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Report: Developing a New Landscape for Customer Care
Executive summary
In this report, two theoretical analysis frameworks, Michael Porter’s Five Forces Model and SWOT Model, will be adopted to analyze the external and internal competitive environment of Toyota, evaluating the strategic options for more personalized customer care. Then, some recommended strategies will be promoted for the future development of Toyota for delivering better and innovative customer care ensuring future resilience and sustainable competitive advantage against the backdrop of COVID-19. 
Introduction
In recent years, focusing on the customer is of great significance for any company to have a position in this globalized market (Baumeister, 2002), more and more enterprises have come to realize the importance of customer care and begin to increase their emphasis on customer service as a means of gaining competitive edges (Jay, 1995). In the current era where the competition gets more fierce and global, many organizations understand that price isn’t the only factor that matters. And it is in the markets where many companies have developed a strategy of providing superior customer care to make differentiation of their products and services from others.(Cook, 2008) And it’s about establishing and enhancing harmonious relationships with customers (Muther, 2002).

Toyota Motor Corporation is the largest vehicle company in Japan and the largest multinational manufacturer in the world(Rother, 2008). Seen as a dominant player in the automobile industry, it has shown sales growth for over four decades, while at the period its American rivals either reached a plateau or decreased. Moreover, Toyota’s profit surpasses that or other vehicle manufacturers (Rother, 2008). It’s not difficult to identify that Toyota is a business success that worth learning about. 

Starting from 1999 to 2002, Toyota was among the first batch of vehicle companies to introduce the awareness of building an enterprise that can satisfy its customers as well as the concept of customer relationship management (CRM) (Kumar, 2010), which refers to a customer-focused business strategy. The concept of CRM is evolved from relational marketing. Carrying out CRM will make differences to the operation of an organization, improving its performance and competitiveness (Chalmeta, 2005). Toyota deployed the CRM system at the manufacturer level, carrying out the call center business, satisfaction evaluation as well as return visits, etc. Besides, it promoted the customer management business to the dealer and service provider level. 

Some large-scale international and multinational companies should fully acknowledge the fact that the current changes in the international market environment and make adjustment to their enterprise strategies from multiple different perspectives (Ogutu, 2015), such as the market politics and economics, for the sake of actively respond to uncertain risks and crisis to dig its potential in the market and strive for sustainable development (Fauzi, et al, 2020). While making preparations for the adjustment of strategies, attention should firstly be paid to the external competitive environment and quantitative and qualitative analysis through basic analysis methods should be conducted to fully understand the factors that may affect corporate strategy in the current market environment (Richard, 1980). The management personnel of the enterprise must ensure the execution effect of the enterprise’s strategic decisions to create a good corporate culture and realize the sustainable development of internal talents so as to ensure that the corporate strategy can be implemented and gradually improve the marketing level of the enterprise (Trigeourgis & Reuer, 2017).

Enterprises should also realize the innovation of management content, and make strategic adjustments around product service quality, technical level, human resources, customer resources to improve employees’ psychological identity and enhance organizational cohesion (Atkinson, 2011). Under the new mindset, any company should actively improve its actual management skills to create an excellent corporate culture and lay a solid foundation for corporate strategic decision-making adjustments(Cook, 2008). Enterprises should combine their own management needs to formulate targeted and adaptable management systems and ensure the implementation of relevant rules. 

Main findings of strategic analysis and critical evaluation of the strategic options

Strategic management refers to the set of managerial decision and action that determines the long-run performance of an enterprise, including external and internal environments, strategic or planning in the long run, the implementation of strategies as well as evaluation and control (Rowe, A. J, 1986). Therefore, it emphasizes the monitoring and evaluating of external opportunities and threats in light of a corporation’s strengths and weaknesses. The strategy is to serve the purpose of the development prospects of the enterprise, which determines whether the enterprise can stand out in the fierce market, so strategic management of the enterprise is of great significance. Toyota has mature management experience and industrial chain. In order to further expand scale, improve sales levels, adjust product structure, and promote transformation and upgrading, Toyota released four new strategies in 2019(Toyota Motor Corporation, 2019), they are to upgrade product manufacturing, the strategy of new energy, the strategy of  intelligent network and the strategy of market upgrading. In this report, Porter’s Five forces model is firstly adopted to analyze the basic competition situation of Toyota. Then, the SWOT analysis framework is used to conduct an objective and accurate research on the current situation of Toyota based on the internal and external competitive environment. Lastly, corresponding development strategies based on the research results are promoted.

1. TPS: an unique and effective way of production
TPS is the acronym of Toyota Production System. Toyota has created a unique way of production, the TPS, which is originated from the basic concept of “To attain best quality, every single process matters”. (Jayaram, et al, 2010). The ultimate purpose of Toyota's production method is to improve its efficiency by reducing the costs. In order to eliminate the most basic waste, it has adopted advanced production management measures, the most famous of which are the “just-in-time(JIT) production” and “automation production” known as the two pillars of Toyota as well as the “kanban management” using Just In Time production method (Amasaka, 2002). Toyota is trying to use more efficient and energy-saving production methods to bring vehicles more competitive and of better performances. Today, the Toyota Production System is not only a management method, but also has been developed into the enterprise’s culture.

Just In Time production, abbreviated as JIT production method, is seen as the core idea of TPS. It was adopted by many Japanese companies after the oil crisis in 1973, which reflects the effectiveness of this way of production. The main purpose of this production method is to eliminate all kinds of waste in the enterprise through the producing process so as to achieve the purpose of reducing costs. The explanation of it can be put in one sentence, it is: only to product the required products in the required quantities when it is needed. For example, in the process of producing automobile assembly parts,  the required parts should arrive on the production line in time in accordance with the required quantity before the assembly process.

Automation is one of the two pillars of TPS. Generally speaking, it can be interpreted as a means of automatically monitoring and managing abnormal conditions, that is to prevent the non-conforming products from flowing into the subsequent process from the previous process and from affecting the subsequent process so as to ensure the timely production of the entire process. In recent years, with the development of artificial intelligence technology, Toyota has used a large number of robots and established Flexible Manufacturing System (FMS), a flexible production line. It is indeed an extension of automation under high and new technologies (Investopedia, 2019).

Kanban is referred to card in Japanese. Kanban management is an information system where necessary products are being manufactured in necessary quantities when it is necessary. In Toyota Motor Corporation it is regarded as a subsystem in TPS. However, TPS is a method of manufacturing products, and the Kanban method is a means of using Just In Time production (Huang, C & Kusiak, A, 2010). A simple summary is that Kanban is an information system that manages the production volume of each process reasonably and efficiently.

2. The customer care service
In today’s vehicle market, price alone cannot form a stimulation to sales for the reason that customers no longer simply pursue a reasonable and appropriate price, instead they pay more attention to the comprehensive value of the automobile. Therefore, winning brand loyalty through good after-sale service, or customer care to a large extent, will become the basis for vehicle companies in the future. As a kind of consumer product that should be durable for a long time, automobile maintenance services account for a large part of the total value. Service quality is related to the time cost and expense of car owners. Therefore, improving the quality of after-sale service is a very important part of the sales process. Toyota’s attitude in after-sales service is to keep improving. In order to satisfy its customers, Toyota has a comprehensive after-sale service system. To ensure the quality of its maintenance services, Toyota attaches great importance to improving the technical skills of the maintenance employees. Toyota Motor Corporation not only sells cars and provides its customers with good after-sale services, but also strives to create a unique and influencing car culture (Toyota-global, 2012).

3. Porter’s Five Forces Framework
The Michael Porter’s Five Forces Framework was proposed by renowned professor Michael Porter in the early 1980s, which is of great significance to the strategies of different organizations, which has a profound impact on the formulation of corporate strategies (Dobbs, 2014). It is widely used for the analysis of an organization’s competitive strategy. The five forces refer to: the bargaining power of buyers, entry barriers, rivalry, substitutes, and the bargaining power of suppliers. The changes in different combinations of the five forces ultimately affect the changes in the industry's profit potential. And these five factors together determine the organization’s profitability (Grundy, 2006). It is believed that the Porter’s Five Forces Model be adopted by companies to make observation and analysis of the five forces of themselves so that they can grasp a comprehensive understanding of their current position and situation in the market and make adaptations to the strategies (Parnell, 2014).

1) The bargaining power of the buyers
The bargaining power of the buyers refers to the buyer’s capability to gain profits from the seller through some competitive methods, such as lowering the product prices or increasing their requirements of the product quality. 

As the expansion of the automobile market is quite rapid, the development of the service automakers provide is relatively lagging behind, which means that the service level cannot keep up with the rapid expansion of the automobile market, the phenomenon of which may in turn leads to has some challenges and problems, such as customer may get dissatisfied with the services provided by Toyota. The following three aspects are the main causes. Firstly, the expectations of products or services are too high. If customers hold too much expectations, which are so much more than the real situation could provide, they will feel dissatisfied. Secondly, Toyota’s employees may not be of high quality(Langfield-Smith, 1998). Some of the employees fail to pay attention to the opinions and needs of customers. Thirdly, customer complaints were not treated properly. The above three points may cause buyers to be at a higher stage, and their bargaining power will be stronger.

Currently, all the industries are seriously hit under the impact of COVID-19, including the automobile industry. Therefore, the global automobile industry is in its downturn, which has led to a more intensified market competition. In order to attract customers, many brands begin to offer much discounts and concessions to the buyers, which in turn makes the buyers bargaining power stronger and stronger. In this kind of unfavorable situation, it is unavoidable for Toyota’s profitability to decline.

2) Threat of new entrants
Not only existing but also potential competitors will influence the average industry profitability. And the key concept in making analysis of the threat of new entrants are the entry barriers (Nikolopoulos, 2005). The threat of entry of potential competitors in the industry is also one of the major challenges faced by enterprises. Toyota is the world’s largest vehicle manufacturer and has achieved economies of scale, which can effectively increase investment to increase its market share and resist some new entrants. However, vacancies in the market create opportunities for these new entrants as well on the other side. Therefore, it is both a challenge and an opportunity for multinational vehicle companies like Toyota.

3) Rivalry
More specifically speaking, rivalry in the Porter’s Five Forces refers to rivalry among the existing companies in the auto industry. Today, the analysis of the status quo of competitors in the industry is an important part of the analysis of the entire industry environment. Toyota has many competitors in the industry, such as General Motor, Ford, Volkswagen, BMW, Honda, Nissan, etc. 

Many large automobile brands are constantly improving their product quality, price advantage, performance and services to customers (Takeuchi, et al, 2008). As the economy continues to develop, consumers’ way of thinking is also constantly changing. The amount of factors to take into account when buying a car will increase, and the requirements will become more stringent and detailed. In the auto industry, the main trend is research and developing as well as globalization of a new product. Nearly all the brands are developing new types of vehicles and advanced technologies to gain their market share and pursuing economies of scale. The automobile industry is a mature enough and Toyota should accumulate its power to carry out technological innovation and continuously improve its own quality and customer services to achieve better development.

4) Threat of substitutes
Substitutes refer to products that can provide the same use or effect as a certain product. The threat posed by substitutes will directly shake the foundation of enterprise production and operation. 

The ability of substitutes’ power is usually bringing threats in terms of price and technology of the company’s existing products. The lower the price of the substitute is, the higher the quality is, the lower the switching cost of consumers, and the stronger its substitution ability, the greater the competitive pressure it will bring to enterprises. Otherwise, it’s exactly the opposite. For Toyota, its replacement threats may come from other brands of cars, such as those that are superior to Toyota in terms of quality, price, performance, and services. It may also come from other modes of travel, such as public transportation, subway buses, or trains and airplanes. With the development of technology, various new energy vehicles are developed. Environmentally friendly cars with moderate prices and attractive styles may be another threat of substitutes. For these three possible threats, Toyota should increase conversion costs and increase its product performance to reduce the possibility of substitution.

5) The bargaining power of the suppliers 
The bargaining power of suppliers refers to the ability of suppliers to put pressure on enterprises in the industry by increasing the prices or reducing the quality of the products they supply. The purchase of spare auto parts is an important part of the total cost of automobiles. Therefore, most auto manufacturers require their suppliers to reduce the supply price of those spare auto parts thereby reducing the cost of auto purchase and ensuring the maximization of the corporate’s interests and profitability. In terms of relations with suppliers, Toyota Motor Corporation is generally doing very well. It never will take advantage of its Party A’s dominant position to force the suppliers to lower the prices. Instead, it conveys the company’s own production concept “lean production method” to suppliers in order to achieve a win-win outcome for both parties. If the price of the parts provided by the supplier accounts for too much of the total cost of Toyota, then the supplier’s bargaining power will be very strong. Therefore, in order to reduce the bargaining power of the supplier, Toyota will first determine 180 parts to be purchased, and second Compare multiple suppliers around the world to understand the best selling price of parts. By knowing this information, Toyota Motor Corporation requires and helps its suppliers to sell themselves at the best price for a long time, such as reducing the types of parts used. Reduce the types of parts so that suppliers can save their production costs. Toyota Motor earns the difference to obtain the best purchase price, reduces its own procurement costs, thereby reducing the total cost of automobile manufacturing and effectively improving the company’s competitiveness.

4. SWOT model analysis
The SWOT model is a strategic management tool based on the external and internal competition environment and competitive conditions, both favorable and unfavorable, in the four quadrants of a SWOT analysis grid (Jackson, et al, 2003). As for SWOT, S stands for strengths, W stands for weaknesses, O stands for opportunities and T stands for threats. Planners can have a better understanding of how to leverage the strengths to realize new opportunities. Also, they will be acknowledged of how weaknesses can slow progress or highlight threats of the selected organization. Furthermore, from the SWOT analysis assumptions could be made to overcome the threats and weaknesses or some future strategies. (Nixon, 2010) The adoption of SWOT analysis model enables Toyota Motor to give full play to its strengths and capabilities, it can take advantage of the external opportunities and deal with the external threats in order to overcome its own weaknesses and choose a strategy suitable for its own development in the long run.

1) Strengths of Toyota
Strength refer to the characteristic that introduces value to the organization and makes it more special than others. It’s positive and favorable (Ege, 2017). When pursuing further growth, Toyota always bears it in mind that customers’ interests should come first. Toyota is sought after and favored by consumers all around the world because of its salient and numerous strengths, such as its personalization and user-friendly design, low fuel consumption, and cost effectiveness, etc. The Toyota vehicle is be of good quality, focusing on personalized and humane design. The car body is well-made with beautiful and comfortable seats as well as exquisite and elegant interior decoration, equipped with appropriate length of the door armrest and ample space for legs’ movement. Besides, the failure rate of Toyota is the lowest in the world, and the minor problems of Japanese made cars are merely one-third or even one-fourth of those of German made cars, which to a large extent reflects Toyota’s superior quality. Toyota vehicle, especially small-size car, is the most fuel-efficient one due to their light weight. More importantly, Toyota has always been following a sustainable development strategy. It’s been providing satisfying services to its customers, which help it attain an excellent brand and reputation. One of the core strategies that Toyota has implemented to capture its share in the internationalized market is the integration of management, after-sale services and spare-parts supply to clear customers’ concerns and mistrust by providing excellent services. By putting customer satisfaction first, Toyota has been able to build up its own brand, which gains it great international influence and popularity. It increases customer satisfaction and retention(Gerpott, et al, 2000). The following customer satisfaction has increased their loyalty to Toyota. This is because when customers use the product for a long time and are satisfied for a long time, loyalty will be formed thereby.

2) Weaknesses of Toyota
Although Toyota enjoys a good reputation as well as satisfying sales through the globe, there are some weaknesses that are evident and cannot be ignored. The most intuitive weakness is the thin skin of Toyota’s vehicle body, which may not be sound proof(Gabbay, 1999). And the poor car handling problem will directly lead to some safety issues. Because of the excessive saving habit and the use of poor quality materials, the vehicle will also look less of high-class. In addition, the car has a relatively short service life. As mentioned in the strengths part, though it has less minor flaws, once a major problem occurs, it equals to the end of the car’s life. 

Among all the weaknesses, the “recall gate” event matters most. It’s fair to say that the incident put the enterprise in a position where there’re countless challenges to deal with. In 2010, due to problems of the accelerator pedal, Toyota recalled over 3 million automobiles in the world. There is no denying that it was a trust crisis, which seriously affected Toyota’s reputation among its customers(Fan, et al, 2013). After that, there appeared a sharp decrease of Toyota’s vehicles. Besides, Toyota has expanded its business widely in recent years, and it is a move that could leave its finished products without qualified oversight, the result of which may be the lowering of the quality of the products. All of these factors contributed to the weaknesses of Toyota Motor Corporation. Toyota has failed in fulfilling its social responsibility, which can be said to be the enterprise’s Achilles heel. The company must respect the interests of other stakeholders while pursuing its own interests. There is no contradiction between the company’s pursuit of the best interests and the fulfillment of social responsibilities. It is a system of interest balancing.

3) Opportunities of Toyota
For Toyota, its technological progress has been in line with the current era and the trend of the times. More specifically speaking, the hybrid vehicles Toyota invented in recent years well comply with the development trend of energy conservation and emission reduction of the times.

Although the “recall gate” event is a big challenge which has caused a certain degree of impact on Toyota’s brand reputation, it is also a great opportunity for this multinational corporate, for the reason that they could take advantage of it to improve its production system and management efficiency through the globe and put more efforts in to research and development to bring better quality assurance and services for its customers.

4) Threats of Toyota
Despite Toyota’s leading role in the world in terms of car sales, it is the shortcomings that are always captured by consumers in the first place. European and American cars, led by German made cars, have a heavy body and more attention is paid to the safety quality (Thompson, 2018). In contrast, Japanese cars, Toyota in particular, have the characteristic of lighter bodies and of lower fuel consumption, so they have certain disadvantages in terms of the safety performance. Moreover, Toyota is a family business, many common problems of family businesses may occur, such as the lack of certain incentives. Last but not least, Toyota has many competitors and it is constantly under competitive pressure and is faced with the threat of being surpassed at any time. 

Conclusion
The purpose of writing this report is to find out about Toyota’s current situation and position by adopting the Porter’s Five Forces Framework and SWOT model. Under the current situation where the economic environment is in a depression, the competition is becoming increasingly fierce and the importance of strategic management in the development of enterprises has become increasingly salient. Therefore, under the background of the new economy, Toyota must think about their own marketing strategies to make analysis of the existing problems and then explore effective solutions to ensure that their marketing results are not affected and maintain a competitive advantage in the social and economic market with stable development and construction.

Through the marketing research and analysis, we know more information about Toyota’s strategic management. Conclusions are drawn from the Porter’s Five Forces Framework and the SWOT analysis.  

From Porter’s Five Forces Framework, we know that Toyota should increase the conversion cost in order to reduce the possibility of substitution. It is also required to conduct in-depth investigations and research on those alternative vehicle companies and find out their advantages and the disadvantages of competitors respectively at the same time get the functions and services of their own products enhanced. If Toyota wants to gain more market share, it must produce vehicles with differentiated and unique characteristics. The strategic management model of Toyota lacks innovation to some extent, as it is faced the challenges of being substituted by other automakers. Something has to be changed in terms of the management system and corporate culture (Phadnis, 2020). The quality of their products and services they provide need to be continuously improved to increase capital investment to develop new energy-saving vehicles.

From SWOT analysis, the critical internal strengths, internal weaknesses, external opportunities as well as external threats of Toyota can be clearly acknowledged.  Therefore, the SO strategy, WO strategy, ST strategy and WT strategy are recorded one by one. Here are the conclusions from this model. The SO strategy is to take advantage of the internal strengths and external opportunities. As for Toyota, it should firstly rely on the core technology within the enterprise and the quality foundation to enhance competitiveness in the market. Then, it should put more efforts in producing more economical and high-quality types of vehicle in response to the large consumer demand to expand its market competitiveness. Last, interpersonal resources can be used to develop Toyota’s products and attain the target of expanding markets. In weaknesses-opportunities strategy, we come to know that though seriously affected by the “recall-gate” event, Toyota can take advantage of it by adopting the new multi-media and event marketing method to present its product quality to the masses, which may serve as an effective way to change the negative views about it. In brief, Toyota should focus on strategies of development to expand the company’s internal production and operation advantages, the product advantages and the positive impact of the external macro environment on the company. Relying on its core technology and quality foundation, it continuously innovates and improves products and produces economical and high-quality automobiles for consumer needs, creating truly valuable products and services, to increase its market share.

After the objective analysis and looking through Toyota’s business in years, it’s not hard to understand that it has been trying hard to attain a customer-centered marketing and strategic management mode. The Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is a useful way, the fundamental purpose of which is to get cost reduction during the operation of business, increase business sales revenue and customer satisfaction as well as the employee productivity through continuous improvement of customer relationships. Toyota takes the pursuit of profitability at the maximum level as its ultimate target to conduct good customer relationship management. It adopts flexible marketing strategies and management to achieve a win-win situation for both its customers and the enterprise itself.

Recommendations

Indeed, Toyota has already done a good job in forming the customer-first mindset. Since Toyota’s founding, it has always been adhering to the tenet of “putting the customer first”, taking quality and service as the foundation of the enterprise’s development and an important strategic element related to the entire company. Toyota is responsible for its customers, providing satisfying quality and services, and established strict product quality management and guarantee system and corresponding system of services. Professor Birkinshaw puts forward the opinion that future competitive advantage of enterprises will change, they will transfer from hands to mind to heart, which to a large extent highlights the importance of the mindset of caring about the customers and their needs (Wellington, 2010). In order to gain sustainable competitive advantages in the market place, better customer service is definitely a must. Though being an enterprise which has already paid much attention to customer care, it was hit by COVID-19 pandemic and has a long way to go. Considering about the shortcomings of Toyota’s current strategic management and its position in the market analyzed above, the suggestions can be drawn as below.

Service quality and consumer satisfaction are two factors that are believed to be the primary drivers of most loyal behavior, and lots of research are done in a traditional service context (Majava&Isoherranen, 2019). Toyota should try hard to make their customer have deeper trust as well as loyalty in them. It’s not difficult to understand that organizations win their customers, who are usually lifelong customers, through providing extremely seamless experiences to meet their requirements and satisfy the needs. When the customers are faced with some problems, Toyota should help deal with those issues proactively, which means that the staff in the company contact the customers first. 

After the pandemic, lessons should be learned (Riveiro, et al, 2020). Toyota should develop a new customer strategy and plans to ensure effectiveness during the next crisis. At the same time, it is also advised to do some preparations for the next crisis, as it is proposed that this kind of crisis happens with a certain frequency. They shouldn’t put their attention only on COVID-19, instead they should look beyond it. Because new trends are expected to appear and that would change the market dynamic. 

To build a highly sophisticated and cutting-edge customer service function, Toyota should be equipped with two basic components, which are the mindsets the of understanding and anticipating customer needs (MiKinsey, 2020). They should know their customers really well, getting the comprehensive individual profiles of customers. As for getting to know and predict the customer needs, there are three main aspects to take into consideration. The first aspect is the preventing issues. Because to provide customer service in a proactive way can give the buyers good impression about the entire enterprise when they are capable of preventing the problems from happening. The second aspect is to solve these problems happened only before customers raise them. The last aspect is to provide personalized responses by predicting the needs based on the individual information and profile.
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