Organisational Culture and Adaptation to the External Environment
Organisations increasingly operate within environments characterised by technological disruption, regulatory change, sustainability pressures and evolving customer expectations. Organisational culture can influence whether firms respond effectively because shared assumptions affect employees’ willingness to learn, experiment and modify established practices. Corritore, Goldberg and Srivastava (2024) argue that culture can both promote and constrain adaptation depending on how organisational members balance established traditions with innovation. For Toyota, this tension is significant because the automotive industry is undergoing major changes involving electrification, artificial intelligence (AI), software-defined vehicles, autonomous technologies and carbon neutrality.
Toyota’s continuous-improvement culture provides an important foundation for responding to these pressures. Gutierrez et al. (2022), using evidence from 153 manufacturing firms across 34 countries, found that lean practices and learning-oriented lean cultures contribute to dynamic capabilities that enable organisations to sense environmental developments, seize opportunities and transform processes. This supports the argument that kaizen can contribute to adaptation rather than solely operational efficiency. Toyota can therefore leverage established problem-solving routines to continually reassess products, processes and capabilities as external conditions evolve.
This is evident in Toyota’s response to digital technological change. In 2025, Toyota and four other Toyota Group companies established the Toyota Software Academy to develop employees with combined software and hardware expertise. Toyota also launched the Global AI Accelerator to expand AI research, development and implementation across areas including manufacturing, autonomous driving, robotics and vehicle engineering (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025c). Significantly, Toyota connected these initiatives with jidoka, traditionally understood as automation with a human element. This demonstrates cultural adaptation through reinterpretation rather than abandonment: an established Toyota principle is being extended into AI-intensive operations. Such continuity may reduce employee resistance because technological transformation is framed through familiar cultural assumptions.
Toyota also uses localisation to respond to differing external market conditions. Its multi-pathway approach to carbon neutrality includes battery-electric, hybrid and other powertrain technologies tailored to differing regional requirements. In 2025, Toyota announced a wholly owned Shanghai operation to develop and manufacture battery-electric vehicles and batteries, stating that products needed to reach Chinese customers more rapidly within a market experiencing strong demand for new-energy vehicles (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025d). This reflects genchi genbutsu at a strategic level: understanding local conditions and placing capabilities closer to the market rather than imposing an entirely standardised global response.
However, Toyota’s culture also creates potential constraints. Continuous improvement traditionally favours cumulative learning and incremental refinement, whereas disruptive technologies can require rapid experimentation and departure from established competencies. Corritore, Goldberg and Srivastava (2024) demonstrate theoretically that organisational adaptation involves balancing innovation against adherence to tradition. Toyota therefore faces a cultural paradox: the routines that historically supported manufacturing excellence may become restrictive if employees privilege proven approaches when technological change demands fundamentally different ones.
Overall, Toyota leverages its culture effectively through learning, localisation and capability development. Nevertheless, kaizen alone cannot guarantee successful adaptation. Toyota must combine exploitation of its established cultural strengths with greater exploratory innovation, ensuring that traditions function as foundations for change rather than constraints upon it.

Organisational Culture as a Barrier or Enabler
A strong organisational culture can enable effective functioning by creating shared expectations, coordinating behaviour and providing employees with a common basis for decision-making. However, cultural strength can become restrictive when conformity discourages employees from challenging established practices. Toyota demonstrates both effects, meaning its culture should be evaluated according to how its values operate in practice rather than simply how strongly employees are expected to share them.
Toyota’s culture acts as an important enabler through continuous improvement, standardisation, employee participation and collective problem-solving. The Toyota Production System creates common working principles across complex operations, while kaizen encourages employees to identify inefficiencies and contribute to improvement. Bogale and Debela’s (2024) systematic review identifies employee involvement, teamwork and innovation among important dimensions through which organisational culture can influence organisational outcomes. Within Toyota, cultural consistency can therefore reduce ambiguity while allowing operational knowledge to contribute to organisational learning.
However, Toyota’s certification irregularities demonstrate how cultural systems can also become barriers when established assumptions are insufficiently challenged. In 2024, Toyota acknowledged unclear certification rules, insufficient resource management and inadequate management understanding and involvement in certification processes. Japan’s Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism consequently issued a correction order requiring fundamental reforms (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2024). These failures are significant because they contradict Toyota’s espoused commitments to integrity, genchi genbutsu and identifying abnormalities. The problem was therefore not an absence of cultural principles but a failure to translate them consistently into organisational behaviour.
Employee voice provides an important explanation for this risk. Morrison (2023) argues that whether employees speak up or remain silent has significant organisational consequences, while Mohammad, Nazir and Mufti’s (2023) systematic review demonstrates that organisational norms and practices can operate as important facilitators or inhibitors of employee voice. A culture that values discipline and established procedures may therefore unintentionally discourage challenge if employees perceive questioning existing practices as socially or professionally risky. This does not establish that employee silence caused Toyota’s certification failures; rather, it identifies a credible cultural risk requiring organisational safeguards.
Toyota’s response illustrates how culture can subsequently facilitate corrective change. By 2025, reforms included greater management presence at the genba, clearer responsibility for certification processes, stronger checks at development milestones and continuing communication between management and employees (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2025e). Toyota’s Integrated Report also emphasises creating conditions in which employees feel comfortable speaking up when problems occur (Toyota Motor Corporation, 2026). These measures effectively attempt to align enacted behaviour more closely with Toyota’s stated cultural values. citeturn0search0turn0search24
Overall, Toyota’s organisational culture is predominantly an enabler, because shared principles support coordination, learning and continuous improvement. However, this conclusion is conditional. Cultural cohesion becomes a barrier where respect for established routines develops into conformity or insufficient upward challenge. Effective functioning therefore requires Toyota not merely to preserve its strong culture, but to institutionalise employee voice, independent scrutiny and managerial accountability alongside it.

Impact of Organisational Culture on Organisational Performance
Organisational culture can influence performance through employee behaviour, knowledge sharing, operational efficiency, innovation and responsiveness. However, the relationship is not automatically positive. O’Reilly, Cao and Sull (2024), using data from 309 large organisations, found that different cultural characteristics have different associations with objective measures of firm performance. Similarly, Liu, Tsui and Kianto’s (2021) meta-analysis found a positive relationship between knowledge-friendly organisational culture and both financial and non-financial performance. These findings suggest that performance depends upon the characteristics promoted by a culture rather than simply its strength.
Toyota’s culture has historically supported operational performance through the interaction of standardisation and kaizen. Standardised work creates consistency and makes inefficiencies visible, while continuous improvement encourages accumulated employee knowledge to refine existing processes. Medeiros et al. (2025) emphasise the importance of employee involvement within lean manufacturing, supporting the view that operational improvement depends upon employee participation rather than technical processes alone. Toyota’s culture can therefore generate value by embedding problem-solving behaviour throughout operations.
Culture can also influence innovation and strategic performance. The knowledge-sharing and learning behaviours embedded within the Toyota Way can support the development and transfer of organisational capabilities. Vanichchinchai (2022) found positive relationships between the Toyota Way and manufacturing agility, while Gutierrez et al. (2022) demonstrate that learning-oriented lean cultures can contribute to dynamic capabilities and process innovation. These characteristics are particularly valuable as Toyota expands into software, AI and new mobility technologies.
Nevertheless, Toyota demonstrates why performance cannot be assessed exclusively through productivity or financial outcomes. Certification failures created regulatory intervention and potential reputational consequences, demonstrating that cultural or governance weaknesses can undermine stakeholder trust even where operational capabilities remain strong. Furthermore, Wang et al.’s (2023) meta-analysis found that different organisational culture types produce different performance effects, with hierarchical culture showing weaker performance effects than more innovation-oriented forms. Toyota’s strong role-culture characteristics may therefore provide consistency while becoming less advantageous where innovation and speed are strategically critical.
Overall, Toyota’s culture represents an important performance resource because it supports efficiency, learning and problem-solving. Its future contribution to performance, however, depends upon maintaining these capabilities while strengthening innovation, employee challenge and governance. Culture should therefore be understood as a contingent performance mechanism whose value depends upon alignment with Toyota’s changing strategic environment.

Evidence-Based Recommendations
The analysis indicates that Toyota should evolve rather than replace its existing culture. Its core principles continue to support operational performance, but cultural development is required in three areas.
First, Toyota should institutionalise constructive employee challenge alongside kaizen. The certification irregularities demonstrate that identifying operational problems is insufficient if employees cannot confidently challenge established assumptions or escalate concerns. Toyota should strengthen protected employee-voice mechanisms, incorporate upward challenge into leadership evaluation and routinely examine whether concerns raised at the genba receive appropriate managerial responses. Morrison (2023) demonstrates that employee voice can provide organisations with information required to identify problems and improve functioning, while Mohammad, Nazir and Mufti (2023) identify organisational practices and norms as important influences on whether employees speak up. Making constructive challenge an explicit component of the Toyota Way would therefore reduce conformity risk without weakening cultural cohesion.
Second, Toyota should maintain stronger independent governance and cross-functional accountability. Post-certification reforms involving clearer responsibilities, management involvement and additional checks should become permanent organisational routines rather than temporary corrective measures. Periodic independent reviews should examine whether Toyota’s espoused values are being enacted across operational units. This recommendation reflects Schein and Schein’s (2017) distinction between visible organisational practices and deeper assumptions: governance mechanisms can expose situations where stated cultural values and actual behaviour diverge.
Third, Toyota should deliberately balance incremental improvement with exploratory innovation. Kaizen remains valuable for refining established capabilities, but AI, software-defined vehicles, autonomous technologies and electrification may require experimentation beyond existing routines. Toyota should expand autonomous cross-functional teams combining manufacturing, software and mobility expertise and provide protected resources for higher-risk experimentation. Gutierrez et al. (2022) demonstrate the importance of learning-oriented cultures for dynamic capabilities, while Wang et al. (2023) show stronger performance effects for innovation-oriented cultures than hierarchical forms. Strengthening task-oriented and exploratory characteristics would therefore complement Toyota’s process discipline and improve adaptability.
Collectively, these recommendations would preserve Toyota’s cultural strengths while reducing conformity, governance and rigidity risks, improving the alignment between organisational culture and its increasingly technology-intensive competitive environment.

Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that organisational culture significantly influences Toyota’s structure, decision-making, adaptability and performance, supporting Mullins and Christy’s (2016) argument that culture shapes fundamental organisational processes. Toyota’s prevailing culture is best understood as a strong, process-oriented hybrid combining role-based discipline with task-based problem-solving, underpinned by kaizen, genchi genbutsu, respect for people and organisational learning.
Overall, Toyota’s culture is predominantly an enabler of effective organisational functioning. Standardisation and continuous improvement support operational efficiency and organisational learning, while Toyota’s problem-solving philosophy provides a foundation for responding to environmental change. However, certification failures demonstrate that strong cultural assumptions can become barriers where conformity, insufficient challenge and weaknesses in managerial oversight emerge. Furthermore, technological disruption means that incremental improvement cannot substitute entirely for exploratory innovation.
Toyota should therefore preserve rather than abandon its established cultural strengths while developing stronger employee voice, independent governance and experimentation. Ultimately, Toyota’s future performance will depend not upon maintaining cultural consistency for its own sake, but upon ensuring that its culture continues to evolve alongside the increasingly technology-driven global automotive environment.
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